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What Miss Mitchell Saw: An Illustrated Celebration of How 19th-Century Astronomer Maria Mitchell 

Blazed the Way for Women in Science 

An illustrated homage to a rare visionary who opened up portals of possibility for generations. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Mingle the starlight with your lives and you won’t be fretted by trifles,” Maria Mitchell (August 1, 1818–

June 28, 1889) often told her Vassar students — the world’s first university class of professionally trained 

women astronomers — having herself become America’s first professional woman astronomer, thanks to 

her historic discovery of a new telescopic comet on October 1, 1847, after sixteen tenacious years of sweeping 

the sky night after night. 

Mitchell (whose extraordinary life was the seed for what became Figuring and to whom 

the inaugural Universe in Verse was dedicated) not only went on to blaze the way for women in STEM but 

used her prominence — she was arguably America’s first true scientific celebrity, welcomed in England, 

Italy, and Russia as a dignitary of the New World — to become one of the nineteenth century’s most 

ardent advocates for social reform, advancing women’s rights and abolition. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/10/01/october-1-1847-miss-mitchells-comet/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/29/the-universe-in-verse/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/01/maria-mitchell-figuring-1/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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The epoch-making discovery that became the platform for Mitchell’s modeling of possibility and far-reaching 

influence is the kernel of the lovely picture-book What Miss Mitchell Saw (public library) by author Hayley 

Barrett and illustrator Diana Sudyka — a splendid addition to the most inspiring picture-book biographies of 

cultural heroes. 

Barrett’s lyrical prose opens with a clever and tender solution to the common pronunciation confusion — 

Mitchell’s first name is spelled like my own but pronounced the presently atypical traditional Latin way: 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/what-miss-mitchell-saw/oclc/1109764128&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/13/picture-book-biographies/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/13/picture-book-biographies/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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On the first day of August, in a house tucked away on the fog-wrapped island of Nantucket, a baby girl was 

born. 

Like all babies, this baby was given a name. 

Her parents whispered it to her like a gentle breeze, ma…RYE…ah… 

Names become a central creative trope in the book — the dignifying, truth-affirming act of calling all realities 

by their true names. We see the young Maria learn to recognize the ships of this whaling community by name 

and come to know the local shopkeepers by name. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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Finally, after her father apprentices her as his astronomical assistant, she learns the stars by name — a 

testament to bryologist Robin Wall Kimmerer’s astute observation that “finding the words is another step in 

learning to see.” 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/23/robin-wall-kimmerer-gathering-moss-naming/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/23/robin-wall-kimmerer-gathering-moss-naming/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                          No. 506  january 2020 
 

 

12 

 

Sudyka’s beautiful gouache-and-watercolor illustrations weave together hand-lettered words from the story 

with the three great animating forces of Mitchell’s early life: the enchantment of the cosmos, the whaling 

culture of Nantucket, and her family’s Quaker values. (In Figuring, writing about the factors that fomented 

Mitchell’s unexampled ascent above the common plane of possibility for women in her era, I point to the 

original use of the word genius in the term genius loci — Latin for “the spirit of a place” — and wonder 

whether, despite her incontrovertible natural gift for mathematics, she would have so soared had she not 

grown up in a secluded whaling community, where matriarchs ruled while men spent months and years on 

whaling trips, where Quakers lived by the then-countercultural ethos of equal education for boys and girls, 

where a barren landscape and long winter nights turned astronomy into cherished popular entertainment.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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The book ends with the motto emblazoned on the gold medal Mitchell received from the King of Denmark for 

her landmark discovery — “Not in vain do we watch the setting and the rising of the stars” — a sentiment that 

echoes the dying words of the great astronomer Tycho Brahe, which Adrienne Rich incorporated into 

her exquisite tribute to Caroline Herschel, the world’s first professional woman astronomer: “Let me not seem 

to have lived in vain.” 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/27/janna-levin-reads-planetarium-by-adrienne-rich/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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Complement the wondrous What Miss Mitchell Saw with the picture-book biographies of other inspiring 

cultural figures — Ada Lovelace, Louise Bourgeois, Jane Goodall, Jane Jacobs, John Lewis, Frida 

Kahlo, E.E. Cummings, Louis Braille, Pablo Neruda, Albert Einstein, Muddy Waters, Nellie Bly, Wangari 

Maathai — then revisit Mitchell’s abiding wisdom on friendship, social change, science, spirituality, and our 

search for truth, and the art of knowing what to do with your life. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/01/what-miss-mitchell-

saw/?mc_cid=370478fbe0&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/05/ada-lovelace-poet-of-science/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/08/cloth-lullaby-louise-bourgeois/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/01/19/me-jane-patrick-mcdonnell/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/13/walking-the-city-with-jane-jacobs/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/05/preaching-to-the-chickens-john-lewis/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/01/03/frida-kahlo-and-her-animalitos/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/01/03/frida-kahlo-and-her-animalitos/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/30/enormous-smallness-e-e-cummings-matthew-burgess/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/21/six-dots-braille/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/04/pablo-neruda-poet-of-the-people-book/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/30/on-a-beam-of-light-albert-einstein-radunsky/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/12/muddy-waters-picture-book/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/17/the-daring-nellie-bly-bonnie-christensen/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/04/wangari-maathai-the-woman-who-planted-millions-of-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/04/wangari-maathai-the-woman-who-planted-millions-of-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/10/maria-mitchell-friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/01/maria-mitchell-figuring-1/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/06/05/maria-mitchell-science-religion/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/06/05/maria-mitchell-science-religion/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/19/maria-mitchell-purpose/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/01/what-miss-mitchell-saw/?mc_cid=370478fbe0&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/01/what-miss-mitchell-saw/?mc_cid=370478fbe0&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1481487590/braipick-20
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Into the great unknown: Cassini, a bold mission to study Saturn 

By Nick Lavars 

 

Render of Cassini in orbit around Saturn 

NASA/JPL-Caltech 

VIEW 20 IMAGES 

From Fukushima to the darkest corners of the ocean, robots built for extreme environments and an appetite 

for discovery continue to enlighten our understanding of places too dangerous to tread. Those launched into 

deep space may be the most daring examples, continually pushing the limits of human ingenuity and 

expanding our understanding of the universe. In this series New Atlas will be profiling space probes, both past 

and present, tasked with pushing the boundaries of science by leading us into the great unknown. This week: 

the spacecraft built to study Saturn and its surroundings in one of our most ambitious space missions to date. 

Name: Cassini 

Launched: October 1997 

Subject of study: Saturn 

Current location: Cassini has become one with Saturn 

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
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Three probes had visited Saturn before NASA’s Cassini probe rolled into the area in 2004, but none had ever 

entered its orbit. By doing just that and continuing to circle the gas giant until 2017, Cassini has 

fundamentally changed our understanding of Saturn, its rings and its many moons. And thanks to the mass of 

its data that scientists are yet to dig into, it will continue to do so for some time yet. 

“Our spacecraft is gone, but the science continues.” Thus reads the NASA team’s Twitter bio for the Cassini 

probe, which burned up in the atmosphere of Saturn back in 2017. The spacecraft spent 13 years in orbit 

around the planet and 20 years total in space, far exceeding the four-year plan of its creators at the outset. 

Cassini launched in 1997 together with the ESA’s Hyugens lander, both traveling as one toward Saturn until 

separating in December 2004. At that point, Hyugens parachuted down to the surface of Saturn’s largest 

moon Titan, pulling off the first ever landing in the outer solar system and returning data for a period of 

around 90 minutes. 

 

Artist's concept of a lake at the north pole of Saturn's moon Titan 

NASA/JPL-Caltech 

Cassini had been in orbit around Saturn for around six months by this stage, and had already spearheaded the 

discovery of new moons in Methone, Pallene and Polydeuces. Others would soon follow in Daphnis, Anthe 

and Aegaeon, but there were a couple of Saturnian moons in particular to pique the interest of the scientific 

community. 

Working with measurements taken by Cassini, scientists learned pretty early on in the mission that Saturn's 

moon Enceladus was bound by a thin atmosphere with a high concentration of ionized water vapor. A close 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/#gallery:19
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fly by of Enceladus in 2008 took the Cassini spacecraft through giant plumes erupting from the polar region 

and carrying water, carbon dioxide and hydrocarbons out into space. 

 

Close-up view of Enceladus 

NASA/JPL/Space Science Institute 

https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/#gallery:18
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These kinds of observations, along with the discovery of a salty subsurface ocean in 2014, have led scientists 

to conclude that Enceladus is one of the most likely places in the solar system to harbor some form of alien 

life. And we may be closer to the start of this line of enquiry than the end, with scientists reporting just last 

week the discovery of yet more organic molecules erupting from the surface of this icy moon. 

Titan is another Saturnian moon of considerable interest to scientists, and one that we wouldn’t see the same 

way today were it not for Cassini. The probe has returned data on this, Saturn’s largest moon, that has led to 

the discovery of massive ice clouds above the south pole, methane seas and rain, deep dunes and tall 

mountains, along with the clearest ever views of the moon’s surface. In all, Cassini presented us with one of 

the more Earth-like bodies we have ever come across. 

 

Image of Saturn's rings as seen by Cassini's narrow-angle camera in April 2016 

ASA/JPL-Caltech/Space Science Institute 

https://newatlas.com/enceladus-ocean-cassini-moon-nasa/31512/
https://newatlas.com/space/signs-life-saturn-moon-enceladus/
https://newatlas.com/ice-cloud-titan-moon/40397/
https://newatlas.com/cassini-titan-dunes-xanadu/45309/
https://newatlas.com/cassini-titan-dunes-xanadu/45309/
https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/#gallery:13
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As for the ring system, the probe has captured countless stunning images and fascinating insights about the 

planet’s famous discs by diving right through the thick of them. This includes the revelation that the rings are 

shedding an astonishing amount of material and may disintegrate entirely within 100 million years. Saturn’s 

many moons, meanwhile, seem to be scooping up the rings’ material and growing into weird shapes. 

And as for Saturn itself, the Cassini probe has shown us the planet’s polar storms in new detail, helped us 

precisely calculate the length of a Saturnian day and recently revealed an interior where conductive liquids 

appear to flow like honey. 

 

Full view of Saturn as seen from Cassini March 27, 2004 (Image: NASA/JPL-Caltech/SSI) 

Cassini finally met its demise in 2017 when mission control commenced what it called A Grand Finale, in a 

way another mission in itself. This new orbital path took the probe high above Saturn’s poles, beyond its 

narrow F ring, past Titan for a final time and then in between Saturn’s atmosphere and innermost ring a total 

of 22 times. Finally, Cassini plunged into the atmosphere and burned up like a meteor, continuing to return 

data to Earth until the very end. 

Cassini’s scientific achievements over the course of a 20-year career in space are too many to list here, this is 

really just a snapshot of the ways it has furthered our understanding of Saturn and its surroundings. But it is 

certainly, by most measures, one of the most inspiring and successful space missions humankind has ever 

https://newatlas.com/cassini-image-saturn-thin-rings/54160/
https://newatlas.com/cassini-saturn-nasa/49888/
https://newatlas.com/scientists-saturn-rings-million-years/57712/
https://newatlas.com/saturn-moon-material-rings/59077/
https://newatlas.com/saturn-moon-material-rings/59077/
https://newatlas.com/cassini-saturn-storm-jet-stream/46827/
https://newatlas.com/saturn-day-length/58118/
https://newatlas.com/space/saturns-conductive-liquids-honey/
https://newatlas.com/cassini-mission-end/51361/
https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/#gallery:20
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embarked upon. And with scientists expecting its data to continue bringing about new discoveries for decades, 

it is very likely that the best is yet to come. 

For more on pioneering space probes, you can check out previous instalments of "Into the great unknown" on 

the NASA Parker Solar Probe and the Soviet Union's Venera probes. Next week, we look at Voyager, 

humankind's most epic astronomical adventure. 

We recommend 

1. Glomeruloesclerosis focal y segmentaria 

BMJ Best Practice 

2. Low-altitude geophysical magnetic prospecting based on multirotor UAV as a promising 

replacement for traditional ground survey 

Alexander V. Parshin et. al.. Morozov, Anton V. Blinov, Alexey N. Kosterev, Alexander E. Budyak, Geo-

spatial Information Science, 2018 

3. A survey on vision-based UAV navigation 

Yuncheng Lu et. al.-Song Xia, Liangpei Zhang, Geo-spatial Information Science, 2018 

1. Breast Implants and a Rare Lymphoma: The Primary Care Clinician's Pivotal Role in Early 

Recognition and Intervention 

Mark Jewell, MD, myCME, 2019 

2. Brucelosis 

BMJ Best Practice 

3. Colitis ulcerosa 

BMJ Best Practice 

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/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/ 

https://newatlas.com/space/space-exploration-parker-solar-probe/
https://newatlas.com/space/space-exploration-parker-solar-probe/
https://newatlas.com/space/space-exploration-soviet-union-venera-7-probe/
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/939?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10095020.2017.1420508?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Geo-spatial_Information_Science_TrendMD_1
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10095020.2017.1420508?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Geo-spatial_Information_Science_TrendMD_1
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10095020.2017.1420509?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Geo-spatial_Information_Science_TrendMD_1
https://www.mycme.com/breast-implants-and-a-rare-lymphoma-the-primary-care-clinicians-pivotal-role-in-early-recognition-and-intervention/activity/5848/?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd&utm_campaign=trendmd_activity_5848
https://www.mycme.com/breast-implants-and-a-rare-lymphoma-the-primary-care-clinicians-pivotal-role-in-early-recognition-and-intervention/activity/5848/?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd&utm_campaign=trendmd_activity_5848
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/911?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/43?utm_term=latin&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=bp&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/space/into-the-great-unknown-cassini-orbit-saturn/
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The Inbox: A Scattered, Ad-Ridden Archive of Our Lives 

Does Yours Have 0 Messages or 25,000? 

VIA BLOOMSBURY 

By Randy Malamud 

 

To examine our inboxes is to examine our lives: our desires and dreams, our families and careers, our status, 

our networks and our social groupings, our projects, our commerce, our politics, our secrets/lies/fetishes. 

Inboxes are anthropological goldmines, textual archives, psychological case studies, waiting to be plumbed 

and probed for the expansive cultural, ethical, epistemological, and ontological insights lurking therein. 

On second thought: they are probably not waiting to be probed, but actually being probed, scanned and 

algorithmatized, by Google, Amazon, the National Security Agency, the Russians, Julian Assange, employers, 

ex-lovers who remember your password, current lovers who install surveillance software on your laptop to 

monitor emails to your ex-lover/next lover, hackers who create fake networks on any public wifi you log onto, 

and/or anyone else who cares to discover whatever “secrets” you are secreting into the tubes. 

It makes more sense to assume your email is a public document than to cling to improbable expectations of 

privacy. The Post Office made a point of delivering our letters sealed, intact. But the email overseers can read 

through our inboxes at will without us being any the wiser, and they let others look too: just to skim through 

until they find the word (the object) “bicycle” or “chainsaw,” and then try to sell us this object . . . for our own 

good, because they think we might want one. How convenient! 

https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/email-9781501341908/
https://lithub.com/author/randymalamud/
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Consider how much of your energy, not to mention your eyesight, is being sucked away, byte by byte, by a 

deadening deluge of ill-composed blather, corporate groupthink, commercial come-ons, and other 

meaningless Internet flotsam. Are inboxes becoming bionic appendages of our own consciousness? 

“Dispatches from the minds of others . . . shot right into the working nerve centers of our new surrogate 

brains” is how one frazzled correspondent describes the ceaseless barrage. “It’s not just the number of 

messages but the feeling that somebody has invaded your head.” 

Is it too cynical to substitute “email” for “Communist” in Base Commander Jack D. Ripper’s screed from Dr. 

Strangelove? “I can no longer sit back and allow Communist infiltration, Communist indoctrination, 

Communist subversion, and the international Communist conspiracy to sap and impurify all of our precious 

bodily fluids.” 

Your work life and your social life, your grown-up self and your college self, your single salad days and your 

soccer-dad phase, all weirdly conjoined in your inbox, drag each other down in a surreal cycle of never-

ending reposts, an infinite regression of appointments and deadlines; first drafts and second drafts and third 

drafts of unnecessary texts being inefficiently composed by too many people at once; offers, notifications, 

announcements, rescheduling, FYI, reminders, your bills, your tickets, your rental car reservations, many 

more correspondences than you would have thought necessary about your cheese of the season club and your 

monthly kitty litter delivery, pictures of your sister’s dessert from last night. 

Depending on how methodically you prune and delete, there may well be email in your inbox from people 

you don’t see anymore; from people you don’t even remember having met; from people who once worked 

with you but have long since retired. I have email in my inbox from people who are, now, dead to me. And I 

have email from people who are actually dead. 

Remember how 19th-century telegraph users thought that electricity might bridge the gap from this world to 

the next? Has anyone ever tried to respond to email from someone who has shed his mortal coil? Was there 

any sort of reply? Something comparable to an out of office bounceback, but for eternity? 

Our inboxes distract: the electronic screen is an “ecosystem of interruption technologies” with its siren-like 

calls to answer our email. 

From 2015 to 2016, according to the U.S. Enterprise State of Work Report, the time office workers spent on 

their actual job duties dropped from 46 percent of the workday to 39 percent; it’s as if a 9-to-5-er did 

productive work until only 12:07. Excessive emails are among the biggest obstacles to efficiency. “Workers’ 

views of email are increasingly lukewarm, and some outrightly negative. . . . While they tout the effectiveness 

of email, they also blame its overuse for hurting their productivity.” People report working longer hours yet 

getting less done. They take fewer lunch breaks, instead catching up on email at their desks. 

Our inboxes distract: the electronic screen is an “ecosystem of interruption technologies” with its siren-like 

calls to answer our email, buy something from Amazon, watch YouTube, or look something up on Google. 

In The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains, Nicholas Carr argues that “we are sabotaging 

ourselves, trading away the seriousness of sustained attention for the frantic superficiality of the Internet.” 

“Regaining our initial momentum following an interruption can take, on average, upwards of 20 minutes,” 

writes Ron Friedman. We like to think of ourselves as efficient multitaskers, but we are not. “Who knows 
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what that next email, tweet or text message holds in store? Finding out provides immediate gratification. In 

contrast, resisting distraction and staying on-task requires discipline and mental effort.” 

To be effective at our jobs, Friedman advises, we must simply “muster the willpower to resist the 

temptations” of the inbox. In order to attain Focused Success in a Distracted World (the title of a book by Cal 

Newport) we need to commit ourselves to doing “deep work”: 

Knowledge workers increasingly replace deep work with the shallow alternative—constantly sending and 

receiving e-mail messages like human network routers, with frequent breaks for quick hits of distraction. 

Larger efforts that would be well served by deep thinking, such as forming a new business strategy or writing 

an important grant application, get fragmented into distracted dashes that produce muted quality. 

“The world’s workers are typing themselves into a corner,” writes John Freeman. 

In some places, all you hear is the ambient hum of the central air-conditioning unit, the creak of Aeron chairs, 

the cricketlike click of the mouse, and the faint clatter of keystrokes. But if you lean into cubicles or peer 

between doorways, you will see hunched, tense figures at their computers frantically trying to keep up with 

their inboxes. Interrupt them, and you will find their expressions glazed, their eyes dried out and weary. Their 

keyboard has become a messaging conveyor belt—and there is no break time. 

Email is behaviorally addictive. Social psychologist Adam Alter defines such an addiction as “something you 

enjoy doing in the short term, that undermines your well-being in the long term—but that you do 

compulsively anyway.” Surveys report that 60 percent of adults say they keep their cellphones next to them 

when they sleep, and half check their email during the night. Physician, heal thyself: Alter admits, “I’m 

addicted to email. I can’t stop checking it. I can’t go to bed at night if I haven’t cleared my inbox. I’ll keep my 

phone next to my bed, much as I try not to. The technology is designed to hook us that way. Email is 

bottomless.” 

The ingress to email’s egregious encroachment is the inbox. In what? Where’s the box? Who puts things in? 

How? Why? Email’s structural elements, such as the inbox, coopt terminology that connotes real physical 

aspects of paper and communication as they existed in the past. The nostalgic discourse suggests that we are 

technologically overwhelmed, even alienated (h/t Marx) and estranged from our humanity, by the 

hypermechanistic process of pushing keys that launch bytes of digital data through cyberspace. Instead, 

seeking at least some small familiar comfort in lexical archaisms, we “send” a piece of “mail” in response to a 

“note” that appears “in” our “inbox.” 

An inbox once sat at the corner of a desk. Secretaries put things in the busy executive’s, or editor’s, or middle 

manager’s inbox. The guy behind the desk acted on it (read it, edited it, signed it, stamped it) and moved it to 

the outbox for filing, typing, or distribution. 

The stylized inbox-as-icon emphasizes not paper or mail (nor any particular object) actually being placed into 

the inbox, but merely the abstracted, objectless action of going in. 

Something goes in a box, but what? Not an arrow, obviously; the actual object that would go in the box is 

overwritten by the arrow, which is the semiotic signifier of in-going. 

Anything could go in. Nothing is going in. Going in is. In is going. 
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The email inbox is an illusion, a metaphor, a construct. Things may be stored, arranged, dumped, therein, 

but in there they are not boxed. They are the opposite of boxed: they are boundless, they contain multitudes. 

The objects in your inbox will never overflow the box’s edges, even if you have (as I do) over 25,000 of 

them. 

We check our inboxes obsessively: right after we wake up and shortly before we go to sleep; immediately 

upon arriving at the office and as soon as we come back from lunch. Also, probably, after using the lavatory. 

Or even . . . (Urban Dictionary, “analog shit”: “Having to go to the toilet without a phone. ‘I left my cellphone 

at home; now I have to take an analog shit like a caveman.’”) 

If we have correspondents or colleagues in London, Shanghai, or Mumbai, we make a point of checking our 

inbox when they wake up, and get to work, and get back from lunch. If the email client homepage makes a 

ping announcing every email, perhaps we open each one instantaneously, as soon as it “lands” in our inbox. If 

a correspondent responds with as much alacrity, we might have an IM-type conversation by email: ping, ping, 

ping. 

What do you do with whatever is in your inbox? Move items into various hierarchies of folders? Print things 

out? Delete? Leave items there until the end of the day, for final review? Leave some unanswered (until 

when?) if they seem lower priority than others? Save nonwork emails for nonwork time? 

Once upon a time in the early email era, an inbox seemed to have some limit: a finite amount of storage that, 

when approached, generated warnings of some kind or slowed down your system. Culling was warranted: 

attention must be paid. Now technological advances make inboxes limitless. If you receive an email 

informing that your inbox is nearly full and you need to click on a link to resolve the problem, you are being 

phished! Chortling to yourself about how there’s no moss growing on you, delete that email. Or keep it—it 

doesn’t matter. 

The email inbox is an illusion, a metaphor, a construct. Things may be stored, arranged, dumped, therein, 

but in there they are not boxed. 

Yet despite (or possibly because of) this inbox infinitude, a movement called “Inbox Zero” has established a 

beachhead. Its puritanically fervent adherents loathe the potential for lassitude and hoarding that (they think) 

brews in a bottomless inbox. Books, websites, and podcasts supply copious TED-talk-like homilies about the 

virtues of Inbox Zero. (Spoiler, if you want to skip the sermons: simply delete everything from your inbox.)  

Merlin Mann, the guru of what he calls this “Action-based email program,” offers his origin story, “my own 

struggles over the years of dealing with high volumes of email.” In 1993, his first email account 

blew my mind. I knew a dozen people who had email addresses—mostly people in grad school. I would write 

them letters—they would get there immediately! And then they would write me back. This was astonishing: 

the sense of connecting with people. It was fantastic. It was unbelievable. Every email was a special little 

letter. It was like I was getting a little hug from somebody. And I was returning a little hug. 

But within a few years, as his address book grew, 

it went from being a funny hip thing . . . into being the lingua franca for how you dealt with your entire life, 

and it became the one source for all incoming and outgoing information, and it started to get a lot harder, and 
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the messages became less like careful letters, and more like an avalanche falling on your head every morning, 

and it became a lot less fun, and less like a network of hugs. 

At first, he didn’t need a system. “To have a system for doing email with a network of a dozen people was 

silly.” But today, “the only way you’re going to succeed at a job, one of the most important soft skills you 

have to have is how to deal with a high volume of email. You have to put some kind of system into place that 

is simple, and repeatable, and will allow you to have some kind of a life outside email.” 

This system must be all-encompassing, allowing you “to deal with everything that comes into your world. 

Reduce the number of possible options for what something could be.” 

Mann inveighs against people “living in their inbox. They leave it open all day long, it autochecks throughout 

the day, little blips come up every minute, and email becomes the nexus for everything they do at work.” 

Quoting The Big Lebowski’s Walter Sobchak, he warns email addicts: “‘You are entering a world of pain.’ 

That is not a way to live.” Knowledge workers, people who add value to information, have two main 

resources, he explains: “time and attention, both finite, irreplaceable. Where you put your time and attention 

says a lot about who you are.” 

There’s no need for you to live in email. That’s not where the action is. Don’t focus on the email to the 

exclusion of the things that are in the email that need to be liberated to other places. Figure out where stuff 

goes, where to put it. Where does stuff need to land? Figure that out. Process to zero. Every time you check 

your email: process, to zero. Convert stuff into action: decide, in the moment, what you need to do. . . . 

Think of yourself as an information miner—there are little veins of gold in your email—figure out what they 

are. Once you’ve mined the gold out of your emails, it’s a dead skeletal husk, and you can throw it 

away. Don’t cling in this sad, Buddhist way to your email. . . . Move it on. Get it out of your way. Get it off 

your plate. 

To get to Zero, use Mann’s five-step program: 1. Delete; 2. Delegate (by forwarding the email); 3. Respond 

(if you can respond quickly); 4. Defer (put it aside for later); 5. If it’s something you can do, go do it now and 

be done with it. Create an archive: just a single folder, called “archive.” But don’t fiddle around in your 

inbox—don’t play with email. Don’t use it as a to-do list. Don’t let things sit there without a reason. Eschew 

clutter. Embrace action. Shut your email off sometimes and let it accumulate. “Create little email corpses as 

often as possible. Go off and do real work.” 

Mann’s mantra: “Don’t love email.” 

But what if you do? Why is it so tempting to hang around here in our inboxes? We have established that there 

could theoretically be some good things dribbling through the tubes—what’s wrong with hovering eagerly, 

waiting for one? 

And even if you do drink the Kool-Aid and try to empty your inbox, Ian Bogost warns, “Email pruning 

doesn’t enact work so much as it simulates work: It’s a ritual—like a secular, corporate rosary—which we 

perform in the hopes that it will somehow help us leave the domain of ineffectual work and re-enter the 

domain of gratifying productivity.” It’s a game we play with ourselves. I enjoy deleting email from colleagues 

I dislike when they retire. 
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It’s fun to search my inbox (and then my sent-mail) for emails from or to “Leon,” and then go through and 

expunge all 132, one by one. I even reread a bunch of them as I was doing this, thinking of all the time I 

wasted exchanging email with him, and yes, admittedly, wasting a little more time, but glad that I would 

never have to again. That mole was whacked. 

As I read through my inbox, detached from the context of immediacy, the contents don’t age well. They 

mostly do not stand the test of time. They are weird to reread. They are not of much writerly interest, but they 

do have a significant documentary component—I can relive my life. They are like part of my brain, my 

memory: not so much the creative part, but the chronological part, the living part, the working, buying, 

lunching, meeting part. 

Here is the email at the very bottom of my inbox, from my son’s second-grade teacher (Ben is now 22). 

Dear Randy, 

I wanted to touch base with you about an incident that happened this morning at school. A student told me 

that Ben had been using “code words” that really stand for inappropriate words. For example, Ben was telling 

the boys that “banana” stood for the word penis. Yassin was also doing the same thing. From talking with the 

other students, Ben and Yassin were the two who started this. I spoke with Ben and Yassin and they said that 

they had been doing this. 

I also plan on contacting Yassin’s parents as well. I wanted you to be aware of this so you could speak with 

Ben. I know that there are changes going on at home and that maybe that might have something to do with it. 

I have noticed a change in Ben the past couple of weeks. I usually never have to talk to him in class. Lately, I 

have been having to redirect his behavior. I just wanted you to be aware of that small change. 

I will not be zeroing out my inbox.  

__________________________________ 
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From Email (part of the Object Lessons series). Used with the permission of the publisher, Bloomsbury. 

Copyright © 2019 by Randy Malamud. 

 

Randy Malamud 

Randy Malamud is Regents' Professor of English at Georgia State University, USA. He is the author of ten 

books, including Reading Zoos: Representations of Animals and Captivity (1998), Poetic Animals and 

Animal Souls (2003), and The Importance of Elsewhere: The Globalist Humanist Tourist (2018). He writes 

about film, travel, ecocriticism, and culture for the Chronicle of Higher Education, Times Higher 

Education, Film Quarterly, Senses of Cinema, Film International, Common Knowledge, Salon, Huffington 

Post, The Conversation, and truthout. He is a Fellow of the Oxford Centre for Animal Ethics. 

 

https://lithub.com/the-inbox-a-scattered-ad-ridden-archive-of-our-lives/ 

  

https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/email-9781501341908/
https://lithub.com/author/randymalamud/
https://lithub.com/the-inbox-a-scattered-ad-ridden-archive-of-our-lives/
https://lithub.com/author/randymalamud/
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Resisting English 

 

Minae Mizumura; drawing by Karl Stevens 

 

Adam Kirsch 
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The Fall of Language in the Age of English 

by Minae Mizumura, translated from the Japanese by Mari Yoshihara and Juliet Winters Carpenter 

Columbia University Press, 221 pp., $25.00 (paper) 

A True Novel 

by Minae Mizumura, translated from the Japanese by Juliet Winters Carpenter in collaboration with the 

author 

Other Press, 854 pp., $24.95 (paper) 

Inheritance from Mother  

by Minae Mizumura, translated from the Japanese by Juliet Winters Carpenter in collaboration with the 

author 

Other Press, 447 pp., $17.99 (paper) 

The writer from an immigrant background who exchanges his or her ancestral language for English is an 

American literary archetype. From Henry Roth, who arrived in Brooklyn in the 1900s from what is now 

Ukraine, to Junot Díaz, who came to New Jersey in the 1970s from the Dominican Republic, these writers 

often tell tales of alienation and hardship, but they also reinforce the idea, sometimes even despite themselves, 

that America is the land of the future—a place where people come to be remade, with all the gains and losses 

that process involves. 

But this model of what it means to be an immigrant writer may be breaking down in the twenty-first century. 

From Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah to Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist to Viet 

Thanh Nguyen’s The Sympathizer, some of the most accomplished twenty-first-century English-language 

novelists explore globalized and diasporic lives that self-consciously resist Americanization. Jhumpa Lahiri, 

whose stories about Bengali families in New England bridge the gap between these older and newer models 

of immigrant writing, has recently turned to writing in Italian, hoping, she told The New Yorker, “to free my 

work from geographic coördinates, and to arrive at a more abstract sense of place.” 

Most subversive of all, however, is the writer who has the chance to become American and write in the 

American language but deliberately rejects it. That is the story of Minae Mizumura, a distinguished Japanese 

novelist who has made her ambivalent feelings about English a central theme of her work. Mizumura was 

born in Tokyo in 1951, and when she was twelve years old her family moved to the US after her father was 

transferred to his company’s New York office. She spent the rest of her childhood in a Long Island suburb 

and then attended Yale, where she went on to earn a graduate degree in French literature. By the time 

Mizumura finished her studies, she had spent more than half her life in America. Yet she decided to move 

back to Japan and begin a career as a Japanese novelist, returning only occasionally to the US to teach. She 

has published eight books of fiction and nonfiction, of which three have been translated into English over the 

last decade. 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0231163037?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0231163037
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1590517067?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1590517067
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/159051985X?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=159051985X
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Mizumura has made clear that becoming American and writing in English were the road not taken in her life. 

In a 2003 lecture at the University of Iowa, “Why I Write What I Write,” she summed up her experience this 

way: 

I was given that rare opportunity, the kind of opportunity only given to one in a million in Japan, of switching 

my first language from Japanese to English. Yet I remained totally blind to its significance until the 

opportunity was irrevocably lost. 

As a result, she lives with the “unhappy knowledge that my stupidity lies at the core of my becoming a writer 

in the Japanese language,” rather than the English writer she could have been. 

What makes this decision a stupid one? The answer is simple: Japanese is spoken by 125 million people, 

almost all of them in Japan, while English is the native language of some 400 million people around the world 

and a second language for perhaps 700 million more. English, not Japanese, is the international language of 

commerce, technology, and scholarship—increasingly so in the age of the Internet. All this means that 

Japanese writers need English translation much more than the other way around. Like Pascale Casanova, 

whose book The World Republic of Letters (1999) laid bare the power differences at the heart of international 

literary competition, Mizumura insists that this asymmetry is something that only English-speakers can afford 

to ignore; writers in other languages are constantly aware that they are in a position of relative inferiority. 

“There is a hierarchy among languages,” she writes—a hierarchy not of value or possibility, but of numbers 

and status. 

Yet no one could read Mizumura for long without realizing that her lament over her “unhappy” fate as a 

Japanese writer is at most half-serious. She may feel indignant on behalf of the Japanese language—and other 

national languages that she fears are being eclipsed by English—but she was never tempted to become a 

writer in English herself. On the contrary: in her polemical nonfiction work The Fall of Language in the Age 

of English, a best seller in Japan when it appeared in 2008, she writes that even though she lived in the US for 

twenty years, “I never felt comfortable with either American life or the English language.” Studying French, 

she says, was a way of parrying the English that surrounded her. She remained “the prisoner of an intense 

longing for home,” and that home always remained Japan: she was an exile, not an immigrant. 

This experience lies at the center of the myth that Mizumura, like many writers, has constructed about her life 

and calling. As she says, “The kind of life I lived so affects everything about me that I can scarcely write a 

word without addressing it.” Indeed, A True Novel, a work of fiction that appeared in Japan in 2002 and in 

English translation in 2013, opens with an ostensibly autobiographical section in which we meet Minae, a 

Japanese teenager living unhappily on Long Island: “How could anyone allow himself to leave Japan, with all 

the neon delights of the Ginza and the fastest train in the world—a country in every way as good as 

America?” she wonders. 

Her resentment is especially acute in the America of the 1960s, where Asian immigrants were rare and were 

expected, by white Americans, to appear only in menial roles. “In movies and on television,” Minae recalls, 

they were nearly always cast as vaguely Chinese live-in servants, whether cooks, gardeners, or maids; they 

appeared onscreen with inscrutable smiles on their faces, bowing with an obsequious “Ah, so,” all the time. 

My ears burned whenever I came across such scenes. 
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As a budding writer, it was on the ground of language and literature that Mizumura staged her resistance to 

Americanization. “As a teenager, I immersed myself in classic Japanese novels of the modern era, a set of 

books that my great uncle gave my mother for her daughters—my sister and me—to read lest we forget our 

own language,” she writes in The Fall of Language. These books were by writers of the generation of 

Natsume Sōseki (1867–1916), who created modern Japanese fiction after the opening of Japan to Western 

cultural influence in the 1860s. Mizumura’s reverence for these writers is undiminished today; one chapter 

in The Fall of Language is titled “The Miracle of Modern Japanese Literature.” Her first novel, Light and 

Darkness Continued—still untranslated into English—took the form of a sequel to Sōseki’s unfinished last 

novel. 

Imagine Mizumura’s dismay, then, when she returned to Japan and found that the canon that had constituted 

her portable homeland was in danger of falling into neglect. This was her motive for writing The Fall of 

Language, which is in part a blast at the Japanese literary and educational establishments that have allowed 

literature, in Mizumura’s view, to deteriorate so shamefully. Some of her complaints could be echoed by 

twenty-first-century writers in any country: the declining prestige of literature, the shrinking circulation of 

literary journals, the heightened competition for audiences with mass media and the Internet. 

Others are specific to Japanese literature, which she believes suffers from lingering historical guilt over 

Japan’s involvement in World War II, as well as a sense of inferiority vis-à-vis Western languages. (Both 

feelings played a part in the unsuccessful, but to Mizumura still shocking, postwar movement to introduce the 

Roman alphabet to Japan.) The result is a failure by novelists to use the specific resources of Japanese, 

including its variety of scripts, to capture the way contemporary Japan really feels. “Representative works of 

today’s Japanese literature often read like rehashes of American literature—ignoring not only the Japanese 

literary heritage but, more critically, the glaring fact that Japanese society and American society differ,” she 

writes, perhaps with someone like Haruki Murakami in mind. 

Still, Mizumura’s resistance to English—which, like kudzu or carp, threatens its competitors everywhere it 

spreads—is born of a deep engagement with it. Her second novel, An I-Novel from Left to Right, which 

appeared in Japan in 1995, was notable (as the title suggests) for being printed horizontally like English prose, 

in order to incorporate English phrases directly into the text. (Ordinarily, Japanese texts are printed in vertical 

columns and read from right to left.) As she points out in The Fall of Language, this ironically renders the 

book untranslatable into English, since the dual-language effect could not be reproduced: Japanese readers 

can be expected to understand or at least put up with English words, but English readers wouldn’t have a clue 

what to do with a text containing Japanese words. 

A True Novel engages with English literature in a different fashion. Early in the book, Mizumura explains 

that the title has a particular meaning in Japanese literature that is almost the opposite of what it seems to 

convey to the English reader. A “true novel,” for the first generation of modern Japanese novelists, meant an 

invented story: “a fictional world created by an impersonal author—a transcendent ‘subject.’” It was a true 

novel in the sense that it was truly a novel. Opposed to this ideal, in Japanese literature, was the “I-novel,” 

which Mizumura describes as “novelists…writing truthfully about themselves,” “being true to oneself, and, 

ultimately, to life.” In titling two of her books A True Novel and An I-Novel from Left to Right, Mizumura 

took both sides in this literary debate, which she describes as “almost forgotten” in twenty-first-century Japan. 

A True Novel thus earns its title in a double sense. It is a true novel because it is an homage to a particular 

canonical European novel, one that Mizumura coyly refers to as “a literary classic set on the wild Yorkshire 

moors and written more than a hundred and fifty years ago by the Englishwoman E.B.”—Emily 

Brontë’s Wuthering Heights. The Heathcliff figure in this tale is Taro Azuma, a boy in postwar Japan who is 
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raised in poverty and neglect, and who becomes obsessed with Yoko, the daughter of the prosperous Utagawa 

family. 

Brontë sisters; drawing by David Levine 

At the same time, the book can be called a true novel because it claims to be a record of actual events. It 

opens with a narration apparently by Mizumura, in which she relates that she came to know Taro when he 

was working as a chauffeur for one of her father’s associates in New York. The complete story of his life was 

supposedly related to her by a young man, Yusuke, who in turn heard it from Taro’s housekeeper, Fumiko. In 

https://shop.nybooks.com/products/bronte-sisters-1972
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this way, Mizumura claims to certify the story’s truthfulness—though a reader familiar with Brontë will 

recognize that she is actually imitating the multiple-narrator structure of Wuthering Heights. 

The structure of A True Novel complements its plot and theme, which have to do with the complex 

relationship between Japanese tradition and Westernized modernity. Like Mizumura, Taro is a Japanese child 

who ends up spending part of his life in America. But unlike her, he enjoys great success there, becoming a 

very wealthy businessman. This is something he could never have achieved at home, Mizumura suggests. 

Despite the great changes in Japanese society after World War II—democratization, urbanization, 

modernization—enough of the old aristocratic society remained that someone like Taro would have stayed 

permanently in the low station to which his birth assigned him. 

This fading aristocratic Japan is embodied in the novel’s most memorable characters—the three Saegusa 

sisters, snobs from a family in decline, who “divided humanity into two groups: those who ‘fit in’ and those 

who didn’t.” Like a trio of Miss Havishams, they preserve the gracious world of their youth into old age, with 

a stubbornness that Mizumura presents as both admirable and absurd. When one of them refers to the “maids” 

the family used to employ, she is corrected by another, who points out that it’s now considered more polite to 

call them “housekeepers.” “If the Japanese people go on like that, we’ll end up knowing nothing about our 

own past,” the first complains, and the complaint carries real weight: progress, Mizumura believes, comes at a 

price, even if it’s one that has to be paid. 

Taro is one of those who definitely don’t “fit in.” He was born illegitimate—his mother was a Japanese 

colonist in Manchuria, his father a bandit who kidnapped and raped her—and he is raised as an unloved 

stepchild in an abusive family. He is born to be condescended to by people like the Saegusas, neighborhood 

grandees who treat his visits as occasions to have him do housework. The only good thing in his life is his 

friendship with Yoko, whose house stands next door to his hovel. Taro regards Yoko with a ferocious, 

childish possessiveness; she is a symbol of a happiness he can only imagine. 

But as Taro and Yoko grow into young lovers, class differences and family tensions tear them apart. Taro 

decides to go to America, where Japanese caste distinctions are submerged in simple foreignness. For him, 

America can be the land of opportunity it never was for Mizumura herself, as someone interested in language 

and the past more than money and the future. Yet finally only Japan really matters to Taro, because only 

there—the source of A True Novel’s grand pathos and gothic drama—can he win Yoko and prove himself to 

the Utagawas and the Saegusas. By the end of the novel, he has returned to his beginning: just as Heathcliff 

ends up as the master of the grand house that gives Brontë’s novel its name, so Taro ends up as owner of the 

Utagawas’ summer house, which has played a fateful part in his life. 

In other ways, however, Taro’s path diverges significantly from Heathcliff’s. Rather than wreak a terrible 

revenge on the Utagawas, he becomes their secret benefactor, even entering into a seemingly happy ménage-

à-trois with the adult Yoko and her understanding husband. But this “liberated” arrangement, too, runs up 

against the strict moral code of an older Japan, and Taro’s story ends, as it must, in tragedy. Nor is the tragedy 

only his. We see his rise and fall through the eyes of Fumiko, whose class origins condemn her to a servant’s 

life even though she has the makings of a formidable businesswoman, perhaps even a rival to Taro himself. 

Clearly, Mizumura draws inspiration from her sense of living between two eras—the splendid, unjust, 

aristocratic Japan that was fading away and the vulgar, prosperous, democratic Japan that succeeded it. 

(Wuthering Heights, published in 1847, was the product of a comparable moment in English history, which is 

surely one reason why it inspired her.) Perhaps this duality is so vivid in her imagination because the years in 

which that transformation took place were precisely those in which she was absent from Japan. Having spent 
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the 1960s and 1970s, the era of Japan’s economic miracle, on the other side of the globe, Mizumura returned 

to a country very different from the one she remembered—and still more different from the one she found in 

her favorite novels. 

The clash between prose and poetry, which for Mizumura maps onto two Japanese eras and generations, 

resurfaces in Inheritance from Mother, which in other ways is quite unlike A True Novel. Where the latter is 

almost mythic in its narrative sweep and emotional intensity, the former starts out as determinedly 

mundane—the story of a contemporary middle-aged woman dealing with the decline of her aged mother. Its 

settings are the hospital rooms and nursing homes where the responsible fifty-something Mitsuki and her 

flightier sister Natsuki dance attendance on the frail and difficult Noriko. Several details of this family 

constellation match what Mizumura writes about her own life in A True Novel, in which she and her sister 

also have rhyming names, Minae and Nanae. This gives the impression that Inheritance from Mother is a kind 

of autobiographical “I-novel,” at least in its rudiments. 

Mizumura’s realism embraces family dynamics and bodily decline, both of which are anatomized without a 

hint of sentimentality. But it is perhaps most evident in her candid treatment of money. Lionel Trilling 

observed, in his essay “Manners, Morals, and the Novel,” that a hallmark of the nineteenth-century novel was 

its frank recognition of the centrality of money in human life: “Every situation in Dostoevsky, no matter how 

spiritual, starts with a point of social pride and a certain number of rubles,” he wrote. In this spirit, Inheritance 

from Mother begins with Mitsuki’s detailed calculation of just how much money she will get back on the 

deposit from her mother’s nursing home after she dies: ¥37 million, about $350,000. 

It’s not a fortune, but for Mitsuki it offers a lifeline—a way to stay in the middle class after she divorces her 

husband, Tetsuo, a vain professor engaged in an affair that he believes he has concealed from her. (Ironically, 

when Mitsuki discovers the e-mails between her husband and his mistress, they also turn out to be about 

financial planning—how much Tetsuo can expect to keep when he leaves his wife.) Mizumura depicts the 

ordeals of middle age with intelligence and empathy. The very modesty of Mitsuki’s needs is demoralizing, 

just like her chronic health problems, her stalled career as a translator, and her permanent subservience to her 

mother, whose death she wishes for without apology. (She yearns for the day when she can say, like 

Meursault in Albert Camus’s The Stranger, “Today mother died.”) 

Mitsuki’s approach to living stands in contrast with that of Noriko, who has always demanded what she wants 

out of life and usually gotten it. Raised poor and ambitious, she ditched an arranged first marriage, stole her 

second husband (Mitsuki’s father) from his wife, and then neglected him in favor of a late-life love affair with 

her singing teacher. Noriko adores foreign films and has accumulated a far bigger wardrobe of expensive 

clothes than she could ever wear. In an emblematic scene, she tells her daughter how, alone at home one 

night, she “put out all the lights in the house, lit a candle, and sang my heart out. Sang every aria I could think 

of.” The story annoys Mitsuki, who sees it as another example of her mother’s self-dramatizing nature; but it 

can’t help charming the reader. 

Inheritance from Mother was originally published as a serial in Japan’s Yomiuri Shimbun newspaper in 

2010–2011, and Mizumura relishes the opportunities and constraints of this old-fashioned form. What starts 

out as a novel about Mitsuki and the present evolves, in later installments, into a story about Noriko’s youth 

and the enormous changes in Japanese society and morals that her life has spanned. And the second half of 

the novel, after Noriko’s death, finds Mitsuki thrust into what is almost a different genre—a mystery waiting 

to happen, in which she is one of a group of hotel guests who are all guarding tragic secrets. The reader shares 

in Mizumura’s sheer pleasure in invention as she raises narrative possibilities and discards them, changes 

focus and atmosphere, and adds new characters to keep the momentum going. 
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Mizumura also, characteristically, turns the story into a self-conscious meditation on how serial novels helped 

to create modern Japanese literature. Inheritance from Mother is in dialogue with The Golden Demon by 

Kōyō Ozaki, which appeared in newspaper installments in 1897–1902 and became enormously popular. 

Reading Ozaki’s book, we learn, decisively influenced the life of Mitsuki’s grandmother, who was nicknamed 

after its heroine. In The Fall of Language, however, Mizumura wryly notes that the plot of The Golden 

Demon was later discovered to be a rehash of an American dime novel. From the beginning, she suggests, 

modern Japanese fiction was born out of an engagement with English literature—an engagement that her own 

work continues. Even readers who have no particular interest in that literary history will find in Mizumura a 

fascinating example of how a writer can be at the same time imaginatively cosmopolitan and linguistically 

rooted. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/minae-mizumura-resisting-english/ 

  

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/minae-mizumura-resisting-english/
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Sensitive synthetic skin makes for hug-safe humanoid robot 

By Darren Quick 

 

The H-1 robot has been equipped with artificial skin in order to provide it with a sense of touch 

Astrid Eckert / TUM 

VIEW 5 IMAGES 

Back in 2011 we looked at an array of small hexagonal plates created to serve as an electronic skin that 

endows robots with a sense of touch. The team responsible had placed 31 of these hexagonal "skin cells" on a 

small robot, but now they've gone a lot further, equipping a human-sized robot with 1,260 cells to create what 

they claim is the first autonomous humanoid robot with artificial skin covering its entire body – even the soles 

of its feet. 

In the eight years since the original touchy-feely robot, Professor Gordon Cheng and his team at the Technical 

University of Munich (TUM) have refined the look of the individual sensor cells, but they still boast the same 

basic capabilities. They're still hexagonal in shape, allowing them to be placed in a honeycomb arrangement, 

and they can still measure proximity, pressure, temperature and acceleration. 

https://newatlas.com/author/darren-quick/
https://newatlas.com/hexagonal-plate-robotic-skin/19072/
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But the main hurdle the team faced in expanding the number of cells so as to fully cover a human-sized robot 

was computing power, and it's here that the team is claiming a breakthrough. Continuously processing data 

from more than a few hundred sensors quickly overloaded previous systems, so the team took inspiration 

from an approach employed by the human nervous system. 

Rather than constantly informing us of every single sensation our skin feels at all times, the human nervous 

system concentrates on new sensations. The team gives the example of wearing a hat – we notice it when we 

put the hat on, but quickly become accustomed the feeling of it on our head and don't notice it after a while. 

Then, if the hat is blown off, for example, we notice the change. 

This kind of "event-based" approach requires much less processing power, and the TUM team have managed 

to adapt it to their robotic skin, making it possible to cover an entire robot without requiring impractical 

amounts of computing power. 

 

The artificial skin is made up of an array of hexagonal cells 

Astrid Eckert / TUM 

The team's H-1 robot is covered in 1,260 hexagonal cells, providing a total of over 13,000 different sensors. 

These are positioned on its upper body, arms, legs and the soles of its feet. This allows the robot to balance on 

one leg and walk on uneven surfaces. It can also give a person a hug without crushing them, which actually 

requires more calculations than many people realize due to the large number of contact points between the 

two huggers and the varying pressures. 

https://newatlas.com/robotics/sensitive-synthetic-skin-humanoid-robot/#gallery:4
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"This might not be as important in industrial applications, but in areas such as nursing care, robots must be 

designed for very close contact with people," says Cheng. 

Additionally, thanks to its multicellular construction, the artificial skin will keep working even if some cells 

stop functioning. 

The current skin cells are about one inch (2.5 cm) in diameter, but Cheng says the team is now working to 

make them smaller and increase the potential for them to be produced in large numbers. 

You can see the H-1 robot getting touchy feely in the video below. 

Sensitive Skin for Robots 

Source: Technical University of Munich 

 

Darren Quick 

Darren's love of technology started in primary school with a Nintendo Game & Watch Donkey Kong (still 

functioning) and a Commodore VIC 20 computer (not still functioning). In high school he upgraded to a 286 

PC, and he's been following Moore's law ever since. This love of technology continued through a number of 

university courses and crappy jobs until 2008, when his interests found a home at New Atlas. 

 

https://newatlas.com/robotics/sensitive-synthetic-skin-humanoid-robot/ 

  

https://www.tum.de/nc/en/about-tum/news/press-releases/details/35732/
https://newatlas.com/author/darren-quick/
https://newatlas.com/robotics/sensitive-synthetic-skin-humanoid-robot/
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Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Giant of Kenyan Letters 

Billy Kahora on a Global Literary Icon 

By Billy Kahora 

 

Just thirty kilometres outside of Nairobi, off the Nakuru highway, the land becomes flatter and less populated. 

An unassuming field beyond Limuru gives way to several isolated buildings behind a rusty gate. This is 

Kamirithu Polytechnic, the present site of what more than two decades ago experienced one of the most 

important cultural revolutions on the African continent. 

In 1976, locals from Kamirithu village approached Kenyan writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o, who was born and still 

lived there, asking him whether he could help bring back to life their youth centre. Ngugi at the time was 

Chair of the Literature Department at the University of Nairobi. Soon, he and fellow writer Ngugi wa Mirii 

were scripting a play Ngaahika Ndeenda (I Will Marry When I Want) which premiered at the Kamirithu 

Education and Cultural Centre’s open air theatre in 1977. The production was created with the community 

and set out to use only local resources: actors, stage managers and of course, the local language, Gikuyu. 

Notably Kamirithu the village had not only cultivated Ngugi’s writerly imagination (landscape features 

including Manguo marshes and the surrounding ridges feature prominently in his novels) but also had a 

historical trajectory that also inspired the writer’s early sense of political and economic injustice, starting off 

as a colonial labour reservoir when he was a child. Not surprisingly the new center was structured in way that 

addressed some of the concerns of Ngugi’s novels. Petals of Blood a novel which would be released the same 

year that Kamirithu featured its first play is preoccupied with history as a cycle of material exploitation 

depicted through its fictional setting Ilmorog and its evolution from village to large town after a national 

highway is built through it. 

https://lithub.com/author/billy-kahora/
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Today Kamirithu has become your standard peri-urban space (and it is off the Nairobi-Nakuru Highway, 

almost like a self-fulfilling prophecy projected in Petals of Blood. His description of Kamirithu in his prison 

diary, Detained has similar echoes to the new Ilmorog of Petals of Blood. Both settings show the long-term 

effects of what the writer has described as the politics of exploitation in African societies, dominated by neo-

colonial elites and foreign Western interests. Instead of grass-thatched mud huts of Ngugi’s childhood you 

now have the ubiquitous mabati wooden sprawl that you find all over Kenya, creating something that is in-

between the city concrete and the rustic; an aesthetic that has emerged from a struggling post-independence 

economy and astronomical population growth. 

Within this context Kamirithu Educational and Cultural Centre emerged to become that rare phenomenon—

not only a cultural but socio-political space and therefore the praxis for Ngugi’s ideas even more than his 

novels because of the involvement of the locals. Kenya’s political struggles have always been primarily been 

waged between elites in opposing camps headed by respective leaders playing tribal chieftains for their 

respective ethnic constituencies whose only options in the game of power are to play king-maker. 

Kamirithu was a grassroots-based cultural awakening, an example of what the State has always willfully 

suppressed—the class dimension of Kenya’s politics. From it came the realization that when, and if, the 

revolution ever came to Kenya, it would not be through elite games but from an actualization of grassroots 

awareness of the country’s inequality of wealth. This possibly explains why state agents appeared at 

Kamirithu as it was about to release its first theatre production and closed down its activities subsequently 

jailing Ngugi. And that was not enough because later a state agents razed the open-air theatre the locals had 

built—to the ground. 

Earlier this year when Ngugi’s son, writer Mukoma wa Ngugi, visited Kamirithu Polytechnic, the students 

and teachers he spoke with were ignorant of this history. When Mukoma told them about his father’s work 

with the Centre, the students asked him whether he had brought any books for them. This request for books 

rather than money possibly speaks to what Kamirithu had been trying to achieve—a local populace firmly in-

charge of its own destiny. Ironically Kamirithu Polytechnic itself emerged from exactly what Ngugi and 

others had fought against, through a handout from then President Moi. After Kamirithu had been obliterated 

by state agents, the president, with a Machiavellian stroke, visited the area, shed tears at the poverty, and 

ordered a Polytechnic built. By then Ngugi had already been forced into exile swearing not to return while the 

Moi regime remained in power. 

* 

Ngugi’s vision—driven by the involvement of the people in political and social activities on their own terms 

exemplified by Kamirithu—might possibly explain why his recent returns to Kenya following his forced exile 

between 1982 and 2004 have not always been happy events. During his first visit back, Ngugi and his wife 

Njeeri were attacked at the Norfolk apartments where they were staying. Masked intruders forced themselves 

into their room and raped Njeeri, robbed them and put out cigarettes on Ngugi’s forehead. 

Two days after the attack I attended an event at the Godown Arts Centre featuring Ngugi.  Everyone was 

surprised when he showed up. There he sat before what was primarily an audience of artists. We were taken 

aback by the equanimity he spoke with. His voice had no trace of bitterness. Like many young aspiring 

writers present I was utterly horrified at what had taken place. It reminded all of us that the Kenya we thought 

we had left behind was still alive and well. It was an indictment for the whole of Kenya. The relationship 

between this attack, Ngugi’s writing and his politics continues to be a source of speculation. 
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As I was growing up in the 1980s and starting to read anything I could get my hands on, Ngugi was The 

Kenyan Writer. 

The Norfolk security guards were charged and later sentenced to death, but the courts dismissed any political 

motivation behind the attack. Ngugi in a later interview with Mayya Jaggi in the Guardian commented: “It 

wasn’t a simple robbery. It was political … We think there’s a bigger circle of forces—not just those who 

attacked us.” 

What particularly struck me at the time was the bile in the perverse public reactions to the attack in the 

Kenyan dailies. The sheer animus in some of the theories included that Ngugi had joined Mungiki, a local 

militia, and then decided to leave and that this was a revenge attack. This was supposed to be a time of 

general euphoria following the 2002 elections after which the Moi regime had left after 24 years. At the time 

of the attack the general feeling was that the forces of Kenya’s sordid and macabre violent political history 

could never be quelled. 

* 

As I was growing up in the 1980s and starting to read anything I could get my hands on, Ngugi was The 

Kenyan Writer. And yet it was clear that he was perversely feared within a middle-class bourgeoisie who 

lacked the courage of his beliefs. I remember the snarky conversations of the adult relatives around me—how 

Ngugi and others were too much. Why could the writer not just be happy with all he had been blessed with? 

He was after all a University Don and was even allowed to import a Toyota without duty. Why could he not 

start a car importation business like many other lecturers? 

I remember Detained on my father’s shelf when I was 11, next to the finance motivation books that were 

already the rage in Kenya. In my fertile imagination I was sure the book had been banned. The bright blue 

cover felt almost radioactive. I later learned that the book was never officially banned. That was never 

necessary—such was the power of the state in the 80s that it could easily declare Ngugi the devil in disguise 

and mainstream Kenya would believe that. And so there was a mass-internalization that he was someone with 

“dangerous” ideas. By then he had fled into exile and had also decided after Kamirithu and while still in jail 

that he would write his work in Gikuyu. 

In 2010, when I was working as editor for Kwani Trust, we invited him to headline the Kwani? Litfest. In his 

keynote at the festival he entreated us, a younger generation of writers, to write in African languages rather 

than English. A few days later we went on a radio show together and I privately asked him afterwards what I 

needed to do because my Gikuyu was not strong enough to write in. He said with good-humored conviction 

that I had to learn. When I stressed that I did not think that Gikuyu would not capture the reality of growing 

up in Buru Buru, would not capture the Nairobi life that I was interested in writing and that was navigated 

through English, Kiswahili and Sheng, he shook his head insistently. 

I did not tell him that his book Devil on the Cross was the first novel that I had read in which I recognized the 

Nairobi I had grown up in from its descriptions of the city centre through scenes on Ronald Ngala Street and 

Racecourse Road. I feared that he would ask me whether I had read the Gikuyu version Caitani Mutharabaini. 

Indeed I had never acknowledged this debt to him as a writer to anyone. Within the Kwani? community of 

writers at the time it was more fashionable to claim Meja Mwangi and his gritty River Road settings as 

influences. But after that visit many of us thawed from Ngugi’s warmth and generosity. 
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I began reading The Wizard of The Crow, which Ngugi had translated himself into English from the original 

Gikuyu Mrogi wa Kagogo. I started getting puzzled by some of the Gikuyu words included that did not seem 

very, well, Gikuyu. Is this the African language that Ngugi wanted all of us to write in? I sought out a 

linguistics scholar who told me that the origins of written Gikuyu lay in the translation of the Old Testament 

of the Bible. This had been done by Christian-trained Gikuyu clerks who did not necessarily speak, or 

understand Gikuyu, in its oral narrative roots as well as the elders who refused to engage with the new 

English missionaries. 

The new written Gikuyu therefore might not have reflected the full cultural richness of the language. The 

scholar added that because of a flawed translation process there is something of the overtly literal about the 

written Gikuyu of the Old Testament. With this then becoming the default point of departure for all written 

Gikuyu, this then complicates attempts to write fiction in the language. I felt vindicated. Why would I seek to 

write in a written Gikuyu that was stilted? 

A year later I was struggling with a novel I was writing, and in particular a section based in Muranga, Central 

Province where the reality of that world could only be told in Gikuyu. It suddenly hit me that I could not write 

the section in English unless I first imagined it in Gikuyu. It was only then I understood what Ngugi had been 

trying to do in The Wizard of the Crow with what felt like anglicized Gikuyu. I realized I had made the 

mistake of dismissing Ngugi’s message on writing in African languages by forcing a crude simplicity to it. I 

am not sure why I thought Ngugi meant that I had to learn that written Old Testament Gikuyu to write. Now 

looking at some of the Gikuyu used in The Wizard of The Crow, and struggling with the Muranga section of 

my novel in progress, I understood one had to approach one’s own language as a way of freeing up one’s 

imagination in ways that someone else’s language might not. 

Those anglicized Gikuyu words in The Wizard of The Crow made me understand the world of the novel that 

their English equivalent could not. It sounded sweeter in Gikuyu as it always does. Ngugi taught me that I too 

had to find my own Gikuyu cosmological imaginary just as he had been striving to do for many years. In 

writing this part of the book I understood that English could only become mine if I was able to bend it to an 

honest imagination of the Muranga I was trying to capture. I rewrote that section my novel-in-progress in the 

Gikuyu I had heard as a child and only then could I re-imagine it in English. 

And yet in a Kenya today with ever-rising inequality, a huge youth unemployment problem, Ngugi remains 

understandably more feted for his political ideas than for his writing craft. Beyond a generation born in the 

late 80s who lived during a time that could still be witnessed in Ngugi’s books and Kenyan academic circles, 

one feels that few know his work well. Because of this Ngugi at times feels untouched by time. Regurgitated 

discourse on Ngugi in Kenyan academic spaces might not have served him as their selected champion well. In 

addition, the deterioration of the Kenyan public education system over time and badly taught secondary 

school classes suggests that a whole generation has come to detest both literature, if not Ngugi who has been a 

staple of the education curriculum. 

Now with a steadily growing youth-based grassroots anger at the state and its perpetual failed promises, 

Ngugi and others are being vindicated in the eyes of a younger generation. 

Kamirithu notwithstanding, I also find that many scholars and writers of my generation have succumbed to 

outlandish conspiracy theories and disparaging claims of the writer informed by the ethnic sensitive nature of 

Kenyan society post PEV (post elections violence in 2008). After those 2007 elections he was accused on 

Twitter of being a supporter of ethnic “cleansing” by a few keyboard warriors because he allegedly supported 

the incumbent, Mwai Kibaki. 
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I have been told many times that there is no reason that Ngugi should be more prominent than the late Grace 

Ogot, a Luo writer of his generation echoing the same kind of elite games that have characterized Kenyan 

politics since independence. It is not enough to just acknowledge that we are blessed to have both. Ngugi, it is 

even said, blocked Meja Mwangi from being taught at the University when he was head of department there. 

In Detained Ngugi has already written of a similar kind of ethnic chauvinism during his time there. Ngugi 

who was once enemy of the state has since entered what the late Binyavanga Wainaina in an editorial rant 

after the attack on Ngugi called “Pull Him Down” (PhD) Kenyan territory that fears success so much that it 

must tear apart those who achieve it. Wainaina wrote, “it is a measure of the power of Ngugi’s writing, and 

his politics, that people can take it so powerfully, so personally. For if so many are invoking their PHD status 

on him, he must truly be formidable.” 

And while it is still hard to gauge what Ngugi means to a younger generation of Kenyan writers—those now 

in their twenties, a recent event at Nairobi based-Pawa 254 suggests that they might be more amenable to 

what he was saying to me about language. There, Ngugi appeared in 2016 and staged an event with Jalada 

Africa, a new generation Nairobi-based pan-African writers’ collective. Jalada Africa was celebrating the 

work of Ngugi wa Thiong’o through a translation of a short story, or rather fable, by the writer titled Ituĩka 

Rĩa Mũrũngarũ: Kana Kĩrĩa Gĩtũmaga Andũ Mathiĩ Marũngiĩ (The Upright Revolution: Or Why Humans 

Walk Upright). 

Ngugi explained how this had come to be. He had revived a short story he had written decades ago. Jalada 

translated the story into more than 50 languages and counting and it went viral. This ability to work with new 

younger literary players like Jalada represents the Ngugi who more than two decades ago recognized the 

power of the grassroots through Kamirithu. The event brought together different generations with different 

strengths. Ngugi was in Kenya to receive yet another honorary doctorate from a Kenyan University the next 

day but he said what Jalada had done for his story was as great an honor as the degree he would receive the 

next day. The University of Nairobi where Ngugi and others held debates on changing the name of the 

English Department to Literature decades ago is still yet to recognize him in similar ways. 

Ngugi continues to write and appear publicly with continued optimism; increased visits back to Kenya and 

more importantly the release of new material through his memoirs has opened his work beyond the traditional 

parochial spaces of old sycophants and new enemies in Kenya. The writer also seems to have softened his 

stance on language possible from recognizing the complexities that plague a new Kenyan writing generation. 

At the Jalada event his position was that we need as many languages as possible even if one needs to 

understand his own mother tongue best. 

Now with a steadily growing youth-based grassroots anger at the state and its perpetual failed promises, 

Ngugi and others are being vindicated in the eyes of a younger generation who are angry at their parents for a 

Kenya that has failed to live up to its earlier promise. The same generation that now attends Kamirithu 

Polytechnic and many others like it across the country. What Ngugi used to point out regularly with many 

others who were targeted by the state is now a common diet that characterizes popular political grassroots 

movements such as Bunge La Wananchi at the public Jeevanjee gardens who fight for lower prices of maize 

meal for their ugali. 

We will yet again wait to hear the outcome of this year’s Nobel Prize. Two years ago bookmakers cast him as 

one of the favourites. I have no doubt that if he wins those old forces will start bubbling. Ngugi will have his 

Soyinka-Chineizu moment where a coterie of Kenyan-based academics and writers will scream murder. This 

seems to be the lot of the African writer. It is almost guaranteed that such an achievement, as Ngugi winning 

the Nobel would, like the Obama Presidency, be celebrated more in Kenya’s neighboring countries, which 

http://jalada.org/2016/03/22/the-upright-revolution-or-why-humans-walk-upright/
http://jalada.org/2016/03/22/the-upright-revolution-or-why-humans-walk-upright/
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have a less complicated relationship with him. This is more than Binyavanga’s “Pull Him Down”; it is also 

what I call a realism neurosis to describe street reactions to contemporary African novels especially when 

internationally popular. 

The wags will ask what practical use are such books compared say to a book on how to be financially 

successful. What is the importance of Ngugi’s early novels Weep Not Child and The River Between and their 

village settings when crime and corruption are our most visible social issues in Kenya today? If it takes a 

village to raise a child, it takes a civilization to produce a writer of Ngugi’s stature. And yet in Kenya, I feel 

that we are yet to understand that. We are great because of Ngugi and other Kenyan writers of his generation 

and beyond. And so I remember what Ngugi said to us at that Kwani? Litfest years ago. If you are not proud 

enough to write in your language no one will be proud for you. 

 

Billy Kahora 

Billy Kahora edited seven issues of the Kwani? journal and other Kwani? publications. 

 

https://lithub.com/ngugi-wa-thiongo-giant-of-kenyan-letters/ 

  

https://lithub.com/author/billy-kahora/
https://lithub.com/ngugi-wa-thiongo-giant-of-kenyan-letters/
https://lithub.com/author/billy-kahora/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                          No. 506  january 2020 
 

 

48 

 

The Difference 

by Ishion Hutchinson 
Issue no. 213 (Summer 2015) 

They talk oil in heavy jackets and plaid over  

their coffee, they talk Texas and the north cold, 

but mostly oil and Obama, voices dipping 

vexed and then they talk Egypt failing, 

Greece broken and it takes cash for France not  

charity and I rather speak Russia than Ukraine 

one says in rubles than whatever, whatever  

the trouble, because there is sea and gold, 

a tunnel, wherever right now, an-anyhow-Belarus, 

oh, I will show you something, conspiring 

coins, this one, China, and they marvel,  

their minds hatched crosses, a frontier 

zeroed not by voyage or pipeline nor the milk  

foam of God, no, not the gutsy weather they talk 

frizzled, the abomination worsening  

opulence to squalor, never the inverse. 

  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=1050d8f3bf&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=1050d8f3bf&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=1050d8f3bf&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=1050d8f3bf&e=d538c8f2e0
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Tensor networks everywhere 

DIPC October 3, 2019 

 

Originally developed in the context of condensed-matter physics and based on renormalization group ideas, 

tensor networks have been revived thanks to quantum information theory and the progress in understanding 

the role of entanglement in quantum many-body systems. Ikerbasque Research Professor Román Orús, one of 

the world foremost authorities in the field, has just published 1 in Nature Reviews Physics an overview of the 

basic concepts and key developments in tensor networks applications to a variety of scientific disciplines. 

The concept of vector should be familiar: a quantity for which both magnitude and direction must be stated. 

This compares with a scalar quantity, where direction is not applicable, like temperature in a precise point. 

But, what if the magnitude varies with the direction? A vector would be a particular case, with only one 

direction, but it is possible to think of quantities that have different values for different directions. Welcome to 

the world of tensors. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/dipc/
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/03/tensor-networks-everywhere/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6284-1
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You may have heard about tensors in connection to general relativity where they are used to describe 

spacetime. But tensors have also found their way into the realm of quantum many-body problems through 

tensor networks. Tensor networks (TN) are mathematical representations of quantum many-body states based 

on their entanglement structure. 

Diagrammatic 

representation of a tensor network and several examples of 

tensor networks. 
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The field started with a variational approximation for the 2D classical Ising model that is considered to be a 

precursor of TN variational methods. But it was not until the 1990s that researchers started to investigate 

more seriously how the TN structures arising from classical partition functions were intimately linked to the 

wavefunctions of quantum lattice systems. While trying to remove degrees of freedom that are not relevant to 

describe a complex system at different scales of some physical variable (renormalization) in the matrix that 

appears when you treat the system and its electron wave functions in linear-algebraic terms (density matrix), a 

key development was introduced: the density matrix renormalization group (DMRG). It turned out that the 

relevant degrees of freedom kept after renormalization were entanglement degrees of freedom of the 

wavefunction. DMRG was extremely successful, and it quickly became the tool of reference for 1D quantum 

lattice systems at low energies. 

In the 2000s, physicists working on quantum information came to understand that entanglement has an inner 

structure that can be described by TNs. From there on, developments in TN methods continued mostly at the 

crossover between condensed matter physics and quantum information. TNs are also relevant to other 

scientific areas such as quantum gravity, for example, through the anti-de Sitter/conformal field theory 

correspondence (AdS/CFT), or artificial intelligence, in which it has been proven that neural networks have a 

TN structure. 

It is thus worth keeping in mind that, in such crossover applications (for example, to artificial intelligence), 

the typical properties of quantum mechanics, such as unitarity, are lost. In such situations, the TNs no longer 

encode an entanglement structure of a complex system, but rather the structure of its generalized correlations, 

quantum or not. 

The applications of TNs go well beyond quantum science. TNs are likely to continue finding numerical and 

theoretical applications, both along established research directions and new ones. The lesson we have learned 

over the years is that, essentially, anywhere there is a structure of correlations, there is also a TN, as they arise 

naturally whenever one has a tensor product structure. This means that there is room to apply our knowledge 

of quantum many-body entanglement. And sometimes this leads to unexpected connections and pleasant 

surprises, pushing forward the boundaries of science. 

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance 

Disclaimer: Parts of this article may have been copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced 

research paper. 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ising_model
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Donostia International Physics Center (DIPC) is a singular research center born in 2000 devoted to research at 

the cutting edge in the fields of Condensed Matter Physics and Materials Science. Since its conception DIPC 

has stood for the promotion of excellence in research, which demands a flexible space where creativity is 

stimulated by diversity of perspectives. Its dynamic research community integrates local host scientists and a 

constant flow of international visiting researchers. 

 Website:http://dipc.ehu.es/  Twitter:@DIPCehu 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/03/tensor-networks-

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

%28Mapping+Ignorance%29 

 

  

http://dipc.ehu.es/
https://twitter.com/intent/user?screen_name=DIPCehu&lang=en-US
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/03/tensor-networks-everywhere/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/03/tensor-networks-everywhere/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/03/tensor-networks-everywhere/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
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A Beginning, Not a Decline: Colette on the Splendor of Autumn and the Autumn of Life 

In praise of “the gaiety of those who have nothing more to lose and so excel at giving.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

The weather has seeded our earliest myths, inspired some of our greatest art, and even affects the way we 

think. In our divisive culture, where sharped-edged differences continue to fragment our unity, it is often the 

sole common ground for people bound by time and place — as we move through the seasons, we weather the 

whims of the weather together. 

Of the four seasons, autumn is by far the most paradoxical. Wedged between an equinox and a solstice, it 

moors us to cosmic rhythms of deep time and at the same time envelops us in the palpable immediacy of its 

warm afternoon breeze, its evening chill, its unmistakable scentscape. It is a season considered temperate, but 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/08/karen-armstrong-short-history-of-myth/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/22/georgia-okeeffe-southwest/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/11/weather-creativity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/11/weather-creativity/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0374513082/braipick-20
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one often tempestuous in its sudden storms and ecstatic echoes of summer heat. We call it “fall” with the 

wistfulness of loss as we watch leaves and ripe fruit drop to the ground, but it is also the season of abundance, 

of labor coming to fruition in harvest. 

The peculiar pleasures and paradoxes of autumn are what the great French writer Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette 

(January 28, 1873–August 3, 1954), better known as Colette, explores in a portion of Earthly Paradise: An 

Autobiography of Colette Drawn from Her Lifetime Writings (public library) — the posthumously published, 

out-of-print treasure that gave us her abiding wisdom on writing, withstanding criticism, and the obsessive-

compulsiveness of creative work. 

 

Recounting an essay assignment from her schoolgirl days, Colette writes in the autumn of her life: 

It has always remained in my memory, this note written with red ink in the margin of a French composition. I 

was eleven or twelve years old. In thirty lines I had stated that I could not agree with those who called the 

autumn a decline, and that I, for my part, referred to it as a beginning. Doubtless my opinion on the matter, 

which has not changed, had been badly expressed, and what I wanted to say what that this vast autumn, so 

imperceptibly hatched, issuing from the long days of June, was something I perceived by subtle signs, and 

especially with the aid of the most animal of my senses, which is my sense of smell. But a young girl of 

twelve rarely has at her disposal a vocabulary worthy of expressing what she thinks and feels. As the price of 

not having chosen the dappled spring and its nests, I was given a rather low mark. 

She considers how autumn haunts the other seasons and signals its superior splendor: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/16/henry-beston-northern-farm-harvest/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0374513082/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0374513082/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/earthly-paradise-an-autobiography/oclc/376290&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/08/15/colette-earthly-paradise-writing-criticism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/08/15/colette-earthly-paradise-writing-criticism/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0374513082/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                          No. 506  january 2020 
 

 

55 

Art from Collect Raindrops: The Seasons Gathered by Nikki McClure 

The rage to grow, the passion to flower begin to fade in nature at the end of June. The universal green has by 

then grown darker, the brows of the woods take on the color of fields of eel grass in shallow seas. In the 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/03/19/collect-raindrops-nikki-mcclure/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/03/19/collect-raindrops-nikki-mcclure/
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garden, the rose alone, governed more by man than by season, together with certain great poppies and some 

aconites, continues the spring and lends its character to the summer. 

[…] 

Depths of dark greenery, illusion of stability, incautious promise of duration! We gaze at these things and say: 

“Now this is really summer.” But at that moment, as in a windless dawn there sometimes floats an 

imperceptible humidity, a circle of vapor betraying by its presence in a field the subterranean stream beneath, 

just so, predicted by a bird, by a wormy apple with a hectically illuminated skin, by a smell of burning twigs, 

of mushrooms and of half-dried mud, the autumn at that moment steals unseen through the impassive 

summer… 

[…] 

Even a child cannot respond to everything. But its antennae quiver at the slightest signal. 

After several pages of lyrically recounted late-summer memories from her childhood, Colette contemplates 

the singular impressionability of early memory — a sort of time-capsule of consciousness that stays with us 

for life: 

The style of things, the kind of things that we shall love in later life are fixed in that moment when the child’s 

strong gaze selects and molds the figures of fantasy that for it are going to last. 

Reflecting on how her mother entered the autumn of her own life — “with such serenity,” with “the gaiety of 

those who have nothing more to lose and so excel at giving” — Colette considers the sensorial and symbolic 

rewards of the season: 

Even as I write, it is approaching once again, the season that a schoolgirl celebrated long ago because, 

precociously, she loved it. It comes back decked in gold, so as to inspire wisdom, or its opposite, so that the 

chestnut tree may flower a second time, so that the cat, which weaned its last litter in June, may feel the need 

for further adventures, so that the swallow may be misled and start another nest, so that a ripened woman may 

glow with sunlight and sigh: “I’m sure there’ll never be another winter…” 

And, indeed, how beautiful Colette’s notion is — this notion of autumn as a beginning rather than a decline 

— as a metaphor for the life-cycle of human existence, in the context of the art of growing older. 

Complement this particular portion of Earthly Paradise with Henry Beston on harvest and the human spirit, 

Willa Cather’s soulful portrait of happiness, painted under the autumn sun, Italian artist Alessandro Sanna’s 

stunning watercolor ode to the seasonality of being, and this unusual vintage children’s books for grownups 

about life and death, dedicated to autumn. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/22/colette-autumn/?mc_cid=41f0dd59f8&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/03/grace-paley-aging/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0374513082/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/16/henry-beston-northern-farm-harvest/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/08/26/willa-cather-my-antonia-happiness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/02/27/the-river-alessandro-sanna/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/02/the-magic-box-pintauro-laliberte/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/02/the-magic-box-pintauro-laliberte/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/22/colette-autumn/?mc_cid=41f0dd59f8&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Terminator: self-healing does no longer belongs to fiction only 

 

 

About the author: Mikel Irigoyen is a PhD candidate at POLYMAT (UPV/EHU); his research is focused on 

the theoretical modelling of self-healing polymers. 

As beautiful as it is, the natural world has always been a tough place to live in. Since their dawn, nearly 4 

billion years ago, living organisms have faced a myriad of threats to their existence which have seen the 

majority of those who ever existed to perish. Only those organisms that managed to adapt to their 

environment by developing adaptive traits, like the wood frogs (Lithobates sylvaticus), who actually allow 

themselves to freeze over during hibernation allowing them to resist harsh Nordic winters, have been able to 

survive. 

Similar to the natural world, the industrial world is also full of threats to its inhabitants. There are no frozen 

frogs inhabiting this world, but instead, there are plenty of materials crowding it, such as metallic ones like 

iron, aluminium or copper, wood, coming from different sources, minerals like quartz or granite, plastics, and 

polymeric materials. Not a single one of those is free of suffering on one way or another the harsh conditions 

in which they are used sometimes, meaning that their lifetime has an expiration date. 

In this vein, loads of effort have been put in developing adaptive materials with the ability to repair the 

suffered damage as a response to external stimuli or even by themselves. This kind of materials are known as 

self-healing materials, and, by self-repairing the suffered damage, they have the ability to extend their 

lifetime. 

Figure 1. Photographic sequence of the self-healing process of Terminator (a), which is cut in two halves 
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(radicals are created) (b, c). Then the halves are put together (d) allowing the rearrangement of the chains and 

formation of new disulfide bonds, who lead to a healed material (f)[1]. 

Among this family, we can find the so-called Terminator (Figure 1) which is a poly(urea-urethane) elastomer 

including aromatic disulfides in its network, and has the striking feature of self-healing the suffered damage at 

room temperature without the need of any external stimuli 1. The aforementioned aromatic disulfides were 

found responsible for this feature, and the underlying mechanism was studied by means of theoretical 

chemistry. This theoretical study 2 proved that the leading mechanism was a [2 + 1] radical-mediated 

mechanism, in which disulfide bonds are broken, forming sulfenyl radicals (which are reactive species). 

When formed, these radicals are able to attack the disulfide bonds of their neighbourhood, leading to an 

exchange reaction that supposes a rearrangement of the polymeric chains. 

As a result of this study, it was possible to understand the factors which are controlling the whole process. As 

the exchange reaction, which is the first step of the self-healing process, involves the formation of radicals 

(i.e. the breaking of the disulfide bond), the first factor that needs to be assessed is the probability of radicals 

to be formed. Once the radicals are formed, they have to go through a reaction barrier, corresponding to the 

attack of a radical itself to a neighbour disulfide, in order to complete the exchange reaction. These barriers 

need to be rather small, because higher barriers would suppose that the reaction could not happen at room 

temperature, meaning that the energy needed to overpass the barrier would need to come from an external 

stimulus. 

Figure 2. 

Graphical abstract for [3] 

By knowing and understanding the “adaptive trait”of this particular family of materials, we are able to tailor 

brand-new materials who can outperform the already existing ones, similar to what happens in nature: 

evolution. In this vein, it was shown 3 that the inclusion of diselenide bonds instead of disulfide bonds can 

make the self-healing process more effective, as the reaction barriers are now lower (meaning that the 

exchange reaction needs lower energy). Moreover, it was also shown that, when aromatic diselenides are 

present, radicals could also be formed by absorption of visible light, a feature that is not common to aromatic 

disulfides. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/16/terminator-self-healing-does-no-longer-belongs-to-fiction-only/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6308-1
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/16/terminator-self-healing-does-no-longer-belongs-to-fiction-only/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6308-2
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/16/terminator-self-healing-does-no-longer-belongs-to-fiction-only/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6308-3
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So, when one thinks of Terminator, may be the well known line, “I’ll be back”, should be replaced by the 

Terminator singing the following brand-new version of Gloria Gaynor’s tune, I will survive: 

Do you think I’d crumble, 

Did you think I’d lay down and die? 

Oh no, not I, I will survive 

I will rearrange my chains, and form brand new disulfides 

I will see my properties kept 

And I won’t see myself swept, and I’ll survive 

I will survive! 
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Four Storytellers Tackle Climate Change 

Experts in art, writing, journalism, and policy discuss why climate change is the biggest story of our 

time. 

1ShareTweetE-mail 

 

Photo Credit: Mary Wang 

On Thursday, September 19, Guernica co-sponsored an official Brooklyn Book Festival event with the 

Natural Resources Defense Council. Called “Now or Never: Storytellers Tackling Climate Change,” the event 

featured an interdisciplinary panel that included New Yorker journalist Carolyn Kormann, novelist Pitchaya 

Sudbanthad, artist Eve Mosher, and NRDC policy expert Robert Moore. It was moderated by Guernica’s 

deputy publisher, Amy Brady. 

The event carried a potent sense of urgency. For one thing, it fell on the eve of a global climate strike that 

would draw, by some estimates, almost 4 million people to over 2,500 scheduled marches and rallies on all 

seven continents. And for another, Tropical Depression Imelda had descended in the hours just before the 

panelists took the stage. It flooded parts of southeast Texas—the same region devastated by Hurricane Harvey 

in 2017—and forced immediate evacuations. 

Amid a room buzzing with excitement and worry, the panelists discussed how storytelling factors into their 

climate-focused work; how narratives about humans impacted by climate change can induce empathy in 

policy makers; and how some narratives are problematic not for the lives they describe, but for those they 

leave out. What follows is an edited transcript of the evening. It has been edited for length and clarity. 

Amy Brady: What drew each of you to the subject of climate change, and why do you pursue it in your work? 

https://www.guernicamag.com/four-storytellers-tackle-climate-change/#comments
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php%20%20%20%20%20?u=https://www.guernicamag.com/four-storytellers-tackle-climate-change/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet/?text=Guernica%3A%20Four%20Storytellers%20Tackle%20Climate%20Change&url=https://www.guernicamag.com/four-storytellers-tackle-climate-change/&via=GuernicaMag
mailto:?subject=Guernica:%20Four%20Storytellers%20Tackle%20Climate%20Change&body=Four%20Storytellers%20Tackle%20Climate%20Change%0D%0AGuernica%0D%0Aby%20Amy%20Brady%0D%0A%0D%0AExperts%20in%20art%2C%20writing%2C%20journalism%2C%20and%20policy%20discuss%20why%20climate%20change%20is%20the%20biggest%20story%20of%20our%20time.%20%0D%0A%0D%0AFull%20story:%20https://www.guernicamag.com/four-storytellers-tackle-climate-change/
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Eve Mosher: I started working on climate change about 12 years ago as a collaborative practice. Prior to that, 

I had been doing studio-based art that was related to the environment. What changed is that I got angry. I had 

read a magazine that included essays about [Hurricane] Katrina, shrinking glaciers, and other things. It also 

included documents and photo images from the Bush administration that showed how the administration’s 

science advisors had rewritten documents on climate change to soften the language and make it sound like 

climate change would have an economic benefit. That made me really mad. And anger seems to stir me to 

action. 

Robert Moore: I put myself through college by joining the Illinois National Guard. In 1993, there was a 500-

year flood on the Mississippi River, and my guard unit got activated. I spent three weeks throwing sandbags 

at the river. That was my entry point into working on river and water issues. Later in my career, I ran an 

environmental organization in Albany, New York for many years, and that’s where I first started really 

working on climate change and climate policy. It was right when New York and all the northeastern states 

were starting to create what’s known as the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative. In 2012, Hurricane Sandy 

hit, and that opened up my eyes to the need to start focusing on dealing with climate impacts. We no longer 

had the luxury of talking about climate impacts as something far in the future; they were in the here-and-now. 

The job I currently have at NRDC opened up two months after Sandy, and that led me to the work I do now. 

Pitchaya Sudbanthad: As someone born in Bangkok, I saw humans grapple with the natural. I have memories 

of walking across planks laid out across my grandmother’s lawn because of flooding. To this day, every time 

it rains there, flooding is a looming threat. So, climate change is something that’s always in the back of my 

mind. I actually studied environmental sciences and policy in college, but I also realized that I was not 

someone who was going to write memos on landfills or take soil samples. I wanted, instead, to come to New 

York and work in art. I didn’t return to the subject of climate change until I was deep in my novel, Bangkok 

Wakes to Rain, which looks at Bangkok over 200 years, from the nineteenth century to sometime in the latter 

part of the twenty-first century. I could not help but see Bangkok touched by climate change. That city—and 

ones like it all over the world—are immensely vulnerable to the effects of our climate crisis. 

Carolyn Kormann: My first reporting job was for a newspaper in the Caribbean. I moved down there and 

started writing for them in 2005, right when there was a coral bleaching event. At that time [bleachings] 

weren’t necessarily attributed to climate change, but it was devastating to see. 

I wrote a story about it, and that set me on the path of writing about climate change, the environment, and the 

natural world at large. Climate seems especially important, because it is the most urgent story of our time. It 

touches on everyone and everything. 

Amy Brady: Tonight’s panel is specifically about climate change and storytelling, so I’d like to talk to each of 

you about how storytelling factors into your work. Rob, let’s start with you, because you work in policy, and I 

think it’s fair to say that when folks think of “policy” they don’t immediately think of storytelling. Yet I know 

it’s very important to you. 

Robert Moore: Narrative is a fairly new tool that we’re experimenting with in the public policy arena. A lot of 

us have started to understand the power of storytelling in helping shift the opinion of decision-makers. For 

example, I can show up to a congressional office or at a mayor’s office with all kinds of fancy charts and 

graphs that show all kinds of really cool stuff, even scary stuff. And they’re going to be like, “Damn, that’s an 

interesting graph you’ve got there. I’ll have to think about that for a little bit.” But if you show up with 

somebody who’s actually living through the effects of climate [change], someone who has a story to tell, then 

they might actually listen. Stories move people. 
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Amy Brady: Carolyn, one of my favorite recent articles of yours is about the deforestation of the Amazon, 

and its domino-like effect on climate change. What I loved about that article is how it took many facts and 

figures and presented them in a narrative form that was easy for me to understand. As a journalist, how do 

you give narrative shape to the research that you do? 

Carolyn Kormann: That piece started with an image of a cow. Cows kept coming up in my talks with various 

experts, because cattle ranching is one of the big causes of deforestation in the Amazon. Here was this cow 

hanging out on all this land by itself, which was great for the cow, but not for the Amazon. It all just seemed 

so nonsensical to me, because a cow doesn’t need that much land, and there shouldn’t be cattle ranching in the 

Amazon anyway. From there, I followed the logic of the IPCC report that came out that year, about land use. I 

suppose my method is to find an image to start with that will stick in people’s heads and possibly make them 

more interested in the story. 

Amy Brady: Pitchaya, your novel, Bangkok Wakes to Rain, speaks to Thailand’s vulnerability to sea-level 

rise. I know that climate themes come up in some of your other work, too, because you also contributed a 

beautiful short story to Guernica’s special issue on climate fiction. How do you see fiction writing as 

complementary to nonfiction storytelling on climate? Or, if I may be so bold, do you see fiction storytelling as 

having the power to show or teach us something that perhaps nonfiction can’t? 

Pitchaya Sudbanthad: We live in an era where some people are debating what’s true and what’s not, 

especially when it comes to climate change. Good fiction can help people to see and feel climate change as 

more real. Now, some people say that climate denialists are suffering from a crisis of imagination—that they 

can’t see what’s actually going on. But I think they actually have great imaginations, because the scientific 

consensus [surrounding climate change] is close to 99%. Their denialism is a kind of fiction—it’s just bad 

fiction. 

Amy Brady: One of the things that I loved about your novel—and about all great novels, actually—is that it 

let me spend time in the minds of other people for an extended period, people living through a climate crisis. I 

came to care about those characters and the conditions they’re living under. So, it occurs to me that there’s a 

link between reading good climate fiction and what Rob said earlier about how to get people in power to care 

about others: we need stories about people. 

Pitchaya Sudbanthad: Yes, both seem to generate a kind of empathetic response. 

Amy Brady: Eve, in your artist statements, you’ve said that you want your art to help communities to 

“embrace truths, emotions, and imagination.” It seems to me that, when we’re talking about storytelling, those 

are three key components that a good story must have. How does storytelling factor into your work? 

Eve Mosher: I have used storytelling as a key component of my work for some time. When we share our 

personal stories, we create connection. When we were working on the HighWaterLine project in various 

communities, we would start with a process of discovering people’s personal stories. We spent months doing 

community building to create trust with people, to build empathy. Today I’m asking myself how the work I’m 

doing can create a sort of narrative path where people are confronted with the reality of their local situation. 

The media is not always talking about [climate change] in a way that drives home what a dire situation we’re 

in. I seek in my work to create a space to have complex emotions that go along with that realization. 

http://highwaterline.org/
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Robert Moore: I’d like to add to what Pitchaya and Eve are saying, because I think writers and artists fill in a 

lot of cognitive gaps for people. I read a study a couple of years ago about how people perceive their future 

selves as almost complete strangers. But when they read fictional stories set in the future, they have a stronger 

empathetic connection to the characters than they do to their own future selves. So, in essence, I think art and 

fiction writing can help draw people into a future that they otherwise have a hard time picturing. 

Amy Brady: Backstage, we started a conversation about how it’s not just storytelling that helps us to imagine 

new futures—it’s also the very language we use. Where do you all see language about climate change shifting 

in your various fields? 

Carolyn Kormann: I’ve seen a very clear shift in the media, even in the last year. I think maybe the Guardian 

was one of the first big international papers to set new language rules about how they would talk about 

climate change. They call it a climate crisis, and they use [words like] “wildlife” instead of “biodiversity.” 

These words better convey the urgency of climate change. 

Eve Mosher: Yes, we need to use language that’s clearer. We need to come out and say that our fish stocks 

are dying, that our food system is in peril. We need to move away from the science-y data side of things and 

use the language of good storytelling. We need to say that people are dying right now. The media isn’t doing 

a great job of this, but they’re getting there. CNN does a pretty good job of using the language of what’s 

happening now. Whereas the New York Times doesn’t want to scare people or use words that they deem 

hyperbolic. But that’s not the reality. This is an emergency. We are living in crisis and we need to use the 

language of crisis. 

Robert Moore: I think that’s became especially true here in the US, where we’ve had so many natural 

disasters that the urgency of the situation is finally dawning on everybody. Until recently, the language we 

have used within the environmental advocacy community hasn’t always been about communicating an 

impending crisis. But that’s where we are now. Tone is another thing we’re having to reconsider. I read a 

recent article about documentary filmmakers who are struggling with how to tell stories about the natural 

world. How do you document nature without bumming everyone out? Like, you want to do a documentary 

about penguins, but they’re not doing so well in Antarctica. How to explain this without bumming out the 

viewer to the point where they stop watching? There’s Blue Planet, of course, of which I’m a big fan. I 

thought they did a good job of showing the beauty and wonder of nature. But some things we should be 

terrified of. It’s a hard balance to find. 

Amy Brady: What about the use of humor? 

Robert Moore: There’s definitely a role for humor. I was reading the other day about a theme park in 

Kentucky that features a model of Noah’s Ark. It was supposedly built according to the exact size and 

measurements of the Ark described in the Bible. The park recently had a bunch of flooding, and well, the Ark 

was damaged because it didn’t work. They couldn’t get the insurance claim fulfilled. 

Pitchaya Sudbanthad: [Laughing] That’s funny. But it’s important to add that language frames the way that 

climate change is talked about, and in the past, climate issues have been presented at a privileged distance. 

That distance is collapsing, and there’s more acknowledgment that climate change results from a voracious 

over-feeding of empire. 
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Amy Brady: Thank you for bringing that up, Pitchaya. Often when people talk about narratives—myself 

included—we talk more about what narratives contain and less about what they leave out. But it’s important 

to discuss the latter. Where, in your fields, do you see people being left out of the climate story? 

Eve Mosher: My work is site-specific, so it’s hard for it not to be local. But yeah, that distance is real. If 

you’re not feeling [changes] in your own backyard, it’s really hard to comprehend. I think that finding ways 

to share stories globally can help shorten that distance. 

Robert Moore: The language of policy-speak doesn’t leave much room for the human condition. When a 

hurricane like Harvey or Dorian hits, Congress and federal agencies respond to things like dollars of damage, 

rather than the impacts of people. And when it comes to doling out assistance, it goes out first to the people 

who manage to get to the front of the line, not necessarily to those who are most in need. For example, I’m a 

relatively affluent white guy. If I’m caught in a disaster, I could check into a hotel with my credit card. I can 

access my bank records online with my Internet connection. I would file my disaster assistance paperwork 

within days, and I would immediately be able to tap into FEMA assistance. A lower-income person, 

however—they’re struggling just to find a place to move their family. It’s a very different process [for them]. 

The way we’re tackling climate-related problems widens existing inequities, and most public narratives don’t 

capture that. 

Amy Brady: When most of us think of the word “narrative,” we think of a structure that has a beginning, a 

middle, and an end. And it’s that end part that seems to generate the most controversy. Are we going to end 

up in a hopeful place? Or are we going to end up in a despairing, end-of-times kind of place? I’ve seen and 

heard talented storytellers like all of you make persuasive arguments for each. How are hope and despair used 

in your own narratives? 

Carolyn Kormann: I think both are important. Journalism in the last year or two has really started to show us 

just how bad [climate change] can be. Some people will be terrified, almost paralyzed by the news, and refuse 

to read about it. But I think a lot of people will also respond by wanting to learn more about what’s 

happening. Fear drives a conversation and creates a lot of buzz. But at the same time, I think it’s also 

important to provide hope and solutions. 

Pitchaya Sudbanthad: I think, for a novelist, the use of scary projections is very tempting, because you can 

milk so much drama out of that. I understand why a lot of people write futuristic climate dystopias, and there 

is use for that as well. But from my own experiences with flooding and Hurricane Sandy, I can say that in the 

aftermath of disaster, humans want to establish some normalcy. Even in the worst situations, people want to 

be able to walk their pets and read stories to their kids. We want basic things that offer a semblance of love, of 

life as we know it. And I think that we will continue to strive for those things no matter what happens. I don’t 

if that is exactly hope, but it’s related. 

Robert Moore: I think when it comes to climate change, we have to hope for the best and prepare for the 

worst. Twenty years ago, we could talk about climate change as something in the future that we could still 

avert; it was still possible to put the genie back in the bottle. We’re past that point now. So, we don’t have the 

luxury of saying, “I think we’re going to hold at 1.5 degrees. Let’s place all of our bets on that.” Or, let’s use 

the analogy of building a bridge. An engineer might say, “On average, this is the load that the bridge will 

hold.” But if you build to exactly that average, your bridge is going to fall down the first time it exceeds that 

number. So we build to the worst-case scenario. That’s how we need to think about climate change. We can’t 

look at something like the IPCC report and think, “Well, scientists say we’ll have X feet of sea-level rise at 
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this temperature.” Because that’s only the most likely scenario. The global feedbacks that scientists warned us 

would happen are all happening faster than predicted. So, in some ways, I think fear can be really powerful. 

Eve Mosher: I think fear can be a great motivator if you have a path forward. But when talking about 

solutions, we need to look forward as well as backwards. We need to talk about changes that have already 

happened in [other areas of society], or among indigenous communities, or in communities like those in 

Bangkok that have been dealing with flooding for a really long time. But I also want to say that I don’t love 

the word “hope.” It is a word that allows you to feel disembodied, as in, “Oh, I’m going to hope that someone 

else fixes this.” We are the ones we’ve been waiting for! We have to get out and do the work. I prefer the 

word “courage” instead, because it suggests we take our fear and do something about it. I don’t want 

everybody to leave this room tonight and be like, “That was great,” and then go back to normal. I want 

everyone to leave this room and be like, “Oh shit, they’re right. I need to go figure out how to get involved. 

We need to get out into the streets. Let’s make this happen.” 

Panelist Bios 

Amy Brady is the Deputy Publisher of Guernica and the Editor-in-Chief of the Chicago Review of Books, 

where she writes a monthly column about how contemporary fiction addresses issues of climate change. Her 

writing has also appeared in O, The Oprah Magazine; Slate; the Los Angeles Times; the Dallas Morning 

News; The New Republic; McSweeney’s; and other places. She received her PhD in English from the 

University of Massachusetts Amherst, and has won awards from the National Science Foundation, the Bread 

Loaf Environmental Writers Conference, the Center for Research Libraries, and various academic 

organizations. 

Carolyn Kormann has contributed to the The New Yorker since 2012. She became a staff writer in 2018, 

covering energy, the environment, and climate change. Her writing has also appeared 

in Harper’s, Porter, NPR Music, and VQR, and has been noted by the Best American Series in its Science and 

Nature Writing and Travel Writing collections. She has received an Abe Fellowship from the Social Science 

Research Council, a Middlebury Fellowship in Environmental Journalism, and a fellowship from New York 

University’s Center for Latin American and Caribbean Studies. 

Robert Moore is the Director of the Water & Climate Team at the Natural Resources Defense Council 

(NRDC), which focuses on water-related impacts of climate change. His team focuses on federal policy and 

decisions related to climate resilience and adaptation, sea level rise, flood risk, and disaster preparedness and 

response. 

Eve Mosher is an artist and interventionist in New York City. Her recent work examines complex urban 

waterways and the impacts of climate change. She is a co-founder and co-director of Works on Water, a 

cultural institution dedicated to supporting artists working on, in, and with the water. She is also co-founder 

and board chair for play:groundNYC, an organization dedicated to children’s rights in urban environments. 

She has received several grants, and her work has been profiled in the The New Yorker, the New York Times, 

the Guardian, and other places. 

Pitchaya Sudbanthad is the author of the novel Bangkok Wakes to Rain, published by Riverhead Books (US) 

and Sceptre (UK). He has received fellowships in fiction writing from the New York Foundation for the Arts 

and the MacDowell Colony, and currently splits time between Bangkok and Brooklyn.  

https://www.guernicamag.com/four-storytellers-tackle-climate-change/ 

https://www.guernicamag.com/four-storytellers-tackle-climate-change/
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Have we gotten any happier over 200 years? Researchers analyzed millions of books to find out. 

Here’s what our literature reveals about our well-being, according to a sentiment analysis algorithm. 

By Sigal Samuel  Oct 15, 2019, 10:30am EDT 

Researchers used sentiment analysis on 200 years’ worth of books to see how our happiness has changed over 

time. Getty Images 

This story is part of a group of stories called

 

Finding the best ways to do good. Made possible by The Rockefeller Foundation. 

https://www.vox.com/authors/sigal-samuel
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect
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Have people gotten happier over time — or are we becoming more miserable as history marches on? 

A group of researchers has developed a creative new way to tackle this question. Starting from the premise 

that what we write reveals a lot about our underlying feelings, they analyzed millions of books published 

between 1820 and 2009 and used the words in them to measure changes in subjective well-being in four 

countries: the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany, and Italy. They chose that time period and those 

countries because we’ve got sufficiently rich data for them. 

The effort to track the happiness of large populations is not, in itself, new. In 2011, the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) released its first well-being report on its member 

countries, and in 2012, the UN began releasing its annual world happiness report. Although these may be 

useful for tracking contemporary levels of well-being, they don’t give us a sense of how happy people were in 

previous centuries. 

So, in a new study published this week in Nature Human Behavior, the researchers explain that they tried to 

reach further back in time by drawing mostly on Google Books, which contains over 8 million volumes — 

more than 6 percent of all books ever published. They also analyzed magazines and newspaper articles. 

Of course, they couldn’t go through millions of texts by hand, so they used an algorithmic method called 

sentiment analysis, which purports to measure our positive or negative feelings from the words we use. 

As in previous sentiment analysis studies, the researchers’ first step was to turn to preexisting databases 

containing thousands of words that people have rated based on how good or bad each one makes them feel. 

These large databases exist for English, German, and Italian, and they include words like “robber,” “kitten,” 

“cancer,” and “liberty.” The average rating for each word becomes the “affective word norm,” a measure of 

how much well-being a given word indicates. 

Once researchers have those rankings, they find out how many times each word appears in the texts published 

each year in each of the countries they’re studying. On that basis, they claim to be able to compute how much 

well-being a population was experiencing in a given time and place. 

What’s more, they can cross-reference the spikes or dips in happiness with world events and national policies 

that a population was subject to — things like civil wars, stock market crashes, or boosts in gross domestic 

product — to try to figure what type of event leads to the biggest uptick or downturn in well-being. 

The researchers of the new study, who are based at the University of Warwick, the University of Glasgow, 

and the Alan Turing Institute in London, suggest that their findings could help governments make better 

policy decisions by giving them quantitative data showing which factors to focus on if they want to improve 

citizens’ life satisfaction. 

Here are a few of the most striking findings: 

 Increases in national income do generate increases in national happiness, but it takes a huge rise to 

have a noticeable effect at the national level 

http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/
https://worldhappiness.report/
https://go.redirectingat.com/?id=66960X1516588&xs=1&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nature.com%2Farticles%2Fs41562-019-0750-z&referrer=vox.com&xcust=xid:fr1571339163033iaj
https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2019-10/uow-rtp101119.php
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 An increase in longevity of one year had the same effect on happiness as a 4.3 percent increase in 

GDP 

 One less year of war had the equivalent effect on happiness as a 30 percent rise in GDP 

This kind of data may be useful to OECD member states and other countries now focused on boosting their 

citizens’ well-being. There’s Bhutan, which in 2008 enshrined “gross national happiness” in its constitution. 

There’s the United Arab Emirates, which in 2016 appointed a minister of state for happiness. And there’s 

New Zealand, which earlier this year released the world’s first-ever “well-being budget.” To measure 

progress toward increased well-being, the government there will use 61 indicators tracking everything from 

loneliness to water quality. But it doesn’t necessarily know how much weight to give to each factor. 

A quantitative analysis, like the one in the new study, could theoretically help policymakers figure this out. 

But we should be very cautious about using sentiment analysis as a guide to policymaking. 

Breaking down happiness levels by country 

How have the US, the UK, Germany, and Italy fared over the past 200 years? The study’s National Value 

Index shows how happiness has shot up and down. In the charts below, the red shaded areas correspond to 

World War I, World War II, and other important events. 

In the US, there’s another shaded area that represents the Civil War (1861 to 1865), which unsurprisingly 

entailed a dip in well-being. The dotted red lines coincide with the Wall Street stock market crash (1929), the 

end of the Korean War (1953), and the fall of Saigon (1975), respectively. 

“What’s remarkable is that national subjective well-being is incredibly resilient to wars,” lead author Thomas 

Hills said in a statement, adding: 

Even temporary economic booms and busts have little long-term effect. We can see the American Civil War 

in our data, the revolutions of ’48 across Europe, the roaring 20[s] and the Great Depression. But people 

quickly returned to their previous levels of subjective well-being after these events were over. Our national 

happiness is like an adjustable spanner that we open and close to calibrate our experiences against our recent 

past, with little lasting memory for the triumphs and tragedies of our age. 

https://ophi.org.uk/policy/national-policy/gross-national-happiness-index/
https://www.latimes.com/world/middleeast/la-fg-global-uae-happiness-2017-story.html
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/6/8/18656710/new-zealand-wellbeing-budget-bhutan-happiness
https://www.eurekalert.org/emb_releases/2019-10/uow-rtp101119.php
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Nature Human Behavior 

Looking at Germany, the dotted red lines represent the end of the Franco-Prussian War and reunification 

(1870), Hitler’s ascent to power (1934), and the reunification (1990), respectively. 

In Italy, there’s an extra shaded area corresponding to that country’s unification (1861-1870). 

“Looking at the Italian data,” said co-author Eugenio Proto, “it is interesting to note a slow but constant 

decline in the years of fascism and a dramatic decline in the years after the last crisis.” 
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Nature Human Behavior 

The researchers validated their measures by comparing them with existing surveys of well-being — the 

Eurobarometer survey and the World Database of Happiness — and showing that their measures are highly 

consistent with these established surveys. The surveys ask questions like “On the whole, are you very 

satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied, or not at all satisfied with the life you lead?” But they only go 

back a few decades, so they can’t tell us how people felt a century or two ago, and that’s why the new study 

was deemed necessary. 

The researchers also note: “Our specific approach is directly supported by a study of 17 million blog posts, 

which found that a simple calculation on the basis of the weighted affective ratings of words was highly 

accurate (70 percent) at predicting the mood of blogs as provided by the bloggers themselves.” 

Nevertheless, there are some inherent limitations to sentiment analysis studies. It’s important to consider these 

before jumping to the conclusion that such a study can be reliably used to inform policy. 

How much should we trust sentiment analysis? 

Over the past few years, sentiment analysis has been embraced by for-profit companies, social scientists, 

journalists, and many others who want quantitative tools to help them parse the changing moods of a 

population. 

The approach has been used with varying degrees of success in scientific studies. By applying sentiment 

analysis to people’s Twitter and Facebook posts, researchers have worked on predicting everything 

from stock market trends to seasonal mood variations to depression in patients. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S187775031100007X
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/333/6051/1878
https://www.pnas.org/content/115/44/11203
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But we should take the new sentiment analysis study with a grain of salt. It’s important to remember that it’s 

measuring subjective well-being, not objective well-being as determined by physiological measures like 

levels of cortisol (the primary stress hormone). And due to cultural differences, people in one country may be 

inclined to hyperbolize their sense of unhappiness, while people in another may tend to downplay it. 

Plus, predictive algorithms are generally terrible at understanding social context, and that really matters. To 

take just one example, you know that if a teenager describes something as “killer,” she probably means it in a 

good way; if a news article talks about a “killer,” something gruesome has probably happened. As a human 

reader, you intuit this, because you understand context. But it’s just the sort of thing an algorithm might 

miscategorize. 

“At this point, what we have is really, really crappy software,” Meredith Broussard, a New York University 

data journalism professor and author of Artificial Unintelligence, told me. “Computers can’t understand 

nuance or jokes.” 

She added that sentiment analysis and other predictive AI tools generally have high error rates because 

they’re limited to conducting a fundamentally mathematical analysis of language — looking at how many 

times a given letter occurs, how often it occurs beside another given letter, and so on. These patterns are not 

how we humans understand language. We identify concepts and fit them into bigger frameworks of meaning. 

One theory as to why books and newspaper articles are a good source of data is that editors prefer to publish 

pieces that match the mood of their readers. Getty Images 

Related to this problem is the question of whose words we’re analyzing — and whose words are getting left 

out. Oppressed minorities, if they’re able to air their true views at all, tend to do so in marginal publications or 

https://www.fastcompany.com/3037915/the-problem-with-sentiment-analysis
https://www.amazon.com/Artificial-Unintelligence-Computers-Misunderstand-World/dp/026253701X/ref=sr_1_2?crid=25JY76FZFXAOD&keywords=artificial+unintelligence&qid=1565116091&s=gateway&sprefix=artificial+uninte%2Caps%2C113&sr=8-2
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/8/7/20756928/trump-el-paso-dayton-mass-shooting-ai-social-media
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grassroots pamphlets (think, for example, of the role zines have played in the LGBTQ community). These 

texts are less likely to show up in Google Books. 

The authors of the new study acknowledge this problem. “As our data are drawn from public text, it may be 

subject to censorship,” they write. “The case of Germany in the 1940s, when negative portrayals of the Nazi 

regime were censored, is a case in point.” 

The authors try to control for censorship in the study by introducing a variable aimed at capturing how 

democratic a society is and by using “diverse corpora” — a wide array of books, newspapers, and magazines. 

But as they themselves say, “no control can be perfect.” 

So, while this study provides an interesting window onto people’s shifting sense of well-being as reflected in 

their writing, it’s not the sort of research that should, on its own, guide the decisions of policymakers. 

 

https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/10/15/20913666/happiness-wellbeing-books-ai-sentiment-analysis-

study 

  

http://gomag.com/article/what-zines-mean-to-the-queer-community/
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/10/15/20913666/happiness-wellbeing-books-ai-sentiment-analysis-study
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/10/15/20913666/happiness-wellbeing-books-ai-sentiment-analysis-study
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Daily exposure to blue light may accelerate aging, even if it doesn't reach your eyes 

Oregon State University 

Summary: 

Prolonged exposure to blue light, such as that which emanates from your phone, computer and household 

fixtures, could be affecting your longevity, even if it's not shining in your eyes. New research suggests that 

the blue wavelengths produced by light-emitting diodes damage cells in the brain as well as retinas, according 

to a new study in a model organism. 

Share: 

     

FULL STORY 

 

 

Woman looking at blue light from at computer screen (stock image). 

Credit: © Alliance / Adobe Stock 

https://stock.adobe.com/
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Prolonged exposure to blue light, such as that which emanates from your phone, computer and household 

fixtures, could be affecting your longevity, even if it's not shining in your eyes. 

New research at Oregon State University suggests that the blue wavelengths produced by light-emitting 

diodes damage cells in the brain as well as retinas. 

The study, published today in Aging and Mechanisms of Disease, involved a widely used organism, 

Drosophila melanogaster, the common fruit fly, an important model organism because of the cellular and 

developmental mechanisms it shares with other animals and humans. 

Jaga Giebultowicz, a researcher in the OSU College of Science who studies biological clocks, led a research 

collaboration that examined how flies responded to daily 12-hour exposures to blue LED light -- similar to the 

prevalent blue wavelength in devices like phones and tablets -- and found that the light accelerated aging. 

Flies subjected to daily cycles of 12 hours in light and 12 hours in darkness had shorter lives compared to flies 

kept in total darkness or those kept in light with the blue wavelengths filtered out. The flies exposed to blue 

light showed damage to their retinal cells and brain neurons and had impaired locomotion -- the flies' ability 

to climb the walls of their enclosures, a common behavior, was diminished. 

Some of the flies in the experiment were mutants that do not develop eyes, and even those eyeless flies 

displayed brain damage and locomotion impairments, suggesting flies didn't have to see the light to be 

harmed by it. 

"The fact that the light was accelerating aging in the flies was very surprising to us at first," said 

Giebultowicz, a professor of integrative biology. "We'd measured expression of some genes in old flies, and 

found that stress-response, protective genes were expressed if flies were kept in light. We hypothesized that 

light was regulating those genes. Then we started asking, what is it in the light that is harmful to them, and we 

looked at the spectrum of light. It was very clear cut that although light without blue slightly shortened their 

lifespan, just blue light alone shortened their lifespan very dramatically." 

Natural light, Giebultowicz notes, is crucial for the body's circadian rhythm -- the 24-hour cycle of 

physiological processes such as brain wave activity, hormone production and cell regeneration that are 

important factors in feeding and sleeping patterns. 

"But there is evidence suggesting that increased exposure to artificial light is a risk factor for sleep and 

circadian disorders," she said. "And with the prevalent use of LED lighting and device displays, humans are 

subjected to increasing amounts of light in the blue spectrum since commonly used LEDs emit a high fraction 

of blue light. But this technology, LED lighting, even in most developed countries, has not been used long 

enough to know its effects across the human lifespan." 

Giebultowicz says that the flies, if given a choice, avoid blue light. 

"We're going to test if the same signaling that causes them to escape blue light is involved in longevity," she 

said. 
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Eileen Chow, faculty research assistant in Giebultowicz's lab and co-first author of the study, notes that 

advances in technology and medicine could work together to address the damaging effects of light if this 

research eventually proves applicable to humans. 

"Human lifespan has increased dramatically over the past century as we've found ways to treat diseases, and 

at the same time we have been spending more and more time with artificial light," she said. "As science looks 

for ways to help people be healthier as they live longer, designing a healthier spectrum of light might be a 

possibility, not just in terms of sleeping better but in terms of overall health." 

In the meantime, there are a few things people can do to help themselves that don't involve sitting for hours in 

darkness, the researchers say. Eyeglasses with amber lenses will filter out the blue light and protect your 

retinas. And phones, laptops and other devices can be set to block blue emissions. 

"In the future, there may be phones that auto-adjust their display based on the length of usage the phone 

perceives," said lead author Trevor Nash, a 2019 OSU Honors College graduate who was a first-year 

undergraduate when the research began. "That kind of phone might be difficult to make, but it would 

probably have a big impact on health." 

make a difference: sponsored opportunity 
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https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191017101253.htm 

  

https://today.oregonstate.edu/news/daily-exposure-blue-light-may-accelerate-aging-even-if-it-doesn%E2%80%99t-reach-your-eyes-study
https://oregonstate.edu/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41514-019-0038-6
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191017101253.htm
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Joyce Carol Oates Talks Crime Fiction, Character, and Cats 

"My children’s books are mostly from kitties’ perspectives. And they all end happily with kitties sleeping on 

little girls’ beds PURRING." 

OCTOBER 16, 2019 BY THOMAS PLUCK 

 

 

Joyce Carol Oates brings me joy. 

I first met the author at a book signing. We had traded tweets about our pets beforehand, and she’d given me a 

story for my Anthony-finalist anthology Protectors 2: Heroes. But when she saw me, she leaned over to her 

friend the artist and author Jonathan Santlofer and exclaimed, “have you met Thomas? He’s a lovely kitty 

man.” 

I am a large and hirsute man, a “temperate yeti,” in the parlance of a witty friend, and the “kitty man” 

nickname brought a few laughs. I have since embraced it; as a big goon with a nose smashed flat from fight 

training, it’s been a good icebreaker at readings. 

We’ve been friends ever since, and Joyce Carol was gracious enough to submit to this interview for 

CrimeReads. As one of the most eminent American authors she should need no introduction. I won’t attempt 

to condense her impressive body of work or stun you with a roll of titles, but here are a few highlights of her 

accomplished writing life: 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

https://crimereads.com/author/thomaspluck/
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As one of the most daring writers working (in my opinion), she began writing regularly when she was 

fourteen, and was gifted a manual typewriter; she won a Scholastic award in her teens, the National Book 

Award for her novel them at age 32, and was given the National Humanities Medal by President Barack 

Obama in 2010. With her husband Ray Smith, she published The Ontario Review literary journal until his 

death in 2008. She writes in many genres including Gothic and crime; if any would doubt she is a crime writer 

at heart, one of her formative literary moments was after reading the horse-whipping scene in 

Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, which defined her duty as a writer: “Uplifting endings and resolutely 

cheery world views are appropriate to television commercials but insulting elsewhere. It is not only wicked to 

pretend otherwise, it is futile. If all a serious writer can hope to do is bear witness to such suffering, and to the 

experience of those lacking the means or the ability to express themselves, then he or she must bear witness, 

and not apologize for failing to entertain, or for “making nothing happen”—in Auden’s derisory phrase.” 

(This is from Celestial Timepiece, a web archive of her work run by Randy Souther, a great resource for all 

things JCO.) 

And despite this rather bleak outlook, she makes wry jokes on Twitter about dinosaur hunting and from the 

perspective of her cat Zanche. (She has also penned a couple of children’s books about her cats). If you see 

her speak at a literary event, Oates is sharp off the cuff, but also seems to have a direct channel to the 

wonderment of childhood. This informs her writing when her characters must confront the most primal fears 

of children, such as “does my family really love me?” and other questions so terrifying to contemplate, 

explored in two of the three books she has had published so far this year. 

I have read Pursuit, a thriller from Mysterious Press, and The Triumph of the Spider Monkey, a re-release 

from Hard Case Crime. My Life as a Rat, the story of a young girl who inadvertently informs on her family 

after they commit a brutal racial crime, awaits on my shelf beside my favorites: We Were the Mulvaneys, 

about the exile of a victim of a sexual assault and her family from their once-beloved hometown; the revenge 

romp Foxfire: Confessions of a Girl Gang, and the epic fictionalization of Marilyn Monroe’s life, Blonde. I’ve 

read a dozen of her books and only skimmed the surface. When I met a writer who said he “couldn’t read her 

style,” I had to ask, “which one?” Her voice is strong, but spans many octaves. Her latest project is Cutting 

Edge: New Stories of Mystery and Crime by Women Writers, from Akashic Books, with original stories from 

Margaret Atwood, Edwidge Danticat, Steph Cha, S.A. Solomon, Cassandra Khaw, S.J. Rozan, among others, 

which looks to be the crime anthology of the year. 

Enough gushing from the kitty man. The interview: 

(This interview has been lightly edited for clarity.) 

https://celestialtimepiece.com/
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Thomas Pluck: The first novel I’ve read of yours was Zombie, which 

stunned me. I can still recite passages from it. So it was interesting to read an earlier killer story, The Triumph 

of the Spider Monkey. This one felt more sympathetic to the subject. Bobbie Gotteson is a rock ‘n roll wanna-

be, the perfect picture of fragile masculine ego, a haunting and pathetic character, a survivor of abuse. I 

couldn’t stop seeing that famous mug shot of Charles Manson in the place of his face, bewildered and 

animalistic. What inspired the story, and do you think it will still resonate in the age of internet celebrity and 

endless mass shootings? They are similar, media-obsessed sociopaths… 

Joyce Carol Oates: Seen from a distance, “Spider Monkey” was a gesture of youthful rebellion, and seeing it 

now, forty years later, reissued, with a radiantly lurid pulp cover by legendary artist and illustrator Robert 

McGinnis is a total—quite wonderful—surprise. It is an “uncensored confession” of the sort of mass 

murderer/ serial killer who has come to dwell permanently in the American psyche, a fecund Collective 

Unconscious roiling with revulsion, fascination, envy, and dread. Inspired by the phenomenon of the Charles 

Manson cult murders of August 1969, and the lengthy trial that followed, it explores the aftermath of that 

period in American history when the ebullience and youthful idealism of the Sixties had run their course—the 

Greening of America followed by the Conflagration of America (Vietnam War/ youthful fury and rebellion 

against that war; Nixon/ Watergate; drugs, riots/ “urban disturbances”; assassinations). In this moral chaos, 

Bobbie Gotteson is a hapless victim, a perverted “son of God” (as Manson was a perverted “son-of-man”)—

like the historical Manson, he was abused as a child; unlike Manson, he never imagines himself as a savior / 

con man manipulating others, and his affect is naive, not calculating. 

TP: In an older interview, you said you “don’t have a personality,” that you are “transparent.” That felt 

familiar to me, because I often feel like an alien naturalist hiding among humans to observe them. Do you 

think these are side effects from being a writer, with our relentless observation? 

JCO: I don’t know how to answer that—I think it may be a sensation more understandable in a playwright 

who doesn’t seem to “inhabit” a narrative quite the way prose writers do. In a novel I am often more 

interested in illuminating & tracking a dramatic sequence of events—following a sort of trajectory of action—

that throws off sparks into the lives of individuals, often changing them irrevocably. Of course, we also write 

introspective prose from the perspective of characters who resemble us, at least outwardly. 

http://www.akashicbooks.com/catalog/cutting-edge/
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TP: How do you keep track of all your work, at different stages of completion? Your journaling is 

legendary—in another interview, you said you had 4000 pages—do you also keep copious notes on these 

ideas as they develop?  

JCO: I don’t have any difficulty remembering any projects or characters. They are all just—somehow—

there, in their own compartments. But I usually concentrate on one project at a time, & immerse myself in it 

totally. 

TP: I envy your powers of recall. I’m deep into Blonde, considered one of your masterpieces. I was never a 

fan of Marilyn Monroe until a friend told me to watch The Misfits, and I caught a hint of the depth and talent 

she had, that was never respected by Hollywood. Now I’m watching all her movies, as I read. The book is a 

whirlwind, an epic exposing the American myth of our Love Goddess, and you refer to her in fairy-tale terms. 

The Fair Princess. The Dark Prince, who is her father, the lover who understands her, the unattainable, and the 

deadly Erl King—like Arnold Friend in “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?”—all in one. What 

drove you to write this epic? 

JCO: I saw a very touching photograph of Norma Jeane Baker taken when she was 16—brunette, pretty but 

not glamorous, very sweet & hopeful—looking—not unlike my mother & girls with whom I went to school 

many years ago. Girls whose great hope was to be loved—married, & to have children. I felt such sympathy 

for her, who would be dead in twenty years, as an American “icon”—who made millions of dollars for others 

(men) but not so much for herself. The project began as a short novel, a post-Modernist ironic tragedy that 

would end with Norma Jeane’s new name: “Marilyn Monroe.” But when I came to this ending, I saw that the 

great story lay ahead—& reconstituted the material as an epic, with many sub-themes that allowed me to 

explore obsessions of the era, particularly Cold War politics. 

TP: I feel like we sacrifice starlets like children to Moloch. There’s a dangerous Puritan duology in American 

culture, the whore/Madonna complex perhaps, where we love these young women but also want to punish 

them, see them destroyed, resent their beauty, and the power we think it gives them. Foxfire: Confessions of a 

Girl Gang predates the #MeToo movement, high school girls taking revenge on the gropers, molesters, and 

worse in their town. With women speaking out more freely now, have you considered revisiting Foxfire to 

write a sequel? 

JCO: Thanks, Tom! I loved that novel & I should revisit, yes. Perhaps the novel will be reissued. It may be in 

some publishing limbo in which an old publisher does not want to republish, or to relinquish copyright. 

TP: I am consistently awed by how well you portray the inner life of the insecure male. From the “Ex-

Athlete” in Blonde, to Gotteson, to the vengeful brother in We Were the Mulvaneys, you write with an 

empathy for men that most male writers of your generation lack when writing women. (I followed your recent 

Twitter discussion about Philip Roth with interest.) Has your love of boxing given you an inside view of the 

male mind, as “one of the boys” who enjoys the violent sport? 

JCO: Again, hard to know. I don’t discriminate “against” men simply because they are not women…. Men 

are individuals, & individuals are complex. But we are all impressionable, for good or bad. 

TP: Do you have any favorite boxing novels? 
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JCO: Leonard Gardner’s Fat City is a droll minimalist vision of failed lives, a longtime favorite. (It had 

seemed to me that no one had shown interest in writing about men who happen to be, to a degree, boxers, but 

who are fully defined in other terms, as in my domestic-realistic novel You Must Remember This.) 

TP: I liked Fat City, and Thom Jones is a favorite. I enjoyed Willy 

Vlautin’s Don’t Skip Out On Me, which I recommend highly. Your newest novel is My Life as a Rat, about a 

girl who informs on family members who commit a race-driven murder. The line, “You think your parents 

love you, but is it you they love, or the child who is theirs?” is a great example of how you punch straight for 

the heart with your writing, confronting the fears we never talk about. Was this one inspired by a true event? 

Or is it wish-fulfillment? 

JCO: Hmmm! Any story of being rejected by parents, of losing parents’ love, probably has some 

autobiographical genesis, if but a fantasy terror of being lost. I still have nightmares of being “lost”—very 

upsetting, depressing—so I would say that the genesis of this story, like that of We Were the Mulvaneys, must 

be very personal; though in fact my parents were loving & supportive, & my father’s mother, my Jewish 

grandmother, was one of the abiding guides of my emotional life. But I did have—I have—a friend who was 

cruelly rejected by her parents, under very different circumstances, & when I learned of this I felt a strong 

identification with her, & sympathy for her. In a way, perhaps this is her story conjoined with my own. 

TP: I remember you mentioning such a friend in The Lost Landscape. You never shy from the controversial, 

and you’ve been chided for it on social media. It feels like Twitter exists to channel outrage, but I can’t leave 

it. I’ve been online since the web existed, and I’ve chatted with people electronically for over thirty years. 

Sociologist Sherry Turkle first thought the internet would bring people closer, but now describes it as “being 

alone, together.” What keeps you tweeting? 

JCO: People like you, Tom! Your tweets are smart, funny, thought-provoking & informative. And there are 

many others in that category. And there is the other vast & winning CATegory. Need we say more? 
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TP: I love your dry sense of humor, and it amuses me how many people don’t get the joke. Like when you 

posted the photo of Steven Spielberg in front of the triceratops, and the responders said you had “liberal brain 

disease.” What are your favorite humorous novels? 

JCO: Humorous novels…. I would need to think about this. 

TP: I remember you telling me Nathan Englander was very funny, at Montclair Literary Festival. Nowadays 

writers want to write a book that becomes a TV series, so they can write for television, where the money is. 

I’m interested in the new Blonde miniseries. What are your favorite shows on television at the moment? 

JCO: I’ve much admired “Escape at Dannemora.” 

TP: Your latest thriller is Pursuit, which chilled me to the bone. It’s like a Grimm’s fairy tale updated for our 

time, on the danger of disallowing our loved ones to have secrets… Can you tell us briefly about the genesis 

of this story? 

JCO: I had been haunted for years by the same “vision” that haunts the young woman protagonist—I think it 

was an emblem to me of the absolutely worst, most horrific & appalling thing that could happen to anyone. 

Which is why I eventually created an entire short novel about it, and made that novel (unexpectedly, I hope) a 

tender story honoring marital love. (I know—it sounds virtually impossible in our #MeToo era of terrible men 

and their enablers to seriously/positively depict marriage—yet all around us are marriages of people who truly 

love each other.) 

I have usually focused on conflicts within the family & marriage—(of course: art is about conflict, 

unavoidably)—& had wanted to write about a genuinely idealistic young husband in love with a mysteriously 

wounded/ elusive young wife. So, there are dramatically contrasting marriages in Pursuit—the marriage of 

Abby & Willem & the marriage of Nicola & Lew Hayman (himself a victim of an absurd war). 

TP: We can’t not talk about cats. That’s where we began! Louie says “hello.” How is Zanche? You’ve written 

from the perspective of a bird stuck in an airport, but have you ever written a story from a cat’s perspective? 

JCO: My children’s books are mostly from kitties’ perspectives. And they all end happily with kitties sleeping 

on little girls’ beds PURRING. (quite a contrast to the sort of endings we are obliged to supply for 

mainstream adult fiction.) I have written a story titled “The White Cat”—but it isn’t from the point of view of 

the cat… 

TP: I find cats to be a litmus test. I don’t mind dog lovers, but if you don’t like cats, I don’t trust you. Because 

they rarely abase themselves for our attentions. Have you encountered any cat haters? What are your thoughts 

on them? What could make someone so heartless? 

JCO: What can I say? (Some) people are crazy. 

catsJoyce Carol OatesLovely Kitty ManMy Life as a RatThe Cutting EdgeThomas PluckTriumph of the 

Spider Monkey 

https://crimereads.com/tag/cats/
https://crimereads.com/tag/joyce-carol-oates/
https://crimereads.com/tag/lovely-kitty-man/
https://crimereads.com/tag/my-life-as-a-rat/
https://crimereads.com/tag/the-cutting-edge/
https://crimereads.com/tag/thomas-pluck/
https://crimereads.com/tag/triumph-of-the-spider-monkey/
https://crimereads.com/tag/triumph-of-the-spider-monkey/
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Thomas Pluck 

Thomas Pluck has slung hash, worked on the docks, trained in martial arts in Japan, and even swept the 

Guggenheim museum (but not as part of a clever heist). He is the author of the Jay Desmarteaux crime 

thriller Bad Boy Boogie, which was nominated for an Anthony award, and its sequel Riff Raff, to be released 

in 2020 from Down & Out Books. His latest book is the story collection Life During Wartime, which includes 

"Deadbeat," chosen for a Distinguished Mystery Story of 2017 by Louise Penny, and "The Big Snip," chosen 

for inclusion in The Year's Best Crime & Mystery Stories 2016, edited by Kristine Kathryn Rusch. He posts 

adorable cat photos and aphorisms of extraordinary wit on Twitter as @thomaspluck 

 

 

https://crimereads.com/joyce-carol-oates-talks-crime-fiction-character-and-cats/ 

  

https://crimereads.com/author/thomaspluck/
https://crimereads.com/joyce-carol-oates-talks-crime-fiction-character-and-cats/
https://crimereads.com/author/thomaspluck/
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‘His Mind Was Itself a Library’: Harold Bloom, 1930–2019 

James Romm, photographs by Tanya Marcuse 

Tanya Marcuse 

Harold Bloom, June 2019 

When my wife, the photographer Tanya Marcuse, and I went to visit Harold Bloom at his home in New 

Haven in June, for Tanya to take his portrait, we didn’t plan to spend time in his study. As we knew from a 

previous visit, Bloom was too weak to move far from the cluttered dining room table where he both worked—

writing, or rather dictating, several books at any one time—and received the many admirers, protégés, and 

students who paid him visits, at his invitation. His study was far away, up two flights of stairs that Bloom had 

not been able to climb for several years. But he insisted we go there, to see a William Blake watercolor 

hanging on the wall. 

We were Bloom’s only company that morning, apart from his caregivers; his wife, Jeanne, was out shopping, 

and he seemed lonely at his table, a king without a court. Perhaps his stream of well-wishers had dried up, 

frightened by his extreme frailty. Bloom’s hands were skeletal and palsied, their skin nearly translucent; yet 

his eyes, and his mind, were sharp. He willingly, even proudly, posed for Tanya’s portrait camera, insisting 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/james-romm/
https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/tanya-marcuse/
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that his chair—into which he was strapped by a safety harness—be repositioned to give a better angle. Then, 

he sent us upstairs. 

In the wood-paneled room on the house’s third floor, where Bloom had studied and written for decades, we 

took stock of a life of letters such as few have led and fewer still, in the screen-ridden ages to come, will lead 

again. Every shelf swelled with the works of matchless poets and timeless critics; thinner volumes were 

wedged sideways above the serried rows. Stacks of more recent volumes lay about the floor; a quick glance 

revealed that most, perhaps all, had been lovingly inscribed by their authors. A plain cardboard box marked 

“Articles on Harold” contained piles of newspaper and magazine profiles. The faded Blake print was nearly 

lost amid a welter of words, words, words. 

Tanya Marcuse 

Bloom’s study, New Haven, June 201  

Across the hall were two small rooms, one an ancient bathroom, another a bedroom likely not slept in for 

years. We wondered how hard it must have been for Bloom to abandon this floor, when his strength would no 

longer allow him to reach it. By then, as we knew from a daughter of ours who’d studied with him, his mind 
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was itself a library, containing vast stretches of Shakespeare, Stevens, Donne, Dickinson, Bishop, and many 

others. He needed no books to teach English poetry; he quoted at length, from memory, passages he had lived 

with for decades. A cadre of literature students, whom he addressed as “children,” met in his home for these 

virtuosic classes once his physical decline had immobilized him. Some found his manner patronizing or 

patriarchal; his habit of praising women’s looks made many squirm, and more serious allegations have been 

reported. But no one could deny his critical insight. 

Back downstairs in the dining room, Bloom inscribed for us one of his latest volumes, an entry in his four-part 

series on “Shakespeare’s Personalities.” As his shaking hand struggled to sign his name, I thought of the line 

from As You Like It describing extreme old age: “Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.” Yet 

Bloom, at eighty-nine, still had his teeth and vision, and his taste—his appreciation of great verse, 

especially—seemed only to grow with the passage of time. His life did not end in “second childishness and 

mere oblivion,” the fate of senility forecast in that play, but in clarity, knowledge, and grace.  

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/10/15/his-mind-was-itself-a-library-harold-bloom-1930-2019/ 

  

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/10/15/his-mind-was-itself-a-library-harold-bloom-1930-2019/
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Gas 'waterfalls' reveal infant planets around young star 

National Radio Astronomy Observatory 

Summary: 

For the first time, astronomers have witnessed 3D motions of gas in a planet-forming disk. At three locations 

in the disk around a young star called HD 163296, gas is flowing like a waterfall into gaps that are most likely 

caused by planets in formation. These gas flows have long been predicted and would directly influence the 

chemical composition of planet atmospheres. 

Share: 

     

FULL STORY 
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This is an artist impression of gas flowing like a waterfall into a protoplanetary disk gap, which is most likely 

caused by an infant planet. 

Credit: NRAO/AUI/NSF, S. Dagnello 

The birthplaces of planets are disks made out of gas and dust. Astronomers study these so-called 

protoplanetary disks to understand the processes of planet formation. Beautiful images of disks made with the 

Atacama Large Millimeter/submillimeter Array (ALMA) how distinct gaps and ring features in dust, which 

may be caused by infant planets. 

To get more certainty that these gaps are actually caused by planets, and to get a more complete view of 

planet formation, scientists study the gas in the disks in addition to dust. 99 percent of a protoplanetary disk's 

mass is gas, of which carbon monoxide (CO) gas is the brightest component, emitting at a very distinctive 

millimeter-wavelength light that ALMA can observe. 

Last year, two teams of astronomers demonstrated a new planet-hunting technique using this gas. They 

measured the velocity of CO gas rotating in the disk around the young star HD 163296. Localized 

disturbances in the movements of the gas revealed three planet-like patterns in the disk. 

In this new study, lead author Richard Teague from the University of Michigan and his team used new high-

resolution ALMA data from the Disk Substructures at High Angular Resolution Project (DSHARP) to study 

the gas's velocity in more detail. "With the high fidelity data from this program, we were able to measure the 

gas's velocity in three directions instead of just one," said Teague. "For the first time, we measured the motion 

of the gas rotating around the star, towards or away from the star, and up- or downwards in the disk." 

Unique gas flows 

Teague and his colleagues saw the gas moving from the upper layers towards the middle of the disk at three 

different locations. "What most likely happens is that a planet in orbit around the star pushes the gas and dust 

aside, opening a gap," Teague explained. "The gas above the gap then collapses into it like a waterfall, 

causing a rotational flow of gas in the disk." 

This is the best evidence to date that there are indeed planets being formed around HD 163296. But 

astronomers cannot say with one hundred percent certainty that the gas flows are caused by planets. For 

example, the star's magnetic field could also cause disturbances in the gas. "Right now, only a direct 

observation of the planets could rule out the other options. But the patterns of these gas flows are unique and 

it is very likely that they can only be caused by planets," said co-author Jaehan Bae of the Carnegie Institution 

for Science, who tested this theory with a computer simulation of the disk. 

The location of the three predicted planets in this study correspond to the results from last year: they are likely 

located at 87, 140 and 237 AU. (An astronomical unit -- AU -- is the average distance from the Earth to the 

Sun.) The closest planet to HD 163296 is calculated to be half the mass of Jupiter, the middle planet is 

Jupiter-mass, and the farthest planet is twice as massive as Jupiter. 

Planet atmospheres 
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Gas flows from the surface towards the midplane of the protoplanetary disk have been predicted by 

theoretical models to exist since the late '90s, but this is the first time that they have been observed. Not only 

can they be used to detect infant planets, they also shape our understanding of how gas giant planets obtain 

their atmospheres. 

"Planets form in the middle layer of the disk, the so-called midplane. This is a cold place, shielded from 

radiation from the star," Teague explained. "We think that the gaps caused by planets bring in warmer gas 

from the more chemically active outer layers of the disk, and that this gas will form the atmosphere of the 

planet." 

Teague and his team did not expect that they would be able to see this phenomenon. "The disk around HD 

163296 is the brightest and biggest disk we can see with ALMA," said Teague. "But it was a big surprise to 

actually see these gas flows so clearly. The disks appears to be much more dynamic than we thought." 

"This gives us a much more complete picture of planet formation than we ever dreamed," said co-author Ted 

Bergin of the University of Michigan. "By characterizing these flows we can determine how planets like 

Jupiter are born and characterize their chemical composition at birth. We might be able to use this to trace the 

birth location of these planets, as they can move during formation." 

The National Radio Astronomy Observatory is a facility of the National Science Foundation, operated under 

cooperative agreement by Associated Universities, Inc. 

 

Story Source: 

Materials provided by National Radio Astronomy Observatory. Note: Content may be edited for style and 

length. 

 

Journal Reference: 

1. Richard Teague, Jaehan Bae & Edwin A. Bergin. Meridional flows in the disk around a young 

star. Nature, 2019 DOI: 10.1038/s41586-019-1642-0 

 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191016131212.htm 

  

https://public.nrao.edu/news/gas-waterfalls-reveal-infant-planets-around-young-star/
https://public.nrao.edu/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1642-0
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191016131212.htm
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Underland: An Enchanting Journey into the Hidden Universe Beneath Our Feet 

“Into the underland we have long placed that which we fear and wish to lose, and that which we love and 

wish to save.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“To sense this world of waters known to the creatures of the sea we must shed our human perceptions of 

length and breadth and time and place, and enter vicariously into a universe of all-pervading water,” the great 

marine biologist and environmental hero Rachel Carson wrote in her 1937 masterpiece Undersea — a lyrical 

journey to what Walt Whitman had called “the world below the brine,” a world then more mysterious than the 

Moon — as she pioneered a new aesthetic of poetic prose illuminating science and the natural world. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/28/undersea-rachel-carson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/29/john-cameron-mitchell-walt-whitman/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0393242145/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                          No. 506  january 2020 
 

 

90 

Nearly a century later, Robert Macfarlane — a rare writer of Carson’s sensibility, who rises to the level 

of enchanter — extends a lyrical invitation to a vicarious journey into another mysterious earthly universe of 

all-pervading darkness with Underland: A Deep Time Journey (public library). 

Art by Andrea D’Aquino from a special edition of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 

Macfarlane writes: 

We know so little of the worlds beneath our feet. Look up on a cloudless night and you might see the light 

from a star thousands of trillions of miles away, or pick out the craters left by asteroid strikes on the moon’s 

face. Look down and your sight stops at topsoil, tarmac, toe. I have rarely felt as far from the human realm as 

when only ten yards below it, caught in the shining jaws of a limestone bedding plane first formed on the 

floor of an ancient sea. 

Enshrined in the layers of the underland, in the layered dust of cultures and epochs, are traces of our abiding 

need for shelter and sacrament, our age-old hunger for knowledge encoded in the stone tablets of dead 

languages and the rusted instruments of annealed curiosity, radiating a reminder that we are creatures not only 

of place but of time. Plunging into the time-warping wonderland beneath the surface through the riven trunk 

of an old ash tree, Macfarlane writes: 

Beneath the ash tree, a labyrinth unfurls. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/17/the-lost-words-macfarlane-morris/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/10/26/explainer-elucidator-enchanter-great-writing/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0393242145/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/underland-a-deep-time-journey/oclc/1090426398&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/16/alice-in-wonderland-andrea-d-aquino/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/19/a-new-refutation-of-time-borges/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/16/alice-in-wonderland-andrea-d-aquino/
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Down between roots to a passage of stone that deepens steeply into the earth. Colour depletes to greys, 

browns, black. Cold air pushes past. Above is solid rock, utter matter. The surface is scarcely thinkable… 

Direction is difficult to keep. Space is behaving strangely — and so too is time. Time moves differently here 

in the underland. It thickens, pools, flows, rushes, slows. 

[…] 

The same three tasks recur across cultures and epochs: to shelter what is precious, to yield what is valuable, 

and to dispose of what is harmful. 

Shelter (memories, precious matter, messages, fragile lives). 

Yield (information, wealth, metaphors, minerals, visions). 

Dispose (waste, trauma, poison, secrets). 

Into the underland we have long placed that which we fear and wish to lose, and that which we love and wish 

to save. 

Echoing Oliver Sacks’s lovely case for nature’s beauty as a lens on deep time and the interleaving of the 

universe, Macfarlane writes: 

“Deep time” is the chronology of the underland. Deep time is the dizzying expanses of Earth history that 

stretch away from the present moment. Deep time is measured in units that humble the human instant: epochs 

and aeons, instead of minutes and years. Deep time is kept by stone, ice, stalactites, seabed sediments and the 

drift of tectonic plates. Deep time opens into the future as well as the past. The Earth will fall dark when the 

sun exhausts its fuel in around 5 billion years. We stand with our toes, as well as our heels, on a brink. 

But for all its consolations, such a dilation of the telescopic perspective can be deeply disquieting in alerting 

us to our own helpless insignificance — motes of matter in a blink of time, adrift amid the unfeeling 

emptiness of pure spacetime. It takes especial existential courage to inhabit this physical fact with unflinching 

psychic agency, with the insistence that however brief our earthly time may be, however small our impact 

relative to the vast scales of time and civilization, we can still leave a worthy mark on an ancient world. 

Macfarlane cautions against the defeatist cowardice of taking the scale of deep time for permission to 

squander our precious allotment: 

We should resist such inertial thinking; indeed, we should urge its opposite – deep time as a radical 

perspective, provoking us to action not apathy. For to think in deep time can be a means not of escaping our 

troubled present, but rather of re-imagining it; countermanding its quick greeds and furies with older, slower 

stories of making and unmaking. At its best, a deep time awareness might help us see ourselves as part of a 

web of gift, inheritance and legacy stretching over millions of years past and millions to come, bringing us to 

consider what we are leaving behind for the epochs and beings that will follow us. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/17/oliver-sacks-beauty-deep-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/17/oliver-sacks-beauty-deep-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/21/reflection/
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Art by Olivier Tallec from What If… by Thierry Lenain 

Long ago, as Johannes Kepler — the first true astrophysicist — was revolutionizing our understanding of the 

universe, he envisioned the Earth as an ensouled body that has digestion, that suffers illness, that inhales and 

exhales like a living organism. He was ridiculed for it. Three centuries later, Rachel Carson made ecology a 

household word. Picking up where Kepler and Carson left off, Macfarlane adds: 

When viewed in deep time, things come alive that seemed inert. New responsibilities declare themselves. A 

conviviality of being leaps to mind and eye. The world becomes eerily various and vibrant again. Ice breathes. 

Rock has tides. Mountains ebb and flow. Stone pulses. We live on a restless Earth. 

To probe the mysteries of this largely unfathomed underland, Macfarlane explores mines and railway tunnels, 

catacombs and particle colliders, seeks answers from a spectrum of scientists and indigenous cultures, 

contemplates the relationship between landscape and language, and draws on the work of pioneers like forest 

ecologist Suzanne Simard, who uncovered the astonishing science of how trees communicate, and 

evolutionary biologist Lynn Margulis, who championed the interconnectedness of life across time, space, and 

species. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/29/what-if-tallec-lenain/
https://books.google.com/books?id=UD6FDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA7&dq=ensouled+figuring+popova&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjNlJHvooXkAhVSdt8KHYyiCTIQ6AEwAHoECAMQAg#v=onepage&q=ensouled%20figuring%20popova&f=false
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/10/trees-ted-ed/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/19/lynn-margulis-talking-on-the-water/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/19/lynn-margulis-talking-on-the-water/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/29/what-if-tallec-lenain/
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One of Peter Rabbit creator Beatrix Potter’s little-known, pioneering mushroom illustrations, which scientists 

use to this day to identify fungi species. 

Perhaps the underland’s richest and most dimensional lens on deep time — and space, and self — comes from 

some of Earth’s most poorly understood yet most essential organisms: fungi. Besides serving as a kind 

of central nervous system for the forest, fungi account for a quarter of Earth’s biomass and furnish the world’s 

largest organism — the colossal honeycomb fungus of Oregon’s Blue Mountains, dwarfing the blue 

whale with its mycelial span of nearly four square miles and its girth of two and a half miles. Four decades 

after Lewis Thomas wrote about how a jellyfish and a sea slug illuminate the mystery of the self — the most 

exquisite thing I’ve ever read on the subject, from one of the most poetic science writers who ever lived — 

Macfarlane draws kindred revelations from the underdog kingdom: 

All taxonomies crumble, but fungi leave many of our fundamental categories in ruin. Fungi thwart our usual 

senses of what is whole and singular, of what defines an organism, and of what descent or inheritance means. 

They do strange things to time, because it is not easy to say where a fungus ends or begins, when it is born or 

when it dies. To fungi, our world of light and air is their underland, into which they tentatively ascend here 

and there, now and then. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/28/beatrix-potter-a%E2%80%A6y-mycology-fungi/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/26/the-hidden-life-of-trees-peter-wohlleben/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/06/10/the-blue-whale-jenni-desmond/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/06/10/the-blue-whale-jenni-desmond/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/10/25/lewis-thomas-the-medusa-and-the-snail-self/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/28/beatrix-potter-a%E2%80%A6y-mycology-fungi/
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Art by Andrea D’Aquino from a special edition of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 

Masters at the long view of survival, fungi offer a model of unparalleled grit — they were among the first 

organisms to return to the site of atomic devastation in Hiroshima and their soil presence is an indicator of a 

forest’s resilience. With an eye to the wisdom of the more-than-human world, to which native cultures have 

been attuned for millennia and modern science is only just beginning to awaken, Macfarlane considers how 

fungi challenge us to reconceive some of our basic human constructs: 

Orthodox “Western” understandings of nature feel inadequate to the kinds of world-making that fungi 

perform. As our historical narratives of progress have come to be questioned, so the notion of history itself 

has become remodelled. History no longer feels figurable as a forwards-flighting arrow or a self-intersecting 

spiral; better, perhaps, seen as a network branching and conjoining in many directions. Nature, too, seems 

increasingly better understood in fungal terms: not as a single gleaming snow-peak or tumbling river in which 

we might find redemption, nor as a diorama that we deplore or adore from a distance — but rather as an 

assemblage of entanglements of which we are messily part. We are coming to understand our bodies as 

habitats for hundreds of species of which Homo sapiens is only one, our guts as jungles of bacterial flora, our 

skins as blooming fantastically with fungi. 

A century and a half after Whitman’s famed observation that we contain multitudes, Macfarlane roots the 

metaphysical insight in the physical reality of our creaturely nature, entwined with other natures: 

We are beginning to encounter ourselves — not always comfortably or pleasantly — as multi-species beings 

already partaking in timescales that are fabulously more complex than the onwards-driving version of history 

many of us still imagine ourselves to inhabit. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/16/alice-in-wonderland-andrea-d-aquino/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/07/the-spell-of-the-sensuous-david-abram/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/16/alice-in-wonderland-andrea-d-aquino/
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Given that we have hard enough a time living with full awareness of our belonging to the web of life, of our 

intricate connection to other living beings, it takes a special wakefulness to fathom our connection to 

nonliving matter. Even if we know that we are made of dead stars, it is only an abstract knowledge. We so 

easily forget “the singularity we once were,” as the poet Marie Howe so splendidly captured our cosmic 

belonging. In the underland, moving through the time-stamped bedrock of being, Macfarlane finds a powerful 

reminder: 

Art by Olivier Tallec from This Is a Poem That Heals Fish by Jean-Pierre Simeón. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/03/11/chemistry-imagined-roald-hoffmann-vivian-torrence-carl-sagan/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/22/singularity-marie-howe-stephen-hawking/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/24/this-is-a-poem-that-heals-fish/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/24/this-is-a-poem-that-heals-fish/
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We tend to imagine stone as inert matter, obdurate in its fixity. But here in the rift it feels instead like a liquid 

briefly paused in its flow. Seen in deep time, stone folds as strata, gouts as lava, floats as plates, shifts as 

shingle. Over aeons, rock absorbs, transforms, levitates from seabed to summit. 

[…] 

We are part mineral beings too — our teeth are reefs, our bones are stones — and there is a geology of the 

body as well as of the land. It is mineralization — the ability to convert calcium into bone — that allows us to 

walk upright, to be vertebrate, to fashion the skulls that shield our brains. 

The mineralization of living matter, with its mediation of life and death, furnishes a profound lens on our 

humanity, on the interchange between being and has-being: 

Geologists and palaeobiologists speak of “trace fossils.” A trace fossil is the sign left in the rock record by the 

impress of life rather than life itself. A dinosaur footprint is a trace fossil. The enigmatic doughnut-shaped 

flints called “paramoudra” are thought to be the trace fossils of a burrowing worm-like creature that lived 

vertically in the seabed during the Cretaceous, its breathing organs just above the level of the silt. Boreholes, 

funnels, pipes, slithers and tracks are all trace fossils — stone memories where the mark-maker has 

disappeared but the mark remains. A trace fossil is a bracing of space by a vanished body, in which absence 

serves as sign. 

We all carry trace fossils within us — the marks that the dead and the missed leave behind. Handwriting on an 

envelope; the wear on a wooden step left by footfall; the memory of a familiar gesture by someone gone, 

repeated so often it has worn its own groove in both air and mind: these are trace fossils too. Sometimes, in 

fact, all that is left behind by loss is trace — and sometimes empty volume can be easier to hold in the heart 

than presence itself. 

Couple Underland, a wondrous read in its entirety, with Macfarlane’s poetic rebellion against the 

impoverishment of our nature-related lexicon, then revisit the great Scottish mountaineer and poet Nan 

Shepherd — whose work Macfarlane resurfaced after decades of obscurity — on how mountains deepen our 

relationship with nature. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/16/underland-robert-

macfarlane/?mc_cid=38f4822ba9&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0393242145/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/17/the-lost-words-macfarlane-morris/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/17/the-lost-words-macfarlane-morris/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/03/19/the-living-mountain-nan-shepherd/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/03/19/the-living-mountain-nan-shepherd/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/16/underland-robert-macfarlane/?mc_cid=38f4822ba9&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/16/underland-robert-macfarlane/?mc_cid=38f4822ba9&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Landmark study links excessive neural activity with shorter lifespan 

By Rich Haridy 

 

It is hypothesized potential anti-aging therapies could work by suppressing excessive neural activity in a 

person's senior years 

sdecoret/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

After almost two years mired in extensive peer review, a landmark new study just published in the prestigious 

journal Nature is strongly associating excessive neural activity with shorter lifespans. The study suggests a 

protein known to suppress neural excitation affects a number of longevity pathways, effectively slowing the 

aging process. 

The impressive research started several years ago with a gene expression study of post-mortem human brain 

tissue from hundreds of subjects. All the subjects were cognitively normal at the time of death. Bruce 

Yankner, senior author on the new study, says one thing quickly stood out to his team – the longer a person 

lived, the lower their expression of genes connected to neural excitement. 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/220804996/stock-photo-digital-projection-human-brain-black.html
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More specifically, the researchers identified upregulation of a protein called REST in the brains of those 

longest-lived subjects. REST first came to the attention of the research team back in 2014. The protein’s role 

in the brain was generally thought to only play a part in prenatal neurodevelopment, regulating the expression 

of genes in a developing brain. 

The 2014 research revealed that REST seems to increase in activity in aging brains, and at the time it was 

suspected that downregulation of the protein in later life may play a role in the onset of Alzheimer’s and 

dementia. 

“When in a person’s life are brain cells most vulnerable?” Yankner said back in 2014. “The first time is 

during fetal development, when loss of young neurons would be devastating. The second is during aging, 

when you’re bombarded by oxidative stress and misfolded or aggregated proteins, such as the amyloid beta 

and tau proteins seen in Alzheimer’s disease. It makes sense that a system would come on at those two times 

to protect neurons, which are largely irreplaceable.” 

So, while it seemed like REST offered some kind of protection against age-related neurodegeneration, 

subsequent study suggested the protein’s activity correlated with lifespan in cognitively healthy adults as well. 

This implied general lifespan was influenced by neural activity, and excessive neural activity could be linked 

to early death. 

To ascertain whether there was a causal connection between neural excitation and lifespan, the researchers set 

out to explore the effect of manipulating the REST gene in both worms and mice. And REST activity did 

indeed directly correlate with lifespan across several experiments. Boosting REST in worms, for example, 

both suppressed neural activity and extended the organism’s lifespan by around 30 percent. 

Yankner notes that this reduction in neural excitability induced by enhancing REST expression did not result 

in dysfunctional brain activity. So it wasn’t as if the animals were so neurally slowed down they couldn’t 

function. 

“The animals could still function – we didn’t put their brains into hibernation,” says Yankner in an 

interview with STATNews. “But by suppressing neural activity you can affect the aging process.” 

Digging further into the mechanisms at play the researchers discovered a number of downstream processes 

could potentially explain how neural excitation may be interlinked with lifespan. For example, the study 

describes how REST seems to suppress a number of genes that influence neural excitability. One of these 

genetic mechanisms is related to insulin/IGF1 signaling, and low insulin/IGF1 signaling has been associated 

with longer lifespans in many animals. 

On first glance the study’s conclusions seem somewhat counter-intuitive. After all, common scientific 

consensus suggests we should exercise our brains more in our senior years. And it was this discordancy that 

led to the study’s unusually long, two-year peer review process. 

We know that as we age our brains become less neurally efficient than younger brains when tasked with 

cognitive challenges. We also know that hyper excitable neuronal activity is linked to the structural 

degeneration seen in Alzheimer’s disease. 

https://hms.harvard.edu/news/aging-brain-needs-rest
https://hms.harvard.edu/news/aging-brain-needs-rest
https://www.statnews.com/2019/10/16/reduced-brain-activity-extends-life-study/
https://www.cell.com/neuron/fulltext/S0896-6273(14)00922-2
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Yankner does point out that the kind of excessive neural activity cited in his research is not the same as the 

neural activity that would occur in focused brain training exercises. In fact, it is unclear exactly how the 

excessive neural activity noted in the new research actually manifests in human behavior. 

"An exciting future area of research will be to determine how these findings relate to such higher-order 

human brain functions,” says Yankner. 

What this research does seem to interestingly validate is a small body of study linking behaviors such as 

mindfulness and meditation with the slowing of age-related cognitive decline. This implies behaviors that 

result in slowing down over-excited neurons could be beneficial to healthy aging. 

But perhaps most interesting are the new research pathways introduced by the study, suggesting drugs that 

moderate neural excitability could extend lifespan in older adults. It is still incredibly early days, and there is 

absolutely no evidence that artificially stimulating REST activity in humans is safe, or effective, but Nektarios 

Tavernarakis, one of the peer reviewers of the new study, notes that the mechanistic links uncovered in the 

research are certainly very promising. 

“… by buffering changes in overall neural excitation and maintaining a proper balance in neuronal-network 

activity, REST might also prevent age-related neurological disorders to boost longevity in humans,” 

Tavernarakis writes in an editorial accompanying the new study. “Indeed, accumulating evidence couples 

neural overexcitation to Alzheimer’s disease. So REST and other molecules that control neural excitability are 

possible targets for interventions aimed at battling the decline and maladies of old age.” 

The new study was published in the journal Nature. 

Source: Harvard Medical School 
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2. Pressure Biosciences Names German Distributor for Sample Prep Products 

GenomeWeb, 2011 

3. IP Roundup 

GenomeWeb, 2011 
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The Block 

by Gevorg Emin 
Issue no. 57 (Spring 1974) 

For two months 

I have not written 

a word. 

My voice, a low 

grumble, disturbs 

our quarter 

like the rumble 

of the millstone 

which having nothing to grin 

grinds itself. 

 

—Translated from the Armenian by Diana Der Hovanessian 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “On Writer’s Block: Advice from Twelve Writers” on the Daily? 

 Fran Lebowitz on breaking “this ten-year writer’s block” in her interview from Issue 127, 

Summer 1993? 

  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4357047d6c&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4357047d6c&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=26225f402b&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=7b7d34b2fd&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4357047d6c&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4357047d6c&e=d538c8f2e0
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Who Decides Which Books Are “Great?” 

The concept of “Great Books,” the historian Tim Lacy explains, developed in the late nineteenth century as an 

attempt to foster a “democratic culture.” 

 

Unsplash 

By: Livia Gershon 

October 11, 2019 

Do you feel guilty picking up a romance novel or a comic book when you still haven’t finished Paradise Lost? 

You might trace your anxiety to the development of the concept of “Great Books” which, the historian Tim 

Lacy explains, occurred in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. At that time, Lacy writes, U.S. 

universities were turning into something different from the longstanding European model of higher education. 

Rather than focusing on “mental discipline” and classic Greek and Latin texts, students often specialized in 

particular disciplines designed to prepare them for professional careers. Modern science was becoming more 

central to universities, and students had more chances to pick elective courses. 

To figure out what to read, people browsed newspaper reviews and lists of the “hundred best books.” 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/livia-gershon/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40542937?mag=who-decides-which-books-are-great
https://daily.jstor.org/who-decides-which-books-are-great/
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In the face of these pressures, some men and women of letters demanded a different kind of education. They 

sought out what the British critic Matthew Arnold called the chance to engage “the best which has been 

thought and said in the world.” Lacy writes that this wasn’t just an elite phenomenon. In the U.S. and in 

Britain, a growing publishing industry and new public libraries put more books than ever within reach of the 

reading public. To figure out what to read, people browsed newspaper reviews and lists of the “hundred best 

books.” Publishers met the demand with series like the Harvard Classics’ “Five-Foot Shelf of Books.” 

Lacy writes that intellectual elites who compiled these lists and collections sometimes had a commercial 

motive but, for the most part, really hoped to foster a “democratic culture.” That was partly a utopian dream—

that a nation of readers would be classless and fully self-governing—and partly a reaction to sociopolitical 

problems. Some intellectuals worried that a society previously unified by a religious worldview was 

fracturing. To Arnold, religion was shrinking from an engagement with the world involving “all the human 

faculties” into a mere matter of moral judgments, leaving a space for “culture” to fill. 

 

Weekly Newsletter 

Get your fix of JSTOR Daily’s best stories in your inbox each Thursday. 

 

https://daily.jstor.org/who-decides-which-books-are-great/ 

  

https://daily.jstor.org/was-modernism-meant-to-keep-the-working-classes-out/
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Gene related to "short sleep" patterns also improves memory 

By Rich Haridy 

 

How can some people sleep as little as four hours a night and suffer from no adverse health effects? 

AllaSerabrina/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

The majority of us require roughly eight hours of sleep every night in order to maintain optimal physical and 

mental health. But some people seem to thrive off just four to six hours per night, with no negative 

consequences. New work from UC San Francisco has homed in on the third gene directly connected to these 

“short sleepers”, and tests reveal the gene also prevents cognitive problems often associated with sleep 

deprivation. 

About a decade ago a team of researchers from UC San Francisco discovered the first gene to be linked to 

healthy short sleep cycles. In studying a woman who comfortably slept around four hours a night, the 

researchers uncovered the first evidence that sleep duration can be somewhat regulated by genetics. 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/184911184/stock-photo-sleep.html
https://newatlas.com/revolutions-science-sleep/58775/
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20150706-the-woman-who-barely-sleeps


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                          No. 506  january 2020 
 

 

105 

“Ten years ago, when we identified the first short sleep gene, the field of sleep genetics was in its infancy,” 

explains Ying-Hui Fu, a UCSF professor of neurology who led the research discovering all three short sleep 

genes. “People didn’t think that genes could significantly influence sleep behaviors, and big breakthroughs 

were rare. Today the field is advancing much more rapidly, and we’re beginning to get a better picture of how 

important your genes are to getting a good night’s sleep.” 

The researchers discovered a second gene mutation connected with short sleep just recently, verifying in 

animal tests that the genes seem to shorten sleep cycles with none of the adverse effects we know to be 

associated with sleep deprivation. 

The new research stemmed from studying a father-son pair who both slept around five hours every night 

without any cumulative adverse effects. The study uncovered a single-letter mutation in a gene previously 

known to regulate sleep. Called NPSR1, mutations in the gene are thought to be exceptionally rare, causing 

over-expression of proteins that activate wakefulness pathways in the brain. 

Most interesting, however, was the discovery that this particular gene seems to prevent memory problems 

associated with sleep deprivation. A mouse study revealed sleep deprivation disrupted the animals’ ability to 

effectively form fear-based memories, but mice bred with the NPSR1 mutation seemed to form effective 

memories even after sleep deprivation. 

“NPSR1 not only promotes short sleep, it also prevents memory problems that usually result from sleep 

deprivation,” says Fu. “This is the first gene that anyone’s discovered that exerts a protective effect against 

one of the many adverse consequences of sleep deprivation.” 

The implications of this new discovery are fascinating. Louis Ptáček, co-senior author on the study, notes the 

well known health consequences of sleep deprivation from diabetes to cardiovascular problems, and suggests 

the research may pave the way for drugs that can prevent the negative cognitive effects of short sleep in those 

unlucky enough to have normal genes. 

“Not only does this discovery provide us with a better understanding of how genes contribute to an unusual 

sleep phenotype, it also offers up an appealing target for future therapies that may help treat sleep disorders or 

prevent certain cognitive deficits associated with lack of sleep,” says Ptáček. 

The new study was published in the journal Science Translational Medicine. 

Source: UC San Francisco 
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Powered by 

Rich Haridy 

Rich is based in Melbourne, Australia and has strong interests in film, new media, and the new wave of 

psychedelic science. He has written for a number of online and print publications over the last decade while 

also acting as film critic for several radio broadcasters and podcasts. Rich was Chair of the Australian Film 

Critics Association for two years (2013-2015) and completed a Masters degree at the University of 

Melbourne. Since joining the New Atlas team three years ago Rich’s interests have considerably broadened to 

examine the era-defining effects of new technology on culture and life in the 21st century. 
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VIA DOUBLEDAY 

No One Really Knows Why Humans Can Walk 

Bill Bryson on the History of Bipedalism 

By Bill Bryson 

 

October 15, 2019 

No one knows why we walk. Out of some 250 species of primates, we are the only ones that have elected to 

get up and move around exclusively on two legs. Some authorities think bipedalism is at least as important a 

defining characteristic of what it is to be human as our high-functioning brain. 

Many theories have been proposed as to why our distant ancestors dropped out of trees and adopted an 

upright posture—to free their hands to carry babies and other objects; to gain a better line of sight across open 

ground; to be better able to throw projectiles—but the one certainty is that walking on two legs came at a 

price. Moving about in the open made our ancient forebears exceedingly vulnerable, for they were not 

formidable creatures, to say the least. The young and gracile protohuman famously known as Lucy, who lived 

in what is now Ethiopia some 3.2 million years ago and is often used as a model for early bipedalism, was 

only about three and a half feet tall and weighed just 60 pounds—hardly the sort of presence to intimidate a 

lion or cheetah. 

It’s likely Lucy and her tribal kin had little choice but to take the risk of stepping out into the open. As climate 

change made their forest habitats shrink, they very probably needed to forage over larger and larger areas to 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/239783/the-body-by-bill-bryson/
https://lithub.com/author/billbryson/
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survive, but they almost certainly scampered back to trees when they could. Even Lucy appears to have been 

only a partial convert to life at ground level. In 2016, anthropologists at the University of Texas concluded 

that Lucy died after falling out of a tree (or suffered a “vertical deceleration event,” as they put it, just a touch 

drily), the implication being that she spent a great deal of time in the canopy of trees and was probably as 

much at home up there as on the ground. Or at least she was until the last three or four seconds of her life. 

Walking is a more skillful undertaking than we generally appreciate. By balancing on just two supports, we 

exist in permanent defiance of gravity. As toddlers amusingly demonstrate, walking is essentially a matter of 

hurling the body forward and letting the legs run to catch up. A pedestrian in motion has one foot or the other 

off the ground for as much as 90 percent of the time, and thus engages in constant unconscious adjustments of 

balance. In addition, our center of gravity is high—just above our waists—which adds to our innate tippiness. 

In order to proceed from arboreal ape to upright modern human, we had to undertake some pretty profound 

changes to our anatomy. As noted earlier, our necks became longer and straighter and joined the skull more or 

less centrally rather than toward the rear as in other apes. We have a supple back that bends, outsized knees, 

and ingeniously angled thigh bones. You may think your legs drop straight down from your waist—they do in 

apes—but in fact the femur angles inward as it descends from pelvis to knee. This has the effect of moving 

our lower legs closer together, giving us a much smoother, more graceful gait. No ape can be trained to walk 

like a human. They are compelled by their bone structure to waddle, and to do so in a most inefficient way. A 

chimpanzee uses four times as much energy to move around at ground level as does a human. 

First, we became walkers and climbers, but not runners. Then, gradually, we became walkers and runners, but 

no longer climbers. 

To power our forward motion, we have a distinctively gigantic muscle in our buttocks, the gluteus maximus, 

and an Achilles tendon, something no ape has. We have arches in our feet (for springiness), a sinuous spine 

(to redistribute weight), and reconfigured pathways for our nerves and blood vessels—all made necessary, or 

at least advisable, by the evolutionary imperative of putting our head way above our feet. To keep from 

overheating when we exert ourselves, we became relatively hairless and developed abundant sweat glands. 

Above all, we evolved a very different head from other primates. Our faces are flat and conspicuously 

snoutless. We have a high forehead to accommodate our more impressive brain. Cooking has left us with 

smaller teeth and a more delicate jaw. Inside, we have a short oral cavity and thus a shorter, more rounded 

tongue, and a larynx that sits lower in the throat. The changes to our upper anatomy left us by happy accident 

with vocal tracts uniquely able to make articulate speech. Walking and talking probably went hand in hand. If 

you are a little creature that hunts big creatures, being able to communicate is obviously an advantage. 

At the back of your head is a modest ligament, not found on other apes, that instantly betrays what it is about 

us that allowed us to thrive as a species. It is the nuchal ligament, and it has just one job: to hold the head 

steady when running. And running—serious, dogged, long-distance running—is the one thing we do 

superlatively well. 

We are not the speediest of creatures, as anyone who has ever chased a dog or cat or even an escaped hamster 

will know. The very fastest humans can run about 20 miles an hour, though only for short bursts. But put us 

up against an antelope or wildebeest on a hot day and allow us to trot after it, and we can run it into the 

ground. We perspire to keep cool, but quadrupedal mammals lose heat by respiration—by panting. If they 

can’t stop to collect themselves, they overheat and become helpless. Most large animals can’t run for more 
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than about nine miles before they drop. That our ancestors could also organize themselves into hunting 

parties, to harry quarry from different sides or drive prey into confined spaces, made us all the more effective. 

These anatomical changes were so monumental that they spawned an entirely new genus (the biological rank 

above species but below family) called Homo. Daniel Lieberman, of Harvard, stresses that the transformation 

was a two-stage process. First, we became walkers and climbers, but not runners. Then, gradually, we became 

walkers and runners, but no longer climbers. Running is not just a faster form of locomotion than walking but 

mechanically quite different. “Walking is a stilt-like gait and involves very different adaptations from 

running,” he says. Lucy was a walker and climber but lacked the physique for running. That came much later, 

after climate change turned much of Africa into open woodlands and grassy savanna, impelling our vegetarian 

ancestors to adjust their diets and become carnivores (or really omnivores). 

All these changes, in lifestyle and anatomy, happened with exceeding slowness. Fossil evidence suggests that 

early hominins were walking by about six million years ago, but needed an additional four million years to 

acquire the capabilities for endurance running and, with it, persistence hunting. Then a further million and a 

half years had to pass before they gathered enough cerebral momentum to manufacture tipped spears. That’s a 

long time to wait for a full set of survival capabilities in a hostile, hungry world. Despite these deficiencies, 

our ancient forebears were successfully hunting large animals 1.9 million years ago. 

They were able to do this because of an additional trick in the Homo armamentarium: throwing. Throwing 

required us to change our bodies in three crucial ways. We needed a high and mobile waist (to create a lot of 

torsion), loose and maneuverable shoulders, and an upper arm capable of flinging in a whiplike fashion. The 

shoulder joint in humans is not a snug ball and socket, as in our hips, but a more loose and open arrangement. 

This allows the shoulder to be limber and to rotate freely—exactly what’s needed for forceful throwing—but 

it also means that we dislocate our shoulders easily. 

What can be said about exercise is that most of us are not getting nearly enough. 

We throw with our whole bodies. Try throwing an object forcefully while standing still and you can hardly do 

it. A good throw involves a forward step, a brisk rotation of waist and torso, a long backward stretch of the 

arm at the shoulder, and a powerful hurl. When executed well, a human can throw an object with considerable 

accuracy at speeds easily in excess of 90 miles an hour, as professional baseball pitchers repeatedly 

demonstrate. The ability to wound and torment exhausted prey with rocks from a relatively safe distance must 

have been a highly useful skill among early hunters. 

Bipedalism had consequences, too—consequences that we all live with today, as anyone with chronic back 

pain or knee problems can attest. Above all, the adoption of a narrower pelvis to accommodate our new gait 

brought a huge amount of pain and danger to women in childbirth. Until recent times, no other animal on 

Earth was more likely to die in childbirth than a human, and perhaps none even now suffers as much. 

For the longest time the crucial importance to health of just moving around was hardly appreciated. But in the 

late 1940s a doctor at Britain’s Medical Research Council, Jeremy Morris, became convinced that the 

increasing occurrence of heart attacks and coronary disease was related to levels of activity, and not just to 

age or chronic stress, as was almost universally thought at the time. Because Britain was still recovering from 

the war, research funding was tight, so Morris had to think of a low-cost way to conduct an effective large-

scale study. While traveling to work one day, it occurred to him that every double-decker bus in London was 

a perfect laboratory for his purposes because each had a driver who spent his entire working life sitting and a 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                          No. 506  january 2020 
 

 

110 

conductor who was on his feet constantly. In addition to moving about laterally, conductors climbed an 

average of 600 steps per shift. Morris could hardly have invented two more ideal groups to compare. He 

followed 35,000 drivers and conductors for two years and found that after he adjusted for all other variables, 

the drivers—no matter how healthy—were twice as likely to have a heart attack as the conductors. It was the 

first time that anyone had demonstrated a direct and measurable link between exercise and health. 

Study after study since then has shown that exercise produces extraordinary benefits. Going for regular walks 

reduces the risk of heart attack or stroke by 31 percent. An analysis of 655,000 people in 2012 found that 

being active for just eleven minutes a day after the age of 40 yielded 1.8 years of added life expectancy. Being 

active for an hour or more a day improved life expectancy by 4.2 years. 

As well as strengthening bones, exercise boosts your immune system, nurtures hormones, lessens the risk of 

getting diabetes and a number of cancers (including breast and colorectal), improves mood, and even staves 

off senility. As has been noted many times, there is probably not a single organ or system in the body that 

does not benefit from exercise. If someone invented a pill that could do for us all that a moderate amount of 

exercise achieves, it would instantly become the most successful drug in history. 

And how much exercise should we get? That’s not easy to say. The more or less universal belief that we 

should all walk ten thousand steps a day—that’s about five miles—is not a bad idea, but it has no special basis 

in science. Clearly, any ambulation is likely to be beneficial, but the notion that there is a universal magic 

number of steps that will give us health and longevity is a myth. The 10,000-step idea is often attributed to a 

single study done in Japan in the 1960s, though it appears that also may be a myth. In the same way, the 

Centers for Disease Control’s recommendations on exercise, namely 150 minutes per week of moderate 

activity, are based not on the optimal amount needed for health, because no one can say what that is, but on 

what the CDC’s advisers think people will perceive as realistic goals. 

What can be said about exercise is that most of us are not getting nearly enough. Only about 20 percent of 

people manage even a moderate level of regular activity. Many get almost none at all. Today the average 

American walks only about a third of a mile a day—and that’s walking of all types, including around the 

house and workplace. Even in an indolent society, it would seem almost impossible to do less. According 

to The Economist, some American companies have begun offering rewards to employees who log a million 

steps a year on an activity tracker such as a Fitbit. That seems a pretty ambitious number but actually works 

out to just 2,740 steps a day, or a little over a mile. Even that, however, seems to be beyond many. “Some 

workers have reportedly strapped their Fitbits to their dogs to boost their activity 

scores,” The Economist noted. Modern hunter-gatherers, by contrast, average about 19 miles of walking and 

trotting to secure a day’s food, and it is reasonable to assume that our ancient forebears would have done 

about the same. 

In short, they worked hard for what they ate and consequently ended up with bodies designed to do two 

somewhat contradictory things: to be active much of the time, but never to be more active than absolutely 

necessary. As Daniel Lieberman explains, “If you want to understand the human body, you have to 

understand that we evolved to be hunter-gatherers. That means being prepared to expend a lot of energy to 

acquire food, but not wasting energy when you don’t need to.” So exercise is important, but rest is vital, too. 

“For one thing,” Lieberman says, “you can’t digest food while you are exercising because the body shunts 

blood away from the digestive system in order to meet the increased demand to supply oxygen to the muscles. 

So you have to rest sometimes just for metabolic purposes and to recover from the exertions of exercise.” 
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Because our ancient ancestors had to survive lean times as well as good, they evolved a tendency to store fat 

as a fuel reserve—a survival reflex that is now, all too often, killing us. The upshot is that millions of us spend 

our lives struggling to maintain a balance between paleolithically designed bodies and modern gustatory 

excess. It’s a battle too many of us are losing. 

______________________________ 

 

From The Body: A Guide for Occupants by Bill Bryson. Used with the permission of the publisher, 

Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC. Copyright © 2019 by Bill Bryson. Audio excerpted 

courtesy Penguin Random House Audio from The Body by Bill Bryson, read by the author. 

anatomyBill BrysonbipedalismDoubledayexerciseHealthmetabolismobesitypenguin random 

houserestrunningscientific studies on healththe bodythe human bodythrowingwalking 

 

 Bill Bryson 

Bill Bryson’s bestselling books include A Walk in the Woods, The Life and Times of the Thunderbolt 

Kid, and A Short History of Nearly Everything (which won the Aventis Prize in Britain and the Descartes 

Prize, the European Union’s highest literary award). He was chancellor of Durham University, England’s 

third oldest university, from 2005 to 2011, and is an honorary fellow of Britain’s Royal Society. 

https://lithub.com/no-one-really-knows-why-humans-can-walk/ 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/239783/the-body-by-bill-bryson/
https://lithub.com/tag/anatomy/
https://lithub.com/tag/bill-bryson/
https://lithub.com/tag/bipedalism/
https://lithub.com/tag/doubleday/
https://lithub.com/tag/exercise/
https://lithub.com/tag/health/
https://lithub.com/tag/metabolism/
https://lithub.com/tag/obesity/
https://lithub.com/tag/penguin-random-house/
https://lithub.com/tag/penguin-random-house/
https://lithub.com/tag/rest/
https://lithub.com/tag/running/
https://lithub.com/tag/scientific-studies-on-health/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-body/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-human-body/
https://lithub.com/tag/throwing/
https://lithub.com/tag/walking/
https://lithub.com/author/billbryson/
https://lithub.com/no-one-really-knows-why-humans-can-walk/
https://lithub.com/author/billbryson/
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How mucus tames microbes 

Specialized sugar molecules called glycans can disarm opportunistic pathogens and prevent infection 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

Summary: 

New research reveals that glycans -- branched sugar molecules found in mucus -- can prevent bacteria from 

communicating with each other and forming infectious biofilms, effectively rendering the microbes harmless. 

   

FULL STORY 

 

 

Illustration of bacterium Pseudomonas aeruginosa (stock image). 

Credit: © Kateryna_Kon / Adobe Stock 

https://stock.adobe.com/
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More than 200 square meters of our bodies -- including the digestive tract, lungs, and urinary tract -- are lined 

with mucus. In recent years, scientists have found some evidence that mucus is not just a physical barrier that 

traps bacteria and viruses, but it can also disarm pathogens and prevent them from causing infections. 

A new study from MIT reveals that glycans -- branched sugar molecules found in mucus -- are responsible for 

most of this microbe-taming. There are hundreds of different glycans in mucus, and the MIT team discovered 

that these molecules can prevent bacteria from communicating with each other and forming infectious 

biofilms, effectively rendering them harmless. 

"What we have in mucus is a therapeutic gold mine," says Katharina Ribbeck, the Mark Hyman, Jr. Career 

Development Professor of Biological Engineering at MIT. "These glycans have biological functions that are 

very broad and sophisticated. They have the ability to regulate how microbes behave and really tune their 

identity." 

In this study, which appears today in Nature Microbiology, the researchers focused on glycans' interactions 

with Pseudomonas aeruginosa, an opportunistic pathogen that can cause infections in cystic fibrosis patients 

and people with compromised immune systems. Work now underway in Ribbeck's lab has shown that glycans 

can regulate the behavior of other microbes as well. 

The lead author of the Nature Microbiology paper is MIT graduate student Kelsey Wheeler. 

Powerful defenders 

The average person produces several liters of mucus every day, and until recently this mucus was thought to 

function primarily as a lubricant and a physical barrier. However, Ribbeck and others have shown that mucus 

can actually interfere with bacterial behavior, preventing microbes from attaching to surfaces and 

communicating with one another. 

In the new study, Ribbeck wanted to test whether glycans were involved in mucus' ability to control the 

behavior of microbes. These sugar molecules, a type of oligosaccharide, attach to proteins called mucins, the 

gel-forming building blocks of mucus, to form a bottlebrush-like structure. Mucus-associated glycans have 

been little studied, but Ribbeck thought they might play a major role in the microbe-disarming activity she 

had previously seen from mucus. 

To explore that possibility, she isolated glycans and exposed them to Pseudomonas aeruginosa. Upon 

exposure to mucin glycans, the bacteria underwent broad shifts in behavior that rendered them less harmful to 

the host. For example, they no longer produced toxins, attached to or killed host cells, or expressed genes 

essential for bacterial communication. 

This microbe-disarming activity had powerful consequences on the ability of this bacterium to establish 

infections. Ribbeck has shown that treatment of Pseudomonas-infected burn wounds with mucins and mucin 

glycans reduces bacterial proliferation, indicating the therapeutic potential of these virulence-neutralizing 

agents. 

"We've seen that intact mucins have regulatory effects and can cause behavioral switches in a whole range of 

pathogens, but now we can pinpoint the molecular mechanism and the entities that are responsible for this, 

which are the glycans," Ribbeck says. 
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In these experiments, the researchers used collections of hundreds of glycans, but they now plan to study the 

effects of individual glycans, which may interact specifically with different pathways or different microbes. 

Bacterial interactions 

Pseudomonas aeruginosa is just one of many opportunistic pathogens that healthy mucus keeps in check. 

Ribbeck is now studying the role of glycans in regulating other pathogens, including Streptococcus and the 

fungus Candida albicans, and she is also working on identifying receptors on microbe cell surfaces that 

interact with glycans. 

Her work on Streptococcus has shown that glycans can block horizontal gene transfer, a process that microbes 

often use to spread genes for drug resistance. 

Ribbeck and other researchers are now interested in using what they have learned about mucins and glycans 

to develop artificial mucus, which could offer a new way to treat diseases stemming from lost or defective 

mucus. 

Harnessing the powers of mucus could also lead to new ways to treat antibiotic-resistant infections, because it 

offers a complementary strategy to traditional antibiotics, Ribbeck says. 

"What we find here is that nature has evolved the ability to disarm difficult microbes, instead of killing them. 

This would not only help limit selective pressure for developing resistance, because they are not under 

pressure to find ways to survive, but it should also help create and maintain a diverse microbiome," she says. 

Ribbeck suspects that glycans in mucus also play a key role in determining the composition of the 

microbiome -- the trillions of bacterial cells that live inside the human body. Many of these microbes are 

beneficial to their human hosts, and glycans may be providing them with nutrients they need, or otherwise 

helping them to flourish, she says. In this way, mucus-associated glycans are similar to the many 

oligosaccharides found in human milk, which also contains a wide array of sugars that can regulate microbe 

behavior. 

"This is a theme that is likely at play in many systems where the goal is to shape and manipulate communities 

inside the body, not just in humans but throughout the animal kingdom," Ribbeck says. 

The research was funded by the National Institute of Biomedical Imaging and Bioengineering, the National 

Institutes of Health, the National Science Foundation, the National Institute of Environmental Health 

Sciences, and the MIT Deshpande Center for Technological Innovation. 

 

Story Source: 

Materials provided by Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Original written by Anne Trafton. Note: 

Content may be edited for style and length. 

 

http://news.mit.edu/2019/how-mucus-tames-microbes-1014
http://web.mit.edu/
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The Great Biomass Boondoggle 

Mary S. Booth 

Anna Gowthorpe/PA Images via Getty Images 

A handful of fuel from the then-new biomass facility at Drax Power Station, Selby, N. Yorkshire, England, 

2013 

The urgency of the climate crisis is inspiring some extreme and unproven ideas for how to hide carbon and 

cool the planet, such as ocean fertilization, turning CO2 into rocks, and seeding the atmosphere to dim the sun. 

Arguably one of the most reckless ideas, though, is already well underway: burning “forest biomass”—that is, 

trees—in power plants as a replacement for coal. The problem with this so-called green energy source is that 

instead of decreasing greenhouse gas emissions, it increases the amount of CO2 coming out of the smokestack 

compared to fossil fuels, and the climate “benefit” is claimed by simply not counting the emissions.   

While policymakers in developed countries (the European Union, the United States, Canada, Japan, and 

Korea, among others) seem perfectly happy with this solution, scientists and activists are reacting with 

bewilderment and fury as entire forests are vaporized into the atmosphere in the name of renewable energy. 

Meanwhile, the burgeoning biomass and wood-pellet industries are dancing away with billions in renewable 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/mary-s-booth/
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energy subsidies. To counter this atrocious trend, I founded an organization in 2010, the Partnership for 

Policy Integrity, to provide reliable science and policymaking clarity on the forest and climate impacts of 

burning forests for fuel. Since then, many environmental groups have joined the fight, but we still haven’t 

ended this parade of stupidity, because the forces are powerful and the pool of money is deep.  

Like many damaging forms of economic activity, the biomass industry started out small and at first flew 

under the radar. For decades, sawmills and pulp and paper manufacturers have burned sawdust, wood scraps, 

and black liquor (the condensed chemical slurry left over from wood pulping) to produce heat and power. 

Environmental groups were content to call this green energy considering that the alternative had been 

incineration or dumping black liquor into streams. And since these other outcomes would generate 

CO2 anyway, burning such materials was considered to provide carbon-neutral energy. Few people questioned 

why even the filthiest, most polluting biomass boilers at paper mills—some producing sulfur dioxide 

emissions to rival those of coal plants—were getting renewable energy subsidies, and over time these 

subsidies (along with federal renewable energy tax credits) became an important source of revenue for wood-

consuming industries.  

PUBLICIDAD 

As more US states enacted renewable energy mandates, however, developers and speculators cashed in on 

subsidies by building more standalone wood-burning power plants designed solely to put power on the grid. 

The trend appears to have peaked in the US in 2010 with the post-financial crash stimulus program, which 

issued cash grants for renewable energy production, including biomass power. Burning wood to produce 

electricity is expensive, and many plants are not competitive even with supplemental green energy payments. 

As a result, in the United States the biomass industry has slowed in recent years, although the continued 

treatment of bioenergy as renewable means it might receive another boost though programs like a Green New 

Deal.  

In the EU, however, where subsidies and incentives have been more consistent and lucrative, wood 

consumption for energy has careened upward, more than doubling between 2000 and 2017. Eurostat data on 

renewable energy and forestry reveal that wood comprises about 35 percent of total renewable energy inputs 

in the EU, though actual delivered heat and electricity are lower because the technologies for converting 

inherent energy to useful energy are extremely inefficient. Fuelwood now comprises about a quarter of all 

forest harvesting in the EU, and total consumption of wood for energy has risen to over 400 million tons a 

year. A small but increasing portion of this tonnage is in the form of wood pellets, which burn hotter than 

green wood chips and are easier to ship and handle, making them an effective substitute for coal and 

residential heating fuels.  

Much of the EU’s forest industry operates under strictures, with the result that, as demand for “energy wood” 

increased, so has harvesting in less regulated forests, especially in the southern US and Canada. There, the 

wood-pellet industry has grown exponentially, but it has also expanded in the less scrutinized corners of 

Europe, such as the boreal bog forests of Estonia and the ancient forests of the Carpathian Mountains in 

Slovakia, Ukraine, and Romania, home to the lynx, bears, and wolves of old European folktales.  

Wood pellets are still just a fraction of the total wood burned for energy in the EU, yet, even so, the industry’s 

impacts have been horrendous. The wood-pellet industry has become particularly controversial in the 

American South, where a company named Enviva, the largest wood-pellet producer in the world, set up shop 

and quickly got to work liquidating forests. The South is known as the US’s “wood basket,” thanks to its 

http://www.pfpi.net/
http://www.pfpi.net/
http://www.pfpi.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/DC-and-MD-Groups-To-EPA-on-Bioenergy-in-Clean-Power-Plan.pdf
http://www.pfpi.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/PFPI-Bioenergy-and-the-Stimulus-Oct-24.pdf
http://www.pfpi.net/the-real-green-path-forward-in-2019
http://www.pfpi.net/the-real-green-path-forward-in-2019
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database
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endless rows of plantation pine, but the wood-pellet industry has also targeted natural forests, including some 

of the most carbon-rich, biodiverse wetland forest ecosystems of the eastern United States.  

Marlboro Productions 

Enviva’s pellet plant, Ahoskie, North Carolina, 2017 

Hardwoods are a preferred pellet feedstock because the processing, grinding, cooking, extruding, and cooling 

of wood pellets made from pine emit large quantities of volatile organic compounds (VOCs), a class of 

federally regulated pollutants. Enviva did not want to pay for the installation of VOC pollution-control 

technology at some of its plants, so officials in the state of Virginia who issue air permits instead required the 

company to use a minimum amount of hardwood feedstock in order to reduce VOC emissions. Soot emissions 

have also emerged as a chronic problem at wood-pellet production plants in the US South.  

Clearcutting is never pretty, but there is something especially sickening about seeing a forest annihilated for 

supposedly green energy. The wood-pellet industry’s excesses—including its misleading claims that it uses 

only “forestry residues,” commonly understood to be the tops and limbs of trees that have otherwise been 

harvested for lumber—are exposed in a half-hour documentary, Burned: Are Trees the New Coal?, made by 

Lisa Merton and Alan Dater of Marlboro Productions, and now streaming for free at Link TV (full disclosure: 

I gave technical advice to the filmmakers and appear in the film). The film features the intrepid staff of a 

North Carolina environmental group, Dogwood Alliance, as they wade chest-deep though snake-infested 

wetlands to reach forest clearcuts and then follow trucks loaded with logs back to the pellet plant.  

https://www.deq.virginia.gov/Portals/0/DEQ/air/Enviva/Enviva_air_permit_fact_sheet.pdf
https://www.sec.gov/rules/petitions/2019/ptn4-741-exa.pdf
https://www.environmentalintegrity.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Biomass-Report.pdf
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3113908/How-world-s-biggest-green-power-plant-actually-INCREASING-greenhouse-gas-emissions-Britain-s-energy-bill.html
https://www.linktv.org/shows/burned-are-trees-the-new-coal
https://www.dogwoodalliance.org/
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Anna Gowthorpe/PA Images via Getty Images 

Drax Power Station, which has converted four of its six boilers from coal to biomass fuel, Selby, England, 

2013 

The film then follows the pellets as they are shipped overseas and burned for electricity, including at Drax, a 

4,000 MW power plant in the UK that has converted four of its six boilers to burn wood pellets instead of 

coal, and currently provides around 7 percent of the UK’s electricity. The scale of this operation is 

astounding, with a year’s worth of pellets consumed by Drax representing wood mass approximately 

equivalent to clearcutting a forested square extending to eighteen miles on each side.  

Not content with the existing supply of pellets from Enviva and other companies, Drax has built its own pellet 

plants in the US. The paradox of Drax’s investment in such “vertical integration” is that it will likely make the 

company more vulnerable when the bioenergy scam inevitably fails. In the meantime, though, Drax receives 

renewable energy subsidies funded by the British public to the tune of about a billion dollars a year, or $2.78 

million per day, as of 2017.   

http://www.powerstations.uk/drax-power-station-north-yorkshire/
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Marlboro Productions 

Clearcut harvesting of wetland forest for biomass pellet production, North Carolina, 2016 

While wood pellets from North American forests feed Europe’s large biopower plants, much of the biomass 

harvested within the EU ends up as green wood chips that fuel thousands of smaller heat and power plants, 

and as pellets that are sold for residential and commercial heating. Traditional firewood harvesting also still 

constitutes a large share of this domestic use. Wood fuels are shipped all over the EU, and the fragmented 

nature of the industry, with tens of thousands of suppliers, means that there is little transparency in the supply 

chain and an increasing risk of wood coming from forests that are supposed to be protected.  

Illegal logging happens for all kinds of reasons, but the demand for energy wood is an increasing driver, as 

previously “low-value” wood can be monetized. Working with the Environmental Investigation Agency, the 

Romanian nonprofit Agent Green has exposed, sometimes at great personal risk, how wood logged out of the 

primeval forests of the Carpathians ends up as firewood or bagged wood pellets sold at Austrian hardware 

stores as a source of “green” heat. Analysis of satellite imagery reveals tree cover decimated throughout the 

Carpathians—and indeed, the same liquidation of forests is happening in Estonia, Latvia, the southern US, 

and British Columbia in Canada. These are all places where the wood-pellet and biomass industries have 

taken hold and are adding to existing pressures on forests.  

* 

How, then, did trees from southeastern US wetlands and ancient European forests come to be classified as a 

zero-carbon renewable energy source—not just in the EU, but also in Japan and Korea? For these countries, 

too, are increasingly importing wood pellets from more forested nations as they phase out coal. The 

rationalizations involved in this scheme induce moral and intellectual whiplash, because they seem to shift 

constantly, and ultimately, to make no sense.  

https://eia-international.org/
http://en.agentgreen.ro/
https://theecologist.org/2016/mar/30/illegal-loggers-levelling-romanias-carpathian-mountain-forests
https://onetreeplanted.org/pages/global-forest-watch
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Countries all over the world report their greenhouse gas emissions annually to the United Nations. 

International carbon-accounting rules require carbon loss from forest harvesting to be reported in the “land 

sector.” The first problem is that harvested forest wood is not reported as an emission, even if it is burned for 

energy, but simply shows up as a reduction in that country’s reported forest carbon uptake year to year. 

However, since the lost forest carbon has ostensibly already been noted in the land sector, energy sector 

emissions of CO2 from burning the resulting biomass are counted as zero, to avoid counting the carbon loss 

twice. 

Although it inevitably undercounts forest-harvesting impacts, this system by and large works as a way of 

characterizing gross fluxes of forest carbon at the national level.  The problem is that in justifying subsidies 

for renewable energy, policymakers and forest industry representatives (who may sometimes be the same 

people) have reified the concept of bioenergy as counting as zero when burned, to bioenergy 

actually having emissions of zero globally. This means that when it comes to financial support, bioenergy is 

usually treated as equivalent to zero-emissions technologies such as wind and solar as a way of mitigating 

climate-warming.   

Wood-burning power plants in fact emit more CO2 per megawatt-hour than even coal plants. In order to 

reconcile this physical reality with the billions provided in subsidies intended to reduce emissions, the 

biomass industry has come up with more and more outlandish explanations for why burning trees should be 

considered automatically carbon-free.  

When annual crops are used to make liquid biofuels like corn ethanol, the biomass portion of the fuel’s net 

emissions is considered carbon-neutral because yearly crop regrowth and carbon uptake are assumed to offset 

the CO2 emitted by fuel combustion the year before. Clearly, this argument does not work for forest biomass, 

because trees take decades to regrow. Deprived of the regrowth argument, the biomass industry claimed for 

years to utilize only mill waste and forest residues from sawtimber harvesting (wood that, it was claimed, 

“would decompose anyway”), even when the industry was deliberately cutting forests for fuel. For far too 

long, policymakers accepted similar claims from the wood-pellet industry, even as environmental groups on 

the ground documented widespread clearcutting and the use of large-diameter timber as pellet feedstock.  

Lost in this argument, though, was the important fact that even if the biomass and pellet industry were only 

using forestry residues, burning those residues emits CO2 instantly, while the same wood left to decompose 

emits it over years, if not decades. Thus, far from being zero-carbon, the cumulative net emissions from 

burning forestry residues for fuel still speeds the transfer of forest carbon into the atmosphere, and the 

accumulated net impact of such emissions likewise speeds warming.  

When the pellet industry ran out of road for its false claims about residues, it came up with a new rationale to 

justify biomass as instantly carbon-neutral: as long as forests are growing more wood than is being cut, and 

are thus harvested “sustainably,” burning any of that wood has zero net emissions. This sophistry gained a 

surprising amount of traction with policymakers considering it essentially postulated that the carbon just 

disappears, thus violating a basic physical principle of the conservation of mass.  

By this logic, even as the biomass industry levels more forest, it must claim offsetting carbon uptake in an 

ever-increasing area of forests elsewhere to neutralize those emissions. But this notion quickly bumps up 

against the reality that the amount of carbon locked up in forests is decreasing globally; there is no epic and 

immediate regrowth on this planet that is compensating for all the supposedly sustainable harvesting. (The 

correct accounting approach, in fact, recognizes that forest carbon uptake is already counted as offsetting a 

portion of existing fossil-fuel emissions; the biomass industry’s claim seeks to double-count that benefit.) 

https://di.unfccc.int/detailed_data_by_party
http://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/aaac88
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4793e.pdf
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Boris Horvat/AFP/Getty Images 

Protesters against a biomass-fueled power station, including activists who are currently suing the EU over its 

latest renewable energy directive, Gardanne, France, February 5, 2017 

The concept of carbon neutrality is so central to the biomass industry that if it were overturned, the entire 

rationale for the industry would virtually disappear. Companies know this, which is why they continually 

make misleading statements such as Enviva’s claim that burning its pellets “reduces” greenhouse gas 

emissions compared to burning fossil fuels. The company does not reveal that this claim relies on reporting 

only fossil-fuel CO2 emissions from manufacturing and transporting pellets, and on simply not counting the 

CO2 coming out of the smokestack when the pellets are burned. 

Since publicly traded companies like Enviva have a duty to disclose information that is material to 

shareholders’ interests—and a corresponding duty not to make false statements—my group filed 

a complaint with the Securities and Exchange Commission against the company in 2016 over its misleading 

claims about emissions. On the recommendation of the SEC’s secretary, we also petitioned the SEC for a 

rule-making that would require all publicly traded bioenergy companies to disclose their real emission 

impacts. We still await action from the SEC, even as billions more dollars flow into “green” bioenergy 

investments.  

It’s not just the companies that want to ignore emissions. Pro-bioenergy legislators in both the US and the EU 

also regularly mislead the public on the impacts of the industry. In the US, Maine Senators Susan Collins and 

Angus King, both strong biomass boosters, shoehorned a rider into a congressional appropriations bill, 

http://www.pfpi.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Report-to-SEC-on-Enviva-March-14-2016.pdf
http://www.pfpi.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/SECPetitionAccurateBiogenicCarbonReporting2.27.2019.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/1625/text?q=%2525257B%25252522search%25252522%2525253A%2525255B%25252522Consolidated+Appropriations+Act%25252522%2525255D%2525257D&r=2
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enacted in 2018, that forces the EPA to treat forest biomass as carbon-neutral—despite the recent findings of 

a multiyear EPA task force, which concluded that burning wood can have significant net emissions. (One of 

the more darkly humorous moments in Burned is watching Senator Collins spout, almost verbatim, talking-

points scripted by biomass industry lobbyists in a floor speech on bioenergy.)  

The US senators and their industry allies hoped to build markets for biomass by replacing coal. Unfortunately 

for them, not even the Trump EPA was up to the deception required to claim that burning biomass reduces 

emissions. Despite the legislative order to treat biomass as carbon-neutral, the EPA’s final “Affordable Clean 

Energy” rule concluded that burning biomass emits more CO2 than fossil fuels, and that co-firing biomass 

with coal degrades a power plant’s efficiency. So much for the “trees are growing somewhere” theory.  

In the EU, though, pro-bioenergy legislators have been more adept. The EU sets the rules for renewable 

energy implementation and subsidies in member states, revising its Renewable Energy Directive every ten 

years. Horrified by the accelerating forest carnage under the current directive, the nonprofit and scientific 

communities lobbied hard at the EU for constraints on the use of forest wood as a renewable fuel in the 

2018 RED that sets policy for 2021–2030. The EU’s own team of advisers, the European Academies Science 

Advisory Council, warned the EU’s president, Jean-Claude Juncker, in January 2018 that: 

The legal mandate to record forest biomass-fired energy as contributing to the EU’s renewable energy targets 

has had the perverse effect of creating a demand for trees to be felled in Europe or elsewhere in order to burn 

them for energy, thus releasing the carbon into the atmosphere which would otherwise stay locked up in the 

forest, and simultaneously drastically reducing the carbon sink strength of the forest ecosystems… [T]he 

current use of imported pelleted forest biomass was leading to increased greenhouse gas emissions with no 

guarantee of when (or even if) the additional carbon released to the atmosphere would be offset by forest 

regrowth. 

Rather than conclude that the biomass subsidy program is based on a fraud, the EU policymakers’ response 

was to devise a Potemkin set of “sustainability” criteria for biomass that will do almost nothing to protect 

forests and the climate. The revised directive claims that the new constraints will “continue to ensure high 

greenhouse gas emissions savings compared to fossil fuel alternatives” and “avoid unintended sustainability 

impacts”—as misleading a statement as I have ever seen in public policy. 

Since all the usual tactics of the nonprofit community had failed, including documentary photos, briefings, 

and scientific evidence, we felt we had no choice but to sue the EU (with the European Parliament and 

Council as defendants) over the new rules. My organization thus coordinated a March 2019 lawsuit that 

challenges inclusion of forest biomass in the new renewable energy directive. We worked with plaintiffs from 

the EU and the US who demonstrated in their testimony how the biomass industry is causing direct harm to 

their health and livelihoods, and we are now waiting to hear whether the EU court will accept the case.   

Climate science shows that to avoid the most catastrophic warming impacts, the world must cut its carbon 

emissions in half in the next few years, and be carbon-neutral, balancing emissions with carbon uptake, by 

2050. There is no way to achieve this without a vast restoration and expansion of the world’s forests. 

Provided these forests are natural and not monoculture plantations, this initiative could also help to address 

another great environmental crisis we face, the extirpation of so many of the world’s species. Many member 

states have signed on to the EU goal of carbon neutrality by 2050, but a great deal must change: right now, 

EU member states allocate billions in renewable energy subsidies to promote wood-burning, but little to forest 

restoration. 

https://yosemite.epa.gov/sab/sabproduct.nsf/0/B86C81BACFAF9735852583B4005B3318/$File/EPA-SAB-19-002+.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2019/07/08/2019-13507/repeal-of-the-clean-power-plan-emission-guidelines-for-greenhouse-gas-emissions-from-existing
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2019/07/08/2019-13507/repeal-of-the-clean-power-plan-emission-guidelines-for-greenhouse-gas-emissions-from-existing
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018L2001&from=EN
https://easac.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/180108_Letter_to_President_Juncker.pdf
http://www.eubiomasscase.org/
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/strategies/2050_en
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A new law enacted in Slovakia is a brave start, given the typical bullying from the forest industry. After forest 

activists at WOLF Forest Protection Movement (the lead plaintiff in the biomass lawsuit) demonstrated 

damage to forests from biomass harvesting, the government last year restricted bioenergy subsidies to mill 

residues and energy crops, eliminating subsidies for forest wood. On this side of the Atlantic, similar rules in 

Massachusetts took low-efficiency wood-burning power plants off the renewable energy menu in 2012—

although the state’s current Republican governor seems intent on overturning those forest protections. It really 

is this simple: to mitigate climate change, we need to grow more trees, not burn them for energy. 

Policymakers need to wake up, because we’re running out of time.  

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/10/14/the-great-biomass-boondoggle/ 

  

https://www.wolf.sk/en/en-home
https://spectator.sme.sk/c/22005167/mps-stop-subsidies-for-burning-healthy-wood-as-biomass.html
https://www.manomet.org/publication/commonwealth-magazine-closing-the-biomass-carbon-loophole/
https://commonwealthmagazine.org/opinion/get-ready-for-another-biomass-battle/
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/10/14/the-great-biomass-boondoggle/
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Bird 

by Toi Derricotte 
Issue no. 124 (Fall 1992) 

The secret is 

not to be afraid, to  

pour the salt, letting your wrist 

be free—there is almost 

never too much; it sits on top of the skin like a  

little crystal casket. Under, the bird might 

imagine another life, one in which it is grateful 

for pleasing, can smell  

itself cooking—the taste 

of carrots, onions, potatoes stewed  

in its own juice—and forget  

the dreams of blood  

coursing out of its throat like a river. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “Peripheral” by Toi Derricotte, published in the same issue? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=7c7677b93f&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=7c7677b93f&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=9479131782&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=7c7677b93f&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=7c7677b93f&e=d538c8f2e0
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Black holes stunt growth of dwarf galaxies 

Astronomers find large-scale winds associated with active black holes in small galaxies suppress star 

formation 

University of California - Riverside 

Summary: 

Astronomers have discovered that powerful winds driven by supermassive black holes in the centers of dwarf 

galaxies have a significant impact on the evolution of these galaxies by suppressing star formation. 

Share: 

     

FULL STORY 

 

 

Black hole illustration (stock image). 

Credit: © vchalup / Adobe Stock 

https://stock.adobe.com/
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Astronomers at the University of California, Riverside, have discovered that powerful winds driven by 

supermassive black holes in the centers of dwarf galaxies have a significant impact on the evolution of these 

galaxies by suppressing star formation. 

Dwarf galaxies are small galaxies that contain between 100 million to a few billion stars. In contrast, the 

Milky Way has 200-400 billion stars. Dwarf galaxies are the most abundant galaxy type in the universe and 

often orbit larger galaxies. 

The team of three astronomers was surprised by the strength of the detected winds. 

"We expected we would need observations with much higher resolution and sensitivity, and we had planned 

on obtaining these as a follow-up to our initial observations," said Gabriela Canalizo, a professor of physics 

and astronomy at UC Riverside, who led the research team. "But we could see the signs strongly and clearly 

in the initial observations. The winds were stronger than we had anticipated." 

Canalizo explained that astronomers have suspected for the past couple of decades that supermassive black 

holes at the centers of large galaxies can have a profound influence on the way large galaxies grow and age. 

"Our findings now indicate that their effect can be just as dramatic, if not more dramatic, in dwarf galaxies in 

the universe," she said. 

Study results appear in The Astrophysical Journal. 

The researchers, who also include Laura V. Sales, an assistant professor of physics and astronomy; and 

Christina M. Manzano-King, a doctoral student in Canalizo's lab, used a portion of the data from the Sloan 

Digital Sky Survey, which maps more than 35% of the sky, to identify 50 dwarf galaxies, 29 of which showed 

signs of being associated with black holes in their centers. Six of these 29 galaxies showed evidence of winds 

-- specifically, high-velocity ionized gas outflows -- emanating from their active black holes. 

"Using the Keck telescopes in Hawaii, we were able to not only detect, but also measure specific properties of 

these winds, such as their kinematics, distribution, and power source -- the first time this has been done," 

Canalizo said. "We found some evidence that these winds may be changing the rate at which the galaxies are 

able to form stars." 

Manzano-King, the first author of the research paper, explained that many unanswered questions about galaxy 

evolution can be understood by studying dwarf galaxies. 

"Larger galaxies often form when dwarf galaxies merge together," she said. "Dwarf galaxies are, therefore, 

useful in understanding how galaxies evolve. Dwarf galaxies are small because after they formed, they 

somehow avoided merging with other galaxies. Thus, they serve as fossils by revealing what the environment 

of the early universe was like. Dwarf galaxies are the smallest galaxies in which we are directly seeing winds 

-- gas flows up to 1,000 kilometers per second -- for the first time." 

Manzano-King explained that as material falls into a black hole, it heats up due to friction and strong 

gravitational fields and releases radiative energy. This energy pushes ambient gas outward from the center of 

the galaxy into intergalactic space. 
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"What's interesting is that these winds are being pushed out by active black holes in the six dwarf galaxies 

rather than by stellar processes such as supernovae," she said. "Typically, winds driven by stellar processes 

are common in dwarf galaxies and constitute the dominant process for regulating the amount of gas available 

in dwarf galaxies for forming stars." 

Astronomers suspect that when wind emanating from a black hole is pushed out, it compresses the gas ahead 

of the wind, which can increase star formation. But if all the wind gets expelled from the galaxy's center, gas 

becomes unavailable and star formation could decrease. The latter appears to be what is occurring in the six 

dwarf galaxies the researchers identified. 

"In these six cases, the wind has a negative impact on star formation," Sales said. "Theoretical models for the 

formation and evolution of galaxies have not included the impact of black holes in dwarf galaxies. We are 

seeing evidence, however, of a suppression of star formation in these galaxies. Our findings show that galaxy 

formation models must include black holes as important, if not dominant, regulators of star formation in 

dwarf galaxies." 

Next, the researchers plan to study the mass and momentum of gas outflows in dwarf galaxies. 

"This would better inform theorists who rely on such data to build models," Manzano-King said. "These 

models, in turn, teach observational astronomers just how the winds affect dwarf galaxies. We also plan to do 

a systematic search in a larger sample of the Sloan Digital Sky Survey to identify dwarf galaxies with 

outflows originating in active black holes." 

The research was funded by the National Science Foundation, NASA, and the Hellman Foundation. Data was 

obtained at the W. M. Keck Observatory, and made possible by financial support from the W. M. Keck 

Foundation. 

Story Source: 

Materials provided by University of California - Riverside. Original written by Iqbal Pittalwala. Note: 

Content may be edited for style and length. 

 

Related Multimedia: 

 Images of dwarf galaxies hosting active galactic nuclei that have spatially extended outflows 

 

Journal Reference: 

1. Christina M. Manzano-King, Gabriela Canalizo, Laura V. Sales. AGN-Driven Outflows in Dwarf 

Galaxies. The Astrophysical Journal, 2019; 884 (1): 54 DOI: 10.3847/1538-4357/ab4197 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191011165322.htm 

https://news.ucr.edu/articles/2019/10/11/black-holes-stunt-growth-dwarf-galaxies
http://www.ucr.edu/
https://news.ucr.edu/articles/2019/10/11/black-holes-stunt-growth-dwarf-galaxies
http://dx.doi.org/10.3847/1538-4357/ab4197
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191011165322.htm
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The Eastern Jesus 

Ian Johnson 

Jesus in Asia 

by R.S. Sugirtharajah 

Harvard University Press, 311 pp., $29.95 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/ian-johnson/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0674051130?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0674051130
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/johnson_1-102419.jpg
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Godong/Alamy 

Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well; illustration from the Mirror of Holiness, an account of the life of 

Christ by the Jesuit priest Jerome Xavier for the Mughal emperor Akbar, India, 1602–1604 

Over the past few years, the authorities in Beijing have given churches across the country orders to “Sinicize” 

their faith. According to detailed five-year plans formulated by both Catholic and Protestant organizations, 

much of this process involves the predictable palaver of state control: “to actively practice core values of 

socialism, love the motherland passionately, support the leadership of the Communist Party, obey the law and 

serve society.”1 

But the authorities want more than just political control; they want a say over Christianity’s spirit, too. 

According to one document, “Chinese styles” are to be promoted in the religion’s “building, painting, music, 

and art,” and also in Christian liturgy and theology. Other documents speak of reflecting Chinese traditions, 

but what this means isn’t exactly clear—perhaps filial piety, ancestor worship, and explicitly rejecting foreign 

influence. 

While these new regulations affect China’s other religions too, they hit each one in different ways. They 

probably matter least to Daoism, which is an indigenous Chinese religion, and little to Buddhism, which is a 

global religion but has been in China for so many centuries that it has spawned local schools and practices. 

But for China’s other two main religions, Islam and Christianity, the rules raise serious concerns. In the case 

of Islam, the state’s aim seems to be mainly political control of sensitive border regions, because of the faith’s 

predominance among several ethnic minorities, especially the Hui and the Uighurs, who live in China’s far 

west. 

PUBLICIDAD 

Christianity poses a subtler and possibly more profound challenge. This is not only because it has spread 

among the ethnic Chinese, or Han, majority, who make up 92 percent of China’s population, but also because 

it has grown fastest not in remote border regions but in the cultural heartland and among white-collar 

professionals who are supposed to be leading China’s modernization. This makes Christianity the first foreign 

religion to gain a central place in China since Buddhism’s arrival two millennia ago. Hence the authorities’ 

unease and their vague desire for Christianity to become something Chinese and nonthreatening. 

These concerns have arisen before. Christianity has had a presence in China for four hundred years. 

Missionaries such as the Jesuit Matteo Ricci got a foothold in the country by acting like Confucian officials: 

dressing in gowns, learning the formal language of classical Chinese, and downplaying differences between 

Christianity and Chinese thought. The Jesuits called God tianzhu, or “lord of heaven,” a plausible term for the 

Heavenly Father, but not coincidentally also the name of an old Chinese deity. Over the following decades, 

Christianity spread in North China by fitting into familiar folk religious patterns: offering moral precepts that 

sounded like Confucian principles or worshipping a virgin saint who seemed much like local female deities. 

Missionaries in this era, before imperialism made them arrogant, softened unfamiliar or disturbing ideas, such 

as Jesus’s crucifixion and resurrection.2 

The new effort to sinicize Christianity is something different—and probably unique in its encounter with 

Asia. In years past, Chinese and other Asian governments were weak, and even if Christianity found followers 

it was later tarnished by the fact that missionaries arrived along with Western gunboats. Now we have a 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/the-eastern-jesus/#fn-1
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/the-eastern-jesus/#fn-2
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strong government in Beijing that accepts the reality of Christianity but wants it to conform to Chinese 

foreign and domestic policy. This isn’t unusual in Christian history—look at the innumerable British churches 

with tableaux and plaques that glorify British imperialism—but Beijing’s firmness is something new in Asia. 

In Jesus in Asia, R.S. Sugirtharajah recounts earlier Asian efforts to make sense of Christianity and to 

disentangle it from imperialism. Sugirtharajah, one of the foremost scholars of global Christianity, a Sri 

Lankan native and professor emeritus of biblical studies at the University of Birmingham, has written 

extensively about Christianity’s influence in the developing world. In this book, Sugirtharajah shows how 

Jesus has been promoted, despised, and utilized in Asia. He begins in China around the seventh century and 

ends in twentieth-century South Korea and Japan, but is mainly concerned with thinkers from the Indian 

subcontinent. 

It is here that Sugirtharajah shines. He introduces us to intellectuals—some believers, many not—who 

grappled with Jesus as a historical figure and a person with a place in Asian religions. Most were not 

interested in academic searches for the historical Jesus—in other words, in textual analyses that might or 

might not prove that he existed, or the probability that he carried out certain acts. Instead, they examined the 

man and his message, comparing him with other religious figures, such as Zoroaster, Buddha, and Krishna. 

Sugirtharajah discusses many memorable people, such as the Sri Lankan Hindu thinker Ponnambalam 

Ramanathan (1851–1930). Like many others featured in the book, Ramanathan was less interested in the 

flesh-and-blood Jesus than in his spirit. He lauded his childlike nature and ability to reveal God, writing, 

“Jesus found Christ within himself, and through the Christ within, he attained God.” 

But Ramanathan was also irritated by the biblical accounts of Jesus’s lineage to King David, seeing them as a 

needless diversion to satisfy Jewish audiences. As for Jesus’s resurrection, Ramanathan dismissed it as a 

“vulgar doctrine,” arguing that it must be understood symbolically, not literally. Ramanathan wrote two books 

about Jesus and also went on a speaking tour of the United States, where he told audiences that Christian 

ideas, such as the kingdom of God being within oneself or neighborly love, are not originally Christian but the 

“old Hindu doctrine, and it has been brought to you by your own religious teacher, Jesus Christ.” 

This illustrates one of Sugirtharajah’s main points: that Asians decolonized Jesus, often by making him into 

an Eastern mystic whose teachings were profound but nothing special, and indeed were often inferior to Asian 

traditions. This was achieved not through strict academic inquiry but a selective and sometimes polemical 

reading of the Bible, in which useful passages were accepted and others were dismissed or ignored. 

These were methods used by C.T. Alahasundram (1873–1941), who took his paternal grandfather’s name, 

Francis Kingsbury. Kingsbury also wrote a book about Jesus that ruthlessly omitted events he thought were 

useless or unconvincing to a person from the subcontinent. So out with the nativity story, the genealogical 

links to King David, and Jesus’s temptation. Instead, Kingsbury thought Jesus was mainly significant for his 

ethical views, which he equated with those of Buddha. 

This drawing of equivalences between Jesus and local religious figures was also the method used by one of 

the book’s most striking figures, the Jain convert Manilal Parekh (1885–1967), who saw Jesus as 

a Tirthankara—a savior and spiritual teacher in the Jain faith. Parekh tried to cleanse Christianity of European 

culture and imperialism, for example by dismissing its denominational differences as having been introduced 

by European missionaries. As Sugirtharajah puts it, “He saw his task as making Jesus suitable and intelligible 

to Indian spirituality.” 
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Thus in Parekh’s book A Hindu’s Portrait of Jesus Christ (1953), he tossed out the virgin birth—a strange 

event that he saw as irrelevant to Jesus’s importance—and Jesus’s uniqueness as the only son of God, a claim 

he thought exaggerated. He also found much of Jesus’s life unappealing, describing him as a villager from 

Palestine with a narrow worldview who seemed unaware that his country was occupied by Rome. His “mental 

horizon,” according to Parekh, seemed “confined entirely to the Jewish world.” 

 

Pictures from History/Granger 

The Jesuit priest Matteo Ricci and the Ming court official Xu Guangqi; engraving from Athanasius 

Kircher’s China Illustrata, 1667 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/johnson_2-102419.jpg
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As for the miracles, they were commonplace among Hindu and Muslim healers on the subcontinent and so for 

Indians wouldn’t “add an iota to [Jesus’s] moral and spiritual greatness in their eyes.” As a Jain, Parekh also 

found fault in Jesus for eating meat, offering fish to hungry followers, and venting his anger at a tree, which 

he said showed him to be “unreasonable and unnecessarily petulant.” 

This sort of appraisal of Jesus according to indigenous religious tenets is taken to its most extreme in the 

writings of Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1885–1975), a philosopher-statesman who was perturbed by how 

Hinduism was denigrated by missionaries. He wrote of Jesus as being heavily influenced by Eastern, 

especially Buddhist, ideas—a not unreasonable claim, since Buddha’s writings predate Christianity and may 

have circulated in the Middle East around the time of Jesus. Radhakrishnan noted many parallels between 

Jesus and Buddha, including their miraculous births, selection of disciples who were then sent out on 

missions, close relations with women, triumphal returns into their native cities, and the earth’s quaking when 

they died. “Buddha and Jesus,” he wrote, “are men of the same brotherhood.” 

These are some of the book’s most stimulating chapters, and I couldn’t help agreeing or at least sympathizing 

with many of these thinkers. The emphasis on Jesus’s lineage to King David always seemed to me a 

particularly desperate effort by the Gospel writers to make him fit Old Testament prophecies about the 

Messiah, while the story of Jesus’s physical resurrection—how he surprises Mary at the tomb and shows his 

scars to the disciples—was irrelevant and sort of kitschy. Surely what matters, as these writers pointed out 

again and again, is spiritual rebirth and immortality, not the raising of a corpse, as if Jesus were an Egyptian 

pharaoh. 

I must, however, point out two main weaknesses. One is Sugirtharajah’s excessively apologetic tone toward 

his subjects. He notes that none of them used modern research criteria, such as comparing texts for coherence, 

corroboration, or multiple attestation. But Sugirtharajah unhelpfully calls these “criteria that Western scholars 

routinely employ,” when in fact they are common tools used by scholars of many cultural backgrounds. 

Instead, he says that the writers he discusses used “continental self-reference,” a term he does not define but 

that I pieced together from other works by him. It means that these people made sense of Jesus by comparing 

him to local holy men and their doctrines. This sort of jargon mars the book in several spots and in a way 

weakens the arguments of the writers—their methods of criticizing Jesus are perfectly valid and 

understandable without recourse to postcolonial academese. 

More significant are flaws that crop up when Sugirtharajah leaves South Asia. He does have an excellent 

chapter on minjung Christianity, the South Korean movement pioneered by Ahn Byung Mu (1922–1996). 

Ahn rejected modern Western theology’s lack of interest in searching for the historical Jesus and its 

contentment with seeing him as an allegorical figure. Instead, Ahn demanded that his stories be taken 

seriously as real events. As an opponent of the South Korean military dictatorship, Ahn emphasized Jesus’s 

solidarity with the masses, or minjung in Korean, and the strength he drew from the ordinary people of 

Galilee. 

Less successful are two of Sugirtharajah’s chapters on China. His first chapter recounts the story of the first 

Christians known to have arrived there, the Nestorians, or representatives of the Church of the East. These 

were people from modern-day Syria and Iran whose beliefs were declared to be heretical in the mid-fifth 

century. They reached China in the seventh century during the Tang dynasty, widely reckoned to be China’s 

most open and greatest dynasty, and were given the right to practice their teachings. 

Sugirtharajah unfortunately relies heavily on Martin Palmer’s The Jesus Sutras (2001), a popular but 

unreliable book that translates in a very free fashion a famous Nestorian stele and eight documents found in 
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the Dunhuang cave complex in northwest China. Palmer’s book elides these materials and claims that all of 

them have a Christian orientation, even though this is an overenthusiastic and generous reading. Palmer also 

seemed unaware that two of the texts he translated are widely considered to be forgeries. 

Because Sugirtharajah relies heavily on these secondary sources, it’s hard to have confidence in his 

conclusions about that early Christian community. I found myself flipping back and forth to the endnotes, 

trying to figure out which of his claims I should discount. Adding to the confusion are unclear citations, 

which make it hard to know if Sugirtharajah is citing Palmer or other sources. It’s also flat-out incorrect to 

say, as Sugirtharajah does, that the Nestorian mission was “probably the last time that Christianity and 

Eastern religions met as equals,” when the story of the Jesuits’ work in China a thousand years later reflects 

exactly this spirit. 

So, too, I was disappointed by a chapter on the nineteenth-century Taiping rebellion, which gets a perfunctory 

treatment based on a limited use of secondary sources. This and a general unfamiliarity with Chinese history 

leads to several mistakes, such as the claim that “the Taiping rebellion was one of the earliest religion-

inspired revolts in Asia,” when in fact Chinese history is full of religious uprisings. 

Far more interesting would have been a chapter on early-twentieth-century Christianity in China. This was the 

era of Watchman Nee and Wang Mingdao, preachers who explicitly rejected missionaries’ approach to the 

faith and laid the groundwork for Christianity’s explosive growth today. Like the thinkers that Sugirtharajah 

cites from the subcontinent, these Chinese Christians downplayed the denominational differences imported by 

missionaries and took aspects of the Christian tradition that made the most sense to local worshipers. These 

two preachers spread Christianity to China’s grassroots so that after the Communist takeover in 1949 and the 

expulsion of foreign missionaries, the religion had a firm local base and was able to flourish. This would have 

made a good accompaniment to the South Korean chapter and fit in well with Sugirtharajah’s interest in the 

decolonization of Christianity. 

The problem, of course, in trying to cover such a vast and varied continent is that it is impossible for one 

scholar to master all of its very different languages, so perhaps these are unavoidable weaknesses. Jesus in 

Asia remains a stimulating and provocative book that shows how Asians—like people around the world—

have been trying for centuries to make the man from Galilee one of their own. 

1. 1 

The documents were first published by UCA News, a Hong Kong–based Catholic news agency. See 

“Sinicization of China Church: The Plan in Full,” UCA News, July 31, 2018; and “Protestant Five-Year Plan 

for Chinese Christianity,” UCA News, April 22, 2018. ↩ 

2. 2 

See, for example, the churches mentioned in my “The Brave Catholics of China,” The New York Review, 

March 6, 2014. ↩ 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/the-eastern-jesus/ 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/the-eastern-jesus/#fnr-1
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2014/03/06/brave-catholics-china/
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/the-eastern-jesus/#fnr-2
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/the-eastern-jesus/
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How Do We Preserve the Vanishing Foods of the Earth? 

Apples, Blue Honeysuckles, and the Soviet Seed Collector Who Protected the Earth's Biodiversity 

VIA ECW PRESS 

By Lenore Newman 

 

I finally started to feel like myself again. Newly up and about, I returned to the Granville Island Public 

Market, eager to enjoy the best of both the regional and global food systems. There was still fresh local fruit, 

including the last of the berries. There were blackberries and the first apples of the fall. I could buy, if I 

wished, dozens of types of lettuce and a wide range of greens unknown in North America even 30 years ago. I 

could pick up gai lan, a Chinese broccoli cultivar, or rue, an herb as old as the Romans, with delicate leaves 

and a strong almost soapy scent. There was fresh shiso, a tender Japanese mint that tastes wonderful in 

lemonade. 

It wasn’t always so. I still recall the wonder of first trying romaine lettuce. My parents took me to a “cutting 

edge” restaurant and the waiter made Caesar salad tableside. He took the big wooden bowl and rubbed it with 

a garlic clove, and then mixed a dressing artfully. I remember him cracking a raw egg into the mixture and 

finishing the tossed dish with Romano cheese and anchovies. That was pretty exotic stuff for western Canada 

in 1980. 

I moved through the market, dodging the visual arts students snapping photos of the food. I found a few “pink 

lemonade” lemons, which have naturally pink flesh. I grabbed them, along with the shiso, to slice up and 

make into a lemonade later. A pie in mind, I also bought some Meyer lemons. A hybrid cross of the citron and 

a mandarin/pomelo cultivar, the Meyer is sweet and lush with a distinctive mild citrus flavor and slightly 

orange flesh. They were introduced to the United States in 1908 by Frank Meyer (we will come back to him). 

The Meyer was made popular by chef Alice Waters in the 1970s and further promoted by Martha Stewart a 

few decades later. How did Meyer find a new lemon? Where, ultimately, do new fruits come from? That 

https://ecwpress.com/products/lost-feast?_pos=1&_sid=f4108f3d1&_ss=r
https://lithub.com/author/lenorenewman/
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question leads us straight back to the Mountains of Heaven, the 

Tian Shan. Except this time, we will focus on Malus pumila : the apple. 

As the world’s biodiversity declines, we lose the ability to both repair existing crops and create new ones. 

Imagine a treasure hunt. The earth is covered in interesting plants and animals, and some are unbelievably 

useful. New foods and new medicines wait somewhere over the horizon, still to be discovered. Other wild 

plants we know well. They are the ancestors of our current crops, and we turn to these wild relations when we 

need to breed a new cultivar to resist a disease or pest. I called this wealth of biodiversity a library in the 

previous chapter, and for a good reason; it has much to teach us even now. 

As the world’s biodiversity declines, we lose the ability to both repair existing crops and create new ones. It is 

difficult to pinpoint exactly how bad a problem this is, as biodiversity is spread unevenly across the globe. For 

example, alpine zones (these zones are found above the tree line and below the snow line) cover about three 

percent of the earth’s land surface but are home to an unusual number of species. Half of the world’s 

biodiversity hotspots are on mountains. Of the twenty plant species that supply eighty percent of the world’s 

food, seven originate from the mountain regions. 

We can’t be sure how much of this primary diversity we are losing because of this uneven distribution. 

However, we do know that the earth has lost ten percent of its tropical forest, another hotspot for biodiversity, 

in the last twenty-five years alone. And climate change is pushing species into new ranges, ever farther from 

the equator, as plants migrate to keep up with their preferred climatic conditions. 

In the 1920s and 1930s, when a great deal more of the earth’s primary forest still stood, Russian botanist 

Nikolai Vavilov traveled the world to better understand why some areas of the earth are so lush with diversity. 

Born into a merchant family in Moscow, he grew up listening to his father’s stories of life in a poor rural 

village where crop failures and rationing were common. Vavilov remembered these lessons. Driven to 

improve the security of the world’s crops, he attended the Moscow Agricultural Institute and began an 

adventurous series of world travels to map the planet’s food crops. As his career advanced, he took a post in 

Leningrad where he led the Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences. He worked to improve wheat 

and corn crops and pioneered the identification of wild ancestors of crops in order to combine their genes with 

domesticated relatives, tracing crops to a small number of special areas. 

Vavilov realized that some areas of the planet, particularly mountainous areas, contained a vast diversity of 

niches, little bio-regions sometimes no larger than a valley or cliff face. Evolution ensured that plants and 

animals would adapt to each of these niches, making certain a wondrous diversity would thrive. In his honor, 

we sometimes call the most biodiverse regions of the globe Vavilov Zones. On each trip abroad, he collected 

seeds from a new region of the globe, creating the largest collection of plant genetic material ever assembled. 

Vavilov’s success rested on his ability to take a team of researchers into remote regions and quickly and 

thoroughly gather material in adverse conditions. He lived by his favorite motto: “Life is short: we must 

hurry.” 

In 1929, Vavilov centered his efforts on the apple. Today, apples are the third most popular fruit on earth, 

behind the mango and the banana, and they play an important symbolic role in almost every culture and 

religion. Yet until Vavilov strolled into what is now Almaty, Kazakhstan, near the foothills of the Tian Shan, 

the apple’s origin was lost. The town’s name translates as “where the apples are,” and even today on the 

nearby foothills of the Mountains of Heaven, thickets of apple trees hang heavily with wild fruit. Vavilov 
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recognized the region as the birthplace of the apple, adding that knowledge to his growing understanding of 

where the world’s crops each originated. Vavilov found wondrous apple trees a hundred feet tall, and dwarf 

ones standing waist high. Some of the apples were as big as cantaloupes, others no bigger than cherries. Many 

were inedible, but some were absolute wonders. Several tasted of anise, a flavor I’ve yet to encounter in a 

commercial apple. 

All of these apples are offspring of Malus sieversii, the parent tree of the apple. Like pears, each apple seed 

grows an entirely new cultivar. Vavilov traced the modern apple to a sprawling tangle of forest, and in that 

tangle he documented the ancestors of 150 other food crops. 

You might recall I suggested that the Tian Shan could be the source of the Eden story. This is because no 

other region has spawned so many major crops. Ultimately, Vavilov described 12 such centers of biodiversity, 

tracing our food crops to these key areas. There is one in South Asia. There is one in Ethiopia, one in the 

spine of South America and one in India. The wild ancestors in these zones gave us our most important crops, 

and most of these regions, including the Tian Shan, are threatened today. The Soviets cut up to 80 percent of 

the wild fruit forests down for wood, and though the losses have slowed in recent times, they still continue as 

the region develops. The last of the wild forests are now preserved in Ile-Alatau National Park, a place I 

would dearly love to visit so that I might eat an apple that tastes of anise. These forests in eastern Kazakhstan 

are so important that the USDA has collected over 100,000 seeds from the region. 

Vavilov’s personal story is a sad one. He placed science before politics and managed to get into a fight over 

pea genetics, a rather unlikely crime. Vavilov believed the understanding of genetic trait inheritance 

developed by Austrian scientist and monk Gregor Mendel was largely correct. However, a former student of 

Vavilov, Trofim Lysenko, believed that a contrary theory proposed by Soviet scientists was correct. Lysenko 

became a favorite of Josef Stalin, and Vavilov’s denunciation of Lysenko led to his arrest while he was on an 

expedition in Ukraine. He was sent to Siberia, where he died of starvation in a gulag at the age of 55. Life is 

short: we must hurry. 

Western crops are brought into functioning agricultural systems to save farmers, and the result is more 

pesticides, more fertilizers, new diseases and soil damage. 

Vavilov’s story doesn’t end there, however. While he was in Serbia, his great seed collection remained in 

Leningrad a city under German siege for 28 months during the Great Patriotic War (the Second World War). 

The Soviets had, in a fit of short-sightedness, evacuated the art from the Hermitage but not the quarter million 

samples of food crop diversity, which were arguably a much more valuable treasure. Vavilov’s old team of 

scientists understood the importance of the collection and moved them to the basement for protection from the 

hungry population. Standing guard over a giant buffet of plant matter, nine of the scientists died of starvation 

before the siege was ended. The seeds lived on, and Vavilov was publicly rehabilitated during the Soviet 

Union’s period of “de-Stalinization.” He is now hailed as a hero of Soviet science and lauded by scientists 

worldwide. Lysenko retained his post after the death of Stalin, but he was widely denounced and largely 

forgotten in his old age. The refusal of Lysenko and his comrades to accept Mendel’s theories contributed to 

decades of crop shortfalls in the Soviet Union. 

I wanted to meet a living, breathing fruit hunter. I sat down with Tom Baumann at Krause Berry Farm, an 

hour’s drive southeast from Vancouver and a suitable venue for the fruit-obsessed. The U-Pick fields were 

finished for the season, but the corn stand bustled with smiling people in city shoes towing packs of sunburnt 

children. Customers lined up for the waffle bar and sampled local wines in the replica old-time western 

saloon. People stocked up on frozen berries and related products. Blueberries, raspberries, strawberries, 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                          No. 506  january 2020 
 

 

138 

blackberries. And in the Porch Restaurant, people enjoyed the house specialty: an extraordinarily tall 

strawberry pie. The pie’s crust holds a thick layer of custard and is topped with a mountain of strawberries 

held in place with a jelly-like glaze. The whole affair is topped with clouds of whipped cream. The staff take a 

special training session on how to cut the pie without breaking it. I watched my slice jiggle tantalizingly on 

my plate. Across from me (and my pie), Tom sipped his coffee. 

Tom Baumann wears several hats: professor, agricultural expert and farmer. However, he is also a fruit 

hunter, working on the front lines of culinary exploration. Tom holds master’s degrees from German and 

Canadian universities and is always good for a culinary wonder. He grows miracle berries (Synsepalum 

dulcificum) for his students, an African fruit that chemically alters the function of our taste buds for a short 

time so that one’s brain registers sour tastes as sweet. The last time I wandered past his greenhouses, they 

were full of papaya. He loves exotic and tropical fruits, and he has strong opinions on fruit flavors. 

Tom follows a long tradition of explorers. As early as 1500 BCE, Queen Hatshepsut of Egypt sent a team 

along South Africa’s eastern coast to find new and exciting fruit. William Dampier, a pirate turned botanist, 

was commissioned by King William III to hunt fruit around the world, and he published an adventure book in 

1697, describing his travels in search of pirate gold and exciting snacks. Vavilov blazed his own trail around 

the world, and Frank Meyer of Meyer lemon fame made repeated trips into the most remote parts of China in 

search of the next great flavor. No stranger to the perils of plant hunting, Frank Meyer vanished from a 

steamer in transit between Wuhan and Nanjing in 1918. Tom conducted similar adventures. Back in suburban 

Canada, I settled in to hear about travel and fruit. 

I mentioned to Tom that I was writing about lost cultivars. He winced and started in on a familiar problem: 

the loss of landraces. 

“The loss is painful. So many cultivars lost. It makes me sick,” Tom said. 

“Me too. I read about these lost fruit cultivars, and I wonder what they were like.” 

Tom pounded the table, sending my pie wobbling. “Super-crops spread around the world with the patents held 

by big companies. Western crops are brought into functioning agricultural systems to ‘save’ farmers, and the 

result is more pesticides, more fertilizers, new diseases and soil damage. We need to go back to landraces. We 

are losing the key to sustainable farming.” 

After agreeing wholeheartedly in between bites of pie, I asked Tom about whether he hunted for new fruits to 

help counter the loss of old cultivars. And how did he get interested in such an adventurous line of work in the 

first place? In his case, the passion was long in the making. He became interested in fruit on his great aunt’s 

farm in Germany, where he was picking berries by the age of five and driving the tractor by the age of seven. 

He toured farms with his father and continued picking berries for money while he was in university, where he 

wrote a master’s thesis on the mechanical harvesting of raspberries. This work brought him to the town of 

Abbotsford in western Canada, and he enjoyed it so much there that he convinced his whole family to move 

to the region. He quickly advanced in his government research and consulting work and eventually took his 

current position at the University of the Fraser Valley as a berry expert in the department of agriculture. 

“But,” he paused, looking longingly south at the mountains, “fruit hunters always want what they can’t have 

locally.” 
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In his case, this led to a love of the tropics, where he could locate rare breeds of fruit such as strawberry 

papayas and exotic mangoes in all colors of the rainbow. He explored fruit markets in Hawaii, finding unusual 

breeds growing on small farms and in people’s yards. He is particularly enamored with the allspice and ackee 

fruit in Jamaica, and he makes regular trips to Florida to study citrus varieties. Tom keeps a private 

greenhouse of delicate tropical plants carefully protected from the Canadian winters. I listened in wonder. 

And I thought my apple and pear trees were a lot of work. 

I ask Tom the big question: are there really a lot of fruits left out there to bring to the global market? 

“Hundreds, at least. Maybe thousands. Entire species, and high-quality ones. Some are still in the jungles and 

forests, some you find at markets in rural villages.” 

Tom sees the future of fruit emerging from several poorly cataloged regions, such as pockets of Africa, 

particularly West Africa; Papua New Guinea, where hundreds of fruits haven’t even been cataloged; and rural 

Indonesia, Malaysia and China. Many fruits of the Indian subcontinent are largely unknown in the west. He 

paints me a picture of new flavors, new cuisines, unknown fruit adventures. Spend time in any of these places 

and you might find something entirely new to Western tastes. 

“You know, there is a lot here to draw upon locally as well.” 

That surprised me. How could British Columbia possibly have culinary secrets to yield? Tom began with an 

example, describing a fruit I’d never experienced. Lonicera caerulea, the haskap or blue honeysuckle, is a 

large berry native to the cool temperate regions of North America, including the boreal forests of Canada. It is 

a deciduous shrub that grows about two meters tall, with gentle waxy pale grayish-green leaves. It has a pale 

dusty blue skin, the flowers are yellowish white, and the fruit is rectangular in shape and between the size of a 

grape and a blueberry. 

The word haskap comes from the Indigenous Ainu people of northern Japan, who have enjoyed the berry for 

centuries. The haskap plant thrives happily in temperatures as low as minus 50 degrees Celsius, a handy trait 

in a country where temperatures in its northern regions can drop to forty below zero. (I experienced this level 

of cold once in Calgary. It was enough to encourage me to shift my research towards the equator.) They ripen 

even earlier than strawberries and work well in pastries, jams, juice, ice cream, yogurt and candy and are 

considered to be a superfood, rich in micronutrients and antioxidants. Tom has been working for more than a 

decade to foster a haskap industry in British Columbia, creating cultivars that thrive in the more temperate 

climates found around Abbotsford and that are easier to harvest than the wild plants. Taming the haskap is 

slow, methodical work. He thinks they have a great color and outstanding antioxidant properties, and he 

believes haskap could easily develop into a profitable addition to local farm fields. 

Tom leaned back and promised to invite me to a haskap tasting. 

“There are a lot of native plants here that might work as commercial crops. The wild space is still intact; the 

material is there to find.” He laments a lack of government funding for such programs. Taking a wild crop and 

making it bigger, more flavorful and more reliable takes years of work. “The Indigenous Peoples of these 

regions grew hundreds of crops using various agricultural techniques. We just didn’t see them as crops. It’s a 

huge loss.” 
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I sighed. When Europeans colonized British Columbia, they discounted local agriculture and actively 

prevented Indigenous people from cultivating and harvesting their local foods. 

As I mop up the last of my pie, Tom leaves me with a question. With global trade, everyone wants the same 

crop, which limits local varieties. Yet the future of small growers is tied to interest in unusual foods. It isn’t 

clear which system will ultimately dominate. How can we preserve the lost foods that remain? 

As he leaves, Tom muses about the Ansault pear. It might, he suggests, still be hiding out there. Pear trees live 

a reasonably long time under ideal conditions, and someone might have taken a cutting of an Ansault, keeping 

the cultivar alive. Some fruit hunters specialize in rescuing old varieties; somewhere, someone might be 

looking for the Ansault, and it might still be there to be found. 

A few weeks later, Tom invited me to a haskap tasting. His group had turned out haskap jelly and a lovely 

crisp made with frozen berries topped with brown sugar and rolled oats. The haskap reminds me of the 

Saskatoon berry. They are juicy and both sweet and tart, with a complex flavor, a tiny bit of waxiness and a 

touch of astringency. Both berries are a little like blueberries, a fruit I like more and more as I get older. I’d 

eat haskap berries if they were more widely available. I wondered if they would navigate the hurdles to 

commercialization, but for the moment, I was content to have had the pleasure of experiencing a new fruit. 

________________________________ 
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Excerpted from Lost Feast: Culinary Extinction and the Future of Food by Lenore Newman. © by Lenore 

Newman. Published by ECW Press Ltd.  www.ecwpress.com. 

 

Lenore Newman 

Lenore Newman is the Canada Research Chair in Food Security and Environment at the University of the 

Fraser Valley. She is the author of the acclaimed Speaking in Cod Tongues: A Canadian Culinary 

Journey. She divides her time between Vancouver and Roberts Creek, British Columbia. 

 

https://lithub.com/how-do-we-preserve-the-vanishing-foods-of-the-earth/ 

  

https://ecwpress.com/products/lost-feast?_pos=1&_sid=f4108f3d1&_ss=r
http://www.ecwpress.com/
https://lithub.com/author/lenorenewman/
https://lithub.com/how-do-we-preserve-the-vanishing-foods-of-the-earth/
https://lithub.com/author/lenorenewman/
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New artifacts show humans reached Greek islands earlier than thought 

By Michael Irving 

 

An archaeologist works in a pit at Stelida, Naxos 

Evaggelos Tzoumenekas 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

The early chapters of the story of human migration are constantly being rewritten as new discoveries bring 

more information to light. The latest update comes from the Greek island of Naxos, where new archaeological 

finds show that early humans, Neanderthals and other hominins have occupied the site for around 200,000 

years – far earlier than previously believed. 

Although it changes regularly, the currently-accepted story says that modern humans arose in Africa roughly 

300,000 years ago, before migrating away from the continent only 120,000 years ago. Other bones suggest we 

left as early as 194,000 years ago. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/ancient-stone-tools-china-human-migration/55425/
https://newatlas.com/earliest-human-fossil-outside-africa/53155/
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But we weren’t the first human species to leave – Homo erectus is thought to have migrated out about 1.9 

million years ago, before spreading across Asia and Europe by 1.2 million years ago. They eventually gave 

rise to Neanderthals, who were widespread across Eurasia between 500,000 and 32,000 years ago. 

That said, most of this evidence comes from continental mainlands. It’s long been thought that hominins 

hadn’t made it to the Mediterranean islands until about 9,000 years ago – very recently, on the scale of things. 

That comes from the arguably-cocky idea that modern humans were the only ones smart enough to figure out 

how to build boats. 

But now, that idea may have been broken by the discovery of new artifacts on Naxos. This island lies in the 

Aegean Sea between Greece and Turkey, and was assumed inaccessible until the last few thousand years. 

At Stelida, on the northwest coast of Naxos, the researchers found hundreds of thousands of stone tools and 

weapons. These provide evidence that the site has been home to activity by Neanderthals, early modern 

humans and other hominins for almost 200,000 years. 

“Until recently, this part of the world was seen as irrelevant to early human studies but the results force us to 

completely rethink the history of the Mediterranean islands,” says Tristan Carter, lead author of the study. 

So how did our ancestors get to Naxos? There’s a chance that early humans and possibly even Neanderthals 

managed to build crude boats that could carry them the short distance to the island. 

But the leading theory put forward by the researchers is that they walked there. After all, during past ice ages 

the sea levels fell, which could have revealed land bridges that connected Naxos and other islands to the 

mainland. In fact, it might even have opened up new paths between Africa and Europe, saving hominins the 

trouble of walking all the way around the Mediterranean Sea. 

While the new discovery sounds like quite a departure from previous beliefs, it actually fits somewhat nicely 

into a timeline raised by other recent finds. A human skull found in a cave on mainland Greece has been dated 

to about 210,000 years ago – not long before those found on Naxos. 

More work will of course need to be done to confirm the presence of early humans on the Greek islands, 

including looking for bodily remains that can indicate which species may have been present and when. 

The research was published in the journal Science Advances. The team discusses the work in the video below. 

Welcome to Stelida 

Source: McMaster University 

We recommend 

1. Vermillion Shares Perk up on Appointment of Industry Veteran to Board 

GenomeWeb, 2011 

https://newatlas.com/human-skull-greece-oldest-europe/60507/
https://advances.sciencemag.org/content/5/10/eaax0997
https://brighterworld.mcmaster.ca/articles/rewriting-history-scientists-find-evidence-that-early-human-moved-through-the-mediterranean-much-earlier-than-believed/
https://www.genomeweb.com/dxpgx/vermillion-shares-perk-appointment-industry-veteran-board?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
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2. Compugen Cuts Q3 Loss 

GenomeWeb, 2010 

3. SAEC, Chinese University Partner on Genetic Research into Drug-induced Serious Adverse Events 

GenomeWeb, 2011 

1. Coriell Teams with NIH on Stem Cell Offering 

GenomeWeb, 2011 

2. New York State OKs CBLPaths PCR-based Testing Services 

GenomeWeb, 2010 

3. SciGene to Manufacture BlueGnome Systems 

GenomeWeb, 2011 

 

https://newatlas.com/science/evidence-humans-greek-island-migration-timeline/ 

  

https://www.genomeweb.com/compugen-cuts-q3-loss?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.genomeweb.com/dxpgx/saec-chinese-university-partner-genetic-research-drug-induced-serious-adverse-ev?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.genomeweb.com/coriell-teams-nih-stem-cell-offering?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.genomeweb.com/dxpgx/new-york-state-oks-cblpaths-pcr-based-testing-services?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.genomeweb.com/arrays/scigene-manufacture-bluegnome-systems?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://newatlas.com/science/evidence-humans-greek-island-migration-timeline/
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Aspirin may halve air pollution harms 

Columbia University's Mailman School of Public Health 

Summary: 

A new study is the first to report evidence that nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) like aspirin 

may lessen the adverse effects of air pollution exposure on lung function. The researchers found that the use 

of any NSAID nearly halved of the effect of PM on lung function, with the association consistent across all 

four weekly air pollution measurements from same-day to 28 days prior to the lung function test. 

Share: 

     

FULL STORY 

 

 

Aspirin pills (stock image). 

Credit: © blueskies9 / Adobe Stock 

https://stock.adobe.com/
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A new study is the first to report evidence that nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) like aspirin 

may lessen the adverse effects of air pollution exposure on lung function. The team of researchers from the 

Columbia Mailman School of Public Health, Harvard Chan School of Public Health, Boston University 

School of Medicine published their findings in the American Journal of Respiratory and Critical Care 

Medicine. 

The researchers analyzed a subset of data collected from a cohort of 2,280 male veterans from the greater 

Boston area who were given tests to determine their lung function. The average age of participants was 73 

years. The researchers examined the relationship between test results, self-reported NSAID use, and ambient 

particulate matter (PM) and black carbon in the month preceding the test, while accounting for a variety of 

factors, including the health status of the subject and whether or not he was a smoker. They found that the use 

of any NSAID nearly halved of the effect of PM on lung function, with the association consistent across all 

four weekly air pollution measurements from same-day to 28 days prior to the lung function test. 

Because most of the people in the study cohort who took NSAIDs used aspirin, the researchers say the 

modifying effect they observed was mainly from aspirin, but add that effects of non-aspirin NSAIDs are 

worthy of further exploration. While the mechanism is unknown, the researchers speculate that NSAIDs 

mitigate inflammation brought about by air pollution. 

"Our findings suggest that aspirin and other NSAIDs may protect the lungs from short-term spikes in air 

pollution," says first and corresponding author Xu Gao, PhD, a post-doctoral research scientist in the 

Department of Environmental Health Sciences at the Columbia Mailman School. "Of course, it is still 

important to minimize our exposure to air pollution, which is linked to a host of adverse health effects, from 

cancer to cardiovascular disease." 

"While environmental policies have made considerable progress toward reducing our overall exposure to air 

pollution, even in places with low levels of air pollution, short-term spikes are still commonplace," says 

senior author Andrea Baccarelli, MD, PhD, chair of the Department of Environmental Health Sciences at the 

Columbia Mailman School. "For this reason, it is important to identify means to minimize those harms." 

An earlier study by Baccarelli found that B vitamins may also play a role in reducing the health impact of air 

pollution. 

Co-authors include Brent Coull, Xihong Lin, and Joel Schwartz at Harvard; and Pantel Vokonas at the Boston 

University School of Medicine.The current study was supported by grants from the National Institute of 

Environmental Health Sciences (ES009089, ES021733, ES025225, ES027747). The VA Normative Aging 

Study is supported by the Cooperative Studies Program/Epidemiology Research and Information Center of 

the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs and is a component of the Massachusetts Veterans Epidemiology 

Research and Information Center in Boston. 

 

Story Source: 

Materials provided by Columbia University's Mailman School of Public Health. Note: Content may be edited 

for style and length. 

https://www.mailman.columbia.edu/public-health-now/news/aspirin-may-prevent-air-pollution-harms
https://www.mailman.columbia.edu/
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Journal Reference: 

1. Xu Gao, Brent Coull, Xihong Lin, Pantel Vokonas, Joel Schwartz, Andrea A 

Baccarelli. Nonsteroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drugs Modify the Effect of Short-Term Air Pollution on 

Lung Function. American Journal of Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine, 2019; 

DOI: 10.1164/rccm.201905-1003LE 

 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191002165233.htm 

  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1164/rccm.201905-1003LE
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/10/191002165233.htm
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Mourning Problems 

by Xi Chuan 
Issue no. 213 (Summer 2015) 

an ant dies, and no one mourns 

a bird dies, and no one mourns if it isn’t a crested ibis 

a monkey dies, and monkeys mourn 

a monkey dies, and people pry open its skull 

a shark dies, and another shark keeps swimming 

a tiger dies, and some people mourning are mourning themselves 

a person dies, and some people mourn and some people don’t 

a person dies, and some people mourn and some even applaud 

a generation dies, and the next generation doesn’t really mourn 

a country dies, most of the time just leaving apocrypha 

a country that doesn’t leave apocrypha wasn’t a real country 

if it wasn’t a real country, when it dies no one mourns 

no one mourns, and the wind blows in vain 

rivers flow in vain, washing over rocks in vain 

glistening in vain, making vain ripples 

the river dies, and it’s not for man to mourn 

the wind dies, and it’s not for man to mourn 

the river and wind make their way to the sea, the sea as vast as in Zhuangzi 

the vast sea dies, and you will have to die 

the dragon king dies, and you will have to die 

the moon doesn’t mourn, there’s no one on the moon 

the stars don’t mourn, the stars aren’t flesh and blood 

—Translated from the Chinese by Lucas Klein 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “Awake in Nanjing” by Xi Chuan, also published in Issue 213, Summer 2015? 

 A brief essay on the view from Xi Chuan’s window in Beijing, published on the Daily in 2012? 

 

https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?zx=8owyqwphmxti#inbox/FMfcgxwDrlVnQHqKGjpljNdXknvdPGSM 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=7fe17bcf26&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=69c7abd7fd&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b4f77451fd&e=d538c8f2e0
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?zx=8owyqwphmxti#inbox/FMfcgxwDrlVnQHqKGjpljNdXknvdPGSM
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Caplan’s ‘case against education’ (1) 

Jesús Zamora Bonilla October 14, 2019 

Photo: Matthew T Rader / Unsplash 

It’s a pitty that Bryan Caplan’s extremely interesting book The Case Against Education: Why the Education 

System Is a Waste of Time and Money 1, published in 2018, has not deserved more careful attention in the 

public and permanent debate over education (see here an early review in Spanish by Juan Ignacio Pérez 

Iglesias). I think part of the reason is that the book’s conclusions are so extreme that the most than reasonable 

elements of its analysis and of its message are easily discarded tout court as merely a part of a silly proposal. 

Caplan’s well known ultra libertarianism of the Randian type does not help to make him, or his works, 

amiable in a area (education economics, or education in general) that has traditionally leant towards the left, 

or at least towards a strong ideological submission to the state, left- or right-winged), not only in the United 

States (the country whose system is studied in the book, and where its advices are basically addressed to), but 

also in the rest of the world. After all, public education, both in the sense of universal, free and compulsory 

education for children and adolescents, and of a strongly subsidised university system, is taken to be one of 

the fundamental pillars of the modern welfare state and of the democratic systems. Education is universally 

seen as a first-rate social investment, if not the best one, and lagging behind other countries in terms of the 

GNP share of education expenditure is systematically a reason for shame in the political sphere. A voice that 

claims that we should spend not only less, but quite a lot less, in education at basically all levels will 

expectably be received with incredulity, or worse, with nothing but silence, no matter how relevant the 

arguments and data behind the proposals are. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/jesus-zamora/
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/14/caplans-case-against-education-1/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6302-1
https://www.jakiunde.eus/blog/2018/08/el-caso-contra-la-educacion-una-resena/
https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ayn_Rand
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Caplan claims in his introduction that his book “does not try to change your mind about brute facts, it tries to 

chance your mind about the best way to interpret facts you’ve known for ages”. In a parallel fashion, my aim 

here is trying to show that Caplan’s new interpretation can only be partially accepted, in a way that his most 

radical political proposals are hardly the best way to attack the flaws that his own interpretation of 

the problems more ore less rightly identifies. I mean, I shall accept a big part of his diagnostic, but will argue 

for a different treatment of the patient. Since this review is necessarily short, I can only summarize very 

briefly the core of the book’s points, and will leave for the next entry my comments on Caplan’s practical 

proposals. 

In a way, the only thing that Caplan does in the book (as many good books do) is to apply a simple and 

logical idea to a field that has been reticent to derive the consequences that follow from it: the idea is just that 

education diplomas, and education attainment in general, basically have a signalling role (José Luis Ferreira 

commented it here a few years ago); this simply means that employers use the education levels of candidates 

to a job as a useful information about the quality of the people, without necessarily assuming that 

the content of the things learned during that education are particularly useful for the job in question. Since the 

field of information economics started to bloom fifty years ago, ‘education as signalling’ has been a 

commonplace for its practitioners, though, as Caplan complains, this (platitude?) hasn’t had the mildest 

influence on the field of economics of education, not to say on education policy. These latter fields are 

dominated, instead, by what Caplan calls ‘the Human Capital model’: the assumption that education consists 

in creating ‘human capital’, i.e., useful abilities that are the ones that employers are looking for when 

selecting an employee. According to this orthodox model, there is just a linear causal relation between the 

amount of resources (money, time, effort…) employed in the education system, and the economic 

productivity of a country (not to mention other socially desirable ‘by-products’ of the education years, like a 

more enlightened and less violent citizenry). This orthodoxy accepts that some signalling exist in the labour 

market (after all, what better measure of the human capital accumulated by a person than her own CV?), but 

denies that this may have any significant effect on the quality and quantity of the education provided and of 

the human capital created. 

Caplan, instead, accumulates fact upon fact to show the shaky basis of this orthodoxy, though many of the 

stubborn statistical facts described in the book do little more than convincing you that you already knew the 

essentials through your own direct experience of the education system. And what are these essentials? I will 

comment here the most important two ones. First, that most of what is taught from the school to the university 

is basically useless for the immense majority of the jobs most people end performing. The enigma (from the 

theoretical economist’s point of view) is not whether those ‘contents’ may or may not serve for other things 

apart from those jobs, but why employers are willing not only to use the diplomas as signs of ‘worker 

quality’, but to offer, as they actually do, more than substantial salary increments for each additional 

education level (for example, the mean salary for people with a Master’s degree is around 90.000

; with a High School degree, 40.000

; US data from 2012). 

But it’s a universally known fact (repeatedly brought to light by scrupulous social surveys, if direct 

acquaintance were not enough proof) that most of the people don’t learn most of what their teachers explicitly 

taught them, and forget very soon most of what they have happened to learn. More sophisticated evidence is 

needed (and Caplan does provide it) to show that the efficiency with which tacit abilities (like, e.g., verbal 

competence, critical thinking, reasoning strategies, a taste for high culture…) are implicitly taught and learned 

is not better than that of the explicit curriculum, but usually still worse. Hence, if all this is so, why do 

employers prefer (and are ready to pay more than double for) hiring a youngster with a Master degree instead 

of one of similar age with a mere High School degree? 

https://mappingignorance.org/2013/10/25/evidence-of-education-as-a-signal/
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Caplan suggests that the ‘signal’ displayed by the diploma is not relevant as information about the 

skills supposedly contained in the syllabus backing the diploma, but merely about the candidate’s general 

intelligence, conformity, and perseverance (or, to use Caplan’s term, ‘conscientiousness’): the more steps in 

the education system you have surpassed, the more of these three things you needed to have to begin with. 

The question is, will these capacities of a particular individual have been created by the education process (as 

a sculptor that creates a statue out of a marble block)? Or will they be pre-existing, and the only role of the 

school or the college will have been to select the individuals having them, and certify their having them (more 

or less as an art expert hired by a museum to know whether a particular statue is original or fake)? The 

Human Capital model assumes the first answer is right, giving only a marginal role to the second. The, so to 

say, Pure Signalling model assumes the opposite. Caplan concedes that the truth must lie somewhere in 

between; his own estimate, through more or less painful statistical work, and with lots of generous 

assumptions for the orthodox alternative, is that education is about an 80% signalling and only a 20% human 

capital. 

This, of course, leads to the second well known fact: grade inflation. For many jobs that decades ago were 

competently performed by people that, on average, had a certain education level, now it is required to have a 

much higher degree. This inflation is one of the main reasons to fear about the most dangerous mistake 

committed, according to Caplan, by defenders of the Human Capital model: the fallacy of composition. It is 

obviously true that, for a single individual, it is enormously profitable to reach the highest diploma she can 

attain: at the individual level, education pays; the effort, the time and the money invested in attending the 

school and the university are compensated enough (on average) by the extra gains this education will grant 

you in the future (though, I would add, in countries like US, with its system of student loans, this may be near 

to cease to be the case in many cases). But the social gains a country enjoys thanks to education are not the 

simple sum of the individual gains, because the latter are essentially competitive: the job you get is not given 

to the one with the second best CV. To see the reason, imagine that by art of magic everybody in a country 

wakes up tomorrow with an additional diploma; the more these diplomas are useful because the 

signal relative competence, and the less they are useful because they signal real new abilities (i.e., the more 

right is the Pure Signalling model, and the less right is the Human Capital model), the less will the economy 

grow (for workers productivity will have increased little), but the more replete will your CV have to be in 

order to warrant you a decent job. 

Hence, there is no immediate, linear connection between the growth in salary that more education warrants an 

individual, and the growth in productivity the country has thanks to the sum of all that additional education. 

The last fact we will mention in this first part of our review refers, precisely, to another way of looking at this 

difference. For individuals, the interest rate of investment in education is, on average, about 9% (it’s a really 

good investment). In contrast, national investment in education seems to contribute to GNP with just an 

interest of 1-3%. In both cases, correlation is not the same as causation: after all, both one family and one 

country can invest more on education, not because this will be produce more rent in the future, but because 

they are more wealthy now. But statistics allow to discriminate the causal direction more easily in the 

individual than in the national case, and so we can take the 9% figure at face value, but be a little more sceptic 

about the 1-3% figure (i.e., perhaps wealthy countries are not more wealthy because they have spent more on 

education, but spend more on education because they are more wealthy, and education is what economists call 

a ‘luxury good’). 

In the next entry, I shall comment on the (dramatic) political consequences Caplan derives from facts like 

these. 
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