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Special immune cells found in people aged 110+ are rare in the young 

By Michael Irving 

A biomarker in hair could help diagnose schizophrenia 

Rosa García-Verdugo   

One of the hardest things when dealing with psychiatric illness is to come up with a clear diagnosis, but it 

seems that now it might be possible to diagnose schizophrenia just by analysing a certain biomarker in 

people’s hair. 

Mental illness. Mural on the Berlin Wall by Chitrapa 

In an article recently published in the EMBO Journal of Molecular Medicine 1, a Japanese group of 

researchers led by Takeo Yoshikawa found that an enzyme responsible for the production of hydrogen 

sulphide (HS), Mpst, is unregulated in the brains of both mice and human with schizophrenia symptoms like 

the startle response to stimuli. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://mappingignorance.org/author/rosa-garcia-verdugo/
https://starvingneuron.com/neurociencia/the-smell-of-disease/
https://www.embopress.org/doi/full/10.15252/emmm.201910695
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/11/18/a-biomarker-in-hair-could-help-diagnose-schizophrenia/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6371-1
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But let’s start from the beginning, schizophrenia is a very complex mental illness (so much so that some 

people consider it not one but an array of diseases), characterised for symptoms ranging from impaired social 

behaviour to delusions and auditory hallucinations. With a strong genetic component (about 80% of the 

causality is associated with certain genetic variations), usually an environmental trigger like drug use or 

emotional trauma will mark the onset of the symptoms. From this variability, it seems pretty obvious that to 

reach a conclusive diagnosis before the symptomatic stage is complicated. And there is where this biomarker 

in hair could help diagnose schizophrenia. 

Concept of repulse inhibition (PPI) serves in the lab to study the startle response to stimuli. What does PPI 

involve? When we hear a strong scary noise, we are usually not as startled if we heard another loud similar 

noise shortly before. That means we have a high PPI. But schizophrenia patients, on the other hand, will be 

equally startled by the second noise, regardless of the presence of a first “preparing” sound. They have 

therefore low PPI. 

 

Hair follicles could have the answer…Credit: Popular Science Monthly Volume 71 

Like humans, mice also show this PPI, and the researchers found that mice with low PPI (let’s call them 

schizo-like) had increased levels of expression of the enzyme Mpst. What’s more, reducing the levels of 

Mpst, also increased the PPI in the affected mice. 

https://www.iflscience.com/brain/schizophrenia-revealed-be-8-genetically-distinct-disorders/
https://archive.org/details/popularsciencemo71newyuoft
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But what about Mpst? Does it also have an altered expression in humans affected by schizophrenia? The 

answer, as shown by the team’s results, is yes. And, not only there is a correlation with increased levels of 

Mpst in the brain, but also a correlation with the severity of the symptoms experienced during the life of those 

patients whose brain were examined (postmortem). 

Knowing that, the researchers gathered hair follicles from more than 150 people and examined the expression 

levels of Mpst, finding that those were much higher in people diagnosed with schizophrenia. And this is how 

a biomarker in hair could help diagnose schizophrenia. Still, Mpst is not a 100% reliable biomarker, possibly 

because schizophrenia is not one but various diseases, and some patients might have some characteristics that 

others do not share. 

Not only has this discovery the potential of revolutionising disease diagnosis but also the search for novel 

treatment targets. But the most interesting thing by far is the finding that the cause might be an impaired cell 

energy metabolism as a result of epigenetic modifications leading to the over expression of Mpst and other 

anti-oxidative genes. But what is driving these epigenetic changes? It seems that inflammatory/oxidative 

threats in early brain development could produce an anti-oxidative response mediated by Mpst which would 

affect cell metabolism and in turn lead to schizophrenia. 

In conclusion, a new biomarker in hair could help early diagnosis of -some- schizophrenia cases and offers 

hope for new drug discovery. Now, only time will tell how far Mpst can take us. 

References 

1. M. Ide at al (2019) Excess hydrogen sulfide and polysulfides production underlies a schizophrenia 

pathophysiology EMBO Mol Med doi: 10.15252/emmm.201910695 ↩ 
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A new study has found that people aged over 110 have high numbers of certain immune cells 

SIphotography/Depositphotos 

Statistically, it’s unlikely that most of us will ever reach our 110th birthday, so scientists are fascinated by 

those few that do. In a new study, researchers looked at the immune systems of people who have hit the 

milestone, and found that they have a high number of a particular type of immune cell that’s rare even in 

healthy, younger people. 

Even in our world of modern medicine, supercentenarians (people over the age of 110) are extremely rare, 

with estimates saying there are less than 1,000 such people worldwide. Perhaps not surprisingly, previous 

studies have shown that people who make it to 110 years old generally seem to avoid illnesses like cancer or 

infections throughout their whole lifetimes. 

So for the new study, researchers at the RIKEN Center for Integrative Medical Science (IMS) and Keio 

University set out to examine the immune systems of supercentenarians and compare them to younger people. 

They took over 40,000 cells from seven supercentenarian subjects, and about 20,000 cells from five control 

subjects, aged in their 50s to 80s. 

https://depositphotos.com/50363235/stock-photo-closeup-portrait-depressed-old-woman.html
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/rej.2019.2179
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There were a few major differences between the immune cells of the supercentenarians and those of the 

younger control group. The older subjects had fewer B cells – those that produce antibodies to fight pathogens 

– but had about the same number of T cells, the foot soldiers of the immune system. 

But the real surprise was that compared to the controls, the supercentenarians had a much higher level of one 

particular type of T cell. Cytotoxic cells kill other cells, and while they accounted for between 10 and 20 

percent of all T cells in the control group, up to a whopping 80 percent of the supercentenarians’ T cells were 

cytotoxic. 

Even more interesting was where these special cells had come from. Normally, cytotoxic cells have a marker 

known as CD8, while others with a CD4 marker are not cytotoxic. The team’s original assumption was that 

the older folk must have had more CD8-positive cells, but that wasn’t the case. Instead, it appeared that their 

CD4-positive cells had become cytotoxic. 

The team then examined the cells of the young subjects, and found that they had relatively few cytotoxic CD4 

cells. This suggests that rather than having immune systems that are “young” for their age, the 

supercentenarians have actually adapted to the late stages of aging in their own unique way. On closer 

examination of the blood cells of two supercentenarians in particular, the team found that the cells had been 

created as clones of a single ancestor cell. 

Of course, more work will need to be done, given the very small test group. But overall, the study helps to 

paint a fuller picture of health in aging. 

“CD4-positive cells generally work by generating cytokines, while CD8-positive cells are cytotoxic, and it 

may be that the combination of these two features allows these individuals to be especially healthy,” says 

Piero Carninci, corresponding author of the study. “We believe that this type of cells, which are relatively 

uncommon in most individuals, even young, are useful for fighting against established tumors, and could be 

important for immunosurveillance. This is exciting as it has given us new insights into how people who live 

very long lives are able to protect themselves from conditions such as infections and cancer.” 

The research was published in the journal PNAS. 

Source: RIKEN 

We recommend 

1. Adults living in residential settings should be screened for varicella immunity 

Healio 

2. Two genes may cause majority of AMD cases 

Healio 

https://www.pnas.org/content/early/2019/11/11/1907883116
https://www.riken.jp/en/news_pubs/research_news/2019/20191113_1/index.html
https://www.healio.com/infectious-disease/vaccine-preventable-diseases/news/online/%7B149a3fdf-4302-452d-88d3-86aae412d905%7D/adults-living-in-residential-settings-should-be-screened-for-varicella-immunity?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Healio__TrendMD_1
https://www.healio.com/ophthalmology/retina-vitreous/news/online/%7Bcbd5a4b2-f815-48e8-83cf-1ec3756d09a4%7D/two-genes-may-cause-majority-of-amd-cases?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Healio__TrendMD_1
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3. Clarity, Progress can be Found in Nomenclature 

Healio 

1. Efficacy of nintedanib and docetaxel in patients with advanced lung adenocarcinoma treated with 

first-line chemotherapy and second-line immunotherapy in the nintedanib NPU program 

. 

2. Nepal makes significant progress toward measles elimination 

Healio 

3. Herd protection may be playing an important role in reducing outbreaks 

Healio 

 

https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/special-immune-cells-people-aged-110/ 

 

  

https://www.healio.com/gastroenterology/therapeutics-diagnostics/news/print/healio-gastroenterology/%7Bf3bbf280-47bd-4d7f-9124-bbde483e7816%7D/clarity-progress-can-be-found-in-nomenclature?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Healio__TrendMD_1
https://rd.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs12094-019-02053-7?utm_campaign=BI_Sep_2019_Springer&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://rd.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs12094-019-02053-7?utm_campaign=BI_Sep_2019_Springer&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://www.healio.com/pediatrics/vaccine-preventable-diseases/news/online/%7Baa2f4868-4bc3-4d9f-81ee-3aeeffcf1c2c%7D/nepal-makes-significant-progress-toward-measles-elimination?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Healio__TrendMD_1
https://www.healio.com/pediatrics/vaccine-preventable-diseases/news/print/infectious-diseases-in-children/%7B64836da4-db18-4030-88f7-6bfc9ecf1c3b%7D/herd-protection-may-be-playing-an-important-role-in-reducing-outbreaks?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Healio__TrendMD_1
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/special-immune-cells-people-aged-110/
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Mexico City’s ‘walking fish’ 

While gaining traction as a symbol of Mexico City, these curious amphibians offer hope for healing the 

human body, but face near extinction in the wild. 

 By Megan Frye 

Frankie was missing half his face. A fungal infection had come over the little axolotl, a native amphibian of 

the waterways of Mexico City. 

But Frankie, along with other axolotls, have a special talent. Veterinarian and axolotl researcher Erika Servín 

Zamora, who was also Frankie’s caregiver, said she was astounded to see the animal’s remarkable 

regeneration abilities that she’d read about in her studies. Within two months, Frankie had grown a new, fully 

functional eye, and life was back to normal in his tank at the city’s Chapultepec Zoo. 

Frankie might not have been so lucky in his native habitat, just about 30km south of the zoo. The axolotl, 

though gaining traction as a symbol of Mexico City, and specifically of the southern borough of Xochimilco, 

a Unesco World Heritage site, is nearly extinct in the wild due to increases in invasive fish species and water 

pollution in the city’s troubled canals. Making things worse, Frankie is an albino axolotl, which means he’s 

light pink with frilly, pink gills coming off his head – he’d be easy prey for Xochimilco’s invasive tilapia in 

the dark, murky waters. 

Known locally as “water monsters”, axolotls have a love-them-or-leave-them appearance. For some, these 

20cm-long, soft-skinned, water dwellers are considered adorable, with the appearance of a perpetual smile. 

For others, these four-toed amphibians are just plain odd.         

Despite their somewhat polarising looks, they are of particular interest to scientists hoping that axolotls like 

Frankie just might teach us humans the regeneration trick someday. 

“Scientists are looking to benefit from the regenerative properties of axolotls by applying them to people who 

are injured in accidents, wars or suffering illness – people who lose limbs,” Servín Zamora said. “Others are 

looking for ways that axolotl regeneration can benefit human organs, such as by healing the heart or the 

liver.” 

http://data.sedema.cdmx.gob.mx/zoo_chapultepec/
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/412/
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Axolotls are also helping Servín Zamora and other scientists understand the apparent resistance to cancer that 

all amphibians seem to have. “In 15 years, I have not seen any cases of malignant tumours in axolotls, which 

is interesting,” she said. “We suspect that their ability to regenerate cells and body parts helps them in that 

respect.” 

 

Scientists are looking to benefit from the regenerative properties of axolotls (Credit: Robert Michael/Getty 

Images) 

And that's not all. Axolotls have been used traditionally throughout Mexico as a remedy for conditions 

associated with things like pregnancy, frailty and respiratory illness. A group of nuns in Patzcuaro, Mexico, 

legally breeds one axolotl species, ambystoma dumerilii, and uses the animals as an ingredient in cough 

syrup, though traditionally they were consumed as part of a broth.  

Perpetual teenagers – and representations of the divine 

Frankie is an ambystoma mexicanum, one of the 17 species of axolotl in Mexico. Found primarily in the 

states of Mexico, Puebla and Michoacán, many are critically endangered. Some species transform themselves 

into earth-walking salamanders by losing their tadpole-like tails and gills from their heads. However, this too 

depends on the environment. Frankie, for instance, living in captivity and therefore void of predators, will 

stay an eternal teenager. Never transforming into salamanders, axolotls like him will keep the tail they 

developed as a larva and live completely underwater. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/9c/p07t9cpm.jpg
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Basically, they decide whether they will complete the metamorphosis 

“Basically, they decide whether they will complete the metamorphosis, based on environmental stressors,” 

Servín Zamora said. “If they decide it would be better to live out of water, they will undergo the 

transformation into salamanders, but that can be a stressful undertaking in itself as they stop eating completely 

for that period. The current theory is that, for evolutionary reasons, the ambystoma mexicanum would remain 

in a juvenile state [somewhere between a tadpole and a salamander] because there was so much food in the 

water [such as charales, a small freshwater fish] and they had few predators, so there was little reason to 

emerge.” 

 

Some axolotl species transform themselves into earth-walking salamanders (Credit: Patrick Guenette/Alamy) 

Because of this tendency to change form, axolotls have a profound presence in Aztec (or Mexica) cosmogony. 

They were often recognised as a representation of Xolotl, god of the underworld and the malefic twin of the 

feathered serpent god Quetzacoatl, often represented as the sun. 

When various gods were asked to make a sacrifice in order to create the world, Xolotl fled into the water. For 

his cowardice and reluctance to help, he was damned to live forever in the water and to suffer from eternal 

youth. For the Aztecs, death was transcendence, and to not complete that cycle meant being banned from 

reaching a higher realm. 

A tourist attraction 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/9c/p07t9ct1.jpg
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Despite the axolotl’s endangered status, images of Frankie and his friends are plastered all over Mexico City, 

covering walls as street art and sold as plush toys in gift shops. An image of the ambystoma mexicanum 

axolotl will grace the 50-peso bill to be released in 2022. And Mexico City’s updated tour buses feature an 

image of an albino axolotl emblazoned on its double-decker sides. 

 

The latest official Mexico City tour bus features the image of an albino axolotl (Credit: Megan Frye) 

Years ago, if you wanted to find an axolotl, all you had to do was look for a canal. Mexico City was built on 

the bed of what was once a massive lake, which the Aztecs used to create canals – as well as chinampas, 

floating islands made out of trees and mud that were used to grow food – for navigational and transportation 

purposes. Though the lake and much of the canal system have been drained over the years to make way for a 

growing population, more than 183km of canals remain in the Xochimilco borough, and 165 hectares of land 

and water are located in the protected area of the Xochimilco Ecological Park. 

But rather than axolotls, visitors today are likely to see numerous migratory bird species and revellers on 

boats in the canals. The area has become heavily touristed and is best known as a place to go for a ride in 

colourful wooden boats called trajineras, where smaller boats come over full of mariachis, or to sell beer and 

refreshments. 

Environmental threats 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/9c/p07t9cc8.jpg


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

14 

As trajineras are motorless boats, they are not thought to negatively impact the axolotls. However, the 

chinampas are not connected to the city’s sewage system, so waste often winds up in the canals. Other threats 

to the amphibians include the quick growth of non-native, ornamental aquatic plants, and pollution from 

industrial fertilisers, as well as invasive species such as carp and tilapia, which were introduced by the 

government in the 1970s to supply food to the formerly rural area. The latter idea was well-intentioned, 

Servín Zamora said, but not well thought out, as the carp and tilapia feast on young axolotls. 

 

In Xochimilco's canals, many ride colourful wooden boats called trajineras (Credit: Megan Frye) 

“The problems that Xochimilco faces are not just environmental, but social as well,” Servín Zamora said. 

“People do not have enough income from their chinampas or ecotourism, so they tend to build their homes 

there [on their chinampa land, which is an affordable option as they already own the property] and for that 

reason urbanization has grown so much in those areas. Unfortunately, all the drainage from those homes goes 

directly into the canals, and that has caused tremendous pollution.” 

In 2017, the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) did a study monitoring the canals. While 

the results are still under review, it was shown that the water pollution is very serious in Xochimilco’s rapidly 

growing urban zones. Servín Zamora said there is hope of recuperating spaces still devoted to agriculture and 

therefore less likely to be tainted by pollution caused by overpopulation. “If we work hard with education, 

research and working directly in the area, we can rescue it, even if it’s just one part.” Still, the study found 

just one axolotl living in the wild in Xochimilco. 

https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/9b/p07t9b8d.jpg
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Saving the axolotl 

Today, most axolotls live in captivity. Yanin Carbajal is the co-founder of Casa del Axolotl, a museum and 

aquarium dedicated to educating the public on axolotls, located in the town of Chignahuapan in Puebla. Her 

project started years ago with breeding tanks at her family’s ranch in the foothills of the Sierra Madre Oriental 

mountains. The museum space located in town opened last year, featuring 15 to 20 axolotls of four different 

species. 

Carbajal said she was motivated to care for axolotls because of their strong link to Mexico’s pre-Columbian 

history, their important implications for human health, and the goal to preserve the species and improve their 

habitats. However, she cautions potential pet owners that raising axolotls is no simple feat. While keeping 

them as pets around the world is legal, in Mexico it’s only legal to obtain them from a nursery accredited by 

the secretary of environment. 

 

For some, axolotls are considered adorable, with the appearance of a perpetual smile (Credit: Minden 

Pictures/Alamy) 

“Ignorance is a big problem, with people taking them from the wild and keeping them as pets in some cases or 

selling them,” Carbajal said. “If people are able to breed them, well that is a positive. But if not, then that is 

not helping the species. As they live in still water lakes and lagoons, the temperatures tend not to fluctuate as 

quickly as they can in captivity [making captivity a serious undertaking].” 

https://www.casaxolotl.com/
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/9b/p07t9b3f.jpg
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Mexico City has a few places where captive axolotls can be seen today, including Chapultepec 

Zoo, Zoológico Los Coyotes and the headquarters of tour operators Axolotitlán and Umbral Axochiatl, both 

in Xochimilco. 

Pamela Valencia is the founder of Axolotitlán, a Mexico City-based operator that aims to educate locals and 

travellers on Xochimilco’s delicate ecosystem and the need to support axolotls, through tours with a 

cooperative of local chinamperos (chinampa farmers) in the ecological park. 

 

Many axolotl species are critically endangered (Credit: ullstein bild/Getty Images) 

 

The axolotl is a secret to save our city, our country and probably the world 

“The axolotl is a theme in Mexico that has to do with politics, society, the use of resources, environmental 

and systemized education,” Valencia said on a warm afternoon at her axolotl refuge, where visitors can come 

to learn about the axolotls. “It’s a topic that touches on all the rubrics of society in one way or another. We 

believe that the axolotl is a secret to save our city, our country and probably the world. It’s an incredibly 

important animal that can inspire people to stop doing things [such as polluting] that we’ve been doing for a 

long time as a society, and to do better in many ways.” 

http://data.sedema.cdmx.gob.mx/zoo_coyotes/
http://www.axolotitlan.mx/
https://axochiatl3.wixsite.com/umbral-axochiatl
https://ichef.bbci.co.uk/wwfeatures/wm/live/1600_900/images/live/p0/7t/9d/p07t9d01.jpg
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Dionisio Eslava, president of Umbral Axochiatl, which works with Axolotitlán to organise tours in his native 

Xochimilco so that visitors can better understand the natural side of Xochimilco, said that closing the gap 

geographically, culturally and socioeconomically between central Mexico City folk and the farmers in the 

south is one way to help clean up the zone, and thus help the axolotls return to the area. 

“Ecosystems are a type of security, not only for food but also water, oxygen and as an ally for facing climate 

change,” he said. “The big cities should support our ecosystems by visiting us and accompanying us in this 

treasure that is a great inheritance of all of humanity.” 

Not only can this small and often overlooked animal guide us in protecting the planet, but it potentially holds 

the key to unlocking certain scientific mysteries. 

Frankie lived to be eight years old – though captive axolotls can live 12 years or more – dying of natural 

causes at Chapultepec Zoo in 2010. Servín Zamora holds a special place for him in her heart because he was 

one of the first axolotls she ever worked with and she learned quite a lot from him – hopefully, the rest of the 

world will, too. 

 

http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20191110-mexico-citys-walking-fish?xtor=ES-213-

[BBC%20Features%20Newsletter]-2019November15-[Travel%7c+Image] 

  

http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20191110-mexico-citys-walking-fish?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019November15-%5bTravel%7c+Image%5d
http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20191110-mexico-citys-walking-fish?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2019November15-%5bTravel%7c+Image%5d
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my bitch! 

by Danez Smith 

 

Issue no. 228 (Spring 2019) 

after Nicole Sealey 

o bitch. my good bitch. bitch my heart.  

dream bitch. bitch my salve. bitch my order.  

bitch my willowed stream. bitch my legend.  

bitch like a door. your name means open  

in the language of my getting by. bitch sesame. 

let’s get together & paint our faces the color  

of our mothers if our mothers were sad men  

soft only in bad lights. let’s swirl the deep grape  

& coffee pencils until we look like odd planets  

on our way to looking like the daughters  

we secretly were. caked & cakes hairy 

just short of grace. we look terrible  

when we’re the most beautiful girls in the world.  

bitch my world. bitch my brother. bitch my rich trust. 

i’ll miss you most when they kill us. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not  … 

 listen to today’s new episode of The Paris Review Podcast Season 2, featuring Danez Smith reading 

the above poem? Episode 17 also includes Charlotte Rampling as Simone de Beauvoir, an essay 

from Sarah Manguso, a poem by the late W. S. Merwin, and a Henry Green short story read by 

Griffin Dunne.  

 read “One Word: Bitch,” by Danez Smith, published on the Daily in May 2019? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=f42f18a804&e=d538c8f2e0   

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=f42f18a804&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=912094c75b&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=f20f181339&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=f42f18a804&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=f42f18a804&e=d538c8f2e0
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The 1918 Parade That Spread Death in Philadelphia 

In six weeks, 12,000 were dead of influenza. 

 

A Red Cross nurse wearing a face mask, c. 1918 

Getty 

By: Allison C. Meier 

The influenza pandemic of 1918-19 killed between 50 and 100 million people around the world, more than 

died in the battles of World War I. In the United States, the hardest-hit city was Philadelphia, where the 

spread of the disease was spurred by what was meant to be a joyous event: a parade. 

Writing in Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies, the historian Thomas Wirth explains 

what happened: “On September 28, despite the increased infiltration of the disease among the civilian 

population, a rally for the Fourth Liberty Loan Drive proceeded with minimal debate about the repercussions 

for public health.” The head of Philadelphia’s Naval Hospital told the Public Ledger in the days before the 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/allison-meier/
https://daily.jstor.org/the-flu-pandemic-of-1918-as-reported-in-1918/
https://daily.jstor.org/the-flu-pandemic-of-1918-as-reported-in-1918/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27778742?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
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parade: “There is no cause for further alarm. We believe we have it well in hand.” So, the parade went 

forward. “In the streets of downtown Philadelphia 200,000 people gathered to celebrate an impending allied 

victory in World War I. Within a week of the rally an estimated 45,000 Philadelphians were afflicted with 

influenza.” 

72 hours following the parade all the beds in the city’s 31 hospitals were filled. 

While frequently called Spanish flu, the disease did not originate in Spain. Rather, the country’s wartime 

neutrality contributed to higher reports of its escalation in its newspapers. Exactly where and when it started 

in 1918 is still under speculation. But by the fall of that year, it had arrived in Philadelphia. 

The Liberty Bonds parade in Philadelphia, 1918 via Wikimedia Commons 

 

“At first, Philadelphia’s epidemic did not differ from that in other major American cities,” the historian James 

Higgins writes in Pennsylvania Legacies. “Yet by the first week of October, roughly five weeks into the 

outbreak, Philadelphia’s mortality rate accelerated in a climb unmatched by any city in the nation—perhaps 

by any major city in the world.” And that spike is attributed to the patriotic event, one of several Liberty Loan 

rallies organized in Philadelphia to raise money for the war. This time it was joined by a baneful guest: “The 

https://daily.jstor.org/the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia/
https://daily.jstor.org/influenza-epidemic-of-1918/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Liberty_Bonds_-_Parades_-_Philadelphia_-_LIT_BROTHERS_LIBERTY_LOAN_Committee_of_parade,_Phila._Pennsylvania_-_NARA_-_45491853.jpg
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5215/pennlega.19.1.0018?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
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virus, an invisible presence at the parade, had enjoyed an unprecedented opportunity to spread throughout the 

city and in the coming days announced its presence in a skyrocketing wave of sickness and death.” 

Soon hospitals were at capacity, as were the morgues and cemeteries. In a study published in 2009 in 

the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences on the incidence curves of the 1918 epidemic in 

Philadelphia, researchers note that, 72 hours following the parade, all the beds in the city’s 31 hospitals were 

filled and by “the evening of October 3, the closure of schools, churches, and places of public amusement was 

adopted by the Philadelphia city council.” 

In six weeks, 12,000 were dead. The smell of bodies left to rot in homes while they waited to be removed 

permeated the streets. The spread of the virus was exacerbated by existing conditions in the city: a booming 

population drawn by the wartime industries, a density of housing, and a lack of sanitation services and safe 

drinking water in these working-class neighborhoods. 

Adding to the crisis was a shortage of medical staff, as many were abroad in the war effort. As more and more 

people got sick, the operation of the city ground to a halt. “Thousands of city workers were out sick, including 

street car drivers, telephone receptionists, shopkeepers, and garbage collectors,” writes the nursing historian 

Arlene W. Keeling in Public Health Reports. “In the already overcrowded tenement districts, conditions 

simply got worse. When the nurses also became sick, the situation became critical.” 

The city’s public health director Wilmer Krusen declared: “If you would ask me the three things Philadelphia 

most needs to conquer the epidemic, I would tell you ‘Nurses, more nurses, and yet more nurses.'” With this 

dearth of nurses, nuns from the Roman Catholic archdiocese stepped in to offer care. Importantly, they didn’t 

just visit hospitals, they went into neighborhoods long marginalized by the city where many of the sick—

especially those unable to pay for medical services, or African Americans who were not permitted in the 

segregated hospitals—were dying. 

“The importance of the Sisters’ work in the African American communities cannot be overstated during this 

time of stark racial segregation,” the historian Christina M. Stetler writes in Pennsylvania History. “The 

Sisters were going into the homes of African Americans to provide much-needed care, for African American 

patients and families had few other avenues of assistance.” 

Students from the Catholic seminaries helped bury the mounting dead. In June 1919, Rev. Thomas C. 

Brennan recalled the situation at the Holy Cross Cemetery, as recorded in the Records of the American 

Catholic Historical Society of Philadelphia: 

Who can describe the scenes that met the eye during these harrowing days? Animus meminisse horret 

luctuque refugit. We must be content with little intimations. Everywhere, in every direction, fresh graves 

swept away from the gaze of the onlooker, causing the well-kept cemetery to resemble a shell-torn field of 

battle. A constant procession of hearses pressed at the gates—hearses and substitutes for hearses: newspaper 

wagons, trucks, coal-carts, ash-wagons. 

Many of those buried were interred without headstones in long trenches. The deaths must have felt like they 

would never end. But by November, the virulence of the disease eased. Although there were cases into 1919, 

the frequency of infection slowed. Grass grew over the hastily dug graves in Holy Cross. And as people got 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40536180?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41435304?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5325/pennhistory.84.4.0462?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44208511?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44208511?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
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better, and the country was caught up in the euphoria of World War I’s end, the brief turmoil of the epidemic 

began to fade from the collective memory. 

Even in March 1919, only months after the outbreak, Rev. Francis E. Tourscher felt compelled to begin a 

compilation of oral histories from the Catholic nuns of Philadelphia, with an acknowledgement of the amnesia 

of epidemics: 

Facts unrecorded are quickly lost in the new interests of changing time. […] We have little left now, beyond 

mere material statistics, and vague impressions drawn from “paper accounts” of the epidemic of cholera 

which visited Philadelphia in 1832. We know probably as much of the “Black Death” of 1348 in Europe or of 

the “Sweating Sickness” of 1529 in England as we do of the “Yellow Fever” which raged in our cities of the 

South, and threatened the North, in 1849 and again in 1854. 

The stories from these witnesses are now invaluable in offering a ground-level view of the Philadelphia 

epidemic. They relate how the nuns worked across class and racial lines. There are scenes of whole families 

dying one by one. The nuns described cleaning houses, visiting hospitals, carrying clean water to those who 

were weak, and staying with the dying in their final moments. Tourscher’s account, concluded in the 

September 1919 issue of the Records of the American Catholic Historical Society of Philadelphia, includes 

sisters from St. Anne’s who find “a mother and two children [who] had been lying fully clothed for four days 

with no one to go near them.” In another “‘well-to-do family’ the Sisters [of St. Columba’s] found five 

children, all lying ill, in different parts of the house, and the mother in bed absolutely unconscious.” The 

sisters did what they could— changing bed linens, bringing food, and sometimes ultimately sending for a 

doctor and a priest. 

Weekly Newsletter    Get your fix of JSTOR Daily’s best stories in your inbox each Thursday. 

Subscribe
 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

No public memorial or monument in Philadelphia commemorates the actions of those who cared for the sick 

or those who died. On September 28, 2019—exactly 101 years since the deadly 1918 parade—the artist 

group Blast Theory, in collaboration with the Mütter Museum of the College of Physicians of Philadelphia led 

a procession to commemorate the dead and honor those who cared for them. Participants carried the names of 

a victim as the litany of the dead was sung out. 

A film of this contemporary parade is part of the new Spit Spreads Death: The Influenza Pandemic of 1918-

19 in Philadelphia exhibition at the Mütter Museum. Through artifacts, personal stories, death certificates, and 

recent research, it recalls this often forgotten era of history. It also looks ahead to how the lessons of the past 

can prepare for the future, asking: are we more prepared for an epidemic today, and who will be there to care? 

 

https://daily.jstor.org/the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia/  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44208501?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44208501?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44208518?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44208518?mag=the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia
https://www.blasttheory.co.uk/
http://muttermuseum.org/
http://muttermuseum.org/exhibitions/going-viral-behind-the-scenes-at-a-medical-museum/
http://muttermuseum.org/exhibitions/going-viral-behind-the-scenes-at-a-medical-museum/
https://daily.jstor.org/the-1918-parade-that-spread-death-in-philadelphia/
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In Transit: Neil Gaiman Reads His Touching Tribute to the Lonely Genius Arthur Eddington, Who 

Confirmed Einstein’s Relativity 

“To see the world beyond the skies, to know the mind behind the eyes…” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

“You have got a boy mixed of most kindly elements, as perhaps Shakespeare might say. His rapidly and 

clearly working mind has not in the least spoiled his character,” a school principal wrote at the end of the 

nineteenth century to the mother of a lanky quiet teenager who would grow up to be the great English 

astronomer Sir Arthur Stanley Eddington (December 28, 1882–November 22, 1944) and who would catapult 

Albert Einstein into celebrity by confirming his relativity theory in his historic eclipse expedition of May 29, 

1919. 

The centennial of that landmark event, which revolutionized science and united a war-torn humanity under 

one sky of cosmic truth, was the subject of the third Universe in Verse — the charitable celebration of science 

through poetry I host each spring at Pioneer Works — and as has been our annual tradition, we had the great 

honor of an original poem for the occasion by one of the great storytellers of our time: Neil Gaiman. 

Arthur Eddington 

Born into a family descended from the first Quakers and stretching back four generations of farmers, Stanley 

— as his mother and sister always called him — learned the multiplication table before he could read and 

tasked himself with counting the letters of the Bible. By the age of ten, this unusual child who was and would 

remain very much his own person had observed most of the sky with a 3-inch telescope his headmaster had 

loaned him. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/29/eddington-einstein-janna-levin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/the-universe-in-verse/
http://pioneerworks.org/science


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

24 

At twenty, after winning a series of mathematics competitions and scholarships, Eddington entered Trinity 

College, where he was immediately immersed in the cult of Newton. His peers would later remember him as 

extremely quiet and reserved, exuding formidable powers of concentration. (Later in life, his awkwardness 

and aloofness would make some of his students perceive him as arrogant.) In 1904, while Einstein was 

finalizing his special relativity, the 22-year-old Eddington became the first second-year Trinity student to rise 

to the top of the undergraduate student body in mathematics — a position known as Senior Wrangler and 

regarded at the time as “the greatest intellectual achievement attainable in Britain.” 

Two of Eddington’s photographs from his historic eclipse observation, proving Einstein right and Newton 

wrong. 

At Trinity, Eddington met Charles Trimble. A classmate who also came from a working-class background, 

this pensive-looking youth with gentle features and neatly combed black hair soon became his most intimate 

friend. Eddington was an avid cyclist and usually rode alone, but he began going on long rides with Charles, 

talking about mathematics and literature. Only in Charles’s company, he deviated from his Quaker discipline 

and took the occasional cheerful drink, smoked the occasional cigarette, went to the theater and the newborn 

cinema. 

Charles eventually took a mathematics post and spiraled into mental illness. Eddington never married, never 

had another intimate bond. He lived out his days with his sister, Winifred, who also never married. I picture 

him Turing-like — in his genius, in his misapprehended awkwardness, in his loneliness and heartbreak. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/29/eddington-einstein-janna-levin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/17/alan-turing-morcom-letters/
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That invisible private side to the public genius is what Gaiman takes up with empathic perceptiveness and 

great tenderness in his poem, celebrating what he calls these “twin suns” of Eddington’s life and, through the 

diffraction that is all great art, celebrating the twin suns of the public self and the private self, of genius and 

loneliness, of intellectual heroism and emotional heartbreak, that shine in varying degrees on every human 

life. 

IN TRANSIT (for Arthur Eddington) 

by Neil Gaiman 

1. 

To find the many in the one 

he sweated under foreign skies 

to see the stars behind the sun. 

So space and time were now undone 

reality was undisguised. 

We found the many in the one. 

There is no photograph, not one, 

that shows the mind behind the eyes. 

He saw the stars behind the sun. 

Not with a sword, or knife, or gun, 

a simple picture severed ties. 

He found the many in the one. 

Light bends around us. So we run, 

as gravity reclassifies 

the stars we saw behind the sun. 

To see the world beyond the skies, 

to know the mind behind the eyes, 

To find the many in the one 

he showed us stars behind the sun. 

2. 

Unfucked, or anyway retiring, 

in the awkward sense. Retirement will never be an option. 

The gruff gentleman with the cap who understands 

what the numbers mean 

remembers a bicycle ride when he was younger. 
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The smoke of the cigarettes he does not smoke kicks at his lungs 

mixing with the buzz of the booze he doesn’t ever drink 

a convivial pint after the ride into the country gave him such a thirst. 

And afterwards they lay on their back in the stubble 

staring up at the stars. Together. All the stars 

Countable as the words in a Bible, 

countable as the hairs on his friend’s head, 

all accountable, and that is why they never truly touched. 

The shadow of prison or disgrace perhaps moving between them 

like the shadow of an eclipse. 

And, in another life, at another time, 

to see the stars behind the sun, 

he takes his photographs 

fighting the cloud cover. Becoming 

the thing that happened in Principe. 

when he proved that the German was right, 

that light had weight, 

half a year after the Armistice. 

A populariser, but not courting popularity. 

Somewhen a boy is counting stars. 

Somewhen a man is photographing light. 

Somewhen his finger strokes the stubble on another’s cheek, 

and for a moment everything is relative. 

Complement with Gaiman’s superb original poems from the first two years of The Universe in Verse — “The 

Mushroom Hunters” (2017), a subversive celebration of the history of women in science, which won the 

Rhysling Award for Best Long Poem; and “After Silence” (2018), a tribute to the life and legacy of Rachel 

Carson — then revisit the touching, improbable story of how Eddington confirmed relativity. 

For more wonder and beauty from The Universe in Verse, savor astrophysicist Janna Levin reading “A Brave 

and Startling Truth” by Maya Angelou, “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer” by Walt Whitman, 

and “Planetarium” by Adrienne Rich, Regina Spektor reading “Theories of Everything” by the astronomer, 

poet, and tragic genius Rebecca Elson, Amanda Palmer reading “Hubble Photographs” by Adrienne Rich, and 

astronomer Natalie Batalha reading “Renascence” by Edna St. Vincent Millay. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/29/in-transit-neil-gaiman-

eddington/?mc_cid=e1d5b57c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/26/the-mushroom-hunters-neil-gaiman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/26/the-mushroom-hunters-neil-gaiman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/07/after-silence-neil-gaiman-rachel-carson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/29/eddington-einstein-janna-levin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/31/astrophysicist-janna-levin-reads-when-i-heard-the-learnd-astronomer-walt-whitman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/27/janna-levin-reads-planetarium-by-adrienne-rich/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/29/regina-spektor-reads-rebecca-elson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/26/amanda-palmer-hubble-photographs-adrienne-rich/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/08/03/the-universe-in-verse-natalie-batalha-edna-st-vincent-millay/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/29/in-transit-neil-gaiman-eddington/?mc_cid=e1d5b57c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/29/in-transit-neil-gaiman-eddington/?mc_cid=e1d5b57c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Now that's what I call a library. City of Helsinki 

How Helsinki Built ‘Book Heaven’ 

1. DAVID DUDLEY 

Finland’s most ambitious library has a lofty mission, says Helsinki’s Tommi Laitio: It’s a kind of monument 

to the Nordic model of civic engagement. 

You might say, “Yes, of course I love the library.” We do, too. But I’m not sure anyone loves libraries quite 

like the Finns do. 

In a country that boasts one of the world’s highest literacy rates, the arrival of the new central library in 

Helsinki last year was a kind of moon-landing-like moment of national bonding. The €98 million facility, 

whose opening in December 2018 marked the centenary of Finnish independence, has since been 

widely celebrated internationally as a model reimagining of these critical pieces of social infrastructure. At 

https://www.citylab.com/authors/david-dudley/
https://www.citylab.com/design/2019/02/american-public-library-history-cities-visual-journalism/582991/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/06/arts/design/helsinki-library-oodi.html
https://www.citylab.com/perspective/2018/09/worry-less-about-crumbling-roads-more-about-crumbling-libraries/570895/
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the CityLab DC conference this week, Tommi Laitio, Helsinki’s executive director for culture and leisure, 

offered his own, more personal take on exactly why this building is so important to Finland’s future. 

 
(City of Helsinki) 

Designed by Finnish architecture firm ALA and dubbed Oodi (“ode” in Finnish), the three-level structure is a 

kind of spruce-clad monument to the principles of Nordic society-building. Still, Laitio opened his talk not 

with shots of the building’s sleek interiors but with a sobering image from Finland’s brutal civil war of 1918, 

which killed 36,000 people, many of whom perished in prison camps. 

“You can be your best person inside this building.” 

“This progress from one of the poorest countries of Europe to one of the most prosperous has not been an 

accident. It’s based on this idea that when there are so few of us—only 5.5 million people—everyone has to 

live up to their full potential,” he said. “Our society is fundamentally dependent on people being able to trust 

the kindness of strangers.” 

https://www.citylab.com/solutions/2019/10/welcome-citylab-dc-conference/600904/
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(City of Helsinki) 

That conviction has helped support modern Finland’s emphasis on education and literacy—each Finn takes 

out more than 15 books a year from the library (10 more than the average American). But Nordic-style social 

services have not shielded the residents of Finland’s largest city from 21st-century anxieties about climate 

change, migrants, disruptive technology, and the other forces fueling right-leaning populist movements across 

Europe. Oodi, which was the product of a 10-year-long public consultation and design process, was conceived 

in part to resist these fears. “When people are afraid, they focus on short-term selfish solutions,” Laitio said. 

“They also start looking for scapegoats.” 

The central library is built to serve as a kind of citizenship factory, a space for old and new residents to learn 

about the world, the city, and each other. It’s pointedly sited across from (and at the same level as) the Finnish 

Parliament House that it shares a public square with. 

https://www.eaie.org/blog/finlands-ode-literacy-helsinki-central-library-oodi.html
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(City of Helsinki) 

Its design reflects that lofty mission. The ground floor is an extension of the public square outside—a space 

for meetings, free events, and informal gatherings, with a cafe, theater, and various public amenities. On the 

second level, a series of flexible rooms provide a host of au courant attractions and borrowables—3-D printers 

and power tools, sewing machines and music rooms and makerspaces. Language classes are offered for 

migrants; gamers get VR-equipped computer rooms. Patrons can even borrow season tickets for the 

Helsinki’s popular professional basketball games. Only on the topmost level—in a soaring, light-filled space 

Laitio calls “book heaven”—will one find actual volumes for readers, a 100,000-book collection that’s in very 

high demand. 

Inside and out, the facility is as handsome as Finnish Modernism fans might expect, and it has proved to be 

absurdly popular: About 10,000 patrons stop by every day, on average (it’s open until 10 p.m.), and Oodi just 

hit 3 million visitors this year—“a lot for a city of 650,000,” Laitio said. In its very first month, 420,000 

Helsinki residents—almost two-thirds of the population—went to the library. Some may only have been 

skateboarders coming in to use the bathroom, but that’s fine: The library has a “commitment to openness and 

welcoming without judgement,” he said. “It’s probably the most diverse place in our city, in many ways.” 

https://www.archdaily.com/907675/oodi-helsinki-central-library-ala-architects
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(City of Helsinki) 

The crush of Finnish biblio-enthusiasm also runs counter to trends in nations like the U.S. and U.K., where 

budget cuts and defunding threats have strained library systems. In too many places, libraries are “places that 

many people value in principle but few use in practice,” Laitio said. “We’re losing out on their democratic 

potential. ... Libraries have this incredible promise—that you can build your future in here. You can be your 

best person inside this building.” 

 

This kind of devotion to the civic power of book-borrowing doesn’t come cheap, exactly. Besides the €100 

million spent in building the central flagship, Finland spends another €35 million running the national system, 

or about €50 per resident. But to Finns like Laitio, it’s money very well spent: “I don’t think €50 for restoring 

people’s hope in living together is a bad investment.” 

About the Author 

 

https://bookriot.com/2019/03/12/trumps-2020-budget-proposal-threatens-to-defund-libraries/
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/may/15/why-finlands-cities-are-havens-for-library-lovers-oodi-helsinki
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David Dudley 

 @DCCDUDLEY 

 FEED 

David Dudley is the executive editor of CityLab. He is the former editor in chief of Urbanite magazine and a 

former features editor for AARP: The Magazine. 

https://www.citylab.com/design/2019/11/finland-public-library-photos-helsinki-books-nordic-culture/601192/  

https://www.citylab.com/authors/david-dudley/
https://twitter.com/dccdudley
https://www.citylab.com/feeds/author/david-dudley/
https://www.citylab.com/authors/david-dudley/
https://www.citylab.com/design/2019/11/finland-public-library-photos-helsinki-books-nordic-culture/601192/
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Edward Weston on the Most Fruitful Attitude Toward Life, Art, and Other People 

“I feel towards persons as I do towards art, — constructively.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Goethe believed that the only opinion worth voicing about the work and choices of others is one that springs 

from “a certain one-sided enthusiasm, or from a loving interest in the person and the work… All else is 

vanity.” A particularly corrosive species of vanity is the habit of self-comparison, which — depending on the 

degrees of narcissism and insecurity in the comparer — results either in self-inflation by diminishing the 

worth of the other or in despair by hyperfocus on the other’s visible achievements against their invisible 

struggles (for our deepest struggles are always invisible). At its worst, such vanity — such absence of 

sympathetic enthusiasm for other people and the world at large — festers into the most uncreative, 

unconstructive self-contraction of all: cynicism. 

A lovely antidote to such vanity comes from the visionary photographer Edward Weston (March 24, 1886–

January 1, 1958) in his journal, The Daybooks of Edward Weston: Volume II, California (public library) — 

the out-of-print 1966 treasure that also gave us Weston on the importance of cross-disciplinary curiosity in 

creative work. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/03/goethe-schiller-criticism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/03/goethe-schiller-criticism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/23/13-learnings-13-years/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/23/13-learnings-13-years/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000IAEIYQ/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/daybooks-of-edward-weston-v-ii-california/oclc/842987171&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/02/edward-weston-daybooks-creativity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/02/edward-weston-daybooks-creativity/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000IAEIYQ/braipick-20
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Edward 

Weston (© Brett Weston Archive, International Center of Photography) 
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In 1927, after four creatively fertile years in Mexico, Weston returned to his old studio in California and 

found himself struggling for survival. In a particularly telling diary entry, he agonizes after his son loses a 

five-dollar bill — half of Weston’s earnings from a print sale. “Five dollars!” he exclaims in his daybook. 

“Enough for me to live on a week!” And yet a certain inner buoyancy lifted him up to begin what would 

become his most influential work — a radiance and generosity of spirit that extended not only to his work but 

to the world about him, imperfect as a world always is. On the first day of February in 1928, Weston writes: 

I feel towards persons as I do towards art, — constructively. Find all the good first. Judge by what has been 

done, — not by omissions or mistakes. And look well into oneself! A life can well be spent correcting and 

improving one’s own faults without bothering about others. 

In another entry penned on that summer, Weston contemplates what makes a great artist — and a great person 

— by reflecting on the most admired photographer of his time, Alfred Stieglitz, then writes: 

It has come to me of late that comparing one man’s work to another’s, naming one greater or lesser, is a 

wrong approach. 

The important and only vital question is, how much greater, finer, am I than I was yesterday? Have I fulfilled 

my possibilities, made the most of my potentialities? 

What a marvellous world if all would, — could hold this attitude toward life. 

Five years earlier, Georgia O’Keeffe — Stieglitz’s muse and lover, soon to be wife, soon to be one of the 

most visionary artists humanity has produced — had articulated this very sentiment even more poetically in 

her stunning letter of advice and assurance to Sherwood Anderson, who himself had begun painting after 

being inspired by O’Keeffe’s work: 

Whether you succeed or not is irrelevant — there is no such thing. Making your unknown known is the 

important thing — and keeping the unknown always beyond you. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/04/edward-weston-daybook-

attitude/?mc_cid=e1d5b57c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/08/georgia-okeeffe-sherwood-anderson-letters/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/04/edward-weston-daybook-attitude/?mc_cid=e1d5b57c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/04/edward-weston-daybook-attitude/?mc_cid=e1d5b57c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Experiment shows how "synthetic" buckyballs form in interstellar space 

By Michael Irving 

 

An artist's impression of "buckyballs" – complex carbon molecules – that have been found floating in space 

NASA/JPL-Caltech 

A few years ago, astronomers detected complex carbon molecules – previously only thought to be made in a 

lab setting – floating around in interstellar space. How these so called buckyballs came to be out there 

remained a puzzle, but now scientists at the University of Arizona have managed to create them under space-

like conditions, hinting at how they can naturally form between the stars. 

Carbon comes in all sorts of strange configurations, but buckminsterfullerene is one of the weirdest. It’s made 

of 60 carbon atoms arranged in a lattice that forms a soccer ball shape – hence the nickname “buckyballs” or 

the official title of Carbon 60 (C60). After its creation in the lab in the 1980s, it was assumed to be too 

complicated to exist in nature. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/graphene-in-space/19545/
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But sure enough, in 2010 the Spitzer Space Telescope detected buckyballs floating around in interstellar 

space. Before then it was thought that most molecules in space would be small and simple, so the discovery of 

molecules made up of 60 atoms was a surprise. 

Buckyballs were spotted in planetary nebulae – clouds of debris left over after stars go supernova. That could 

provide a clue to their origins, but it’s strange that the carbon remains pure in an environment where hydrogen 

molecules outnumber carbon by 10,000 to one. 

"Any hydrogen should destroy (buckyball) synthesis,” says Jacob Bernal, lead author of the study. "If you 

have a box of balls, and for every 10,000 hydrogen balls you have one carbon, and you keep shaking them, 

how likely is it that you get 60 carbons to stick together? It’s very unlikely.” 

And yet, buckyballs continue to float around out there. To investigate how and why, the researchers on the 

new study used transmission electron microscopes (TEMs) to simulate planetary nebula environments. These 

instruments are designed to work in a vacuum – similar to conditions in interstellar space – and allow 

scientists to closely study atoms. 

The team started by placing silicon carbide, a type of dust common to supernovae, into the TEM. Then they 

cranked up the heat to 1,830° F (999° C) and beamed high-energy xenon ions at it. It was thought that this 

should remove the silicon, leaving just carbon behind. 

"Sure enough, the silicon came off, and you were left with layers of carbon in six-membered ring sets called 

graphite," say Lucy Ziurys, co-author of the study. "And then when the grains had an uneven surface, five-

membered and six-membered rings formed and made spherical structures matching the diameter of C60. So, 

we think we’re seeing C60." 

With that result, the apparent story of how buckyballs form in space comes into focus. The team says that 

first, silicon carbide is released in supernova explosions. Then, while it’s floating around in interstellar space 

it’s exposed to high temperatures, shockwaves and radiation, which tears off the silicon and leaves carbon 

behind in the complex shape. And because buckyballs are stable to radiation, they can survive out there for 

billions of years. 

The implications of this study are quite interesting, the team says. 

"If this mechanism is forming C60, it’s probably forming all kinds of carbon nanostructures," says Ziurys. 

"And if you read the chemical literature, these are all thought to be synthetic materials only made in the lab, 

and yet, interstellar space seems to be making them naturally.” 

The research was published in the Astrophysical Journal Letters. 

Source: University of Arizona 

We recommend 

https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.3847/2041-8213/ab4206/pdf
https://uanews.arizona.edu/story/mysteries-behind-interstellar-buckyballs-finally-answered
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1. "The Actual Sky Is a Horror": Thomas Hardy and the Arnoldian Conception of Science 

Anne DeWitt, Nineteenth-Century Literature, 2007 

2. From the 28th Annual San Antonio Breast Cancer Symposium: On the Frontier of Molecular 

Medicine 

Jennifer Wheler, MD, Medscape 

3. Effect of the on-board residual magnetism on inertial sensors 

CHAI Guo-zhi et al., Chinese Optics, 2019 

1. Final results of the SENECA (SEcond line NintEdanib in non-small cell lung CAncer) trial 

. 

2. Preface: Stars and interstellar medium 

Nikolay N. Samus et al., Research in Astronomy and Astrophysics, 2018 

3. First Mission to Pluto: Policy, Politics, Science, and Technology in the Origins of New Horizons, 

1989–2003 

Michael J. Neufeld, Historical Studies in the Natural Sciences, 2012 

 

https://newatlas.com/space/buckyballs-form-naturally-interstellar-space/ 

  

http://ncl.ucpress.edu/content/61/4/479?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Nineteenth-Century_Literature_TrendMD_1
https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/530158?src=trendmd_pilot
https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/530158?src=trendmd_pilot
http://www.chineseoptics.net.cn/EN/abstract/abstract9727.shtml?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Chinese_Optics_TrendMD_1
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0169500219305215?via%3Dihub=&utm_campaign=BI_Sep_2019_Science_Direct&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1674-4527/18/8/88?utm_campaign=Astro_Physics_2019&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
http://hsns.ucpress.edu/content/44/3/234?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Historical_Studies_in_the_Natural_Sciences_TrendMD_1
http://hsns.ucpress.edu/content/44/3/234?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Historical_Studies_in_the_Natural_Sciences_TrendMD_1
https://newatlas.com/space/buckyballs-form-naturally-interstellar-space/
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Is ‘AQ’ more important than intelligence? 

 

WORKLIFE 101 

 

 

As workplaces change, is it enough to be smart? Enter AQ, the capacity to adapt that may well determine your 

future career success. 

 

By Seb Murray 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/worklife-101
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/worklife-101
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Once, if you wanted to assess how well someone might do climbing the career ladder, you might have 

considered asking them to take an IQ test. For years, it was thought that the intelligence quotient (IQ) test – 

which measures memory, analytical thinking and mathematical ability – was one of the best ways to predict 

our future job prospects. 

More recently, there has been increased attention on emotional intelligence (EQ), broadly characterised as a 

set of interpersonal, self-regulation and communication skills. EQ is now widely seen as a tool kit that plays 

an important role in helping us succeed in multiple aspects of life. 

IQ is the minimum you need to get a job, but AQ is how you will be successful over time – Natalie Fratto 

Both IQ and EQ are considered important to our career success. But today, as technology redefines how we 

work, the skills we need to thrive in the job market are evolving too. Enter adaptability quotient, or AQ, a 

subjective set of qualities loosely defined as the ability to pivot and flourish in an environment of fast and 

frequent 

change. 

 

Tending bar requires lots of skills that can’t be automated yet – It’s process-driven tasks like document review 

that are more susceptible to change (Credit: Getty Images) 

 

https://www.mensa.org.uk/what-is-an-iq-test
https://www.theguardian.com/teacher-network/2017/nov/03/emotional-intelligence-why-it-matters-and-how-to-teach-it
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“IQ is the minimum you need to get a job, but AQ is how you will be successful over time,” says Natalie 

Fratto, a New York-based vice-president at Goldman Sachs who became interested in AQ when she was 

investing in tech start-ups. She has subsequently presented a popular TED talk on the subject. 

Fratto says AQ is not just the capacity to absorb new information,but the ability to work out what is relevant, 

to unlearn obsolete knowledge, overcome challenges, and to make a conscious effort to change. AQ involves 

flexibility, curiosity, courage, resilience and problem-solving skills too. 

As society changes, could AQ be more crucial to career success than IQ? If so, how do you identify it – and is 

there a way to hone AQ to future-proof your career? 

Adapt – or become obsolete 

Amy Edmondson, a professor of leadership and management at Harvard Business School, says it is the 

breakneck speed of workplace change that will make AQ more valuable than IQ. 

Technology has vastly changed how many jobs are done, and the disruption will continue – over the next 

three years, 120 million people in the world’s 12 largest economies may need to be reskilled because of 

automation, according to a 2019 IBM study. 

Over the next three years, 120 million people in the world’s 12 largest economies may need to be reskilled 

because of automation 

Any roles that involve spotting patterns in data –lawyers reviewing legal documents or doctors making a 

patient diagnosis, for example – are easy to automate, says Dave Coplin, CEO of The Envisioners, a UK-

based technology consultancy. This is because an algorithm can do these tasks faster and more accurately than 

a human, he says. 

To avoid obsolescence, workers doing these jobs need to develop new skills like creativity to solve new 

problems,empathy to communicate betterand accountability, using human intuition to supplement insight 

from machines.“If an algo can do 30% of the tasks that I used to do, what can I do with that spare capacity? 

The winners are those who choose to do things that algos can’t.” 

Edmondson says every profession will require adaptability and flexibility, from banking to the arts. Say you 

are an accountant.Your IQ gets you through the examinations to become qualified, then your EQ helps you 

connect with an interviewer, land a job and develop relationships with clients and colleagues. Then, when 

systems change or aspects of work are automated, you need AQ to accommodate this innovation and adapt to 

new ways of performing your role. 

All three quotients are somewhat complementary, since they all help you to solve problems and therefore 

adapt, Edmondson says. An ideal candidate possesses all three,but not everyone does. “There are rigid 

geniuses,” she says.Having IQ, but no AQ would leave you struggling to embrace new ways of working using 

your existing skills – and low AQ makes it harder to acquire new ones. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/natalie_fratto_3_ways_to_measure_your_adaptability_and_how_to_improve_it/transcript?language=en
https://www.ibm.com/downloads/cas/EPYMNBJA
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The IBM study found “willingness to be flexible and adaptable to change” was the most critical skill for 

workers in 2019, up from fourth place in 2016 (Credit: Getty Images) 

Asking ‘what if’ 

AQ is now increasingly being sought at the hiring level. According to the IBM study, 5,670 executives 

globally rated behavioural skills as most critical for the workforce today, and chief among them was the 

“willingness to be flexible, agile and adaptable to change”. 

Will Gosling, Deloitte’s UK human capital consulting leader, says there’s no definitive method of measuring 

adaptability like an IQ test, but companies have woken up to AQ’s value and are changing their recruitment 

processes to help identify people who may be high in it. 

Deloitte has started using immersive online simulations where job candidates are assessed on how well they 

adapt to potential workplace challenges; one assessment involves choosing how you would encourage 

reluctant colleagues to join a company triathlon team. Deloitte also looks to hire people who have shown they 

can perform in different functions, industries or geographies. “This proves they are agile and a fast learner,” 

Gosling says.  

Fratto of Goldman Sachs, meanwhile, suggests three ways AQ might manifest in potential candidates:if they 

can picture possible versions of the future by asking “what if” questions,if they can unlearn information to 

challenge presumptionsand if they enjoy exploration or seeking out new experiences. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/natalie_fratto_3_ways_to_measure_your_adaptability_and_how_to_improve_it/transcript?language=en
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She says this is not a definitive recipe for AQ, but recruiters should pose these kinds of questions to tease out 

evidence of AQ in candidates.In fact, she puts them to founders of start-ups seeking her investment.“Start-ups 

go through evolutions,” she explains. “It’s not like the founder has a written job description; they need some 

of a fluctuating list of 30 or 50 skills to be successful.” 

 

A study published in June by analysis firm Oxford Economics estimated up to 20 million manufacturing jobs 

globally could be replaced by robots by 2030 (Credit: Getty Images) 

‘Mission critical’ 

One good thing about AQ is that – even if you can’t measure it – experts say you can work to develop it. 

Penny Locaso, the Australian founder ofBKindred, an education companythat helps people to become more 

adaptable, says some people have more curious or courageous personalities, which may explain why they are 

naturally better at adapting than others. “However, if one does not continue to surf the edge of their 

discomfort, the adaptability you are born with could decrease over time.” 

She suggests three ways to boost your adaptability: first, limit distractions and learn to focus so you can 

determine what adaptations to make.Second, ask uncomfortable questions, like for a pay rise, to develop 

courage and normalise fear. Third, be curious about things that fascinate you by having more conversations 

rather than Googling the answer, something “which wires our brains to be lazy” and diminishes our ability to 

solve difficult challenges. 

Otto Scharmer, a senior lecturer at the MIT Sloan School of Management who has written books on learning 

from the emerging future, suggests other methods. In a TED talk, he recommends remaining open to new 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GMJefS7s3lc
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possibilities, trying to see a situation through someone else’s eyes and reducing your ego so that you can feel 

comfortable with the unknown. 

One thing we do know is that the workplaces of the future will operate differently. We may not all be 

comfortable with the pace of change – but we can prepare. As Edmondson says: “Learning to learn is mission 

critical. The ability to learn, change, grow, experiment will become far more important than subject 

expertise.” 

 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20191106-is-aq-more-important-than-intelligence 

  

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20191106-is-aq-more-important-than-intelligence
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A theory of spin hall magnetoresistance to study magnetism at interfaces 

DIPC   

The interactions between moving charges and magnetic fields can be quite complicated; more if we consider 

the quantum effects. One example is the collection of Hall effects. 

Imagine that we have a conductor or a semiconductor through which a current is flowing. Then we apply a 

strong transverse magnetic field. As a result, we can measure a potential difference at right angles to both the 

current and the field caused by the deflection of charge carriers by the field. This effect was described by 

Edwin Hall in 1879 and is the classical Hall effect. It introduces a coefficient, RH, a constant characteristic of 

the material. 

The effect is used to investigate the nature of charge carriers in metals and semiconductors, in the Hall probe 

for the measurement of magnetic fields, and in magnetically operated switching devices. 

A quantum mechanical version of the Hall effect can be found at very low temperatures, in which the Hall 

coefficient RH is quantized. And, depending on the values of the coefficient, there are two types of quantum 

Hall effect. The integer quantum Hall effect has RH given as an integer with great precision. It can be used for 

precision measurements of constants such as e (the elementary charge) and h (Planck’s constant). In the 

fractional quantum Hall effect, RH has fractional values. The integer quantum Hall effect can be understood in 

terms of noninteracting electrons, whereas the fractional effect is thought to result from many-electron 

interactions in two-dimensional systems. 

Now we can use these charge-related Hall effects to try to understand their spin analogue (it is not, strictly 

speaking, a Hall effect). 

The analogue of the Hall effect for spin, the spin Hall effect (SHE), is the accumulation of particles with 

opposite spin on the opposite surfaces of a material in which a current is flowing. However, the analogy is not 

complete since an external magnetic field destroys the effect. The SHE is due to spin-orbit coupling and this 

coupling can be intrinsic or extrinsic to the material: the intrinsic mechanism would be a consequence of the 

band structure of the material, whereas the extrinsic mechanism would stem from scattering of the charge 

carriers by impurities that locally induce spin-orbit coupling. 

A manifestation of the SHE in a normal metal (NM) is a modulation of the magnetoresistance (MR) with 

respect to the direction of the applied magnetic field when the metal is in contact with a magnetic insulator 

(MI) in NM/MI structures.14–16 This effect, called the spin Hall magnetoresistance (SMR), has been 

observed in several experiments. The origin of the SMR is the spin-dependent scattering at the NM/MI 

interface which depends on the angle between the polarization of the spin Hall current and the magnetization 

of the MI. The latter can be controlled by magnetic fields. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/dipc/
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Sketch of a Hall bar fabricated from a thin metallic film (blue) deposited on the surface of a magnetic 

insulator (brown). 

Although the theory of SMR is well established and provides a qualitative description of the effect, it does not 

describe the dependence of the resistivity on the strength of the applied magnetic field, nor on the 

temperature. Now, a team of researchers from DIPC, CFM and UPV/EHU 1 presents a theory of the spin Hall 

magnetoresistance of metals in contact with magnetic insulators which describes that dependence. 

Spin mixing conductances, which are at the heart of the SMR effect, have traditionally been regarded as 

phenomenological parameters in every experiment, because their computation was thought to be a formidable 

task which could only be carried out by ab initio methods. Recent experiments show, however, that the SMR 

effect depends both on the applied magnetic field and on the temperature, and that the magnetic state of the 

MI plays an important role for SMR. The authors have been able to express these conductances in terms of 

the microscopic parameters of the interface and the spin-spin correlation functions of the local moments on 

the surface of the magnetic insulator. 

The researchers describe the spin-dependent scattering at the NM/MI interface via a microscopic model based 

on the sd coupling between local moments on the MI surface and itinerant electrons in the NM. The 

temperature and magnetic-field dependence of the interfacial scattering coefficients are obtained by 

expressing them in terms of spin-spin correlations functions. The latter are determined by the magnetic 

behavior of the MI layer. 

As examples, the researchers study the MR of a metallic film adjacent to either a paramagnet (PM) or a Weiss 

ferromagnet (FM). 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/11/14/a-theory-of-spin-hall-magnetoresistance-to-study-magnetism-at-interfaces/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6365-1


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

47 

This new theory provides a useful tool for understanding the experiments on heavy metals in contact with 

magnetic insulators of different kinds, and it enables the spin Hall magnetoresistance effect to be used as a 

technique to study magnetism at interfaces. 

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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There is a growing feeling, among those who have the responsibility of managing large economies, that the 

discipline of economics is no longer fit for purpose. It is beginning to look like a science designed to solve 

problems that no longer exist. 

A good example is the obsession with inflation. Economists still teach their students that the primary 

economic role of government—many would insist, its only really proper economic role—is to guarantee price 

stability. We must be constantly vigilant over the dangers of inflation. For governments to simply print money 

is therefore inherently sinful. If, however, inflation is kept at bay through the coordinated action of 

government and central bankers, the market should find its “natural rate of unemployment,” and investors, 

taking advantage of clear price signals, should be able to ensure healthy growth. These assumptions came 

with the monetarism of the 1980s, the idea that government should restrict itself to managing the money 

supply, and by the 1990s had come to be accepted as such elementary common sense that pretty much all 

political debate had to set out from a ritual acknowledgment of the perils of government spending. This 

continues to be the case, despite the fact that, since the 2008 recession, central banks have been printing 

money frantically in an attempt to create inflation and compel the rich to do something useful with their 

money, and have been largely unsuccessful in both endeavors. 

We now live in a different economic universe than we did before the crash. Falling unemployment no longer 

drives up wages. Printing money does not cause inflation. Yet the language of public debate, and the wisdom 

conveyed in economic textbooks, remain almost entirely unchanged. 

One expects a certain institutional lag. Mainstream economists nowadays might not be particularly good at 

predicting financial crashes, facilitating general prosperity, or coming up with models for preventing climate 

change, but when it comes to establishing themselves in positions of intellectual authority, unaffected by such 

failings, their success is unparalleled. One would have to look at the history of religions to find anything like 

it. To this day, economics continues to be taught not as a story of arguments—not, like any other social 

science, as a welter of often warring theoretical perspectives—but rather as something more like physics, the 

gradual realization of universal, unimpeachable mathematical truths. “Heterodox” theories of economics do, 

of course, exist (institutionalist, Marxist, feminist, “Austrian,” post-Keynesian…), but their exponents have 

been almost completely locked out of what are considered “serious” departments, and even outright rebellions 

by economics students (from the post-autistic economics movement in France to post-crash economics in 

Britain) have largely failed to force them into the core curriculum. 

As a result, heterodox economists continue to be treated as just a step or two away from crackpots, despite the 

fact that they often have a much better record of predicting real-world economic events. What’s more, the 

basic psychological assumptions on which mainstream (neoclassical) economics is based—though they have 

long since been disproved by actual psychologists—have colonized the rest of the academy, and have had a 

profound impact on popular understandings of the world. 

Nowhere is this divide between public debate and economic reality more dramatic than in Britain, which is 

perhaps why it appears to be the first country where something is beginning to crack. It was center-left New 

Labour that presided over the pre-crash bubble, and voters’ throw-the-bastards-out reaction brought a series of 

Conservative governments that soon discovered that a rhetoric of austerity—the Churchillian evocation of 

common sacrifice for the public good—played well with the British public, allowing them to win broad 

popular acceptance for policies designed to pare down what little remained of the British welfare state and 

redistribute resources upward, toward the rich. “There is no magic money tree,” as Theresa May put it during 
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the snap election of 2017—virtually the only memorable line from one of the most lackluster campaigns in 

British history. The phrase has been repeated endlessly in the media, whenever someone asks why the UK is 

the only country in Western Europe that charges university tuition, or whether it is really necessary to have 

quite so many people sleeping on the streets. 

The truly extraordinary thing about May’s phrase is that it isn’t true. There are plenty of magic money trees in 

Britain, as there are in any developed economy. They are called “banks.” Since modern money is simply 

credit, banks can and do create money literally out of nothing, simply by making loans. Almost all of the 

money circulating in Britain at the moment is bank-created in this way. Not only is the public largely unaware 

of this, but a recent survey by the British research group Positive Money discovered that an astounding 85 

percent of members of Parliament had no idea where money really came from (most appeared to be under the 

impression that it was produced by the Royal Mint). 

Economists, for obvious reasons, can’t be completely oblivious to the role of banks, but they have spent much 

of the twentieth century arguing about what actually happens when someone applies for a loan. One school 

insists that banks transfer existing funds from their reserves, another that they produce new money, but only 

on the basis of a multiplier effect (so that your car loan can still be seen as ultimately rooted in some retired 

grandmother’s pension fund). Only a minority—mostly heterodox economists, post-Keynesians, and modern 

money theorists—uphold what is called the “credit creation theory of banking”: that bankers simply wave a 

magic wand and make the money appear, secure in the confidence that even if they hand a client a credit for 

$1 million, ultimately the recipient will put it back in the bank again, so that, across the system as a whole, 

credits and debts will cancel out. Rather than loans being based in deposits, in this view, deposits themselves 

were the result of loans. 

The one thing it never seemed to occur to anyone to do was to get a job at a bank, and find out what actually 

happens when someone asks to borrow money. In 2014 a German economist named Richard Werner did 

exactly that, and discovered that, in fact, loan officers do not check their existing funds, reserves, or anything 

else. They simply create money out of thin air, or, as he preferred to put it, “fairy dust.” 

That year also appears to have been when elements in Britain’s notoriously independent civil service decided 

that enough was enough. The question of money creation became a critical bone of contention. The 

overwhelming majority of even mainstream economists in the UK had long since rejected austerity as 

counterproductive (which, predictably, had almost no impact on public debate). But at a certain point, 

demanding that the technocrats charged with running the system base all policy decisions on false 

assumptions about something as elementary as the nature of money becomes a little like demanding that 

architects proceed on the understanding that the square root of 47 is actually π. Architects are aware that 

buildings would start falling down. People would die. 

Before long, the Bank of England (the British equivalent of the Federal Reserve, whose economists are most 

free to speak their minds since they are not formally part of the government) rolled out an elaborate official 

report called “Money Creation in the Modern Economy,” replete with videos and animations, making the 

same point: existing economics textbooks, and particularly the reigning monetarist orthodoxy, are wrong. The 

heterodox economists are right. Private banks create money. Central banks like the Bank of England create 

money as well, but monetarists are entirely wrong to insist that their proper function is to control the money 

supply. In fact, central banks do not in any sense control the money supply; their main function is to set the 

interest rate—to determine how much private banks can charge for the money they create. Almost all public 
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debate on these subjects is therefore based on false premises. For example, if what the Bank of England was 

saying were true, government borrowing didn’t divert funds from the private sector; it created entirely new 

money that had not existed before. 

One might have imagined that such an admission would create something of a splash, and in certain restricted 

circles, it did. Central banks in Norway, Switzerland, and Germany quickly put out similar papers. Back in the 

UK, the immediate media response was simply silence. The Bank of England report has never, to my 

knowledge, been so much as mentioned on the BBC or any other TV news outlet. Newspaper columnists 

continued to write as if monetarism was self-evidently correct. Politicians continued to be grilled about where 

they would find the cash for social programs. It was as if a kind of entente cordiale had been established, in 

which the technocrats would be allowed to live in one theoretical universe, while politicians and news 

commentators would continue to exist in an entirely different one. 

Still, there are signs that this arrangement is temporary. England—and the Bank of England in particular—

prides itself on being a bellwether for global economic trends. Monetarism itself got its launch into 

intellectual respectability in the 1970s after having been embraced by Bank of England economists. From 

there it was ultimately adopted by the insurgent Thatcher regime, and only after that by Ronald Reagan in the 

United States, and it was subsequently exported almost everywhere else. 

It is possible that a similar pattern is reproducing itself today. In 2015, a year after the appearance of the Bank 

of England report, the Labour Party for the first time allowed open elections for its leadership, and the left 

wing of the party, under Jeremy Corbyn and now shadow chancellor of the exchequer John McDonnell, took 

hold of the reins of power. At the time, the Labour left were considered even more marginal extremists than 

was Thatcher’s wing of the Conservative Party in 1975; it is also (despite the media’s constant efforts to paint 

them as unreconstructed 1970s socialists) the only major political group in the UK that has been open to new 

economic ideas. While pretty much the entire political establishment has been spending most of its time these 

last few years screaming at one another about Brexit, McDonnell’s office—and Labour youth support 

groups—have been holding workshops and floating policy initiatives on everything from a four-day 

workweek and universal basic income to a Green Industrial Revolution and “Fully Automated Luxury 

Communism,” and inviting heterodox economists to take part in popular education initiatives aimed at 

transforming conceptions of how the economy really works. Corbynism has faced near-histrionic opposition 

from virtually all sectors of the political establishment, but it would be unwise to ignore the possibility that 

something historic is afoot. 

One sign that something historically new has indeed appeared is if scholars begin reading the past in a new 

light. Accordingly, one of the most significant books to come out of the UK in recent years would have to be 

Robert Skidelsky’s Money and Government: The Past and Future of Economics. Ostensibly an attempt to 

answer the question of why mainstream economics rendered itself so useless in the years immediately before 

and after the crisis of 2008, it is really an attempt to retell the history of the economic discipline through a 

consideration of the two things—money and government—that most economists least like to talk about. 
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Richard Saker/Contour by Getty Images 

Robert Skidelsky, London, 2013 
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Skidelsky is well positioned to tell this story. He embodies a uniquely English type: the gentle maverick, so 

firmly ensconced in the establishment that it never occurs to him that he might not be able to say exactly what 

he thinks, and whose views are tolerated by the rest of the establishment precisely for that reason. Born in 

Manchuria, trained at Oxford, professor of political economy at Warwick, Skidelsky is best known as the 

author of the definitive, three-volume biography of John Maynard Keynes, and has for the last three decades 

sat in the House of Lords as Baron of Tilton, affiliated at different times with a variety of political parties, and 

sometimes none at all. During the early Blair years, he was a Conservative, and even served as opposition 

spokesman on economic matters in the upper chamber; currently he’s a cross-bench independent, broadly 

aligned with left Labour. In other words, he follows his own flag. Usually, it’s an interesting flag. Over the 

last several years, Skidelsky has been taking advantage of his position in the world’s most elite legislative 

body to hold a series of high-level seminars on the reformation of the economic discipline; this book is, in a 

sense, the first major product of these endeavors. 

What it reveals is an endless war between two broad theoretical perspectives in which the same side always 

seems to win—for reasons that rarely have anything to do with either theoretical sophistication or greater 

predictive power. The crux of the argument always seems to turn on the nature of money. Is money best 

conceived of as a physical commodity, a precious substance used to facilitate exchange, or is it better to see 

money primarily as a credit, a bookkeeping method or circulating IOU—in any case, a social arrangement? 

This is an argument that has been going on in some form for thousands of years. What we call “money” is 

always a mixture of both, and, as I myself noted in Debt (2011), the center of gravity between the two tends to 

shift back and forth over time. In the Middle Ages everyday transactions across Eurasia were typically 

conducted by means of credit, and money was assumed to be an abstraction. It was the rise of global 

European empires in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and the corresponding flood of gold and silver 

looted from the Americas, that really shifted perceptions. Historically, the feeling that bullion 

actually is money tends to mark periods of generalized violence, mass slavery, and predatory standing 

armies—which for most of the world was precisely how the Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, French, and British 

empires were experienced. One important theoretical innovation that these new bullion-based theories of 

money allowed was, as Skidelsky notes, what has come to be called the quantity theory of money (usually 

referred to in textbooks—since economists take endless delight in abbreviations—as QTM). 

The QTM argument was first put forward by a French lawyer named Jean Bodin, during a debate over the 

cause of the sharp, destablizing price inflation that immediately followed the Iberian conquest of the 

Americas. Bodin argued that the inflation was a simple matter of supply and demand: the enormous influx of 

gold and silver from the Spanish colonies was cheapening the value of money in Europe. The basic principle 

would no doubt have seemed a matter of common sense to anyone with experience of commerce at the time, 

but it turns out to have been based on a series of false assumptions. For one thing, most of the gold and silver 

extracted from Mexico and Peru did not end up in Europe at all, and certainly wasn’t coined into money. Most 

of it was transported directly to China and India (to buy spices, silks, calicoes, and other “oriental luxuries”), 

and insofar as it had inflationary effects back home, it was on the basis of speculative bonds of one sort or 

another. This almost always turns out to be true when QTM is applied: it seems self-evident, but only if you 

leave most of the critical factors out. 

In the case of the sixteenth-century price inflation, for instance, once one takes account of credit, hoarding, 

and speculation—not to mention increased rates of economic activity, investment in new technology, and 

wage levels (which, in turn, have a lot to do with the relative power of workers and employers, creditors and 

debtors)—it becomes impossible to say for certain which is the deciding factor: whether the money supply 
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drives prices, or prices drive the money supply. Technically, this comes down to a choice between what are 

called exogenous and endogenous theories of money. Should money be treated as an outside factor, like all 

those Spanish dubloons supposedly sweeping into Antwerp, Dublin, and Genoa in the days of Philip II, or 

should it be imagined primarily as a product of economic activity itself, mined, minted, and put into 

circulation, or more often, created as credit instruments such as loans, in order to meet a demand—which 

would, of course, mean that the roots of inflation lie elsewhere? 

To put it bluntly: QTM is obviously wrong. Doubling the amount of gold in a country will have no effect on 

the price of cheese if you give all the gold to rich people and they just bury it in their yards, or use it to make 

gold-plated submarines (this is, incidentally, why quantitative easing, the strategy of buying long-term 

government bonds to put money into circulation, did not work either). What actually matters is spending. 

Nonetheless, from Bodin’s time to the present, almost every time there was a major policy debate, 

the QTM advocates won. In England, the pattern was set in 1696, just after the creation of the Bank of 

England, with an argument over wartime inflation between Treasury Secretary William Lowndes, Sir Isaac 

Newton (then warden of the mint), and the philosopher John Locke. Newton had agreed with the Treasury 

that silver coins had to be officially devalued to prevent a deflationary collapse; Locke took an extreme 

monetarist position, arguing that the government should be limited to guaranteeing the value of property 

(including coins) and that tinkering would confuse investors and defraud creditors. Locke won. The result was 

deflationary collapse. A sharp tightening of the money supply created an abrupt economic contraction that 

threw hundreds of thousands out of work and created mass penury, riots, and hunger. The government quickly 

moved to moderate the policy (first by allowing banks to monetize government war debts in the form of bank 

notes, and eventually by moving off the silver standard entirely), but in its official rhetoric, Locke’s small-

government, pro-creditor, hard-money ideology became the grounds of all further political debate. 

According to Skidelsky, the pattern was to repeat itself again and again, in 1797, the 1840s, the 1890s, and, 

ultimately, the late 1970s and early 1980s, with Thatcher and Reagan’s (in each case brief) adoption of 

monetarism. Always we see the same sequence of events: 

(1) The government adopts hard-money policies as a matter of principle. 

(2) Disaster ensues. 

(3) The government quietly abandons hard-money policies. 

(4) The economy recovers. 

(5) Hard-money philosophy nonetheless becomes, or is reinforced as, simple universal common sense. 

How was it possible to justify such a remarkable string of failures? Here a lot of the blame, according to 

Skidelsky, can be laid at the feet of the Scottish philosopher David Hume. An early advocate of QTM, Hume 

was also the first to introduce the notion that short-term shocks—such as Locke produced—would create 

long-term benefits if they had the effect of unleashing the self-regulating powers of the market: 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

55 

Ever since Hume, economists have distinguished between the short-run and the long-run effects of economic 

change, including the effects of policy interventions. The distinction has served to protect the theory of 

equilibrium, by enabling it to be stated in a form which took some account of reality. In economics, the short-

run now typically stands for the period during which a market (or an economy of markets) temporarily 

deviates from its long-term equilibrium position under the impact of some “shock,” like a pendulum 

temporarily dislodged from a position of rest. This way of thinking suggests that governments should leave it 

to markets to discover their natural equilibrium positions. Government interventions to “correct” deviations 

will only add extra layers of delusion to the original one. 

There is a logical flaw to any such theory: there’s no possible way to disprove it. The premise that markets 

will always right themselves in the end can only be tested if one has a commonly agreed definition of when 

the “end” is; but for economists, that definition turns out to be “however long it takes to reach a point where I 

can say the economy has returned to equilibrium.” (In the same way, statements like “the barbarians always 

win in the end” or “truth always prevails” cannot be proved wrong, since in practice they just mean 

“whenever barbarians win, or truth prevails, I shall declare the story over.”) 

At this point, all the pieces were in place: tight-money policies (which benefited creditors and the wealthy) 

could be justified as “harsh medicine” to clear up price-signals so the market could return to a healthy state of 

long-run balance. In describing how all this came about, Skidelsky is providing us with a worthy extension of 

a history Karl Polanyi first began to map out in the 1940s: the story of how supposedly self-regulating 

national markets were the product of careful social engineering. Part of that involved creating government 

policies self-consciously designed to inspire resentment of “big government.” Skidelsky writes: 

A crucial innovation was income tax, first levied in 1814, and renewed by [Prime Minister Robert] Peel in 

1842. By 1911–14, this had become the principal source of government revenue. Income tax had the double 

benefit of giving the British state a secure revenue base, and aligning voters’ interests with cheap government, 

since only direct taxpayers had the vote…. “Fiscal probity,” under Gladstone, “became the new morality.” 

In fact, there’s absolutely no reason a modern state should fund itself primarily by appropriating a proportion 

of each citizen’s earnings. There are plenty of other ways to go about it. Many—such as land, wealth, 

commercial, or consumer taxes (any of which can be made more or less progressive)—are considerably more 

efficient, since creating a bureaucratic apparatus capable of monitoring citizens’ personal affairs to the degree 

required by an income tax system is itself enormously expensive. But this misses the real point: income tax is 

supposed to be intrusive and exasperating. It is meant to feel at least a little bit unfair. Like so much of 

classical liberalism (and contemporary neoliberalism), it is an ingenious political sleight of hand—an 

expansion of the bureaucratic state that also allows its leaders to pretend to advocate for small government. 

The one major exception to this pattern was the mid-twentieth century, what has come to be remembered as 

the Keynesian age. It was a period in which those running capitalist democracies, spooked by the Russian 

Revolution and the prospect of the mass rebellion of their own working classes, allowed unprecedented levels 

of redistribution—which, in turn, led to the most generalized material prosperity in human history. The story 

of the Keynesian revolution of the 1930s, and the neoclassical counterrevolution of the 1970s, has been told 

innumerable times, but Skidelsky gives the reader a fresh sense of the underlying conflict. 
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Christopher Anderson/Magnum Photos 

Wall Street, 2008 

Keynes himself was staunchly anti-Communist, but largely because he felt that capitalism was more likely to 

drive rapid technological advance that would largely eliminate the need for material labor. He wished for full 

employment not because he thought work was good, but because he ultimately wished to do away with work, 

envisioning a society in which technology would render human labor obsolete. In other words, he assumed 

that the ground was always shifting under the analysts’ feet; the object of any social science was inherently 

unstable. Max Weber, for similar reasons, argued that it would never be possible for social scientists to come 

up with anything remotely like the laws of physics, because by the time they had come anywhere near to 

gathering enough information, society itself, and what analysts felt was important to know about it, would 

have changed so much that the information would be irrelevant. Keynes’s opponents, on the other hand, were 

determined to root their arguments in just such universal principles. 

It’s difficult for outsiders to see what was really at stake here, because the argument has come to be recounted 

as a technical dispute between the roles of micro- and macroeconomics. Keynesians insisted that the former is 

appropriate to studying the behavior of individual households or firms, trying to optimize their advantage in 

the marketplace, but that as soon as one begins to look at national economies, one is moving to an entirely 

different level of complexity, where different sorts of laws apply. Just as it is impossible to understand the 

mating habits of an aardvark by analyzing all the chemical reactions in their cells, so patterns of trade, 
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investment, or the fluctuations of interest or employment rates were not simply the aggregate of all the 

microtransactions that seemed to make them up. The patterns had, as philosophers of science would put it, 

“emergent properties.” Obviously, it was necessary to understand the micro level (just as it was necessary to 

understand the chemicals that made up the aardvark) to have any chance of understand the macro, but that 

was not, in itself, enough. 

The counterrevolutionaries, starting with Keynes’s old rival Friedrich Hayek at the LSE and the various 

luminaries who joined him in the Mont Pelerin Society, took aim directly at this notion that national 

economies are anything more than the sum of their parts. Politically, Skidelsky notes, this was due to a 

hostility to the very idea of statecraft (and, in a broader sense, of any collective good). National economies 

could indeed be reduced to the aggregate effect of millions of individual decisions, and, therefore, every 

element of macroeconomics had to be systematically “micro-founded.” 

One reason this was such a radical position was that it was taken at exactly the same moment that 

microeconomics itself was completing a profound transformation—one that had begun with the marginal 

revolution of the late nineteenth century—from a technique for understanding how those operating on the 

market make decisions to a general philosophy of human life. It was able to do so, remarkably enough, by 

proposing a series of assumptions that even economists themselves were happy to admit were not really true: 

let us posit, they said, purely rational actors motivated exclusively by self-interest, who know exactly what 

they want and never change their minds, and have complete access to all relevant pricing information. This 

allowed them to make precise, predictive equations of exactly how individuals should be expected to act. 

Surely there’s nothing wrong with creating simplified models. Arguably, this is how any science of human 

affairs has to proceed. But an empirical science then goes on to test those models against what people actually 

do, and adjust them accordingly. This is precisely what economists did not do. Instead, they discovered that, if 

one encased those models in mathematical formulae completely impenetrable to the noninitiate, it would be 

possible to create a universe in which those premises could never be refuted. (“All actors are engaged in the 

maximization of utility. What is utility? Whatever it is that an actor appears to be maximizing.”) The 

mathematical equations allowed economists to plausibly claim theirs was the only branch of social theory that 

had advanced to anything like a predictive science (even if most of their successful predictions were of the 

behavior of people who had themselves been trained in economic theory). 

This allowed Homo economicus to invade the rest of the academy, so that by the 1950s and 1960s almost 

every scholarly discipline in the business of preparing young people for positions of power (political science, 

international relations, etc.) had adopted some variant of “rational choice theory” culled, ultimately, from 

microeconomics. By the 1980s and 1990s, it had reached a point where even the heads of art foundations or 

charitable organizations would not be considered fully qualified if they were not at least broadly familiar with 

a “science” of human affairs that started from the assumption that humans were fundamentally selfish and 

greedy. 

These, then, were the “microfoundations” to which the neoclassical reformers demanded macroeconomics be 

returned. Here they were able to take advantage of certain undeniable weaknesses in Keynesian formulations, 

above all its inability to explain 1970s stagflation, to brush away the remaining Keynesian superstructure and 

return to the same hard-money, small-government policies that had been dominant in the nineteenth century. 

The familiar pattern ensued. Monetarism didn’t work; in the UK and then the US, such policies were quickly 

abandoned. But ideologically, the intervention was so effective that even when “new Keynesians” like Joseph 
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Stiglitz or Paul Krugman returned to dominate the argument about macroeconomics, they still felt obliged to 

maintain the new microfoundations. 

The problem, as Skidelsky emphasizes, is that if your initial assumptions are absurd, multiplying them a 

thousandfold will hardly make them less so. Or, as he puts it, rather less gently, “lunatic premises lead to mad 

conclusions”: 

The efficient market hypothesis (EMH), made popular by Eugene Fama…is the application of rational 

expectations to financial markets. The rational expectations hypothesis (REH) says that agents optimally 

utilize all available information about the economy and policy instantly to adjust their expectations…. 

Thus, in the words of Fama,…“In an efficient market, competition among the many intelligent participants 

leads to a situation where…the actual price of a security will be a good estimate of its intrinsic value.” 

[Skidelsky’s italics] 

In other words, we were obliged to pretend that markets could not, by definition, be wrong—if in the 1980s 

the land on which the Imperial compound in Tokyo was built, for example, was valued higher than that of all 

the land in New York City, then that would have to be because that was what it was actually worth. If there 

are deviations, they are purely random, “stochastic” and therefore unpredictable, temporary, and, ultimately, 

insignificant. In any case, rational actors will quickly step in to sweep up any undervalued stocks. Skidelsky 

drily remarks: 

There is a paradox here. On the one hand, the theory says that there is no point in trying to profit from 

speculation, because shares are always correctly priced and their movements cannot be predicted. But on the 

other hand, if investors did not try to profit, the market would not be efficient because there would be no self-

correcting mechanism…. 

Secondly, if shares are always correctly priced, bubbles and crises cannot be generated by the market…. 

This attitude leached into policy: “government officials, starting with [Federal Reserve Chairman] Alan 

Greenspan, were unwilling to burst the bubble precisely because they were unwilling to even judge that 

it was a bubble.” The EMH made the identification of bubbles impossible because it ruled them out a priori. 

If there is an answer to the queen’s famous question of why no one saw the crash coming, this would be it. 

At this point, we have come full circle. After such a catastrophic embarrassment, orthodox economists fell 

back on their strong suit—academic politics and institutional power. In the UK, one of the first moves of the 

new Conservative-Liberal Democratic Coalition in 2010 was to reform the higher education system by 

tripling tuition and instituting an American-style regime of student loans. Common sense might have 

suggested that if the education system was performing successfully (for all its foibles, the British university 

system was considered one of the best in the world), while the financial system was operating so badly that it 

had nearly destroyed the global economy, the sensible thing might be to reform the financial system to be a 

bit more like the educational system, rather than the other way around. An aggressive effort to do the opposite 

could only be an ideological move. It was a full-on assault on the very idea that knowledge could be anything 

other than an economic good. 
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Similar moves were made to solidify control over the institutional structure. The BBC, a once proudly 

independent body, under the Tories has increasingly come to resemble a state broadcasting network, their 

political commentators often reciting almost verbatim the latest talking points of the ruling party—which, at 

least economically, were premised on the very theories that had just been discredited. Political debate simply 

assumed that the usual “harsh medicine” and Gladstonian “fiscal probity” were the only solution; at the same 

time, the Bank of England began printing money like mad and, effectively, handing it out to the one percent 

in an unsuccessful attempt to kick-start inflation. The practical results were, to put it mildly, uninspiring. Even 

at the height of the eventual recovery, in the fifth-richest country in the world, something like one British 

citizen in twelve experienced hunger, up to and including going entire days without food. If an “economy” is 

to be defined as the means by which a human population provides itself with its material needs, the British 

economy is increasingly dysfunctional. Frenetic efforts on the part of the British political class to change the 

subject (Brexit) can hardly go on forever. Eventually, real issues will have to be addressed. 

Economic theory as it exists increasingly resembles a shed full of broken tools. This is not to say there are no 

useful insights here, but fundamentally the existing discipline is designed to solve another century’s problems. 

The problem of how to determine the optimal distribution of work and resources to create high levels of 

economic growth is simply not the same problem we are now facing: i.e., how to deal with increasing 

technological productivity, decreasing real demand for labor, and the effective management of care work, 

without also destroying the Earth. This demands a different science. The “microfoundations” of current 

economics are precisely what is standing in the way of this. Any new, viable science will either have to draw 

on the accumulated knowledge of feminism, behavioral economics, psychology, and even anthropology to 

come up with theories based on how people actually behave, or once again embrace the notion of emergent 

levels of complexity—or, most likely, both. 

Intellectually, this won’t be easy. Politically, it will be even more difficult. Breaking through neoclassical 

economics’ lock on major institutions, and its near-theological hold over the media—not to mention all the 

subtle ways it has come to define our conceptions of human motivations and the horizons of human 

possibility—is a daunting prospect. Presumably, some kind of shock would be required. What might it take? 

Another 2008-style collapse? Some radical political shift in a major world government? A global youth 

rebellion? However it will come about, books like this—and quite possibly this book—will play a crucial 

part. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/12/05/against-economics/ 

  

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/12/05/against-economics/
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Soft robots of the future may depend on new materials that conduct electricity, sense damage and self-

heal 

Invited Researcher   

Author: Michael Ford is a postdoctoral research associate in materials engineering at the Carnegie Mellon 

University 

Interactions between people and machines continue to increase. 

Tecnalia/Flickr, CC BY-NC-ND 

Robots used to be restricted to heavy lifting or fine detail work in factories. Now Boston Dynamics’ 

nimble four-legged robot, Spot, is available for companies to lease to carry out various real-world jobs, a sign 

of just how common interactions between humans and machines have become in recent years. 

And while Spot is versatile and robust, it’s what society thinks of as a traditional robot, a mix of metal and 

hard plastic. Many researchers are convinced that soft robots capable of safe physical interaction with people 

– for example, providing in-home assistance by gripping and moving objects – will join hard robots to 

populate the future. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/invited-researcher/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tecnalia/14109734238/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.bostondynamics.com/spot
https://doi.org/10.1002/admt.201800477
https://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2016/12/11/504953475/behold-a-robot-hand-with-a-soft-touch
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41928-018-0024-1
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Soft multifunctional materials will be used in soft robotics and wearable computers, for example, and will 

perform many different tasks simultaneously. 

Michael Ford, CC BY-ND 

Soft robotics and wearable computers, both technologies that are safe for human interaction, will demand new 

types of materials that are soft and stretchable and perform a wide variety of functions. My colleagues and I at 

the Soft Machines Lab at Carnegie Mellon University develop these multifunctional materials. Along 

with collaborators, we’ve recently developed one such material that uniquely combines the properties of 

metals, soft rubbers and shape memory materials. 

These soft multifunctional materials, as we call them, conduct electricity, detect damage and heal themselves. 

They also can sense touch and change their shape and stiffness in response to electrical stimulation, like an 

artificial muscle. In many ways, it’s what the pioneering researchers Kaushik Bhattacharya and Richard 

James described: “the material is the machine.” 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://sml.me.cmu.edu/
https://www.cmu.edu/me/malen/Lab_Website/Home.html
https://www.cmu.edu/me/malen/Lab_Website/Home.html
https://warelab.co/people/
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=Iky0yNkAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=ao
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=gIS0-ekAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=gIS0-ekAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1100892
https://images.theconversation.com/files/295033/original/file-20191001-173369-1y7qpg.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Making materials intelligent 

This idea that the material is the machine can be captured in the concept of embodied intelligence. This term 

is usually used to describe a system of materials that are interconnected, like tendons in the knee. When 

running, tendons can stretch and relax to adapt each time the foot strikes the ground, without the need for any 

neural control. 

It’s also possible to think of embodied intelligence in a single material – one that can sense, process and 

respond to its environment without embedded electronic devices like sensors and processing units. 

A simple example is rubber. At the molecular level, rubber contains strings of molecules that are coiled up 

and linked together. Stretching or compressing rubber moves and uncoils the strings, but their links force the 

rubber to bounce back to its original position without permanently deforming. The ability for rubber to 

“know” its original shape is contained within the material structure. 

A soft robot with a stretchable and electrically conductive circuit that is self-healing. 

Soft Machines Lab, CC BY-ND 

Since engineered materials of the future that are suitable for human-machine interaction will require 

multifunctionality, researchers have tried to build new levels of embodied intelligence – beyond just 

stretching – into materials like rubber. Recently, my coworkers created self-healing circuits embedded in 

rubber. 

They started by dispersing micro-scale liquid metal droplets wrapped in an electrically insulating “skin” 

throughout silicone rubber. In its original state, the skin’s thin metal oxide layer prevents the metal droplets 

from conducting electricity. 

https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/how-body-shapes-way-we-think
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41563-018-0084-7
https://images.theconversation.com/files/300339/original/file-20191105-88372-7sgbvn.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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However, if the metal-embedded rubber is subjected to enough force, the droplets will rupture and coalesce to 

form electrically conductive pathways. Any electrical lines printed in that rubber become self-healing. In a 

separate study, they showed that the mechanism for self-healing could also be used to detect damage. New 

electrical lines form in the areas that are damaged. If an electrical signal gets through, that indicates the 

damage. 

The combination of liquid metal and rubber gave the material a new route to sense and process its 

environment – that is, a new form of embodied intelligence. The rearrangement of the liquid metal allows the 

material to “know” when damage has occurred because of an electrical response. 

Liquid crystal elastomers are a type of shape memory material that can be programmed into a specific shape, 

like this 3-D face, and then reversibly transform into another shape, such as a flat sheet. 

Jeff Fitlow/Rice University, CC BY-ND 

Shape memory is another example of embodied intelligence in materials. It means materials can reversibly 

change to a prescribed form. Shape memory materials are good candidates for linear motion in soft robotics, 

able to move back and forth like your bicep muscle. But they also offer unique and complex shape-changing 

capabilities. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/adfm.201900160
https://doi.org/10.1002/adfm.201900160
https://news.rice.edu/2018/12/20/mighty-morphing-materials-take-complex-shapes/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://images.theconversation.com/files/295026/original/file-20191001-173364-8tc296.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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For example, two groups of materials scientists recently demonstrated how a class of materials could 

reversibly transform from a flat rubber-like sheet into a 3-D topographical map of a face. It’s a feat that would 

be difficult with traditional motors and gears, but it’s simple for this class of materials due to the material’s 

embodied intelligence. The researchers used a class of materials known as liquid crystal elastomers, which are 

sometimes described as artificial muscles because they can extend and contract with the application of a 

stimulus like heat, light, or electricity. 

 

Putting it all together 

By drawing inspiration from the liquid metal composite and the shape-morphing material, my colleagues and 

I recently created a soft composite with unprecedented multifunctionality. 

It is soft and stretchable, and it can conduct heat and electricity. It can actively change its shape, unlike 

regular rubber. Since our composite easily conducts electricity, the shape-morphing can be activated 

electrically. Since it is soft and deformable, it is also resilient to significant damage. Because it can conduct 

electricity, the composite can interface with traditional electronics and dynamically respond to touch. 

Furthermore, our composite can heal itself and detect damage in a whole new way. Damage creates new 

electrically conductive lines that activate shape-morphing in the material. The composite responds by 

spontaneously contracting when punctured. 

Top: The damage-sensing composite is connected to a light-emitting diode to indicate that conductivity is 

active. When the damage is severe enough, new conductive pathways form. The new conductive pathways 

cause the composite to ‘respond’ by actuating. Bottom: The composite can reversibly morph in complex 

ways, like this dome that flattens when activated. 

Ford et al, PNAS October 22, 2019 116 (43) 21438-21444, CC BY-ND 

In the movie “Terminator 2: Judgment Day,” the shape-shifting android T-1000 can liquify; can change 

shape, color, and texture; is immune to mechanical damage; and displays superhuman strength. Such a 

https://doi.org/10.1039/C8SM02174K
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1804702115
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1804702115
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1911021116
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1911021116
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0103064/
https://images.theconversation.com/files/295031/original/file-20191001-173358-1ffxm3c.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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complex robot requires complex multifunctional materials. Now, materials that can sense, process and 

respond to their environment like these shape-morphing composites are starting to become a reality. 

But unlike T-1000 these new materials aren’t a force for evil – they’re paving the way for soft assistive 

devices like prosthetics, companion robots, remote exploration technologies, antennas that can change shape 

and plenty more applications that engineers haven’t even dreamed up yet. 

  

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Original article. 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/11/13/soft-robots-of-the-future-may-depend-on-new-materials-that-

conduct-electricity-sense-damage-and-self-

heal/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Ma

pping+Ignorance%29 

  

http://theconversation.com/
https://theconversation.com/soft-robots-of-the-future-may-depend-on-new-materials-that-conduct-electricity-sense-damage-and-self-heal-124344
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/11/13/soft-robots-of-the-future-may-depend-on-new-materials-that-conduct-electricity-sense-damage-and-self-heal/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/11/13/soft-robots-of-the-future-may-depend-on-new-materials-that-conduct-electricity-sense-damage-and-self-heal/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/11/13/soft-robots-of-the-future-may-depend-on-new-materials-that-conduct-electricity-sense-damage-and-self-heal/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/11/13/soft-robots-of-the-future-may-depend-on-new-materials-that-conduct-electricity-sense-damage-and-self-heal/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
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From “Alcohologues” 

by Hilda Hilst 

 

Issue no. 207 (Winter 2013) 

The coat of Italian red eyes me. Wool 

Unraveling from abuse, 

Creased and spent at the armpits. 

The front bares smudges living 

Variable, distinct 

Because when I pull on my high boots 

Towards dawn, or when I hop into them quickly 

At dusk, I always fall on my face. 

Life is who puts me on my feet. And thirst. 

And saliva. The tongue looks for that taste 

Of golden dryness, and caresses the lips 

Drooling shamelessly onto my coat. 

It is good and gentle my coat of Italian red 

Sometimes it cries: ah, if only you remembered me 

In your prolixity. Wash me, hilda. 

—Translated from the Portuguese by Julia Powers 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “Ten Overtures to the Beloved,” also by Hilda Hilst, published in Issue 225, Summer 2018? 

 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ac192c2103&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ac192c2103&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=0782e43d16&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ac192c2103&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ac192c2103&e=d538c8f2e0
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Acidic oceans may release more nitrous oxide into the atmosphere 

By Michael Irving 

 

Researchers have found that ocean acidification increases the amount of nitrous oxide released into the 

atmosphere 

karelstudio/Depositphotos 

Having more carbon dioxide in the atmosphere isn’t just changing the surface climate – it’s making the 

oceans more acidic. Now, scientists have uncovered an unfortunate feedback loop that could make things 

worse. According to a new study, ocean acidification seems to increase the amount of nitrous oxide (N2O), a 

potent greenhouse gas, that’s released into the air. 

Ocean acidification is already a major concern as a side effect of, and contributing factor to, climate change. 

More carbon dioxide in the air means the oceans absorb more of it too, which makes the waters more acidic. 

That in turn changes the climate of marine ecosystems, bleaching coral reefs, disrupting the natural food 

chain, messing up the survival instincts of fish, and even dissolving the seafloor. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://depositphotos.com/2108679/stock-photo-sea-wave.html
https://newatlas.com/ocean-acidity-extinction/36945/
https://newatlas.com/warming-acidic-oceans-dissolving-sea-creatures/49083/
https://newatlas.com/coral-bleaching-returns-great-barrier-reef/48441/
https://newatlas.com/ocean-acidification-predator-prey/44141/
https://newatlas.com/ocean-acidification-predator-prey/44141/
https://newatlas.com/rising-c02-fish-predators/46091/
https://newatlas.com/human-activity-dissolving-seafloor/57119/
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And now a new effect has been uncovered by researchers at EPFL, Tokyo Institute of Technology and the 

Japan Agency for Marine-Earth Science and Technology (JAMSTEC). According to the team, more acidic 

waters release more nitrous oxide into the atmosphere. And once it’s up there, its greenhouse gas effect is 

almost 300 times more damaging than CO2, as it depletes the ozone layer. 

The team started by collecting water samples from five different sites off the coast of Japan between 2013 and 

2016. To test how much nitrous oxide was produced at different acidity levels, the team then lowered the pH 

levels of the samples, making them more acidic. This triggers a process whereby microbes in the water begin 

converting ammonium into nitrate, creating N2O as a by-product. 

The team found that for one particular part of the Pacific Ocean – the subarctic areas near Japan’s northern 

island of Hokkaido – the more acidic water is significantly increasing the amount of nitrous oxide produced. 

Interestingly, in their samples the team recorded that the actual conversion rate of ammonium to nitrate 

decreased, but somehow the amount of N2O produced went up. The team isn’t exactly sure what caused that, 

but it could be that pH changes are impacting other biochemical mechanisms in unexpected ways. 

The new study backs up previous research that found that the conversion rate of ammonium to nitrate was 

dropping. The difference here is that the earlier work concluded that this meant that N2O levels would also 

drop – unfortunately the new study found just the opposite. 

“Our study provides additional proof that rising CO2 emissions are disrupting natural biogeochemical cycles, 

which are highly sensitive to changes in the environment,” says Florian Breider, lead author of the study. 

“Our study shows that under the right conditions, one greenhouse gas can increase the production of another, 

more damaging one. So it’s essential that we keep conducting research in this area.” 

The team acknowledges that for now, the conclusions are only really valid for that one part of the ocean that 

they tested. Further work will need to be done to determine if the phenomenon also applies to other regions. 

The research was published in the journal Nature Climate Change. 

Source: EPFL 

We recommend 

1. Nitrous Oxide/Oxygen Effective for Pain Management in Photodynamic Therapy 

PracticeUpdate, 2016 

2. Atmospheric Response to Mesoscale Ocean Eddies over the South China Sea 

Haoya Liu et al., Advances in Atmospheric Sciences, 2018 

3. Response of North Pacific and North Atlantic decadal variability to weak global warming 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-019-0605-7
https://actu.epfl.ch/news/nitrous-oxide-emissions-set-to-rise-in-the-pacific/
http://www.practiceupdate.com/content/nitrous-oxideoxygen-effective-for-pain-management-in-photodynamic-therapy/41594/6/0/1?elsca1=TrendMD_CPA
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00376-018-7175-x?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Advances_in_Atmospheric_Sciences_TrendMD_1
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1674927817301144?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Advances_in_Climate_Change_Research_TrendMD_1
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Wu et al., Advances in Climate Change Research, 2018 

1. Nitrous Oxide Improves Satisfaction With IUD Insertion 

Laird Harrison et al., Medscape 

2. The 30–60-day Intraseasonal Variability of Sea Surface Temperature in the South China Sea dur1ing 

May–September 

Jiangyu Mao et al., Advances in Atmospheric Sciences, 2018 

3. Impact of the Kuroshio Extension Oceanic Front on Autumn and Winter Surface Air Temperatures 

over North America 

Li Yuan et al., Journal of Ocean University of China, 2018 

 

https://newatlas.com/environment/ocean-acidification-nitrous-oxide-atmosphere/ 

  

https://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/844409?src=trendmd_pilot
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00376-017-7127-x?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Advances_in_Atmospheric_Sciences_TrendMD_1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00376-017-7127-x?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Advances_in_Atmospheric_Sciences_TrendMD_1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11802-018-3468-z?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Journal_of_Ocean_University_of_China_TrendMD_1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11802-018-3468-z?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Journal_of_Ocean_University_of_China_TrendMD_1
https://newatlas.com/environment/ocean-acidification-nitrous-oxide-atmosphere/
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Macon, Georgia. Twiggs County, which is part of the Macon Metropolitan Statistical Area, is a leading talent 

attractor among small U.S. counties, according to Emsi's new scorecard. Sean Pavone/Shutterstock 

Talent May Be Shifting Away From Superstar Cities 

1. RICHARD FLORIDA 

According to a new analysis, places away from the coasts in the Sunbelt and West are pulling ahead when it 

comes to attracting talented workers. 

In recent years, America has increasingly been defined by a winner-take-all geography, with coastal superstar 

cities like New York, Los Angeles, Seattle, and Washington, D.C., garnering a disproportionate share of high-

tech startups, corporate headquarters, and innovation and talent. But surging costs and inequality in these 

places—elements of what I call the New Urban Crisis—may be shaping the beginnings of a shift in talent to 

other parts of the country. 

That’s the upshot of the newly released 2019 Talent Attraction Scorecard from Emsi, a company that analyzes 

labor-market data. This edition of the scorecard covers America’s 3,000-plus counties, breaking out the data 

for three types: big counties (with more than 100,000 people), small and medium-size counties (with between 

5,000 and 100,000 residents), and very small, micro-counties (with fewer than 5,000 people). The analysis is 

https://www.citylab.com/authors/richard-florida/
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2017/04/richard-florida-winner-take-all-new-urban-crisis/522630/
https://www.citylab.com/equity/2017/04/confronting-the-new-urban-crisis/521031/
https://www.economicmodeling.com/talent-attraction-scorecard2019/
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based on Emsi’s Talent Attraction Index, which is comprised of six key metrics: job growth, skilled job 

growth, net migration, annual openings for skilled workers (per capita), educational attainment growth (based 

on adults with associate degrees and above), and a broad measure of regional competitiveness. 

Among big U.S. counties, eight of the top 10 are not superstar places, including Duval County—

encompassing Jacksonville, Florida—and Denton County, Texas. Duval County is home to distribution 

centers for Amazon and Wayfair. Most of the leading big counties are part of larger Sunbelt metros where 

housing is relatively affordable. 

 
(Courtesy of Emsi) 

The report also notes the solid performance of large counties in the West—in states such as Colorado, Idaho, 

Utah, and Oregon. Some of these counties appear to be benefiting from the movement of talented workers 

from high-cost cities like San Francisco and Seattle. 

The same general pattern comes through for smaller and medium-sized counties. Topping this ranking is 

Cameron County in Louisiana, followed by two counties in Georgia. Three Texas counties appear further 

down the list. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

72 

Many of these smaller talent attractors have enjoyed strong growth in energy-related industries. But it is still 

surprising to see two counties located in older, deindustrializing parts of Ohio and West Virginia in this top 

10. Emsi notes: 

In 2018, Jackson and Holmes sat far down in the rankings, well into the thousands. This year, they each leapt 

well over a thousand places into the top 10. Holmes is the overall leader for net migration of the small 

counties, and its remote workers have an 8.3% share of its total workforce (compared to the national average, 

just over 4%). Jackson, on the other hand, has nearly doubled both its jobs and its workforce participation in 

the last five years, and increased its skilled jobs by almost half—no mean feat in a region famously struggling 

to meet the challenges posed by job loss and industry change. 

Moving on to micro-counties, the talent-attraction stars are in Nevada, Montana, Nebraska, and California. 

Storey County, Nevada, home of the Tesla Gigafactory 1, ranks first. A number of these counties have been 

able to attract a high proportion of remote workers. And many of these places, Emsi notes, offer natural 

beauty and a more laid-back lifestyle. 

 
(Courtesy of Emsi) 

Small counties with high percentages of remote workers include McPherson County, Nebraska (one-fifth of 

the workforce), Alpine County, California (14 percent); and Liberty County, Texas (9 percent). 
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While some of these percentages may reflect the way census data and surveys are structured, the consistent 

presence of higher-than-average remote workforces in Western metros lends substance to the trend, an Emsi 

researcher told CityLab in an email. 

Heartland and Sunbelt counties dominate the scorecard, but a number of coastal superstar areas perform well 

on certain metrics. Seattle’s King County ranks among the top 10 talent-attraction leaders. Los Angeles 

County ranks high in skilled job openings. Kings County, New York (Brooklyn) tops the list for overall 

regional competitiveness. 

(Courtesy of Emsi) 

 

Cities are changing fast. Keep up with the CityLab Daily newsletter. 

The best way to follow issues you care about. 

Subscribe 

Loading... 
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Superstar cities and knowledge hubs continue to have the deepest absolute pools of talent. But what appears 

to be happening in those places is a kind of Darwinian sorting, in which high housing costs push out less 

advantaged and skilled workers. The Emsi scorecard suggests that America may be reaching an inflection 

point in the geography of talent. 

It’s not the only analysis to suggest as much. A 2019 Coldwell Banker Global 

Luxury/WealthEngine report identified Traverse City, Michigan, as the nation’s number-one location for 

Millennial millionaires (based on their share of the population). 

The big knowledge and tech hubs which once had such a stranglehold on attracting talent seem to be losing 

their allure. Many places around the country now have bundles of amenities—renovated old buildings, coffee 

shops and good restaurants, music venues, and not least of all, more affordable homes—that can compete with 

the biggest cities. In other words, the amenity gap between superstar cities and other places has closed, while 

the housing-price gap has widened. 

After a couple of decades of winner-take-all urbanism, talent may be shifting away from the established 

superstars to less expensive places, large and small, urban and rural. 

About the Author 

 

Richard Florida 

 @RICHARD_FLORIDA 

 FEED 

Richard Florida is a co-founder and editor at large of CityLab and a senior editor at The Atlantic. He is a 

university professor in the University of Toronto’s School of Cities and Rotman School of Management, and 

a distinguished fellow at New York University’s Schack Institute of Real Estate and visiting fellow at Florida 

International University. 

 

https://www.citylab.com/life/2019/11/job-growth-cities-county-data-workers-talent-attraction/602200/ 

  

https://www.cnbc.com/2019/10/17/heres-where-the-millennial-millionaires-live-around-the-us.html
https://www.citylab.com/authors/richard-florida/
https://twitter.com/Richard_Florida
https://www.citylab.com/feeds/author/richard-florida/
https://www.citylab.com/authors/richard-florida/
https://www.citylab.com/life/2019/11/job-growth-cities-county-data-workers-talent-attraction/602200/
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Kahlil Gibran on Silence, Solitude, and the Courage to Know Yourself 

“In much of your talking, thinking is half murdered. For thought is a bird of space, that in a cage of words 

may indeed unfold its wings but cannot fly.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Something strange and wondrous begins to happen when one spends stretches of time in solitude, in the 

company of trees, far from the bustle of the human world with its echo chamber of judgments and opinions — 

a kind of rerooting in one’s deepest self-knowledge, a relearning of how to simply be oneself, one’s most 

authentic self. Wendell Berry knew this when he observed that “true solitude is found in the wild places, 

where one is without human obligation” — the places where “one’s inner voices become audible.” 

But that inner voice, I have found, exists in counterpoise to the outer voice — the more we are tasked with 

speaking, with orienting lip and ear to the world without, the more difficult it becomes to hear the hum of the 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/14/gordon-hempton-silence/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/14/gordon-hempton-silence/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/17/wendell-berry-pride-despair-solitude/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/17/wendell-berry-pride-despair-solitude/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394404289/braipick-20
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world within and feel its magmatic churns of self-knowledge. “Who knows doesn’t talk. Who talks doesn’t 

know,” Ursula K. Le Guin wrote in in her superb poetic, philosophical, feminist more-than-translation of 

the Tao te Ching. 

 

Kahlil Gibran, self-portrait 

Two and a half millennia after Lao Tzu, and a century before Le Guin and Berry, Kahlil Gibran (January 6, 

1883–April 10, 1931) — another philosopher-poet of the highest order and most timeless hold — addressed 

the relationship between silence, solitude, and self-knowledge in a portion of his 1923 classic The 

Prophet (public library). 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/10/21/lao-tzu-tao-te-ching-ursula-k-le-guin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/10/21/lao-tzu-tao-te-ching-ursula-k-le-guin/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394404289/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394404289/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/prophet/oclc/1744006&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394404289/braipick-20
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When Gibran’s prophet-protagonist is asked to address the matter of talking, he responds: 

You talk when you cease to be at peace with your thoughts; 

And when you can no longer dwell in the solitude of your heart you live in your lips, and sound is a diversion 

and a pastime. 

And in much of your talking, thinking is half murdered. 

For thought is a bird of space, that in a cage of words may indeed unfold its wings but cannot fly. 

 

One of Andrea Dezsö’s haunting illustrations for the original, uncensored edition of the Brothers Grimm fairy 

tales 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/20/best-brothers-grimm-illustrations/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/20/best-brothers-grimm-illustrations/
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Echoing Hermann Hesse’s insistence on the courage necessary for solitude, Gibran’s prophet adds: 

There are those among you who seek the talkative through fear of being alone. 

The silence of aloneness reveals to their eyes their naked selves and they would escape. 

And there are those who talk, and without knowledge or forethought reveal a truth which they themselves do 

not understand. 

And there are those who have the truth within them, but they tell it not in words. 

In the bosom of such as these the spirit dwells in rhythmic silence. 

Complement this fragment of the The Prophet — an abidingly rewarding read in its totality — with sound 

ecologist Gordon Hempton on the art of listening in a noisy world and Paul Goodman on the nine kinds of 

silence, then revisit Gibran on the building blocks of true friendship, the courage to weather the uncertainties 

of love, and what may be the finest advice ever offered on parenting and on the balance of intimacy and 

independence in a healthy relationship. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/21/kahlil-gibran-prophet-

talking/?mc_cid=190867f242&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/15/hermann-hesse-solitude-suffering-destiny/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394404289/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/14/gordon-hempton-silence/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/01/13/paul-goodman-silence/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/01/13/paul-goodman-silence/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/20/kahlil-gibran-prophet-friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/13/kahlil-gibran-prophet-love/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/13/kahlil-gibran-prophet-love/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/09/on-children-kahlil-gibran/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/27/kahlil-gibran-the-prophet-love-marriage/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/27/kahlil-gibran-the-prophet-love-marriage/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/21/kahlil-gibran-prophet-talking/?mc_cid=190867f242&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/21/kahlil-gibran-prophet-talking/?mc_cid=190867f242&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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How William Monroe Trotter Mobilized Black Americans Across Class Lines 

Kerri K. Greenidge on the Lasting Effects of 1902's Crumpacker Rally 

VIA LIVERIGHT 

By Kerri K Greenidge 

 

November 26, 2019 

On May 13, 1902, the Guardian sponsored a rally at Faneuil Hall in support of the Fourteenth Amendment 

and congressional investigation of southern disfranchisement. The event called itself the Crumpacker Rally in 

honor of the Indiana Republican Edgar D. Crumpacker, who wanted Congress to reduce southern 

representation in those states where black citizens were denied the right to vote. Crumpacker, and fellow 

Pennsylvania Republican Marlin E. Olmsted, invoked Section 2 of the Fourteenth Amendment, which 

allowed Congress to reduce representation in those states that denied citizens’ rights. Olmsted introduced this 

resolution on January 3, 1901, less than three months after Republicans took control of the White House and 

both houses of Congress in the 1900 elections. 

Crumpacker had worked on the resolution months before the presidential election, mainly in response to 

widespread white violence against black voters across the South. In 1898, for instance, mere months after 

Frazier Baker’s murder, five hundred white North Carolinians, angry at the predominantly black city of 

Wilmington for electing Republicans to the state legislature, stormed the town hall, seized control of the city 

council, and attacked black people and their businesses in a violent political coup. Although the new, white 

Democratic Wilmington government clearly violated the Fourteenth Amendment, neither state nor Federal 

https://wwnorton.com/books/9781631495342
https://lithub.com/author/kerrikgreenidge/
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officials intervened, allowing the “Old North State” to fall under Democratic control with little attention 

outside of the black community. 

As a GOP loyalist, Crumpacker recognized that suppression of the black vote meant continued Republican 

losses across the South. And as chair of the Congressional Census Committee, he was also aware how 

election results in southern districts reflected white violence and voter suppression rather than the will of 

black voters, most of whom were either disfranchised through revised state constitutions, or violently 

suppressed by white mobs. Crumpacker designed the legislation in early 1899, but he tabled it in June 1900 

out of respect for the incoming McKinley administration—he wanted to avoid the inevitable white backlash 

that could cost the party either the White House or Congress in November. 

Even as Crumpacker’s proposal to implement the Fourteenth Amendment spread across the South, white 

Democrats cockily declared that rumors of Federal protection for black voters were just that. As 

the Richmond Dispatch reported, “we do not think that the south need lose any sleep over Mr. Crumpacker’s 

threat.” 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

On January 7, 1901, however, when Crumpacker did follow through with his “threat” by submitting an 

amendment to the congressional reapportionment bill that denied three seats each for Mississippi, South 

Carolina, Louisiana, and North Carolina, Democrats responded with obstruction, while Republicans refused 

to even speak on the issue. In fact, only three congressmen supported Crumpacker’s amendment. By the time 

William McKinley took his oath of office in March 1901, Congress voted to apportion its members in 

accordance with the 1900 Federal Census, but it refused to consider Crumpacker’s resolution or account for 

the glaring fact that southern states gained representation at the same time that they disfranchised black 

citizens. 

Undeterred, Crumpacker reintroduced his legislation on June 3, 1901, but obstruction by white Democrats, 

and apathy by Republicans from across the country, was swift and decisive. Democrats, led by Alabama’s 

Oscar W. Underwood and Mississippi’s John S. Williams, sent the resolution back to committee when they 

determined that it made no distinction for why voters were disfranchised. They maintained that disqualifying 

voters due to “race, color, or previous condition of servitude” was very different from standard “educational 

and poll tax requirements” passed throughout the former Confederacy since the 1880s. 

Monroe Trotter made enforcement of Federal civil rights a populist movement, led and orchestrated by the 

masses of “genteel poor” who Booker T. Washington tried so desperately to disavow. 

But Crumpacker refused to back down—he offered an amendment, calling for the loss of three House seats 

each for Mississippi, South Carolina, Louisiana, and North Carolina. According to official US Census 

records, black voters in these states were disproportionately disfranchised, given their numbers in the 

population. 

For Monroe Trotter, the Crumpacker resolution and the ensuing battle by Massachusetts congressmen to 

resurrect legislative enforcement of the Fourteenth Amendment proved the necessity of a reinvigorated 

movement for political independence and black-led civil rights protest. The fact that Massachusetts’s only 
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contribution to Crumpacker’s fight came from John Fitzgerald—the Democratic son of Irish Catholic 

immigrants who dropped out of Harvard Medical School to support his impoverished family—proved the 

ignorance of blind allegiance to party rather than principle. Booker T. Washington and T. Thomas Fortune’s 

public opposition to attempts by Massachusetts congressman William Moody to revive Crumpacker’s bill 

further proved that black people, not their leaders, should be entrusted with civil rights protest. 

Moody, who left Congress in 1902 to become President Roosevelt’s secretary of the navy, took Crumpacker’s 

legislation a step further by calling on Congress to investigate southern suffrage laws. If those laws were 

unconstitutional, Congress would deem them null and void, and if they were not, Congress would still enforce 

the Fourteenth Amendment by reducing state representation if suffrage laws continued to deny citizens’ 

rights. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Even more frustrating for Trotter was the fact that, in opposing such legislation, Booker T.  Washington acted 

with the same duplicity that characterized his approach to the Thomas Harris case in 1895. Back then, public 

conciliation to white Alabamans took precedence over assistance for a black man attacked merely for 

exercising his civil rights. Now, in 1901, support for the conservative notion that southern states could deal 

best with the “negro problem” excused Federal neglect of the Fourteenth Amendment, even as Washington 

worked behind the scenes to pass stronger antilynching legislation. 

This last project involved white Boston liberals who were conspicuously silent on Crumpacker and Moody, 

including Senator George F. Hoar and former abolitionist Albert Pillsbury. Pillsbury wrote legislation to 

prosecute all lynching participants for murder under Federal, rather than state, jurisdiction, and Senator Hoar 

submitted the Pillsbury Bill to Congress in 1901, where Moody offered his unqualified support. Pillsbury 

wrote frequently to Washington about the measure while the two worked, privately of course, to pass 

antilynching laws in Louisiana. Publicly, however, neither Pillsbury nor Hoar countered prevailing 

conservative rhetoric about the evils of “Federal interference,” and the supposed “ignorance” of the negro. 

But Monroe Trotter believed congressional enforcement of the Fourteenth Amendment should be supported, 

publicly and passionately, and that black people themselves should lead the charge. And so he fired the first 

shot in his Guardian arsenal from Faneuil Hall, where colored Bostonians, “and all those concerned with the 

cause of justice” let the world know that they would not back down in the face of political apathy. Beneath the 

same Doric columns and bay windows under which his father spoke following Benjamin Butler’s triumphant 

ascension to the state house, Monroe Trotter made enforcement of Federal civil rights a populist movement, 

led and orchestrated by the masses of “genteel poor” who Booker T. Washington tried so desperately to 

disavow. 

Monroe started by advertising the May 13 Crumpacker Rally in the Guardian, which mobilized black radicals 

to publicize the pending legislation at church, through settlement houses, and at community events. As a 

result, the Faneuil Hall rally mixed “radical” lawyers and former Federal officeholders like Archibald Grimke 

with black community organizers like Woburn minister William H. Scott and Cambridge pastor S. Timothy 

Tice. Scott and Tice had particularly strong ties to the genteel black poor across greater Boston. A former 

Virginia slave who escaped to the Twelfth Massachusetts Regiment at the age of 14, Scott attended Wayland 

Seminary, pastored churches in Virginia and Brooklyn, and opened a bookstore in D.C. before he moved to 
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Boston in 1895. By 1900, Scott pastored an all-black church in Woburn, where he had long argued that 

radical support for Federal civil rights was the only route to racial equality. 

At the Faneuil Hall rally, where he served as permanent chairman, Scott declared that his Racial Protective 

Association had one purpose—“to unite ten million Negroes of this country in one purpose of regaining their 

rights.” Through Scott, the Crumpacker Rally attracted black working people from outside of the city, 

particularly in the small towns surrounding his Woburn church. 

Reverend Tice was another radical who brought the black genteel poor with him to Faneuil Hall. A 

“negrowump” editor in his native Annapolis, Tice was an AME Church leader who pastored congregations in 

Maryland and eventually left Massachusetts to lead a church in upstate New York. Less than a year in to his 

leadership at Cambridge’s St. Paul’s AME, Tice published a scathing attack on William Hannibal Thomas, a 

black author who called for wholesale disfranchisement of his race. As committed to the rapidly expanding 

black community in Central Square as he was to national reclamation of civil rights militancy, Tice created 

the St. Paul Social Settlement to provide black migrants with domestic training, women’s clubs, nursery 

schools, and employment contacts. 

From the settlement’s headquarters on Hastings and Portland Street in Cambridge, Tice mobilized black 

working people around the Guardian’s cause when he personally escorted them across the Charles River to 

Faneuil Hall for the rally. Tice then received raucous applause and a chorus of “amens” from the audience 

when he called the meeting to order with a rousing speech about the desperate need for Federal civil rights 

enforcement. 

The Faneuil Hall rally included a diverse cross section of the black public. 

“Too long split and divided by the trimmers and compromisers in their own ranks, the Negroes of 

Massachusetts, and the Negroes of the entire country, are fast becoming united against the traitor within and 

the enemy without,” Tice shouted. “We believe a Black American has as much right to vote as a White 

American; that the Negro should resist actively and with every means at his command the taking away of his 

civil and political rights.” Stressing racial unity against “Negro race trimmers” and the “politicians or chief 

executives” who supported them, Tice explained to the crowd that they must appeal to the Constitution for 

their Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendment rights. 

Despite such enthusiasm, the Crumpacker resolution did not make it through Congress, and another 

antilynching bill, based on the constitutional arguments made by Albert E. Pillsbury and George Hoar, would 

not appear for nearly two decades. Still, the Guardian’s Crumpacker Rally, which attracted overflowing 

crowds to Faneuil Hall, established Monroe as a significant force in Boston politics. Unlike the Afro-

American Council, the Faneuil Hall rally included a diverse cross section of the black public—colored people 

from Cambridge to New Bedford, attorneys as well as passionate janitors and bootblacks. 

Reporting on the Guardian’s activities for Booker T. Washington, Harvard student Roscoe Conkling Bruce 

groaned that the paper was devoured by “the malcontents whose doctrines it expresses, by the curious whose 

curiosity it feeds, and by the rather large lower middle class of Negroes who yearn for a lively race paper in 

Boston.” Because these “lower middle class” negroes made up the vast majority of black Bostonians, Bruce 

complained that “Forbes and Trotter aren’t likely to be losing any money.” 
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What Bruce dismissed as a money-making rag sheet marketed to black “malcontents,” however, black 

Bostonians saw as a popular vehicle for political mobilization. As such, they stood side by side with 

Archibald Grimke, Butler Wilson, and other professional men at Faneuil Hall, galvanized by Trotter’s 

insistence that the Guardian wanted “laws enforced against the rich as well as the poor, against the capitalist 

as well as the laborer: against white as well as Black.” 

The Faneuil Hall Crumpacker Rally also revealed that Trotter and the Guardian could attract white liberals 

who had either been indifferent to, or quietly supportive of, Booker T. Washington. In the same letter to 

Washington, describing the Guardian’s “lower middle class” readers, Bruce lamented that the paper “might 

exert some slight influence over the white people [in New England].” The fact that the congressman and other 

influential white legislators wrote letters of support to the Guardian indicates that Bruce’s concerns about 

Trotter’s influence on white liberals were accurate. In just six short months, Monroe managed to turn the 

cultural capital accrued through his Hyde Park childhood and his time at Harvard into a level of political 

respect that Booker T. Washington worked over twenty years to cultivate. 

In addition to Crumpacker’s letter, the Guardian received notes of encouragement, and apologies for their 

absence, from Massachusetts governor Winthrop M. Crane, ex-governor George S. Boutwell, and leading 

constitutional lawyer Moorfield Storey. The meeting closed with a list of resolutions, read by New Bedford 

activist Edward B. Jourdain, which demanded congressional investigation of southern election laws, 

immediate passage of the Crumpacker resolution, and black New England voters’ refusal to endorse or caucus 

for any candidate who did not support these resolutions. 

____________________________________ 
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From Black Radical: The Life and Times of William Monroe Trotter by Kerri K Greenidge. Used with the 

permission of Liveright. Copyright © 2019 by Kerri K Greenidge. 

 

Kerri K Greenidge 

Kerri K Greenidge teaches in Tufts University’s Consortium of Studies in Race, Colonialism, and Diaspora, 

where she is director of the program in American studies, and where she is also codirector of the African 

American Trail Project. She lives in Massachusetts. 

 

https://lithub.com/how-william-monroe-trotter-mobilized-black-americans-across-class-lines/ 
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https://lithub.com/author/kerrikgreenidge/
https://lithub.com/how-william-monroe-trotter-mobilized-black-americans-across-class-lines/
https://lithub.com/author/kerrikgreenidge/
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How China’s Rise Has Forced Hong Kong’s Decline 

Ian Johnson

Chris McGrath/Getty Images 

Police watching as people formed a line at a polling station to vote in district council elections, Hong Kong, 

November 24, 2019 

For nearly six months, people around the world have watched the pro-democracy protests in Hong Kong with 

one question in the back of their minds: When will Beijing lose patience and the repression begin? Journalists 

expecting to cover Tiananmen II flew in for the most promising global story of the year, its allure bolstered by 

the protesters’ ability to speak English and the easily digestible narrative of David vs. Goliath, democracy vs. 

authoritarianism, right vs. might.  

This perspective was reflected in coverage of this past weekend’s district council elections. Although these 

usually hinge on intensely local issues, they were pegged as a chance for voters to give a verdict on the 

protests. And, in fact, a record 71 percent of eligible voters turned out to crush pro-Beijing parties, which won 

just fifty-eight seats compared to the 300 they previously held. The international headlines proclaimed a 

triumph for the pro-democracy movement. 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/ian-johnson/
https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/ian-johnson/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/23/world/asia/hong-kong-election-protests-district-council.html?module=inline
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/23/world/asia/hong-kong-election-protests-district-council.html?module=inline
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/24/world/asia/hong-kong-election-results.html?action=click&module=Top%252520Stories&pgtype=Homepage
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Beijing, though, will spin recent events as another staging post in its policy of “strategic patience”: that 

despite protesters’ having launched Molotov cocktails and set up petrol-bomb production lines, China didn’t 

send in the People’s Liberation Army; it didn’t dump the territory’s chief executive, Carrie Lam; and it even 

allowed the district council elections to take place.  But all these arguments, honed and debated endlessly on 

social media, obscure a bleaker fact: that we are witnessing Hong Kong’s descent from leading international 

city to collateral damage in Beijing’s rise to a strident superpower. While the activists have made their 

mistakes, the Hong Kong protests are mostly an epic failure of China’s soft power. 

China has sought to explain the unrest by blaming socio-economic reasons for tensions that could be defused 

by technocratic solutions—and indeed this is what Ms. Lam implied in a statement Monday, referring to 

“people’s dissatisfaction with the current situation and the deep-seated problems in society.” This reasoning 

holds that if certain public policy issues, especially unaffordable housing, could be solved then many of the 

protesters could be won over. A few conspiracy theorists, or those inside China’s Great Firewall, might buy 

Beijing’s other line of argument—that “foreign forces” are behind the protests (whereas systematic opinion 

surveys show most protesters to be well-educated, middle-class people motivated by fear of losing their 

liberties). 

These arguments, however, obscure the fact that when China took over Hong Kong in 1997, it gained a global 

metropolis, thriving and crucial to the world economy. Now, Hong Kong has been eclipsed by other Chinese 

cities, especially Shanghai. One can say this is due to China’s rising prosperity and that this is a good thing, 

but it also means that Hong Kong has failed to keep pace. 

This decline is about more than economics. Hong Kong once had a cachet that few cities could match: the 

home of Bruce Lee, Wong Kar-wai, and Eileen Chang—a bucket-list destination perched on a fault line of 

global politics. Played right, it could have been a perfect tool for China’s desire to project a better image of 

itself around the world. And Beijing likely believes that its policies are allowing Hong Kong to still fulfill this 

purpose. 

In reality, the city has lost its global allure. Tourism is booming but only because of Chinese tourists, who 

now account for nearly 80 percent of arrivals. These aren’t savvy Chinese travelers—that rising class has long 

since written off Hong Kong as a backwater—but people for whom a visit is their first “foreign” experience. 

As for the rest of the world, despite a global tourism boom, the number of non-Chinese visitors this decade 

has stagnated or declined.  

One feels this just by walking around Hong Kong. It is still a thrilling setting—the islands, the jutting 

mountains, the sparkling ocean, the skyscrapers. And its airport—which the British built before they left to 

show confidence in Hong Kong’s future, and China foolishly criticized at the time as part of a nefarious 

British plot to bankrupt the colony before leaving—is still world-class. But much of Hong Kong now feels 

about as exciting as a Chinese provincial capital.  

The urban core remains filled with crumbling concrete housing blocks built in the 1960s and 1970s. Many 

streets are dirty and chock-a-block with low-margin shops hawking fake iPhone cases and cheap SIM cards, 

while anodyne malls sell global consumer brands that can now be found anywhere in mainland China. Instead 

of belonging to the twenty-first century, it feels trapped in the 1980s. 

https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/201911/25/P2019112500435.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FU80aRJqOrw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FU80aRJqOrw
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0939182/
https://www.nyrb.com/collections/eileen-chang
https://www.tourism.gov.hk/english/statistics/statistics_perform.html
https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/pdf/10.18111/9789284421152
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Again, one can argue that if Hong Kong feels left behind, it is because China’s rise made wealth and 

prosperity flow elsewhere in the region. But this is another indictment of China’s stewardship: it failed to 

install visionary leaders who might have helped Hong Kong retain its place among the handful of truly key 

global cities. Instead, the city has been run by a series of Beijing-approved mediocrities, all of whom have 

either resigned in disgrace or been engulfed in crises. All the city’s chief executives were fatally hampered by 

having to defer on all important decisions to Beijing, making them more like colonial governors than 

autonomous rulers of a dynamic metropolis. 

This is reflected in the government’s mishandling of the current protests. Ms. Lam’s series of 

miscalculations—from introducing the infamous bill that would have compromised Hong Kong’s judicial 

independence, to belittling protesters, to withdrawing the legislation too late, to refusing an inquiry into 

questionable police tactics—have exacerbated conflict, making it impossible for wiser, moderate voices to be 

heard. As the pro-Beijing lawmaker Jasper Tsang said in a recent interview, “it seems the government is 

unwilling to do anything until it is too late.” 

As for the protesters, from a coldly logical point of view, their decision to use violence was a mistake. They 

might have hoped that their bitter street battles would raise the cost of any other effort to compromise the 

territory’s independence and force the government to think twice.  

Protester violence, though, also justifies harsher treatment. Over its nearly one hundred years of existence, the 

Chinese Communist Party has always insisted on total control and it has rarely compromised. In the long run, 

we can expect Beijing to use the street violence as a justification for tighter control, stronger police powers, 

and selective arrests of people it sees as ringleaders. In other words, what people in Hong Kong are calling 

the xinjianghua, or “Xinjiangification,” of Hong Kong, in reference to the draconian police-state tactics being 

used to pacify China’s restive northwestern region, are now more, not less, likely to become part of Beijing’s 

policy of “restraint.” Instead of slowing Hong Kong’s annexation, the violence will have sped it up. 

Debating these contingent points, though, may cause one to miss something more important: that the 

protesters’ anger stems from the structural violence that Beijing has stealthily inflicted on them over the past 

decade. This includes the gradual but steady erosion of liberties, from putting Chinese customs officers in the 

territory and limiting use of the local dialect to the kidnapping of critical book publishers. Combined with 

Beijing’s unwillingness to follow through on written promises of universal suffrage, these measures make 

clear that China intends to assert control now and not in 2047, as promised in the 1997 handover agreement 

with Britain.  

Many Hong Kongers have realized this for decades. Since the deal was originally struck in 1984, tens of 

thousands have emigrated, helping to fuel a debilitating brain drain. Although many stayed on, hoping that the 

handover agreement’s explicit promise of democracy would be honored, this weekend’s vote underlines the 

fact that Beijing has reneged on the commitment to true democratic control and autonomy for Hong Kong. 

Today, faced with an absolute rejection of their demands for a more open and fair political system, voters’ 

disillusionment will be complete—as will Hong Kong’s decline. 

In light of this betrayal, we can see the past half year’s violence for what it is: not a battle between good and 

evil but the death throes of a great city, played out on its own streets for the world to 

see.                                                                                                                                                                                      

 https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/11/26/how-chinas-rise-has-forced-hong-kongs-decline/ 

https://www.hongkongfp.com/2019/11/16/interview-ex-head-legislature-jasper-tsang-says-govt-weakest-player-four-hong-kongs-struggle/
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/11/26/how-chinas-rise-has-forced-hong-kongs-decline/
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Nature versus nurture: how modern science is rewriting it 

Authors: Kevin Mitchell is associate professor of genetics and neuroscience, Trinity College Dublin, and Uta 

Frith is profesor emeritus of cognitive development, UCL 

Aaron Burden / Unsplash 

The question of whether it is genes or environment that largely shapes human behaviour has been debated for 

centuries. During the second half of the 20th century, there were two camps of scientists – each believing that 

nature or nurture, respectively, was exclusively at play. 

This view is becoming increasingly rare, as research is demonstrating that genes and environment are actually 

interconnected and can amplify one another. During an event at Berlin Science Week on November 

7, organised by the Royal Society, we discussed how the debate is changing as a result of recent findings. 

Take literacy. Making language visible is one of the most extraordinary achievements of human beings. 

Reading and writing is fundamental to our ability to thrive in the modern world, yet some individuals find it 

https://www.britishscienceweek.org/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIhcqAw9L55QIVSUHTCh0HCgWWEAAYASAAEgLBhfD_BwE
https://royalsociety.org/science-events-and-lectures/2019/11/berlin-science-week/
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difficult to learn. This difficulty can arise for many reasons, including dyslexia, a neuro-developmental 

disorder. But it turns out neither genes nor environment are fully responsible for differences in reading ability. 

Reading literally changes the brain. MriMan 

 

Genetics and the neuroscience of reading 

Reading is a cultural invention and not a skill or function that was ever subject to natural selection. Written 

alphabets originated around the Mediterranean about 3,000 years ago, but literacy only became widespread 

from the 20th century. Our use of the alphabet, however, is grounded in nature. Literacy hijacks evolved brain 

circuitry to link visible language to audible language – by letter-sound mapping. 

https://theconversation.com/how-did-reading-and-writing-evolve-neuroscience-gives-a-clue-112337
https://theconversation.com/how-did-reading-and-writing-evolve-neuroscience-gives-a-clue-112337
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Brain scans show that this “reading network” is apparent in pretty much the same place in the brain in 

everybody. It forms when we learn to read and strengthens connections between our brain’s language and 

speech regions, as well as a region that has become known as the “visual word form area”. 

The design for building the underlying circuitry is somehow encoded in our genomes. That is, the human 

genome encodes a set of developmental rules that, when played out, will give rise to the network. 

However, there is always variation in the genome and this leads to variation in the way these circuits develop 

and function. This means there are individual differences in ability. Indeed, variation in reading ability is 

substantially heritable across the general population, and developmental dyslexia is also largely genetic in 

origin. 

This is not to say that there are “genes for reading”. Instead, there are genetic variations that affect how the 

brain develops in ways that influence how it functions. For unknown reasons, some such variants negatively 

affect the circuits required for speaking and reading. 

Environment matters too 

But genes are not the whole story. Let’s not forget that experience and active instruction are needed for the 

changes in brain connectivity that enable reading to occur in the first place – though we don’t yet know to 

what extent. 

Research has shown that most often problems with literacy are likely underpinned by a difficulty in 

phonology – the ability to segment and manipulate the sounds of speech. It turns out that people with dyslexia 

also tend to struggle with learning how to speak when infants. Experiments have shown that they are slower 

than other people to name objects. This also applies to written symbols and relating them to speech sounds. 

And here nurture comes in again. Difficulties in learning to read and write are particularly visible in 

languages with complex grammar and spelling rules, such as English. But they are far less obvious in 

languages with more straightforward spelling systems, such as Italian. Tests of phonology and object naming, 

however, can detect dyslexia in Italian speakers too. 

So the difference that is found in dyslexic brains is likely the same everywhere, but will nevertheless play out 

very differently in different writing systems. 

Amplification and cycles 

Nature and nurture are traditionally set in opposition to each other. But in truth, the effects of environment 

and experience often tend to amplify our innate predispositions. The reason is that those innate 

predispositions affect how we subjectively experience and respond to various events, and also how we choose 

our experiences and environments. For example, if you are naturally good at something you are more likely to 

want to practice it. 

https://readinginthebrain.pagesperso-orange.fr/intro.htm
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/dyslexia-a-very-short-introduction-9780198818304?cc=gb&lang=en&
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/dyslexia-a-very-short-introduction-9780198818304?cc=gb&lang=en&
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/full/10.1098/rspb.2014.3139
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/full/10.1098/rspb.2014.3139
https://aeon.co/ideas/wired-that-way-genes-do-shape-behaviours-but-its-complicated
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959438803000357?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959438803000357?via%3Dihub
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10607401
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11251124
https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/834945v1
https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/834945v1
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691173887/innate
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Misleading. Stuart Miles 

This dynamic is especially evident for reading. Children with greater reading ability are more likely to want to 

read. This will of course further increase their reading skills, making the experience more rewarding. For 

children with lower natural reading ability, the opposite tends to happen – they will choose to read less, and 

will fall farther behind their peers over time. 

These cycles also offer a window of intervention. As we have seen in the case of Italian readers, nurture can 

mitigate the effects of an adverse genetic predisposition. Similarly, a good teacher who knows how to make 

https://www.shutterstock.com/download/success?u=http%3A%2F%2Fdownload.shutterstock.com%2Fgatekeeper%2FW3siZSI6MTU3NDM2NDc1OCwiYyI6Il9waG90b19zZXNzaW9uX2lkIiwiZGMiOiJpZGxfOTA5MTIwNzEiLCJrIjoicGhvdG8vOTA5MTIwNzEvaHVnZS5qcGciLCJtIjoxLCJkIjoic2h1dHRlcnN0b2NrLW1lZGlhIn0sIjFpSFVXZWVpb1E5WlY1dFBVNnlLRkJhV25BbyJd%2Fshutterstock_90912071.jpg&ir=true&pi=11079995&m=90912071&src=e82ef947-f22b-471f-800b-cf3650653e0a-1-1
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcpp.12910
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcpp.12910
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practice rewarding can help poor readers by allowing short cuts and mnemonics for spelling. In this way, 

dyslexic readers can become good readers – and enjoy it. Reward and practice enhance each other, leading to 

more motivation and more practice in a positive feedback loop. 

So instead of thinking of nature and nurture as adversaries in a zero sum game, we should think of them as 

feedback loops where a positive influence of one factor increases the positive influence of the other – 

producing not a sum but an enhancement. Of course, the same applies to negative feedback, and so we have 

both virtuous and vicious circles. 

Because inheritance (genetic as well as cultural) matters, this effect is also visible on a larger scale spanning 

several generations. In the past, parents who sent their children to school created an advantageous 

environment for them and their grandchildren. But in turn, the parents benefited from the existence of a 

culture that invested in schools. Of course, such investments are not always spread evenly and may flow more 

towards those already in an advantageous position. Such a circle is sometimes referred to as the “Matthew 

effect” – good things come to those who already have them. 

The interactive loops between nature and nurture extend beyond the lives of individuals, playing out across 

communities and over generations. Recognising these dynamics gives us some power to break these feedback 

loops, both in our own lives and more widely in society and culture.  

  

  

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Original article. 
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it/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapp
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Joan Didion’s Early Novels of American Womanhood 

In Didion’s fiction, the standard narratives of women’s lives are mangled, altered, and rewritten all the time. 

 

  By Hilton Als 

 

Didion in 1972. Her women have an image in mind of what life should look like. 

Photograph by Jill Krementz 

https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/hilton-als
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/hilton-als
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/hilton-als
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/hilton-als
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As the lovely New York spring of 1977 turned into the worst kind of New York summer, I did two things 

over and over again: I watched Robert Altman’s mid-career masterpiece “3 Women,” at a theatre in midtown, 

and I read Joan Didion’s astounding third novel, “A Book of Common Prayer.” Released within weeks of 

each other that year, when I was sixteen, these two revelatory pieces of art shared a strong aesthetic 

atmosphere, an incisive view of uneasy friendships between women, a deadpan horror of consumerism, and 

an understanding of how the uncanny can manifest in the everyday. Reading and watching—it wasn’t long 

before Altman’s and Didion’s projects merged in my mind, where they constituted a kind of mini-Zeitgeist, 

one that troubled, undid, and then remade my ideas about how feminism might inform popular art. 

After falling under the sway of “A Book of Common Prayer,” I turned to Didion’s first two novels, “Run 

River” (1963) and “Play It as It Lays” (1970). (All three novels were reissued in November, as part of a 

handsome volume from the Library of America, “Joan Didion: The 1960s and 70s.”) “Run River,” published 

when Didion was not yet thirty, was conventional in a way that reflected not the fascinating slant of her 

intractably practical mind but, rather, her formidable ambition: writers wrote novels, so she wrote one. Still, 

the book, which is set in Didion’s home town of Sacramento, is not just a reflexive or academic exercise. Its 

protagonist, Lily Knight McClellan, is a kind of ruined Eve living in relative wealth in an Eden that the next 

generation will want no part of. Lily cries, drinks, cheats on her rancher husband, Everett, and aborts a child, 

because she cannot forgo the “comfortable loving fictions”—the story of being a wife and thus socially 

acceptable, according to the rules of her tribe. What no Didion heroine can entirely reconcile herself to is the 

split between what she wants and what a woman is supposed to do: marry, have children, and keep her 

marriage together, despite the inevitable philandering, despite her other hopes and dreams. Didion’s women 

have an image in mind of what life should look like—they’ve seen it in the fashion magazines—and they 

expect reality to follow suit. But it almost never does. In Didion’s fiction, the standard narratives of women’s 

lives are mangled, altered, and rewritten all the time. 

“Play It as It Lays” also centers on a woman failing to live up to social expectations, and it comes as close as 

any book has come to representing what repression does to the soul. In this slim novel, where sometimes a 

few words constitute a chapter, Didion gives shape to ghosts, the ghastly, and the ephemeral. Maria Wyeth, a 

sometime B actress, suffers a number of misfortunes, including the birth of a disabled child, but what makes 

her still the best known of Didion’s early heroines is how she queers the image of American womanhood even 

as she presumably lives it, in her nice house in Los Angeles, a city where “failure, illness, fear . . . were seen 

as infectious, contagious blights on glossy plants.” Maria feels an existential gnawing in her bones, a dread 

she can never quite shake, but instead of clinging tighter to the rules she has presumably been taught—polish 

the furniture, make an apple pie, prepare her husband’s Martini as he rolls up the driveway—she makes a list 

of the things she will never do: “ball at a party, do S-M unless she wanted to, . . . carry a Yorkshire in Beverly 

Hills.” 

“Play It as It Lays” was published not long after the Stonewall riots, in New York, at a time when there were 

few stories about gay male life out there, representing. The book, which features a significant gay male 

character, could be read both as a metaphor for queerness—the girl who doesn’t fit in—and as an early, un-

camp depiction of the fag hag, a woman who questions convention by avoiding it and finds safety in the 

company of gay men. I admired “Play It as It Lays”—there isn’t a closeted gay adolescent on the planet who 

wouldn’t identify with its nihilism played out in the glare of glamorous privilege—but it didn’t thrill me like 

“A Book of Common Prayer,” which has a full-bodied pathos and yearning that Didion’s other early fiction 

lacks or suppresses. 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B002BVU538/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0679754865/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0679752501/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0679752501/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0374529949/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1598536451/?tag=thneyo0f-20
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When “A Book of Common Prayer” came out, the country was still drunk on Bicentennial patriotism; 1976 

had given us a big dose of pomp and ceremony. Over the receding jingoistic din, Didion’s voice told another 

story, about women’s inner lives formed in a nation that was, as Elizabeth Hardwick put it, in a 1996 essay 

about Didion, “blurred by a creeping inexactitude about many things, among them bureaucratic and official 

language, the jargon of the press, the incoherence of politics, the disastrous surprises in the mother, father, 

child tableau.” The first three items listed have to do with language generally and rhetoric specifically—how 

we fashion the truth, and why. In Didion’s novel—and in most of her fiction, including her 1984 masterpiece, 

“Democracy”—believing that empirical truth exists is like believing that the water in a mirage will satisfy 

your thirst. What interests her is why people still want to drink it. Certainly Charlotte Douglas does. Charlotte 

is the person whom the book’s narrator, Grace Strasser-Mendana, is referring to when she says, at the start of 

the novel, “I will be her witness.” When I first read those words, that long-ago summer, I was struck, as I am 

now, by the feminist ethos behind them: I will remember her, and therefore I, too, will exist. 

I had grown up with the art and politics of such early heroes as Toni Morrison, Sonia Sanchez, Nikki 

Giovanni, and Ntozake Shange, but Altman’s potent film and “A Book of Common Prayer” were the first 

works I encountered that embodied the second-wave white feminism that mattered to me as well. Not that 

Didion—a graduate of Berkeley and a staffer at Vogue during the age of Eisenhower, who was already 

writing pieces steeped in originality—was part of the feminist movement. In her 1972 essay “The Women’s 

Movement,” she objected to several of the movement’s tendencies, including its “invention of women as a 

‘class’ ” and its wish to replace the ambiguities of fiction with ideology. It was clear from Didion’s writing 

that not only was she allergic to ideology, which she avoided like a virus in most of her work, but her ways of 

thinking and of expressing herself were unlike anyone else’s. In a 2005 essay in The New York Review of 

Books, John Leonard recalled how startled he was, in the sixties, by Didion’s syntax and tone: “I’ve been 

trying for four decades to figure out why her sentences are better than mine or yours . . . something about 

cadence. They come at you, if not from ambush, then in gnomic haikus, icepick laser beams, or waves. Even 

the space on the page around these sentences is more interesting than could be expected, as if to square a 

sandbox for the Sphinx.” Still, in “A Book of Common Prayer,” Didion tried to close the gap between herself 

and others, to write about the responsibility inherent in connecting. 

To me, “A Book of Common Prayer” was feminist in the way that Toni Morrison’s “Sula,” published four 

years earlier, was feminist—without having to declare itself as such. But, whereas the two friends in “Sula” 

live inside their relationship, Didion wrote about a woman trying to enter into a friendship and a kind of love 

with another woman who is ultimately unknowable. A sixty-year-old American expatriate living in the 

fictional Central American city of Boca Grande, Grace inhabits an atmosphere of “opaque equatorial light.” 

Boca Grande, a sort of ersatz movie set, has no real history; its airport is a way station between more desirable 

destinations. A stomping ground for arms dealers and rich people with offshore accounts, Boca Grande is as 

good a place as any for Grace, who has cancer, to live and die. Not once during the course of the novel does 

she ask who will remember her when she’s gone. Grace, who shares some of her creator’s moral rigidity—“In 

order to maintain a semblance of purposeful behavior on this earth you have to believe that things are right or 

wrong,” Didion told an interviewer—is always looking out, rarely looking in. In a way, by moving to Boca 

Grande, Grace sought to escape life, or, at least, the life she was supposed to have as an American woman. 

And yet it followed her across the sea, in the real and ghostly presence of Charlotte, who died before Grace 

began telling this story. 

Born in Denver, Grace was orphaned at a young age: “My mother died of influenza one morning when I was 

eight. My father died of gunshot wounds, not self-inflicted, one afternoon when I was ten.” Until she was 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0679754857/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/postscript/toni-morrisons-truth
https://www.nytimes.com/1972/07/30/archives/the-womens-movement-women.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1972/07/30/archives/the-womens-movement-women.html
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1400033438/?tag=thneyo0f-20
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sixteen, she lived alone in her parents’ former suite at the Brown Palace Hotel. Then she made her way to 

California, where she studied at Berkeley with the cultural anthropologist A. L. Kroeber, before being tapped 

to work with Claude Lévi-Strauss, in São Paulo. But make no mistake: her pursuit of anthropology was not 

the result of an intellectual passion, or any kind of passion. “I did not know why I did or did not do anything 

at all,” she says. After marrying a tree planter in Boca Grande, Grace “retired” (quotation marks hers) from 

anthropology. She gave birth to a son, and was eventually widowed and left, she says, with “putative control 

of fifty-nine-point-eight percent of the arable land and about the same percentage of the decision-making 

process.” Grace’s inheritance makes her the head of the household, but money isn’t everything—it isn’t even 

a start, when your real interest lies in something other than profit and waste. The flesh and the spirit are on 

Grace’s mind; her terminal illness no doubt contributes to our sense that, for her, the day is a long night filled 

with questions about being, questions she attaches to her memories of Charlotte. 

VIDEO FROM THE NEW YORKER 

 

Running the New York City Marathon at Age Eighty-Six 

Referred to by the locals as “la norte-americana,” Charlotte, during the brief time that Grace knows her, is a 

perfect denizen of Boca Grande. Pretty, ginger-haired, she seems to have no past, though she has an intense 

interest in the past, which spills over to the present and infects the future. She believes in institutions and 

conventionality, but they don’t believe in her. She has a daughter, Marin—modelled on Patricia Hearst—who 

has disappeared after participating in a plane hijacking. Charlotte fills that absence with invention: she makes 

up a version of Marin who is forever a child. Charlotte’s husband, Leonard, isn’t around much, either. When 

asked about him at one of many cocktail parties, Charlotte says carelessly, “He runs guns. I wish they had 

caviar.” That Charlotte is a mystery to Grace is part of the story: what sense can be made of a woman who 

spends half her time at the airport, watching planes take off for other places? Grace tries to shape these 

fragments and images of Charlotte into a coherent whole because she loves her, though she has no real 

language to express that love and Charlotte isn’t around to receive it. 

 “A Book of Common Prayer” is an act of journalistic reconstruction disguised as fiction: a Graham Greene 

story within a V. S. Naipaul novel, but told from a woman’s perspective, or two women’s perspectives, if you 

believe Charlotte, which you shouldn’t. In a review of “The Executioner’s Song,” Norman Mailer’s 1979 

book about the Utah murderer Gary Gilmore, Didion writes, of life in the West, “Men tend to shoot, get shot, 

push off, move on. Women pass down stories.” This is true of life in Boca Grande, too. Grace wants to pass 

down what she knows about Charlotte and, thereby, what she might know about herself. And yet some of the 

drama rests, of course, in what she can’t know. After marrying, Grace says, she pursued biochemistry on an 

amateur level. The field appeals to her because “demonstrable answers are commonplace and ‘personality’ 

absent.” She adds: 

I am interested for example in learning that such a “personality” trait as fear of the dark exists irrelative to 

patterns of child-rearing in the Mato Grosso or in Denver, Colorado. . . . Fear of the dark is an arrangement of 

fifteen amino acids. Fear of the dark is a protein. I once diagrammed this protein for Charlotte. “I don’t quite 

see why calling it a protein makes it any different,” Charlotte said, her eyes flickering covertly back to a 

battered Neiman-Marcus Christmas catalogue she had received in the mail that morning in May. . . . “I mean I 

don’t quite see your point.” 

https://video.newyorker.com/watch/running-the-new-york-city-marathon-at-age-eighty-six/
https://video.newyorker.com/watch/running-the-new-york-city-marathon-at-age-eighty-six/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/044658438X/?tag=thneyo0f-20
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I explained my point. 

“I’ve never been afraid of the dark,” Charlotte said after a while, and then, tearing out a photograph of a small 

child in a crocheted dress: “This would be pretty on Marin.” 

Since Marin was the child Charlotte had lost to history and was at the time of her disappearance eighteen 

years old, I could only conclude that Charlotte did not care to pursue my point. 

Also, for the record, Charlotte was afraid of the dark. 

Facts don’t necessarily reveal who we are, but our contradictions almost always do: it’s the warring self—the 

self that’s capable of both caring for others and intense self-interest—that makes a story. And if Grace is 

drawn to anything it’s a story; narrative—investigating it, creating it—gives her something to live for. Part of 

what so captivates me about “A Book of Common Prayer” is that, on some level, it’s a book about writing, 

which captures Didion’s love of cerebral thriller-romances, such as Joseph Conrad’s 1915 tale “Victory” or 

Carol Reed’s 1949 film version of Graham Greene’s “The Third Man,” in which a man tries to piece together 

the story of his friend’s life. But the dominant ethos of the novel is one that Didion discovered as a teen-ager, 

while reading Ernest Hemingway. Writing about Hemingway in this magazine in 1998, Didion noted: 

The very grammar of a Hemingway sentence dictated, or was dictated by, a certain way of looking at the 

world, a way of looking but not joining, a way of moving through but not attaching, a kind of romantic 

individualism distinctly adapted to its time and source. 

Charlotte’s failure is that she attaches. She can’t move through in the way that Grace can, or believes she can. 

Charlotte has her own stories to tell, but how can you give force or form to a piece of writing when you’re 

immune to veracity? You can only write fantasy, tell the world not who you are but who you want to be. 

Charlotte’s fantasy includes the conviction that her strange and troubling family is a family. “In many ways 

writing is the act of saying I, of imposing oneself upon other people, of saying listen to me, see it my way, 

change your mind,” Didion noted in her wonderful 1976 essay “Why I Write.” “There’s no getting around the 

fact that setting words on paper is the tactic of a secret bully, an invasion.” Charlotte composes several 

“Letters from Central America,” with a view to having The New Yorker publish her reportorially soft, 

inaccurate work, but the editors decline. Charlotte’s ineptitude doesn’t keep us from rooting for her, though, 

because, despite it all, she doesn’t complain and never loses heart, and how many of us could do the same, if, 

like Charlotte, we loved a child who couldn’t love us, or married a man who was indifferent to our pain? 

Grace’s sometimes smug responses to Charlotte’s high-heeled strolls into political and emotional quicksand 

are more upsetting than Charlotte’s mistakes, because Grace believes she knows better, when, in fact, no one 

does. What Charlotte teaches Grace, directly and indirectly, is that, no matter how much you want to tell the 

truth—or, at least, your truth—the world will twist and distort your story. Didion closes her most lovelorn and 

visceral novel with Grace saying, with sad finality, “I have not been the witness I wanted to be.” 

Idon’t think it’s necessary to read chronologically through the Library of America volume—which, in 

addition to the novels, includes Didion’s seminal essay collections “Slouching Towards Bethlehem” (1968) 

and “The White Album” (1979). Almost any page of this invaluable book will take you somewhere 

emotionally and offer a paramount lesson in the power of Didion’s voice. Some readers came to Didion later 

in her career—through her National Book Award-winning memoir, “The Year of Magical Thinking” (2005), 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0241189659/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0374531382/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0374532079/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1400078431/?tag=thneyo0f-20
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about the death of her husband, the writer John Gregory Dunne, for instance, or “Blue Nights” (2011), about 

the death of her daughter—and it’s interesting to go back and explore the origins of the impulse that drives 

those memoirs. Indeed, in “The Year of Magical Thinking,” Didion confesses a Grace-like tendency to try to 

distance herself from the unfathomable through writing and research: writing, for her, can be a means of 

controlling the uncontrollable, including grief and loss. 

A story that’s as interesting as the ones Didion tells in important works like “A Book of Common Prayer” is 

how she found and developed that authoritative literary voice. In her review of “The Executioner’s Song,” 

this daughter of California wrote: 

The authentic Western voice . . . is one heard often in life but only rarely in literature, the reason being that to 

truly know the West is to lack all will to write it down. The very subject of “The Executioner’s Song” is that 

vast emptiness at the center of the Western experience, a nihilism antithetical not only to literature but to most 

other forms of human endeavor, a dread so close to zero that human voices fadeout, trail off, like skywriting. 

Beneath what Mailer calls “The immense blue of the strong sky of the American West” . . . not too much 

makes a difference. 

So what’s out there in the blue? What words can we try to grab and shape as they’re fading away? How can 

we describe intimacy, or the failure of intimacy, without getting too close to it? Part of Didion’s genius was to 

make language out of the landscape she knew—the punishing terrain of California’s Central Valley, with its 

glaring hot summers and winter floods, its stark flatness, its river snakes, taciturn ranchers, and lurking 

danger. “Those extremes affect the way you deal with the world,” she said in a 1977 interview. “It so happens 

that if you’re a writer the extremes show up. They don’t if you sell insurance.” ♦ 

Published in the print edition of the December 2, 2019, issue, with the headline “Out in the Blue.” 

 

 

 

 Hilton Als, a staff writer at The New Yorker, won the 2017 Pulitzer Prize for criticism. He is the 

author of “White Girls” and an associate professor of writing at Columbia University 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2019/12/02/joan-didions-early-novels-of-american-womanhood 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0307387380/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2019/12/02
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/hilton-als
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/hilton-als
https://www.amazon.com/dp/194045025X/?tag=thneyo0f-20
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2019/12/02/joan-didions-early-novels-of-american-womanhood
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/hilton-als
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Gene editing babies for height or IQ still science fiction, says study 

By Rich Haridy 

 

Designer babies, either through direct gene editing or just choosing embryos based on genomic profiles, are 

still in the realm of science fiction according to new computer simulations 

sangoiri/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

Following the birth of the world’s first CRISPR gene-edited babies last year, the concerning specter of a 

future filled with designer babies has been the focus of many ethical debates. But a new study from an 

international team of geneticists is suggesting we are probably further away than many realize from being 

able to effectively genetically select for complex polygenic traits such as IQ or height. 

"The ability to do genomic sequencing of embryos is much easier than it was even five years ago, and we 

know many more gene variants linked to certain traits," explains Shai Carmi, from the Hebrew University of 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/96657356/stock-photo-the-prospect-of-designer-babies.html
https://newatlas.com/worlds-first-gene-edited-babies/57393/
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Jerusalem and co-corresponding author on the new research. "But selecting embryos for particular traits is 

very controversial except when it relates to a serious disease like cystic fibrosis. It raises many issues related 

to eugenics and unequal opportunities." 

While complex gene editing of human babies may be years away from becoming a realistic process, actively 

selecting embryos based on genetic preferences is already relatively routine in many IVF clinics around the 

world. Called pre-implantation genetic diagnosis (PGD), the method is generally only used to identify 

embryos at risk of certain single-gene diseases. In some cases PGD is also used for sex selection. 

Identifying monogenic disorders in embryos may be a simple and reasonably reliable technique, but our 

growing awareness of how different genetic variants relate to human traits led Shai Carmi and his team to 

wonder how accurate our current ability to identify those traits in embryos actually is. The study focused on 

two particular traits: height and intelligence. Both traits were selected due to the large volume of pre-existing 

research identifying influential genetic variants associated with them. 

Across a number of computer simulations, the researchers investigated various hypothetical embryos modeled 

on the genomic profiles of several real-life couples. Based on the gene variants present in the hypothetical 

embryos the researchers predicted which embryos would result in higher IQ and adult height outcomes. 

The conclusions suggest our current genomic knowledge related to height and intelligence can only result in 

incredibly minor advantages in relation to embryo selection. For example, when selecting an embryo for 

genes that confer height, an increase of no more than 3 cm (1.2 in) could be achieved, and even then that was 

not guaranteed. 

"There is much about these traits that is unpredictable," says Carmi. "If someone selected an embryo that was 

predicted to have an IQ that was two points higher than the average, this is no guarantee it would actually 

result in that increase. There is a lot of variability that is not accounted for in the known gene variants." 

The researchers also examined the genetic profiles of a number of multi-generational families to verify the 

validity of their computer model predictions. It was discovered that children displaying the greatest polygenic 

score for height only turned out to be the tallest sibling in a family 25 percent of the time. In fact, in five of 

the 28 families studied, the child with the greatest genetic propensity for height turned out to be shorter than 

that average height of the rest of the family. 

“It has long been feared that genetic information might be used to select embryos based on desire for 

characteristics such as increased height or intelligence,” says Liz Ormondroyd, a genetic researcher from the 

University of Oxford. “This computer simulation study shows that, for these complex characteristics, 

‘designer babies’ remain in the realm of science fiction.” 

The study perhaps offers a clear insight into how complicated certain polygenic traits actually are, and how 

far we are from being able to effectively manipulate outcomes such as height or intelligence. Joyce Harper, 

from University College London, suggests this new research is reassuring for those concerned about designer 

babies becoming a reality, although she does note some companies are already purporting to offer genetic 

testing for polygenic traits. 

https://newatlas.com/intelligence-genes-discovered/49650/
https://www.sciencemediacentre.org/expert-reaction-to-a-study-looking-at-embryo-selection-based-on-traits-like-height-or-iq/
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“As this study confirms, traits such as height and IQ cannot reliably be detected using genetic testing,” says 

Harper. “These are complex genetic traits that are also affected by the environment. This is reassuring, as the 

use of preimplantation genetic testing (PGT) technology for traits is controversial. At least one company is 

offering PGT for polygenic disorders, such as diabetes and heart disease – so called PGT-P.” 

Carmi and the scientists behind the new study note the research highlights the significant practical limits of 

any gain that could be garnered from trying to select embryos based on polygenic profiling. The ethical 

debate surrounding this controversial practice is not irrelevant, but this new study stridently affirms how far-

off and scientifically complicated the prospect of designer babies actually may be. 

The new research was published in the journal Cell Press. 

Source: Cell Press via ScienceDaily 
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Rich Haridy 

Rich is based in Melbourne, Australia and has strong interests in film, new media, and the new wave of 

psychedelic science. He has written for a number of online and print publications over the last decade while 

also acting as film critic for several radio broadcasters and podcasts. Rich was Chair of the Australian Film 

Critics Association for two years (2013-2015) and completed a Masters degree at the University of 

Melbourne. Since joining the New Atlas team three years ago Rich’s interests have considerably broadened to 

examine the era-defining effects of new technology on culture and life in the 21st century. 

 

https://newatlas.com/science/gene-editing-designer-babies-height-iq-ivf-embryo-selection/ 
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Delight as a Daily Practice: A Poetic Illustrated Meditation on the Meaning of Happiness and Its Quiet 

Everyday Sources 

A lovely countercultural invitation to savor the unpurchasable joys with which the world is strewn. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“What is your idea of perfect happiness?” asks the famous Proust Questionnaire. Posed to David Bowie, 

he answered simply: “Reading.” Jane Goodall answered: “Sitting by myself in the forest in Gombe National 

Park watching one of the chimpanzee mothers with her family.” Proust himself answered: “To live in contact 

with those I love, with the beauties of nature, with a quantity of books and music, and to have, within easy 

distance, a French theater.” 

The touching specificity of these answers and the subtle universality pulsing beneath them reveal the most 

elemental truth about happiness: that there are as many flavors of it as there are consciousnesses capable of 

registering it, and that it is a universally delicious necessity of life, which we crave from the day we are born 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/10/david-bowie-proust-questionnaire-vanity-fair/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/08/13/jane-goodall-proust-questionnaire/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20
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until the day we die. And yet, as Albert Camus lamented, “happiness has become an eccentric activity. The 

proof is that we tend to hide from others when we practice it.” 

Half a century later, as we wade through a world that gives us ample reason for sorrow, as existential 

credibility seems meted out on the basis of how loudly one broadcasts one’s disadvantage, the savoring of 

happiness has become an almost countercultural activity — an act of courage and resistance, and one the 

practice of which is a whole life’s work, as George Eliot well knew when she observed that “one has to spend 

so many years in learning how to be happy.” Why, then, not make the learning of happiness as essential a part 

of young people’s education as the learning of arithmetic? Or even stand with Elizabeth Barrett Browning in 

deeming it our moral obligation? 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/22/a-life-worth-living-albert-camus/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/09/23/george-eliot-happiness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/09/23/george-eliot-happiness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/03/05/elizabeth-barrett-browning-happiness/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20
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All of that — the personal nature of happiness, the daily practice of it, its centrality to participating 

meaningfully in the world — is what poet Mariahadessa Ekere Tallie explores in her vibrant and vitalizing 

picture-book debut, Layla’s Happiness (public library), illustrated by artist Ashleigh Corrin. 

Like Sylvia Plath, who composed The Bed Book for her own children, Tallie — who describes herself in A 

Velocity of Being: Letters to a Young Reader as “the mother of three galaxies who look like daughters” — 

has written the book for her youngest galaxy, the book she wished she’d had to read to the elder two. 

Tallie constructs the story like a good poem, where the personal is the most welcoming gateway to the 

universal. We see seven-year-old Layla — whose name means “night beauty” — tally her exuberant everyday 

sources of happiness. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/laylas-happiness/oclc/1084336730&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/04/04/the-bed-book-sylvia-plath-quentin-blake/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20
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Happiness leaps at Layla from the color purple, from the succulence of fresh plums, from the constellations of 

the night sky, from the mischievous delight of slurping spaghetti without a fork. It unspools from her lips as 

she hums while feeding the chickens at the community garden and names all the trees and greets the 

neighbors at the farmers’ market where she sells the vegetable she has grown from seeds. It pours forth from 

the poetry her mother reads to her under a makeshift tent and from the tales her father tells her of his own 

childhood in the South. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

107 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

108 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

109 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

110 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

111 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

112 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 511  february 2020 

 

113 

 

There is a heartening countercultural undertone to the book — these happinesses are not things to be 

purchased at the store or attained with a click, but embodiments of what Hermann Hesse held up as “the little 

joys” at the heart of a rich life lived with presence, the simple delights Wendell Berry’s childhood friend 

Nick savored even amid his hardship. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/06/hermann-hesse-little-joys-my-belief/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/06/hermann-hesse-little-joys-my-belief/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/17/wendell-berry-hidden-wound/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20
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The book ends with an open question to the reader — a gentle bow to the sundry, deeply personal meaning of 

happiness. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20
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Complement the exuberant Layla’s Happiness — which comes from my friends at Enchanted Lion, makers of 

such largehearted and unusual treasures as Cry, Heart, But Never Break, Big Wolf & Little Wolf, and This Is 

a Poem That Heals Fish — with Matt de la Peña and Loren Long’s illustrated celebration of the many 

meanings of love, then revisit Walt Whitman’s most direct reflection on happiness and Willa 

Cather’s delicious definition of it. 

Page illustrations courtesy of Enchanted Lion Books; photographs by Maria Popova 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/20/laylas-happiness-mariahadessa-ekere-

tallie/?mc_cid=190867f242&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/08/cry-heart-but-never-break/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/10/12/big-wolf-little-wolf/
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/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/06/love-matt-de-la-pena/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/06/love-matt-de-la-pena/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/16/walt-whitman-specimen-days-happiness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/08/26/willa-cather-my-antonia-happiness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/20/laylas-happiness-mariahadessa-ekere-tallie/?mc_cid=190867f242&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/20/laylas-happiness-mariahadessa-ekere-tallie/?mc_cid=190867f242&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702880/braipick-20
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2019 awards celebrate some of the world's most stunning new structures 

By James Holloway 

 

Vessel in New York won the Award for Structural Artistry in Non-Building Structures 

Timothy Schenck 

The winners of the 52nd Structural Awards were announced on Saturday. Whittled down from a shortlist of 

49 projects, the awards celebrate some of the most impressive achievements in construction, varying from 

small-scale sustainable projects and traditional techniques to vast billion-dollar-plus behemoths. Let's take a 

look at the winners. 

Award for Tall or Slender Structures: CITIC Tower 

CITIC Tower is more popularly known as China Zun 

Wentao 

https://newatlas.com/author/james-holloway/
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Location: Beijing, China 

Structural Engineer: Arup 

Architect: TFP Farrells and Kohn Pedersen Fox Associates 

What the judges say: "The judges were impressed with the multi-faceted structural design for an extremely 

tall and slender building in a high seismic zone." 

What we say: At 528 m (1,730 ft), it's thought that CITIC Tower, aka China Zun, could be the tallest building 

in a so-called high seismic hazard zone – a place where earthquakes are likely to be more frequent. Its design 

is inspired by a Chinese wine carrier, or zun, hence its popular name. 

Award for Pedestrian Bridges: Tanxishan Glass Landscape Pedestrian Bridge 

 

The design of Tanxishan Glass Landscape Pedestrian Bridge used 3D laser scanning technology 

The Institution of Structural Engineers 

Location: Zibo, China 

Structural Engineer: Tongji Architectural Design 

Architect: Paradox Architecture Design Consulting 

What the judges say: "The form of the bridge has created a landmark for the area with its long spanning 

elegant profile both in the sweeping horizontally curved glass desk and its vertically curved inclined arched 

support." 

What we say: Apparently the design team used 3D laser scanning to map the surrounding cliffs that the bridge 

spans. The pedestrian bridge categorically is always likely to showcase a stunning project, and this year's 

doesn't disappoint. 

Award for Vehicle Bridges: Kienlesberg Bridge 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/kpf-citic-tower/
https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/#gallery:10
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Kienlesberg Bridge is one of the least ostentatious projects on the list – in a good way 

 

The Institution of Structural Engineers 

Location: Ulm, Germany 

Structural Engineer: KREBS + KIEFER 

Architect: Knight Architects 

What the judges say: "It is an architectural homage to the nearby 110-year-old wrought-iron Neutor Bridge. 

The judges admired how the graceful, economic, and efficient appearance belies the complexity of the site 

and irregularity of the support conditions." 

What we say: One of the least ostentatious projects on the list, the design team gets full marks for building a 

bridge that is easy on the eye while beautifully fitting its surrounding environment. 

Award for Small Projects (of under £3 million): Millet Vinegar Museum 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/#gallery:5
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Millet Vinegar Museum's traditional methods make for one of the most beautiful winners of the evening 

The Institution of Structural Engineers 

Location: Zibo, China 

Structural Engineer: Light Earth Designs and Tianjin University Research Group of Architectural Design 

Architect: Tianjin University Research Group of Architectural Design 

What the judges say: "The engineers were clearly resistant to the temptation to betray the pure brick form 

with steel or other ductile fixings. Instead, they relied on their confidence, borne of accurate and considered 

analysis and optimization of the dome shape, to resist lateral forces." 

What we say: It's lovely to see traditional materials and methods in use, resulting in one of the more beautiful 

projects on the list. 

Award for Structures in Extreme Conditions: Tūranga Library 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/#gallery:8
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Tūranga Library in Christchurch uses state-of-the art seismic-resistant construction techniques 

Adam Mork 

Location: Christchurch, New Zealand 

Structural Engineer: Lewis Bradford Consulting Engineers 

Architect: Architectus and Schmidt Hammer Lassen 

What the judges say: "Tūranga’s hidden beauty lies in its level of seismic resilience, such that after a serious 

seismic event, the shock absorbing systems could be readily replaced and the building would be re-usable." 

What we say: The building uses state-of-the art seismic-resistant construction techniques, with concrete core 

walls up to 140 tonnes, which rock in the event of an earthquake, weight providing stability. It's a beast. 

Award for Structural Heritage: Newquay Harper Bridge 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/#gallery:34
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Though understated, Newquay Harbour Footbridge is a fascinating, minimal restoration 

Free4m 

Location: Newquay, UK 

Structural Engineer: Free4m Consulting 

Architect: Free4m Consulting 

What the judges say: "The scheme recognized that only the suspension bridge hangers were in need of 

replacement and researched the original details thus returning it as close as was feasible to its original design." 

What we say: It sounds like almost as much work went into the research as it did the design and construction. 

An unglamorous project, certainly, but one that showcases engineering at its efficient best. 

Award for Structural Transformation: Coal Drops Yard 

The Award for Structural Transformation celebrates turning the old into the new 

Argent/John Sturrock 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/#gallery:15
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Location: London, UK 

Structural Engineer: Arup 

Architect: Heatherwick Studio 

What the judges say: "The design team have skillfully combined sensitive renovation of neglected heritage 

structures with complex extensions to form a seamless and integrated composition." 

What we say: This is good, in a glossy coffee table magazine sort of way. Pictures taken before construction 

began show dilapidated brick arches. Those taken after completion show a radical change. Transformation 

indeed. 

Award for Construction Innovation: Morpheus Hotel 

 

In Morpheus Hotel, engineers BuroHappold exhibted "formidable skills," according to the judges 

The Institution of Structural Engineers 

Location: Macau, China 

Structural Engineer: BuroHappold Engineering 

Architect: Zaha Hadid Architects 

What the judges say: "The entire project from the initial visualization of form, through the evolutionary 

development, analysis and design of different viable structural options, to the optimization and bespoke 

manufacturing of the structural components and the control of their sequenced erection on site, could not have 

been accomplished without the formidable range of digital and communicational skills that characterize the 

https://www.istructe.org/structuralawards/winners/structural-transformation/2019/coal-drops-yard
https://www.istructe.org/structuralawards/winners/structural-transformation/2019/coal-drops-yard
https://newatlas.com/heatherwick-studio-coal-drops-yard/56957/
https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/#gallery:19
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structural engineer of today." 

What we say: Good, aren't they, computers! An old joke among construction engineers was that ZHA 

designed unbuildable buildings. From the sound of the judges' spiel, that may still be the case with 

the Morpheus Hotel… 

Award: for Structural Artistry (Building Structures): Qingdao World Expo City 

 

Qingdao World Expo City has been designed to withstand high winds 

The Institution of Structural Engineers 

Location: Qingdao, China 

Structural Engineer: China Architecture Design & Research Group 

Architect: China Architecture Design & Research Group 

What the judges say: "To maintain the lightest of structures a novel prestressed cable arch was developed, 

with a fabricated box section of just 500 mm depth to span 48 m. It is estimated that the use of the cables has 

permitted a steel weight saving of up to half compared to a traditional arch structure." 

What we say: This massive exhibition center has been designed to withstand high winds. Equally impressive 

is the amount of daylight the building appears to let in – some that serial exhibition-goers will be grateful for. 

https://newatlas.com/zaha-hadid-architects-morpheus-hotel/55042/
https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/#gallery:22
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Award for Structural Artistry (Non-Building Structures): Vessel 

 

Vessel is without doubt the most eye-catching structure on the list 

Timothy Schenck 

Location: New York, USA 

Structural Engineer: AK II 

Architect: Heatherwick Studio 

What the judges say: "The structural engineering challenges that were met to deliver this piece of urban 

inhabitable sculpture ranged through analysis, design and construction. But for each of these, the uniqueness 

of the structure meant the challenges themselves were also unique." 

What we say: Designed by Thomas Heatherwick of, among other things, 2012 Olympic 

cauldron fame, Vessel is without doubt the most eye-catching structure on the list. The tourist attraction has 

154 flights of stairs, 80 viewing platforms, and basically nothing else. 

Award for Sustainability: La Reference School 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2012_Summer_Olympics_and_Paralympics_cauldron
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2012_Summer_Olympics_and_Paralympics_cauldron
https://newatlas.com/heatherwick-studio-vessel-opens/58949/
https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/#gallery:24
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La Reference School was designed in response to the devastation in Haiti wrought by recent natural disasters 

The Institution of Structural Engineers 

Location: Ganthier, Haiti 

Structural Engineer: Eckersley O'Callaghan 

Architect: Studio PHH Architects 

What the judges say: "All documentation and processes were methodically designed to develop local 

understanding of structural behavior and become educational tools for replication, ensuring a social legacy 

within and beyond this specific project. Design decisions incorporated local materials and skill-availability, 

with the challenging design loads and respective detailing." 

What we say: This school was designed in response to the devastation in Haiti wrought by natural disasters 

including the 2010 earthquake and 2016 hurricane. The design team worked pro bono, making sure to 

document the entire process to inform other projects in Haiti. Excellent. 

Awards for Long Span Structure and Supreme Award for Structural Engineering Excellence: New Tottenham 

Hotspur Stadium 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/#gallery:28
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The New Tottenham Hotspur Stadium has a fully retractable pitch 

Miles Willis 

Location: London, UK 

Structural Engineer: BuroHappold Engineering with Schlaich Bergermann Partner 

Architect: Populous 

What the judges say: "This is an impressive stadium containing many dramatic long span solutions. The 

attention to detail throughout is exemplary and is an excellent showcase for the structural engineer's art." 

What we say: The judges were also impressed with the "impossibly light roof" of the 62,000-seater stadium. 

And it only cost £1 billion. Still, to pick up the ultimate gong of the evening, they must have spent at least 

some of the money wisely. 

As always, the winners were announced by The Institution of Structural Engineers. After the event, Chair of 

the judges Professor Tim Ibell called for more sustainable construction practices. "Keeping in mind the 

current climate crisis, we must pledge to build structures which are kind to the environment," he said. "Reuse 

and refurbishment should be our adopted mantra. With the net zero carbon target in sight, we wholeheartedly 

support the Structural Engineer's Declaration which encourages companies and us to change the way we 

work." 

https://www.istructe.org/structural-engineers-declare/
https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/#gallery:29
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So those are the winners for 2019, but there are more photos in the gallery if you'd like to see more. 

Source: The Institution of Structural Engineers 

We recommend 

1. Celebrating excellence in equine medicine 

BMJ Publishing Group Limited, Vet Record, 2018 

2. Nominations open for 10th BMJ Awards 

Anne Gulland, The BMJ, 2017 

3. Announcement of winners! 2017 BJSM PhD Academy Awards 

BJSM, BJSM Blog, 2017 

1. Introducing JBC Reviews 

Lila M. Gierasch, Journal of Biological Chemistry, 2019 

2. Celebrating the contribution of young vets 

BMJ Publishing Group Limited, Vet Record, 2019 

3. Celebrating healthy and happy veterinary workplaces 

BMJ Publishing Group Limited, Vet Record, 2017 

 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/ 

  

https://www.istructe.org/structuralawards/winners
https://veterinaryrecord.bmj.com/content/183/13/400?rss=1&utm_term=1-B&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=alljjs&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://www.bmj.com/content/359/bmj.j5023/article-info?utm_campaign=tbmj&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd&utm_term=usage-042019&utm_content=consumer
http://blogs.bmj.com/bjsm/2017/07/21/announcement-winners-2017-bjsm-phd-academy-awards/?utm_term=1-B&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=alljjs&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
http://www.jbc.org/content/294/1/389?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Journal_of_Biological_Chemistry_TrendMD_1
https://veterinaryrecord.bmj.com/content/185/1/ii?utm_term=1-B&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=alljjs&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
http://veterinaryrecord.bmj.com/content/181/12/309.2?utm_term=1-B&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=alljjs&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://newatlas.com/architecture/2019-stunning-structures/
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What the ‘Danish Lawrence’ Learned in Libya 

Frederic Wehrey 

 

Knud Holmboe, circa early 1930s 

In the summer of 1931, the security services in French-controlled Syria detained and deported a Danish 

journalist who had the previous year spent time in the Italian colonies of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica in North 

Africa, part of what would later become the modern state of Libya. The Italian fascists had reportedly 

contacted the French to request the expulsion of the twenty-eight-year-old traveler on the grounds that he was 

a dangerous subversive. French officials in Syria needed little convincing: the tall, blue-eyed Dane’s 

reputation had preceded his arrival and some of his reporting about Libya, they believed, had inspired anti-

Italian riots in Syria that had left several dead. Soon after these disturbances, an article in the British press 

called the young man a “Danish Lawrence,” referring to T.E. Lawrence, the British military officer in World 

War I better known as “Lawrence of Arabia.” 

On the surface, there were several similarities between the careers of the Dane, whose name was Knud 

Holmboe, and the now-mythic Lawrence. Both men were Arabic speakers and aficionados of Arab culture, 

though Holmboe had gone further and converted to Islam, reversing his earlier contempt for Muslims and 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/frederic-wehrey/
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Arabs. Both had traveled across and written about the Middle East, casting a cold gaze on European colonial 

projects—though the Danish adventurer was far less implicated in such schemes than the British archaeologist 

and intelligence officer had been. Finally, both were champions of Arab anti-imperialist campaigns. By the 

time the French detained Holmboe, he had already been imprisoned in Egypt for conspiring with anti-Italian 

Libyan dissidents, members of the Sanusi Sufi order, to resupply a besieged rebel base across the border in 

southern Libya. 

Holmboe had been spurred into action against the Italians by a road trip he’d made in 1930 across Italian-

ruled Libya. Aside from several brushes with death, the journey exposed him to the cruelty of Italy’s counter-

insurgency activities, especially in eastern Libya, which included concentration camps, executions, poison gas 

bombs, and the forced displacement and starvation of civilians. Estimates of the resulting death toll in the 

east—what Italian and Libyan historians have labeled a “genocide”—range from 35,000 to 70,000. Holmboe 

was one of the few Western witnesses to this savagery and, in the first of many attempts to silence him, the 

Italians deported him on a stinking prison barge at the conclusion of his 1930 trip. Refusing to be cowed, in 

1931 Holmboe published a book about his odyssey in Danish (released five years later in English as Desert 

Encounter, a blander title than the original Danish one, which translated as Desert Ablaze). It became a 

bestseller in the United States and in Europe—though it was immediately, and predictably, banned in Italy, 

and indeed appeared in an Italian translation only in 2004. 

The front cover of Desert Encounter’s Danish edition 
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Holmboe has long weighed on my mind in my own travels across Libya over the past decade, at times even 

retracing his journey. It was only on a trip this summer, though, that I finally packed Desert Encounter in my 

bag, dipping into its pages during languid afternoons in Tripoli and at night on the front lines during lulls in 

the fighting between militia groups. A blend of travelogue, spiritual musing, social critique, and journalistic 

exposé, Desert Encounter eschews the operatic prose and Homeric pretensions of Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of 

Wisdom. It is also largely devoid of the Orientalist tropes that saturated many Western travelers’ accounts 

from this era. It reads, in places, like a Tintin-esque Boy’s Own adventure, though it occasionally slips into a 

self-righteous tone. The New York Times called it “thrilling,” but, writing in The Observer, Graham Greene 

was less impressed: “Holmboe’s story is exciting, his material of great interest, but he has few literary gifts.” 

Even so, Desert Encounter remains a compelling historical document and deserves to be remembered for its 

harrowing account of Italian rule. Holmboe describes scenes of blood-stained landscapes with a surreal 

vividness that recalls, to my mind, Isaac Babel’s Red Cavalry or Curzio Malaparte’s Kaputt. He passes 

through ruined and abandoned villages, their wells filled with sand or cement by the Italians. He sees the 

wreckage of Italian airplanes brought down by Arab insurgents’ rifle fire and stumbles over half-clothed 

corpses gnawed by jackals, the animals’ “yellow eyes shining like phosphorescence.” He attends public 

executions of Arabs, the gallows presided over by an Italian colonial auxiliary force of Eritrean Christians 

with “large silver crosses hanging around their necks.” Scanning the crowd of onlookers, he notices that 

Italian settlers have brought their cameras. 

Beyond his testimony about the depredations of interwar imperialism, there are other reasons to revisit Knud 

Holmboe. The arc of his life, with its stark conversions, straddled the schisms and categories that divide us 

still: he was a Christian turned Muslim, a onetime European supremacist turned defender of Arab sovereignty, 

and a reporter turned clandestine activist. He was also an augur of his troubled age—and perhaps of ours—

warning about fascism’s potential for terrible violence at a time when many in the West were either slow to 

appreciate its dangers or were actually complicit in its rise. “Mussolini’s large body of English worshippers 

would do well to have a look at it,” George Orwell wrote, reviewing Desert Encounter in November 1936, a 

month before he arrived in Barcelona to fight Franco’s forces in the Spanish Civil War. 

* 

Knud Valdemar Gylding Holmboe was born in the Jutland region of Denmark in 1902, the oldest of seven 

children in an upper-middle-class family. The milieu of his childhood points to a stirring of the expansive 

humanism, literary inclinations, and spiritual hunger that would impel his future wanderings. One of his 

brothers, Vagn, went on to become a classical string composer famed for his “metamorphosis” technique, 

which a reviewer described as a “rhythmic pattern”existing in “a state of constant evolution.” That musical 

innovation might serve as a metaphor for the flux and transformation that defined Knud Holmboe’s identity 

and intellect. 

At the age of nineteen, he spent time in a Benedictine abbey in Luxembourg and considered becoming a 

priest, but instead became a journalist writing for Danish newspapers. He reported first from Denmark and 

Europe, then shifted his focus to North Africa and the Middle East, traveling first to Morocco to interview a 

Danish prince who was serving in the French Foreign Legion. His book-length account from the frontlines of 

the 1920s Moroccan rebellion against Spanish and French colonial forces, the so-called Rif War, is littered 

with racist stereotypes: the “brown men” fighting the occupation, he wrote, were “brigands” motivated by 

“religious fanaticism.” It is almost as though it had been written by a different person from the author 
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of Desert Encounter, published eleven years later, in which the same Moroccan fighters are described as 

“brave mountaineers.” 

What wrought such a profound change in him? Attending a Muslim prayer service in Jerusalem in 1926 

seemed to spark a reverent interest in Islam: “[T]here was absolute quietude,” he later wrote of the encounter, 

“no priests celebrating the mass or preaching or changing bread and wine into God, no music to hypnotize and 

lead the heart away from clear understanding.” Months later, he visited a mosque in the Moroccan mountains 

and heard an elderly imam expounding on the virtues of Islam. In 1929, during a visit to England, he formally 

converted. 

It was against this backdrop that Holmboe began his journey across North Africa in 1930. He’d originally 

planned to travel by boat from Spain to Egypt and then on to Mecca and Medina, but a chance conversation in 

a hotel lobby in the Spanish enclave of Ceuta, in northern Morocco, persuaded him to make, instead, an 

overland trek across the Maghreb. “Write us a book on North Africa seen through Arab eyes,” the stranger 

proposed, Holmboe narrates in Desert Encounter. Accepting the challenge, he found himself crossing a 

threshold that was as much psychological and metaphysical as it was geographical. “This was going to be my 

last day as a European,” he declared. Donning a Moroccan burnous that made him “unrecognizable,” he 

secured his transportation: a four-cylindered 1928 Chevrolet with an enlarged fuel tank. 

Fototeca Gilardi/Getty Images 

Arab rebels executed by firing squad during Italy’s original conquest of Libya, 1911–1912 
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Entering Libya, he drove along an Italian-built road (“the best I have ever seen, even in Europe”) and arrived 

in the capital, Tripoli, where Mussolini’s fascist regime had erected a vulgar spectacle of power. The 

“buildings flash with marble and brass,” he writes, as black-shirted youths marched on streets adorned with 

posters of Il Duce’s visage emblazoned with the inscription: “Those Who Are Not for Us Are Against Us.” 

The Italians seemed confident of imminent success in defeating the remaining Arab rebels. “Sono liquidati,” 

(“They are liquidated”), the Italian governor, Marshal Pietro Badoglio, purred to visiting diplomats. But 

Holmboe was hearing enthralling reports from eastern Libya of the exploits of an elusive guerrilla leader 

named Omar al-Mukhtar, a former Sufi teacher who was directing hit-and-run raids on Italian soldiers from 

hideouts in the mountains. “When we think he’s in one place and that we’ve got him—poof! He’s gone,” a 

soldier from the Italian Tyrol told Holmboe. 

Determined to meet these rebels, Holmboe continued his eastward journey. Somewhere in the desert outside 

Sirte, a windswept plain of thorn scrub and spear grass, his car broke down and he spent days wandering lost 

without water. Rescued by some Italian soldiers, he was taken to the city of Benghazi, the seat of the eastern 

colony of Cyrenaica, under the de facto rule of an iron-fisted general named Rodolfo Graziani. Clean-shaven, 

rosy-faced, “his eyes nearly black,” Graziani was supervising the depopulation then taking place of the 

countryside around Benghazi in order to break the will of the resistance. The grim result was a series of 

barbed-wire-bound concentration camps, into which over one hundred thousand Bedouin had been herded. 

Holmboe visited one of these camps and his description reads as a brutal indictment. He found some 1,500 

tents housing 6,000–8,000 people, many of them “ill and wretched, limping along with crooked backs, or with 

arms and legs that were terribly deformed.” When his account finally appeared in English, six years later, it 

was explosive for the stark contrast it provided with the propaganda that the Italian fascists had long fed the 

world about their civilizing project, both in Libya and elsewhere in Africa. “It is a pity that we have had to 

wait five years for a translation,” noted a British reviewer of Desert Encounter in 1937. “We should have been 

spared any illusions that we might have cherished as to Italy’s aims and policy in Abyssinia.” For Holmboe, 

the camp visit was perhaps the catalyst for his radicalization: “[A]ny European who obtains a glimpse of 

[Italian rule],” he wrote, “must feel ashamed to belong to the white race.” 

The rest of his voyage completed his evolution from chronicler to partisan. Separated from an Italian convoy 

in the eastern Green Mountains, he was captured by al-Mukhtar’s fighters, only escaping execution because 

he could recite the Qur’an. Around a campfire, his hosts told him about a litany of Italian abuses, including a 

wrenching story of a young Arab girl who had been kidnapped by the Italians and sold into a brothel. 

Released but afflicted with an unspecified illness, she begged her father to kill her. The old sheikh kissed her 

on the forehead and complied. “And I tell you,” the man narrating this to Holmboe said, “every Italian I meet 

shall die.” At the end of his sojourn with these men, Holmboe had promised to meet with their exiled leader in 

Egypt, Idris al-Sanusi, the man who would later become the king of independent Libya in 1951. 

Finding himself once more in the custody of the Italians, Holmboe was soon expelled from Cyrenaica. From 

there, he made his way to Alexandria, in Egypt, and sought out the Sanusi chief, as he had sworn to. For his 

part, Idris al-Sanusi gave Holmboe a letter of introduction to the rebels at the Libyan oasis of Kufra, near the 

Egyptian border, providing more evidence that Holmboe was by then no mere observer. Returning to his hotel 

after the meeting, he offers a haunting vignette of Western moral decay that evokes the later writings of Paul 

Bowles. He passes through the prostitutes’ quarter, teeming with powdered women, drunken sailors, and the 

odor of “whiskey, incense and sweating bodies.” Above the din, he hears the melody of Beethoven’s 
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Moonlight Sonata wailing from an electric piano—except that half the notes are missing. At that moment, the 

tune has become for Holmboe a “thing of staccato, halting horror.” 

Heinrich Hoffmann/ullstein bild via Getty Images 

Townspeople greeting Italian fascist leader Benito Mussolini, Libya’s governor, Marshal Italo Balbo, and 

their entourage, Libya, March 1937 

* 

Nearly a century after Holmboe’s odyssey, Libya’s landscape has irrevocably altered, bearing now the scars 

of the oil boom, decades of misrule by the dictator Muammar Qadhafi, the 2011 uprising, and the travails that 

followed. The Italian-built capital Holmboe visited, with its arcaded plazas and neo-Moorish facades, is today 

enveloped by poured-concrete housing and half-finished high-rises. The once-vaunted Italian-made roads 

Holmboe motored along are rutted by neglect and dotted with militia checkpoints. The stately Albergo Italia 

hotel where he stayed in Benghazi is gone, partly destroyed by Allied bombers in World War II, while more 

recent fighting between Libyans has blighted a porticoed palace where Holmboe once watched Graziani 

address Italian troops from a balcony. 
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“It cannot be denied that civilization has been created in Benghazi,” the Dane wrote, upon entering eastern 

Libya. But what civilization? The travesty of the Italians’ rule in Libya was that their much-trumpeted 

architectural achievements—the theaters, palm-lined waterfronts, and orchestra pavilions—were accompanied 

by a ruination of Libyan society. Lacking the paternalism of the French colonizers, the Italians quashed the 

nascent intellectual class they initially encountered and, over the next decades, reinforced tribal affinities 

while denying Libyans access to education (by the time of Libya’s independence, illiteracy was almost 

universal). “What is especially sinister is that the Italians seem to take no interest in their subject peoples,” 

Orwell noted in his review of Desert Encounter. 

Today, generations of Libyan scholars and writers have lent their own voices and perspectives to describing 

the period Holmboe chronicled, through archival research and in rich fictional accounts, memoirs, poetry, and 

art. Yet Holmboe remains a part of this remembering. His portrait hangs in the national museum in Tripoli 

and his daughter and grandchildren have been feted during visits to Libya under the previous regime. Some 

years ago, a group of Libyan youths held a book club discussion on Holmboe in the Green Mountain town of 

al-Bayda, not far from where he was detained by Omar al-Mukhtar’s fighters. 

The legacy of the Italian epoch is still felt in Libya in other ways: in the absence of inclusive governing 

institutions; in the atomization of Libyan society into groupings of kin, town, and region; in the reliance of 

local elites on external patronage; and in the widespread violence that has become a kind of political currency. 

Holmboe would find much that is familiar in this state of affairs. The major cities in the west and east, Tripoli 

and Benghazi respectively, are once again militarized—not by the blackshirts and carabinieri, but by Libyan 

militias sparring for power and wealth. Those in the east are led by an autocratic, khaki-clad field marshal 

named Khalifa Hifter, who, since April of this year, has been waging a war to topple the internationally 

recognized government in Tripoli and who favors the sort of lavish military parades that would have met with 

approval from Graziani and Badoglio. 

Nor has the unquiet ghost of Italian colonialism been laid to rest. Even today, successive Italian governments 

have inflicted new horrors on Tripolitania, again in the form of camps: to block the influx of African migrants 

making the Mediterranean crossing, Rome has backed their internment in squalid detention centers run by 

Libyan militias. On top of all of this, there is renewed international meddling. Foreign-piloted aircraft—

remotely-controlled drones in place of the monoplanes whose wreckage Holboe saw—are again bombing 

Libyans with impunity. African mercenaries—no longer Eritrean ascaris but Chadian and Sudanese 

gunmen—are again fighting on Libyan soil, in the ranks of the country’s warring factions. 
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The front cover 

of Desert Encounter’s English edition 

As I read Holmboe, I found myself reflecting that he would also likely be chilled—but not surprised—by the 

nativist, authoritarian turn that politics has taken in present-day Europe. He sensed in his own time such an 

illiberal swing; indeed, he was not completely immune to its appeal, conceding that it had “put many things in 

order in Italy.” By the end of Desert Encounter, though, he was warning that “Fascism stretches its tentacles 

far into the distance.” The antidote, he believed, was Islam. “Islam,” he wrote, “in spite of Bolshevism, 

Socialism, and all other modern ideas for the happiness of mankind, is able to make every individual 
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completely happy.” That is a view shared today by countless European Muslim converts, some of whom, like 

the Dane, have traveled abroad on behalf of Islamic causes. Were he alive today, Holmboe might very well 

find himself hounded by intelligence services as a suspected foreign fighter or victimized by Europe’s rising 

Islamophobia. 

He would no doubt be mortified but, again, not surprised, that anti-Muslim attitudes in his home country 

would be circuitously linked to the 2011 Libyan uprising against Muammar Qadhafi. In late 2005, a 

newspaper in Denmark published satirical cartoons that mocked the Prophet Muhammad, sparking Muslim 

protests across the world, including in Benghazi, where at least ten demonstrators were killed by Libya 

security forces in 2006. In early 2011, when Libyan activists in Benghazi and abroad organized protests, as 

part of the unfolding Arab Spring, they chose the anniversary of these deaths, February 17. It is a date now 

enshrined as the start of the revolution and the beginning of the end for the Libyan dictator. 

* 

Knud Holmboe never realized his goal of aiding the anti-Italian Libyan insurgents: in February 1931, Italian 

forces overran the last Sanusi stronghold in the Kufra oasis, and in September of that year, al-Mukhtar, their 

iconic leader, was finally captured and publicly hanged in the eastern town of Suluq. With the resistance 

crushed, Italian rule would continue in Libya for another twelve years. Desert Encounter closes with Holmboe 

standing on the deck of a cargo ship in 1930, gazing across the Mediterranean and contemplating Mussolini’s 

dream of making the sea an “Italian lake,” a revival of the old Roman claim to mare nostrum (“our sea”). The 

absurdity of such notions is clear from the Dane’s intimation that the body of water is ultimately a connector, 

not a divider between Africa and Europe, and East and West. 

Holmboe’s own effort to bridge these worlds probably cost him his life. In October 1931, en route to the Hajj 

pilgrimage, he was ambushed and murdered by tribesmen on a desert road near the Saudi-Jordanian border. 

He was twenty-nine years old. It has been rumored that his killers were acting on behalf of the Italian secret 

service, but this has not been proven. His remains were never recovered. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/11/25/what-the-danish-lawrence-learned-in-libya/ 
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Anti-war Poem 
by Ted Berrigan 

Issue no. 46 (Spring 1969) 

It’s New Year’s Eve, of 1968, & a time 

for Resolution. 

I don’t like Engelbert Humpeldink. 

I love The Incredible String Band. 

The War goes on 

                                  & war is Shit. 

I’ll sing you a December song. 

It’s 5 below zero in Iowa City tonight. 

This year I found a warm room 

That I could go to  

                                  be alone in 

& never have to fight. 

I didn’t live in it. 

I thought a lot about dying 

but I said Fuck it. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “Freedom” by Rachel Cusk, published in issue no. 217, Summer 2016: “‘I had a road to Damascus 

moment,’ he said. ‘Last New Year’s Eve, of all times. I bloody hate New Year’s. That was part of it, 

realizing that I bloody hated New Year’s Eve.’” 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=98dd568a6d&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=98dd568a6d&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=222ebeb491&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=98dd568a6d&e=d538c8f2e0
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Next generation nanoprobes for the microspectroscopic study of biosystems 

DIPC   

Schematic representation of Au@BaTiO3 and Ag@BaTiO3 nanocomposite preparation. 

 

Nonlinear processes are attractive in microscopy and spectroscopy since they can be excited with light in the 

near‐infrared, which offers several advantages, from a deep tissue penetration capability or a reduced 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/dipc/
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photodamage due to the lower photon energy, to a spatially more confined probed volume, which can result in 

an improved lateral resolution. These processes include two‐photon‐excited fluorescence, second harmonic 

generation, stimulated Raman scattering and coherent anti‐Stokes Raman scattering microscopies, and 

imaging based on spontaneous hyper Raman scattering. 

When multiphoton‐excited processes are complemented with their one‐photon‐excited counterparts, an 

unprecedented structural information from a sample can be obtained. Nonlinear processes, therefore, can be 

used for the visualization and monitoring of bioorganic molecules and structures, in particular for the 

investigation of basic chemical and physical processes in biosystems. 

The nanoprobe used is a key factor. Actually, nanoprobes that could deliver chemical information through a 

vibrational signature with the requirements of fast nonlinear imaging would be extremely useful in the study 

of biological samples, as they allow truly multimodal optical imaging based on both chemical structure and 

morphology at the microscopic level. Several generations of optical nanoprobes and labels, strongly varying 

in chemical composition and size range, have been developed to match the specific requirements of 

multiphoton‐excited methods regarding functionality. 

Now, a team of researchers reports 1 about the synthesis and optical characterization of gold‐ and silver‐

coated barium titanate composite nanoparticles and demonstrate that they can be utilized as multifunctional 

optical nanoprobes for second harmonic generation, one‐photon surface enhanced Raman scattering, and 

surface enhanced hyper Raman scattering microscopies, thereby providing complementary information for 

imaging as well as for vibrational spectroscopy. 

The researchers chose barium titanate as the core material because of its nonlinear optical properties and well 

established use as harmonic probe in second harmonic generation biomicroscopy. Surrounding the barium 

titanate nanocrystals with a shell of gold and silver nanoparticles allows taking advantage of the strongly 

enhanced Raman and hyper Raman processes in the near fields of these plasmonic structures, and thus enables 

sensitive vibrational probing of the local surface environment, which can provide complementary chemical 

and structural information of target samples. 

The team shows that these composite nanoparticles can enhance Raman and hyper Raman scattering, while 

simultaneously acting as suitable second harmonic generation nanoprobes. This is demonstrated by applying 

them for combined second harmonic generation and vibrational imaging in macrophage cells. In order to 

understand how the optical properties of dielectric barium titanate particles are altered by the presence of the 

plasmonic shell, the researchers compare the experimental second harmonic generation data with theoretical 

simulations. 

The theoretical models show that the optical properties of the BaTiO3 dielectric core depend on probing 

frequency, shape, size, and plasmonic properties of the surrounding gold nanoparticles so that they can be 

optimized for a particular type of experiment. These versatile, tunable probes give new opportunities for 

combined multiphoton probing of morphological structure and chemical properties of biosystems. 

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

Disclaimer: Parts of this article are copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced research paper. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/12/19/next-generation-nanoprobes-for-the-microspectroscopic-study-of-biosystems/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6445-1
http://about.me/cesar_tome
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DIPC 

 

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 
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5,700-year-old "chewing gum" yields complete human genome 

By Anthony Wood 

 

A reconstruction of the ancient female, based on DNA extracted from ancient birch pitch 

Illustration by Tom Björklund 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

Scientists have successfully extracted a complete human genome from a 5,700-year-old piece of "chewing 

gum" that was discovered in southern Denmark. By analyzing the DNA, scientists discovered that the chewer 

was an ancient female – who they have named Lola – and were even able to shed light on her diet, and 

identify bacteria that were present in her mouth. 

https://newatlas.com/author/anthony-wood/
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The ancient chewing gum discovered by the team took the form of birch pitch – a black-brown substance 

created by warming birch bark. The pitch, which can work as a kind of rudimentary glue, was often used to 

construct stone tools. 

Numerous examples of birch pitch from prehistory have been discovered with tooth prints, suggesting that 

they were chewed. There are numerous reasons why ancient people may have chewed the pitch. For example, 

birch pitch hardens as it cools, and chewing may have been a simple means of making it pliable. It also has 

mild antiseptic properties, and so could have been used to relieve toothache. There is also a chance that it was 

simply used as chewing gum is in modern times, as a fun distraction. 

The newly discovered pitch specimen was uncovered by archaeologists carrying out excavations at a place 

called Syltholm, in southern Denmark. 

“Syltholm is completely unique," says Theis Jensen, a Postdoc at the Globe Institute at the University of 

Copenhagen who worked on the study for his PhD and also participated in the excavations at Syltholm. 

"Almost everything is sealed in mud, which means that the preservation of organic remains is absolutely 

phenomenal. It is the biggest Stone Age site in Denmark and the archaeological finds suggest that the people 

who occupied the site were heavily exploiting wild resources well into the Neolithic, which is the period 

when farming and domesticated animals were first introduced into southern Scandinavia.” 

Incredibly, the team behind the new study was able to extract an entire human genome from the birch pitch, as 

well as traces of plant and animal DNA. A genome is essentially a complete set of DNA, including all of a 

person’s genes – a comprehensive catalog of information that, with the right tools, could even reveal some of 

the characteristics of an individual who has been dead for over 5,000 years. 

This newly discovered biological treasure trove is the first time that an entire human genome has been 

extracted from anything other than an individual’s bones, according to the team. This makes prehistoric birch 

a valuable source of DNA, which could reveal much about ancient humans when no remains can be found for 

a given period. 

Following an analysis of the genome, the team discovered that the previous owner of the birch pitch was a 

female, who likely had dark skin and hair, and had blue eyes. The individual was likely more closely related 

to hunter-gatherers who lived in mainland Europe, rather than the people that lived in Denmark at the time. 

Duck DNA, and that of a hazelnut were also present in the birch. The team believes that these findings are a 

reflection of the female’s diet. Pathogens and bacteria were also discovered, including the DNA of the 

Epstein-Barr Virus, which is responsible for infectious mononucleosis and glandular fever. 

Specimens such as the recently unearthed birch pitch could help scientists better understand the evolutionary 

paths taken by ancient pathogens, and how they spread throughout history, according to Hannes Schroeder of 

Copenhagen University, who led the research. In time, it could even help researchers figure out how it could 

spread in the future, which in turn will inform how modern day scientists attempt to contain, or even eradicate 

them. 

The paper has been published in the journal Nature Communications. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-019-13549-9.pdf
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Source: University of Copenhagen 

We recommend 

1. e-Anatomy: radiologic anatomy atlas of the human body 

Imaios 

2. Case 1—Focus on Irritable Bowel Syndrome With Diarrhea (IBS-D) 

Brian E. Lacy, myCME, 2019 

1. FLT3+ AML Patients: Assessing the Evidence for New Targeted Treatments 

Eytan M. Stein, myCME, 2019 

2. Viewpoints in AML: Taking Progress Forward 

Rami Komrokji, myCME, 2019 

Powered by 

Anthony Wood 

Anthony is a recent law school graduate who also has a degree in Ancient History, for some reason or 

another. Residing in the UK, Anthony has had a passion about anything space orientated from a young age 

and finds it baffling that we have yet to colonize the moon. When not writing he can be found watching 

American football and growing out his magnificent beard. 

 

https://newatlas.com/science/ancient-chewing-gum-human-

genome/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=499f3d7589-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_18_09_22&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-499f3d7589-

92970593 

  

https://healthsciences.ku.dk/newsfaculty-news/2019/12/ancient-chewing-gum-yields-insights-into-people-and-bacteria-of-the-past/
https://www.imaios.com/en/e-Anatomy?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Imaios_TrendMD_1
https://www.mycme.com/case-1focus-on-irritable-bowel-syndrome-with-diarrhea-ibs-d/activity/5837/?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd&utm_campaign=trendmd-5837
https://www.mycme.com/flt3--aml-patients--assessing-the-evidence-for-new-targeted-treatments/activity/5743/?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd&utm_campaign=trendmd-5743
https://www.mycme.com/viewpoints-in-aml-taking-progress-forward/activity/5795/?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd&utm_campaign=trendmd-5795
https://www.trendmd.com/how-it-works-readers
https://newatlas.com/author/anthony-wood/
https://newatlas.com/science/ancient-chewing-gum-human-genome/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=499f3d7589-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_18_09_22&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-499f3d7589-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/ancient-chewing-gum-human-genome/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=499f3d7589-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_18_09_22&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-499f3d7589-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/ancient-chewing-gum-human-genome/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=499f3d7589-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_18_09_22&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-499f3d7589-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/ancient-chewing-gum-human-genome/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=499f3d7589-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_18_09_22&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-499f3d7589-92970593
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The Psychic 

  

Victoria Redel 

 

  

He said I must pay special attention in cars. He wasn’t, he assured me, saying that I’d be in an 

accident but that for two weeks some particular caution was in order, &, he said, all I really 

needed to do was throw the white light of Alma around any car I entered & then I’d be fine. & 

when I asked about Alma, he said, Oh, come on, you know Alma well. You two were together 

first in Egypt & then at Stonehenge, & I nodded though I’ve never been— in this life at 

least—to Stonehenge; then I said, Shouldn’t I always throw the white light of Alma around a 

car? & when he said, Well, it wouldn’t hurt, I said, What about around planes, houses? What 

if I throw the white light of Alma around anyone who might need protection from the reckless 

speed of driving or the reckless swerve & skid of the world? & the psychic opened his hands 

& shrugged up his shoulders. So despite your doubt or mine as to why I’d gone there, to a 

psychic, in—I kid you not—a town of psychics—in the first place, right now, as you read this, 

https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail19.com/t/y-l-ujuyykl-ilzgdjkh-o/
https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail19.com/t/y-l-ujuyykl-ilzgdjkh-b/
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let me throw the white light of Alma around you & everyone you pass close to today, beloved 

or stranger, the grocer, the bus driver, the boy on his longboard, the lady you stand silent 

beside in the elevator, & also I am throwing it around anyone they care about anywhere in the 

spin of the world, because, we can agree that these days, everywhere, particular caution is in 

order &, even if unverifiable, the light of my dear sister Alma, couldn’t hurt. 

  

   

  

  

  
Copyright © 2019 by Victoria Redel. Originally published in Poem-a-Day on December 16, 

2019, by the Academy of American Poets. 

 

 

About this Poem 

  

“Over the years I’ve had the chance to speak with a couple of psychics and, despite my 

skepticism, I’ve felt less lonely at the possibility of connections through time past, present and 

future. I wanted this poem to start with a singular instance of danger where any of us might 

welcome help and extend the possibilities, a kind of dandelion puff wafting seeds that ease 

suffering. A small chaos theory of goodness. More and more I want the action of a poem to be a 

spell of protection, a brief shelter for others I create by shaping language.” 

—Victoria Redel 

 

 

https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail19.com/t/y-fb-ujuyykl-ilzgdjkh-j/
https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail19.com/t/y-tw-ujuyykl-ilzgdjkh-t/
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Victoria Redel is the author of three collections of 

poetry and five books of fiction, most recently the 

novel Before Everything (Viking Penguin, 2017). She 

is on the faculty of Sarah Lawrence College and lives 

in New York City. 

  

 

 

https://academyofamericanpoets.cmail19.com/t/y-l-ujuyykl-ilzgdjkh-o/ 


