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JULIE 

By Mariana Enríquez 

Translated from the SPANISH by MEGAN MCDOWELL 

ILLUSTRATION BY 
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TO READ THIS STORY IN SPANISH, CLICK HERE. 

She came from the United States straight to my house in Buenos Aires — they didn’t want her in some 

hotel while they looked for an apartment to rent. My gringa cousin, Julie: she’d been born in 

Argentina, but when she was two, her parents — my aunt and uncle — had migrated to the States. 

They settled in Vermont: my uncle worked at Boeing, and my aunt — my dad’s sister — birthed 

children, decorated the house, and secretly held spiritist meetings in her beautiful, spacious living 

room. Rich blond Latinos of German heritage: their neighbors didn’t really know how to place them, 

since they came from South America but their last name was Meyer. Even so, their firstborn’s features 

betrayed the infiltrated strain of Native blood that came from my Indigenous grandmother: Julie had 

the dark dead eyes of a rat, untamable hair always standing on end, skin the color of wet sand. I’m 

pretty sure my aunt even started telling people she was adopted. My dad got so mad when he heard 

that rumor that he stopped writing and calling his sister for at least a year.  

Though frequent, the communication with my gringo relatives was superficial. Photos taken in the 

snow. Those awful studio portraits Americans love so much, where they pose with big smiles, the sky-

blue background of summer, Sunday clothes. Updates on their family achievements, all financial: a new 

car, trips to New York and Florida, college applications — only for the boys, though, Julie chose “other 

paths” — the little forest animals that came and ate up the garden, the constant renovation of 

bedrooms and kitchen. Of course, no one could be that happy and we knew full well they were lying, 

but we hardly cared. They lived far away in that other, rich world, and they never invited us to visit: 

they never said, “We’ll buy the tickets,” or, “Come spend the New Year in the snow.” It only proved 

how selfish and stingy they were. In the photos they sent, Julie always looked serious, badly dressed, 

and, to be honest, ugly. Fat. Bloated, maybe, with hair that was tangled and brittle. She looked gravely 

ill.  

Julie was twenty-one — only a year older than me — when my aunt and uncle decided to bring her 

back to Argentina. There was a lot of yelling, first over the phone and later in our house, about whether 

or not to accept the visit, which threatened to be long. I still lived with my parents: I couldn’t find a 

good job, and I wasn’t making enough money to move out. Although a little run down, our house was 

big and comfortable, so space wasn’t the problem. The problem was that our gringo relatives had never 

done a thing to help us. They’d never sent us a single dollar. Never asked what we needed, and we had 

needed a whole lot during all the years of Argentina’s crisis, rebirth, loss, madness, disaster, and 

rebirth. Plus, my father had an ideological objection. Effectively, they were returning because Julie was 

sick, and they had spent a fortune on treatments in the United States. Apparently not everything was 

covered by the all-powerful Boeing health insurance. Or, more likely, my uncle wasn’t as high up in the 

company’s hierarchy as he liked to brag. “They’re coming so they can ransack this country’s health 

care system!” my dad bellowed. Mom didn’t try to soothe him, didn’t say, “But she’s your sister.” She 

let him slam the doors. She knew that in the end, we would take them in.  

They arrived one rainy night in the middle of summer. I went to the airport with Dad. Julie was cross-

eyed and obese, wearing a gray cotton sweat suit, and the plane ride had made her hands swell. I 

thought there was nothing to be done: there are people who just let themselves go, some people who 

just sink too deep, and one day they wake up crazy and monstrous. That’s how Julie was. Full-on 

abandonment. And we didn’t even know exactly what was wrong with her. My aunt had only cried 

https://astra-mag.com/articles/julie-spanish-version/
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over the phone. “Certain things can be discussed only in person, but it’s a mental problem. It’s 

mental.” 

  

The arguments took place around the kitchen table. I was working and studying, so I didn’t see my 

parents or my gringo relatives much, but I never missed those nighttime showdowns. The gringos were 

crabby, for a whole bunch of reasons. They didn’t like the broken sidewalks, which weren’t really 

broken: sidewalks are uneven in Buenos Aires, the tree roots push them up, but whatever, my aunt and 

uncle had tripped over them. They didn’t trust the doctors they’d come to see, they were scandalized by 

the number of people living on the street — that complaint would set my father howling, “What about 

all the homeless people in New York!” And they didn’t like the food, they missed the cold and Nutella 

and the wide variety of yogurts in the grocery store. Julie barely spoke, though she was polite. She 

spent most of her time in her room. My aunt told us that Julie was schizophrenic and had gotten much 

worse in recent years. She didn’t want to give details. She’d never told us because she wanted a normal 

life for her daughter, she said. 

They always wore workout clothes, all three of them. Cotton T-shirts and pants, sneakers, no makeup. 

“That’s how gringos dress around the house,” my dad said. “But they’re not gringos,” I insisted, and he 

ran a hand over my hair.  

The discussions continued. “I don’t want her going to doctors at Moyano, that place is like a medieval 

asylum,” my uncle said. My mother, offended, informed them that she had been treated there for 

depression and that while it was true the facilities were somewhat shabby because the authorities 

neglected them, the professionals were of excellent quality. I stuck my nose in: “You all lived here,” I 

told them, “and not that long ago either. The Moyano has always been like that.” Everything looked 

decrepit to them, the royal family of Vermont. Meanwhile, Julie didn’t seem all that crazy, except for 

the way she ate: without stopping, using her hands, never taking a breath until the plate was empty. 

Then she would smile and down a half-liter of Coca-Cola. She was medicated, and surely that’s why she 

was so silent. 

The big argument broke out one evening when the three of them came back from a consultation with a 

famous psychiatrist. They had been crying, clearly. They were also grumbling about how expensive the 

taxi had been, and on top of that it was an old car that stank of gasoline (they said gasolina like a movie 

dubbed in Mexico and not nafta like normal Argentines). When they came into the house, they ignored 

us. I had the day off, and my parents had just gotten home from work — it must have been six or so.  

“It’s your fault,” my uncle yelled at my aunt, in English. “It’s all your fault, you and your damned 

Ouija board!”  

My dad broke in to say that in this house, we speak Spanish. “You are my guests. You’re my sister. 

You’re Argentine, goddamn it!”  
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They looked at him disconcertedly, and I saw my aunt break down. I noticed the gray hairs sprouting 

from her scalp, her crooked glasses, the wrinkles at the sides of her mouth like vertical cuts or ritual 

decorations. “That wasn’t it,” she said, “it couldn’t be that, it was only a game.” 

“Enough with the mystery,” my dad said. He stood up, crossed his arms, and demanded to know the 

story. And my aunt told him, crying like a baby all the while. Julie was right there, silent but clearly 

affected. My uncle stared down at the floor, and at a certain point, when the account of Julie’s madness 

reached the level of indecency, he had to go out to the patio. 

The story wasn’t all that complicated — it was even a horror movie cliché. When she was little, Julie 

had started to play with an invisible friend, and then with several. They lasted too long: she was 

fourteen years old and still talking to these friends. Eventually she told my aunt that they had come to 

the house during those sessions of spiritism and Ouija she’d held in the house for years, like social 

gatherings. Gatherings that came to a stop immediately after that revelation, and it was decreed that 

the “voices” had nothing to do with ghosts and everything to do with Julie’s schizophrenia, intensified 

by problems at school that made it necessary for her to be homeschooled. (Julie had zero possibility of 

surviving high school with her looks, not in the United States or anywhere else.) All the friends-spirits-

voices did was talk to her, they didn’t do anything like make sinister suggestions, break things, or make 

noise like poltergeists. It was easy to live with them, and with Julie. Yes, it was a little creepy to hear 

her talk and laugh and sometimes cry with nobody there, but if that was going to be it then fine, it was 

compatible with a normal life. What about her brothers? They were already off at college. Luckily, they 

had missed the worst and most recent phase of her illness.  

My aunt had caught Julie having sex with the spirits. My mother choked on her wine when she heard 

that, and she spat a mouthful onto the table: it looked like watered-down blood on the white Formica. 

My dad peered diffidently at Julie, and she met his gaze unabashed. That’s when my uncle left. “I don’t 

know how she does it,” my aunt went on, now without shame, naked, relieved. “She masturbates, sure, 

but it’s not normal masturbation. If only you could see it: there are finger marks on her body. There 

are hands that squeeze her breasts! Invisible hands!” 

She started to cry again. Just to say something, I told them it reminded me of the movie The Entity. 

Julie spoke then. Her Spanish was neutral but perfect.  

“This is different. In that movie, the protagonist is raped. I like what they do to me. They’re the only 

ones who want me.”  

She didn’t storm out or join in her mother’s sobbing. She merely opened a bag of chips and started 

eating them the way she ate everything: with both hands, the salt and grease coating her lips.  

“The doctors say it’s possible,” said my aunt as she dabbed her face with a tissue, “that sometimes the 

mind can exert such great power over the body that it produces inexplicable reactions.”  

“Like psychosomatic events,” my mom interrupted, and she started talking about her depression and 

her ulcerative colitis, the bloody diarrhea, the asthma that had appeared and vanished out of the blue. I 
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don’t like to remember my mom’s depression: it was postpartum and I think it was my fault. Well, I 

know it was. I caused it — intent is irrelevant.  

Julie finished the chips, shook her head, and assured us that all the pills and treatments in the world 

weren’t going to cure her, because there was nothing to cure. “I like it,” she said. “I don’t know why 

it’s a problem.” 

“Oh, you don’t know?” shouted my aunt, and she snatched the empty chip bag from Julie’s hands. 

Julie wiped her greasy hands on our sofa. Our sofas were pretty dirty anyway.  

“I don’t know,” Julie said. And in English she added that her life would be normal if it weren’t for the 

medication, the pills that made her fat and deformed. “I turned into a monster,” she said. “But they 

want me anyway.” 

My uncle came back in. He listened as Julie told us, in English, about the joy of those ghost fingers, how 

they weren’t cold at all, how they were pure pleasure. He slapped her so hard her mouth swelled up 

immediately, though there was no blood. And he called her a whore. She was used to it, she just picked 

up her phone and went to her room — she was never without her phone. We all sat there trembling. 

My aunt pretended to faint, I think so we would stop picturing her obese daughter, her rolls of fat 

fondled lustfully, lovingly, by hands from beyond the grave.  

  

Three weeks in, they threatened to leave: not to go back to the U.S. — no one had asked about the 

status of my uncle’s job at Boeing, and they didn’t bring it up — but to rent an apartment and “get out 

of our hair.” Mom asked them to stay, out of politeness, and they, rude as ever, said thanks very much 

and never mentioned leaving again.  

“They’re stone broke,” my dad said through clenched teeth as he watered the plants in our garden. Out 

of pure rage he soaked the cat, who ran to hide behind the big fern, indignant. “They brought her here 

because they can’t pay for treatment there. Psychiatry is really expensive in Yankeeland, and the 

exchange rate works for them here. Plus, we have better mental health professionals. They don’t know 

anything in the U.S. They just load you up with drugs, end of story.” 

Still, he wouldn’t kick them out. They were his family, after all, and Julie always locked the door to her 

room. If she was having ghost sex in there, she was very discreet about it. She had started a new 

treatment that meant she was hospitalized for half the day and was on more medication. She came back 

half asleep, and she grew paler and fatter. I felt really bad for her, but I didn’t know what to do. My 

uncle went to bed drunk. My aunt spent all her time on Skype with her gringa girlfriends and 

sometimes with my cousins, who were friendly enough but seemed very uninterested. I understood: 

what a relief to get Julie and their parents off their backs and so far away.  

Sometimes, before I left for class, Julie and I had breakfast together on the patio. It was fall, the days 

were beautiful, and she ate a little more decently, maybe imitating me. She still spilled on herself, but it 
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wasn’t her fault. It was the medication that made her shake. I started to like my cousin. She had 

dignity, and she didn’t back down. I listened to her parents fighting in English — they assumed we 

didn’t understand — because the doctors couldn’t convince her that her spirit lovers didn’t exist. She 

was sure they did, and she felt loved. Why take that away from her? I’d see her on the patio before she 

left for the hospital, looking at the plants or smiling at the cat, and every morning, as she gobbled her 

cereal and I drank my coffee, I tried to find a solution for her, one that would set her free and get my 

aunt and uncle out of the house. Plus, from listening to those conversations — those arguments — I had 

found out that they wanted to commit her. To leave her in Argentina. Go back to America without the 

crazy daughter who came off so badly at parties. Not so much because of her sex with spirits — that 

could be kept a secret — but because her condition kept them from planning trips to Florida, or maybe 

moving to a new house, perhaps one overlooking a lake. They were ashamed of how she looked. They 

were going to abandon her. They couldn’t pay for an institution in the United States, but here, they 

could place her in a public hospital for free. Julie was Argentine, after all. And who would be left to 

visit her? My parents? Me?  

There had to be other people like her. I don’t know if I believed her or not: that was beside the point. I 

didn’t say a word to my parents or to Julie or to anyone: not even my friends knew about her situation. 

I dived into the internet. There had to be other people who had sex with spirits and they must get 

together, hopefully in a community that wasn’t anonymous or only online. There were people who 

shared their fetishes for statues and mannequins, even stuffed animals. There were men who had sex 

dressed as babies, and women addicted to plastic, and men and women who got turned on by licking 

eyeballs. 

But sex with ghosts didn’t turn out to be so easy to find. Julie let herself be loved by the invisible dead, 

her deal had nothing to do with the human body, hot or cold. At first, the closest I could find were the 

necrophiliacs constantly complaining about how they couldn’t even get close to an open casket. Reading 

all their filth, I started to appreciate Julie’s elegance. The grace in her rejection of all her parents’ 

hopeless vulgarity. In how she had ruined her body until it was grotesque in demonstration of the fact 

that even so, it was beautiful in a place that we couldn’t reach and she could. Did I admire her? I don’t 

know. I envied her a little, though I didn’t want that kind of abandonment for myself. Nor did I want to 

be her caretaker.  

After a week of intense searching, when I was ready to give up — a week of online searches is really 

long, too much — I found a group in the United States called the Marjorie Simmons Association. I had 

to pay a fee and write a note requesting admission and then wait for the administrators to reply, but 

one morning I found the “Congratulations” email in my inbox. And that same night I chatted with a 

woman named Melinda and told her all about my problem. Our problem. She wanted to know why 

Julie wasn’t speaking for herself, and I explained that she was very drugged. Melinda understood: 

“They always pathologize us,” she told me. Without a word to Julie, I arranged a meeting with Melinda 

for the next day. Over Skype, but just a voice call: we didn’t have enough trust to look each other in the 

eyes.  

When I told my cousin, she started to tremble even more. I spoke a little in English and a little in 

Spanish, even though I knew perfectly well that she understood me in our language. I never got to the 

end of my explanation. She threw her breakfast to the floor, took three fat strides over to me, and 

hugged me with true gratitude. Strange: she smelled really good. In spite of her coarseness and her 
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clumsiness with food, she was scrupulously clean. Did she prepare herself for her lovers? I met her 

eyes.  

“Why didn’t you look for them yourself?” I wanted to know. “You always have your phone, you’re 

always online.”  

“I don’t know,” she said sincerely. “I was afraid. Other people like me? People scare me.”  

“Then are you going to be afraid tonight? Should I cancel the call?”  

“No,” she told me, her eyes round, waving her chubby fingers. “They want to lock me up. Did you 

know?” 

I knew. 

“You have to get away,” I told her.  

Julie nodded.  

  

On the ferry that took us to Uruguay, Julie was so happy she didn’t even care about the disapproving 

looks from skinny women who were crossing the Río de la Plata to spend a weekend in Colonia. We had 

escaped just in time, with the family shitstorm well underway. My uncle had already gone back to the 

United States, and now my aunt was announcing her departure as well, weepy, whiny, so utterly false it 

was outrageous. She had found a very good hospital for Julie, she said, and she swore up and down she 

would pay for it. “As if I wouldn’t pay for my very own daughter,” she yelled. My father, cruel and 

certain at the same time, called up the clinic and put the phone on speaker so we could all hear, and he 

made us listen as the accountant told us that yes, they had an admittance date for the patient, but they 

hadn’t received a deposit. My father hung up, and my aunt, spitting mad, screamed that she was not 

going to condemn herself to spend what remained of her life with that monster, and if it really had been 

her fault, if it was her spiritist sessions that had brought about this disgrace, well, she wasn’t planning 

to carry that guilt around either. I didn’t hear that shouting match myself, I was working, but Julie 

told me all about it. Since that first talk with Melinda, she’d made great strides: they were friends now. 

They had forbidden me from taking part in their meetings and I agreed, even though I was curious. I 

understood.  

It turned out that it wasn’t only women who were “visited by spirits” — that’s how they put it — there 

were many men who were visited as well. And it turned out that they had their own community, 

headquartered in the United States: they lived in a trailer park in Arizona. The association was named 

after a widow, Marjorie Simmons, who had managed to have sex with the spirit of her dead husband. 

There weren’t many like Marjorie, but Melinda promised Julie that if she wanted, she could find out 

the identities of the spirits who visited her. If she didn’t want to, they would remain anonymous. She 

had total freedom. The problem was that the association didn’t have any branches in Argentina. “Our 
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one small community in South America is in Uruguay.” Her pronunciation of the country was awful, 

and it was even more stupidly awful that this Melinda didn’t know that Uruguay is right across the 

river from Buenos Aires, but I never thought that her ignorance meant she or her association were 

fraudulent. She was a gringa: that’s how they are. They don’t know anything about the world, they’re 

incapable of figuring things out, they never think to look at a map. Julie agreed with me. “That is how 

they are,” she admitted.  

Melinda helped Julie organize her admission to the Uruguayan community. It was on the outskirts of a 

town near Colonia, Nueva Helvecia, the Swiss colony. That place was famous for its New Age retreats 

and communities that practiced alternative spirituality. That made sense. It was a good place to hide.  

Julie was a little afraid of the ship, I realized. We had taken the first ferry of the morning, bright and 

early: we left right after our usual breakfast ritual. I could come back that same day: no one would 

even notice I was gone. She wasn’t at all scared, though, when she crossed the border with her 

American passport, or when she rented a car and gave a fake name. She knew how to cover her tracks. 

Perhaps Melinda had given her instructions? I drove. Nueva Helvecia was very close, only sixty 

kilometers from Colonia. Julie was still taking her pills; Melinda had explained that the community 

would be able to help her through withdrawal. We had the coordinates, the description of the house we 

were looking for, and a name: Rolf. I’m sure it wasn’t real. It’s so easy to disappear, I thought. All you 

need is determination, and not that much of it, plus someone you can trust and a little money. Julie had 

stolen five hundred dollars from her mother. That was enough to start, they didn’t ask for more. They 

were self-sufficient: they had a farm and received donations. Also, they lived on land that was owned by 

one of the members. A rich Uruguayan. I don’t know if he was visited by spirits or was just a morbid 

benefactor.  

Julie talked a lot on the short trip there: an hour on the ferry, another by car. She told me about her 

first visitations, about the differences between her visitors, about one who especially liked to lick her 

asshole. She said it just like that, so savage, and I almost felt dizzy: she was losing her elegance. Or 

maybe she really was crazy. Now I’d never know. I told her to be quiet, that I was worried about 

getting lost, and she complied but was clearly irked. I did not know her, I realized. Maybe her parents, 

as stingy and gringo and unpleasant as they were, had been telling the truth. Maybe they had heard her 

talk this explicitly, unchecked, and they’d had enough. Maybe they had taught her how to behave in 

public, with help from the pills. What if I’d made a mistake? 

We reached the house. It was pretty but looked sort of abandoned. The silence was broken by the 

clucking of chickens. Rolf was waiting for us, dressed all in white. He was tall and gray-haired and 

wore black glasses. He could, of course, have been a murderer. My cousin threw herself into his arms 

and then into mine. Leaning against the car, I lit a cigarette and offered one to Rolf, who declined. He 

talked to Julie, welcoming her. I handed her the bag: she was hopping up and down like a little kid, her 

enormous ass (the same one the spirits ate out so well) bouncing around as if it were full of water. I put 

on my sunglasses: the sun was too bright. Rolf thanked me and then said, in a pure Uruguayan accent 

that betrayed his fake name, “This is as far as you go.”  

“Will you take good care of her?” I asked.  
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Rolf smiled at me. His teeth were perfect, very white and well cared for.  

“Of course,” he said. “And you can always visit her.”  

Julie gave me another kiss on the cheek and then left. Rolf carried her bag while she talked nonstop. I 

realized what was going to happen.  

I would go home. I’d pretend to know nothing about Julie’s whereabouts. They’d look for her for a 

time. We’d report her as missing. Her brothers would come; her father would return. She’d be given 

up for dead. And I would come back to Nueva Helvecia and I’d never find the pretty but abandoned 

house, I’d never again see Rolf’s teeth or my cousin’s bulging ass walking away down a dry dirt path, 

under the sun, heading off to meet the other people who were just like her.  

  

Mariana Enríquez is a writer who lives in Buenos Aires. Her short story collections THINGS WE 

LOST IN THE FIRE and THE DANGERS OF SMOKING IN BED have been translated into more 

than twenty languages. 

Megan McDowell is a translator from Richmond, Kentucky, who lives in Santiago, Chile. In 2020, she 

received an Arts and Letters Award in Literature. Her most recent translation is of Alejandro 
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A Family Affair 

by Kate Chopin 

 

The moment that the wagon rattled out of the yard away to the station, Madame Solisainte settled 

herself into a state of nervous expectancy. 

She was superabundantly fat; and her body accommodated itself to the huge chair in which she sat, 

filling up curves and crevices like water poured into a mould. She was clad in an ample 

muslin peignoir sprigged with brown. Her cheeks were flabby, her mouth thin-lipped and decisive. Her 

eyes were small, watchful, and at the same time timid. Her brown hair, streaked with gray, was 

arranged in a bygone fashion, a narrow mesh being drawn back from the centre of the forehead to 

conceal a bald spot, and the sides plastered down smooth over her small, close ears. 

The room in which she sat was large and uncarpeted. There were handsome and massive pieces of 

furniture decorating the apartment, and a magnificent brass clock stood on the mantelpiece. 

Madame Solisainte sat at a back window which overlooked the yard, the brick kitchen – a little 

removed from the house – and the field road which led down to the negro quarters. She was unable to 

leave her chair. It was an affair of importance to get her out of bed in the morning, and an equally 

arduous task to put her back there at night. 

It was a sore affliction to the old woman to be thus incapacitated during her latter years, and rendered 

unable to watch and control her household affairs. She was sure that she was being robbed 

continuously and on all sides. This conviction was nourished and kept alive by her confidential servant 

Dimple, a very black girl of sixteen, who trod softly about on her bare feet and had thereby made her 

self unpopular in the kitchen and down at the quarters. 

The notion had entered Madame Solisainte’s head to have one of her neices come up from New Orleans 

and stay with her. She thought it would be doing the niece and her family a great kindness, and would 

furthermore be an incalculable saving to herself in many ways, and far cheaper than hiring a 

housekeeper. 

There were four nieces, not too well off, with whom she was indifferently acquainted. In selecting one of 

these to make her home on the plantation she exercised no choice, leaving that matter to her sister and 

the girls, to be settled among them. 

It was Bosey who consented to go to her aunt. Her mother spelled her name Bosé. She herself spelled it 

Bosey. But as often as not she was called plain Bose. It was she who was sent, because, as her mother 

wrote to Madame Solisainte, Bosé was a splendid manager, a most excellent housekeeper, and 

moreover possessed a tempermant of such rare amiablilty that none could help being cheered and 

enlivened by her presence. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin
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What she did not write was that none of the other girls would entertain the notion for an instant of 

making even a temporary abiding place with their Tante Félicie. And Bosey’s consent was only wrung 

from her with the understanding that the undertaking was purely experimental, and that she bound 

herself by no cast-iron obligations. 

Madame Solisainte had sent the wagon to the station for her neice, and was impatiently awaiting its 

return. “It’s no sign of the wagon yet, Dimple? You don’t see it? You don’t year it coming?” 

“No’um; ‘tain’t no sign. De train des ‘bout lef’ de station. I yeard it w’istle.” Dimple stood on the back 

porch beside her mistress’ open window. She wore a calico dress so skimp and inadequate that her 

growing figure was bursting through the rents and apertures. She was constantly pinning it at the back 

of the waist with a bent safety-pin which was forever giving way. The task of pinning her dress and 

biting the old brass safety-pin into shape occupied a great deal of her time. 

“It’s true,” Madame said. “I recommend to Daniel to drive those mule’ very slow in this how weather. 

They are not strong, those mule’.” 

“He drive ‘em slow ‘nough long’s he’s in the fiel’ road!” exclaimed Dimple. “Time he git roun’in de big 

road whar you kain’t see ‘im – uh! uh! he make’ dem mule’ fa’r’ lope!” 

Madame tightened her lips and blinked her eyes. She rarely replied otherwise to these disclosures of 

Dimple, but they sank into her soul and festered there. 

The cook – in reality a big-boned field hand – came in with pans and pails to get out the things for 

supper. Madame kept her provisions right there under her nose in a large closet, or cupboard, which 

she had had built in the side of the room. A small supply of butter was in a jar that stood on the hearth, 

and the eggs were kept in a basket that hung on a peg near by. 

Dimple came in and unlocked the cupboard, taking the keys from her mistress’ bag. She gave out a 

little flour, a little meal, a cupful of coffee, some sugar and a piece of bacon. Four eggs were wanted for 

a pudding, but Madame thought that two would be enough, finally compromising, however, upon 

three. 

Miss Bosey Brantonniere arrived at her aunt’s house with three trunks, a large, circular, tin bathtub, a 

bundle of umbrellas and sunshades, and a small dog. She was a pretty, energetic-looking girl, with her 

chin in the air, tastefully dressed in the latest fashion, and dispersing an atmosphere of bustle and 

importance about her. Daniel had driven her up the field road, depositing her at the back entrance, 

where Madame, from her window, commanded a complete view of her arrival. 

“I thought you would have sent the carriage for me, Tante Félicie, but Daniel tells me you have no 

carriage,” said the girl after the first greetings were over. She had had her trunks taken to her room, 

the tub slipped under the bed, and now she sat fondling the dog and talking to Tante Félicie. 

The old lady shook her head dismally and her lips curled into a disparaging smile. 
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“Oh! no, no! The ol’ carriage ‘as been sol’ ages ago to Zéphire Lablatte. It was falling to piece’ in the 

shed. Me – I never stir f’um w’ere you see me; it is good two year’ since ‘ave been inside the church, let 

alone to go en promenade.” 

“Well, I’m going to take all care and bother off your shoulders, Tante Félicie,” uttered the girl 

cheerfully. “I’m going to brighten things up for you, and we’ll see how quickly you’ll improve. Why, in 

less than two months I’ll have you on your feet, going about as spry as anybody.” 

Madame was far less hopeful. “My ol’ mother was the same,” she replied with dejected resignation. 

“Nothing could ‘elp her. She lived many year’ like you see me; your mamma mus’ ‘ave often tol’ you.” 

Mrs. Brantonniere had never related to the girls anything disparaging concerning their Aunt Félicie, 

but other members of the family had been less considerate, and Bosey had often been told of her aunt’s 

avarice and grasping ways. How she had laid her clutch upon her mother’s belongings, taking 

undisputed possession by the force of audacity alone. The girl could not help thinking it must have been 

while her grandmother sat so helpless in her huge chair that Tante Félicie had made herself mistress of 

the situation. But she was not one to harbor malice. She felt very sorry for Tante Félicie, so afflicted in 

her childless old age. 

Madame lay long awake that night troubled someway over the advent of this niece from New Orleans, 

who was not precisely what she had expected. She did not like the excess of trunks, the bathtub and the 

dog, all of which indicated determination and promised trouble. Dimple was warned next morning to 

say nothing to her mistress concerning a surprise which Miss Bosey had in store for her. This surprise 

was that, instead of being deposited in her accustomed place at the back window, where she could keep 

an eye upon her people, Madame was installed at the front-room window that looked out toward the 

live oaks and along a leafy, sleepy road that was seldom used. 

“Jamais! Jamais! it will never do! Pas possible!” cried out the old lady with helpless excitement when 

she perceived what was about to be done to her. 

“You’ll do just as I say, Tante Félicie,” said Bosey, with sprightly determination. “I’m here to take care 

of you and make you comfortable, and I’m going to do it. Now, instead of looking out on that hideous 

back yard, full of dirty little darkies, and pigs and chickens wallowing round, here you have this sweet, 

peaceful view whenever you look out of the window. Now, here comes Dimple with the magazines and 

things. Bring them right here, Dimple, and lay them on the table beside Ma’me Félicie. I brought these 

up from the city expressly for you, Tante, and I have a whole trunkful more when you are through with 

them.” 

Dimple was entering, staggering with arms full of books and periodicals of all sizes, shapes and colors. 

The strain of carrying the weight of literature had caused the safety-pin to give way, and Dimple feared 

it might have fallen and been lost. 

“So, Tante Félicie, you’ll have nothing to do but read and enjoy yourself. Here are some French books 

mamma sent you, something by Daudet, something by Maupassant and a lot more. Here, let me 
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brighten up your spectacles.” She brightened the old lady’s glasses with a piece of thin tissue paper 

which fell from one of the books. 

“And now, Madame Solisainte, you give me all the keys! Turn them right over, and I’ll go out and 

make myself thoroughly acquainted with everything.” Madame spasmodically clutched the bag that 

swung to the arm of her chair. 

“Oh! a whole bagful!” exclaimed the girl, gently but firmly disengaging it from her aunt’s claw-like 

fingers. “My, what an undertaking I have before me! Dimple had better show me round this morning 

until I get thoroughly acquainted. You can knock on the door with your stick when you want her. Come 

along, Dimple. Fasten your dress.” The girl was scanning the floor for the safety-pin, which she found 

out in the hall. 

During all of Madame Solisainte’s days no one had ever spoken to her with the authority which this 

young woman assumed. She did not know what to make of it. She felt that she should have revolted at 

once against being thus banished to the front room. She should have spoken out and maintained 

possession of her keys when demanded, with the spirit of a highway robber, to give them up. She 

pounded her stick on the floor with loud and sudden energy. Dimple appeared with inquisitive eyes. 

“Dimple,” said Madame, “tell Miss Bosé to please ‘ave the kin’ness an sen’me back my bag of key’.” 

Dimple vanished and returned almost on the instant. 

“Miss Bosey ‘low don’t you bodda. Des you go on lookin’ at de picters. She ain’ gwine let nuttin’ 

happen to de keys.” 

After an uneasy interval Madame recalled the girl. 

“Dimple, if you could look in the bag an’ bring me my armoire key – you know it – the brass one. Do 

not let on as though I would want that key in partic’lar.” 

“De bag hangin’ on her arm. She got de string twis’ roun’ her wris’,” reported Dimple presently. 

Madame Félicie inwardly fumed with impotent rage. 

“W’at is she doing, Dimple?” she asked uneasily. 

“She got de cubbud do’s fling wide open. She standin’ on a cha’r lookin’ in de corners an’ behin’ 

eve’ything.” 

“Dimple!” called out Bosey from the far room. And away flew Dimple, who had not been so pleasingly 

agitated since the previous Christmas. 
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After a little while, of her own accord she stole noiselessly back into the room where Madame Félicie sat 

in speechless wrath beside the table of books. She closed the door behind her, rolled her eyes, and spoke 

in a hoarse whisper: 

“She done fling ‘way de barrel o’ meal; ‘low it all fill up wid weevils.” 

“Weevil’!” cried out her mistress. 

“Yas’um, weevils; ‘low it plumb sp’ilt. ‘Low it on’y fitten fo’ de chickens an’ hogs; ‘tain’t fitten fo’ 

folks. She done make Dan’el roll it out on de gal’ry.” 

“Weevil’!” reiterated Madame Félicie, tremulous with suppressed excitement. “Bring me some of that 

meal in a saucer, Dimple. Don’t let on anything.” 

She and Dimple bent over the cup of meal which the girl brought concealed under her skirt. 

“Do you see any weevil’, you, Dimple?” 

“No’um.” Dimple smelled it, and Madame felt the sample of meal and rolled a pinch or two between 

her fingers. It was lumpy, musty and old. 

“She got Susan out dah helpin’ her,” insinuated Dimple, “an’ Sam an’ Dan’el; all helpin’ her.” 

“Bon Dieu! It won’t be a grain of sugar left, a bar of soap – nothing! nothing! Go watch, Dimple. Don’t 

stan’ there like a stick.” 

“She ‘low she gwine sen’ Susan back to wuk in de fiel’,” went on Dimple, heedless of her mistress’ 

admonition. “She ‘low Susan don’ know how to cook. Susan say she willin’ to go back, her. An’ Miss 

Bosey, she ax Dan’el ef he know a fus’-class cook, w’at kin brile chicken an’ steak an’ make good soup, 

an’ waffles, an’ rolls, an fricassee, an’ dessert, an’ custud, an sich.” 

She passed her tongue over a slobbering lip. “Dan’el say his wife Mandy done cook fo’ de pa’tic’lest 

people in town, but she don’ wuk cheap ‘nough fo’ Ma’me Félicie. An’ Miss Bosey, she ‘low it don’ 

make no odd’ ‘bout de price, ‘long she git hole somebody w’at know how to cook.” 

Madame’s fingers worked nervously at the illuminated cover of a magazine. She said nothing. Only 

tightened her lips and blinked her small eyes. 

When Bosey thrust her head in at the door to inquire how “Tantine” was getting on, the old lady 

fumbled at the books with a pretense of having been occupied with looking at them. 

“That’s right, Tante Félicie! You look as comfortable as can be. I wanted to make you a nice glass of 

lemonade, but Susan tells me there isn’t a lemon on the place. I told Fannie’s boy to bring up half a box 
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of lemons from Lablatte’s store in the handcart. There’s nothing healthier than lemonade in summer. 

And he’s going to bring a chunk of ice, too. We’ll have to order ice from town after this.” She had on a 

white apron over her gingham dress, and her sleeves were rolled to the elbows. 

“I detes’ lemonade; it is bad for mon estomac,” interposed Madame vehemently. “We ‘ave no use in the 

worl’ for lemon’, an’ there is no place vere to keep ice. Tell Fannie’s boy never min’ about lemon’ an’ 

ice.” 

“Oh, he’s gone long ago! And as for the ice, why, Daniel says he can make me a box lined with sawdust 

– he made one for Doctor Godfrey. We can keep it under the back porch.” And away she went, the 

embodiment of the throughgoing, bustling little housewife. Somewhat past noon, Dimple came in with 

an air of importance, removed the books, and spread a white damask cloth upon the table. It was like 

spreading a red cloth before a sullen bull. Madame’s eyes glared at the cloth. 

“W’ere did you get that?” she asked as if she would have annihilated Dimple on the spot. 

“Miss Bosey, she tuck it out de big press; tuck some mo’ out; ‘low she kain’t eat on dat meal-sack w’at 

we alls calls de table-clot’e.” The damask cloth bore the initials of Madame’s mother, embroidered in a 

corner. 

“She done kilt two dem young pullets in de basse-cour,” went on Dimple, like a croaking raven. 

“Mandy come lopin’ up f’om de quarters time Dan’el told ‘er. She yonder, rarin’ roun’ in de kitchen. 

Dey done sent fo’ some sto’ lard an’ bakin’ powders down to Lablatte’s. Fannie’s boy, he ben totin’ all 

mornin’. De cubbad done look lak a sto’.” 

“Dimple!” called Bosey in the distance. 

When she returned it was with a pompous air, her head uplifted, and stepping carefully like a fat 

chicken. She bore a tray weighted with a repast such as she had never before in her life served to 

Madame Solisainte. 

Mandy had outdone herself. She had broiled the breast of a pullet to a turn. She had fried the potatoes 

after a New Orleans receipt, and had made a pudding of richest ingredients of her own invention which 

had given her a name in the parish. There were two milky-looking poached eggs, and the biscuits were 

as light as snowflakes and the color of gold. The forks and spoons were of massive silver, also bearing 

the initials of Madame’s mother. They had been reclaimed from the press with the table linen. 

Under this new, strange influence Madame Solisainte seemed to have been deprived of the power of 

asserting her will. There was an occasional outburst like the flare of a smouldering fire, but she was 

outwardly timid and submissive. Only when she was alone with her young handmaid did she speak her 

mind. 

Bosey took special care in arranging her aunt’s toilet one morning not long after her arrival. She 

fastened a sheer white ‘kerchief (which she found in the press) about the old lady’s neck. She powdered 
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her face from her own box of duvet de cygnet; and she gave her a fine linen handkerchief (which she 

also found in the press), sprinkling it from the bottle of cologne water which she had brought from New 

Orleans. She filled the vase upon the table with fresh flowers, and dusted and rearranged the books 

there. 

Madame had been moving forward the bookmark in the novel to pretend that she was reading it. 

These unusual preparations were explained an hour or two later, when Bosey introduced into Madame 

Solisainte’s presence their neighbor, Doctor Godfrey. He was a youngish, good-looking man, with a 

loud, cheery voice and a super-abundance of animal spirits. He seemed to carry about with him the 

very atmosphere of health and to dispense it broadcast in invisible waves. 

“Do you see, Tante Félicie, how I think of everything? When I saw, last night, the suffering you endured 

at being put to bed, I decided that you ought to be under a physician’s treatment. So the first thing I 

did this morning was to send a messenger for Doctor Godfrey, and here he is!” 

Madame glared at him as he drew up a chair on the opposite side of the table and began to talk about 

how long it was since he had seen her. “I do not need a physician!” she cried in tones of exasperation, 

looking from one to the other. “All the physician’ in the worl’ cannot ‘elp me. My mother was the same; 

she try all the physician’ of the parish. She went to the ‘ot spring’, to la Nouvelle Orleans, an’ she die at 

las’ in this chair. Nothing will ‘elp me.” 

“That is for me to say, Madame Solisainte,” said the Doctor with cheerful assurance. “It is a good idea 

of your niece’s that you should place yourself under a physician’s care. I don’t say mine, understand – 

there are many excellent physicians in the parish – but some one ought to look after you, if it is only to 

keep you in comfortable condition.” 

Madame blinked at him under lowered brows. She was thinking of his bill for this visit, and determined 

that he should not make a second one. She saw ruin staring her in the face, and felt as if she were being 

borne along on a raging torrent of extravagance to meet it. 

Bosey had already explained Madame’s symptoms to the Doctor, and he said he would send or bring 

over a preparation which Madame Solisainte must take night and morning till he saw fit to alter or 

discontinue it. Then he glanced at the magazines, while he and the girl engaged in a lively conversation 

across Madame’s chair. His eyes sparkled with animation as he looked at Bosey, as fresh and sweet in 

her pink dimity gown as one of the flowers there on the table. 

He came very often, and Madame grew sick with apprehension and uncertainty, unable to distinguish 

between his professional and social visits. At first she refused to take his medicine until Bosey stood 

over her one evening with a spoonful, gently but firmly expressing a determination to stand there till 

morning, if necessary, and Madame consented to swallow the mixture. The Doctor took Bosey out 

driving in his new buggy behind two fast trotters. The first time, after she had driven away, Madam 

Félicie charged Dimple to go into Miss Bosey’s room and search everywhere for the bag of keys. But 

they were not to be found. 
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“She mus’ kiard ‘em wid ‘er. She all time got ‘em twis’ roun’ ‘er arm. I believe she sleep wid’ ‘em twis’ 

roun’ ‘er arm,” offered Dimple in explanation of her failure. 

Unable to find the keys, she turned to examining the young girl’s dainty belongings – such as were not 

under lock. She crept back into Madame Félicie’s room, carrying a lace-filled parasol which she silently 

held out for Madame’s inspection. The lace was simple and inexpensive, but the old woman shuddered 

at sight of it as if it had been the rarest of d’Alençon. 

Perceiving the impression created by the gay sunshade, Dimple next brought in a pair of slippers with 

spangled toes, a fine pair of stockings that hung on the back of a chair, an embroidered petticoat, and 

finally a silk waist. She brought the articles one by one, with a certain solemnity rendered doubly 

impressive by her silence. 

Dimple was wearing her best dress – a red calico with ruffles and puffed sleeves (Miss Bosey had 

compelled her to discard the other). As a consequence of this holiday attire Dimple gave herself Sunday 

airs, and passed her time hanging to the gallery post or doubling her body across the bannister rail. 

Bosey grew more and more prolific in devices for her Aunt Félicie’s comfort and entertainment. She 

invited Madame’s old friends to visit her, singly and in groups; to spend the day – in some instances 

several days. 

She began to have company herself. The young gentlemen and girls of the parish came from miles 

around to pay their respects. She was of a hospitable turn, and dispensed iced lemonade on such 

occasions, and sangaree – Lablatte having ordered a case of red wine form the city. There was constant 

baking of cakes going on in the kitchen, Daniel’s wife surpassing all her former efforts in that direction. 

Bosey gave lawn parties, with the Chinese lanterns all festooned among the oaks, with three musicians 

from the quarters playing the fiddle, the guitar and accordion on the gallery, right under Madame 

Solisainte’s nose. She gave a ball and dressed Tante Félicie up for the occasion in a silk peignoir which 

she had had made in the city as a surprise. 

The Doctor took Bosey driving or horseback riding every other day. He all but lived at Madame 

Solisainte’s, and was in danger of losing all his practice, till Bosey, in mercy, promised to marry him. 

She kept her engagement a secret from Tante Félicie, pursuing her avocation of the ministering angel 

up to the very day of her departure for the city to make preparations for her approaching marriage. 

A beatitude, a beneficent joy settled upon Madame when Bosey announced her engagement to the 

Doctor and her intention to leave the plantation that afternoon. 

“Oh! You can’t imagine, Tante Félicie, how I regret to leave you – just as I was getting things so 

comfortably and pleasantly settled about you, too. If you want, perhaps Fifine or sister Adèle would 

come –“ 
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“No! no!” cried Madame in shrill protest. “Nothing of the kin’! I insist, let them stay w’ere they are. I 

am ole; I am use’ to my ways. It is not ‘ard for me to be alone. I will not year of it!” 

Madame could have sung for very joy as she listened all morning to the bustle of her niece’s packing. 

She even petted doggie in her exuberance, for she had aimed many a blow at him with her stick when 

he had had the temerity to trust himself alone with her. The trunks and the bathtub were sent away at 

noon. The clatter accompanying their departure sounded like sweet music in Madame Solisainte’s ears. 

It was with almost feeling of affection that she embraced her niece when the girl came and kissed her 

good-by. The Doctor was going to drive his fiancèe to the station in his buggy. 

He told Madame Félicie that he felt like an archangel. In reality, he looked demented with happiness 

and excitement. She was as sauve as honey to him. She was thinking that in the character of a nephew 

he would not have the indelicacy to present a bill for professional services. 

The Doctor hurried out to turn the horses and to get ready the lap-robe to spread over the knees of his 

divinity. Bosey looked as dainty as the day she had made her appearance, in the same brown linen 

gown and jaunty traveling hat. There was a fathomless look in her blue eyes. 

“And now, Tante Félicie,” she said finally, “here is your bag of keys. You will find everything in perfect 

order, and I hope you will be satisfied. All the purchases have been entered in the book – you will find 

Lablatte’s bills and everything correct. But, by the way, Tante Félicie, I want to tell you – I have made 

an equal division of grandmother’s silver and table linen and jewels which I found in the strong box, 

and sent them to mamma. You know yourself it was only just; mamma had as much right to them as 

you. So, good-by, Tante Félicie. You are quite sure you wouldn’t like to have sister Adèle?” 

“Voleuse! voleuse! voleuse!” she heard her aunt’s voice lifted after her in a shrill scream. It followed 

her as far as the leafy road beyond the live oaks. 

Madame Solisainte trembled with excitement and agitation. She looked into the bag and counted the 

keys. They were all there. 

“Voleuse!” she kept muttering. She was convinced that Bosey had robbed her of everything she 

possessed. The jewels were gone, she was sure of it – all gone. Her mother’s watch and chain; bracelets, 

rings, ear-rings, everything gone. All the silver; the table, the bed linen, her mother’s clothes – ah! that 

was why she had brought those three trunks! 

Madame Solisainte clutched the brass key and glared at it with eyes wild with apprehension. She 

pounded her stick upon the floor till the rafters rang. But at that time of the afternoon – the hours 

between dinner and supper – the yard was deserted. And Dimple, still under the delusion created by 

the red ruffles and puffed sleeves, was strolling leisurely toward the station to see Miss Bosey off. 

Madame pounded and called. In her wrath she overturned the table and sent the books and magazines 

flying in all directions. She sat a while a prey to the most violent agitation, the most turbulent 
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misgivings, that made the pulses throb in her head and the blood course through her body as though 

the devil himself were at the valve. 

“Robbed! Robbed! Robbed!” she repeated. “My gold; the rings; the necklace! I might have known! Oh! 

fool! Ah! cher maître! pas possible!” 

Her head quivered as with a palsy upon its fat bulk. She clutched the arm of her chair and attempted to 

rise; her effort was fruitless. A second attempt, and she drew herself a few inches out of the chair and 

fell back again. A third effort, in which her whole big body shook and swayed like a vessel which has 

sprung a leak, and Madame Solisainte stood upon her feet. 

She grasped the cane there at hand and stood helpless, screaming for Dimple. Then she began to walk – 

or rather drag her feet along the floor, slowly and with painful effort, shaking and leaning heavily upon 

her stick. 

Madame did not think it strange or miraculous that she should be moving thus upon her tottering 

limbs, which for two years had refused to do their office. Her whole attention was bent upon reaching 

the press in her bedroom across the hall. She clutched the brass key; she had let all the other keys go, 

and she said nothing now but “Volè, volè, volè!” 

Madame Solisainte managed to reach the room without other assistance than the chairs in her way 

afforded her, and the walls along which she propped her body as she sidled along. Her first thought 

upon unlocking the press was for her gold. Yes, there it was, all of it, in little piles as she had so often 

arranged it. But half the silver was gone; half the jewels and table linen. 

When the servants began to congregate in the yard, they discovered Madame Fèlicie standing upon the 

gallery waiting for them. They uttered exclamations of wonder and consternation. Dimple became 

hysterical, and began to cry and scream out. 

“Go an’ fin’ Richmond,” said Madame to Daniel, and without comment or question he hurried off in 

search of the overseer. 

“I will ‘ave the law! Ah! par example! pas possible! to be rob’ in that way! I will ‘ave the law. Tell 

Lablatte I will not pay the bills. Mandy, go back the the quarters, an’ sen’ Susan to the kitchen. 

Dimple! Go an’ carry all those book’ an’ magazine’ up in the attic, an’ put on you’ other dress. Do not 

let me fin’ you array in those flounce’ again! Pas possible! volé comme ça! I will ‘ave the law!” 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin/short-story/a-family-affair  
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Poetry After Bucha: Serhiy Zhadan on Ukraine, Russia, and the Demands War Makes of Language 

"There’s no such thing as peace without justice." 

By Serhiy Zhadan 

 

October 26, 2022 

The following is a speech delivered by Serhiy Zhadan as he accepted the Peace Prize of the German 

Booktrade on Oct. 23. It was translated into English by Isaac Stackhouse Wheeler and Reilly Costigan-

Humes. 

* 

He has dark, labor-laden hands with grease ingrained in his skin and caked under his nails. Typically, 

people with hands like those know how to work and love it. Now, the nature of their work is a different 

matter altogether. Somewhat short, quiet, and anxious, he stands there and offers explanations about 

the situation on the frontlines, about his brigade, and about the vehicles he has to operate as their 

driver. Then he suddenly decides to try his luck. 

“Hey, volunteers, buy us a fridge,” he says. 

https://lithub.com/author/serhiyzhadan/
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“What do you need a fridge for on the frontlines?” we asked, bewildered. “If you need one, though, 

let’s head to the supermarket. You can pick one out, and we’ll pay for it.” 

“Nah, I meant that I need a vehicle with a big refrigerator. You know, a refrigerator truck. To collect 

the dead. We’ve been finding bodies that have been lying out in the sun for over a month. We’ve been 

using a mini-bus—can’t breathe in there.” 

He speaks about the dead like he’s talking about his work—in a calm and measured manner, with 

neither bravado nor fear. We exchange contact information. A week later, we find a refrigerator truck 

in Lithuania and have it sent to Kharkiv. He and a whole team of fighters pick up the vehicle solemnly 

and take pictures with us for our report. This time, our friend is armed and dressed in clean clothes. If 

you take a closer look, though, you can see that his hands are just as dark. His daily labor is hard, and 

his hands are the best testament to that. 

* 

What does war change first? One’s sense of time, one’s sense of space. The outline of one’s perspective, 

the outline of temporal progression changes very quickly. People in a war-torn space try not to plan for 

the future or think too much about what the world will be like tomorrow. What’s happening to you 

here and now is all that matters, just the people and things that will be with you tomorrow morning—

tops. That’s if you survive and wake up. Staying alive and pushing forward another twelve hours or so 

is the most important task at hand. 

Then, after that, it’ll be clear, it’ll be obvious how to act, how to conduct yourself, what to rely on, what 

to push off of. This applies, to a great extent, to servicemen and those “civilians” (unarmed people, that 

is) who have remained in a zone edging toward death. This is the feeling that accompanies you from 

day one of a major war: the feeling of a temporal fracture, the absence of continuity, the feeling of air 

being compressed, that it’s hard to breathe because reality is exerting pressure on you, trying to 

squeeze you out to the other side of life, to the other side of what’s visible. There’s this compression of 

events and emotions, this dissolution into a thick bloody current that envelops you and sweeps you up—

what distinguishes the reality of war so drastically from the reality of peace is this pressure, this 

inability to breathe freely and just speak. Yet you have to speak. Even during times of war. Especially 

during times of war. 

When speaking about peace in the context of this bloody, dramatic war instigated by Russia, some 

people don’t want to acknowledge a simple fact—there’s no such thing as peace without justice. 

War unequivocally changes language, its architecture, the scope of its use. War, like an intruder’s shoe, 

disrupts the ant colony of communication. Afterwards, ants, akin to the speakers of a disjointed 

language, feverishly attempt to restore its wrecked structure and tidy up what they were used to, what 

their lives had been. Eventually, everything slides back into place. Yet the inability to utilize the usual 

mechanisms—more precisely, being unable to use previous, peacetime, pre-war constructions to convey 

the state you’re in, articulate your fury, your pain, your hope, is particularly painful and unbearable. 

Especially if you’re used to trusting language, used to relying on its capabilities, which seem 

inexhaustible to you. 
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Turns out, though, that language’s capabilities are limited—limited by these new circumstances, this 

new landscape, a landscape that’s inscribed in the realm of death, the realm of disaster. Each and every 

ant is tasked with restoring the common cadence of collective communication, common sounds, and a 

common understanding. What does a writer become in this case? Another ant, just as mute as the rest 

of them. Since the onset of the war, we have all been trying to regain this disrupted ability, the ability to 

express ourselves so we’re understood. We are all attempting to articulate ourselves, the truth, the 

outer bounds of our turmoil and trauma. Literature may have a slightly better chance at achieving this, 

since it’s genetically tied to all our previous linguistic catastrophes and upheaval. 

How can one talk about war? How can one manage all the desperation, fury, and rancor in one’s tone, 

as well as all the energy and eagerness to stick by your fellows, not to retreat? I think we aren’t the only 

ones struggling to convey what matters most. The world listening to us isn’t always capable of 

understanding one simple thing—when we speak, the degrees of our linguistic tension, linguistic 

sincerity, and linguistic emotionality differ too drastically. Ukrainians shouldn’t have to justify their 

emotions, but unpacking these emotions is worthwhile. What for? So as not to keep all this pain and all 

this anger bottled up, at the very least. We can articulate it; we can vocalize everything that has and 

will happen to us. We simply have to be ready for the fact that this won’t be an easy conversation. 

Nevertheless, we have to begin it today. 

The varying weight and color of our words seems crucial to me. This appears to be about having 

differing fields of vision, views, and perspectives, but most importantly, it’s about language. Sometimes 

it seems like as the world watches what has been transpiring in Eastern Europe for the past six months 

it has been using vocabulary and definitions that haven’t been able to explain what’s going on for a 

long time. For instance, what does the world (I understand the ephemeral and abstract nature of this 

term, but I’m going to use it anyway) mean when it speaks about the need for peace? You would think 

that this was about stopping the war, about ending this armed standoff, about the moment when the 

artillery fire goes quiet and silence sets in. 

You would think that these things would bring us closer to a common understanding. After all, what do 

we Ukrainians want more than anything? For the war to end, of course. Peace, of course. For the 

shelling to stop, of course. Personally, as someone who lives on the eighteenth floor of an apartment 

complex in downtown Kharkiv, where you can see the Russians launching rockets from the 

neighboring city of Belgorod, I vehemently want the rocket attacks to stop, the war to stop, for 

everything to return to normal, to a natural existence. So what do Ukrainians find alarming about 

European intellectuals’ and European politicians’ declarations about the need for peace (which doesn’t 

negate the need for peace, of course)? It’s the fact that we understand that peace won’t come merely 

because the victim of aggression has laid down their arms. 

The civilians in Bucha, Hostomel, and Irpin didn’t have any arms at all, which didn’t spare them from 

suffering terrible deaths. The people of Kharkiv aren’t armed either, yet the Russians have consistently 

and chaotically fired rockets at them. What do proponents of a speedy peace at any cost think they 

should have done? For these proponents of peace, where is the line between supporting peace and not 

supporting resistance? The thing is, though, I’d say that when speaking about peace in the context of 

this bloody, dramatic war instigated by Russia, some people don’t want to acknowledge a simple fact—

there’s no such thing as peace without justice. 
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There are various forms of frozen conflict, there are temporarily occupied territories, there are time-

bombs camouflaged as political compromises, but unfortunately, there won’t be any peace, real peace 

that provides a sense of security and prospects for the future. And by castigating Ukrainians for being 

unwilling to surrender and perceiving that as an element of militarism and radicalism, some Europeans 

(I must note that this number is rather insignificant, but still) are doing a bizarre thing; by trying to 

stay in their comfort zone, they venture beyond the bounds of ethics. And this is no longer a question 

for Ukrainians—this is a question for the world, for its willingness (or unwillingness) to swallow yet 

another manifestation of utter uncontrollable evil in favor of dubious financial gain and disingenuous 

pacificism. 

Typically, war shows what people have been trying not to notice for a long while; war is a time of 

uncomfortable questions and tough answers. 

Thing is, for some, this has turned out to be a rather convenient form of reassigning responsibility—

appealing to people who are protecting their lives, blaming the victim, shifting priorities, and 

manipulating good, positive messages. The situation is as simple as it gets, though. We’re assisting our 

troops not because we want war, but because we really want peace. Soft, unobtrusive capitulation, 

which has been offered under the guise of peace, is not the path to a peaceful existence and the 

restoration of our cities. 

Ukrainians capitulating may help Europeans save money on their energy bills, but how will Europeans 

feel knowing, as they surely will, that the heat in their homes has been paid for by the destroyed lives 

and houses of people who also wanted to live in a calm, peaceful country? 

* 

It all comes down to language—I’ll say it again. It comes down to how precisely and aptly we use 

certain words, how measured our tone is when we speak about teetering on the edge between life and 

death. How sufficient is our previous vocabulary, the vocabulary that enabled us to encapsulate the 

world quite well just yesterday, how sufficient is it now to talk about what hurts or to give us strength? 

Thing is, verbally, we have all found ourselves in a spot we haven’t ever spoken from before. Therefore, 

we have a shifted system of assessment and perception; the coordinates of meaning have changed, and 

the boundaries of expediency have changed. 

What may look like talk about death from the outside oftentimes is a desperate attempt to cling to life, 

to its opportunities, to its continuity. After all, in this new, fractured, shifted reality, where does war as 

a topic of conversation end and where does the domain of peace begin? A refrigerator truck full of dead 

bodies—is this about peace or war? Taking women to places away from the shelling—what is this in 

support of? A peaceful resolution to the conflict? Buying a tourniquet that saves a serviceman’s life—is 

this humanitarian aid or aid for combatants? And in general, assisting those who are fighting for you, 

for civilians in basements, and children in the metro—does this reach beyond the confines of pleasant 

conversation about kindness and empathy? Do we have to remind others about our right to keep 

existing in this world or is this right obvious and irrefutable? 
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It turns out that these days a lot of things, phenomena, and concepts need to be explained, or, at the 

very least, they need a fresh reminder, they need to be re-articulated and embraced again. Typically, 

war shows what people have been trying not to notice for a long while; war is a time of uncomfortable 

questions and tough answers. This war launched by the Russian army has suddenly put forth a slew of 

questions that reach well beyond the context of Russo-Ukrainian relations. Like it or not, in the 

upcoming years, we will have to talk about things that make us uncomfortable: populism and double 

standards, a lack of responsibility and political conformism, ethics, which, as it turns out, have 

hopelessly disappeared from the vocabulary of those who make crucial decisions in the modern world. 

One could say these things pertain to politics, that we’ll have to speak about it, about politics. 

Nevertheless, in this case, politics is merely a screen, a cover, a chance to avoid bumping into any sharp 

edges and avoid calling a spade a spade. But that’s just what’s needed—calling a spade a spade. 

Criminals being called criminals. Freedom being called freedom. Deceit being called deceit. During 

times of war, these lexical units sound particularly sharp and expressive. Avoiding them without getting 

cut is very hard. They shouldn’t be avoided. They really shouldn’t be. 

It’s sad and telling that we’re speaking about a peace prize at a time when there is a war going on in 

Europe. Going on not too far from here. And it’s been going on for years, actually. This peace prize has 

been awarded for all the years it has been going on. Naturally, this isn’t about the prize itself. It’s about 

how willing Europe is to accept this new reality: a reality with destroyed cities (where they could have 

had joint business ventures), a reality with mass graves (where citizens of Ukraine lie, citizens who just 

yesterday could travel to German cities to go shopping or visit museums), and a reality with filtration 

camps for Ukrainians who have come under occupation (camps, occupation, collaborators—these are 

all words that are hardly used by Europeans on a daily basis). 

Also, it comes down to how we will all go about living in this reality with ruined cities, burnt schools, 

and destroyed books. And first and foremost, with the thousands of dead and with those who, just 

yesterday, were wrapped up in their regular, peaceful lives, making plans, and relying on their own 

sense of memory. 

It’s important to mention our memories, and here’s why. War isn’t just a different experience. When 

you speak in those terms, you speak about superficial things, about what is on the surface, which 

describes a great deal, yet explains very little. Actually, war changes our memory and fills it with 

excessively painful images, excessively deep traumas, and excessively bitter conversations. You can’t rid 

yourself of these memories; you aren’t able to fix the past. It will always be a part of you. Hardly your 

best part. This process of falling into a stupor and catching your breath, this experience of falling silent 

and searching for a new language, is too painful for you to go on talking, carefree, about the sublime 

world outside the window. 

Poetry after Bucha and Izium is still undoubtedly possible. Moreover, it’s necessary; however, the 

specter of Bucha and Izium, their presence, will weigh too heavily in this post-war poetry, which, to a 

great extent, will determine its content and tonality. This painful, yet necessary realization—that mass 

graves and bombed neighborhoods will provide context for the poems written in your country—does 

not fill you with optimism, of course, yet it makes you understand that language requires our daily 
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labor, our constant involvement, our engagement. After all, what do we have in order to make our 

point, to express ourselves? Our language and our memory. 

Since the end of February, since the start of this massacre, that is, there’s this distinct feeling that time 

has lost its usual cadence, its flow. It has become akin to a channel in the winter that freezes to its very 

bottom, stopping the rush of the water and paralyzing everyone who has found themselves amid this 

unmoving current. We have found ourselves in this frozen state, amid cold timelessness. I remember 

this feeling of helplessness very well—when you can’t feel movement, when you’re lost in silence, 

unable to discern what’s up ahead, in front of you, in the gloom and silence. 

Wartime truly is a time with a disjointed panorama, disrupted communication between the past and 

the future; a time when you feel the here and now with maximum acuteness and bitterness, when you 

immerse yourself in the space that surrounds you and focus on the moment that overwhelms you. 

There are certain elements of fatalism to this—when you stop making plans and thinking about the 

future, as you try, first and foremost, to root yourself in the here and now, under the skies that unfurl 

above you, and the only thing that reminds you that time is passing is the fact that days turn to nights, 

summer follows spring without fail, and despite the frozen nature of your feelings, despite the stupor, 

life goes on; it doesn’t stop for a single instant, and it encompasses all of our joys and fears, all of our 

desperation and all our hope. It’s just that the distance between you and reality has changed. Reality is 

now closer. Reality has become more dreadful. And now you have to live with this. 

What else has changed for us, besides language and memory? What will distinguish us in any group of 

people, in any crowd? Our eyes, perhaps. They absorb the external flame; they’ll always have this glint 

to them. We’ll have the gaze of people who have looked beyond what’s visible, who have stared into the 

darkness and managed to discern something over there. Our gaze will always differ from others’ as it 

reflects things of the utmost importance. 

* 

In the spring—sometime in May—my band and I performed at a military base for servicemen who 

were resting after several hard, lengthy battles. We have known them awhile. We have performed for 

them consistently since 2014. Outskirts of Kharkiv, brisk greenery, soccer field, a small auditorium. We 

know a lot of the fighters personally. A lot of my old friends—people from Kharkiv—went off to fight 

this spring. 

Seeing them wearing military fatigues and holding weapons feels unusual. And their eyes are unusual, 

too—they’re like cooled metal, like glass reflecting a fire. It was month two of this full-on war; they had 

already been bombarded by Russian shelling in the trenches. But there they stood, smiling and joking 

around. And those eyes—you could glimpse two months of hell in them. 

“I already spent some time in the hospital,” one of them said. “The Russians dropped phosphorus 

bombs, and I got hit. No biggie, though—I’m still alive and kicking. Back to the frontlines soon.” 
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This is one of those cases when you simply don’t know how to respond. Language betrays you, you lack 

language, and you are left merely searching for the right words. They are sure to turn up, though, 

eventually. 

What will our language be like after the war? What will we have to explain to each other? First and 

foremost, we will have to say the names of the dead aloud. They must be named. Otherwise, there will 

be a major fragmentation of language, a void between voices, and a fracture in our memories. We will 

need tremendous strength and faith to speak about the dead, as their names will shape our 

vocabularies. Yet we will need just as much strength, confidence, and love to speak about our future, to 

articulate, vocalize, and outline it. 

Like it or not, we will have to renew our sense of time, perspective, and continuity. We are fated to have 

a future. Moreover, we bear responsibility for it. Now, it is shaped by our visions, our convictions, our 

willingness to take responsibility. We will work at returning our sense of the future, since there’s just so 

much in our memories that demands our involvement tomorrow. We are all linked by this current that 

carries us, that won’t let us go, that unites us. We are all linked by our language. Even if, at a certain 

moment, its capabilities seem limited or insufficient. Nevertheless, we will be forced to return to it and 

its capabilities which give us hope that, in the future, there will not be any misunderstandings or 

anything left unsaid. 

Sometimes language seems weak. Actually, though, in many cases, it is a source of energy. It can step 

away from you for some time, but it isn’t capable of betraying you, which is what matters most. As long 

as we have our language, we have, at the very least, the vague chance to articulate ourselves, speak the 

truth, and tidy up our memories. So we speak and we go on speaking. Even when words hurt our 

throats. 

Even when they make us feel lost and empty. The possibility of truth is behind our voices. And it’s 

worth taking advantage of this opportunity. This may be the most important thing that could happen to 

us. 

_____________________________________ 

Yale University Press will publish his Serhiy Zhadan’s book Sky Above Kharkiv: Dispatches from the 

Ukrainian Front, translated by Reilly Costigan-Humes and Isaac Stackhouse Wheeler, in Spring 2023. 

 

https://lithub.com/author/serhiyzhadan/
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Serhiy Zhadan 

Serhiy Zhadan, widely considered to be one of the most important young writers in Ukraine, is the 

author of Mesopotamia and What We Live For, What We Die For: Selected Poems. 

 

https://lithub.com/poetry-after-bucha-serhiy-zhadan-on-ukraine-russia-and-the-demands-war-makes-

of-language/  

https://lithub.com/author/serhiyzhadan/
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Introduction 

This year marks the tenth anniversary of the World Happiness Report, thus inviting us to look back and 

forward while maintaining our reporting of current well-being and broadening our analysis of the far-ranging 

effects of COVID-19. Our first section presents our usual ranking and modelling of national happiness based 

on data covering 2019 through 2021. 

In our second section, we look back at the evolution of life evaluations and a number of emotions since the 

Gallup World Poll data first became available in 2005-2006. Using a wider range of the emotional and other 

supports for life evaluations enables us to distinguish a greater variety of global and regional trends. It also 

sets the stage for the third section of the chapter, where we use individual-level data from 2017 through 2021 

to examine how life under COVID-19 has changed for people in different circumstances. 

In our fourth section, we briefly update our analysis of how different features of national demographic, social, 

and political structures have combined with the consequences of policy strategies and disease exposure to 

help explain international differences in 2020 and 2021 COVID-19 death rates. A central finding continues to 

be the extent to which the quality of the social context, especially the extent to which people trust their 

governments and have trust in the benevolence of others, supports their happiness before, during, and likely 

https://happiness-report.s3.amazonaws.com/2022/WHR+22_Ch2.pdf
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after the pandemic. Countries where people trusted their governments and each other experienced lower 

COVID-19 death tolls and set the stage for maintaining or rebuilding a sense of common purpose to deliver 

happier, healthier and more sustainable lives. This forward-looking part permits an optimistic tinge based on 

the remarkable growth in prosocial activities during 2021. 

Our results are summarised in a short concluding section. 

Measuring and Explaining National Differences in Life Evaluations 

Technical Box 1: Measuring Subjective Well-Being. 

Our measurement of subjective well-being continues to rely on three main well-being indicators: life 

evaluations, positive emotions, and negative emotions (described in the report as positive and negative affect). 

Happiness rankings are based on life evaluations as the more stable measure of the quality of people’s lives. 

In World Happiness Report 2022, we pay special attention, as we did in World Happiness Report 2021, to 

specific daily emotions (the components of positive and negative affect) to better track how COVID-19 has 

altered different aspects of life. 

Life evaluations. The Gallup World Poll, which remains the principal source of data in this report, asks 

respondents to evaluate their current life as a whole using the mental image of a ladder, with the best possible 

life for them as a 10 and worst possible as a 0. Each respondent provides a numerical response on this scale, 

referred to as the Cantril ladder. Typically, around 1,000 responses are gathered annually for each country. 

Weights are used to construct population-representative national averages for each year in each country. We 

base our national happiness rankings on a three-year average, thereby increasing the sample size to provide 

more precise estimates. 

Positive emotions. Positive affect is given by the average of individual yes or no answers for three questions 

about emotions experienced or not on the previous day: laughter, enjoyment, and learning or doing something 

interesting (for details, see Technical Box 2). 

Negative emotions. Negative affect is given by the average of individual yes or no answers about three 

emotions experienced on the previous day: worry, sadness, and anger. 

Comparing life evaluations and emotions: 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 614  december  2022 

 

33 

• Life evaluations provide the most informative measure for international comparisons because they 

capture quality of life in a more complete and stable way than emotional reports based on daily 

experiences. 

• Life evaluations differ more between countries than emotions and are better explained by the widely 

differing life experiences in different countries. Emotions experienced the previous day are well 

explained by events of the day being asked about, while life evaluations more closely reflect the 

circumstances of life as a whole. We show later in the chapter that emotions are significant supports 

for life evaluations and provide essential insights into how the quality of life has changed during 

COVID-19 for people in different life circumstances.[1] 

• Positive emotions are more than twice as frequent as negative emotions. Looking at last year’s data, 

the global average of positive emotions was 0.66 (i.e., the average respondent experienced 2 of the 3 

positive emotions the previous day) compared to the global average of 0.29 for negative emotions. 

Ranking of Happiness 2019-2021 

Our country rankings in Figure 2.1 show life evaluations (answers to the Cantril ladder question) for each 

country, averaged over 2019-2021. Not every country has surveys every year. The total sample sizes are 

reported in Statistical Appendix 1 and are reflected in Figure 2.1 by the horizontal lines showing the 95% 

confidence intervals. The confidence intervals are tighter for countries with larger samples. 

The overall length of each country bar represents the average ladder score, also shown in numerals next to the 

country names. The rankings in Figure 2.1 depend only on the respondents’ average Cantril ladder scores, not 

on the values of the six variables that we use to help account for the large differences we find. 

Figure 2.1: Ranking of Happiness 2019-2021 

Note: Those with a * do not have survey information in 2020 or 2021. Their averages are based on the 2019 

survey. 

The colour-coded sub-bars in each country row represent the extent to which six key variables contribute to 

explaining life evaluations. These variables (shown in Table 2.1) are GDP per capita, social support, healthy 

life expectancy, freedom, generosity, and corruption. As already noted, our happiness rankings are not based 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn1
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on any index of these six factors—the scores are instead based on individuals’ own assessments of their lives, 

as revealed by their answers to the single-item Cantril ladder life-evaluation question. We use observed data 

on the six variables and estimates of their associations with life evaluations to explain the observed variation 

of life evaluations across countries, much as epidemiologists estimate the extent to which life expectancy is 

affected by factors such as smoking, exercise and diet. As will be explained in more detail later, and in the 

online FAQ, the value for Dystopia (1.83) is the predicted Cantril ladder for a hypothetical country with the 

world’s lowest values for each of the six variables. This permits the calculated contributions from the six 

factors to be zero or positive for every actual country. We also show how measures of experienced well-

being, especially positive affect, are predicted by the six factors and how the affect measures contribute to the 

explanation[2] of higher life evaluations. 

In Table 2.1, we present our latest modelling of national average life evaluations and measures of positive and 

negative affect (emotion) by country and year.[3] For ease of comparison, the table has the same basic 

structure as Table 2.1 did in several previous editions, most recently in World Happiness Report 2020. We 

now include data for both 2020 and 2021. Despite difficulties COVID-19 posed for the Gallup World Poll’s 

operations, our sample now includes data from 116 countries and territories in 2020 and 119 in 2021. Adding 

the data from 2020 and 2021 slightly improves the model’s overall fit while leaving the coefficients largely 

unchanged. There are four equations in Table 2.1. The first equation provides the basis for constructing the 

sub-bars shown in Figure 2.1. 

The results in the first column of Table 2.1 explain national average life evaluations in terms of six key 

variables: GDP per capita, social support, healthy life expectancy, freedom to make life choices, generosity, 

and freedom from corruption.[4] Taken together, the six variables explain more than three-quarters of the 

variation in national annual average ladder scores among countries, using data from the years 2005 to 2021.[5] 

Table 2.1: Regressions to Explain Average Happiness across Countries (Pooled OLS) 

Independent Variable Dependent Variable 

Cantril Ladder (0-10) Positive Affect (0-1) Negative Affect (0-1) Cantril Ladder (0-10) 

Log GDP per capita 0.36 -.013 0.0001 0.388 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn2
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn3
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn4
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn5
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Table 2.1: Regressions to Explain Average Happiness across Countries (Pooled OLS) 

Independent Variable Dependent Variable 

Cantril Ladder (0-10) Positive Affect (0-1) Negative Affect (0-1) Cantril Ladder (0-10) 

(0.066)*** (0.009) (0.007) (0.065)*** 

Social support 2.420 0.316 -.328 1.778 

(0.368)*** (0.055)*** (0.049)*** (0.361)*** 

Healthy life expectancy at birth 0.029 -.0007 0.003 0.03 

(0.01)*** (0.001) (0.001)*** (0.01)*** 

Freedom to make life choices 1.305 0.368 -.090 0.509 

(0.298)*** (0.041)*** (0.04)** (0.284)* 

Generosity 0.583 0.09 0.024 0.378 

(0.265)** (0.032)*** (0.027) (0.254) 
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Table 2.1: Regressions to Explain Average Happiness across Countries (Pooled OLS) 

Independent Variable Dependent Variable 

Cantril Ladder (0-10) Positive Affect (0-1) Negative Affect (0-1) Cantril Ladder (0-10) 

Perceptions of corruption -.704 -.006 0.094 -.704 

(0.271)*** (0.027) (0.022)*** (0.259)*** 

Positive affect 
   

2.222 

   
(0.333)***  

Negative affect 
   

0.173 

   
(0.395) 

Year fixed effects Included Included Included Included 

Number of countries 156 156 156 156 

Number of obs. 1853 1848 1852 1847 
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Table 2.1: Regressions to Explain Average Happiness across Countries (Pooled OLS) 

Independent Variable Dependent Variable 

Cantril Ladder (0-10) Positive Affect (0-1) Negative Affect (0-1) Cantril Ladder (0-10) 

Adjusted R-squared 0.753 0.439 0.322 0.777 

Notes: This is a pooled OLS regression for a tattered panel explaining annual national average Cantril ladder 

responses from all available surveys from 2005 through 2021. See Technical Box 2 for detailed information 

about each of the predictors. Coefficients are reported with robust standard errors clustered by country in 

parentheses. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1, 5 and 10 percent levels respectively. 

The second and third columns of Table 2.1 use the same six variables to estimate equations for national 

averages of positive and negative affect, where both are based on answers about yesterday’s emotional 

experiences (see Technical Box 2 for how the affect measures are constructed). In general, emotional 

measures, especially negative ones, are differently and much less fully explained by the six variables than life 

evaluations. Per-capita income and healthy life expectancy have significant effects on life evaluations, but 

not, in these national average data, on affect.[6] The situation changes when we consider social variables. 

Bearing in mind that positive and negative affect are measured on a 0 to 1 scale, while life evaluations are on 

a 0 to 10 scale, social support can be seen to have similar proportionate effects on positive and negative 

emotions as on life evaluations. Freedom and generosity have even larger associations with positive affect 

than with the Cantril ladder. Negative affect is significantly reduced by social support, freedom, and the 

absence of corruption. 

In the fourth column, we re-estimate the life evaluation equation from column 1, adding both positive and 

negative affect to partially implement the Aristotelian presumption that sustained positive emotions are 

important supports for a good life.[7] The most striking feature is the extent to which the results continue to 

buttress a finding in psychology that the existence of positive emotions matters much more than the absence 

of negative ones when predicting either longevity[8] or resistance to the common cold.[9] Consistent with this 

evidence, we find that positive affect has a large and highly significant impact in the final equation of Table 

2.1, while negative affect has none. This finding of national differences does not carry forward into our later 

modelling of differences among individuals within the same country, where we find positive and negative 

affect to have almost equal impacts at the individual level. 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn6
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn7
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn8
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn9
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As for the other coefficients in the fourth column, the differences are only substantial on variables that have 

the largest impacts on positive affect: social support, freedom, and generosity. Thus, we infer that positive 

emotions play a strong role in support of life evaluations. Much of the impact of social support, freedom, and 

generosity on life evaluations is channelled through their influence on positive emotions. That is, these three 

variables have large impacts on positive affect, which in turn has a major impact on life evaluations. 

Technical Box 2: Detailed information about each of the predictors in Table 2.1 

1. GDP per capita is in terms of Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) adjusted to constant 2017 international 

dollars, taken from the World Development Indicators (WDI) released by the World Bank on 

December 16, 2021. See Statistical Appendix 1 for more details. GDP data for 2021 are not yet 

available, so we extend the GDP time series from 2020 to 2021 using country-specific forecasts of 

real GDP growth from the OECD Economic Outlook No. 110 (Edition December 2021) or, if 

missing, the World Bank’s Global Economic Prospects (Last Updated: 01/11/2022), after adjustment 

for population growth. The equation uses the natural log of GDP per capita, as this form fits the data 

significantly better than GDP per capita. 

2. The time series for healthy life expectancy at birth is constructed based on data from the World 

Health Organization (WHO) Global Health Observatory data repository, with data available for 

2000, 2010, 2015, and 2019. Interpolation and extrapolation are used to match this report’s sample 

period (2005-2021). See Statistical Appendix 1 for more details. 

3. Social support is the national average of the binary responses (0=no, 1=yes) to the Gallup World Poll 

(GWP) question “If you were in trouble, do you have relatives or friends you can count on to help 

you whenever you need them, or not?” 

4. Freedom to make life choices is the national average of binary responses (0=no, 1=yes) to the GWP 

question “Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with your freedom to choose what you do with your life?” 

5. Generosity is the residual of regressing the national average of GWP responses to the donation 

question “Have you donated money to a charity in the past month?” on log GDP per capita. 

6. Perceptions of corruption are the average of binary answers to two GWP questions: “Is corruption 

widespread throughout the government in this country or not?” and “Is corruption widespread within 

businesses in this country or not?” Where data for government corruption are missing, the perception 

of business corruption is used as the overall corruption-perception measure. 
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7. Positive affect is defined as the average of previous-day affect measures for laughter, enjoyment, and 

doing or learning something interesting. This marks a change from recent years, where only laughter 

and enjoyment were included. The inclusion of interest gives us three components in each of positive 

and negative affect and slightly improves the equation fit in column 4. The general form for the 

affect questions is: Did you experience the following feelings during a lot of the day yesterday? Only 

the interest question is phrased differently: Did you learn or do something interesting yesterday? See 

Statistical Appendix 1 for more details. 

8. Negative affect is defined as the average of previous-day affect measures for worry, sadness, and 

anger. 

In Figure 2.1, each country’s bar is divided into seven segments, showing our research efforts to associate the 

ladder levels with possible sources. The first six sub-bars show how much each of the six key variables is 

calculated to contribute to that country’s ladder score, relative to a hypothetical country called “Dystopia”—

named because it has values equal to the world’s lowest national averages for 2019-2021 for each of the six 

key variables used in Table 2.1. We use Dystopia as a benchmark against which to compare contributions 

from each of the six factors. The choice of Dystopia as a benchmark permits every real country to have a 

positive (or at least zero) contribution from each of the six factors. Based on the estimates in the first column 

of Table 2.1, we calculate that Dystopia had a 2019-2021 life evaluation equal to 1.83 on the 0 to 10 scale. 

The final sub-bar is the sum of two components: the calculated average 2017-2019 life evaluation in Dystopia 

(=1.83) plus each country’s own prediction error, which measures the extent to which life evaluations are 

higher or lower than those predicted by our equation in the first column of Table 2.1. These residuals are as 

likely to be negative as positive.[10] 

How do we calculate each factor’s contribution to average life evaluations? Taking the example of healthy 

life expectancy, the sub-bar in the case of Tanzania is equal to the number of years by which healthy life 

expectancy in Tanzania exceeds the world’s lowest value, multiplied by the Table 2.1 coefficient for the 

influence of healthy life expectancy on life evaluations. The width of each sub-bar then shows, country-by-

country, how much each of the six variables contributes to the international ladder differences. 

These calculations are illustrative rather than conclusive for several reasons. One important limitation is that 

our selection of candidate variables is restricted to what is available for all these countries. Traditional 

variables like GDP per capita and healthy life expectancy are widely available. But measures of the quality of 

the social context, including a variety of indicators of social trust, engagement, and belonging, are not yet 

available for all countries. The variables we use may be properly taking credit due to other variables or 

unmeasured factors. There are also likely to be vicious or virtuous circles, with two-way linkages among the 

variables. For example, there is much evidence that those who have happier lives are likely to live longer, and 

be more trusting, more cooperative, and generally better able to meet life’s demands.[11] This will feed back to 

improve health, income, generosity, corruption, and a sense of freedom. Additionally, some of the variables 

are derived from the same respondents as the life evaluations, and hence possibly determined by common 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn10
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn11
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factors. There is less risk when using national averages because individual differences in personality and 

many life circumstances tend to average out at the national level. 

We developed robustness tests to ensure that our results are not significantly biased because we use the same 

individuals to report life evaluations, social support, freedom, generosity, and corruption. We first split each 

country’s respondents (see Table 10 of Statistical Appendix 1 of World Happiness Report 2018 for more 

detail) randomly into two groups. We then used the average values for social support, freedom, generosity, 

and absence of corruption taken from one half of the sample to explain average life evaluations in the other 

half. As expected, the coefficients on each of the four variables fell slightly.[12] But the changes were 

reassuringly small (ranging from 1% to 5%) and were not statistically significant, thus giving additional 

confidence in the estimates shown in Table 2.1.[13] 

The seventh and final segment in each bar is the sum of two components. The first component is a fixed 

number representing our calculation of the 2017-2019 ladder score for Dystopia (=1.83). The second 

component is the average 2017-2019 residual for each country. The sum of these two components comprises 

the right-hand sub-bar (in violet) for each country. It varies from one country to the next because some 

countries have life evaluations above their predicted values, and others lower. The residual simply represents 

the part of the national average ladder score not explained by our six variables. With the residual included, the 

sum of all the sub-bars adds up to the actual average life evaluation response. This actual average life 

evaluation is what is used for our country rankings. 

Photo by Loren Joseph on Unsplash 

What do the data show for the 2019-2021 country rankings? 

Two features carry over from previous editions of the World Happiness Report. First, there is still a lot of 

year-to-year consistency in the way people rate their lives in different countries. Since we do our ranking on a 

three-year average, information is carried forward from one year to the next (See Figure 1 of Statistical 

Appendix 1 for individual country trajectories). For the fifth year in a row, Finland continues to occupy the 

top spot, with a score significantly ahead of other countries in the top ten. Denmark continues to occupy 

second place, with Iceland up from 4th place last year to 3rd this year. Switzerland is 4th, followed by the 

Netherlands and Luxembourg. The top ten are rounded out by Sweden, Norway, Israel and New Zealand. The 

following five are Austria, Australia, Ireland, Germany, and Canada. This marks a substantial fall for Canada, 

which was 5th in the first World Happiness Report. The rest of the top 20 include the United States at 16th 

(up from 19th last year), the United Kingdom and Czechia still in 17th and 18th, followed by Belgium at 19th, 

and France at 20th, its highest ranking yet. 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn12
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn13
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Finland continues to occupy the top spot, one of five Nordic countries in the top ten. 

When looking at average ladder scores, it is also important to note the horizontal whisker lines at the right-

hand end of the main bar for each country. These lines denote the 95% confidence regions for the estimates, 

so that countries with overlapping error bars have scores that do not significantly differ from each other.[14] 

Second, there remains a large gap between the top and bottom countries. Within these groups, the top 

countries are more tightly grouped than are the bottom countries. Within the top group, national life 

evaluation scores have a gap of 0.40 between the 1st and 5th positions and another 0.21 between the 5th and 

10th positions. Thus, there is a gap of about 0.6 points between the first and 10th positions. The bottom ten 

countries have a much bigger range of scores, covering almost 1.4 points. 

Despite the general consistency among the top country scores, there have been many significant changes 

among the other countries. Looking at changes over the longer term, many countries have exhibited 

substantial changes in average scores, and hence in country rankings, as shown in more detail in Figures 13 to 

15 in the Statistical Appendix. 

Scores and confidence regions are based on resident populations in each country rather than their citizenship 

or place of birth. In World Happiness Report 2018, we split the responses between the locally and foreign-

born populations in each country. We found the happiness rankings to be essentially the same for the two 

groups. There is, in some cases, some continuing influence from source-country happiness and some tendency 

for migrants to move to happier countries. Among the 20 happiest countries in that report, the average 

happiness for the locally born was about 0.2 points higher than for the foreign-born. 

Overall, the model explains average life evaluation levels quite well within regions, among regions, and for 

the world as a whole. On average, the countries of Latin America still have mean life evaluations that are 

significantly higher (by about 0.5 on the 0 to 10 scale) than predicted by the model. This difference has been 

attributed to a variety of factors, including some unique features of family and social life in Latin American 

countries. To explain what is special about social life in Latin America, Chapter 6 of World Happiness Report 

2018 by Mariano Rojas presented a range of new data and results showing how a multigenerational social 

environment supports Latin American happiness beyond what is captured by the variables available in the 

Gallup World Poll. In partial contrast, the countries of East Asia have average life evaluations below 

predictions, although only slightly and insignificantly so in our latest results.[15] This has been thought to 

reflect, at least in part, cultural differences in the way people think about and report on the quality of their 

lives.[16] Our findings of the relative importance of the six factors are generally unaffected by whether or not 

we make explicit allowance for these regional differences.[17] Chapter 6 contains data (only available for 

2020) from several new variables sometimes thought to be more prevalent in East Asia than elsewhere, 

including life balance, feeling at peace with life, and a focus on others rather than oneself. As shown in 

Chapter 6, these variables are important to life evaluations everywhere and are, in fact, most prevalent in the 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn14
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn15
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn16
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn17
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top-ranked Nordic countries. Thus, taking those data into account when explaining life evaluations does not 

materially change the relative importance of the other variables and does not change the relative predicted 

rankings, and hence the average residuals, in East Asia and the Nordic Countries.[18] 

Our main country rankings are not based on the predicted values from our equations but rather, and by our 

deliberate choice, on the national averages of answers to the Cantril ladder life evaluation question. The other 

two happiness measures for positive and negative affect are themselves of independent importance and 

interest and contribute to overall life evaluations, especially in the case of positive affect. Measures of 

emotions play an even greater role in our analysis of life under COVID-19. This is partly because COVID-19 

has affected various emotions differently and partly because emotions based on yesterday’s experiences tend 

to be more volatile than life evaluations, which are more stable in response to temporary disturbances. 

Various attempts to use big data to measure happiness using word analysis of Twitter feeds, as in Chapter 4 of 

this report, are more likely to capture mood changes rather than changes in overall life evaluations. In World 

Happiness Report 2019, we presented comparable rankings for all three subjective well-being measures that 

we track: the Cantril ladder (and its standard deviation, which provides a measure of happiness inequality[19]), 

positive affect and negative affect, along with country rankings for the six variables we use in Table 2.1 to 

explain our measures of subjective well-being. Comparable data for 2019-2021 are reported in Figures 16 to 

39 of Statistical Appendix 1. 

Photo by Faruq Al’ Aqib on Unsplash 

Tracking happiness since 2005-2006 

As shown in Chapter 3, there has been in this century a surge of interest in happiness. This has been to a 

significant extent enabled by the data available in the Gallup World Poll since 2005-2006 and analysed in 

the World Happiness Report since 2012. Looking back over these years, what has happened to happiness? 

The availability of fifteen years of data covering more than 150 countries provides a unique stock-taking 

opportunity. In this section, we consider how life evaluations, emotions and many of their supports have 

evolved for the world as a whole, and more importantly, by global region and country.[20] Country-by-country 

analysis can be found in Figures 13-15 in the online Statistical Appendix for this chapter. We show the 

difference for each country between their average Cantril ladder 2008-2012 with the corresponding average 

for 2019-2021. The latter is the same average used in the rankings shown in Figure 2.1. As shown in the 

Appendix, and also in this link, life evaluations rose by more than a full point on the 0 to 10 scale in 15 

countries and fell by that amount or more in eight countries. The ten countries with the largest gains from 

2008-2012 to 2019-2021 were, in order, Serbia, Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, Togo, Bahrain, Latvia, Benin, 

Guinea and Armenia. The ten countries with the largest drops were Lebanon, Venezuela, Afghanistan, 

Lesotho, Zimbabwe, Jordan, Zambia, India, Mexico and Botswana. 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn18
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn19
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn20
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Over the past ten years, life evaluations rose by more than a full point on the 0 to 10 scale in 15 countries and 

fell by that amount or more in eight countries. 

Figure 2.2 has several panels showing global trends in life evaluations, emotions, and other key variables 

from the outset of the Gallup World Poll in 2005-2006 through 2021. The first panel shows average life 

evaluations calculated in three different ways: A global series with each country weighted by its adult 

population (aged 15+), a second series like the first but excluding the five countries with the largest 

population (specifically China, India, the United States, Indonesia, and Pakistan)[21], and a third in which each 

country is weighted equally, as is also the case for our earlier and subsequent analysis in this chapter. The 

volatility of the population-weighted series reflects the sharp changes in the two largest countries, China and 

India, partly due to changes in survey collection methods.[22] The population-weighted series, excluding the 

five most populous countries, shows smaller swings and a slightly declining pattern over the past 15 years. 

The third series, where each country is counted equally, shows a level slightly higher now than at the start of 

the Gallup World Poll. The remaining panels in this and subsequent figures give each country equal weight in 

constructing global and regional averages. 

The second panel shows positive affect in total and also its three components. Smiling or laughing a lot during 

the previous day is the most common of all the components of either positive or negative affect, and has been 

on a slightly rising trend over the past 15 years, slipping slightly during the pandemic years 2020 and 2021. 

Enjoyment started at the same frequency as laughter, but by 2021 it was significantly less common. Doing or 

learning something interesting fell over the first five years of the survey but has been on a generally rising 

trend since 2011. Positive affect, as the average of the three measures, has been more stable than any of the 

components, with no discernable trend in its average value of about 0.66 on the scale from 0 to 1. 

The third panel shows negative affect, its three components separately (worry, sadness and anger), and stress, 

all referring to a person’s feelings on the day preceding the survey. The levels and patterns are quite different 

from positive affect, and their average levels are less than half as high. After five reasonably stable years 

(2005/06 through 2010), worry and sadness have been rising over the past ten years, especially during 2020, 

the first year of COVID-19, before improving somewhat in 2021. Anger remains much less frequent, with no 

significant trend changes. The average for negative affect was about 0.25 for the first five years and followed 

a fairly steady upward trend since, with a jump in 2020 and mostly returning to the underlying trend in 2021. 

Stress, which is not a component of our negative affect measure, was also fairly constant for the first five 

years but has increased steadily ever since, faster than worry or sadness, with its steepest increase in 2020. 

The following panels show the corresponding time paths for the main variables to explain happiness in Figure 

2.1. There has been growth in both real GDP per capita and healthy life expectancy,[23] fairly constant levels 

of social support, declines in perceived corruption, and substantial average growth in the extent to which 

people feel they have the freedom to make key life choices and in helping strangers and other forms of 

benevolence.[24] 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn21
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn22
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn23
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn24
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Finally, we show that average levels of trust in public institutions have generally grown slightly since 2012. 

Fig. 2.2: Global trends from 2006 through 2021 

 

These global patterns mask considerable variety among global regions, as shown by Figures 2.3 to 2.5. As 

shown by the Cantril ladder, life evaluations have continued their 15-year convergence between Western and 

Eastern Europe, with three Balkan countries, Bulgaria, Romania and Serbia, as already noted, having the 

largest increases in life evaluations from 2008-2012 to 2019-2021. The current gap in life evaluations 

between Western and Eastern Europe is now less than half what it was ten years ago. The Commonwealth of 

Independent States (CIS) countries shared this convergence at first but not in later years. Life evaluations in 

Asia show some growth in East and Southeast Asia and drops since 2010 in South (S) Asia. Ladder 

evaluations grew until 2012 in Latin America while falling slightly, especially in 2020. Ladder scores have 

generally fallen in the MENA (the Middle East and North Africa) region while being fairly constant for Sub-

Saharan Africa (SSA). The NA+ANZ group of countries (North America, Australia, and New Zealand) had 

higher life evaluations than Western Europe at the beginning of the period, but that gap has mostly 

disappeared. Within Western Europe, the Nordic countries have especially high life evaluations and generally 

better performance in handling COVID-19, as shown later in the chapter. 

The remaining panels of Figure 2.3 show positive affect and its components for each of the ten global regions. 

Over the survey period, the average for positive affect has been highest in the Americas, but on a generally 

falling trend. It has been rising fastest in Eastern Europe, Southeast Asia and the CIS, and low and falling in 

South Asia and the MENA countries. There have been no significant trends for positive affect in Sub Saharan 

Africa and East Asia. 

There are interesting regional differences in the components of positive affect, with enjoyment highest in the 

NA+ANZ group and lowest in MENA but falling on the same downward trend in both. Enjoyment was 

initially much higher in Western than Eastern Europe until 2012 but had been falling in the west and rising in 

the east since reaching full convergence in 2020 before rising in both parts of Europe in 2021. 

Photo by Allgo on Unsplash 
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Smiling and laughing started high and have since risen further in Southeast Asia while starting low and falling 

since in South Asia. By 2020 and 2021, these two parts of Asia were the world’s top and bottom regions, 

respectively. Smiling and laughing were least frequent, and equally so, in Eastern Europe and the CIS at the 

beginning of the Gallup World Poll in 2005-2006. They have since been rising in lockstep to exceed those in 

South Asia and MENA. Laughing and smiling were initially most frequent in Latin America and the 

NA+ANZ group and have been fairly constant there since then. Nine of the ten regions have seen less 

laughter during both of the COVID-19 years, with Eastern Europe providing the sole exception. 

Doing or learning something of interest has large inter-regional differences in levels but fewer trends than for 

the other components of positive affect. Interest was lowest in South Asia throughout the survey period, but 

generally rising rather than falling. Interest grew equally, from initially low levels, in the CIS and Eastern 

Europe. It was highest and fairly constant in Latin America and NA+ANZ, and slightly lower but converging 

upwards in Western Europe, following a similar path as in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Figure 2.4 shows the regional averages for negative affect and its components and stress. Negative affect as a 

whole was highest and rising in MENA and South Asia, with the increase greatest in South Asia. All regions 

have more negative affect now than ten years ago, except for Eastern Europe. This is best explained by 

looking at the components separately. 

Sadness in East Asia has throughout the period been less than in any other region, declining until 2010 and 

rising thereafter, still less than half as prevalent as elsewhere in the world. The fastest increases in sadness and 

the highest eventual levels were in South Asia, MENA, Latin America, and Sub-Saharan Africa. There were 

mid-range levels and no clear trends in the other regions. There was increased sadness in 2020 in every region 

except South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, followed in 2021 by reductions in sadness in every region except 

South Asia, which has also seen by far the largest increases in worry over the past ten years. The patterns for 

worry and sadness thus share many similarities. 

Worry ten years ago was lowest in East Asia and the CIS and since has risen less fast there than elsewhere. 

Worry was much more frequent in Eastern than Western Europe in 2010, growing in the west and declining in 

the east to converge in 2019 before both rose in 2020 and fell in 2021. The 2021 decline in worry was shared 

by all other regions but South Asia, with the largest increases over the past ten years. 

Fig. 2.3: Regional Trends of Life Evaluations and Positive Affect 
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Fig. 2.4: Regional Trends of Negative Affect and Stress 

 

Although anger has low global levels and no trend, the regional differences are striking. Anger is far more 

prevalent in MENA than in the rest of the world, at a fairly constant level. Anger has risen most dramatically 

in South Asia, approaching MENA levels in 2020 and 2021. There have been longer-term drops in the 

prevalence of anger in Western and Eastern Europe, especially in Eastern Europe, and also in NA+ANZ. 

There was a rising trend of anger in Sub-Saharan Africa until 2018, with reductions since. Anger in Southeast 

Asia is fairly stable, currently just below the middle of the large gap between the high level in South Asia and 

the low level in East Asia. 

Stress, also shown in Figure 2.4, is higher now than ten years ago in every global region. Unusually, all three 

parts of Asia had similar levels and growth rates, staying in the middle of the global range throughout the 

period. Nonetheless, among the three regions, South Asia was the least stressed at the outset and the most 

stressed at the end. Stress started and finished at the top of the range in both NA+ANZ and MENA. Stress 

rose faster in Eastern than Western Europe, almost converging by the end of the period. Stress started lowest 

in the CIS and grew fairly slowly, ending the period with stress half as frequent as in the rest of the world. 

Three measures of prosocial behaviour—donations, volunteering, and helping strangers—all 

showed increases in 2021 in every global region. 

Figure 2.5 presents regional differences in levels and trends for the six main variables from Table 2.1, plus 

other variables of special interest for this chapter. GDP per capita and healthy life expectancy, for which the 

national data come from international agencies, show trend growth over the 15 years, with both levels and 

growth differing among the regions. Real GDP per capita grew fastest in Asia, followed by Africa, Eastern 

Europe and the CIS, and slowest in Latin America, MENA, Western Europe, and NA+ANZ. Healthy life 

expectancy grew fastest in Sub Saharan Africa, followed by South Asia. It grew most slowly in MENA and 

NA+ANZ. 

Social support, as measured by having someone to count on in times of trouble, was least (and not growing) in 

South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. It was slightly above average and growing in both the CIS and Eastern 

Europe, declining in MENA, globally high but slightly declining in Western Europe and NA+ANZ, and fairly 

constant elsewhere. 
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Having a sense of freedom to make key life decisions grew substantially in most regions. It had the lowest 

initial levels but the fastest subsequent growth in Eastern Europe, sharing its recent path with the CIS. Within 

Asia, it started high and grew fast in Southeast Asia, starting low and grew even faster in South Asia. It 

started fairly low and grew very little in MENA and Sub-Saharan Africa, leaving those regions with the 

lowest regional levels in 2021. Freedom to make life choices started high in Western Europe but did not grow, 

so the two parts of Europe had mostly converged by 2020. Freedom was initially highest in NA+ANZ but did 

not share in the general global growth. 

Perceived levels of corruption fell since 2010 in all regions except for Latin America (where it remained 

higher than anywhere else but Eastern Europe) and NA+ANZ (where it remained unchanged at the globally 

lowest levels). Both Western and Eastern Europe had favourable corruption trends, but at a far higher level in 

Eastern Europe. All three parts of Asia reported high but slightly falling corruption. Western Europe had the 

biggest drop in perceived corruption between 2012 and the most recent years. 

Three measures of prosocial behaviour—donations, volunteering and helping strangers—had differing levels 

and trends. Still, all showed increases in 2021 in every global region, often at remarkable rates not seen for 

any of the variables we have tracked before and during the pandemic. We shall discuss this more fully in the 

final section of this chapter. 

Regional averages of well-being inequality remained fairly stable until about 2012 and have risen thereafter. 

The biggest increases in inequality have been in Sub Saharan Africa and MENA. Southeast Asia started with 

the least inequality but has since passed through that in East Asia and converged to that in South Asia, which 

has also been on a sharply rising trend over the past decade. Well-being inequality in Eastern Europe was 

initially greater than in the CIS, but the two have since converged to a level significantly higher than in 

Western Europe and the NA+ANZ groups, where inequality has shown no increase over the 15 years. Well-

being inequality in East Asia has remained in the middle of the range, following the same increase as the 

global average. 

Fig. 2.5: Regional Trends of Happiness-Supporting Factors and Inequality 

 

How has well-being under COVID-19 varied among population subgroups in 2020 and 2021? 
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We turn now from long-run trends to changes during the last two years. There have been numerous studies of 

how the effects of COVID-19, whether in terms of illness and death or living conditions for the uninfected, 

have differed among population sub-groups.[25] The fact that the virus is more easily transmitted in close 

living and working arrangements partly explains the higher incidence of disease among those in elder care, 

prisons, hospitals, housing for migrant and temporary workers, and other forms of group living. Similarly, 

risks are higher for those employed in essential services, especially for front-line health care workers and 

others who deal with many members of the public or work in crowded conditions. Age has been the main 

factor separating those with differing risks of serious or fatal consequences, although this association is 

complicated by the preponderance of fatalities in elder-care settings where lower immune responses of the 

elderly are compounded by comorbidities.[26] Those with lower incomes are also thought to be more at risk, 

being perhaps more likely to be in high-risk workplaces, with fewer opportunities to work from home and 

fewer resources to support the isolation required for those infected. 

The Gallup World Poll data are not sufficiently fine-grained to separate respondents by their living or 

working arrangements. Still, they provide several ways of testing for different patterns of consequences. In 

particular, we can separate respondents by age, gender, migrant status, income, unemployment, and general 

health status. Previous well-being research by ourselves and many others have shown subjective life 

evaluations to be lower for the unemployed, poor in health, and in the lowest income categories. In World 

Happiness Report 2015, we examined the distribution of life evaluations and emotions by age and gender, 

finding a widespread but not universal U-shape in age for life evaluations, with those under 30 and over 60 

happier than those in between. Female life evaluations, and frequency of negative affect, were generally 

slightly higher than for males. For immigrants, we found in World Happiness Report 2018 that life 

evaluations of international migrants tend to move fairly quickly toward the levels of respondents born in the 

destination country. 

In this section, we shall first confirm these general findings using all individual-level data from the years 2017 

through 2021, testing if these effects have become larger or smaller during 2020 or 2021. We use the 2020 

and 2021 effects as proxies for the effects of COVID-19 and all related changes to economic and social 

circumstances, a simplification not easily avoided. 

Table 2.2 shows the results of individual-level estimation of a version of the model used in Table 2.1 to 

explain differences at the national level. At the individual level, all of the variables except the log of 

household income are either 0 or 1 according to whether each respondent was in that category or felt the 

emotion in question the previous day. We use the same column structure as in our usual Table 2.1 while 

adding more rows to introduce variables that help to explain differences among individuals but average out at 

the national level. The first three columns show separate equations for life evaluations, positive affect and 

negative affect. The fourth column is a repeat of the life evaluation equation with several positive and 

negative emotions as additional independent variables, reflecting their power to influence how people rate the 

lives they are leading. 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn25
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn26
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Table 2.2. Individual-level well-being equations, 2017-2021 

 
(1) 

Ladder (0-10) 

(2) 

Positive affect (0-1) 

(3) 

Negative affect (0-1) 

(4) 

Ladder (0-10) 

Log HH income 0.125*** 0.009*** -0.009*** 0.109*** 

(0.007) (0.001) (0.001) (0.007) 

Health problem -0.546*** -0.064*** 0.133*** -0.370*** 

(0.029) (0.003) (0.003) (0.025) 

Count on friends 0.873*** 0.102*** -0.097*** 0.701*** 

(0.025) (0.003) (0.003) (0.022) 

Freedom 0.542*** 0.093*** -0.092*** 0.377*** 

(0.022) (0.003) (0.004) (0.018) 

Donation 0.263*** 0.065*** 0.011*** 0.218*** 

(0.017) (0.003) (0.002) (0.016) 
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Table 2.2. Individual-level well-being equations, 2017-2021 

 
(1) 

Ladder (0-10) 

(2) 

Positive affect (0-1) 

(3) 

Negative affect (0-1) 

(4) 

Ladder (0-10) 

Perceptions of corruption -0.232*** 0.003 0.042*** -0.190*** 

(0.021) (0.003) (0.003) (0.020) 

Age < 30 0.291*** 0.046*** -0.019*** 0.231*** 

(0.023) (0.004) (0.003) (0.021) 

Age 60+ 0.073** -0.040*** -0.040*** 0.050 

(0.036) (0.004) (0.003) (0.031) 

Female 0.212*** 0.003 0.033*** 0.236*** 

(0.022) (0.002) (0.002) (0.020) 

Married/common-law -0.018 -0.015*** 0.012*** 0.005 

(0.024) (0.003) (0.002) (0.022) 
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Table 2.2. Individual-level well-being equations, 2017-2021 

 
(1) 

Ladder (0-10) 

(2) 

Positive affect (0-1) 

(3) 

Negative affect (0-1) 

(4) 

Ladder (0-10) 

Sep div wid -0.260*** -0.047*** 0.048*** -0.185*** 

(0.028) (0.003) (0.003) (0.027) 

College 0.404*** 0.040*** -0.010*** 0.373*** 

(0.021) (0.003) (0.002) (0.020) 

Unemployed -0.478*** -0.048*** 0.086*** -0.357*** 

(0.026) (0.003) (0.004) (0.023) 

Foreign-born -0.090** -0.014*** 0.027*** -0.062* 

(0.037) (0.004) (0.004) (0.034) 

Institutional trust 0.285*** 0.050*** -0.038*** 0.210*** 

(0.019) (0.003) (0.003) (0.017) 
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Table 2.2. Individual-level well-being equations, 2017-2021 

 
(1) 

Ladder (0-10) 

(2) 

Positive affect (0-1) 

(3) 

Negative affect (0-1) 

(4) 

Ladder (0-10) 

Covid1 -0.023 -0.000 0.025*** 0.003 

(0.039) (0.004) (0.004) (0.037) 

Covid2 -0.020 -0.001 -0.000 -0.020 

(0.036) (0.003) (0.004) (0.033) 

Smile/laugh 
 

0.201*** 

(0.016) 

Enjoyment 
 

0.342*** 

(0.016) 

Learn/do something interesting 
 

0.211*** 

(0.012) 
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Table 2.2. Individual-level well-being equations, 2017-2021 

 
(1) 

Ladder (0-10) 

(2) 

Positive affect (0-1) 

(3) 

Negative affect (0-1) 

(4) 

Ladder (0-10) 

Worry 
 

-0.289*** 

(0.016) 

Sadness 
 

-0.293*** 

(0.021) 

Anger 
 

-0.102*** 

(0.018) 

Stress 
 

-0.191*** 

(0.016) 

Constant 3.411*** 0.404*** 0.446*** 3.563*** 

(0.084) (0.009) (0.009) (0.074) 
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Table 2.2. Individual-level well-being equations, 2017-2021 

 
(1) 

Ladder (0-10) 

(2) 

Positive affect (0-1) 

(3) 

Negative affect (0-1) 

(4) 

Ladder (0-10) 

Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Adj. R2 0.230 0.153 0.138 0.257 

Number of countries 110 110 110 110 

Number of obs. 488,697 479,791 486,765 471,029 

Notes: The equations include all complete observations 2017-2021 for countries with surveys in both 2020 

and 2021, including country-years with particular missing questions with appropriate controls. The variable 

covid1 is a dummy variable taking the value 1.0 in 2020, with covid2 equivalently defined for 2021. Standard 

errors clustered at the country level are reported in parentheses. * p<.1, ** p<.05, *** p<.01. Institutional 

trust: The first principal component of the following five measures: confidence in the national government, 

confidence in the judicial system and courts, confidence in the honesty of elections, confidence in the local 

police force, and perceived corruption in business. This principal component is then used to create a binary 

measure of high institutional trust using the 75th percentile in the global distribution as the cutoff point. This 

measure is not available for all countries since not all surveys in all countries ask all of the questions that are 

used to derive the principal component. When an entire country is missing this institutional-trust measure, we 

use a missing-value indicator to maintain overall sample size. 

By adding a specific measure of institutional trust to our usual six variables explaining well-being, the effect 

of institutions is now split between the new variable and the usual perceptions of corruption in business and 

government. We leave both in the equation to show that the index for confidence in government represents 

more than just an absence of corruption. Indeed, we shall show later that it is the most important institutional 

variable explaining how nations have succeeded or failed in their attempts to control COVID-19. 

The equations are estimated using about 1,000 respondents in each country in each year from 2017 through 

2021. The results show the continued importance of all the six variables we regularly use to explain 

differences among nations, as well as a number of additional individual-level variables. These additional 
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variables include age, gender, marital status, education, unemployment and whether the respondent was born 

in another country. Income is represented by the logarithm of household income and health status by whether 

the respondent reports having health problems. The effects of COVID-19 are estimated by adding variables 

(called Covid1 and Covid2) equal to 1.0 for 2020 and 2021 survey respondents, respectively. 

The equations in Table 2.2 show that subjective well-being continues to be strikingly resilient in the face of 

COVID-19. As shown by the very small estimated coefficients on both Covid1 and Covid2, there have been 

no significant changes in average life evaluations in either of the two COVID-19 years compared to the 2017-

2019 baseline. 

How do we square this substantial resiliency at the population level with evidence everywhere of lives and 

livelihoods torn asunder? First, it is important to note that some population subgroups hardest hit by the 

pandemic are not included in most surveys. For example, surveys usually exclude those living in elder care, 

hospitals, prisons, and most living on the streets and in refugee camps. These populations were already worse 

off and have been most affected by COVID-19. 

Second, the shift from face-to-face interviews to cell phone surveys for many countries in 2020 may have 

altered the characteristics of the surveyed population in ways that are hard to adjust for by usual weighting 

methods. For example, the average incomes of 2020 respondents in China were much larger than those of 

2019 respondents, explicable in part because cell-phone sampling procedures would cover people living 

inside high income gated communities otherwise inaccessible by face-to-face methods. In 2021, face-to-face 

interviews were restored in many countries, suggesting that the resilience shown in both years is not due to 

changes in survey methods. 

Third, is it possible that the relative stability of subjective well-being in the face of the pandemic does not 

reflect resilience in the face of hardships but instead suggests that life evaluations are inadequate measures of 

well-being? If the chosen measures do not move a lot under COVID-19, perhaps they will not change 

whatever happens. In response to this quite natural scepticism, it is important to remind ourselves that 

subjective life evaluations do change, and by very large amounts, when many key life circumstances change. 

For example, unemployment, perceived discrimination, and several types of ill-health have large and 

sustained influences on measured life evaluations.[27] Perhaps even more convincing is evidence that the 

happiness of immigrants tends to move quickly towards the levels and distributions of life evaluations of 

those born in their new countries of residence and even those already living in the sub-national regions to 

which the migrants move.[28] 

Fourth, there is also the emerging evidence of increasing levels of prosocial activity during COVID-19, 

emerging initially in 2020 with increased help to strangers, but now including donations and volunteering, 

with large increases in all activities in 2021. This evidence will be discussed later in our forward-looking 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn27
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn28
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section but is worth mentioning here as evidence of changes in feelings and behaviour likely to be providing 

support for life evaluations during the COVID-19 years. 

The equations in Table 2.2 produce the same general patterns of results as Table 2.1. Income, health, having 

someone to count on, having a sense of freedom to make key life decisions, generosity, and the absence of 

corruption all play strong roles in supporting life evaluations. Confidence in public institutions also plays an 

important role. 

These large samples of individual responses can also be used to show how average life evaluations, and the 

factors that support them, have varied among different sub-groups of the population. What do the results 

show? We start by reporting (in Table 2.3) how the 2020 and 2021 levels of key variables differ from those in 

the base period 2017-2019 and then see (in Table 2.4) whether the well-being effects of these conditions have 

become greater or less under COVID-19. 

Table 2.3. Changes in key variables from 2017-2019 to 2020 and 2021 

 
(1) 

2017-19 mean 

(2) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2020 

(3) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2021 

Ladder 5.745 -0.015 -0.040 

(0.095) (0.043) (0.042) 

Positive affect 0.661 0.006 -0.001 

(0.010) (0.004) (0.004) 

Laughter 0.740 -0.003 -0.009* 
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Table 2.3. Changes in key variables from 2017-2019 to 2020 and 2021 

 
(1) 

2017-19 mean 

(2) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2020 

(3) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2021 

(0.010) (0.005) (0.005) 

Enjoyment 0.703 -0.001 -0.006 

(0.011) (0.006) (0.006) 

Interest 0.532 0.023*** 0.013*** 

(0.012) (0.006) (0.005) 

Negative affect 0.278 0.023*** 0.004 

(0.008) (0.005) (0.004) 

Worry 0.392 0.033*** 0.006 

(0.010) (0.006) (0.005) 

Sadness 0.242 0.031*** 0.012** 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 614  december  2022 

 

58 

Table 2.3. Changes in key variables from 2017-2019 to 2020 and 2021 

 
(1) 

2017-19 mean 

(2) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2020 

(3) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2021 

(0.008) (0.006) (0.005) 

Anger 0.202 0.007 -0.005 

(0.008) (0.005) (0.005) 

Stress 0.366 0.025*** 0.009 

(0.011) (0.006) (0.006) 

Ln of HH income 9.236 -0.114** -0.232*** 

(0.095) (0.047) (0.050) 

Unemployed 0.065 0.019*** 0.005** 

(0.003) (0.002) (0.002) 

Health problem 0.250 -0.030*** -0.008** 
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Table 2.3. Changes in key variables from 2017-2019 to 2020 and 2021 

 
(1) 

2017-19 mean 

(2) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2020 

(3) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2021 

(0.007) (0.005) (0.004) 

Social support 0.833 -0.010* -0.018*** 

(0.010) (0.005) (0.005) 

Prosociality 0.324 0.027*** 0.078*** 

(0.009) (0.007) (0.007) 

Donation 0.299 0.011 0.059*** 

(0.016) (0.008) (0.009) 

Volunteering 0.189 0.001 0.040*** 

(0.010) (0.006) (0.005) 

Helped stranger 0.484 0.068*** 0.135*** 
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Table 2.3. Changes in key variables from 2017-2019 to 2020 and 2021 

 
(1) 

2017-19 mean 

(2) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2020 

(3) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2021 

(0.011) (0.010) (0.010) 

Freedom to make life choices 0.801 0.007 -0.011* 

(0.010) (0.006) (0.006) 

Perceptions of corruption 0.737 -0.012** -0.008 

(0.018) (0.006) (0.005) 

Institutional trust 0.267 0.007 0.003 

(0.016) (0.008) (0.007) 

Confidence in national government 0.468 0.024** 0.008 

(0.018) (0.011) (0.012) 

Age<30 0.322 0.004 -0.007** 
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Table 2.3. Changes in key variables from 2017-2019 to 2020 and 2021 

 
(1) 

2017-19 mean 

(2) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2020 

(3) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2021 

(0.010) (0.003) (0.003) 

Age 60+ 0.188 -0.018*** 0.001 

(0.009) (0.003) (0.003) 

Female 0.513 -0.008*** -0.002 

(0.003) (0.002) (0.001) 

Married/Common-law 0.564 -0.025*** -0.025*** 

(0.009) (0.005) (0.005) 

Sep., div., wid. 0.114 0.000 0.010*** 

(0.005) (0.002) (0.002) 

College 0.147 0.024*** 0.011*** 
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Table 2.3. Changes in key variables from 2017-2019 to 2020 and 2021 

 
(1) 

2017-19 mean 

(2) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2020 

(3) 

Change from 2017-19 to 2021 

(0.010) (0.005) (0.004) 

Foreign-born 0.056 0.011*** 0.013*** 

(0.008) (0.002) (0.003) 

Notes: Prosociality is the average of the binary measures for making a donation, volunteering, and helping a 

stranger. Columns 1 to 3 report the mean values for each variable in 2017-2019, and then the differences 

between those base values and those observed in 2020 and 2021 respectively, from the set of all complete 

observations in countries with both 2020 and 2021 surveys. The 2020 values differ from those reported in 

WHR 2021 because we now have completed 2020 surveys for additional countries, most of which also have 

data for 2021. Columns 2 and 3 also report the significance level of the changes in means:  * p < .1, ** p < 

.05, *** p < .01. Standard errors clustered at the country level are reported in parentheses. Column 4 indicates 

the number of countries with valid observations of each variable. 

For the world sample, as shown in Table 2.3, and most countries, there have been significant changes from 

2017-2019 to 2020 and 2021 in some of the key components and sources of happiness. 

Average household incomes were significantly lower in both years, by almost twice as much in 2021 as in 

2020. Unemployment rates were significantly higher in 2020 and reverted mostly to baseline in 2021. About 

25% of respondents reported having a health problem in 2017-2019. This fell to 22% in 2020 before reverting 

mostly to baseline in 2021.[29] In times of trouble, the number of respondents who felt they had someone to 

count on dropped more in 2021 than in 2020, from 83.3% in the baseline to 81.5% in 2021. 

On average, there were no significant changes in the sense of freedom, perceived corruption and institutional 

trust during 2020 and 2021. Confidence in government rose in 2020 and then returned to baseline in 2021. 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn29
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By far, the largest changes were in three types of benevolent actions, especially in 2021. As shown later in 

Figure 2.6, in 2020, there was a substantial increase in help given to strangers but no substantial change in 

donations and volunteering. In 2021, all three types of activity were much higher than in 2017-2019, having 

an increase averaging about 25% of baseline activity. We shall return to this in the next section of the chapter. 

What about emotions in 2020 and 2021? Worry and sadness were both significantly higher than baseline in 

2020, with about 3% more of the population feeling each of these emotions.[30] This is equal to about 10% of 

people feeling these emotions pre-pandemic. The increases in 2021 were about half their 2020 size, remaining 

statistically significant only for sadness. Anger remained stable and infrequent at its 20% baseline level in 

both years. Negative affect as a whole was about 8% above its pre-pandemic value in 2020, falling almost 

completely back to baseline in 2021 (as shown below in Figure 2.6). Similarly, perceived stress was higher by 

8% of its pre-pandemic frequency in 2020 but has also fallen back to baseline in 2021. 

In the base period 2017-2019, worry, sadness, and stress were about 10% more prevalent among females than 

males, while anger was 10% less frequent among females. The same patterns continued during 2020 and 

2021, with males and females having similar proportionate increases in worry, sadness and stress, with the 

female increases being slightly higher than those for males. For example, worry grew in frequency, relative to 

its base value, by 5.7% for females and 4.7% for males.[31] Anger was unchanged for both males and females. 

Positive emotions as a whole remained more than twice as frequent as negative ones. 

Positive emotions as a whole remained more than twice as frequent as negative ones, and their average 

frequency did not change during 2020 and 2021. Positive affect in the baseline was 13% more frequent for the 

young than the old (72% frequency for the young vs 59% for the old), with that initial gap reducing to about 

8.5% in 2020 and 2021, with gains for the old being offset by losses for the young. These patterns were 

similar for both laughter and enjoyment while doing something of interest did not change for the young but 

increased for the other two groups. The gains were twice as large for the old as for those in middle age, 

reducing an initial gap of 9% to 7%, about equally in both years. These patterns for positive emotions and 

their changes were very similar for females and males. 

For negative emotions, there are some interactions of gender and age. Among those over 60, there were 

reductions rather than increases in negative emotions, to the same extent for females and males. In the 

youngest age group, baseline values were lower for worry, sadness and stress and were quite similar for 

females and males. Anger was the exception, taking its highest average value (.22) for young males. In the 

young age group, negative affect was increased more than for other age groups, and equally so for females 

and males. 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn30
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn31
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Table 2.4 repeats the basic equation for life evaluations in Table 2.2 but now fits separate equations for 2017-

2019 and 2020-2021. This permits us to see to what extent the happiness impacts of COVID-19 have varied 

among population sub-groups. 

Table 2.4 How have life evaluations changed during COVID-19 for different people? 

 
Dependent Variable: Cantril Ladder 

(1) 

2017-19 

(2) 

2020-21 

(3) 

Change in absolute value of coefficient, 2020-21 compared to 2017-19 

Log HH income 0.132*** 0.106*** -0.026*** 

(0.0087) (0.008) 

Health problem -0.499*** -0.557*** 0.058** 

(0.0299) (0.030) 

Social support 0.821*** 0.882*** 0.061* 

(0.0273) (0.032) 

Freedom to make life choices 0.552*** 0.515*** -0.037 

(0.0216) (0.027) 
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Table 2.4 How have life evaluations changed during COVID-19 for different people? 

 
Dependent Variable: Cantril Ladder 

(1) 

2017-19 

(2) 

2020-21 

(3) 

Change in absolute value of coefficient, 2020-21 compared to 2017-19 

Donation 0.245*** 0.271*** 0.026 

(0.0167) (0.021) 

Perceptions of corruption -0.230*** -0.235*** 0.005 

(0.0213) (0.029) 

Age < 30 0.289*** 0.288*** 0.000 

(0.0246) (0.028) 

Age 60+ 0.013 0.145*** 0.132*** 

(0.0375) (0.036) 

Female 0.200*** 0.214*** 0.014 
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Table 2.4 How have life evaluations changed during COVID-19 for different people? 

 
Dependent Variable: Cantril Ladder 

(1) 

2017-19 

(2) 

2020-21 

(3) 

Change in absolute value of coefficient, 2020-21 compared to 2017-19 

(0.0222) (0.023) 

Married/common-law -0.033 0.001 -0.034 

(0.0229) (0.029) 

Sep., div., wid. -0.264*** -0.277 0.013 

(0.0290) (0.036) 

College 0.405*** 0.410*** 0.004 

(0.0207) (0.027) 

Unemployed -0.427*** -0.508*** 0.082** 

(0.0277) (0.034) 
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Table 2.4 How have life evaluations changed during COVID-19 for different people? 

 
Dependent Variable: Cantril Ladder 

(1) 

2017-19 

(2) 

2020-21 

(3) 

Change in absolute value of coefficient, 2020-21 compared to 2017-19 

Foreign-born -0.056 -0.068 0.011 

(0.0410) (0.044) 

Institutional trust 0.279*** 0.277*** -0.002 

(0.0201) (0.024) 

Country FEs Yes Yes 
 

Adj. R2 0.242 0.239 

No. of countries 125 122 

No. of obs. 337,757 200,948 

Note: Regressions in columns 1 and 2 include a constant, country fixed effects, and controls for country-years 

with missing questions. Column 3 reports changes in the absolute value of the coefficients from 2017-2019 to 

2020-2021. See appendix note on calculation of standard errors in column 3. Standard errors are clustered by 

country. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. 
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For those variables that do not change under COVID-19, such as age, the difference between columns 1 and 2 

shows the total effects of COVID-19 on people in that category. Column 3 of Table 2.4 shows the size and 

significance of these changes. For other variables, such as unemployment, the total effects of COVID-19 

depend on how much unemployment has changed and whether the happiness effect of being unemployed is 

larger or smaller in 2020-2021. 

These results suggest that COVID-19 has reduced the effect of income on life satisfaction, increased the 

benefits of having someone to count on in times of trouble, and increased the negative effects of having a 

health problem or being unemployed. The biggest change is the increase, averaging 0.132 points, in the life 

satisfaction of those 60 years and older relative to the younger age groups. The female life evaluation 

advantage has not changed significantly, rising from .20 to .21 points from 2017-2019 to 2020-2021. 

To find the total effect of variables that have changed under COVID-19, we need to take into account both of 

how much the variable has changed, as shown in Table 2.3, and any change that has taken place in its impact, 

as shown in Table 2.4. For unemployment, there has been a significant increase in the number of unemployed 

plus a greater average happiness loss from being unemployed. Comparing 2017-2019 with 2020, the worst 

year for unemployment, the total effect of unemployment on national average happiness is estimated to have 

risen from .028 points to .043 points.[32] 

As for institutional trust, Table 2.4 shows that it remains a highly important determinant of life evaluations. 

We shall now explore how it also enables societies to deal effectively with crises, especially in limiting deaths 

from COVID-19. 

Photo by CDC on Unsplash 

Trust and benevolence during and after COVID-19 

Many studies of the effects of COVID-19 have emphasised the importance of public trust as support for 

successful pandemic responses.[33] We have studied similar linkages in earlier reports dealing with other 

national and personal crises. In World Happiness Report 2020, we found that individuals with high social and 

institutional trust levels were happier than those living in less trusting and trustworthy environments.[34] The 

benefits of high trust were especially great for those in conditions of adversity, including ill-health, 

unemployment, low income, discrimination and unsafe streets.[35] In World Happiness Report 2013, we found 

that the happiness consequences of the financial crisis of 2007-2008 were smaller in those countries with 

greater levels of mutual trust. These findings are consistent with a broad range of studies showing that 

communities with high levels of trust are generally much more resilient in the face of a wide range of crises, 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn32
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn33
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn34
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn35
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including tsunamis,[36] earthquakes,[37] accidents, storms, and floods. Trust and cooperative social norms 

facilitate rapid and cooperative responses, which themselves improve the happiness of citizens and 

demonstrate to people the extent to which others are prepared to do benevolent acts for them and the 

community in general. Since this sometimes comes as a surprise, there is a happiness bonus when people get a 

chance to see the goodness of others in action and to be of service themselves. Seeing trust in action has been 

found to lead to post-disaster increases in trust,[38] especially where government responses are considered to 

be sufficiently timely and effective.[39] 

World Happiness Report 2021 presented new evidence using the return of lost wallets as a powerful measure 

of trust and benevolence. We compared the life satisfaction effects of the likelihood of a Gallup World Poll 

respondent’s lost wallet being returned with the comparably measured likelihood of negative events, such as 

illness or violent crime. The results were striking, with the expected likely return of a lost wallet being 

associated with a life evaluation more than one point higher on the 0 to 10 scale, far higher than the 

association with any of the negative events assessed by the same respondents.[40] 

COVID-19, as the biggest health crisis in more than a century, with unmatched global reach and duration, has 

provided a correspondingly important test of the power of trust and prosocial behaviour to provide resilience 

and save lives and livelihoods. Now that we have two years of evidence, we can assess the importance of 

benevolence and trust and see how they have fared during the pandemic. Many have seen the pandemic as 

creating social and political divisions above and beyond those created by the need to maintain physical 

distance from loved ones for many months. Some of the evidence noted above shows that large crises can lead 

to improvements in trust, benevolence and well-being if it leads people to reach out to help others, especially 

if seeing that benevolence comes as a welcome surprise to their neighbours more used to reading of acts of ill-

will. Looking to the future, it is important to know whether trust and benevolence have been fostered or 

destroyed by two years of the pandemic. We have not found significant changes in our measures of 

institutional trust during the pandemic but did find, especially in 2021, very large increases in the reported 

frequency of benevolent acts. 

The increasing importance of trust in limiting deaths from COVID-19 

At the core of our interest in investigating international differences in death rates from COVID-19 is to see 

what links there may be between the variables that support high life evaluations and those that are related to 

success in keeping death rates low. We found in World Happiness Report 2021 that social and institutional 

trust are the only main determinants of subjective well-being that showed a strong carry-forward into success 

in fighting COVID-19. This section updates our analysis to include data from both 2020 and 2021 to see 

whether these results also appeared in 2021. 

We find continuing evidence that the quality of the social context, which we have previously found so 

important to explaining life evaluations within and across societies, has also affected progress in fighting 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn36
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn37
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn38
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn39
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn40
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COVID-19. Several studies within nations have found that regions with high social capital have been more 

successful in reducing rates of infection and deaths.[41] Others have argued that different elements of the social 

context might have opposite effects in the fight against COVID-19.[42] In particular, it has been suggested that 

the close personal relations within families and communities sparked and fed by frequent in-person meetings 

might provide a good transmission climate for the virus. On the other hand, those aspects of social capital 

relating to prosocial behaviour, trust in others, and especially trust in institutions might be expected to foster 

behaviours that would help a society follow physical distancing and other rules designed to stop the spread of 

the virus. Our 2020 finding that trust is an important determinant of international differences in COVID-19 

has since been confirmed independently for cumulative COVID-19 infection rates extending to September 30, 

2021,[43] and we show below that this finding also holds for the whole of 2021. 

We capture these vital trust linkages in two ways. We have a direct measure of trust in public institutions, 

described below. We do not have a measure of general trust in others for our large sample of countries, so we 

make use instead of a measure of the inequality of income distribution, which has often been found to be a 

robust predictor of the level of social trust.[44] 

Our attempts to explain international differences in COVID-19 death rates divide the explanatory variables 

into two sets, both of which refer to circumstances that are likely to have affected a country’s success in 

battling COVID-19. The first set of variables covers demographic, geographic and disease exposure 

circumstances at the beginning of the pandemic. The second set of variables covers several aspects of 

economic and social structure, also measured before the pandemic, that help to explain the differential success 

rates of national COVID-19 strategies. 

The first set comprises a variable combining the age distribution of each country’s population with the age-

specific mortality risks[45] for COVID-19, whether the country is an island, and an exposure index measuring 

how close a country was, in the very early stages of the pandemic (March 31, 2020), to infections in other 

countries. In World Happiness Report 2021, we used a pair of measures of the extent to which a country could 

remember and apply the epidemic control strategies learned during the SARS epidemic of 2003. These 

include membership in the World Health Organisation’s Western Pacific Region (WHOWPR) and distance 

from countries with the most direct experience of the SARS epidemic. These two variables are highly 

correlated, so in our current modelling, we make use only of the WHOWPR variable. Countries in the WHO 

Western Pacific Region have been building on SARS experiences to develop fast and maintained virus 

suppression strategies.[46] Hence membership in that region is used as a proxy measure of the likelihood of a 

country adopting a virus elimination strategy.[47] The trust-related variables include a measure of institutional 

trust and the Gini coefficient measuring each country’s income inequality. An earlier version of this model 

was explained more fully and first applied in chapter 2 of World Happiness Report 2021, while further 

developments are reported elsewhere.[48] 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn41
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn42
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn43
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn44
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn45
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn46
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn47
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn48
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Table 2.5 COVID-19 deaths in 2020 and 2021 per 100,000 population 

 
(1) 

2020 

(2) 

2021 

Coef/SE Std beta Coef/SE 

Institutional trust (2017-19) -52.940*** -0.233 -163.685*** 

(11.490) 
 

(30.633) 

Country is an island -14.763*** -0.134 -29.343** 

(5.245) 
 

(12.340) 

WHOWPR member -20.234** -0.130 -54.787** 

(8.390) 
 

(23.884) 

Risk adjusted age profile -9.237*** -0.441 -23.909*** 

(1.384) 
 

(3.156) 

Exposure to infections in other countries (at Mar 31, 2020) 16.824*** 0.485 14.088* 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 614  december  2022 

 

72 

Table 2.5 COVID-19 deaths in 2020 and 2021 per 100,000 population 

 
(1) 

2020 

(2) 

2021 

Coef/SE Std beta Coef/SE 

(3.396) 
 

(7.550) 

Gini for income inequality (0-100) 1.271*** 0.270 2.045*** 

(0.255) 
 

(0.573) 

Constant 2.731 
 

97.402*** 

(14.564) 
 

(34.085) 

N 154 
 

154 

adj. R2 0.602 
 

0.490 

Note: Robust standard errors reported in parentheses. *p<.1, **p<.05, ***p<.01. 

The fact that experts and governments in countries distant from the earlier SARS epidemics did not get the 

message faster about the best COVID-19 response strategy provides eloquent testimony to the power of a 

“won’t happen here” mindset. This is illustrated by the death rate impacts of membership in the Western 

Pacific Region of the WHO, whose members had the most direct experience with the SARS epidemic and 

were hence more likely to have learned the relevant lessons.[49] There was very early evidence that COVID-19 

was highly infectious, spread by asymptomatic[50] and pre-symptomatic[51] carriers, and subject to aerosol 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn49
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn50
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transmission.[52] These characteristics require masks[53] and physical distancing to slow transmission, rapid 

and widespread testing[54] to identify and eliminate community[55] outbreaks, and effective testing and 

isolation for those needing to move from one community or country to another. Countries that quickly 

adopted all these pillar policies were able to drive community transmission to zero. By doing so, and then 

using widespread testing and targeted lockdowns when faced with fresh outbreaks, those countries were able 

to avoid the high levels of community exposure that led to subsequent waves that were in most countries even 

more deadly than the first. Countries that did not try to drive their community transmission to zero almost 

always found themselves with insufficient testing, tracking and tracing capacities to suppress subsequent 

waves of infection, requiring them eventually to have higher average levels of stringency than in countries 

that chose to eliminate community transmission.[56] They also made the infection risks worse for everyone by 

providing large community pools of infection that provided opportunities for mutations to develop and spread. 

The results for 2020 and 2021 are most appropriately compared by looking at the standardised beta 

coefficients, which adjust for the fact that average COVID-19 death rates across our 154-country sample were 

twice as high in 2021 as in 2020. Comparing the standardised coefficients, the two equations are very 

consistent. The only significant differences are for the early exposure variable, which shows, as expected, a 

weaker association during the second year, and the institutional trust variable, which is of even greater 

importance in 2021 than in 2020. If the associations between institutional trust and COVID-19 deaths in 2021 

could be regarded as causal, they suggest that an increase of 0.12 in institutional trust[57] would have reduced 

average deaths per 100,000 population by 6.4 in 2020 (21% of average deaths) and by 19.7 in 2021 

(representing 28% of average deaths). The death reduction is greater in 2021 mainly because average deaths 

were more than twice as great[58] in 2021, plus an even greater role for trust in explaining 2021 death rates. 

This does not reflect possible increases in trust triggered by the pandemic because the measure used reflects 

average confidence levels during 2017-2019. The results for income inequality, which we treat here as 

partially representing interpersonal trust,[59] suggest that to move from a country with a Gini coefficient of 

0.27 (like Denmark or Sweden) to 0.47 (like Mexico or the United States) is associated with COVID-19 death 

rates per 100,000 population that are higher by 25 in 2020 and 41 in 2021. Our results for both institutional 

trust and income inequality suggest important associations in both years, even larger in 2021 than in 2020. 

The Nordic countries merit special attention in the light of their generally high levels of personal and 

institutional trust. They have also had COVID-19 death rates only one-third as high as elsewhere in Western 

Europe during 2020 and 2021, 27 per 100,000 in the Nordic countries compared to 80 in the rest of Western 

Europe. There is an equally great divide when Sweden is compared with the other Nordic countries as death 

rates were five times higher in Sweden, with 2020-2021 COVID-19 death rates of 75 per 100,000 compared 

to 15 in the other Nordic countries. This difference shows the importance of a chosen pandemic strategy. 

Sweden, at the outset, chose[60] not to suppress community transmission, while the other Nordic countries 

aimed to contain it. As a result, Sweden had much higher death rates than the other Nordic countries, while in 

the end being forced to adopt stringency measures that were on average stricter[61] than in the other Nordic 

countries. High trust helps, but it requires an appropriate strategy to deliver better results. 

Growth of benevolence during 2020 and 2021 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn52
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn53
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn54
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn55
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn56
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn57
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn58
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn59
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A primary message from the 2020 data analysed in World Happiness Report 2021 was of significant increases 

in negative emotions accompanied by an even larger increase in the extent to which people helped strangers, 

with the comparison in both cases being to the average values in 2017-2019. As shown in Figures 2.5 and 2.6, 

a striking feature of our new evidence is that the size of the increase since 2017-2019 in the helping of 

strangers has doubled from 2020 to 2021 and is now accompanied by significant increases in donations and 

volunteering. While benevolence has increased in 2021 relative to both 2017-2019 and 2020, negative affect 

in 2021 has fallen back towards the 2017-2019 baseline. Hence, relative to 2020, the second year of COVID-

19 has seen global growth of prosocial activities of all three types combined, while negative affect is now 

only slightly above baseline. 

Giving help to strangers in 2021 was above baseline in all global regions and by more than 10% of the 

population in six of the ten. Moreover, everywhere, it was also above its 2020 value. The prosociality average 

is also higher in 2021 in every region than in the 2017-2019 baseline, also showing in all regions an increase 

from 2020 to 2021. 

The variable ‘prosocial’ is an average of the measures for donations, volunteering and helping strangers. In 

2021 this combined measure of benevolence was above its pre-pandemic level by 8% as a share of the total 

population of responders, 25% of the pre-pandemic frequency of these prosocial acts. 

Figure 2.6: Percentage of population performing benevolent acts in 2020 and 2021 compared to 2017-2019 

 

Among the regions, some interesting patterns appear. Before the pandemic, prosociality was significantly 

higher in Western than in Eastern Europe, averaging 38% in Western Europe and 24% in Eastern Europe. In 

2021, prosociality was up by 2% in Western Europe and 16% in Eastern Europe, erasing the pre-pandemic 

gap. At the global level, a somewhat similar comparison can be made. In 2017-2019 the percentage of the 

population involved in the selected prosocial acts was 40% in the western industrial countries[62] and 30% in 

the rest of the world. This gap was substantially closed in 2020 and especially in 2021. Prosociality in 2021 

was greater than baseline in both groups of countries, by 2.5% of the population in the western industrial 

countries and by 9.5% in all other regions, thus removing two-thirds of the 2017-2019 gap. 

Looking at these regional differences over the long term, as shown earlier in Figure 2.5, shows that the 

universally significant increases in 2021 were a stable continuation of an established upward trend in MENA 

and South Asia, an accelerated upward trend in Latin America, Southeast Asia, Eastern Europe and the CIS, 

and a reversal of previous downward trends in Western Europe and NA+ANZ. 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn62
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It is too early to tell whether the increased benevolence in 2021 will carry forward as a welcome addition to 

global well-being. In research at the individual level, benevolence has been found to contribute to a positive 

feedback loop with happiness, with the benevolent more likely to be happy and the happy more likely to act 

benevolently.[63] But there are counter forces at work, with pandemic fatigue possibly fuelling a loss of public 

trust and perhaps private benevolence. The reported averages for the fraction of the population expressing 

trust in government is globally the same in 2020 and 2021 as before the pandemic began. However, many 

countries have evident signs of discontent and political polarisation as the pandemic enters its third year. 

Life evaluations continue to be strikingly resilient in the face of COVID-19, supported by a 2021 pandemic of 

benevolence. 

Summary 

Overall levels of life evaluations have been fairly stable during two years of COVID-19, matched by modest 

changes in the global rankings. Finland remains in the top position for the fifth year running, followed by 

Denmark in 2^nd^ and all five Nordic countries among the top eight countries, joined by Switzerland, the 

Netherlands and Luxembourg. France reached its highest ranking to date, at 20^th^, while Canada slipped to 

its lowest ranking ever, at 15^th^, just behind Germany at 14th and followed closely by the United States and 

the United Kingdom at 16^th^ and 17^th^. 

Trends over the past 15 years show slight growth in life evaluations for the typical country until 2011 and 

reductions since. The largest trend increases were in Central and Eastern Europe, East Asia and the CIS. 

Consistent with trend convergence in happiness between Eastern and Western Europe, the three countries 

with the greatest growth in average life evaluations over the past 10 years were Serbia, Bulgaria and Romania, 

with gains averaging 1.4 points on the 0 to 10 scale, or more than 20% of their levels in the 2008-2012 period. 

Among the six variables used to explain these levels, there has been general growth in real GDP per capita 

and healthy life expectancy, generally declining perceptions of corruption and freedom, declining generosity 

(until 2020), and fairly constant overall levels of social support. 

Well-being inequality has generally grown since 2011, especially in Sub Saharan Africa, MENA, Latin 

America, and South and Southeast Asia. 

Positive emotions have generally been twice as prevalent as negative ones. That gap has been narrowing over 

the past ten years, with enjoyment and laughter on a negative trend in most regions and worry and sadness on 

rising trends (with the general exception of Central and Eastern Europe). Over the past decade, the trend 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#fn63
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growth in worry and sadness has been greatest in South Asia, Latin America, MENA, and Sub-Saharan 

Africa. 

Anger has remained low and stable in the global average, with large increases in South Asia and Sub-Saharan 

Africa offset by trend declines elsewhere. 

Photo by Jordan Rowland on Unsplash 

There have been trend increases in national-average stress levels in all ten global regions. 

Individual-level data for emotions and life evaluations reveal that COVID-19 has worsened the well-being 

costs of unemployment and ill health. The pandemic has also exposed, but not increased, pre-existing 

differences between males and females and between those with low and high incomes. 

Fuelled by worry and sadness, but not by anger, negative affect as a whole was about 8% above its pre-

pandemic value in 2020, falling to 3% above baseline in 2021. 

Over the five most recent years, positive emotions as a whole remained more than twice as frequent as 

negative ones and greater for the young than the old. Their average frequency did not change during 2020 and 

2021, with losses among the young offset by increases for the old, partially closing the initial gap favouring 

the young age group. 

Trust and benevolence have, if anything, become more important. Higher institutional trust continues to be 

linked to lower death rates from COVID-19 to a greater extent in 2021 than in 2020. 

Although our three measures of prosocial behaviour – donations, volunteering and helping strangers – had 

differing levels and trends, all showed increases in 2021 in every global region, often at remarkable rates not 

seen for any of the variables we have tracked before and during the pandemic. 

Global benevolence, as measured by the average of the three measures of prosocial behaviour, has increased 

remarkably in 2021, up by almost 25% of its pre-pandemic level, led by the helping of strangers, but with 

strong growth also in donations and volunteering. The COVID-19 pandemic starting in 2020 has led to a 2021 
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pandemic of benevolence with equally global spread. All must hope that the pandemic of benevolence will 

live far beyond COVID-19. If sustainable, this outpouring of kindness provides grounds for hope and 

optimism in a world needing more of both. 
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After the Winter 

by Kate Chopin 

 

I 

Trézinie, the blacksmith's daughter, stepped out upon the gallery just as M'sieur Michel passed by. He did not 

notice the girl but walked straight on down the village street. 

His seven hounds skulked, as usual, about him. At his side hung his powder-horn, and on his shoulder a 

gunny-bag slackly filled with game that he carried to the store. A broad felt hat shaded his bearded face and in 

his hand he carelessly swung his old-fashioned rifle. It was doubtless the same with which he had slain so 

many people, Trézinie shudderingly reflected. For Cami, the cobbler's son - who must have known - had often 

related to her how this man had killed two Choctaws, as many Texans, a free mulatto and numberless blacks, 

in that vague locality known as "the hills." 

Older people who knew better took little trouble to correct this ghastly record that a younger generation had 

scored against him. They themselves had come to half-believe that M'sieur Michel might be capable of 

anything, living as he had, for so many years, apart from humanity, alone with his hounds in a kennel of a 

cabin on the hill. The time seemed to most of them fainter than a memory when, a lusty young fellow of 

twenty-five, he had cultivated his strip of land across the lane from Les Chêniers; when home and toil and 

wife and child were so many benedictions that he humbly thanked heaven for having given him. 

But in the early '60's he went with his friend Duplan and the rest of the "Louisiana Tigers." He came back 

with some of them. He came to find - well, death may lurk in a peaceful valley lying in wait to ensnare the 

toddling feet of little ones. Then, there are women - there are wives with thoughts that roam and grow wanton 

with roaming; women whose pulses are stirred by strange voices and eyes that woo; women who forget the 

claims of yesterday, the hopes of to-morrow, in the impetuous clutch of to-day. 

But that was no reason, some people thought, why he should have cursed men who found their blessings 

where they had left them - cursed God, who had abandoned him. 

Persons who met him upon the road had long ago stopped greeting him. What was the use? He never 

answered them; he spoke to no one; he never so much as looked into men's faces. When he bartered his game 

and fish at the village store for powder and shot and such scant food as he needed, he did so with few words 

and less courtesy. Yet feeble as it was, this was the only link that held him to his fellow- beings. 

Strange to say, the sight of M'sieur Michel, though more forbidding than ever that delightful spring afternoon, 

was so suggestive to Trézinie as to be almost an inspiration. 

It was Easter eve and the early part of April. The whole earth seemed teeming with new, green, vigorous life 

everywhere - except the arid spot that immediately surrounded Trézinie. It was no use; she had tried. Nothing 
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would grow among those cinders that filled the yard; in that atmosphere of smoke and flame that was 

constantly belching from the forge where her father worked at his trade. There were wagon wheels, bolts and 

bars of iron, plowshares and all manner of unpleasant-looking things littering the bleak, black yard; nothing 

green anywhere except a few weeds that would force themselves into fence corners. And Trézinie knew that 

flowers belong to Easter time, just as dyed eggs do. She had plenty of eggs; no one had more or prettier ones; 

she was not going to grumble about that. But she did feel distressed because she had not a flower to help deck 

the altar on Easter morning. And every one else seemed to have them in such abundance! There was 'Dame 

Suzanne among her roses across the way. She must have clipped a hundred since noon. An hour ago Trézinie 

had seen the carriage from Les Chêniers pass by on its way to church with Mamzelle Euphrasie's pretty head 

looking like a picture enframed with the Easter lilies that filled the vehicle. 

For the twentieth time Trézinie walked out upon the gallery. She saw M'sieur Michel and thought of the pine 

hill. When she thought of the hill she thought of the flowers that grew there - free as sunshine. The girl gave a 

joyous spring that changed to a farandole as her feet twinkled across the rough, loose boards of the gallery. 

"He, Cami!" she cried, clapping her hands together. 

Cami rose from the bench where he sat pegging away at the clumsy sole of a shoe, and came lazily to the 

fence that divided his abode from Trézinie's. 

"Well, w'at?" he inquired with heavy amiability. She leaned far over the railing to better communicate with 

him. 

"You'll go with me yonda on the hill to pick flowers fo' Easter, Cami? I'm goin' to take La Fringante along, 

too, to he'p with the baskets. W'at you say?" 

"No!" was the stolid reply. "I'm boun' to finish them shoe', if it is fo' a nigga." 

"Not now," she returned impatiently; "tomorrow mo'nin' at sun-up. An' I tell you, Cami, my flowers'll beat all! 

Look yonda at 'Dame Suzanne pickin' her roses a'ready. An' Mamzelle Euphraisie she's car'ied her lilies an' 

gone, her. You tell me all that's goin' be fresh to-moro'!" 

"Jus' like you say," agreed the boy, turning to resume his work. "But you want to mine out fo' the ole possum 

up in the wood. Let M'sieu Michel set eyes on you!" and he raised his arms as if aiming with a gun. "Pim, 

pam, poum! No mo' Trézinie, no mo' Cami, no mo' La Fringante - all stretch'!" 

The possible risk which Cami so vividly foreshadowed but added a zest to Trézinie's projected excursion. 

II 

It was hardly sun-up on the following morning when the three children - Trézinie, Cami and the little negress, 

La Fringante - were filling big, flat Indian baskets from the abundance of brilliant flowers that studded the 

hill. 
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In their eagerness they had ascended the slope and penetrated deep into the forest without thought of M'sieur 

Michel or of his abode. Suddenly, in the dense wood, they came upon his hut - low, forbidding, seeming to 

scowl rebuke upon them for their intrusion. 

La Fringante dropped her basket, and, with a cry, fled. Cami looked as if he wanted to do the same. But 

Trézinie, after the first tremor, saw that the ogre himself was away. The wooden shutter of the one window 

was closed. The door, so low that even a small man must have stooped to enter it, was secured with a chain. 

Absolute silence reigned, except for the whir of wings in the air, the fitful notes of a bird in the treetop. 

"Can't you see it's nobody there!" cried Trézinie impatiently. 

La Fringante, distracted between curiosity and terror, had crept cautiously back again. Then they all peeped 

through the wide chinks between the logs of which the cabin was built. 

M'sieur Michel had evidently begun the construction of his house by felling a huge tree, whose remaining 

stump stood in the centre of the hut, and served him as a table. This primitive table was worn smooth by 

twenty-five years of use. Upon it were such humble utensils as the man required. Everything within the hovel, 

the sleeping bunk, the one seat, were as rude as a savage would have fashioned them. 

The stolid Cami could have stayed for hours with his eyes fastened to the aperture, morbidly seeking some 

dead, mute sign of that awful pastime with which he believed M'sieur Michel was accustomed to beguile his 

solitude. But Trézinie was wholly possessed by the thought of her Easter offerings. She wanted flowers and 

flowers, fresh with the earth and crisp with dew. 

When the three youngsters scampered down the hill again there was not a purple verbena left about M'sieur 

Michel's hut; not a May apple blossom, not a stalk of crimson phlox - hardly a violet. 

He was something of a savage, feeling that the solitude belonged to him. Of late there had been forming 

within his soul a sentiment toward man, keener than indifference, bitter as hate. He was coming to dread even 

that brief intercourse with others into which his traffic forced him. 

So when M'sieur Michel returned to his hut, and with his quick, accustomed eye saw that his woods had been 

despoiled, rage seized him. It was not that he loved the flowers that were gone more than he loved the stars, or 

the wind that trailed across the hill, but they belonged to and were a part of that life which he had made for 

himself, and which he wanted to live alone and unmolested. 

Did not those flowers help him to keep his record of time that was passing? They had no right to vanish until 

the hot May days were upon him. How else should he know? Why had these people, with whom he had 

nothing in common, intruded upon his privacy and violated it? What would they not rob him of next? 

He knew well enough it was Easter; he had heard and seen signs yesterday in the store that told him so. And 

he guessed that his woods had been rifled to add to the mummery of the day. 
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M'sieur Michel sat himself moodily down beside his table - centuries old - and brooded. He did not even 

notice his hounds that were pleading to be fed. As he revolved in his mind the event of the morning - innocent 

as it was in itself - it grew in importance and assumed a significance not at first apparent. He could not remain 

passive under pressure of its disturbance. He rose to his feet, every impulse aggressive, urging him to activity. 

He would go down among those people all gathered together, blacks and whites, and face them for once and 

all. He did not know what he would say to them, but it would be defiance - something to voice the hate that 

oppressed him. 

The way down the hill, then across a piece of flat, swampy woodland and through the lane to the village was 

so familiar that it required no attention from him to follow it. His thoughts were left free to revel in the humor 

that had driven him from his kennel. 

As he walked down the village street he saw plainly that the place was deserted save for the appearance of an 

occasional negress, who seemed occupied with preparing the midday meal. But about the church scores of 

horses were fastened; and M'sieur Michel could see that the edifice was thronged to the very threshold. 

He did not once hesitate, but obeying the force that impelled him to face the people wherever they might be, 

he was soon standing with the crowd within the entrance of the church. His broad, robust shoulders had 

forced space for himself, and his leonine head stood higher than any there. 

"Take off yo' hat!" 

It was an indignant mulatto who addressed him. M'sieur Michel instinctively did as he was bidden. He saw 

confusedly that there was a mass of humanity close to him, whose contact and atmosphere affected him 

strangely. He saw his wild-flowers, too. He saw them plainly, in bunches and festoons, among the Easter lilies 

and roses and geraniums. He was going to speak out, now; he had the right to and he would, just as soon as 

that clamor overhead would cease. 

"Bonté divine! M'sieur Michel!" whispered 'Dame Suzanne tragically to her neighbor. Trézinie heard. Cami 

saw. They exchanged an electric glance, and tremblingly bowed their heads low. 

M'sieur Michel looked wrathfully down at the puny mulatto who had ordered him to remove his hat. Why had 

he obeyed? That initial act of compliance had somehow weakened his will, his resolution. But he would 

regain firmness just as soon as that clamor above gave him chance to speak. 

It was the organ filling the small edifice with volumes of sound. It was the voices of men and women 

mingling in the "Gloria in excelsis Deo!" 

The words bore no meaning for him apart from the old familiar strain which he had known as a child and 

chanted himself in that same organ-loft years ago. How it went on and on! Would it never cease! It was like a 

menace; like a voice reaching out from the dead past to taunt him. 
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"Gloria in excelsis Deo!" over and over! How the deep basso rolled it out! How the tenor and alto caught it up 

and passed it on to be lifted by the high, flute-like ring of the soprano, till all mingled again in the wild paean, 

"Gloria in excelsis!" 

How insistent was the refrain! and where, what, was that mysterious, hidden quality in it; the power which 

was overcoming M'sieur Michel, stirring within him a turmoil that bewildered him? 

There was no use in trying to speak, or in wanting to. His throat could not have uttered a sound. He wanted to 

escape, that was all. "Bonæ voluntatis," - he bent his head as if before a beating storm. "Gloria! Gloria! 

Gloria!" He must fly; he must save himself, regain his hill where sights and odors and sounds and saints or 

devils would cease to molest him. "In excelsis Deo!" He retreated, forcing his way backward to the door. He 

dragged his hat down over his eyes and staggered away down the road. But the refrain pursued him - "Pax! 

pax! pax!" - fretting him like a lash. He did not slacken his pace till the tones grew fainter than an echo, 

floating, dying away in an "in excelsis!" When he could hear it no longer he stopped and breathed a sigh of 

rest and relief. 

III 

All day long M'sieur Michel stayed about his hut engaged in some familiar employment that he hoped might 

efface the unaccountable impressions of the morning. But his restlessness was unbounded. A longing had 

sprung up within him as sharp as pain and not to be appeased. At once, on this bright, warm Easter morning 

the voices that till now had filled his solitude became meaningless. He stayed mute and uncomprehending 

before them. Their significance had vanished before the driving want for human sympathy and 

companionship that had reawakened in his soul. 

When night came on he walked through the woods down the slant of the hill again. 

"It mus' be all fill' up with weeds," muttered M'sieur Michel to himself as he went. "Ah, Bon Dieu! with trees, 

Michel, with trees - in twenty-five years, man." 

He had not taken the road to the village, but was pursuing a different one in which his feet had not walked for 

many days. It led him along the river bank for a distance. The narrow stream, stirred by the restless breeze, 

gleamed in the moonlight that was flooding the land. 

As he went on and on, the scent of the new- plowed earth that had been from the first keenly perceptible, 

began to intoxicate him. He wanted to kneel and bury his face in it. He wanted to dig into it; turn it over. He 

wanted to scatter the seed again as he had done long ago, and watch the new, green life spring up as if at his 

bidding. 

When he turned away from the river, and had walked a piece down the lane that divided Joe Duplan's 

plantation from that bit of land that had once been his, he wiped his eyes to drive away the mist that was 

making him see things as they surely could not be. 
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He had wanted to plant a hedge that time before he went away, but he had not done so. Yet there was the 

hedge before him, just as he had meant it to be, and filling the night with fragrance. A broad, low gate divided 

its length, and over this he leaned and looked before him in amazement. There were no weeds as he had 

fancied; no trees except the scattered live oaks that he remembered. 

Could that row of hardy fig trees, old, squat and gnarled, be the twigs that he himself had set one day into the 

ground? One raw December day when there was a fine, cold mist falling. The chill of it breathed again upon 

him; the memory was so real. The land did not look as if it ever had been plowed for a field. It was a smooth, 

green meadow, with cattle huddled upon the cool sward, or moving with slow, stately tread as they nibbled 

the tender shoots. 

There was the house unchanged, gleaming white in the moon, seeming to invite him beneath its calm shelter. 

He wondered who dwelt within it now. Whoever it was he would not have them find him, like a prowler, 

there at the gate. But he would come again and again like this at nighttime, to gaze and refresh his spirit. 

A hand had been laid upon M'sieur Michel's shoulder and some one called his name. Startled, he turned to see 

who accosted him. 

"Duplan!" 

The two men who had not exchanged speech for so many years stood facing each other for a long moment in 

silence. 

"I knew you would come back some day, Michel. It was a long time to wait, but you have come home at last." 

M'sieur Michel cowered instinctively and lifted his hands with expressive deprecatory gesture. "No, no; it's no 

place for me, Joe; no place!" 

"Isn't a man's home a place for him, Michel?" It seemed less a question than an assertion, charged with gentle 

authority. 

"Twenty-five years, Duplan; twenty-five years! It's no use; it's too late." 

"You see, I have used it," went on the planter, quietly, ignoring M'sieur Michel's protestations. "Those are my 

cattle grazing off there. The house has served me many a time to lodge guests or workmen, for whom I had no 

room at Les Chêniers. I have not exhausted the soil with any crops. I had not the right to do that. Yet am I in 

your debt, Michel, and ready to settle en bon ami." 

The planter had opened the gate and entered the inclosure, leading M'sieur Michel with him. Together they 

walked toward the house. 

Language did not come readily to either - one so unaccustomed to hold intercourse with men; both so stirred 

with memories that would have rendered any speech painful. When they had stayed long in a silence which 

was eloquent of tenderness, Joe Duplan spoke: 
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"You know how I tried to see you, Michel, to speak with you, and- you never would." 

M'sieur Michel answered with but a gesture that seemed a supplication. 

"Let the past all go, Michel. Begin your new life as if the twenty-five years that are gone had been a long 

night, from which you have only awakened. Come to me in the morning," he added with quick resolution, 

"for a horse and a plow." He had taken the key of the house from his pocket and placed it in M'sieur Michel's 

hand. 

"A horse?" M'sieur Michel repeated uncertainly; "a plow! Oh, it's too late, Duplan; too late." 

"It isn't too late. The land has rested all these years, man; it's fresh, I tell you; and rich as gold. Your crop will 

be the finest in the land." He held out his hand and M'sieur Michel pressed it without a word in reply, save a 

muttered "Mon ami." 

Then he stood there watching the planter disappear behind the high, clipped hedge. 

He held out his arms. He could not have told if it was toward the retreating figure, or in welcome to an infinite 

peace that seemed to descend upon him and envelop him. 

All the land was radiant except the hill far off that was in black shadow against the sky. 

 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin/short-story/after-the-winter  



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 614  december  2022 

 

91 

 

How Humans Came To Discover the Unseen World of Cells 

Siddhartha Mukherjee on the Early Science Behind the Modern Microscope 

VIA SCRIBNER 

By Siddhartha Mukherjee 

 

October 25, 2022 

“In the sum of the parts, there are only the parts. 

The world must be measured by eye.” 

–Wallace Stevens 

* 

“The world must be measured by eye.” 

Modern genetics was launched by the practice of agriculture: the Moravian monk Gregor Mendel 

discovered genes by cross-pollinating peas with a paintbrush in his monastery garden in Brno. The 

Russian geneticist Nikolai Vavilov was inspired by crop selection. Even the English naturalist Charles 

Darwin had noted the extreme changes in animal forms created by selective breeding. Cell biology, too, 

was instigated by an unassuming, practical technology. Highbrow science was born from lowbrow 

tinkering. 

In the case of cell biology, it was simply the art of seeing: the world measured, observed, and dissected 

by the eye. In the early seventeenth century, a Dutch father and son team of opticians, Hans and 

Zacharias Janssen, placed two magnifying lenses on the top and bottom of a tube and found that they 

https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/The-Song-of-the-Cell/Siddhartha-Mukherjee/9781982117351
https://lithub.com/author/siddharthamukherjee/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 614  december  2022 

 

92 

could magnify an unseen world. Microscopes with two lenses would be eventually termed “compound 

microscopes,” while those with single lenses were called “simple”; both relied on centuries of 

innovation in glassblowing that had made its way from the Arabic and Greek worlds to the workshops 

of Italian and Dutch glassmakers. 

In the second century BC, the writer Aristophanes described “burning globes”: spheres of glass sold as 

baubles in the market to concentrate and direct beams of light; if you looked carefully through a 

burning globe, you might see that same miniature universe magnified. Stretch that burning globe into 

an eye-sized lens, and you get the spectacle—invented supposedly by an Italian glassmaker, Amati, in 

the twelfth century. Mount it on a handle, and you have a magnifying glass. 

Scientists would soon find their way into an unseen, miniature world—a whole cosmos previously 

unknown to humans—the obverse of the macroscopic cosmos observable through a telescope. 

The crucial innovation introduced by the Janssens was to fuse the art of glassblowing to the engineering 

of moving the pieces of glass on a mounted plate. By assembling one or two perfectly lucid pieces of 

lens-shaped glass on metal plates or tubes, with systems of screws and cogs to slide them, scientists 

would soon find their way into an unseen, miniature world—a whole cosmos previously unknown to 

humans—the obverse of the macroscopic cosmos observable through a telescope. 

* 

A secretive Dutch trader had taught himself to visualize this invisible world. In the 1670s, Antonie van 

Leeuwenhoek, a cloth merchant in Delft, needed an instrument to examine the quality and integrity of 

thread. Seventeenth-century Netherlands was a booming nexus of cloth merchandising—silks, velvets, 

wool, linen, and cotton came in swaths and bundles from ports and colonies, and were traded via the 

Netherlands throughout continental Europe. Building on the Janssens’ work, Leeuwenhoek built 

himself a simple microscope, with a single lens secured on a brass plate, and a tiny stage to mount the 

specimens. At first, he used it to grade the quality of cloth. But his interest in his handmade instrument 

soon turned compulsive: he focused his lens on whatever objects he could find. 

On May 26, 1675, the city of Delft was inundated by a storm. Leeuwenhoek, then forty-two, gathered 

some of the water from the drains of his rooftop, let it stand for a day, and then put a droplet under one 

of his microscopes and held it up to the light. He was instantly entranced. No one he knew had seen 

anything like it. The water was roiling with dozens of kinds of tiny organisms—“animalcules,” he called 

them. Telescopists had seen macroscopic worlds—the blue-tinged moon, gaseous Venus, ringed Saturn, 

red-flecked Mars—but no one had reported a marvelous cosmos of a living world in a raindrop. “This 

was to me among all the marvels that I have discovered in nature the most marvelous among them all,” 

he wrote in 1676. “No greater pleasure has yet come to my eye than these spectacle of the thousands of 

living creatures in a drop of water.” 

He wanted to look more, to build finer instruments to visualize this captivating new universe of living 

beings. And so Leeuwenhoek purchased the highest-quality beads and globules of Venetian glass and 

then ground and polished them laboriously into perfectly lenticular shapes (some of his lenses, we now 

know, were made by stretching a rod of glass into a thin needle on a live flame, breaking the end, and 
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then letting the needle “bubble” into a lens-shaped globule). He mounted these lenses on thin metal 

plates, crafted of brass, silver, or gold, each with an increasingly complex system of miniature 

armatures and screws to move parts of the instrument up and down and attain perfect focus. He made 

nearly five hundred such scopes, each a marvel of meticulous tinkering. 

Were such creatures present in other samples of water as well? Leeuwenhoek entreated a man who was 

traveling to the seaside to bring him back a sample of ocean water in a “clean glass bottle.” And again 

he found tiny single-celled organisms—“the body of a Mouse Color, clear towards the oval point”—

swimming in the water. Eventually, in 1676, he recorded his findings and sent them to the most august 

scientific society of its time. 

“In the year 1675,” he wrote to the Royal Society of London, “I discover’d living creatures in Rain 

water, which had stood but few days in a new earthen pot. When these animalcula or living atoms did 

move, they put forth two horns, continually moving themselves. The rest of the body was roundish, 

sharpening a little toward the end, where they had a tail, nearly four times the length of the body.” 

* 

By the time I’d finished writing that last paragraph, I was similarly obsessed: I wanted to look as well. 

Suspended in mid-pandemic limbo, I chose to build my own microscope, or at least the closest version 

that I could create. I ordered a metal plate and a turning knob, drilled a hole, and mounted the plate 

with the best tiny lens I could buy. It looked as much like a modern microscope as a bullock cart 

resembles, say, a spaceship. I trashed dozens of prototypes until I finally had one that might work. On a 

sunny afternoon, I placed a droplet of stagnant rainwater from a puddle on the mounting pin and held 

the apparatus up to the sunlight. 

It was as if he had been swallowed by his own microscope, shortened in stature. Soon he was almost 

invisible, diminished, forgotten. 

Nothing. Hazy forms, like shadows from a ghostly world, moved across my field of vision. A blur. 

Disappointed, I adjusted the focusing knob gently, as Leeuwenhoek would have. The anticipation made 

me feel each turn of the screw viscerally, as if the knob were, in fact, twisting its way up my spine. And 

suddenly I could see. The drop came sharply into view, and then a whole world within it. An amoeboid 

form flashed across the lens. There were branches of an organism I could not name. Then a spiral 

organism. A round, moving blob, surrounded by a halo of the most beautiful, the most tender filaments 

that I had ever seen. I could not stop seeing. Cells. 

In 1677, Leeuwenhoek observed human spermatozoa, “a genital animalcule,” in his semen as well as in 

a sample from a man with gonorrhea. He found them “moving like a snake or an eel swimming in 

water.” Yet despite his ardor and productivity, the cloth merchant was notoriously reluctant to let 

observers or scientists examine his instruments. The suspicion was reciprocal, as scientists were often 

just as dismissive of him. 

Henry Oldenburg, the secretary of the Royal Society, implored Leeuwenhoek to “acquaint us with his 

method of observing, that others may confirm such Observations as these,” and to provide drawings 
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and confirmatory data, for of the roughly two hundred letters that Leeuwenhoek sent to the society, 

only about half offered evidence or used scientific methods considered fit for publication. But 

Leeuwenhoek would provide only vague details of his instruments or his methods. As the science 

historian Steven Shapin wrote, Leeuwenhoek was “neither a philosopher, a medical man, nor a 

gentleman. He had been to no university, knew no Latin, French, or English. His claims [about 

microscopic organisms existing abundantly in water] strained existing schemes of plausibility, and his 

identity was of no help in securing credibility for those claims.” 

He seemed, at times, to revel in the identity of the reticent, guarded amateur—a cloth merchant 

cajoling a friend to bring him ocean water in a glass bottle. The only way to believe this draper turned 

microscopist who was also turning biology’s vision upside down, proposing a new universe of 

microscopic organisms, was to trust the testimony of a ragtag group of eight Delft residents that he’d 

assembled. They swore that the “swimming animals” could, indeed, be observed through his 

instruments. This was science by affidavit, and Leeuwenhoek’s reputation suffered as a result. 

Suspicious and annoyed, he retreated deeper into a miniature world that seemed visible to him alone. 

“My work, which I’ve done for a long time,” he wrote indignantly in 1716, “was not pursued in order to 

gain the praise I now enjoy, but chiefly from a craving after knowledge, which I notice resides in me 

more than most other men.” 

It was as if he had been swallowed by his own microscope, shortened in stature. Soon he was almost 

invisible, diminished, forgotten. 

* 

In 1665, nearly a decade before Leeuwenhoek published his letter describing animalcules in water, 

Robert Hooke, an English scientist and polymath, had also seen cells—although not live ones, and 

nowhere as diverse as Leeuwenhoek’s animalcules. As a scientist, Hooke, perhaps, was quite the 

opposite of Leeuwenhoek. He had been educated at Wadham College in Oxford, and his intellect 

ranged widely, foraging through different worlds of science and consuming whole realms as he moved. 

Hooke was not just a physicist but also an architect, a mathematician, a telescopist, a scientific 

illustrator, and a microscopist. 

Unlike most gentleman scientists of his era—men from wealthy families who could afford to ruminate 

about the natural sciences without ruing the next paycheck—Hooke came from an indigent English 

family. As a scholarship student at Oxford, he had survived by apprenticing with the eminent physicist 

Robert Boyle. By 1662, even as Boyle’s subordinate, he had established himself as a powerfully 

independent thinker and found employment as the “curator of experiments” at the Royal Society. 

Hooke’s intelligence was phosphorescent and elastic, like a rubber band that glows as it stretches. He 

would enter disciplines and then expand and illuminate them as if by an internal light. He wrote 

extensively about mechanics, optics, and material sciences. In the aftermath of the Great Fire of 

London, which raged for five days in September 1666, destroying four-fifths of the city, Hooke helped 

the esteemed architect Christopher Wren survey and reconstruct buildings. He built a powerful new 

telescope through which he could visualize the surface of Mars, and he studied and classified fossils. 
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Tucked away among these images of parasites and pests was a relatively prosaic-seeming image that 

would quietly shake the roots of biology. 

In the early 1660s, Hooke began a series of studies with microscopes. Unlike Antonie van 

Leeuwenhoek’s inventions, these were compound microscopes. Two finely ground glass lenses were 

placed on two ends of a movable tube, which was then filled with water to enhance clarity. As he wrote: 

“If….an Object, plac’d very near, be look’d at through it, it will both magnifie and make some objects 

more distinct than any of the great Microscopes. But because these, though [exceedingly] easily made, 

are yet very troublesome to be us’d, because of their smallness, and the nearness of the Object; 

therefore to prevent both of these, and yet have only two refractions, I provided me a Tube of Brass.” 

In January 1665, Hooke published a book detailing his experiments and observations with microscopy, 

entitled Micrographia: Or Some Physiological Descriptions of Minute Bodies Made with Magnifying 

Glasses with Observations and Inquiries Thereupon. It was the sleeper hit of the year— “the most 

ingenious book I read in all my life,” wrote the diarist Samuel Pepys. The drawings of minute bodies, 

never seen before at such magnification, chilled and fascinated his readers. 

Among the dozens of meticulous illustrations were an enormous rendition of a flea; a gargantuan 

picture of a louse, its grotesque, parasitic mouth enlarged to one eighth of a page; and the compound 

eye of a housefly, with its hundreds of lenses, resembling a miniature, multifaceted chandelier. “The 

Eyes of a Fly…appear almost like a Lattice,” he wrote. Hooke got an ant drunk on brandy so that he 

could sketch a detailed image of its antlers. But tucked away among these images of parasites and pests 

was a relatively prosaic-seeming image that would quietly shake the roots of biology. It was a cross 

section of a plant stem—a thin slice of cork—that Hooke had placed under his scope. 

Hooke found that the cork was not merely a flat, monotonous block of material. “I took a good clear 

piece of cork,” he explained in Micrographia, “and with a pen-knife sharpened as keen as a razor, I cut 

a piece of it off, and thereby left the surface of it exceeding smooth, then examining it very diligently 

with a microscope, methought I could perceive it to be a little porous.” These pores or cells were not 

very deep but consisted of “a great many little boxes.” In short, this piece of cork was created out of a 

regular assemblage of polygonal structures with discrete, repetitive “units” that were collected together 

to form the whole. They resembled the honeycombs in a hive—or the living quarters of a monk. 

He searched for a name for them and finally decided on cells, from cella, a Latin word meaning “small 

room.” (Hooke had not really seen “cells” but rather the outlines of walls that plant cells build around 

themselves; perhaps, nestled within them was an actual living cell, but there’s no illustration that 

proves the point.) “A great many little boxes,” as Hooke imagined them. Unwittingly, he had 

inaugurated a new conception of living beings, and of humans. 

Hooke looked further and deeper for small, independent living units invisible to the naked eye. At a 

Royal Society assembly in November 1677, he described his microscopic observations on rainwater. 

The society recorded his observations: 

The fi’st experiment there exhibited was the pepper-water, which had been made with rain-water…put 

whole into it about nine or ten days before. In this Mr. Hooke had all week discovered great numbers of 
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exceedingly small animals swimming to and fro. They appeared the bigness of a mite through a glass, 

that magnifi’d about a hundred thousand times in bulk; and consequently, it was judged, that they 

were a hundred thousand times less than a mite. Their shape was to appearance like a very small clear 

bubble of an oval or egg form; and the biggest end of this egg-like bubble moved foremost. They were 

observed to have all manner of motions to and fro in the water; and by all, who saw them, they were 

verily believed to be animals; and that there could be no fallacy in the appearance. 

In the decade that followed, Antonie van Leeuwenhoek, having learned of Hooke’s earlier work, 

communicated with him, realizing that the animalcules that he had seen tumbling under his scopes 

might be analogous to the collection of living units—cells—that Hooke had witnessed in cork, or the 

organisms tumbling in pepper water. But there is an abject and disappointed tone in these letters, such 

as this one from November 1680: “As it has often reached my ear that I only tell fictitious stories about 

the little animals…” But in a prescient note, written in 1712, he continued, “Nay, we may yet carry it 

farther, and discover in the smallest particle of this little world a new inexhausted fund of matter, 

capable of being spun out into another universe.” 

* 

Hooke replied only sporadically, but he ensured that Leeuwenhoek’s letters were translated and 

presented to the Royal Society. Yet, although Hooke had likely saved Leeuwenhoek’s reputation for 

posterity, his own influence on cell biological thinking was still rather limited. As the historian of cell 

biology Henry Harris described it: “Hooke did not for a moment suggest these structures were the 

residual skeletons of the basic subunits of which all plants and animals were constituted. Nor would he 

necessarily have imagined, if he had thought of basic subunits at all, that they would have the size and 

shape of the cork cavities that he had observed.” He had seen “the walls of a living cell in cork, but he 

misunderstood their function, and he clearly had no conception of what, in the living state, occupied the 

spaces within these walls.”* A piece of dead cork with pores in it; what more to make of his 

micrographic drawing? Why was a plant stem built in this manner? How did these “cells” arise? What 

was their function? Were they universal to all organisms? And what was the relevance of these living 

compartments to the normal body or to disease? 

Hooke’s interest in microscopy eventually dwindled. His peripatetic intellect needed to roam widely, 

and he returned to optics, mechanics, and physics. Indeed, Hooke’s interest in virtually everything may 

have been his critical failing. The Royal Society’s motto, Nullius in verba, translated loosely as “Take no 

one’s word for evidence,” was his personal mantra. He loped from one scientific discipline to the next, 

offering potent insights, believing no one’s word, claiming dominion over critical parts of a science, but 

never asserting complete authority over any one subject. He had built himself on the model of the 

Aristotelian philosopher-scientist—an inquirer into all matters of the world, an adjudicator of all 

evidence—rather than the contemporary vision of the scientist as the authority on a single subject, and 

his reputation suffered as a result. 

* 

In 1687, Isaac Newton published Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica (Mathematical Principles 

of Natural Philosophy), a work so far-reaching in its depth and breadth that it shattered the past and 
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shaped a new landscape for the future of science. Among its revelations: Newton’s law of universal 

gravitation. Hooke, however, argued that he had formulated the laws of gravitation earlier, and that 

Newton had plagiarized his observations. 

It was a preposterous claim. Indeed, Hooke, and several other physicists, had suggested that planetary 

bodies were attracted to the sun through invisible “forces,” but none of the prior analysis had 

anywhere near the mathematical rigor or scientific depth that Newton brought to the puzzle 

in Principia. Hooke’s and Newton’s argument festered over decades, although Newton, arguably, had 

the last chortle. In one often-repeated story, likely apocryphal, the sole portrait of Hooke went missing 

when Newton oversaw the movement of the Royal Society to its new quarters in Crane Court in 1710, 

seven years after Robert Hooke’s death—then neglected to commission a posthumous version. The 

pioneer of optics, the man who brought whole universes into view, is invisible to us. No definitive 

likeness, or portrait, of Hooke exists today. 

_____________________________________ 

 

Excerpted from The Song of the Cell: An Exploration of Medicine and the New 

Human by Siddhartha Mukherjee. Copyright © 2022. Available from Scribner, an imprint of Simon & 

Schuster, Inc. 

https://bookshop.org/p/books/the-song-of-the-cell-an-exploration-of-medicine-and-the-new-human-siddhartha-mukherjee/18231194?ean=9781982117351
https://bookshop.org/p/books/the-song-of-the-cell-an-exploration-of-medicine-and-the-new-human-siddhartha-mukherjee/18231194?ean=9781982117351
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https://lithub.com/how-humans-came-to-discover-the-unseen-world-of-cells/  
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Old English Poetry 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

It should not be doubted that at least one-third of the affection with which we regard the elder poets of Great 

Britain should be-attributed to what is, in itself, a thing apart from poetry-we mean to the simple love of the 

antique-and that, again, a third of even the proper poetic sentiment inspired by their writings should be 

ascribed to a fact which, while it has strict connection with poetry in the abstract, and with the old British 

poems themselves, should not be looked upon as a merit appertaining to the authors of the poems. Almost 

every devout admirer of the old bards, if demanded his opinion of their productions, would mention vaguely, 

yet with perfect sincerity, a sense of dreamy, wild, indefinite, and he would perhaps say, indefinable delight; 

on being required to point out the source of this so shadowy pleasure, he would be apt to speak of the quaint 

in phraseology and in general handling. This quaintness is, in fact, a very powerful adjunct to ideality, but in 

the case in question it arises independently of the author's will, and is altogether apart from his intention. 

Words and their rhythm have varied. Verses which affect us to-day with a vivid delight, and which delight, in 

many instances, may be traced to the one source, quaintness, must have worn in the days of their construction, 

a very commonplace air. This is, of course, no argument against the poems now-we mean it only as against 

the poets thew. There is a growing desire to overrate them. The old English muse was frank, guileless, 

sincere, and although very learned, still learned without art. No general error evinces a more thorough 

confusion of ideas than the error of supposing Donne and Cowley metaphysical in the sense wherein 

Wordsworth and Coleridge are so. With the two former ethics were the end-with the two latter the means. The 

poet of the "Creation" wished, by highly artificial verse, to inculcate what he supposed to be moral truth-the 

poet of the "Ancient Mariner" to infuse the Poetic Sentiment through channels suggested by analysis. The one 

finished by complete failure what he commenced in the grossest misconception; the other, by a path which 

could not possibly lead him astray, arrived at a triumph which is not the less glorious because hidden from the 

profane eyes of the multitude. But in this view even the "metaphysical verse" of Cowley is but evidence of the 

simplicity and single-heartedness of the man. And he was in this but a type of his school-for we may as well 

designate in this way the entire class of writers whose poems are bound up in the volume before us, and 

throughout all of whom there runs a very perceptible general character. They used little art in composition. 

Their writings sprang immediately from the soul-and partook intensely of that soul's nature. Nor is it difficult 

to perceive the tendency of this abandon-to elevate immeasurably all the energies of mind-but, again, so to 

mingle the greatest possible fire, force, delicacy, and all good things, with the lowest possible bathos, 

baldness, and imbecility, as to render it not a matter of doubt that the average results of mind in such a school 

will be found inferior to those results in one (ceteris paribus) more artificial. 

We can not bring ourselves to believe that the selections of the "Book of Gems" are such as will impart to a 

poetical reader the clearest possible idea of the beauty of the school-but if the intention had been merely to 

show the school's character, the attempt might have been considered successful in the highest degree. There 

are long passages now before us of the most despicable trash, with no merit whatever beyond that of their 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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antiquity.. The criticisms of the editor do not particularly please us. His enthusiasm is too general and too 

vivid not to be false. His opinion, for example, of Sir Henry Wotton's "Verses on the Queen of Bohemia"-that 

"there are few finer things in our language," is untenable and absurd. 

In such lines we can perceive not one of those higher attributes of Poesy which belong to her in all 

circumstances and throughout all time. Here every thing is art, nakedly, or but awkwardly concealed. No 

prepossession for the mere antique (and in this case we can imagine no other prepossession) should induce us 

to dignify with the sacred name of poetry, a series, such as this, of elaborate and threadbare compliments, 

stitched, apparently, together, without fancy, without plausibility, and without even an attempt at adaptation. 

In common with all the world, we have been much delighted with "The Shepherd's Hunting" by Withers--a 

poem partaking, in a remarkable degree, of the peculiarities of "Il Penseroso." Speaking of Poesy the author 

says: 

"By the murmur of a spring, Or the least boughs rustleling, By a daisy whose leaves spread, Shut when Titan 

goes to bed, Or a shady bush or tree, She could more infuse in me Than all Nature's beauties can In some 

other wiser man. By her help I also now Make this churlish place allow Something that may sweeten gladness 

In the very gall of sadness-- The dull loneness, the black shade, That these hanging vaults have made The 

strange music of the waves Beating on these hollow caves, This black den which rocks emboss, Overgrown 

with eldest moss, The rude portals that give light More to terror than delight, This my chamber of neglect 

Walled about with disrespect; From all these and this dull air A fit object for despair, She hath taught me by 

her might To draw comfort and delight." 

But these lines, however good, do not bear with them much of the general character of the English antique. 

Something more of this will be found in Corbet's "Farewell to the Fairies!" We copy a portion of Marvell's 

"Maiden lamenting for her Fawn," which we prefer-not only as a specimen of the elder poets, but in itself as a 

beautiful poem, abounding in pathos, exquisitely delicate imagination and truthfulness-to anything of its 

species: 

"It is a wondrous thing how fleet 'Twas on those little silver feet, With what a pretty skipping grace It oft 

would challenge me the race, And when't had left me far away 'Twould stay, and run again, and stay; For it 

was nimbler much than hinds, And trod as if on the four winds. I have a garden of my own, But so with roses 

overgrown, And lilies, that you would it guess To be a little wilderness; And all the spring-time of the year It 

only loved to be there. Among the beds of lilies I Have sought it oft where it should lie, Yet could not, till 

itself would rise, Find it, although before mine eyes. For in the flaxen lilies' shade It like a bank of lilies laid; 

Upon the roses it would feed Until its lips even seemed to bleed, And then to me 'twould boldly trip, And 

print those roses on my lip, But all its chief delight was still With roses thus itself to fill, And its pure virgin 
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limbs to fold In whitest sheets of lilies cold. Had it lived long, it would have been Lilies without, roses 

within." 

How truthful an air of lamentations hangs here upon every syllable! It pervades all.. It comes over the sweet 

melody of the words-over the gentleness and grace which we fancy in the little maiden herself-even over the 

half-playful, half-petulant air with which she lingers on the beauties and good qualities of her favorite-like the 

cool shadow of a summer cloud over a bed of lilies and violets, "and all sweet flowers." The whole is redolent 

with poetry of a very lofty order. Every line is an idea conveying either the beauty and playfulness of the 

fawn, or the artlessness of the maiden, or her love, or her admiration, or her grief, or the fragrance and warmth 

and appropriateness of the little nest-like bed of lilies and roses which the fawn devoured as it lay upon them, 

and could scarcely be distinguished from them by the once happy little damsel who went to seek her pet with 

an arch and rosy smile on her face. Consider the great variety of truthful and delicate thought in the few lines 

we have quotedthe wonder of the little maiden at the fleetness of her favorite-the "little silver feet"--the fawn 

challenging his mistress to a race with "a pretty skipping grace," running on before, and then, with head 

turned back, awaiting her approach only to fly from it again-can we not distinctly perceive all these things? 

How exceedingly vigorous, too, is the line, 

"And trod as if on the four winds!" 

A vigor apparent only when we keep in mind the artless character of the speaker and the four feet of the 

favorite, one for each wind. Then consider the garden of "my own," so overgrown, entangled with roses and 

lilies, as to be "a little wilderness"--the fawn loving to be there, and there "only"--the maiden seeking it 

"where it should lie"--and not being able to distinguish it from the flowers until "itself would rise"--the lying 

among the lilies "like a bank of lilies"--the loving to "fill itself with roses," 

     "And its pure virgin limbs to fold      In whitest sheets of lilies cold," 

and these things being its "chief" delights-and then the pre-eminent beauty and naturalness of the concluding 

lines, whose very hyperbole only renders them more true to nature when we consider the innocence, the 

artlessness, the enthusiasm, the passionate girl, and more passionate admiration of the bereaved child-- 

"Had it lived long, it would have been Lilies without, roses within." 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/old-english-poetry  

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/old-english-poetry


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 614  december  2022 

 

102 

 

View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Researchers simulate coronavirus invasion and infection, find cooperative host cells 

Supercomputer models show reaction of lung cell receptors 

 

A team of scientists, supported in part by an award from the U.S. National Science Foundation, used 

supercomputers at the Texas Advanced Computing Center to simulate a coronavirus infection -- and 

discovered cooperative behavior in host cell receptor proteins that allow infection instead of resisting it. 

The findings reveal the possible mechanism that fuses the virus to host cells. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/researchers-simulate-coronavirus-invasion-and-infection-find-cooperative-host-cells#hero-credit-caption
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=2029092&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-78a3efd6accf00b9a6f94fd330?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.tacc.utexas.edu%2F-%2Fdevil-in-the-coronavirus-fusion-details&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fresearchers-simulate-coronavirus-invasion-and-infection-find-cooperative-host-cells
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"We discovered that the spike protein interacts with two ACE2 receptors in a very cooperative 

fashion," said Gregory Voth, senior author of the study. "This is a fundamental biophysical insight." 

The team created models using cryo-electron tomography data and combined the data with atomistic 

coarse-grained molecular dynamics. "The coarse-grained models are up to 1,000 times faster than 

straight-up atomistic molecular dynamics simulations, but they retain the essential physical features," 

Voth said. 

The simulations showed a coronavirus spike attached to a receptor protein being pulled apart by other 

receptor proteins, allowing the virus to fuse with the human host lung cells. 

"It appears that variants such as delta and omicron may accentuate that behavior even more -- it's a 

key step,” said Voth. “Future antibodies and possibly molecular pharmaceuticals should be able to 

interfere with this process.” 

Since publishing the research, the team has revised the models to examine and analyze the increased 

virulence of coronavirus variants such as delta and omicron. 

Research areas 

Division of Chemistry (MPS/CHE) 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/researchers-simulate-coronavirus-invasion-and-infection-find-cooperative-

host-cells  
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The Tibetan Book of Proportions 

An eighteenth-century pattern book consisting of 36 ink drawings showing precise iconometric 

guidelines for depicting the Buddha and Bodhisattva figures. Written in Newari script with Tibetan 

numerals, the book was apparently produced in Nepal for use in Tibet. The concept of the 'ideal image' 

of the Buddha emerged during the Golden Age of Gupta rule, from the 4th to 6th century. As well as 

the proportions, other aspects of the depiction - such as number of teeth, colour of eyes, direction of 

hairs - became very important. The V&A have produced a good guide to the iconography of the 

Buddha, including the 32 Lakshanas or special bodily features. 

 

http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/i/iconography-of-the-buddha/
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/i/iconography-of-the-buddha/
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VIA PUBLICAFFAIRS 

Locating the Battle For America’s Past, Present, and Future at Abraham Lincoln’s Funeral 

Jeremi Suri on This Country’s Centuries-Old Divisions 

By Jeremi Suri 

 

October 21, 2022 

Funerals are battlefields of a different kind. Remembering the dead presents an opportunity to 

promote the cause for which they died. 

Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address mastered the funeral battlefield. It quickly became the most 

famous and enduring eulogy in modern history. The president had spoken on November 19, 1863, to a 

crowd assembled on the grounds of one of the bloodiest battles of the Civil War. The fields were filled 

with bones and other human remains; the stench of death was still in the air. Lincoln memorialized 

more than 3,500 fallen Union soldiers on that late autumn day. 

“We have come,” Lincoln explained, “to dedicate a portion of that field as a final resting-place for those 

who here gave their lives that that nation might live.” The soldiers had turned back a Confederate force 

https://www.publicaffairsbooks.com/titles/jeremi-suri/civil-war-by-other-means/9781541758544/
https://lithub.com/author/jeremisuri/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 614  december  2022 

 

114 

invading Union territory, a force aiming to sack the nation’s capital and capture the president. Lincoln 

invoked the Union soldiers’ valor to inspire greater dedication from those still living “to the great task 

remaining before us”: 

that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full 

measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain, that this 

nation under God shall have a new birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, 

for the people shall not perish from the earth. 

The remembrance of the soldiers’ sacrifices boosted the cause for which they had fought. Their deaths 

were justified by the continued pursuit of something greater than their lives. And their memory, thanks 

to Lincoln’s soaring words, was now bound to the creation of an expanded, more inclusive democracy. 

Remembering the dead presents an opportunity to promote the cause for which they died. 

The funeral at Gettysburg transformed mass death into collective resurrection. Lincoln called it a “new 

birth”—a renewal of flagging Republican ideals, bloodied but pure, free from compromise and half 

measures that characterized standard political rhetoric. Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address memorialized 

recent death to motivate expanded action. 

For generations, Lincoln’s 271 words were widely read and spoken because they turned soldiers into 

martyrs. The president’s advocacy of a stronger, more inclusive democracy for more people passed 

from one generation to the next, a family heirloom and an article of faith that defined Republican Party 

politics for the next half century. Republicans, including millions of freed slaves, waved the bloody shirt 

of the sacrifices in the war to demand payment on the promise of democratic participation in the 

Union, for which their fathers had fought and died. Lincoln used death to demand freedom for 

generations of different citizens. 

* 

The president’s assassination deepened the memory of Gettysburg, attaching an indelible image to the 

inspiring words of his address. Undertakers worked feverishly to prepare Lincoln’s damaged body for 

public display. On April 18, 1865, three days after the president’s death, thousands of citizens lined up 

early in the morning to pay their respects, visiting the embalmed body in the East Room of the 

Executive Mansion. 

The crowd was large and diverse—the largest to visit the president’s home since Andrew Jackson’s 

time in office thirty years earlier. Unlike in Jackson’s era, the visitors after Lincoln’s assassination 

included thousands of freed slaves and other African Americans, who, according to some estimates 

were more than half the crowd. Union veterans, widows, and children also visited in large number. 

People came from near and far over the course of the long day. As the number of visitors continued to 

swell, officials hurried emotional people past the body. The air in the East Room was dense from the 
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heavy breathing and tears of many onlookers. Some visitors cried out in pain. Numerous men and 

women wept as they passed the body. 

Ushers struggled to silently control the distraught crowd. Many onlookers wanted to linger and pray. 

Lincoln’s body, limp and discolored, was venerated like that of a saint. By some. 

The reverence for the slain president grew in coming days. On April 19, a horse-drawn hearse carried 

Lincoln’s body to the Capitol, where it lay in state in the Rotunda, under the nearly finished dome. The 

funeral procession imitated George Washington’s, sixty-five years earlier. A riderless horse, 

symbolizing the missing leader, followed the hearse. Thousands lined the streets, and the presence of 

African American soldiers was overwhelming. This might have been the largest multiracial crowd ever 

assembled, to that time, in the nation’s capital or any other American city. Booth’s nightmare of mass 

race mixing had ironically come to fruition because of his violent act. 

Their memory, thanks to Lincoln’s soaring words, was now bound to the creation of an expanded, 

more inclusive democracy. 

The mourning on April 19 extended far beyond Washington, DC. Cities and towns throughout the 

North and the West held public, multiracial processions to remember Lincoln. Even occupied Southern 

areas witnessed gatherings of white and Black Union soldiers to honor their late commander in chief. 

Shared grief united citizens, shocked by the assassination and shaken by the loss of their leader. Even 

those Union supporters who did not revere Lincoln before had trouble resisting the urge to glorify him 

in death. 

* 

“O Captain! my Captain!” wrote the poet Walt Whitman, describing how the martyred president’s 

demise cast a long shadow across the nation. 

Confederate general Robert E. Lee’s surrender and Lincoln’s assassination, within days of one another, 

opened new uncertainties about the future of the country. As in any other period of prolonged and 

repeated suffering, citizens felt a disorienting mix of dread and anxiety, as well as relief and hope. What 

was happening, and what would it mean? Millions of Americans held tight to Lincoln’s paternal, 

religious image (“Father Abraham”) as an anchor of stability. 

Whitman closed his poem with Lincoln’s body symbolizing both the hope and dread of the moment: 

Exult O shores, and ring O bells! 

But I with mournful tread, 

Walk the deck my Captain lies, 

Fallen cold and dead. 

Confederate critics were moved by Lincoln’s death, but in a different way. They did not share the same 

grief as Whitman in Lincoln’s departure. He was their enemy, not their captain. He was not their 
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president; that was Jefferson Davis. If Lincoln symbolized lost innocence and renewed promise for his 

followers, he embodied abolitionist degeneracy and Yankee tyranny for his adversaries. His 

assassination did not temper bitter and vindictive feelings. “Lincoln was a man of low, vulgar 

instincts,” the Texas Republican reminded its large reading audience shortly after his funeral. 

The Union displays of fealty to Lincoln only reinforced the revulsion toward his image in the South. If 

anything, the public outpouring for the president in the North made him and his followers more 

threatening to Confederate critics. The Texas Republican condemned Lincoln’s supporters for 

“exulting over the supposed prostrate condition of the South.” The crowds mourning the president 

appeared dangerously poised to punish the region his assassin defended. 

Lincoln’s inclusive democratic vision appeared more popular, and threatening, to opponents than ever. 

Expressions of sympathy for Lincoln, therefore, became highly dangerous political acts in the former 

Confederacy. One newspaper in the capital of South Carolina, burned during Union occupation, 

warned that Lincoln’s death could create a “pretext,” “eagerly seized upon by thousands at the North, 

to whom the sudden suspension of hostilities is a serious loss.” 

Speculators will be glad to renew their games, practicing with their own wits upon the fluctuating 

moods of the country; soldiers will be glad of the pretext for rifling defenceless towns and villages; and 

thousands of jackals, in the wake of the tiger, will rush along our highways, gleaning whatever shall 

remain in the stores of the miserable population. 

One week after Lincoln’s fateful visit to Ford’s Theatre, his embalmed and much-viewed body boarded 

a special nine-car train waiting at the New Jersey Avenue Station in the northwest corner of the 

nation’s capital. Four years earlier, Lincoln had first arrived there, lightly guarded, for his 

inauguration. Now he began his final journey home from the same spot, with a much larger crowd of 

spectators and a full train of three hundred dignitaries. 

Lincoln’s inclusive democratic vision appeared more popular, and threatening, to opponents than ever. 

Lincoln’s departure was particularly sad. He was murdered in his moment of long-suffering triumph. 

He died without an opportunity to leave a final testament or say his goodbyes. And he died 

heartbroken. The body of his eleven-year-old son, Willie, who died in early 1862 from typhoid fever, 

accompanied his father’s corpse on the funeral train. At the time of his assassination, the president and 

his wife had still not recovered from the blow of losing Willie. 

The presence of the two bodies together, father and son, conveyed the suffering of the family—like 

thousands of other families—during the Civil War. The president had given so much personally for 

something much larger than himself. The Lincoln family pain on display to the nation was a pain many 

others felt. 

Elizabeth Keckley, who remembered her suffering as a slave in Virginia before becoming a free woman 

in the Lincoln household, captured the sentiments of many former slaves: “No common mortal had 

died. The Moses of my people had fallen. 
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The shared sacrifice and pain made Lincoln’s remembered words personal, even religious, for those 

now mourning his death. His beautiful turns of phrase became literal as the weeping citizens observed 

the bodies: “Let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s wounds, to care for 

him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan.” 

The message of Lincoln’s death to Union supporters was clear. There could be no “just and lasting 

peace,” as the president had promised, without continued commitment to the cause: what Lincoln had 

called “firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right.” 

_____________________________________ 

 

Excerpted from Civil War by Other Means: America’s Long and Unfinished Fight for Democracy by 

Jeremi Suri. Copyright © 2022. Available from PublicAffairs, an imprint of Perseus Books, a division of 

Hachette Book Group. 

19th centuryAbraham LincolnAmerican HistoryassassinationCivil WarCivil War by Other Means: 

America's Long and Unfinished Fight for DemocracydemocracyfuneralHachette Book GroupJeremi 

SuriPerseus BooksPublicAffairs 
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Topology for every electronic band 

Topology is everywhere. Image: © C. Pouss. 
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For the past century, students of chemistry, materials science, and physics have been taught to model solid-

state materials by considering their chemical composition, the number and location of their electrons, and 

lastly, the role of more complicated interactions. However, an international team of scientists has recently 

discovered 1 that an additional ingredient must also be equally considered – the notion of topology for every 

electronic band. 

First codified in the 1980s by Michael Berry, Joshua Zak, and S. Pancharatnam, band topology is a physical 

property of some materials distinguished by unusually robust states, making the electronic properties of their 

exposed surfaces and edges insensitive to local perturbation. Topological phases of matter in 3D materials 

were first discovered 15 years ago by researchers including Andrei Bernevig, a member of the research team. 

Topological materials have been proposed as venues for observing and engineering exotic effects, including 

the interconversion of electrical current and electron spin, the tabletop simulating exotic theories from high-

energy physics, and even, under the right conditions, the storage and manipulation of quantum information. 

Though a handful of topological materials have been uncovered through chemical intuition, topological 

electronic states in solid-state materials were generally considered to be rare and esoteric. 

However, using high-throughput computational modeling, the team discovered that over half of the known 3D 

materials in nature are topological. As reported today in Science, the team performed complete high-

throughput first-principles calculations searching for topological states throughout the electronic structures of 

all the 96,196 recorded crystals in the Inorganic Crystal Structural Database, an established international 

repository for reporting experimentally studied materials. As stressed by Nicolas Regnault, from Princeton 

University and the Ecole Normale Supérieure Paris, CNRS, “this was a daunting task that took more than 25 

million hours of computing time.” 

Through a combined chemical and topological analysis, the team grouped the electronic structures into 

roughly 38,000 unique materials. The team’s data have been made freely available through a massive 

overhaul of the publicly accessible Topological Materials Database, representing a culmination of the team’s 

efforts over the past 6 years developing the modern position-space theory of band topology known as 

“Topological Quantum Chemistry.” 

The team also surprisingly discovered that almost all materials – nearly 90% – host topological electronic 

states away from their intrinsic numbers of electrons, known as the Fermi level. Even though these states lie 

dormant in many experimental probes, they are still straightforwardly accessible through techniques including 

chemical doping, electrostatic gating, hydrostatic pressure, and photoexcitation spectroscopy. 

Supertopological materials 

https://mappingignorance.org/2022/06/02/topology-for-every-electronic-band/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9640-1
https://www.topologicalquantumchemistry.com/
https://mappingignorance.org/2017/07/20/topological-quantum-chemistry-band-theory-solids-now-complete/
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Perhaps even more surprising than finding topological properties in almost every material, was the discovery 

of some extreme cases of topology across the entire energy spectrum. “Looking at our data, we amazingly 

saw materials with topological properties everywhere!,” recalls Maia Garcia-Vergniory from the Donostia 

International Physics Center (DIPC) and the Max Planck Institute for Chemical Physics of Solids. The team 

found that 2% of known materials are “supertopological,” in that every electronic band above the tightly-

bound core electrons was topological. Among the materials with overlooked supertopology was bismuth, one 

of the most historically well-studied solid-state materials. “Our results indicate that topology is a fundamental 

property of matter thus far overlooked,” concluded García-Vergniory. 

The ubiquity of topological features observed in numerical simulations lead to a natural question: if the results 

were to be believed, experimental signatures of topological states should have already been observed in 

earlier investigations of many materials. Combing through data from earlier photoemission experiments, the 

team indeed discovered this to be the case. For example, in experimental studies of Bi2Mg3 performed 4 

years ago, the authors observed unexplained “surface resonances,” which were recognized in the current study 

to be overlooked topological surface states away from the Fermi level. “The evidence had always been there. 

We now have a concrete key towards decoding all the surface features in spectroscopic material 

experiments,” noted Benjamin Wieder, a postdoctoral researcher at MIT. “Our database is such a powerful 

and convenient tool,” added Claudia Felser from the Max Planck Institute for Chemical Physics of Solids. “If 

I am interested in a topological property, the database instantly tells me the best candidates. Then I just grow 

the samples in my lab, no more guesswork,” explains Felser. 

“Revisiting previous experiments with a new perspective is an amazing first step,” says Andrei Bernevig from 

Princeton University and an Ikerbasque visiting professor at the Donostia International Physics Center 

(DIPC). “But we can look to an even more exciting future, in which materials with advanced functionality are 

designed through a marriage of human intuition and artificial intelligence, built on the foundation of the 

Topological Materials Database and Topological Quantum Chemistry,” concludes Bernevig. 

References 
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Donostia International Physics Center (DIPC) is a singular research center born in 2000 devoted to research at 

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

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

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

constant flow of international visiting researchers. 

• Website 

• @DIPCehu 
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Research News 

Scientists hone long-range forecasting of U.S. tornadoes, hail 

Identify patterns halfway around the globe that heighten tornado probability 

Scientists at Northern Illinois University are honing extended-range weather forecasting, identifying patterns 

halfway around the globe that will heighten the probability of hail- and tornado-producing storms in the 

United States weeks later. 

The U.S. National Science Foundation-supported research identifies specific orientations of atmospheric 

phenomena occurring near the equator over the Maritime Continent that increase the probability of severe 

U.S. weather events three to four weeks later. Using the information to create extended-range forecasts would 

provide more time to raise awareness of severe weather and potentially save lives and property. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/scientists-hone-long-range-forecasting-us-tornadoes-hail#hero-credit-caption
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Combing through data from 1979 to 2019, the scientists found 100 instances of significant fluctuations that 

had occurred in the Madden-Julian Oscillation, or MJO -- a major disturbance of wind, rain and pressure -- 

and looked for correlations with severe U.S. weather weeks later. 

"Meteorologists refer to the Madden-Julian Oscillation as part of a teleconnection, which means that the 

weather happening in one part of the globe can eventually have an impact thousands of miles away," said 

Nick Anderson, a program director in NSF's Division of Atmospheric and Geospace Sciences. "This research 

shows the role of data science in interpreting those connections with the goal of improving forecasting on 

longer lead times." 

As an MJO moves eastward along the equator, it can weaken or strengthen as it crosses the islands of the 

Maritime Continent, which include Indonesia and the Philippines. Of the 100 identified MJO fluctuations, 53 

of these storm clusters gained strength as they crossed the Maritime Continent and entered the Pacific Ocean, 

causing ripples in the atmosphere and eventually changing circulation patterns over North America. 

"These 53 events showcased the largest probabilities for increasing U.S. tornado and hail activity in the 

following three to four weeks," said the study's lead author, Douglas Miller. "Different MJO characteristics 

led to different timing and changes in severe weather activity." 

The study -- co-authored with NIU meteorologist Victor Gensini and Bradford Barrett of the U.S. Air Force 

Office of Scientific Research -- is published in the journal Climate and Atmospheric Science. 

The researchers used machine learning to separate characteristics of the 53 storm clusters according to 

location, strength and propagation speed. Composites of the clusters were then categorized as one of three 

"flavors" -- weak, slow or fast. 

All three types heightened probabilities of increased U.S. tornado and hail events, but different flavors took 

different paths, Miller said, with the slowly propagating MJO clusters providing the best "forecast of 

opportunity" for severe convective storms in the U.S. 

Research áreas:  Division of Atmospheric and Geospace Sciences (GEO/AGS) 
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A Matter of Prejudice 

by Kate Chopin 

 

Currier & Ives, 

Plantation on the Mississippi, 1871 

MADAME Carambeau wanted it strictly understood that she was not to be disturbed by Gustave's birthday 

party. They carried her big rocking-chair from the back gallery, that looked out upon the garden where the 

children were going to play, around to the front gallery, which closely faced the green levee bank and the 

Mississippi coursing almost flush with the top of it. 

The house - an old Spanish one, broad, low and completely encircled by a wide gallery - was far down in the 

French quarter of New Orleans. It stood upon a square of ground that was covered thick with a semi-tropical 

growth of plants and flowers. An impenetrable board fence, edged with a formidable row of iron spikes, 

shielded the garden from the prying glances of the occasional passer-by. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin
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Madame Carambeau's widowed daughter, Madame Cécile Lalonde, lived with her. This annual party, given to 

her little son, Gustave, was the one defiant act of Madame Lalonde's existence. She persisted in it, to her own 

astonishment and the wonder of those who knew her and her mother. 

For old Madame Carambeau was a woman of many prejudices - so many, in fact, that it would be difficult to 

name them all. She detested dogs, cats, organ-grinders, white servants and children's noises. She despised 

Americans, Germans and all people of a different faith from her own. Anything not French had, in her 

opinion, little right to existence. 

She had not spoken to her son Henri for ten years because he had married an American girl from Prytania 

street. She would not permit green tea to be introduced into her house, and those who could not or would not 

drink coffee might drink tisane of fleur de Laurier for all she cared. 

Nevertheless, the children seemed to be having it all their own way that day, and the organ-grinders were let 

loose. Old madame, in her retired corner, could hear the screams, the laughter and the music far more 

distinctly than she liked. She rocked herself noisily, and hummed "Partant pour la Syrie." 

She was straight and slender. Her hair was white, and she wore it in puffs on the temples. Her skin was fair 

and her eyes blue and cold. 

Suddenly she became aware that footsteps were approaching, and threatening to invade her privacy - not only 

footsteps, but screams! Then two little children, one in hot pursuit of the other, darted wildly around the 

corner near which she sat. 

The child in advance, a pretty little girl, sprang excitedly into Madame Carambeau's lap, and threw her arms 

convulsively around the old lady's neck. Her companion lightly struck her a "last tag," and ran laughing 

gleefully away. 

The most natural thing for the child to do then would have been to wriggle down from madame's lap, without 

a "thank you" or a "by your leave," after the manner of small and thoughtless children. But she did not do this. 

She stayed there, panting and fluttering, like a frightened bird. 

Madame was greatly annoyed. She moved as if to put the child away from her, and scolded her sharply for 

being boisterous and rude. The little one, who did not understand French, was not disturbed by the reprimand, 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 614  december  2022 

 

127 

and stayed on in madame's lap. She rested her plump little cheek, that was hot and flushed, against the soft 

white linen of the old lady's gown. 

Her cheek was very hot and very flushed. It was dry, too, and so were her hands. The child's breathing was 

quick and irregular. Madame was not long in detecting these signs of disturbance. 

Though she was a creature of prejudice, she was nevertheless a skillful and accomplished nurse, and a 

connoisseur in all matters pertaining to health. She prided herself upon this talent, and never lost an 

opportunity of exercising it. She would have treated an organ-grinder with tender consideration if one had 

presented himself in the character of an invalid. 

Madame's manner toward the little one changed immediately. Her arms and her lap were at once adjusted so 

as to become the most comfortable of resting places. She rocked very gently to and fro. She fanned the child 

softly with her palm leaf fan, and sang "Partant pour la Syrie" in a low and agreeable tone. 

The child was perfectly content to lie still and prattle a little in that language which madame thought hideous. 

But the brown eyes were soon swimming in drowsiness, and the little body grew heavy with sleep in 

madame's clasp. 

When the little girl slept Madame Carambeau arose, and treading carefully and deliberately, entered her room, 

that opened near at hand upon the gallery. The room was large, airy and inviting, with its cool matting upon 

the floor, and its heavy, old, polished mahogany furniture. Madame, with the child still in her arms, pulled a 

bell-cord; then she stood waiting, swaying gently back and forth. Presently an old black woman answered the 

summons. She wore gold hoops in her ears, and a bright bandanna knotted fantastically on her head. 

"Louise, turn down the bed," commanded madame. "Place that small, soft pillow below the bolster. Here is a 

poor little unfortunate creature whom Providence must have driven into my arms." She laid the child carefully 

down. 

"Ah, those Americans! Do they deserve to have children? Understanding as little as they do how to take care 

of them!" said madame, while Louise was mumbling an accompanying assent that would have been 

unintelligible to any one unacquainted with the negro patois. 
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"There, you see, Louise, she is burning up," remarked madame; "she is consumed. Unfasten the little bodice 

while I lift her. Ah, talk to me of such parents! So stupid as not to perceive a fever like that coming on, but 

they must dress their child up like a monkey to go play and dance to the music of organ- grinders. 

"Haven't you better sense, Louise, than to take off a child's shoe as if you were removing the boot from the leg 

of a cavalry officer?" Madame would have required fairy fingers to minister to the sick. "Now go to Mamzelle 

Cécile, and tell her to send me one of those old, soft, thin nightgowns that Gustave wore two summers ago." 

When the woman retired, madame busied herself with concocting a cooling pitcher of orange-flower water, 

and mixing a fresh supply of eau sédative with which agreeably to sponge the little invalid. 

Madame Lalonde came herself with the old, soft nightgown. She was a pretty, blonde, plump little woman, 

with the deprecatory air of one whose will has become flaccid from want of use. She was mildly distressed at 

what her mother had done. 

"But, mamma! But, mamma, the child's parents will be sending the carriage for her in a little while. Really, 

there was no use. Oh dear! oh dear!" 

If the bedpost had spoken to Madame Carambeau, she would have paid more attention, for speech from such 

a source would have been at least surprising if not convincing. Madame Lalonde did not possess the faculty of 

either surprising or convincing her mother. 

"Yes, the little one will be quite comfortable in this," said the old lady, taking the garment from her daughter's 

irresolute hands. 

"But, mamma! What shall I say, what shall I do when they send? Oh, dear; oh, dear!" 

"That is your business," replied madame, with lofty indifference. "My concern is solely with a sick child that 

happens to be under my roof. I think I know my duty at this time of life, Cécile." 

As Madame Lalonde predicted, the carriage soon came, with a stiff English coachman driving it, and a red-

checked Irish nurse-maid seated inside. Madame would not even permit the maid to see her little charge. She 

had an original theory that the Irish voice is distressing to the sick. 
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Madame Lalonde sent the girl away with a long letter of explanation that must have satisfied the parents; for 

the child was left undisturbed in Madame Carambeau's care. She was a sweet child, gentle and affectionate. 

And, though she cried and fretted a little throughout the night for her mother, she seemed, after all, to take 

kindly to madame's gentle nursing. It was not much of a fever that afflicted her, and after two days she was 

well enough to be sent back to her parents. 

Madame, in all her varied experience with the sick, had never before nursed so objectionable a character as an 

American child. But the trouble was that after the little one went away, she could think of nothing really 

objectionable against her except the accident of her birth, which was, after all, her misfortune; and her 

ignorance of the French language, which was not her fault. 

But the touch of the caressing baby arms; the pressure of the soft little body in the night; the tones of the 

voice, and the feeling of the hot lips when the child kissed her, believing herself to be with her mother, were 

impressions that had sunk through the crust of madame's prejudice and reached her heart. 

She often walked the length of the gallery, looking out across the wide, majestic river. Sometimes she trod the 

mazes of her garden where the solitude was almost that of a tropical jungle. It was during such moments that 

the seed began to work in her soul - the seed planted by the innocent and undesigning hands of a little child. 

The first shoot that it sent forth was Doubt. Madame plucked it away once or twice. But it sprouted again, and 

with it Mistrust and Dissatisfaction. Then from the heart of the seed, and amid the shoots of Doubt and 

Misgiving, came the flower of Truth. It was a very beautiful flower, and it bloomed on Christmas morning. 

As Madame Carambeau and her daughter were about to enter her carriage on that Christmas morning, to be 

driven to church, the old lady stopped to give an order to her black coachman, François. François had been 

driving these ladies every Sunday morning to the French Cathedral for so many years - he had forgotten 

exactly how many, but ever since he had entered their service, when Madame Lalonde was a little girl. His 

astonishment may therefore be imagined when Madame Carambeau said to him: 

"François, to-day you will drive us to one of the American churches." 

"Plait-il, madame?" the negro stammered, doubting the evidence of his hearing. 

"I say, you will drive us to one of the American churches. Any one of them," she added, with a sweep of her 

hand. "I suppose they are all alike," and she followed her daughter into the carriage. 
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Madame Lalonde's surprise and agitation were painful to see, and they deprived her of the ability to question, 

even if she had possessed the courage to do so. 

François, left to his fancy, drove them to St. Patrick's Church on Camp street. Madame Lalonde looked and 

felt like the proverbial fish out of its element as they entered the edifice. Madame Carambeau, on the contrary, 

looked as if she had been attending St. Patrick's church all her life. She sat with unruffled calm through the 

long service and through a lengthy English sermon, of which she did not understand a word. 

When the mass was ended and they were about to enter the carriage again, Madame Carambeau turned, as she 

had done before, to the coachman. 

"François," she said, coolly, "you will now drive us to the residence of my son, M. Henri Carambeau. No 

doubt Mamzelle Cécile can inform you where it is," she added, with a sharply penetrating glance that caused 

Madame Lalonde to wince. 

Yes, her daughter Cécile knew, and so did François, for that matter. They drove out St. Charles avenue - very 

far out. It was like a strange city to old madame, who had not been in the American quarter since the town had 

taken on this new and splendid growth. 

The morning was a delicious one, soft and mild; and the roses were all in bloom. They were not hidden 

behind spiked fences. Madame appeared not to notice them, or the beautiful and striking residences that lined 

the avenue along which they drove. She held a bottle of smelling-salts to her nostrils, as though she were 

passing through the most unsavory instead of the most beautiful quarter of New Orleans. 

Henri's house was a very modern and very handsome one, standing a little distance away from the street. A 

well-kept lawn, studded with rare and charming plants, surrounded it. The ladies, dismounting, rang the bell, 

and stood out upon the banquette, waiting for the iron gate to be opened. 

A white maid-servant admitted them. Madame did not seem to mind. She handed her a card with all proper 

ceremony, and followed with her daughter to the house. 

Not once did she show a sign of weakness; not even when her son, Henri, came and took her in his arms and 

sobbed and wept upon her neck as only a warm-hearted Creole could. He was a big, good-looking, honest-

faced man, with tender brown eyes like his dead father's and a firm mouth like his mother's. 
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Young Mrs. Carambeau came, too, her sweet, fresh face transfigured with happiness. She led by the hand her 

little daughter, the "American child" whom madame had nursed so tenderly a month before, never suspecting 

the little one to be other than an alien to her. 

"What a lucky chance was that fever! What a happy accident!" gurgled Madame Lalonde. 

"Cécile, it was no accident, I tell you; it was Providence," spoke madame, reprovingly, and no one 

contradicted her. 

They all drove back together to eat Christmas dinner in the old house by the river. Madame held her little 

granddaughter upon her lap; her son Henri sat facing her, and beside her was her daughter-in-law. 

Henri sat back in the carriage and could not speak. His soul was possessed by a pathetic joy that would not 

admit of speech. He was going back again to the home where he was born, after a banishment of ten long 

years. 

He would hear again the water beat against the green levee-bank with a sound that was not quite like any 

other that he could remember. He would sit within the sweet and solemn shadow of the deep and overhanging 

roof; and roam through the wild, rich solitude of the old garden, where he had played his pranks of boyhood 

and dreamed his dreams of youth. He would listen to his mother's voice calling him, "mon fils," as it had 

always done before that day he had had to choose between mother and wife. No; he could not speak. 

But his wife chatted much and pleasantly - in a French, however, that must have been trying to old madame to 

listen to. 

"I am so sorry, ma mère," she said, "that our little one does not speak French. It is not my fault, I assure you," 

and she flushed and hesitated a little. "It - it was Henri who would not permit it." 

"That is nothing," replied madame, amiably, drawing the child close to her. "Her grandmother will teach her 

French; and she will teach her grandmother English. You see, I have no prejudices. I am not like my son. 

Henri was always a stubborn boy. Heaven only knows how he came by such a character!" 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin/short-story/a-matter-of-prejudice   

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin/short-story/a-matter-of-prejudice
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Cancer-causing viruses like HPV can cause cells to divide indefinitely and, in the case of Henrietta Lacks, 

become immortal. Tom Deerinck/NIH via Flickr, CC BY-NC 
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In an amazing twist of fate, the aggressive cervical cancer tumor that killed Henrietta Lacks, a 31-year old 

African American mother, became an essential tool that helped the biomedical field flourish in the 20th 

century. As a cancer researcher who uses HeLa cells in my everyday work, even I sometimes find it hard to 

believe. 

Lacks’ cervical cancer cells, called “HeLa” after the first two letters of her first and last name, are immortal, 

continuing to divide when most cells would die. This ability to survive through endless generations of cells is 

what makes them invaluable for scientists conducting experiments on human cells. 

Why HeLa cells matter 

Before HeLa cells, scientists wanted a way to grow and study human cells in the lab to conduct studies that 

are impossible to do in a living person. When Lacks’ cervical cancer cells were successfully grown in a petri 

dish in 1951, scientists now had a source of cost-effective and easy-to-use cells that expanded their ability to 

conduct research. From polio and COVID-19 vaccines to cancer research and sequencing the human genome, 

HeLa cells have played an enormous role in many scientific discoveries and advancements. 

Henrietta Lacks’ story is also an ongoing bioethics case, because these cells were taken from her during a 

routine cervical cancer biopsy that was then given to researchers without her consent, as was common 

practice at the time. The Lacks family has long attempted legal action against companies they say have 

unfairly benefited from Henrietta’s cells. A 2010 book by journalist Rebecca Skloot details how HeLa cells 

affected both science and the Lacks family. 

https://theconversation.com/institutions/west-virginia-university-1375
https://theconversation.com/global/partners
https://www.npr.org/2010/02/02/123232331/henrietta-lacks-a-donors-immortal-legacy
https://osp.od.nih.gov/scientific-sharing/hela-cells-timeline/
https://www.researchgate.net/scientific-contributions/Ivan-Martinez-2109620653
https://www.science.org/content/article/art-culture-developing-cell-lines
https://osp.od.nih.gov/scientific-sharing/hela-cells-landing/
https://osp.od.nih.gov/scientific-sharing/hela-cells-landing/
https://doi.org/10.1084/jem.97.5.695
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2020.07.024
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcp.22917
https://doi.org/10.1534/g3.113.005777
https://www.wgbh.org/news/local-news/2022/05/17/thermo-fisher-seeks-dismissal-of-henrietta-lacks-familys-lawsuit-regarding-sale-of-her-cells
https://doi.org/10.1146%2Fannurev-genom-083115-022536
https://doi.org/10.1146%2Fannurev-genom-083115-022536
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/legal-issues/henrietta-lacks-family-sues-company/2021/10/04/810ffa6c-2531-11ec-8831-a31e7b3de188_story.html
https://www.npr.org/2010/02/02/123232331/henrietta-lacks-a-donors-immortal-legacy
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The Lacks family wasn’t aware that Henrietta’s cells had been harvested until Rolling Stone magazine 

journalist Michael Rogers contacted them two decades after her death. 

But how did Lacks’ cells become immortal? 

Lacks didn’t know that cells in her cervix were infected with a virus that causes one of the most common 

sexually transmitted diseases: human papillomavirus, or HPV. There are more than 150 different types of 

HPVs, but only a small group are known to cause cervical cancer. In fact, 99.7% of cervical cancers are HPV 

positive. Fortunately, most people infected with high-risk HPVs are able to clear out the virus before it 

becomes cancerous. HPV vaccinations can prevent over 90% of HPV-related cancers. But 10% of people with 

HPV infections on their cervix develop cancer. Sadly, Henrietta was one of the unlucky ones. 

Her misfortune has helped elucidate how HPV works. Since the Nobel Prize-winning 1976 discovery 

of HPV’s essential role in cervical cancer, many scientists, including me, have been investigating how 

HPV causes cancer. 

While some types of HPV cause warts on the skin, certain high-risk ones can cause cancer. 

Two proteins 

Turns out, the virus’ cancer-causing ability is linked to two proteins it produces. These viral proteins 

can target and destroy two major human proteins that protect against cancer, p53 and retinoblastoma (Rb). 

P53 and Rb act as sentinels making sure cells don’t accumulate harmful genetic mutations and stop dividing 

after a set number of cycles. My research has focused on how HPV proteins interact with tumor-

suppressing proteins in different types of human cells, including HeLa. 

Most cells divide around 40 to 60 times before they become too old to function properly and are naturally 

killed off. But HPV can allow cells to divide forever, because they attack the sentinels keeping uncontrolled 

division in check. After Lacks was infected with HPV 18, the second-most-common high-risk type of the 

https://www.cdc.gov/std/hpv/default.htm
https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/causes-prevention/risk/infectious-agents/hpv-and-cancer
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1096-9896(199909)189:1%3C12::AID-PATH431%3E3.0.CO;2-F
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/vpd/hpv/public/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/cancer/hpv/basic_info/index.htm
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/medicine/2008/hausen/facts/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/175942
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK9929/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/1322242/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-40094-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-40094-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-40094-8
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1017346108
https://doi.org/10.1016/0014-4827(65)90211-9
https://doi.org/10.1128/JVI.01747-15
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virus, her cervical cells lost the ability to produce these sentinels. Without growth checks in place, her cells 

were able to divide indefinitely and became “immortal” – living on to this day both in test tubes and 

the 70,000 studies they’ve made possible. 

Read other short, accessible explanations of newsworthy subjects written by academics in their areas of 

expertise for The Conversation U.S. here. 
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The Harms of Being Subjugated and Doing the Subjugation 

A formerly incarcerated psychologist looks at incarceration through the lens of learned helplessness, the 

Stanford Prison Experiment, synapses, and power. 

An illustration from Anarchist Black Dragon, Volume 1, Issue 5 

 via JSTOR 

By: Lisa Weisz-Lipton  

  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274445
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/lisa-weisz-lipton/
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Research shows that the criminal justice system leaves an imprint not just on the body, but on the psyche. The 

effects linger long beyond release for the incarcerated person or the end of a shift for those working in 

prisons. One of those effects that’s well-documented is learned helplessness. 

Martin Seligman first observed learned helplessness when he was doing experiments on dogs. When dogs had 

been conditioned through exposure to believe that electric shocks were preventing their escape, they no longer 

even attempted it, instead remaining confined. They had learned they were helpless and acted as if they were, 

even when they were no longer. This 50-year-old theory has been used to explain a wide swath of human 

behaviors that seem counterintuitive, often resulting from either confinement or trauma. 

Weekly Newsletter 

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

Subscribe
 

Privacy Policy   Contact Us 

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

It was this theory that loomed heaviest in my mind the day a federal judge sentenced me to 52 months in 

federal prison. Already a practicing therapist, I was in the first year of my doctoral education in psychology 

the day I was sentenced. I feared becoming the dogs, conditioned to accept shocks, abuses, and injustices 

without attempting to escape. I feared losing my mind—not in a bout of madness, but rather losing the ability 

to use my mind to freely exert choices over my behaviors and circumstances. 

Cartoon from the Anarchist Black Dragon, Volume 1, Issue 5. 

https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/abs/10.1146/annurev.me.23.020172.002203
https://about.jstor.org/privacy/
http://www.jstor.org/contact-us/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274445?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=7
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274445?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=7
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* * * 

In addition to learned helplessness, the infamous Stanford Prison Experiment research also helps explain the 

lasting psychological effects of incarceration not only for prisoners but for guards as well. Conceived to study 

prison life, the Stanford Prison Experiment began with an average group of healthy, intelligent, middle-class 

college men. The researchers assigned one half of the men to be prisoners and the other half to be guards 

based on a coin flip. Their social contexts and backgrounds were similar. 

This similarity reflects the reality inside prisons. While people that are incarcerated are often depicted as 

fundamentally different than the correctional officers tasked with overseeing them, they have more similar 

backgrounds than many realize. Being a correctional officer is a low-prestige job, with pay that varies 

between low and median depending on the jurisdiction. Moreover, thirty-eight percent of Federal Bureau of 

Prisons staff are BIPOC and 42% of the people incarcerated within their prisons are, as well. 

“Lay on the ground and put your legs in the air like a cockroach,” he demanded. 

There was even less difference in the real-life socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds among the 

participants of the Stanford Prison Experiment. And yet, the participants’ outcomes in the study varied wildly 

and were heavily dependent on which role they were assigned to play: prisoner or guard. One of the key 

takeaways of the short-lived experiment was just how readily people conform to social roles they are expected 

to play, especially when said roles are as heavily stereotyped as those of prison guards. The Stanford Prison 

Experiment has been heavily criticized in recent years, but it is one piece of research in a large body that 

shows how group dynamics and internalizing roles, even when simply to obediently comply with authority, 

can lead people that are kind as individuals to perpetuate harms within a group. 

I saw correctional officers—and other prisoners—behave in ways that can only be understood through these 

theories. The roles had been defined for us, with decades of pop culture references and deeply engrained 

stereotypes reinforcing each other. As if we had been randomly selected by the flip of a coin instead of a 

judge’s gavel, the people assigned to the role of correctional officer seemed to internalize it. They were told, 

through external cues, that they had power over other human beings. For those of us in prison khakis, others 

had power over us. Situation after situation confirmed that we were helpless to effectuate change in our lives, 

and needed to fully subjugate ourselves to those who held the power. 

https://www.bop.gov/about/statistics/statistics_staff_ethnicity_race.jsp
https://www.bop.gov/about/statistics/statistics_inmate_race.jsp
https://daily.jstor.org/harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation/?utm_term=The%20Harms%20of%20Being%20Subjugated%20and%20Doing%20the%20Subjugation&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://www.vox.com/2018/6/13/17449118/stanford-prison-experiment-fraud-psychology-replication
http://www.bbcprisonstudy.org/pdfs/bjsp(2006)tyrannny.pdf
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From Issues in the Indiana Women’s Prison, 04-01-2017 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.32454291?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=10
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In prolonged confinement, much like the dogs who were conditioned to accept the shocks in Seligman’s 

study, people instinctively internalize a learned sense of inferiority, helplessness, and weakened ego strength. 

Meanwhile, correctional officers internalize having power over human beings, however artificial. Philip 

Zimbardo, the researcher behind the Stanford Prison Experiment, even predicted this outcome. He said that 

circumstance motivates people to act in the way that they do more so than their baseline personality. 

I witnessed this “power over” dynamic daily while incarcerated. I used to walk around the track during my 

free time, which was one of the few recreational activities available to me. This was an attempt daily to 

mindfully keep my ego strength in order—I was referred to as “inmate Lipton” and had to remind myself that 

was only a construct, not a reality. 

One of the most salient experiences of my incarceration occurred on that track. A group of “inmate workers” 

had unfortunately crossed paths with a correctional officer not known for his compassion, Mr. West. He had 

seized one of the women’s MP3 players—that belonged to her and was bought off commissary—under a false 

pretense of her not being allowed to have it during work hours. He told her she could get it back on one 

condition. “Lay on the ground and put your legs in the air like a cockroach,” he demanded, without a trace of 

irony. Without the psychological framework of his “power over” us having permeated his mind and actions, 

I’m unsure there’s an explanation for exposing another human being to such humiliation. 

The pervasive culture of the prison and its environment promotes correctional officers to adopt the prison 

identity. Once that identity has been adopted, so has the violent culture that can accompany it. Yet our minds 

cannot cleanly be divided in two distinct halves, the “work half” and the “life half.” Internalizations about 

power and authority over others bleeds through a correctional officer’s whole life, even as they cycle “inside” 

and “outside” of prison as their shifts come and go. 

https://scholars.carroll.edu/handle/20.500.12647/3601
https://scholars.carroll.edu/handle/20.500.12647/3601
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A 2020 issue of the Dixon Digest discussing four Angola Prison Correctional Officers being sentenced for 

severely beating an incarcerated person. 

* * * 

Research into domestic violence offers some insight into the behaviors of correctional officers. They have 

disproportionately high rates of intimate partner violence, suicide, substance use issues, and alcohol use 

disorder. Research suggests that it this is more likely a result of the psychological impact of their chosen 

career than a result of the personalities of those who go into the profession. 

Studies into the psychology and circumstances of domestic violence provide surprising insights into this 

behavior. Evan Stark, author of the book Coercive Control: How Men Entrap Women in Personal 

Life provides an analysis of domestic violence far more nuanced—and according to Cheryl Hanna who 

reviewed it for the journal Signs, “arguably more accurate,”—than is common in society. While intimate 

partner violence is often attributed to men who have poor impulse control (i.e., they are a bad 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.32492495?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=22
https://gspp.berkeley.edu/assets/uploads/research/pdf/executive_summary_08142018.pdf
https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/understanding-impacts-corrections-officer-suicide
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/651048?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.32492495?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=22
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character/person) and strike their partners because they can, Stark argues that the abuser’s behavior is better 

understood as preventing the other from attaining freedom and autonomy (i.e, in relation to others). 

Hanna’s summation of Stark’s theory proves informative in analyses of correctional officers’ behavior. “Stark 

advocates redefining abuse from specific acts to ‘an ongoing and gender-specific pattern of coercive and 

controlling behaviors that cause a range of harms in addition to injury’ (99–100).” The physical violence is 

but the most visible system of an interlocking web of harmful behaviors, all designed to subjugate. How does 

it affect your psyche when the primary function of your job duty is to subjugate others? 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 614  december  2022 

 

143 

 

Depiction of an incarcerated woman being sexually assaulted. Anarchist Black Dragon. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274445?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=16
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274445?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=16
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A core duty of any corrections employee is to impose coercive systems of control on the people confined to 

their institution. And yet it is that very concept that may form the basis for later incidents of domestic 

violence in their homes. As their workplace role of dominator or controller of people gets internalized more 

and more deeply, it seeps into the other aspects of their personal life. 

 

A correctional officer’s lascivious gaze, Anarchist Black Dragon. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274445seq=9?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274445seq=9?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
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* * * 

Humans are born with nearly 100 billion neurons. Synapses are brain structures that allow neurons to transmit 

an electrical or chemical signal to other neurons. Through synaptic pruning that occurs in childhood and early 

adolescence, the brain destroys extra synapses. People lose up to 50% of their synaptic connections 

during adolescence. The main change is that unused connections in the thinking and processing part of 

children’s brain (called the grey matter) are ‘pruned’ away. At the same time, other connections are 

strengthened. This is the brain’s way of becoming more efficient, based on the ‘use it or lose it’ principle. 

This process occurs throughout our life and explains some of the brain changes that occur during long-term 

incarceration. 

The process of neural plasticity (changes in the neural nets), designed to optimize our brain structure to suit 

the needs of our circumstance, will therefore optimize to embrace the circumstance of either being the 

“incarcerated person” or the “correctional officer.” Unlike leaving prison—which is an utter binary, in/out—

neural plasticity (the brain being shaped by our experiences) occurs gradually and over time. This plasticity 

reinforces the power differentials projected upon us. 

During my time in prison, despite concerted efforts at resisting it, I internalized my subjugation. I became 

conditioned to eat exactly what was given to me, without question or complaint. Upon release, I found myself 

at restaurants and adopting the implicit pattern of accepting what I was given. Despite the fact I was a paying 

customer, I couldn’t bear to complain when my meal showed up and was not what I ordered. I simply ate it, 

even when it was a food that disgusted me; I didn’t even perceive an alternative. My neural net changed, my 

powerlessness internalized, I had become the helpless prisoner they told me that I was. 

Problems arise when there is a mismatch between the synaptic structure and the situation in which someone 

currently find themselves. Whether an officer has left work after their shift or a person has been released after 

serving their sentence, their mind does not suddenly revert to the pre-prison state. Their neural network 

continues to be primed for the role imposed upon them. Whether they have been conditioned to exert 

dominance, or conditioned to expect subjugation, both states manifest in behaviors that follow the person far 

beyond the gates of prison. 

Mismatches also occur between how we present to the world and how we feel inside. Correctional officers 

often feel the need to present as “tough,” encapsulated within a 2015 Guardian article titled, “‘Prison guards 

can never be weak’: the hidden PTSD crisis in America’s jails.” If inside they feel afraid, or plagued by 

insecurities, the mismatch alone can cause psychological discord. 

The rate of PTSD in correctional officers is double that of military veterans. Their suicide rate is double the 

national average. Incidents of domestic violence are grossly elevated. And yet, receiving psychological 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0022-3956(82)90038-3
https://www.nature.com/articles/tp20137
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40212332?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/may/20/corrections-officers-ptsd-american-prisons
https://www.slu.edu/news/2019/june/slu-study-finds-jail-corrections-officers-suffer-from-ptsd.php
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treatment is heavily stigmatized within law enforcement communities. And they must keep returning to work, 

no matter what has occurred the shift before. Correctional officers at the infamously violent jail Rikers 

Island were recently embroiled in a scandal for abusing sick leave and general absenteeism. The jail is also 

infamous for suicides of currently and formerly incarcerated people, typified by the suicide of Kalief 

Browder. 

Despite decades of research and United Nations’ guidelines, solitary confinement is still used liberally in 

many US prisons. San Quentin News. 02-01-2016. 

Research shows that re-entering society after incarceration is challenging and rife with barriers. People 

coming out of incarceration usually lack housing, employment, money, and health insurance. Depending on 

how long they were incarcerated, they could have severely hampered technological skills in what is 

increasingly a tech-dependent society. The learned helplessness they were forced to acquire throughout their 

incarceration is exactly the opposite of what is needed to surmount barriers. (PTSD, it should be noted, is 

dramatically over-represented in the incarcerated population, too, many of whom are exposed to violence and 

have disproportional rates of sexual trauma. It also contributes to diminished functioning, making people 

more susceptible to succumb to hurdles.) 

https://www.vera.org/its-a-torture-chamber
https://www.vera.org/its-a-torture-chamber
https://www.nbcnewyork.com/investigations/i-team-jail-documents-show-nyc-correction-officers-skipped-work-for-4-8-months-at-a-time/3560214/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj3kdrz7Kr2AhUFLTQIHd-zDXUQFnoECBQQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.newyorker.com%2Fnews%2Fnews-desk%2Fkalief-browder-1993-2015&usg=AOvVaw0mwoVboR9N4W9bQQ8VIQ-f
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj3kdrz7Kr2AhUFLTQIHd-zDXUQFnoECBQQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.newyorker.com%2Fnews%2Fnews-desk%2Fkalief-browder-1993-2015&usg=AOvVaw0mwoVboR9N4W9bQQ8VIQ-f
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.32459149?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=3
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40971946?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.32459149?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=3
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Account of Carl Harp, incarcerated at the Walla Walla Penitentiary, being beaten and raped by guards 

resulting in their suspension with pay. Anarchist Black Dragon. Volume 1, Issue 5. 

The extreme power differential perpetuated by US prison systems could be one reason the recidivism rate is 

so high. It could also explain why correctional officers experience so many negative health outcomes. 

Humans cannot rapidly toggle modes in their mind to align their psyche with their circumstance. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274445?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=4
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274445?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=4
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The account of the brutal beating and rape of Carl Hart, continued. Anarchist Black Dragon. Volume 1, Issue 

6. 1979. 

Dr. Kaia Stern is the co-founder of the Prison Studies Project who stumbled almost accidentally onto the 

connection between poor outcomes for people sent to prison and poor outcomes for those who work in 

prisons. In her piece, “The Keeper and the Kept,” she quotes a “self-described U.S. Marine and Black man” 

who worked as correctional line officer for 11 years: 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274446?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=2
https://inquest.org/kaia-stern-the-keeper-and-the-kept/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.29274446?mag=harms-of-being-subjugated-doing-the-subjugation&seq=2
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I’m slowly being poisoned over a 35-year period and no one tells me. You think it is you when it manifests in 

your life: obesity domestic violence, suicide, alcoholism… we don’t have a name for trauma because there’s 

no training, so people associate [their own trauma] with deviant behavior. And then the [state] agency tells 

you that the injury you suffer can’t be solely identified to work… If the public really knew the kind of 

disconnect for humanity. 

Unlike military veterans exposed to trauma who can then later be compensated by the VA, correctional 

officers and incarcerated people are less likely to even be diagnosed and treated, with compensation 

exceedingly rare. 

These negative psychological effects of incarceration are not inevitable. Norway’s Halden prison offers a 

model for prisons where power differentials are lessened, the emphasis is on education and rehabilitation, and 

all people no matter their crimes are treated with basic levels of human dignity, in compliance with the United 

Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners. As the punitiveness of their prison 

environment decreased, so did their recidivism. As less recidivism means less crime and less need for further 

incarceration, states from North Dakota to Oregon have sent delegations to Norway to learn their model of 

corrections and attempt to implement it back home. 

As the Norway model sets the precedent for treatment of people in prison, they greatly improve the mental 

health of the staff, too. In the officers’ training school, the governor (warden) of Halden prison Are Høidal 

explains, guards are taught that treating inmates humanely is something they should do not for the prisons but 

for themselves. The theory is that if officers are taught to be harsh, domineering, and suspicious, it will ripple 

outward in their lives, affecting their self-image, their families, and even Norway as a whole. Høidal stated a 

line that is usually attributed to Dostoyevsky: “The degree of civilization in a society can be judged by 

entering its prisons. 
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VIA NEW YORK REVIEW BOOKS 

From the Abstract to the Everyday: How Stories Dominate Every Facet of Our Lives 

Peter Brooks on the Narrative Takeover of Society 

By Peter Brooks 

 

October 28, 2022 

“There’s nothing in the world more powerful than a good story. Nothing can stop it. No enemy can defeat it.” 

Thus spake Tyrion in the final episode of the television series Game of Thrones, claiming the throne for Bran 

the Broken. Many viewers liked neither the choice of king nor its rationale. But the claim that story brings 

you to world dominance seems by now so banal that it’s common wisdom. Narrative seems to have become 

accepted as the only form of knowledge and speech that regulates human affairs. 

For myself, the moment I knew narrative had taken over the world came with President George W. Bush’s 

presentation of his cabinet, in December 2000. Said Bush of his appointees: “Each person has got their own 

story that is so unique, stories that really explain what America can and should be about.” And more simply, 

in presenting Secretary of State Colin Powell: “a great American story.” 

https://www.nyrb.com/products/seduced-by-story?variant=40426330095784
https://lithub.com/author/peterbrooks/
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And simpler still, in introducing Secretary of Transportation Norman Y. Mineta: “I love his story.” One had 

the impression that Bush’s understanding of reality was wholly narrative. No other form of speech or 

cognitive faculty came close. 

Bush gave dramatic confirmation to the notion that narrative is the crucial tool in the toolkit we use to 

construct our knowledge of the world and our sense of self. This left me pensive, and not a little confused. It 

was as if a fledgling I had nourished had become a predator devouring reality in the name of story. Since the 

early 1970s, I had been arguing and teaching that narrative is in fact key to our understanding of self and 

surround: that we live in and by what the psychologist Jerome Bruner later labeled the narrative construction 

of reality. 

This was not at all common wisdom at the time, but rather a kind of anthropological take on narrative largely 

inspired by French structural linguists, anthropologists, and literary theorists. With a few colleagues I taught a 

course on “Fictions and the Forms of Narrative” that asked questions not only about the formal structures of 

stories but also about their purpose and project; and not only literary narratives but stories told in advertising 

and myth and dreams. We saw narrative as one of the large categories by which we try to understand the 

world and construct its meanings. 

Narrative seems to have become accepted as the only form of knowledge and speech that regulates human 

affairs. 

We were seconded in this effort by what would soon be called the “narrative turn” in psychology and 

philosophy, and eventually in medicine and economics. Gradually we learned that we were part of a larger 

movement to understand the uses of the narratives that surround us, from the everyday to the transcendent. 

But we never envisaged nor hoped for the kind of narrative takeover of reality we appear to be witnessing in 

the early twenty-first century, where even public civic discourse supposedly dedicated to reasoned analysis 

seems to have been taken hostage. This narrative takeover—what it means, how to think about it, and how to 

provide a more intelligent account of what narrative is and does—motivates me here. 

“Numberless are the world’s narratives.” So began Roland Barthes in his “Introduction to the Structural 

Analysis of Narrative,” published in 1966—an essay that was the inaugural gesture for the new discipline of 

narratology, the methodical analysis of narrative. “There isn’t, there has never been anywhere, any people 

without narrative,” wrote Barthes. “International, transhistorical, transcultural, narrative is there, like life.” 

Stories (unlike poems) can be translated, they can be transposed to other media, they can be summarized, they 

can be retold “in other words” and yet still be recognizably the same story. Narrative, which the human child 

appears to discover before age three, is fundamental to our sense of reality and how it is ordered. We don’t 

simply arrange random facts into narratives; our sense of the way stories go together, how life is made 

meaningful as narrative, presides at our choice of facts as well, and the ways we present them. Our daily lives, 

our daydreams, our sense of self are all constructed as stories. 

What seems obvious often can open the richest insight once we look at it closely. That surely has been the 

case with narrative: once under-studied, it is now the object of fine analytic discrimination. Meanwhile, the 

plethoric spread of narrative in public life has gone forward, taking no apparent account of the analysts, 

though one senses that the two developments cannot be unrelated in some large cultural sense. The French 
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philosopher Jean-François Lyotard claimed that in our postmodernist moment the “grand narratives” that 

sustained whole societies, the narrative of emancipation especially, have lost their force. We are left with 

many mini-narratives everywhere, individual or collective and, in many cases, dominantly narcissistic and 

self-serving. 

I look at the package containing the cookies I just bought and find it wants to tell me “Our Story.” I go to 

order furniture online and I encounter a tab labeled, again, “Our Story”: “Steve Conine and Niraj Shah met as 

high school students attending a summer program at Cornell University. They both went on to study 

engineering at Cornell and quickly struck up a friendship while they were freshmen living in the same dorm. 

During their final semester of college, Steve and Niraj both enrolled in a class on entrepreneurism which 

sparked a business plan that turned into their first company and, ultimately, became the foundation for 

founding and building several businesses in the technology sector.” (Not clear why this story is supposed to 

foster confidence in the purchaser.) At Tom’s of Maine, it’s called “The Backstory”: “Tom and Kate Chappell 

moved to Maine from Philadelphia in 1968, looking for a healthier, simpler life for their growing family. 

We are left with many mini-narratives everywhere, individual or collective and, in many cases, dominantly 

narcissistic and self-serving. 

They discovered the benefits of natural and unprocessed food, and started looking for the same qualities in 

personal care products. But all they found were labels listing artificial flavors, fragrances, sweeteners, colors 

and preservatives. So they decided to create their own.” J. Crew offers “Our Story” as well. Also Procter & 

Gamble. Johnson & Johnson has an elaborate and illustrated “Our Stories” in several chapters. Snapchat in 

2015 introduced a feature called “Our Story” that aggregates individuals participating in a particular event. 

A 2020 New York Times news story questioning the accuracy of one of its own reporters, Rukmini 

Callimachi, noted a “profound shift” underway at the Times: “The paper is in the midst of an evolution from 

the stodgy paper of record into a juicy collection of great narratives, on the web and streaming services.” 

Readers of the Times have noticed that nearly every article now begins, often tediously, with an anecdote 

leading in to the substance of the subject. 

One could continue to pile up examples. Every person has a story to tell, and the corporate person has 

understood, with a vengeance, that it must stake its identity, persuasion, and profits on telling a story, 

however bizarre or banal. Corporate reports have turned from the statistical to the narrative mode. And in the 

wake of the corporation are political candidates and parties, the military, the tourism industry, universities, 

hospitals, bakeries—even accounting firms. Salmon, the sociologist, has identified what he calls a “nouvel 

ordre narratif,” or NON: a new narrative order that dominates in business and politics. 

He notes that such a corporation as Enron, which famously went bust in 2001, seems to have been built 

uniquely on stories—Actions, in fact—that had little to do with the company’s balance sheet but rather with a 

kind of imaginary accounting that generated stories of impending great wealth. According to Salmon, the new 

attention to narrative in philosophy and ethics and literary theory and history writing came to affect corporate 

management, and then the military, which needed positive narratives to undergird the dubious wars it was 

made to wage. Ronald Reagan, ever telling anecdotes—minimal stories—appeared to govern largely by story, 

at times confounding the real with films in which he had played a role. 
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Since Reagan, storytelling has become so ubiquitous that it’s hard to know where to begin in a discussion of 

its nature, its parts, its spread, and its power. A stark example: the Starr Report prepared for the impeachment 

of President Clinton in the matter of Monica Lewinsky chose to present its major findings in a section titled 

simply: “The Narrative.” A kind of preemptive strike, as if to say: this is the way it happened; there is no 

other version. 

Narrative as explanation once seemed to belong to an older paradigm…but now it is back, as if to emphasize 

that the time-boundedness of human life is the crucial human problem. 

This mindless valorization of storytelling speaks to crucial facts in contemporary culture that need more 

analysis. Why is it that other forms of presentation and understanding have been largely abandoned in favor 

of telling stories? I recall, from an age still dominated by radio, the singing commercial, so memorable that a 

number of them still come to mind: 

I’m Chiquita Banana and I’ve come to say 

Bananas have to ripen in a certain way— 

And when they’re flecked with brown and have a golden hue 

Bananas taste the best and are the best for you… 

That lyric debuted in 1944. Or the Ballantine beer poems: 

In Fourteen Hundred and Ninety-two 

Columbus sailed the ocean blue, 

The trip was hot— 

His crew kept cryin’ 

“Ask the man for Ballantine.” 

Or as we entered the television age, the commercial that simply foregrounded a product with a crooning lyric 

to accompany it, as for Miller beer: 

When it’s time to relax, Miller stands clear. 

Beer after beer. 

One thing stands clear 

If you’ve got the time 

We’ve got the beer. Miller beer. 

Why has the lyric, a compact and emotionally charged form of communication, been completely eclipsed by 

the more discursive and additive form that is narrative? 

The results of what I see as the storification of reality may be simplistic, but I don’t think the causes are 

simple. Could it be that the current hyperinflation of story is linked, however distantly, to the new critical 

attention to narrative and its analysis that began in the 1960s? An unintended consequence of some 

magnitude, but possibly the case. Our present world of pervasive storying was underwritten and, I believe, 

preceded by a well-recognized narrative turn in several serious fields of thought. 
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History, which some decades back seemed to have set aside storytelling in favor of demographic and social 

analyses of selected moments and places, appears to have returned to full-throated storytelling. Philosophy, 

especially moral philosophy (though perhaps still dominated by logical and linguistic analysis), also found 

strong advocates for narrative, such as Paul Ricoeur, Richard Rorty, Alasdair MacIntyre, and Charles Taylor. 

They make implicit or explicit claims that human institutions and behaviors can be grasped only through 

stories. 

In economics, too, which might seem exempt from narrative thinking, the likes of D. N. McCloskey and the 

Nobel-winning Robert Shiller have argued for narrative as part of the discipline. In psychology, Jerome 

Bruner in particular stressed that young children initially learn not though “scientific” experimentation on 

reality but through swapping stories about it. Rita Charon and her followers have insisted on the importance 

of “narrative medicine,” based on listening to patients’ stories and reciprocating with stories about illness and 

recovery—and death. 

Narrative as explanation once seemed to belong to an older paradigm—one elaborated largely in the 

nineteenth century, the golden age of historical and evolutionary thought—but now it is back, as if to 

emphasize that the time-boundedness of human life is the crucial human problem. Mortality can perhaps best 

be dealt with in story form. Whatever meanings life may have, or fail to have, develop through time. As the 

finale of Lin-Manuel Miranda’s Hamilton asks, with a poignancy to which any of us can respond: “Who lives, 

who dies, who tells your story?” 

_____________________________________ 

 

Excerpted from Seduced by Story: The Use and Abuse of Narrative by Peter Brooks. Copyright © 2022. 

Available from New York Review Books. 

https://bookshop.org/p/books/seduced-by-story-the-use-and-abuse-of-narrative-peter-brooks/17766852?ean=9781681376639
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Peter Brooks 

Peter Brooks is the author of several books, including the nonfiction volumes The Melodramatic 

Imagination, Reading for the Plot, Psychoanalysis and Storytelling, Troubling Confessions, Realist 

Vision, Henry James Goes to Paris, and Flaubert in the Ruins of Paris, as well as two novels, World 

Elsewhere and The Emperor’s Body. He published Balzac’s Lives with New York Review Books in 2020, 

and has edited two NYRB Classics, Balzac’s The Human Comedy: Selected Stories and Vivant Denon’s No 

Tomorrow. He is Sterling Professor Emeritus of Comparative Literature at Yale. 
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