Human Rights & Press Freedom
Contributoria
May 2015
Letter from the editors
Sarah Hartley
Commissioning editor has to be one of the best jobs in any publishing organisation. Getting to set the agenda, having an article shaped to a specific style, niche or topic is a creative and rewarding part of the journalistic process. And it’s something that’s now open to every member of Contributoria with the recently launched topics area.
Although the feature is only a month old, it’s certainly not a new idea and has actually been in our minds from back when the site was merely a twinkle in the scribble of our feverish planning and plotting.
Let me explain. Contributoria was initially borne out of a desire to open up the processes of journalism. Back in the day when I edited a series of news websites I always found it frustrating, and to be frank, rather old fashioned, that commissioning was such a closed relationship. Every editor concerned with commissioning knows that the talent pool they access could (I’d say should) be wider and the tendency to rely on the same tried and trusted circle can be troubling in the context of increasing diversity in journalism.
After all, the Internet has allowed for a multitude of models where ‘the middleman’ can be bypassed, so why not journalism?
This democratising transparency of the process lies at the heart of what we are seeking to do here at Contributoria so I was genuinely thrilled to be able to make my first commission on the platform this month and for everyone involved to see exactly how it worked.
It was a short brief- to test the validity of MP’s claims that they could earn a great deal more outside of the House - and I think Nigel Marsh answered it admirably. Using our crowdsourcing tools, he succeeded in getting some backing from the community here and I topped up the remainder to secure the fee.
Of course, my commission was just one among the many from members and partner organisations alike.
Several partner organisations including Open Society Foundation, the Committee to Protect Journalists, IFEX, Arcus Foundationand UNESCO asked journalists to cover issues around human rights in digital contexts, challenges facing journalists and gender and equality issues to name a few.
I hope they all get the buzz of excitement I felt in seeing the process unfold, and look forward to seeing the writers continue to come up with imaginative ways to answer the briefs on offer.
Until next month, happy contributing. Sarah, Matt and Dan
The face of minimum hour contracts
We've heard about zero-hour contracts. We've heard about how many exist in the UK. But what's it like living with these contracts and their modestly elevated brethren?
Allison Declercq
Her first job in the UK had been fast-paced and stressful. So she left. She took up work in another food chain and began to study on the side. Work was great and she loved it, until the hours began to drop. Four months into the job she found herself with 10 hours a week and not enough money. Rachel, who asked for an alias in this piece, began to panic.
He took up work in retail, stacking shelves for two months. Four days a week he’d travel an hour for two hours of work. Two of his colleagues only received 4.5 hours a week. They all had no choice but to pick up unpredictable overtime. Soon Alex Wood, who’d taken up the work for research purposes, found his commitments to his partner and job teaching students under stress.
Rachel’s Zero-Hour Contract
The National Office for Statistics estimates that around six per cent of the UK workforce is on zero-hour contracts—contracts where an employer is not obliged to guarantee a minimum set of hours each week. Rachel is one of these 1.8 million people.
When you see the zero you can guess what it means.
Originally from Portugal, Rachel came to England and began to look for work in Cambridge at the end of 2010. It would be her first job. Her inexperience showed and despite sending out 40 CVs she received no responses. In need of help she turned to the local Job Centre for the Job Seekers Allowance and a list of businesses seeking workers.
“The places I chose contacted me very fast, maybe a week after I started using the Job Centre,” she said.
At the time the then eighteen-year-old didn’t know about zero-hour contracts.
“They [the employers] are the ones who put zero to forty hours on the contract,” she recalled.
“When you see the zero you can guess what it means.”
Was she wary of the zero?
“Yes and no. Yes, because you think oh, it could happen that they give me zero hours! I never want that to happen because I’m working because I need the money,” said Rachel, her eyes widening as she leaned forward in her seat.
“Then I thought to myself, well I work well so I don’t think they’ll need to put me on zero hours. This confidence in my work made me feel less afraid of that zero,” she slumped back as she finished.
Her next few years of experiences would reinforce her private theory that quality work kept her safe.
I had colleagues who would find themselves without work week after week, she told me. These were people who were working to support themselves so they needed the hours, and yet they were getting long holidays.
“You could tell when an employee was not a favourite.”
Still, despite striving to provide her best at all times, even Rachel would feel the bite of dwindling hours.
With a full-time job secured, she set her sights on higher education. After tackling a foundation degree it was on to a Bachelor of Science in Animal Behaviour and Welfare. As her education’s demands grew Rachel’s work environment began to fray her nerves.
“I worked there for nearly two years. It was too much. It was very stressful and I just, I wanted something a bit quieter. I don’t know… I wanted something different.”
I couldn’t, can’t, afford not to be working.
She found a job in another popular food chain and resigned from her first job. The new job was exactly what she was looking for—bustling but not stressfully so, physically demanding but not over-taxing—and she dove into the work with gusto.
“I worked there for four months,” she deadpanned.
“Four months?” I parroted in my surprise.
“Only four months,” she confirmed.
“Four months, because towards the end they weren’t giving me enough hours—enough to live.”
She looked me straight in the eyes and added, “I always said to myself, I need to have at least 20 hours to pay my rent and food with my own money. And when I had less I started panicking.”
Rachel had a rule. She’d always be employed. If she left a job, she’d have another one lined up already.
“I couldn’t, can’t, afford not to be working,” she continued.
Frustrated with her current job she returned to her first employer and asked for her job back. With years of previous experience and a good relationship with the management it wasn’t hard.
“I was very lucky that my employers were very understanding and nice,” she smiled.
Relieved to still be employed, Rachel settled in once again. She had returned to the environment she’d hoped to escape and she had to stay there for two and a half years before finding another job.
It’s not an ideal situation, but you have to adapt.
Now 22-years-old, at the end of her degree and happily instated in a comfortable job at another restaurant, Rachel maintains a balanced opinion of the experience.
“Sometimes it’s not their fault [the employers], sometimes they don’t have the customers to serve,” she said.
“It’s not an ideal situation, but you have to adapt. Maybe sometimes you start off not in the best way, but you will progress and you will move on to a better job or a job that offers you the conditions you want.”
She pointed out that she’s about to embark on a trip as a volunteer research assistant merely for the work experience.
“I’ll be working for free soon. I don’t really know how it’s going to go, if I’m going to be working every day, but I’m still going for it.”
Rachel’s hoping for a nine to five job in the future though. A job, she explains, where she could have a balanced life and do more than work.
Maybe one day she’ll open a restaurant.
“And after experiencing everything and knowing how the contracts work, how employers treat employees—I’ll wonder to myself, is it fair to put my employees on a zero-hour contract?”
Alex’s Minimum Hour Contract
In the last year big media sites have circled around the Conservative government’s decision to outlaw exclusive zero-hour contracts, Labour leader Ed Miliband’s proposals to ‘end the epidemic of zero-hour contracts’ and most recently Iain Duncan Smith’s suggestion to rebrand zero-hour contracts as flexible-hour contracts.
However, the massive numbers that are continuously quoted in this national debate may not represent the full picture.
Two researchers at the University of Cambridge are arguing that zero-hour contracts are only the baseline of the discussion and not the only perpetrators of the real problem.
“The definition of zero-hours contracts is too narrowly focused. The key issue is not that they offer no hours, but that they offer no security of hours,” wrote Dr Brendan Burchell and Alex Wood in an article for Open Democracy.
“The crux of the problem is that these contracts are a form of employer-controlled flexible scheduling and a large body of research demonstrates that this plays havoc with employees’ well-being, health and work/life balance.“
When you factor in other employer-controlled flexible schedules like minimum hour contracts, such as Alex’s, the number of people experiencing this lack of security skyrockets to around seven million in the UK.
One of my team mates told me that he’d been asked to stay and work overtime as he was putting his coat on to leave after his shift.
“The people in these situations are always very anxious, very paranoid and very concerned about whether they will have enough hours in the upcoming week. They experience immense relief when they do, but they re-live this emotional rollercoaster every week,” said Dr Burchell, head of sociology at the university.
“A lot of employers don’t realize the misery they are causing because they haven’t experienced it. It’s not considered a big part of human resource management.”
In order to further understand the situation Alex took on a job stacking shelves in retail for two months in 2013.
“I was interested in the effects of the insecurity caused by fear of job loss amongst workers in retail, but when I started talking to retail workers I realised that for a lot of them, the insecurity they were experiencing was around working-time and was a consequence of their employers’ use of flexible scheduling,” said Alex.
“I was employed for 8.5 hours a week over four days, so I was working on average 2 hours a day, but spending an hour traveling to work and back. The rest of my dozen or so team mates were also only hired for a small number of hours.”
Due to the lack of hours he and his coworkers were expected to work overtime and at the same rate as the standard contracted hours. Usually the overtime was offered on short notice, described Alex. Sometimes it was demanded the day before, the same day or even at the end of a shift.
It was extremely frustrating.
“One of my team mates told me that he’d been asked to stay and work overtime as he was putting his coat on to leave after his shift,” said Alex.
“The only flexibility for us was that we could refuse this overtime, but when you’re only working eight hours a week—so only earning about £60 a week—you don’t have much choice, as you need the money. You also don’t feel like you have a choice—managers expect you to agree to work the extra hours and can be quite insistent in their manner.”
The then 27-year-old even found himself discussing overtime with his manager while taking his partner to the hospital.
“My manager rang me and asked me to come in to work even though I was not scheduled to be in for another five hours. This put me under additional strain while trying to care for my partner.“
Alex was lucky enough to have another source of income from his work as a researcher and through teaching, but for some of his coworkers the job was all they had, and acquiring overtime was a constant worry.
“One of team mates, Rio, had been unemployed for a year before he got the job but still told the manager who hired him that he couldn’t survive on eight hours a week, so he should only take him on if he could provide more hours,” he recalled.
As for Alex, balancing the two jobs and his life outside of work was proving difficult.
“The unpredictability of my minimum hours job made it very difficult to meet the commitments of my teaching job. It was extremely frustrating not being able to plan my other work and having other deadlines, commitments and my social life disrupted at short notice.”
Even with a second job Alex found the lack of hours each day disheartening. The little money he was earning was being eaten up by the expense of his commutes.
“I’d have to cycle to the station and spend a third of the £14 I’d earned on the train, leaving me with only £10.”
Now, about a year and a half after he happily left the job, Alex told me what he learned.
On the one hand: “I learned how having to rely upon the kindness of your manager to give you extra hours or rearrange your shifts is a powerful source of motivation. When a manager helps you with your hours it’s hard not to reciprocate by helping them through working harder, even when the job is extremely boring and poorly paid.”
On the other: “From talking to other workers experiencing this kind of schedule insecurity I learned how much suffering is caused by not knowing what your hours will be one week to the next. The fear that you won’t be able to pay your bills, the anxiety that you won’t be available to pick your child up from school and the despair that you can’t plan to spend time with your loved ones or friends.”
“Work, even if you are not given much, dominates your entire schedule.”
The path that led to ISIS: A history of violence in Iraq
The origins of the current conflict in Iraq and the shock-success of ISIS lie not in the US-led invasion, the despotic rule of Saddam Hussein or the Sykes-Picot agreement, but much further back in the country's history
Amy McTighe
He was buried deep in a cave in northern Iraq; laid out in his grave beside others of the clan. He had lived to around 40 years old, and arthritis had begun to set in. But it wasn’t old age that killed him. It was a spear to the ribs; a spear thrown from a distance, and crucially, a spear thrown by a man.
This was the fate of Shanidar 3, a Neanderthal who lived between 35-45,000 years ago in what is now northern Iraq, and who was killed by an early modern human – the only species to wield such a weapon.
Shanidar 3’s death may be the earliest evidence of human conflict in the Middle East, and in fact the world, but the root of today’s violence is to be found elsewhere entirely.
Who is to blame?
Since the US-led coalition invasion in 2003 it is estimated that 211,000 people have died in Iraq, and the body count has risen particularly sharply in the last two years.
Who is to blame for these deaths? Oil-thirsty Americans; A power-hungry dictator; Ruler-happy European imperialists; Islamic terrorists?
No, to find the root of today’s conflict in Iraq we first have to look even earlier than Shanidar 3’s death; back millions of years to the formation of two of the world’s most famous rivers, the Tigris and Euphrates. As they began to flow in near-parallel from the highland plateaus of Turkey to the Persian Gulf a fertile plain stretched between them, nurtured by an ideal climate; the perfect conditions for mankind’s first experimentation with agriculture.
The birth of civilisation
Farming really began to take off in this area around 6,000BC. As humans needed to spend less time hunting and gathering, they had more time to spend building increasingly sophisticated dwellings. Then greater numbers of people began to settle in the same place. Societies, economies and religions developed, and in this way Ancient Mesopotamia gave birth to the world’s first civilisations.
And that’s when the trouble started. The streamlining and specialisation of roles in these new civilisations, and the comfort of a more regular food supply, freed up large groups of the men to dedicate all of their time to defending their territory; even to expand it. In other words it allowed ancient civilisations to go to war.
The land that is now called Iraq is relatively close to the outline that was once Ancient Mesopotamia. It is physically bounded by mountains to the north and east, the sea in the south, and a desert in the west. The outline of modern-day Iraq might look artificial, but if you map out the areas of Iraq that are actually populated, you’ll see that most major population centres fall pretty much within the bounds of Ancient Mesopotamia.
The main exception to this is the Kurds in the north, but for simplicity’s sake I won’t be covering the Kurdish question here. I’m just going to look at the origins of today’s violence in the main body of modern-day Iraq, and call it Mesopotamia.
The first conquests of Mesopotamia
Kingdoms centred around cities such as Babylon and Ur (between modern-day Baghdad and Basra) flourished for thousands of years, relatively unchallenged. As other civilisations grew up around the world, it became clear to them that not only was Mesopotamia rich in natural resources, but it was strategically placed in the corridor between Europe and Asia. Whoever controlled Mesopotamia controlled valuable trading routes.
The first violent takeover came in 1360BC, when the neighbouring Assyrian kings of the city of Ashur on the river Tigris began to conquer lands far beyond their own territory, including much of Mesopotamia. For the next two thousand years or so, Mesopotamia’s lands were conquered or re-conquered by most of the great civilisations of the time; Ancient Greece, Egypt, Persia and Rome; each one replacing the other violently.
The coming of Islam
In AD636 came a new wave, which changed Mesopotamia for good. Arabs of the recently established Islamic faith defeated the Sassanid Empire (then covering modern day Iran and Iraq) in a great battle and paved the way for the Islamic dynasty of the Abbasids, who ruled Mesopotamia between AD750 and 1258, establishing their capital in Baghdad.
Although there were conflicts and disputes during this period, it was on the whole more settled, and is known as the Golden Age of Islam, when Baghdad became one of the most important centres of learning and progress in the world.
The early days of Islam were unsettled and often violent, as conflict arose concerning who should succeed the Prophet Mohammed. The Shias believed that the leader of the Muslim community should be a blood relative of the prophet Mohammed, but the Sunnis believed that leaders should be chosen by the elite of the Muslim community. The Sunnis prevailed, but both sects lived side by side relatively peacefully for several centuries.
And then came the Mongols
Few people mention the Mongols when discussing the origins of conflict in Iraq, but their brutal treatment of Mesopotamia began a chain of events that led directly to today’s violence.
The 13th century Mongol invasions were more destructive than Saddam Hussein, the Iraq War, the insurgency and Islamic State put together. In just the first siege and ransacking of Baghdad in 1258 the army of Hulagu, grandson of Ghengis Khan, killed up to 1.6 million people in various gruesome ways and destroyed as much of the city’s cultural heritage and essential infrastructure as it could manage. They didn’t come to conquer, but to destroy.
For the next couple of centuries, Mesopotamia lay neglected at the furthest reach of the Mongolian empire. Any time it tried to pick itself up and rebuild, a fresh ransacking reduced it once more to rubble. From its origins as the first great civilisation and recent past as the centre of a prosperous and learned Islamic empire, Mesopotamia fast deteriorated into a social, economic and political mess.
Farmland fell into disuse as irrigation systems were destroyed, trading centres were avoided by other nations, and the people of Mesopotamia gradually retreated away from the cities and back to a more nomadic, rural and tribal way of life.
The ascent of minority Sunni rule
By the 16th century Mesopotamia was too weak to stand up for itself and became the frontier of a battle between the more powerful Ottoman and Persian Empires, with their seats of power in modern-day Turkey and Iran.
A key result of this slow motion battle, played out over 400 years or so, was that it deepened the divisions of the Sunni-Shia split in Mesopotamia. In the early 1500s, the Safavid dynasty was in control of the Persian Empire, and Shia Islam became the tie that bound its disparate elements together. In contrast, the Ottoman empire was staunchly Sunni, and sought to maintain Mesopotamia as a buffer zone to prevent the infection of its eastern provinces with Shi’ism.
For most of the 16th-19th centuries the Ottomans were successful in their domination of Mesopotamia, with only brief periods of Persian control. The Ottomans, like the Mongols before them, had little interest in a prosperous Iraq, and invested nothing in the territory, which continued as a poor, rural backwater.
For a relatively brief period from 1704 to 1831 however, the Mamluks, former slaves from Georgia, wrested control of Mesopotamia from the Ottomans and initiated a programme of reform and development. By the time the Ottomans took it back, Mesopotamia was beginning to find its feet, and the seeds of nationalism had been sown.
Regardless of any improvement in Mesopotamia’s general condition, both the Ottomans and the Mamluks were Sunni, so although the majority of Muslims in Iraq were Shia, both empires nurtured and promoted only a minority Sunni elite, fearful of giving any ground to Shi’ism and the Persians.
British Rule and the discovery of oil
The Sykes-Picot agreement, negotiated between Britain and France in the midst of the first world war, was a treaty to decide which bits of the Ottoman Empire would belong to who, should they win the war (the Ottomans having thrown their lot in with the Germans). This led to some fairly arbitrary and unnaturally straight lines being drawn across much of the Middle East.
While many of these lines have caused decades of conflict, the territory of the new State of Iraq, under the mandate of the British, was actually little different from existing Mesopotamia (with the exception of the Kurds).
What really did mess the country up was that the British, lacking in money, energy and manpower after a debilitating four-year war, took the easy road and allowed the Sunni elite put in place by the Ottomans to remain largely in charge of the country.
Taking it one step even further, they made the new State of Iraq a monarchy, and appointed a king from the loyal Hashemite clan of Saudi Arabia. King Faisal I had never even set foot in Iraq when he became its monarch. Luckily he turned out to be a thoughtful and fair leader, and throughout his 12 year reign he worked hard to foster better relations between the Sunni and Shia Muslims of Iraq.
King Faisal I promotion of the Pan-Arab movement annoyed the British, whose puppet he was supposed to be. Furthermore it was largely due to his efforts that Iraq obtained nominal self-rule in 1932.
Military coups galore
In 1933 King Faisal I died on a trip to Switzerland (in rather fishy circumstances) and his son Ghazi took the throne at the age of just 21. In contrast to his father, Ghazi was an ineffectual and reckless leader, who played the army and the civilian government against each other in a bid to gain more control over the country.
This led, inevitably, to Iraq’s first military coup in 1936, ushering in a period of great instability in which there were six more coup attempts in five years. King Ghazi died young in 1939, and as his four year old son was too young to rule alone, his uncle Abd Al-Ilah became regent.
Since the late 1920s, the British had been looking for a way to extend their influence over Iraq beyond the end of the Mandate and get their hands on the oil reserves in Kirkuk. Abd Al-Ilah was their best chance for years. He was far more sympathetic to British involvement in the country, seeing them as his best chance to stay in power. To that end, he stamped good and hard on the growing Arab Nationalist movement in Iraq, and on the army in general.
One section of the army he reserved particular disdain for was a group of officers from the poor tribes of Tikrit and its surrounding area. Despite being Sunnis, he regarded them as social upstarts; thieves and beggars who deserved no position of any power.
These officers formed the core of the Arab Nationalist movement, which in the early 1950s gained momentum, culminating in a coup by General Abd Al-Karim Kasim in 1958. This was the real end of British influence in Iraq. Kasim was a dedicated anti-imperialist and socialist, and under his rule the newly formed and non-aligned Republic of Iraq drifted away from Europe and towards alliances with communist countries.
Let’s take stock of where Iraq is in the early 1960s: Mongol devastation leaves a formerly ascendant country at the mercy of surrounding empires for several centuries, each exploiting the population and resources for their own ends; Sunni and Shia differences are exacerbated and the former now have disproportionate influence over the country’s majority Shia. A disenchanted section of the army, Sunni but not elite, grow more and more angry with the status quo and finally burst upon the political scene. They retake Iraq for ordinary Arabs, and start the process of uniting Arab socialist movements across the Middle East. The future holds a glimmer of hope for the people of Mesopotamia.
The rise of Saddam
Within General Kasim’s inner circle was a young, talented and ambitious officer from Tikrit called Saddam Hussein. His uncle, Khairallah Tulfah, with whom he lived after being humiliated, beaten and thrown out of home by his step-father, was a hate-filled man (in the 1980s he wrote a book called ’Three whom God should not have created: Persians, Jews and Flies) and he filled young Saddam’s head with many enemies, chief amongst them the British.
Young Saddam had joined the nascent Ba’ath Party with a strong belief in its aim to unite the Arab world and bring it together under socialist, secular principles, and he worked with Iraq’s first presidents to promote these ideals (while keeping a close eye on his own political promotion).
He began well. In his role as vice-chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council he instituted social reforms from the late 1960s to 1970s that made Iraq’s education and health systems the envy of the Middle East. He modernised Iraq’s economy, wrested control of its oil back from international companies, and directed that revenue flow back to the people of Iraq. He also created a strong security aparatus which would stabilise the government and prevent more coups.
Actually it was this last step which, although in pursuit of an ideal, ultimately became the tool with which Saddam terrorised and divided Iraq.
It’s hard to say when or why Saddam Hussein began his descent into dictatorship, and when the good that he did began to be so completely outweighed by his relentless crushing of individual freedom. Certainly by the time he assumed formal control of Iraq as President in 1979, he was was already far along that path. His devotion to the cause of socialism and Arab Nationalism fell into the background as he became consumed extreme paranoia and a maniacal desire to retain power.
The brutality of Saddam’s rule is legendary. His strategy was a simple one of total control, and divide and rule. Although the Ba’ath Party was secular, Saddam was from a Sunni tribe, and he promoted only those from his tribe (and mostly his family) to positions of any power. This further fuelled the frustration of Iraq’s majority Shia, and substantial Kurdish population. He also pursued a rather pointless and destructive war with Iran for most of the 1980s, nearly bankrupting the Iraqi economy and damaging many of his earlier social and economic developments.
The Iraq War
Skip forward to 2003, and the US + others invasion of Iraq. Whatever the reasons behind the invasion (oil), the US had clearly not done their homework on the country’s history, and after victory, immediately set about dismantling the government under the crowd-pleasing title of de-Ba’athification; an unsubtle echo of de-Nazification.
Had they looked into it a little, the US administration would have discovered that a) the Ba’ath Party did not have a fundamentally bad philosophy (unlike the Nazi Party), it was just misused. b) Saddam was basically the only person with any real power, and most of the Ba’ath Party card carriers keeping the country running were just minions. c) Most of these minions were not die-hard Saddam supporters but had early on been given a choice between employment and Ba’ath Party membership vs. unemployment and often death. d) The Shia who had been downtrodden by successive Sunni rulers for the best part of 600 years were probably going to be up for a bit of revenge.
And so it was that Iraq found itself with Nuri Al-Maliki in power in 2006. Under Maliki, the worse-case scenario in the minds of anybody who understood anything about Iraqi history, happened.
Iran, keen to humiliate their arch-enemy the Americans, whispered in Maliki’s ear that the US never meant to leave, and sent troops to train Shia militia to drive them out Iraq’s new would-be colonisers. Under Iran’s cunning and America’s mishandling, all of Iraq’s long-festering problems were dragged into the open and poked with a very big stick.
Iraq’s first Shia despot
Maliki was a weak and unprincipled leader, lurching from one decision to another without any thought to a long term strategy. Amidst the chaos of the Shia militias and Sunni insurgency, he developed a taste for authoritarianism. When the US military withdrew most of its forces from Iraq in 2010, Maliki had it within his power to begin a path towards reconciliation. Instead he turned his back on it and chose revenge.
From de-Ba’athification in 2003 to the end of Maliki’s Prime Ministership in 2014, Iraq’s Sunni’s were not only kept out of power, but their communities were relentlessly persecuted. Regular assassinations of low-level Sunni leaders avoided the negative international publicity that came with the Sunni suicide bombings, but were nonetheless powerful. Shia militia harassed and patrolled many Sunni areas, taking over the role of the police or army. In Mosul there were ‘Maliki death squads’ who patrolled the streets, enforcing curfews and performing instant executions of people who failed to follow their rules to the letter.
Last year I met a Kurd who had lived all of his life in Mosul. He told me that the eight years of Maliki’s rule had made life unbearable. Citizens lived in constant fear and had no freedom. Maliki’s militia had so much control that if you so much as turned your light on in the night to go to the bathroom, they would knock on your front door to see what you were up to.
As these militia consolidated Maliki’s power, the army fell by the wayside and succumbed to corruption. By 2014 it was estimated that in some squadrons, only one third of the quantity of soldiers on the official register actually existed. The rest were made up and their wages collected by the officers.
Iraq is now in a state of civil war
It comes as little surprise, therefore, that when the self-proclaimed Islamic State marched into Mosul and much of Western Iraq, they appeared to local people not as oppressive attackers, but as liberators of an oppressed minority. And the long-neglected and virtually hollow Iraqi army instantly crumbled.
And this is where so many have got it wrong when searching for the origins of ISIS. The focus on them as a terrorist group with immense power and skill gives them too much credit. They are an opportunistic and well-organised group who rode the wave of ethnic tension into Iraq and ignited a civil war that had been rumbling unrecognised for several years.
To end the violence in Iraq, the focus cannot be to defeat ISIS. The seeds of this conflict are rooted as far back as the agricultural revolution, when Mesopotamia’s natural resources began to make it so desirable. Ever since then it has remained one of the most valuable territories in the world in terms of resources and strategic significance, which will always be vulnerable to exploitation.
The only way forward is to work towards an inclusive government under a strong but fair leader. With no reason to fight, ISIS’s support base in Iraq would melt away as quickly as it came. As my friend from Mosul said; people are starting to realise that ISIS might be as bad as Maliki. It wouldn’t take much support for them to turn their allegiance back to their country.
From brutality to beauty: Syrian children take on the international art world
In the mountains of Iraq's Kurdish region, a small NGO is using art to change the lives of young Syrian refugees living in a former prison, some of whom are survivors of the wave of recent migrant drownings in the Mediterranean, and rehumanise them in the eyes of the world.
Amy McTighe
Ola is strong-willed and smart. She’s usually the first of her friendship group to dive into the painting tent and organise all the others: mixing paint to perfect colours and bossing everybody around. To her teacher Lucy she’s a sweet, talented all-rounder who’s always at the heart of the action. But today she’s just not herself. She stays apart from the others, head drooping and little interest in the painting. Lucy is worried and elicits Lilian’s help in finding out what is wrong. Lilian comes back some time later and says that Ola is sad because she’s remembering her two brothers who died recently in a terrible accident.
Lucy Tyndall is the project manager of the pioneering Castle Art project at the Rise Foundation, a small NGO based in the Kurdish region of Iraq, Lilian is one of her local volunteer helpers and Ola is a young Syrian refugee. Every Friday morning, Tyndall and a handful of local and international volunteers pile into an old transit van at Rise Foundation’s base in Erbil, the capital of Iraq’s Kurdish region, and drive two hours through picturesque but barren plains and mountains to reach the small town of Akre.
Changing brutality to beauty
An otherwise unremarkable settlement, Akre became synonymous with terror when former Iraqi president Saddam Hussein ordered the building of an imposing prison in the design of a castle, set prominently on a hill in the centre of the town. Built in the heartland of a region fighting against the dictator’s rule, the prison was designed for the detention and torture of political prisoners: a warning to all rebellious Kurds nearby.
When refugees from the Syrian civil war began to flow into the Kurdish region in greater numbers, Akre prison was turned into a refugee camp. It now houses around 1,400 people in its former cells, administered by the Kurdistan Regional Government and fed by the World Food Programme.
When Tom Robinson, director and co-founder of Rise Foundation, visited Akre with his team in early 2014 to help set up and stock a library at the camp, he found the atmosphere “so grim - it was not a nice place to be living in, with all the memories of a former totalitarian regime.” He and team member Nils Henrik came up with the idea of brightening the prison with the help of the camp’s younger refugees by painting murals on the walls. In October 2014 they brought in a new project manager, Tyndall, a former policy advisor to the New Zealand government with a passion for art that she has nurtured since her own school days.
Translating trauma into hope
The early days of the project were tough. The Rise team couldn’t communicate directly with the children until they found people to interpret for them. One of these was Kawther Ahmed. A refugee living in Akre herself, Kawther helps to run the UNICEF school in the camp and every Friday Rise Foundation employs her to help organise the group of around 25 children, mostly girls aged 10-14, who are the core of the Castle Art project.
Early on the children were given pieces of paper to draw what they wanted, in the hope that these could form the basis for murals. Fresh from war zones, however, most of the children's first pictures were scenes of terrible violence.
“We are not professional art therapists,” says Robinson, “so we couldn’t delve into their trauma in this way.”
Neither were they suitable for murals whose purpose was to brighten up the camp.
Now, Tyndall works with the children to translate their pictures into something that retains their power and meaning, but gives hope and brightness to the community. “One day Hindreen came to me with a drawing of a bird crying in a cage,” says Tyndall. “We worked on it together and the final painting on the wall was of a cage with the door open and a bird flying out.”
In this way, Tyndall allows the children and the camp community to drive the direction of the project. “It’s important to give them a sense of ownership and control,” she says. “That gives them hope for the future and takes away some of their powerlessness.”
I ask Tyndall how she deals with it if children bring up traumatic experiences from the war. “I give them a hug and put a paintbrush in their hand. All I can do is to give them the means to process it themselves.”
One day Najar, one of Castle Art’s most promising students, came to Tyndall with a drawing depicting an explosion of music. “She told me that it was a heart exploding with all the things that can’t be expressed. She said that when she puts the paintbrush to the wall, she can say the things that she can’t say out loud.”
From art project to art programme
The remarkable thing about Castle Art, however, is that it hasn’t limited itself to being a one-off painting project, a bit of fun for underprivileged children. Tyndall has approached this as a sophisticated art programme that produces potent art works in a unique setting.
“I emailed my old art teacher the other day,” says Tyndall. “I wanted to thank her for the amazing education that I got, which inspired me to make art a part of my life. When I work with these girls, when I see their talent and desire, I just keep thinking that they should have been beside me in school. They should have been getting the same chances and same education as me. What I’m doing here is thinking back to what I was taught, and trying to pass that on.”
Tyndall has taken her cue from the ambition of the children in the group. “They all want to be doctors, lawyers, engineers,” she says. “There are some very talented and driven individuals and I want to show them what they are capable of.”
Each week Tyndall gives the students a project to work on during the week, usually with artist models. “When I was at school we were given examples of artists’ work. The idea is that you first emulate their style, then you appropriate it, taking from it what means something to you and developing your own style.”
“One week we looked at the work of Pablo Delgado. We cut out pictures of tiny scenes and pasted them around the camp walls. We had a cutout of a tiny man flying away with this umbrella next to an air conditioning unit and little birds sitting on cracks in the wall.”
Bringing in Banksy… fun, spray paint and irreverence
Recently, Tyndall has begun to focus more on street art with the girls, and has introduced spray painting and stencilling. Apart from having so much fun with the spray paint that only some of it ends up on the walls, Tyndall wants the children to connect with the wider background of the genre, rooted in irreverence, regeneration, beautification and rebellion.
Akre prison is a symbol of historical repression and torture: a prison now filled with victims, who are trapped there simply because they can’t go home. “It reminds me of the Berlin Wall,” says Tyndall. “I want to give the children ways of punching through the walls of their prison and retaking some control over their lives.”
It is also a huge canvas with plenty of potential to create for dramatic images. With its cracked, decaying walls and dark history, Tyndall believes that Akre prison is perfect for street art, both politically and aesthetically. “I believe that this is one of the most special art spaces in the world,” she says.
One of the most famous artist models she brought them recently was Banksy. She showed the children a picture of the artist’s work on a controversial separation wall in Gaza. The image was of two children with bucket and spade looking through a crack in the wall to a tropical beach beyond. In response one of her students, Newruz, drew bars across a crack in the wall of Akre. Out of the bars reached a pair of arms, as a bird flew away.
Tyndall often selects artist models because of their background. Stik, for example, is a street artist from the UK who experienced a long period of homelessness and used art to give him a sense of purpose and focus that helped him get his life back together. His stark stick figures suit the canvas of Akre prison, and are accessible for the children to emulate, but his story can also inspire them.
The endless battle for funding
Tyndall’s passion for the project is reflected in the children. “One of the kids told me she was always so excited about Friday afternoons that she can’t eat lunch that day.” But with so little funding she doesn’t know how long the project can continue.
“When the car bomb went off 200 metres from our house in Erbil last week, my first thought was that I hadn’t left enough paint for the children to continue by themselves if I had to leave the country,” says Tyndall.
Rise Foundation is a small NGO and faces a constant battle to raise money for its projects. “From month to month it’s unclear whether I will be able to support not only the refugees we work with, but my own staff,” says Robinson.
He sees their small size as an asset. “It enables us to react quickly and flexibly, unencumbered by some of the bureaucracy that slows down larger organisations.” But he does wish that they had a steadier stream of income.
The current budget of the Castle Art project is around $800-1,000 a month – mostly salaries for the artist and coordinator Rise employs from within the camp. I ask Tyndall what she would do if somebody gave her $10,000 to spend on the project. After a bit of incredulous laughter she begins to fire off her wish list.
“I could buy paint for a year. No, wait, three years… I could buy them so much paint. I want to give them a huge paint reserve, so that they can carry on if we have to leave.”
Then I asked what she would do with $500,000. This time she hit her stride. “I want to bring artists from the region and the world to work with the kids and employ more local artists to help them regularly. I want to spread the project to other camps. I want the children's work and story to be featured in a gallery exhibition in the West. Hell, I want to take the children to be at their exhibition!”
Tyndall explains that the children very rarely leave the prison and that when they take them on occasional picnics in the surrounding area “they’re beside themselves, running around, jumping across streams and just playing like normal kids do. Can you imagine if I could take them to London? To see their own work on the wall and all these people looking at their work?”
Connecting the children with the world through art
Tyndall is very keen to connect the children with the international art scene. She sees this as a way of keeping their situation in the minds of the world. She wants to show not only their talent, but their humanity and individuality.
“These children are a wasted generation if their talents and humanity aren’t nurtured. They have the passion and drive to fix their own country. They never talk about fighting; they want to be pharmacists, artists, lawyers, doctors, engineers. All they want to do is go home.”
When Tyndall asked Newruz what she would do to rebuild Syria, she replied that she would paint all the walls of Damascus.
This strategy of engagement has had some success. One student, Diana, drew a picture of a heart with a flame shooting out of it. It was so like the work of Spanish artist Ricardo Cavolo that Tyndall gave her more of his work to explore. Then she tweeted the results directly to Cavolo, who responded enthusiastically.
Tyndall’s hope is that she can persuade more artists around the world to engage with the children and perhaps even to visit and work with them in Akre. She also hopes that their art work will give them a voice in a world that otherwise ignores them.
With the gradual drift of Europe towards the right, it has become acceptable for immigrants to bear the brunt of people's frustration. In a continent that had the greatest displacement of people in the 20th century because of conflict and persecution, it has become acceptable to refer to this new wave of refugees as sub-human, vermin.
In this new narrative, Ola is a cockroach. Violence in Syria drove her family from their home and country. Her parents chose to try to get to Europe illegally, hoping to find somewhere safe to live and the opportunity for their children to make something of themselves. As they crossed the Mediterranean in an overcrowded boat there was a terrible accident and two of Ola’s brothers, aged 13 and 15, drowned.
The rest of the family were forced to turn back and seek sanctuary in the Kurdish region of Iraq. Now they live in a dark, damp, oppressive prison, where the only respite from the monotony of virtual captivity and the ghosts of the prison’s brutal past, are the splashes of colour and ideas that Tyndall and her team bring into their lives.
For three hours a week Ola’s passion and talent soar, and through her art she speaks to her community and to the world. Perhaps it’s only through her painting that the world can start to see her not as a feral human, or vermin, but as a child.
Find out more about the Castle Art Project by visiting their blog or emailing info@rise-foundation.
Putting the world to rights for learning disabled people too
Andrea Abbott
It begins like this
“Your child isn’t normal.”
In an instant, the world turns upside down. Hopes and dreams lie shattered. Hearts are broken. The future is bleak.
The anguish deepens when conclusions flow from all directions: “A burden from cradle to grave; put (abandon!) him/her in an institution, have another child and get on with your lives; a drain on the family; retarded; don’t overprotect him.”
With that, a vulnerable little person is written off, his humanity denied, his life considered not worth living. Perhaps it says more about the judges than the judged. Even so, the parents are confused. They don’t know which way to turn. As their child – we’ll call him Alexander – grows, they find increasingly that he is excluded from mainstream society. It hurts when people look at him askance, when other children snigger behind his back, that he has no friends, and when parents of abled children boast of their youngsters’ achievements.
It hurts too that Alexander is not deemed worthy of a robust education that will challenge and stimulate him so that he too can reach his full potential. Where he lives when he reaches school-going age, the only educational facility that will accept him is not dignified with the appellation ‘school’ but is referred to as a ‘training centre.’ Inherent in this phrase is the attitude that children like Alexander cannot learn. They can only be trained.
Who will care for him?
But even that insult pales into insignificance when Alexander’s parents contemplate a time when they’re no longer there for him. Who, then, will truly care for him – he has no siblings – and see that his needs are met, that he is safe from harm? Who will help him to reach for his dreams? Who will defend his right to be part of society, to choose how to spend his days, and not be consigned for life to a large, impersonal institution that’s shut off from the outside world and where very little happens to relieve the tedium of empty days?
A prison can take many forms.
In today’s apparently enlightened world, this might seem an incredulous scenario, one from a Victorian novel perhaps. But except for the name Alexander, it’s not fiction. Nor is it something dug up from the distant past. From time to time and all too often, cases of cruel abuse of learning disabled people still make headlines. An online search will yield many such incidents. For example, the group, Disability World lists some horrific acts, all blatant violations of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in particular of Article 5 that states: No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.
Such abuse has to be brought to the public’s attention so that it can be stamped out. However, rather than dwelling on the negative, this account celebrates a trailblazing British charity – FitzRoy – that has fought out-dated attitudes to change the way society thinks about and responds to learning disability.
Transforming lives
In 1962, determined that her young son, Michael who had Downs Syndrome would not be relegated to the side-lines of British society, Elizabeth Fitzroy pioneered a whole new way of caring for learning disabled people. Her vision was for those most vulnerable of people to be enabled to make their own choices and to live as independently as they could in family-sized homes instead of in the soul-destroying institutions that were then the norm in England and probably still are in many other countries.
Digging deep into her own pocket and working hard to raise the balance of the funds needed, Elizabeth bought Donec, an erstwhile small children’s home in a Hampshire village. The FitzRoy charity was born. Elizabeth’s co-founder and first Chairman of the FitzRoy Board was John Williams, whose son, Huw, was profoundly disabled. In a recent interview, John talks about learning disabled people once being ‘hidden away in sub-normality units.’ “It was legal to refer to them as idiots and cretins,” he recalls.
Five decades on and FitzRoy has evolved into a powerful, person-centred foundation that is constantly adapting to meet the specific needs of the nearly 600 adults it currently supports. This is achieved through tailor-made programmes, the level of support varying in accordance with a person’s abilities. Some people are supported in their own homes, others in residential care, while day and community services offer a broad spectrum of worthwhile activities ranging from art classes to cooking to theatre performances. If a person is capable of being employed or of working in a voluntary capacity, or would like to, say, play golf or learn to sail, FitzRoy’s extraordinarily dedicated staff and volunteers do everything they can to make that happen. No one is expected to fit into a mould or conform to a strict regime.
This is pretty much summed up by FitzRoy’s motto: Transforming lives.
And among the many whose lives have been so wonderfully changed are Alexander and his parents.
Disabilities; never abilities
As an infant, Alexander failed to thrive. His mother dreaded the regular mother and baby gatherings that took place in the Dorset village where they lived. “All the other babies were perfect, reaching the usual milestones well in time. But my troubled little chap seemed to be heading nowhere.” Doctors and the health visitor were unconcerned, saying he was doing just fine.
A career change for Alexander’s father saw the family move to South Africa. “Alexander was way behind his peers but we managed to get him accepted at a pre-primary school,” his mum recalls. Very soon though, he was referred for an assessment. The verdict was that he was ‘ineducable.’ “No help was offered. The psychologist said it wasn’t her role to advise us further.”
That gloomy prognosis set the scene for the years that followed. “It was always about his disabilities; never his abilities. And we always felt as if we had to apologise for him being around.” Alexander attended a couple of schools, one a state-funded ‘training centre’ that was, his mother says, little more than a ‘baby-sitting’ service. The second, a partly privately funded establishment, was only marginally better. Neither had specialist staff such as remedial teachers or language-, occupational- and physiotherapists. “It was as if the education department considered the children not worth the expense of such expertise and intervention.”
Alexander’s school days ended with none of the fanfare that greets able young adults once they’ve written their last exams. Not for him a myriad of exciting opportunities stretching into the future; no newfound sense of freedom. The world was not his oyster but a place that offered only two choices: to stay at home and live an isolated life, or be admitted to institutionalised care. Both were anathema to Alexander’s parents and eventually they found a ‘home from home’ that initially seemed promising but proved otherwise. The hunt resumed and another home-like facility was discovered, this one in a far off town. Managed and funded by the residents’ parents, it was never going to be sustainable and ultimately closed down. “The problem in South Africa is that despite political slogans promising a better life for all, there is very little focus on learning disabled people. The most defenceless people in society are expected to get by on about $120 a month,” Alexander’s mum says. (This in a country whose President is reported to earn $223,500 per month making him the 4th highest paid world leader. )
Finding Fitzroy
Returning to England, the family’s journey led them to FitzRoy. “At our first meeting, we knew we were in the best hands. FitzRoy stood for everything and more we’d ever dreamed for our son. One phrase we heard several times was that that disabilities shouldn’t exclude or hold people back from doing the things they want to do.” For Alexander’s parents it was the healing of the decades-long wound they’d sustained when they were told their little boy would amount to nothing.
There were other revelations such as when Director of Operations, Neil Taggart, pointed out that Alexander was not the responsibility of his parents but was an independent adult in his own right. “That was the first time we’d heard that. It immediately lifted a huge burden of worry from our shoulders.”
Leaving home and living independently
Alexander is today happily settled with FitzRoy whose staff ensures he leads a purpose-filled life. For example, he has joined a dynamic art group in a nearby town, enjoys regular cinema outings, and attends an enterprise called Rural Skills where he is engaged in meaningful endeavour like growing vegetables, tending chickens (free range, of course!) and creating woodcraft such as charming reindeer figures that were a sell-out last Christmas. Everything the group produces is of high quality and has a ready market. Rural Skills manager, ex-teacher Gabe Fulford says, “This FitzRoy service is a lifeline for many. Everyone who comes learns skills, builds connections, works in a team, and has a place outside they can call their own.” Alexander feels so committed to his team that on the day his parents were leaving to go abroad for a lengthy period, they asked if he would like to go out to lunch with them. “No thanks,” he told them. “I go to Rural Skills on Tuesdays.”
“Our son has truly left home,” remarked his father. “He’s living his own life.”
It is surely no coincidence that the fundamental right to exercise free will, the bedrock of FitzRoy, is also the heart cry of one of the charity’s patrons, Dame Virginia McKenna, the celebrated star of stage and screen and co-founder with her late husband, Bill Travers and their son, Will, of The Born Free Foundation. This is a global charity that, like FitzRoy is dedicated to the welfare of individuals. In Born Free’s case though, the individuals are wild animals. And although Virginia’s name is almost synonymous with protecting the rights of animals, especially those in cruel confinement, her seemingly fathomless compassion also extends to humans in need. “We must care for people too,” she once told me.
A testament to the people who work in care
In advocating so successfully for the neediest in society and transforming lives in practical and lasting ways, FitzRoy has surely reached the peak of excellence. Or is there still more to be achieved? I asked CEO, Anna Galliford where she sees the organisation going in the next decade.
“FitzRoy is driven by three abiding values: see the person, be brave, be creative. Simple as they sound they have the power to make sure we grow and develop, and continue our mission to protect the right for every person with learning disabilities to live happy fulfilling lives in their communities. These values spring directly from our founders, who rocked the establishment way of thinking and made the idea of homes in the community into a reality.
We have come a long way from the days of institutional living but more needs to be done and it is the responsibility of service providers like FitzRoy to lead this. The transformations we see through our commitment to providing person-centred, tailored support, is testament to the hard work of the people who work in care. This success drives us, and we hope to continue to help transform more and more lives as we grow as an organisation and have more influence in creating a world in which people with learning disabilities have greater choice and opportunity; just as our brave founders did over 50 years ago.”
In short, it’s about putting the world to rights for learning disabled people too.
Photograph of a woodcraft session at Rural Skills by the author.
Ugo and his band were sharing rice
A tale of the Italian Resistance in the Alps in the last months of Mussolini's grip on power
Aurora Percannella
My train is travelling fast, cutting through fields where the new wheat is growing. From my window, I can see trees covered in show-white cherry blossom and rows of hazelnut trees marking the ancient boundaries of this rural landscape.
When the train stops in Bussoleno, a small medieval town closer to France than to most Italian cities, I get off, and from the platform, I can see them. The mountains. They look majestic. The snow is melting in some places, tracing the contours of the alpine valleys’ green pastures, and unveiling that same landscape that, 70 years ago, hid young bands of partisans resisting the Nazi occupation and Fascist troops in the months that led to Italy’s Liberation in 1945.
Ugo Berga, the 93-year-old man I have come to interview in this mountain town that was awarded a bronze Medal of Military Valour for its collective contribution to Italy’s War of Liberation, had to hide in these mountains too. Up there, where the vegetation is sparse, Ugo and his band had to find ways to survive while stubbornly sabotaging the enemy for the last two years of the Second World War.
Ugo doesn’t look 93. As I enter his apartment, he greets me with a warm, firm handshake and introduces me to the lady who’s just opened the door. “She’s one of my two carers,” he tells me, “though, to be honest, I’m the one who takes care of them,” he proceeds to clarify with a big smile. The moka on the stove top starts to gurgle and sputter, and the lady serves us espresso in a Japanese coffee set that has been in Ugo’s family since the 1930s. He’s wearing a pair of fashionable Ray-Bans.
Ugo has shared his story of resistance many times in the past. Today, however, he’s agreed to narrate it to me from a slightly different perspective. Rather than focusing on war, loss and victories, he’s going to tell me a story about food, land and community.
Seventy years ago, when the English and Americans were liberating southern Italy, Mussolini and the troops still faithful to him allied with the Nazis and occupied much of northern Italy in a desperate attempt to freeze historical time. Anyone not on their side would be shot.
At the time, Ugo was 21. He was spending the summer months in these mountain valleys with his mother, aunt and grandmother. City bombings in nearby Turin had intensified, and part of his family was Jewish, so these landscapes offered them much-needed shelter.
In 1943, the valley towns bordering with France were placed under siege. The following year, the Nazis were controlling the entire river, the railway and the two major international roads that cut through these mountains. Ugo could no longer travel through the valley.
Ugo’s band developed a tight, harmonious interaction with the land and its local protagonists to survive.
Instead, he joined a group of rebel soldiers, hiked up to the tallest peaks and lived in mountain huts for 20 months, organising the local Resistance with his comrades.
“The entire valley floor was blocked by the Nazis and Fascists. Above, from 500m [above sea level] up, there were partisan bands. There, we were in charge,” Ugo explains, as he drinks the last sip of espresso from his tiny cup, making sure not one drop goes to waste.
In this apparently hostile alpine landscape that managed to offer them hiding, food and shelter, Ugo’s band developed a tight, harmonious interaction with the land and its local protagonists to survive.
“When bands grew bigger and formed brigades, we had an office closer to the valley floor whose main task was to find food. If we lived at 1,600m [above sea level], they were down at 800-1,000m, in a forest of chestnut trees. They stayed in a hut where farmers stored their tools. These kids would try to get potatoes, butter and some vegetables from the farmers. Perhaps eggs, rabbits and chickens too,” Ugo tells me. “Sometimes farmers would give us food for free, but if we had money - which was rare - we’d pay for it all. Otherwise, we’d write them a voucher and commit to pay them back once we’d have the money. I know that, after the Liberation, the newborn Italian government paid them back.
“In the summer, there were shepherds with their herds high in the mountains too. They’d give us some cow's milk, some cheese. Sometimes a goat, a lamb, some meat,” Ugo continues.
And so partisan bands drew part of their strength from their tight connection to the local ecosystem of food forests and green pastures. This earned them the benevolence of shepherds and farmers alike, who risked their lives to feed and hide the rebels.
Food came to represent more than simple nourishment. It powered coordinated acts of sabotage to cause the collapse of the enemy’s transportation system, together with actions of spontaneous solidarity to help rebuild valley towns arbitrarily set on fire by the Nazis. It helped partisans develop networks of trust within an isolated population under siege, and create an alternative sense of community based upon fairness.
“Our meals were convivial. We’d cook and eat together in our mountain hut,” Ugo tells me. “We’d eat rice every day, I remember that very well. We had rice for 20 months because another band had managed to get a huge quantity of it from the region’s paddy fields out East, and they had decided to distribute it. I remember we had these big army stock pots that we’d fill with water. We’d build a cooking fire with the wood we could find, then we’d put two blocks of butter and add the rice. This… every day.”
And in these temporary moments of shared tranquillity around a table, Ugo experienced true community, or - as he lets me know he likes to call it - “primitive communism”.
“Our motto was, ‘what we have belongs to everyone’. When we had some leftover rice, for example, the hungriest person could have it, not necessarily the individual higher up in the hierarchy. If we found new boots, the person with broken shoes would get them. We lived in complete equality. In brotherhood.”
In these temporary moments of shared tranquillity around a table, Ugo experienced true community.
As Ugo starts to tell me how he hasn’t experienced anything like that anywhere else, he suddenly stops and announces that he did actually feel that another time, when, in 2011, he met the No TAV movement of citizens protesting against the construction of an international high-speed rail link in those same valleys. Under those same chestnut trees. In the shade of those same majestic mountains. And once again, that feeling came upon him with the sharing of food.
“After giving a talk, these people invited me to eat something with them. They felt bad because they didn’t have any fruit, but I told them it didn’t matter. We ate there, on the grass, then I asked the group how much I’d have to pay for the meal. They told me: ‘Here you don’t pay anything. If you want, you can give a contribution, but anyone can eat here, it doesn’t matter if you can pay or not'."
Then they added that a man had just arrived with a bag full of fruit - of plums. "Because that’s how it worked, everyone brought something to share. I hadn’t felt a similar community atmosphere since those days. It was the same way of being together,” he tells me cheerfully.
Seventy years have gone by since 25 April 1945, which officially marked the end of the Nazi occupation and Mussolini’s rule. Ugo now lives at the foot of the mountains whose peaks were once his home, and he hasn’t fully reconciled with rice yet he lets me know, before saying goodbye.
Everything has changed in those valleys, but similar stories of daring resistance, selfless community and shared food continue to unfold in a place where memory, identity and the land have created a unique sense of belonging.
As my train leaves the station, I can still see the mountains surrounding the valley. The snow-white alpine tops are starting to melt into mossy green. It’s spring again.
To Giorgio
Educational utopia: the quest of an African child
Brada Tease
It is said that each morning in Africa a gazelle wakes up knowing it has to outrun the fastest lion or it will be killed, while the fastest lion knows it has to outrun the slowest gazelle or it will starve.
So it is that many African kids wake up and walk many kilometres every weekday morning, knowing that simple walk is leading them to a place that might help them in their quest to have a better life not only for themselves, but for their families as well.
Many of these children, some as young as seven years old, do this not because they want to be fitness fanatics but because they want a simple thing called education. In many countries the world over education is but a norm and a human right; the educating of children, just like breathing, is something that happens by default and is seen as a must for every child.
On 10 December 1948 the United Nations General Assembly adopted a document that was later awarded the Guinness World Record for being the most translated and disseminated paper, having been translated into more than 300 languages and dialects from Abkhaz (the North West Caucasian native language) to isiZulu (the second most spoken Bantu language after Shona, according to Ethnologue). This holy grail of documents is called The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and it defines human rights as follows
“Human rights are rights inherent to all human beings, whatever nationality, place of residence, sex, national or ethnic, colour, religion, language, or any other status. We are all equally entitled to our human rights without discrimination. These rights are all interrelated, interdependent and indivisible.”
The UDHR is made up of 30 Articles, each focusing on a particular human right as defined by the committee that met and came up with it. Article 26 states:
When one looks at the above clauses and then compares them to the current education status of the African child in general, one is left with no alternative but to admit that one of the basic human rights of these kids is being trampled on. In this age of information, it is very worrying to see that for many Africans education is more of a privilege than a must, this because many kids have to overcome a myriad of obstacles just to be in a classroom.
Reaching an oasis
At dawn every day, many drivers along the many roads that are the passageways of this big continent of ours, are met by kids in school uniforms hitchhiking for a lift that will get them closer to their schools on time. Their determination to get to school on time and acquire knowledge forces many to leave home without even eating a simple breakfast, thus affecting their performance in the classroom.
As they reach the gates of the school, which symbolises the entrance to the utopia of knowledge, these children have hopes and dreams that their thirst for education will be met by an oasis that lies in the heads of each and every teacher they meet in each classroom. Each day they enter the school yard with a simple mantra that in many other places would be seen as a clarion call; all they ask is that their teachers lead them from a state of ignorance to a state of knowledge.
The sad reality is that many kids across the mother continent daily encounter teachers who infringe their basic human rights, by not teaching them properly and caring only about the date they can cash their pay cheques. Many of the teachers who are not good and dedicated have done more damage to the education of the African child than the many teachers who teach from the heart and get joy in seeing the kids learning and progressing in their quest to imbibe from the fountain of knowledge.
I have high regard for all those teachers whose purpose in life is to wake up and be the person who helps kids to find their true potential; a person who not only shouts out information but teaches them that the best way to learn is by asking the right questions. I’m of the opinion that these teachers each day are upholding and protecting schoolchildren's basic human rights, and each child deserves to be taught by these dedicated teachers.
Good teachers are the ones who, when they see kids enter their classes in the morning tired and hungry from the morning walk, will see a bunch of achievers who are eager to be moulded into the best human beings they can be. The same teachers will look at the kids holistically because they understand the bigger picture of why the kids are there and won't focus solely on the high achievers of the class.
As a teacher friend of mine pointed out, it is the kids who are struggling in class, the ones who never grace the podiums, the ones who dread coming to school who need to be applauded because they put in a superhuman effort while others just glide through. It is those very same good teachers that help these kids to wake up each morning and want to be in class.
Thomas More in his book Utopia states: “For if you suffer your people to be ill-educated, and their manners to be corrupted from their infancy, and then punish them for those crimes to which their first education disposed them, what else is to be concluded from this, but that you first make them thieves and then punish them.”
More may not have had the people of Africa in mind when he wrote his book, but just like jigsaw puzzle pieces, the words are a perfect fit to the current situation in the mother continent. The educating or lack of educating of an African child will lead to the prosperity or downfall of the continent itself.
At war in the workplace
Bronwyn Meyer
While your job or career should give you the opportunity to develop and improve yourself, this is not the case in many instances. A number of employees are denied growth but rather broken down through continious criticism, harrassment, discrimination, threats, verbal and even physical abuse on a daily basis as a result of office bullying at the hand of a boss, co-worker or even subordinate. For many salary earners going to work is a scary thought and requires mental preperation to get through the day. Office bullying is a topic which is still overlooked in South Africa because it focuses on the very nature of the work relationship between employer and employee, manager and subordinate as well as co-workers. According to Robin(not her real name) justice failed her during her time of trial while working for local government several years back. The trouble started in 2011 when the woman who previously occupied the same position as Robin, but in an acting capacity, left under dubious circumstances only to return to office two years later, but this time as the new boss. Robin was called to her office frequently where she would start out discussing work which gradually turned into subtle attempts at discrediting co-workers through gossip. This train of behaviour progressed into offensive emails, and undeserved criticism.
She later found out that the perpetrator has been spreading vicious rumours about her amongst her sub-ordinates in an attempt to isolate her from co-workers. These subtle attacks went unnoticed at first, but as she began to realise what was happening she confronted her aggressor, causing the latter to retaliate. This left Robin very disturbed and unsure about how to handle the situation.She contemplated transferring to another department and sought advice from her worker’s union, who contacted the Human Resources department, but she soon learned that her request for a transfer has been denied without a sound motive. A few months later Robin resigned after five years of dedicated service, following subjection to unprecedented disciplinary hearings, demotion and more intimidation tactics which resulted in depression.
‘Targets are independent. They refuse to be subservient. Bullies seek to control targets.’
According to Dr Namie (Workplace Bullying Institute) targets appear to be the veteran and most skilled person in the workgroup. Targets are more technically skilled than their bullies. They are in most cased the “go-to” veteran workers to whom new employees turn for guidance. Insecure bosses and co-workers can’t stand to share credit for the recognition of talent. Bully bosses steal credit from skilled targets. Targets are independent. They refuse to be subservient. Bullies seek to control targets. When targets take steps to preserve their dignity, their right to be treated with respect, bullies escalate their campaigns of hatred and intimidation to wrest control of the target’s work from the target. Targets are better liked, they have more social skills, and quite likely possess greater emotional intelligence. They have empathy (even for their bullies). Colleagues, customers, and management (with exception to the bullies and their sponsors) appreciate the warmth that the targets bring to the workplace. Targets are ethical and honest. Some targets are whistleblowers who expose fraudulent practices. Every whistleblower is bullied. Targets are not schemers or slimy con artists. They tend to be guileless. The most easily exploited targets are people with personalities founded on a prosocial orientation - a desire to help, heal, teach, develop, nurture others. Targets are non-confrontive. They do not respond to aggression with aggression. They are thus morally superior. But the price paid for apparent submissiveness is that the bully can act with impunity as long as the employer also does nothing.
What types of behaviour constitutes Workplace Bullying?
Workplace Bullying is repeated, health-harming mistreatment of one or more persons (the target) by one or more perpetrators. It is initiated and driven by perpetrators’ need to control the targeted individual(s), who choose their targets, timing, location, and methods. It is abusive conduct that is threatening, humiliating, or intimidating and is recognized as follows:
· Work interference — sabotage which prevents work from getting done.
· A set of acts of commission (doing things to others) or omission (withholding resources from the target).
· Escalates to involve others who side with the bully, either voluntarily or through coercion.
· Regardless of how bullying is manifested, it is the aggressors desire to control the target that motivates the action.
· Albeit workplace bullying is evident in the public as well as private sector, it is most likely to manifest in government spheres, particularly local government, where political interference and intimidation of officials are at the order of the day. Verbal aggression, intimidation and constant criticism by local politicians are seen as acceptable weaponry as a means to achieve the desired results. The general disrespect with which local politicians treat officials are one of the main reasons presented for resignations. Officials are mere pawns in the political game to advance political agendas and anyone who dares to challenge the status quo are subjected to underhanded tactics by the perpetrators.
The abdrupt departure of the George Tourism Manager in 2014, after only three months in office, caused mixed reactions from all corners. She sites political pressure and offensive behaviour as one of the reasons for her resignation. According to her it is clear that her previous employer is not seeking an experienced professional tourism strategist and manager, but rather an obedient administrator and follower, willing to carry out various ad hoc instructions to fulfill political agendas. The disrespect and high-handedness is a culture that is ingrained over the years, and will not change in the near future.
‘If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.’
According to San Tzu, author of the book The Art of War, all warfare is based on deception. In cases of office bullying the deception is instigated by the bully at the expense of the target. San Tzu explains the following: ‘When you are able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must seem inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near. Hold out baits to entice the enemy. Feign disorder, and crush him. If he is secure at all points, be prepared for him. If he is in superior strength, evade him. If your opponent is of choleric temper, seek to irritate him. Pretend to be weak, that he may grow arrogant. If he is taking his ease, give him no rest. If his forces are united, separate them. Attack him where he is unprepared, appear where you are not expected.’ San Tzu’s tactics and those used by office bullies bear similarities in that both aim to confuse and mislead the target. Very often the bullying boss or co-worker retains a well-disposed demeanour concealing their true nature while their henchmen execute their plan of destruction. Perpetrators are highly skilled puppeteers, masters at the art of manipulation leading the target into believing false truths about themselves in order to break them down, forcing them into submission. This psychological warfare manifests through intimidation, threats, harrassment, spreading rumors, hurtful gossip, yelling, name-calling, mocking, insulting or ridiculing, unwanted physical contact or physical gestures that intimidate with the target at the receiving end.
Today, office bullies are being recognized as productivity killers and potential legal threats to employers. It bears a number of negative consequences on companies:
-Reduced productivity, efficiency and profitability.
-Higher absenteeism, sick time (Prolonged exposure to office bullying negatively impacts on the victims health.)
-Higher employee turnover.
-Decreased morale and loyalty.
-Increased costs due to recruitment and retraining.
-Increased workers’ compensation claims.
-Indirect costs though time spent dealing with bullying situations.
-Negative effects on the company’s image.
-Legal costs from employees who bring lawsuits.
-Potential increases to insurance and workers’ compensation premiums.
*Robin feels she had no support from senior management, human resources department or her union. To her it was very transparent that their reluctance to assist was stimulated by political interference, plotted from behind the scenes by an unsecure manager. What started of as petty office politics, escalated into the bigger political arena because the victim was portrayed as a “trouble maker”. Trouble makers are often perceived as a threat.
It poses the very earnest question wether employees rights in the workplace are intentionally disregarded. Namie explains that bullying is not automatically illegal. However, behaviors commonly associated with bullying often overlap with other behaviors that are illegal, such as harrassment or discrimination. For years Leilani, an administrative officer at a Health Care facility in Cape Town, was bullied by a co-worker. This dedicated employee, once awarded for going the extra mile, had to fight many battles in order to survive attacks instigated by her aggressor. Over a year ago she started an online awareness campaign at work regarding office bullying, but due to a constant change in management, it is difficult to attend to the problem. Namie states that every employer should retain posession of an anti-bullying policy with strategies to address office bullying. Whether such policies exist or are executed by those in power, is debatable.
Amidst a culture of bullying how do those being targeted deal with perpetrators and more to the point how do one avoid being targeted altogether? San Tzu names the five essentials for victory: ‘He will win who knows when to fight and when not to fight. He will win who knows how to handle both superior and inferior forces. He will win who, prepared himself, waits to take the enemy unprepared. Hence the saying: If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. If you know yourself but not the enemy, for every victory gained you will also suffer a defeat. If you know neither the enemy nor yourself, you will succumb in every battle.’ In a local government, especially, where workplace bullying and harrassment reigns supreme, three types of employees co-exist in harmony with the perpetrator. Those who side with and are willing to fullfil the bully’s personal agenda. The second group works hard to keep the bully happy without engaging in underhanded tactics. Both the first and second group stands to gain something from their relationship with the bully. The rest simply continue their jobs and try as much as possible to stay under the radar. Bullies can quickly spot a possible threat with the potential to upstage them.
To deal with the psychological warfare of office bullying one has to familiarize oneself with the tactics used by the perpetrator. Sound knowledge is key. Know your strengths and trust your intuition, then choose your battles. Your competencies and superior emotional intellect was the motive for being targeted in the first place, so use it to your advantage. Namie suggests confronting the perpetrator and if this does not work or your employer fails to address the problem, take concrete steps to change the situation. Record incidents of office bullying, however small. This will improve your chances of building a case against the bully. Health and safety regulations dictates the provision of a safe working environment for all employees. One need not suffer - legal assistance such as the Commission for Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration of South Africa (CCMA), is available. Work should not hurt.
Rights under siege: the remilitarisation of Guatemala
The Peace Accords were intended to heal a country once riven by civil war, but have enabled the government to put indigenous communities under military occupation. Resistance is growing, however
Cat Rainsford
“There were around 2,500 police and army in the region,” Francisco tells me. “With tanks and trucks and everything it seemed as if they were coming to war.”
Since the construction of the Escobal silver mine in the neighbouring village of San Rafael las Flores, Francisco Enrique López and Eddy Zuleta Hernández, leaders of the Organised Civil Society of Mataquescuintla (SCOM), have seen their once-peaceful agricultural community in the Xinka indigenous zone of southern Guatemala transformed. Water sources have dried up, prices for their produce have dropped for fears of contamination and violent confrontations have flared between between local people and mine workers.
In April 2013, amid rapidly escalating tensions and the eviction of a protest camp near the mine entrance, several locals were shot and wounded by private security guards working for the Canadian mining firm Tahoe Resources.
The response of the government was unequivocal. Within days, four municipalities surrounding the mine were placed under a State of Siege, Guatemala’s highest state of military alert prior to war. In the month of martial law that followed, freedoms of movement, association, protest and expression were all suspended and dozens of members of the resistance arrested.
“They entered houses at 4am, 5am, waking the children and telling them that if their father didn’t appear they would take their mother,” Eddy remembers. “Tell me how you’re not going to be afraid of that system?”
Today, almost two years after the official end of martial law in the communities surrounding the Escobal mine, the locals have not been allowed to forget this fear. Two military garrisons are stationed permanently in the region, and the distinctive black pickups and armed officers of the National Civilian Police (PNC) maintain a conspicuous presence among the snack vendors and neatly trimmed borders on Mataquescuintla’s town square.
“We’re afraid to go out, to ask questions,” says Amalia Lémus Solaris, of the Committee in Defense of Life and Peace of San Rafael las Flores. “There are a lot of traumatised children who tell their parents ‘don’t go out, because they’re going to take you prisoner’.”
The government claims that the military presence is intended to provide public security in times of intense social unrest. Yet the armed forces, brutally efficient in their arrests of protesters, have proved markedly reluctant to investigate allegations of attacks by agents of the mine. Amalia’s eyes are glossy with tears as she describes how a pickup with tinted windows attempted to run her down as she returned from church with her mother and young daughter. She reported the attack to the PNC, but no investigation took place.
“What kind of public security do [the armed forces] offer?” Eddy demands. “None. They are simply here for the interests of transnational businesses. Rather than creating public security, what the government is doing is creating fear.”
The return of the army
Guatemala is a country whose recent history is permeated by fear. The 1996 Peace Accords marked the end to a 36-year civil war during which an estimated 200,000 people were killed and 50,000 disappeared, the vast majority of them indigenous. One of the conditions of the Peace Accords was that the army, which a later truth commission found to be responsible for at least 93% of the war’s atrocities, be reduced in size and its role restricted to external security. The responsibility of civilian law enforcement was assumed by the newly created PNC.
Subsequent years, however, have witnessed the progressive erosion of these protections. The separation of the army from internal policing was reversed in 1999, to be replaced by new protocols for military collaboration with the chronically underfunded and corrupt PNC. By 2014, the Guatemalan Ombudsman for Human Rights reported that the number of soldiers deployed in “support” of the PNC was over 40% of the size of the police force itself, and warned of the implications of this for the strengthening of civilian power.
The army was found to be responsible for at least 93% of the war’s atrocities.
The escalation of remilitarisation has been particularly dramatic since the 2012 election of the president, Otto Pérez Molina, himself a former military commander notorious for his proximity to genocidal attacks against Mayan communities in the 1980s. The first year of his presidency saw the construction of five new military bases and the deployment of over 21,000 troops in internal security operations, as well as the increasing breakdown of the Peace Accords’ separation of the military from politics. Currently, around 40% of security-related posts in the administration are filled by former army officers – many of them also veterans of brutal civil war regimes.
In an alarming symbol of this trajectory, 2012 marked the first army-perpetrated massacre since the Peace Accords, in which seven Ki’che Mayans were killed and over 30 injured after military units opened fire on a peaceful protest outside the town of Totonicapán. Although Pérez Molina expressed regret for the massacre, he fast retreated from his initial promise to cease deploying soldiers to demonstrations. Rather, he has continued the practice established under previous administrations of responding to intense social protest with the declaration of “states of exception” (or the more extreme “states of siege”), in which constitutional rights are suspended and targeted communities are occupied by the army.
The effective impunity enjoyed by the armed forces during these periods of martial law has allowed numerous accusations of human rights violations, including violence, looting and sexual assault, to go uninvestigated.
“Because there is no freedom of expression, you can’t say what is happening,” Eddy Zuleta explains. “They are looting your house and abusing your family, and you can’t report them. In a State of Siege you have to be silent. See, and be silent.”
Guatemala’s “shock doctrine”
While human rights advocates have been quick to denounce the aggressive remilitarisation of Guatemalan public life as a violation of the Peace Accords, on another level the seeds of current developments can be found within the peace process itself.
“The Peace Accords were a shock doctrine,” asserts Guatemala-based independent journalist Jeff Abbott, referring to Naomi Klein’s analysis of how transnational economic and political elites use the disorientation caused by crises to introduce drastic free-market reforms with minimal public debate.
Although the Peace Accords ended more than four decades of violence and contained historic concessions to the left-wing guerrilla movement in areas such as demilitarisation and the recognition of indigenous rights, they failed to meaningfully tackle issues of land reform and inequality that had been at the heart of the conflict. They thus failed to shift the balance of power away from the country’s oligarchic elite of large landowners, which itself has long-standing ties to the military. Furthermore, the Accords were introduced in parallel with a raft of neoliberal reforms that allowed the oligarchy to reap the selective benefits of integration into the global economy, setting the course for Guatemala’s current development trajectory.
Alongside numerous privatisations, the new legislation included the 1997 Mining Act, which set the royalties charged of foreign extractive industries at only 1%.
In the two decades following the Accords, international agreements have consolidated this trajectory. The 2006 implementation of the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) further laid open Guatemalan resources for exploitation by transnational corporations, while obliging the Guatemalan state to suppress any local opposition that threatened international investments in such projects.
Closely linked to CAFTA is the regional development initiative known as Plan Mesoamerica, described by the Guatemalan human rights organisation NISGUA as “a multi-billion-dollar series of mega development projects to construct massive physical and industrial infrastructure for corporate development throughout Mesoamerica”. This includes new highways to facilitate resource extraction, the privatisation of communal land for industrial monocropping, and the construction of huge hydroelectric projects to provide energy for the region.
Despite the fact that Guatemala is a signatory to the International Labour Organisation’s Convention 169, which guarantees the rights of indigenous peoples to be consulted on projects that have a severe impact on their lands and culture, local consultations which reject such projects are routinely ignored.
World Bank statistics continue to rank Guatemala among the 20 most unequal countries in the world.
Of the States of Exception implemented under the Pérez Molina administration, all have been in communities where indigenous people have expressed resistance to extractive or infrastructural projects on their ancestral lands. In the northern department of Huehuetenango, for example, resistance to the construction of the Santa Cruz dam and its resultant displacement of communities has been met by a State of Siege in 2012, permanent militarisation of the area, ongoing arrests of resistance leaders, and censorship of local independent media. In San Juan Sacatepéquez, similar tactics appear to have crushed resistance to a cement mine altogether.
“The government says that the people should not be consulted,” says Eddy Zuleta, reflecting on the state’s overruling of a referendum prior to the Mataquescuintla State of Siege in which 98% of local residents rejected the Escobal mine. “That the projects must go ahead because they bring development. But what kind of development do they bring us?”
Figures support his scepticism. Two decades after the Peace Accords, World Bank statistics continue to rank Guatemala among the 20 most unequal countries in the world.
The new “internal enemies”
Pérez Molina has never made a secret of his militaristic style of leadership. His electoral campaign included a pledge to negotiate the restoration of US military aid to Guatemala, and among his first actions on assuming the presidency was to call on the army to collaborate in “neutralising illegal armed groups by means of military power”. Even the logo of his Patriot Party – a raised, clenched fist on an orange background – speaks proudly of the party’s mano dura (hard hand) politics.
However, Pérez Molina has struggled to balance his hardline rhetoric against the niceties of international politics.
US military aid to Guatemala has been suspended for three decades, in recognition of the human rights violations committed by the army during the civil war. Its restoration is contingent on Guatemala complying with the demilitarisation protocols stipulated in the Peace Accords.
Pérez Molina’s vision for national development thus hinges on him proving to the US that he is reducing the role of the military, in order to acquire the funds to expand the role of the military, largely to enforce the terms of international agreements propelled by the US. The contradiction has led him into a 21st century reframing of alarmingly civil-war era logics.
While the military excesses of the civil war were justified through the construction of a communist “internal enemy” consistent with Cold War paranoia, the “illegal armed groups” Pérez Molina promises to “neutralise” through contemporary remilitarisation are those associated with organised crime. The rhetoric appeals both to his electoral base in the gang-ridden capital city, and to current international logics of the war on drugs and war on terror.
While restrictions continue on direct military aid, funds from the US Department of Defense continue to be apportioned to the Guatemalan army through the Central American Regional Security Initiative’s counter-narcotics programme. According to the Guatemalan Human Rights Commission, “Pentagon counterdrug aid to Guatemala amounted to more than $25 million in FY2011-2012, more than five times the aid of the two-year period in FY2008-2009”.
The Guatemalan Ombudsman for Human Rights reports that of the 14 States of Exception declared in the period 2008-2014, only two (both in 2011) were in response to a credible organised crime threat. Yet the spectre is regularly invoked to justify the criminalisation of communities engaged in land or resource struggles.
At the time of the State of Siege in the Escobal mine region, the government announced to national and international media that the army was being sent in to combat a criminal network linked to the infamous Mexican drug gang Los Zetas.
In Mataquescuintla, I meet two of these supposed cartel associates, Oswaldo Anavizca Dominguez and Humberto de Jesus Rodriguez. They are shy and scrupulously polite, apologising needlessly for their clothes, which are still muddy from working in the fields.
Oswaldo was dragged from hospital after the reactivation of a charge he had been cleared of just weeks before.
Seven months after the end of the State of Siege, Oswaldo was dragged from hospital after an operation on his shin and left in jail for a week without treatment for his injury, after the reactivation of a charge he had been cleared of just weeks before. Humberto struggled to provide for his cousin’s family for almost a year, after the man was arrested in a night raid on his house and jailed for 10 months until his eventual release for lack of evidence.
When I ask what the men had been accused of, Humberto answers simply: “What they always accuse us of – of terrorism, of kidnapping, of drug trafficking.”
Solidarity and resistance
In November this year, Guatemalans will go to the polls to elect the president who will take power in January 2016. As the constitution prohibits any president from serving more than one term, it seems that Pérez Molina’s rule is drawing to an end.
The fact elicits little optimism from the residents of Mataquescuintla.
“There is an oligarchy that says where and how to do things,” explains Danilo Zuleta, one of the younger leaders of SCOM, pointing out that States of Exception were already being used to criminalise environmental activists before the escalation of militarisation under Pérez Molina. As long as the interests of the oligarchy remain aligned with neoliberal capitalism, he insists, the rotation of political parties will make little difference.
Guatemala is one of the few countries in Latin America where indigenous groups still make up almost half the population. Considering this, it is perhaps surprising that since the Peace Accords, no unified indigenous movement has emerged able to use this numerical advantage to advance a common set of socioeconomic interests. Undoubtedly, poverty and vote-buying is partly to blame.
Yet even during the civil war, the relationship between indigenous and left-wing movements was ambiguous, with indigenous groups accusing revolutionary leaders of co-opting them into a struggle whose socialist goals presupposed a centralised national project at odds with their own vision of decentralised government and cultural rights. Since the Peace Accords, these tensions have never been satisfactorily resolved. While the Accords’ provisions for multiculturalism appeared progressive, some commentators allege that their covert purpose was to satisfy the particularist cultural demands of the country’s multitude of indigenous groups, thus dividing the pan-Mayanist movement and weakening the pressure for stronger socioeconomic reforms.
“The education system in our communities has taught them to be obedient,” argues Bibiana Ramirez, a representative of the Mayan Peoples’ Council (CPO). “The system has divided us politically into territories to co-opt the few leaders that have dared to defy it.”
However, as the detrimental effects of neoliberal capitalism on indigenous communities become ever clearer, there are signs that Guatemala’s left-wing and indigenous movements are rediscovering their common ground.
“The neoliberal project is a violent, exploitative, racist project,” a coalition of groups including the Committee for Campesino Unity (CUC), the Campesino Committee of the Altiplano (CCDA) and the Mayan rights organisation Waqib Kej asserted in a joint press release last year. “It has exacerbated the social problems in the communities of the indigenous peoples.”
The efforts of these groups have been instrumental in some prominent successes of the indigenous movement in recent years. The hated “Monsanto Law” for instance, which criminalised farmers who used a variety of privatised seed types (even if the usage was accidental, through contamination), was defeated in 2014 through an upsurge of coordinated peasant mobilisation. The Committee for Campesino Development (CODECA) has been proactive in stimulating grassroots, participatory programmes for rural development and fighting for the land rights of communities facing eviction. The Mayan Peoples’ Council (CPO) has campaigned to strengthen the community consultation process prior to the installation of transnational projects, offering legal expertise to ensure that the constitutionality of the referendums is unquestionable. The Council is also forging new alliances with the fragmented political parties of the left, in the attempt to consolidate a platform for the participation of indigenous peoples in formal politics.
While these national initiatives are encouraging, the leaders of SCOM consider that there is still a long way to go towards articulating a political project capable of coordinating the disparate resistance movements around the country, while recognising community autonomy.
“The purpose of the state must now be born from the communities,” insists Danilo, “from us who are suffering the invasion, because this is an invasion.”
The Mataquescuintla resistance has already taken its first step in this direction. At the time of my visit, the SCOM leadership is flushed with the success of the Continental Conference against Mining and for Sovereignty, organised by the community with the support of CUC, CCDA, Waqib Kej and the CPO. The conference attracted participants from across four continents, including hundreds of resistance leaders from resource conflicts around the country.
Francisco, Eddy and Danilo talk animatedly about the wealth of new contacts they’ve made and the possibilities afforded by the internet and new media for forging greater coordination between parallel struggles, both nationally and internationally.
“I think that the continent is going to unite forces,” Eddy declares. “And is going to refuse, and is going to fight. And if we die for this, we’re going to die on our feet.” Two weeks after my visit to Mataquescuintla, Telésforo Odilio Pivaral González was gunned down by unknown assailants a few kilometres from the mine site. He died immediately after receiving five bullets to the cranium, face and neck. Like Amalia Lémus Solaris, he was an active member of the Committee in Defense of Life and Peace of San Rafael las Flores, and had worked with SCOM in the organisation of the Continental Conference against Mining and for Sovereignty.
Lest we forget: memoirs of a nonagenarian
"We danced in the streets outside Buckingham Palace on VE Day"
Cathy Dippnall
Memories, parades and wreath-laying; centenary celebrations continue to remember those who died in World War I. From Great Britain to New Zealand on 25 April 2015, television stations broadcast celebrations held to honour thousands of Anzac troops who faced horrors and died during the Gallipoli landings in Turkey 100 years ago.
“Such a waste,” sighs my 91-year-old mother Betty, as she channel-hops from the BBC, Sky News, CNN, eNCA, “nothing has changed.” God willing, she will be glued to the television on 8 May to watch the 70- year celebrations of the end of World War II in Europe.
What struck me as I sat down to talk and record her memories as a young woman born between the two world wars, is that despite the horrors and carnage taking place throughout Europe and further afield, there were no televisions, mobile phones, internet, social media, Twitter, Instagram and Facebook to record the atrocities and send images around the world in seconds. There was only the radio and Pathe news, which was about six weeks old by the time it reached the "pictures" (cinema), and all news was heavily censored.
In fact, what my mother remembers of those early years of her life has been filtered with a rosy glow of memories of a simple but carefree life. There may have been no inside bathroom and toilet, or a family car at first, but there were the country walks, flowers and trees, family outings and friendships that lasted decades. It was also an era of discipline, when children were seen but not heard and stoicism, where you did not talk or dwell on losses and hardships, but kept a "stiff upper lip" in the British way.
My heroine is my mother Betty, who throughout her life has done her best to impart values, wisdom and love to her children (David, Andrew and me), grandchildren and great-grandchildren.
Lest we forget are memories and anecdotes of Betty’s early life as a young girl and woman born between the two world wars. Stories that will fade into oblivion if not recorded. My mother’s story is just one among millions of those whose lives were dramatically changed by what has been described by historians as the deadliest conflict in human history.
Eileen Betty Ellis was born on 24 March 1924 in Pinions near High Wycombe, Bucks (UK) to middle-class parents, Violet Nelly (known as Helen) and Walter Edwin Ellis, part owner of a furniture factory that made all types of wooden furniture, popular at that time.
Betty was an only child and a lonely one at times. She has a vivid recollection of being alone when she was about five. Betty says she was left at home "asleep" one night while her parents went out to the pub with friends. She was not very popular with them, because after waking up and finding the house empty, she stood at the front door and screamed the neighbourhood down. After that episode she was reluctantly dragged to pubs, where friendly landlords would let her sit in an unobtrusive corner while her parents and friends partied the nights away.
“Although they were afraid that another war might break out, everybody seemed to be on a ‘high’ and my parents and their friends drank and lived it up. Nobody talked about the Great War (WWI), and they certainly didn’t talk about it in front of children. There might have been nods or knowing glances at people we knew, but I was not aware then if they or their families suffered in some way.”
Neville Chamberlain gave us the dreadful news that we were at war.
War broke out when 15-year-old Betty was still at grammar school. She remembers quite clearly listening to Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain at 11am on 3rd September 1939. “He had been negotiating with Hitler for days and we were waiting with baited breath, because during this time Hitler had invaded Poland.”
By now Betty was living with her parents at the Red Lion pub in London Road after her father bought himself out of the furniture business and bought a pub licence. “We were at the pub when we heard the dreadful news that we were at war with Germany. Dad told us to get down into the cellar as we fully expected the sirens going off and the Germans coming over to bomb us.”
People were encouraged to build air raid shelters in their gardens. They were called Anderson shelters and had corrugated iron roofs. “You had to dig a hole and shore it up to make a room, with steps leading down to it and you stored bedding, food and water in it, ready for use. As we lived in the pub we just went down to the cellar, which was much more comfortable compared to the cold earth and corrugated iron.”
Everyone was issued with gas masks that they had to carry around their necks at all times, but nothing happened, no one knew what to do and after a time life went on as usual. “At first we were very frightened and expected to see planes and bombs falling on us, but after a few weeks we began to relax and we only got to see the fighting in Europe when we went to the pictures and watched Pathé news.”
London, other strategic towns and port cities were being bombed and at night, during heavy raids, the fires in London could be seen from High Wycombe.
Hating school, Betty left as soon as she could and had a series of mundane jobs, one of them with a trade union, “All the staff were women, except for two men, because all the other men had been conscripted. I thought the women were very coarse. They were evacuees from London and boy-mad, gawking at the American soldiers who were stationed nearby and who were girl-mad - they couldn’t believe their luck.”
What nobody knew at the time was that the airforce base was the American headquarters and that General Eisenhower was living in a secluded house in the woods near Princes Risborough.
The arrival of the American GIs was thrilling for men-starved women. “The streets were full of American soldiers and they looked so smart in their khaki pants and dark olive green jackets, while our poor boys had to wear horrible serge uniforms.”
Every Saturday night there were dances and there was no shortage of dance partners. The GIs wooed the local girls and gave them luxury gifts like silk stockings and chocolates. Those like Betty who were already "spoken for" were envious and, not to be outdone, drew black or brown lines up the backs of their bare legs and pretended they were wearing silk stockings, rather than wear the heavy lisle stockings that were standard issue in the shops.
Many young women married American servicemen and left in their droves on "bride ships" for the US. “A lot of girls found themselves worse off living in the sticks and many came back with their tails between their legs.”
Secret war work
A pub was a good place to network, exchange gossip, barter for food and get jobs. Helen soon put out feelers and Betty found herself working for AC Cossor, an electronics company founded in 1859 that designed and manufactured electronic valves, radio sets and television receivers.
Unknown to Betty, during the war the company made radar equipment for the government. “It was all very hush hush. I worked in the office as a typist and then as a private secretary in a building away from the factory. I rarely went into the factory. It had machines in it and along the sides of the walls were green [television-like] screens. There were also girls sitting on stools around moving tables, jamming pieces into objects that I later learned were radar components.”
By now Betty was 16 and engaged to be married to my dad Roger Tilling, her childhood sweetheart, whom she had known since she was 11.
Looking for excitement
As war eluded them, Betty and Roger decided to go to London and experience raids first-hand. Ealing was being bombed at the time so they went to Roger’s aunt and uncle’s home there. They and his cousin Marcus evacuated to relatives in High Wycombe, leaving only their Spanish maid to look after the property.
“We were excited but scared stiff and spent the night under the kitchen table as lights strafed the sky looking for German bombers, while naval guns pounded at them all night from a nearby park.” The two of them went home to the safety of the countryside very quickly the next day.
At 18 Betty was married and exempted from call-up, but it was still expected that young women "did their bit" for the country, so she volunteered to do night-time fire duty. “We worked on a roster basis and when it was my turn I went to a very old house in town that had been empty for years. I remember from schooldays that we were scared to go past the house because we felt it was spooky. We worked in twos and had to go up to the roof and look out for fire bombs. If one of them hit the house, the other girl and I were supposed to throw sand from buckets onto the flames. It seems ludicrous now to think that we could have put out any fires as the house was like a tinderbox.”
The only excitement was watching the docks in the East End in flames after a heavy night of bombing.
As the night dragged on the girls would eventually roll out their bedrolls and try and get some rest. “We were always scared, so you can imagine my horror when I woke up in the dark to find an 'eye’ staring at me.” It turned out that Betty’s companion had a wall eye that didn’t close when she slept and this was what was staring at her. The only excitement on those nights was watching the docks in the East End in flames after a heavy night of bombing.
Sirens went off now and then in High Wycombe when German planes flew over after a raid. “I remember a lone plane dropping its bombs to lighten the load after coming back from the west coast. Fortunately, the bombs fell in a field and all we heard was a loud ‘crump’ as they exploded.”
I'll never forget his face
Living in a small town, as High Wycombe was then, it was unusual to meet badly injured soldiers, so it came as a great shock to Betty when she came face to face with an airman who had been badly burnt when he was shot down by enemy aircraft.
“Roger was not even 21 when he was enlisted into the air force. He was posted nearby and decided to hitch a lift home when a fellow airman stopped and picked him up. I was about eight months pregnant then and had stayed up all evening waiting for him, when he walked in with a stranger with a horribly disfigured face – just shiny skin from grafts and slits for eyes and mouth. I was terrified (inside) but I talked to him as if he was perfectly normal. I will never forget his face.”
How medicine has changed since then; now, donor skin can be grown in laboratories and burns victims’ faces and bodies can be repaired with grafts that leave little scarring.
We knew we were winning
There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that Great Britain would win the war, says Betty. “Winston Churchill kept us going – he was wonderful and we only had to hear his voice on the radio giving magnificent uplifting speeches, to motivate us.”
The feeling that victory was near grew after the peace treaty was signed. “There was such excitement as we knew we were winning and there was just this last push to finish the European part of the war.”
When VE Day, came Betty and her friend Connie went by train to London to celebrate. “We stood outside Buckingham Palace hoping to see the king and queen. Thousands of people were thronging the streets and we danced and cheered with excitement. It was wonderful, we lost all idea of time and found ourselves having to take the late-night milk train, arriving home in the early hours of the morning.”
After VE Day (Victory in Europe), rationing continued for years and there was a massive shortage of housing.
After VE Day (Victory in Europe) the excitement wore off and, in fact, life seemed to get worse instead of better. Rationing continued for years and there was a massive shortage of housing. “In those days you couldn’t have any empty rooms in your house – if you did you had to have evacuees and people whose homes were bombed out, so rather than continue living in the Red Lion, which I hated, Roger, David and I moved in with Roger’s sister Elizabeth so that she didn’t have to have any more strangers living with her.”
Life was hard and Roger, who had now been demobbed, was back in his old job as a clerk at a furniture factory. The promise of promotion when he returned from the war did not materialise and he had a wife and two sons to look after.
After another terribly cold winter, with coal rations, and tired of pushing the double pram up to the gasworks to get coke, which was free, Roger answered a job advert in the newspaper. He never said a word – just announced one day that he was going to London for an interview.
“He came back and said that he had accepted the job offer and was going to Africa – to Tanganyika to join the Groundnut Scheme. Within weeks he had left and a year later in 1949, the boys and I joined him in Dar es Salaam. The extremes in life between Britain and Tanganyika, where there was so much opulence, is another story.”
The question marks hanging over Soviet-era architecture
Clare Speak
In 1955, the Soviet Union gave the Polish people a particularly unpopular “gift.” The towering Palace of Culture in Warsaw was initially despised; many local residents saw it as a symbol of Soviet domination.
The imposing structure was (and still is) the highest in Poland and, as well as looming over the city, its architectural style – partially inspired by American art deco skyscrapers – didn’t fit in with the rest of the city at all. The fact that sixteen workers died during its construction didn’t exactly help endear it to the local population, either.
Today, Warsaw’s Palace of Culture is not only still standing but still in use. Arguably, it has become an accepted part of the cityscape, though it still stands out like a sore thumb next to the structures that have sprung up around it; mostly modern steel-and-glass office towers, or sprawling shopping centres. Now, stranded among these gleaming symbols of capitalism, some say the communist-era Culture Palace stands out even more.
But the Palace of Culture itself is used to house offices, as well as an exhibition centre, a swimming pool, and even a multiplex cinema – which may sound rather decadent by socialist standards, but upon stepping inside the cramped, dark, musty foyer you might think you’ve travelled back in time.
The entire building has an air of belonging to a different era entirely, and some locals say this is partly what makes it an irreplaceable piece of history.
“This is a place where you can feel the history, even if you didn’t live through it,” said Marek, 48, who works in a nearby office block. “From coming here and just walking around, our children can understand what the old people are talking about. They can see it was reality. That’s why this building is important.”
There’s also the fact that it brings in tourists, which is of no small importance in a city so sorely lacking in sights to see. Unlike other cities in the former Eastern bloc, Warsaw is no tourist Mecca, and the local tourist board says the Palace of Culture is one of the city’s biggest draws - along with its minute Old Town, which isn’t actually very old but a rebuild of the original, destroyed in the planned destruction of Warsaw by Nazi Germany.
Partly thanks to tourism, the Palace of Culture is now one of Poland’s most recognisable buildings.
The same is true of other Palaces of Culture across the former Soviet Union and the Eastern bloc - and they continue to divide opinion.
Not everyone sees such buildings as an invaluable way of educating future generations about the past. Others say that ugly times gave birth to ugly buildings; that they are just reminders of a dark period in history, imposed upon the local population.
But decades after the fall of communism, why do these buildings continue to provoke such strong reactions - not just among the people who live nearby, but among visitors, too?
In Prague, another Palace of Culture was built in the 1970s as a place to host the meetings of the Communist party. This one, too, was hated by most local people. But experts say that the strong feelings these buildings provoke has less to do with the way they look than with the associations people make with them.
“Architecture can provoke a strong reaction, as it is a part of our living space and a part of our collective memory,” says architectural theorist Michaela Janeckova.
“People are assessing the building according to direct experiences they have of it, for example, of having to use the building. But they also assess the symbolic value,” she explains.
“Today, the late modern architectural style is connected with the era of communism, and this provokes irrational reactions.”
The late modern style Janeckova refers to includes what many people think of as ‘brutalist’ or ‘Stalinist’ architecture typical of that time.
“The Palace of Culture in Prague was seen as a symbol of totalitarian power,” says Czech architecture historian Dr Zdenek Lukes, adding that the building was also nicknamed the White Whale or the Titanic, “for its low respect for the city landscape.”
“The quality of the architecture - in this case mediocre - was not so important,” he says..
The building is known today as Prague’s Congress Centre. It occupies a conspicuous position overlooking the city, surrounded by concrete structures of similar style, such as the Nusle bridge.
The problem of not respecting the city landscape though, Lukes says, is “comparable with problems anywhere and not so symptomatic for the East.”
Prague wasn’t the only city to mock the appearance of its Palace of Culture. Nicknames for the Palace of Culture in Warsaw include the ‘Russian Wedding Cake’, ‘Stalin’s syringe’, and Patyk (‘stick’)
Unlike the Warsaw Palace of Culture, though, Prague’s has faded almost into insignificance among many of the younger generation, and attracts little attention from tourists.
Prague’s Zizkov TV tower is a different story. Voted the second-ugliest building in the world and visible from most parts of the city – partially thanks to being lit up in the national colours at night – the tower is one of the city’s most famous symbols.
Standing at the tower’s base, training the lens of his camera on one of its ‘Babies’ (faceless, crawling statues placed on the tower by Czech artist David Cerny, they’re something in between kitsch and creepy, and an attraction in themselves) American visitor Donald Heys tells me this was high on his list of ‘must see’ sights during his three-day trip to Prague.
“I’m not particularly knowledgeable about architecture, no,” he says. “I’m just interested in learning about the history of this part of the world. And this tower is really something.”
Not everyone is so keen, though; especially not older Czechs.
“For older people and also my generation, the TV Tower is an example of Communist arrogance,” says Lukes. “They built the tower in the space of the former Jewish Cemetery, and the main reason was to block TV signals from the West – people were not allowed to receive the Austrian TV programmes.”
“Of course, before the tower was completed, satellite TV had been invented.”
He adds; “For the young generation, post-Velvet Revolution, this history has been irrelevant of course and many of them are now admirers of the tower for its pre-High-tech style.”
This history is however exactly what draws tourists like Donald, who find the Czech Republic’s communist past endlessly fascinating.
The value the TV Tower has when it comes to attracting visitors means it's likely to be well-preserved for many years to come. But for most, the future is uncertain.
In Warsaw recently, debate raged over the fate of the controversial Rotunda bank building in the city centre, a circular building famous for its distinctive crown-like rooftop design. As time passed, the 1960’s building became in need of expensive renovation, including the installation of air conditioning.
When the owners suggested it would be better to demolish it and replace it with something modern and practical, there was outrage. Not only had the iconic building become a popular meeting place, famous among Warsaw residents, but experts argued that it was a unique piece of architecture.
In the end, the owners decided to renovate. But this was just one of many such debates that have highlighted the problems surrounding aging Communist-era buildings.
In Prague, the concrete Hotel Praha was demolished two years ago to make way for a private investor. A (fairly small) number of people who felt the hotel had significant historical and architectural importance fought to save it, and public opinion became divided over whether the 30-year-old hotel was an eyesore or an important monument.
“This hotel was also one of the symbols of Communist arrogance," says Lukes. “They built that hotel - in the centre of a popular public park in a residential district with only small family houses - as an anti-atomic shelter for party leaders only, with no chance for it to be reached by normal people.”
“The architecture was not so bad, from the outside, if you ignored the gigantic scale,” he says. Again, the problem was the history associated with the building.
After feasibility studies by major hotel companies failed to find any potential for the hotel, Lukes says, the only real possibility was to destroy it. It has now been replaced with a modern school building, which Lukes says is “more sensitive to the beautiful landscape.”
With the pressures of time and urban development, will we see more of the buildings from this era disappear? Fans of this style of architecture hope not - and the professionals know they have a big role to play in protecting these buildings.
“There is a permanent danger, and I and my colleagues are trying to save the best examples from that controversial time,” says Lukes. “Like the 1960’s Railway Terminal in the city of Havirov, and Prague’s Maj and Kotva Department Stores from the 1970s,”
Janeckova says that factors influencing whether buildings from this era will be celebrated or pulled down range from the financial situation of the owners (as in the case of Hotel Praha) to whether or not professionals, such as architects and historians, can successfully promote the building’s value to the public.
Public perception of these buildings is another big factor. Janeckova says their value "must become part of a common discourse, as happened with functionalism.”
“Even people not interested in architecture come to visit Loos Villa or Villa Tugendhat because they were taught it is beautiful,” she adds.
These two Czech villas, built from reinforced concrete in the 1970s, have become icons of modernist design.
“By the act of visiting them, people are proving they are well educated," she says.
Janeckova adds that, in most cases, professionals can influence public opinion and involve people in the process of preservation.
“Preservation of these buildings in future also depends on the impact of the fight of professionals against state bureaucracy, that prefers private owners above public values.”
The right to work: undermined by technological advancements?
Conrad Bower
“I read the news today oh boy, about a lucky man who made the grade…” which recently tends to be a dot.com entrepreneur who has made billions from a tech start-up employing a handful of people. These success stories are usually accompanied by reports of a company downsizing, rationalizing, restructuring, consolidating, streamlining or one of many ingenious euphemisms used to soften the news of job losses. The workers are always the first to feel the slice of the austerity cleaver. The business is butchered to provide maximum profit for its shareholders with its employees consigned to the offal pile; leaving a lean, mean, money making machine.
Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favourable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment
Often automation is a cause of the job losses or the positions get outsourced abroad, where unions and workers rights are scarce and they can be exploited with criminally poor pay and working conditions. The human right to work is stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) Article 23.1 ‘Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favourable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment’. It is a human right under threat and governments across the world need to pay more attention to it.
The past
Since the beginning of the industrial revolution certain jobs have become obsolete due to the introduction of new technology, and there have been those unhappy with these changes, mainly the people losing their jobs. The term Luddite is now commonly used to describe someone who is a technophobe. The term originates from the Luddite rebellion that sprang up in the industrial counties of England; it began in 1811 and ended in 1816 when it was brutally suppressed by British troops. The Luddites were fighting against the introduction of spinning frames and power looms into the big factories and textile mills, as they were threatening their jobs and trades. They would meet on the moors at night and then descend on the mills and factories, destroying the new machinery that was having such a devastating effect on their lives and communities.
We are being afflicted with a new disease…namely, technological unemployment
In response to widespread unemployment, in the 1930s, caused by the Great Depression Britain’s eminent economist John Maynard Keynes said “We are being afflicted with a new disease…namely, technological unemployment”; this was due to machines taking over jobs at a quicker rate than the economy could produce them. Keynes correctly forecasted that this was a temporary effect caused by the current poor state of the economy and would be remedied as the economy improved. Karl Marx was also concerned about industrial machine use in a capitalist system describing it as ‘dead labour, that dominates, and pumps dry, living labour-power’ and ‘… dead labour, that vampire-like, only lives by sucking living labour, …’
The replacement of human labour by new industrial methods and machinery has progressed at a steady rate in the industrialised/western world, with the same devastating effects on the people losing their jobs, but in the long term society has benefitted due to more highly skilled, higher paid and less physically arduous jobs being created to deal with the increased productivity and trade provided by mechanisation.
We are now experiencing a new revolution, the silicon revolution, which is having profound effects on our society and every aspect of our lives, these effects will not all be positive. The silicon revolution is affecting jobs by the implementation of automation and computerisation, and again people are suffering due to the loss of livelihoods, but this time the long term effect on society may be negative. There are a growing number of observers who do not fear or hate technology but fear the negative effects technology can have on the individual and society if used inappropriately. The Luddite tag is often attached to these observers who expresses concern or oppose the introduction of new technology, and it holds the connotation of stupidity as most think it futile to resist the onward march of the machine. Maybe that onward march is inevitable, but shouldn’t we at least try to steer it in a direction that suits the majority of humanity?
The present
Andrew Keen is one of the present day commentators on technology who is worried about its effect on the job market. In his book ‘The Internet Is Not The Answer’ he explains how the globalised network provided by the World Wide Web and the internet promotes a winner take all environment promoting the dominance of single companies in specific online sectors. The names of these companies are ubiquitous today: Google, Amazon, Facebook, Apple and Microsoft are the biggest names and the amounts of capital they are accumulating are beyond the dreams of King Midas. Despite the economic size of these companies their employee numbers are minuscule compared to traditional companies. Google, who had a market valuation in 2014 of over $400 billion, employs only 46,000 people, whereas an Industrial giant like General Motors with its market value around $55 billion employs more than 200,000 people. That means Google employs a quarter of the number of GM’s workers despite being seven times larger than GM.
The online retailer Amazon has had a huge impact on the publishing industry. In the mid 1990s there were 4000 bookstores in the USA, now there is half that amount. It is a similar story in the UK where in 2005 there were around 1500 book stores; by 2014 this had dropped by a third to less than a thousand. Amazon’s virtual monopoly on book sales has allowed them to chase smaller publishing companies out of business if they did not agree to Amazon’s strong demands on bill payment and pricing. It is not only publishing that has suffered due to Amazon’s online retail dominance. The US Institute of Local Self-Reliance (ILSR) conducted a study in 2013 showing that conventional retailers employ 47 people for every $10 million in sales, whereas Amazon employs only 14 people to generate the same amount of sales revenue. The ILSR concluded that Amazon is a job destroyer rather than a job provider having caused the loss of 27,000 jobs in the US economy in 2012.
Global capitalism has turned the internet into the most efficient mass and personal marketing tool ever created
The capitalist economic system has been greatly enhanced by the World Wide Web and internet, and has become the dominant system globally. Global capitalism has turned the internet into the most efficient mass and personal marketing tool ever created, with the majority of revenue raised by internet companies coming from advertising. Due to most big companies being floated on stock markets, the pursuit of profits becomes paramount and there is a constant drive to increase them by cutting costs. Unfortunately the biggest operating cost for businesses is usually wages, hence the constant pressure to replace human workers with technological solutions. The initial costs of technology implementations are high but are soon recouped by the increased productivity and lower costs to the business.
This super-connected global capitalism is becoming increasingly efficient at concentrating the wealth in the elite top 1% of society while impoverishing the rest. According to a study in the Quarterly Journal of Economics the top 1% of income earners in the USA earned around 10% of the total USA pre-tax income between 1950 and 1980; this had risen to 20% in 2013. In the same time frame the share of total US worker compensation as a percentage of GDP has declined from 58% in 1970 to 53% in 2013. Where the king of capitalism leads, the rest of the globe is sure to follow.
The dominance of global capitalism aided by technological innovations and the decline of union power has lead to many jobs in the west suffering from casualisation, job insecurity, low pay, and long variable hours severely impacting family/social life. And when, sooner rather than later, they lose these jobs they are forced to jump through hoops of ever-increasing difficulty to claim inadequate social security payments and sub-standard training. The long and hard fight for workers rights is gradually being eroded in western industrialised countries, as they try to compete with other countries that haven’t yet developed these rights. Guy Standing described this emerging class as the precariat in his book ‘The Precariat - The New Dangerous Class’. The current Conservative/Liberal Democrat government in the UK may be using the decreased unemployment figures in the UK to show success, but the majority of these are prime precariat jobs which do not agree with the clause in the UDHR Article 23.1 stating everyone’s right to ‘… just and favourable conditions of work…’. This is not the way to build the high tech economy which is the UK government’s stated aim.
Is your profession safe?
The UK is trying to provide a high tech economy for Britain by encouraging increasing numbers of students into tertiary education and thus providing a highly educated workforce capable of challenging jobs. But in the world job market it is not just the labour-intensive repetitive jobs that are being automated (a well known example being car manufacturing) but also jobs that were until recently thought beyond the scope of automation, involving dexterity, identification, problem solving, design and decision making.
In ‘The Glass Cage’ author Nicholas Carr highlights the jobs currently undertaken by well-educated professionals that are under threat, and also the negative effects on human skills that over reliance on automation engender. He pays particular attention to aviation which initially was a seat of the pants experience needing the pilots’ full attention and physical/mental abilities. The cockpits of early large passenger aircraft had places for five highly skilled and paid professionals: two pilots, a flight engineer, a navigator and a radio operator. The steadily increasing levels of automation have led to the present situation where there are only the two pilots left in the cockpit, and due to the autopilot they generally only have hands on the controls for a few minutes during landing and take-off. Reliance on the autopilot has reduced the skill levels of pilots leading to crashes caused by pilot error in emergency situations; this has lead to autopilots in some airliners being able to overrule the flight input commands of the pilot. The remuneration for pilots has declined significantly in this time, and there are now calls for the presence of just one pilot and even pilotless planes due to the success of pilotless military drones.
The desire is to drive the cost of executing trades to its lowest point – this means automating the system and getting rid of the traders
The increasing use of IT systems and investment algorithms in New York has led to a drop of people employed as security dealers and traders: in 2000 they numbered 150,000; by 2013 this had dropped to 100,000. A bank analyst said “The desire is to drive the cost of executing trades to its lowest point – this means automating the system and getting rid of the traders”.
The recent gains in computing power, enabling learning algorithms, greater processing speeds, and big data analysis is also having profound effects on medicine. Doctors are now using programmes much more often to guide their thoughts, helping in actual diagnosis of disease and predicting whether a patient should be taking a particular drug regime or another treatment modality. The use of surgical robots is on the rise, with surgeons able to operate them remotely. These increases in efficiency are unlikely to create more jobs, and could lead to a slower uptake of new trainee doctors, maybe at lower wages as the reliance on technology degrades their skills and enables faster training time.
Everyone by now is familiar with self-service automated tills being introduced in supermarkets, and the frustrations that often ensue when trying to operate them. From my own observations I have noted one shop worker usually tending about six of these tills. The supermarkets are insisting the introduction of these automated tills are not reducing the number of jobs at the moment, and I suspect any surplus employees from the tills are being re-tasked on to picking orders for home delivery, but how long before the order picking is automated? And it has been a while since I interacted with a human librarian as the self-service automated librarians have taken precedence.
The future
The ubiquitous internet companies are extremely interested in the future, and they are spending their vast resources on making sure they play a prominent part in shaping and controlling that future. Google is investing heavily in the technology of the future. The Google car is now a common sight on the roads of California, and there are currently autonomous car trials underway in the UK. According to the UK’s Department of Transport statistics’ in April-June 2009 there were 871,000 people in total employed as bus and coach drivers, HGV drivers, van drivers and taxi, cab drivers and chauffeurs. That gives British business a hell of a lot of scope for increasing profits and reducing costs if autonomous vehicles are allowed to operate on UK roads; and the government seem pretty keen on that outcome.
Google is also investing heavily in the areas of artificial intelligence (AI) and robotics. In 2014 they acquired the AI startup company DeepMind for a sum of $500 million, and they are heavily invested in the development of quantum computing and have set up a joint lab with NASA to work with the D-wave 2, the most sophisticated quantum processor yet. Quantum computing, due to its ability to parallel process information (like the human brain), has the best chance of developing a true artificial intelligence, rather than the AI systems of today which rely on complex learning algorithms, large processing speeds and access to big data and are far from sentient. So if a company in the future is tasked with finding the right person for the job, why would they not choose a genius AI with no need for sleep, wages, always healthy, no family and probably able to do the physical and mental work of ten people in a day.
The rise in labour costs could lead to the loss of up to 85 million manufacturing jobs in China
And the outsourcing of manufacturing jobs abroad is just a reprieve for those positions. Many of the manufacturing jobs that were present in the industrialised West have steadily migrated to China which is now the manufacturing giant of the world. China is now facing increased manufacturing labour costs, forecast to rise from $350/person/month in 2010 to $1000/person/month by the end of the decade. To counter this rise in costs they are investing heavily in robotics and the figures are staggering. The rise in labour costs could lead to the loss of up to 85 million manufacturing jobs in China to other countries within the region, predicts Justin Lin, the former chief economist of the World Bank. The largest producer of Apple products in China, Foxconn, has vowed to replace manufacturing workers with one million robots over a period of three years. In Liaoning province there are plans to construct a robot industrial base, by 2017, to develop robots and other technology with a planned annual output of 50 billion Yuan (around $8 billion).
In his latest book, Andrew Keen’s solution to the problem of the negative effects of technology on society can only be brought about by legislation implemented by the European Union or the United States Congress. The answer is an “accountable and strong government” that can break up the internet quasi-monopolies. Nicholas Carr suggests a more human-centred approach to new technology, where the machine enhances the humans skills and experience rather than replacing them. However, Carr in ‘The Glass Cage’ acknowledges the problem global capitalism presents when he quotes from the ergonomics pioneer David Meister on the course of technological progress. This, he concludes “is tied to the profit motive; consequently it has little appreciation of the human”
Technological revolutions of the past such as farming, money, the printing press and the Industrial Revolution have always caused upheavals within society. Society has always managed to adapt and incorporate these new technologies and as a result built a better and stronger society and state. The cultural historian Leo Marx describes how, during the Enlightenment, technology and science were seen as tools to enable political reform and to build a better society; therefore progress was measured in political and social improvements. In an article published in 1987 called ‘Does Improved Technology mean progress?’, he concludes that technology could mean progress if we are willing to answer the next question “progress towards what? What is it we want our new technologies to accomplish? What do we want beyond such immediate limiting goals as achieving efficiencies, decreasing costs, and eliminating the troubling human element from our workplaces? In the absence to answers to these questions technological improvement may very well turn out to be incompatible with genuine, that is to say social progress”
The onward march of technology can improve social progress, we just need the political and economic system in place to ensure that it does. Karl Marx could see the possible emancipation promise of “Machinery, gifted with the wonderful power of shortening and fructifying human labour”. And John Maynard Keynes could see a time when due to improvements in science, and technology replacing human labour, man’s problem would be “how to use his freedom from pressing economic cares, how to occupy the leisure”.
The right to work, is it being undermined by technological advancements and global capitalism? My answer has to be a resounding yes. But it is not the technology that is at fault, it is providing us with tools that could greatly enhance society and human existence. It is the fault of global capitalism’s use of technology to reduce the costs and inefficiencies of human labour, and then to concentrate the wealth produced by such technology into the pockets of the lucky few. As the silicon revolution evolves at a phenomenal rate, it is being increasingly controlled by a neo-liberal elite whose selfish philosophy is detrimental to real progress in human society. The western Industrialised democracies are stuck in a political quagmire, we are in desperate need of a democracy mark 2; a new political revolution that can harness the silicon revolution to benefit all of humanity.
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Someone I met: Gandhi's grandson
Just before my Eurostar train pulls into Brussels Midi station, Arun Gandhi’s plane touches down at the international airport. He takes a few hours of rest following his overnight flight from Atlanta while I meet up with photographer Dimitri Koutsomytis. Over coffee at the iconic Grand Place, we try to imagine what life must have been like for Arun, as the 5th grandson of Mahatma Gandhi.
Danielle Batist
In the days leading up to the interview, I’d been reading many of Arun’s articles and chapters of some of his books.
In one, called Legacy of Love, he describes the daily injustices he faced in apartheid South Africa, where he grew up as ‘neither black nor white’. Aged 12, his parents sent him to live with his grandfather in India. The elder Gandhi set aside an hour each day for his grandson, using storytelling and exercises to introduce Arun to his theory and daily practice of peace and nonviolence. The pair had just 18 months together before Mahatma was assassinated. But this time, it turned out, was enough to transform Arun into a persuasive advocate of Gandhian ideals.
When we meet our interviewee in the lobby of Hotel Amigo, the first thing we notice is the energy that surrounds him. He looks well for his 81 years, but it’s when he starts speaking that his full personality shines through. He welcomes us with a deep voice and a warm smile. As we settle in to the sofas and arm chairs, we are offered drinks and pastries. He takes a sip of his tea and nods towards the voice recorder. Arun Gandhi is ready to take our questions.
His international representative had assured us beforehand: “Really, he has a mind altering view on most things.” Having worked as a journalist for the Times of India for thirty years, Arun has a keen interest in the role of the media in shaping perspectives. But we also discuss modern day parenting, the effects of social media on our relationships with others and the way he copes with life in the spotlights, as well as –in some ways- in the shadows of his late grandfather.
I’m intrigued by the latter point, specifically in the way he had to adapt his grandfather’s teachings to modern day life. Popular (or, as social media managers say: highly ‘shareable’) quotes and pictures of Mahatma Gandhi now appear regularly on our Facebook feeds, Instagram pages and inspirational post cards. I have seen the most iconic quote ‘Be the change you want to see in the world’ anywhere from the wall of a coffee shop to a tattoo on someone’s back. I wonder what Arun thinks of the fact that his grandfather’s lessons are still widely quoted, even though he did not want his writings to become a dogma after his death.
He says: “Any philosophy has to keep evolving. What my grandfather said hundred years ago will not be entirely true today. Philosophers don’t like it when I say this, but I believe that the moment you put a philosophy down in a book, it ceases to be a philosophy and becomes a dogma. Everyone will refer to that book and ask: ‘What did Gandhi say’ and then apply it literally. It is the same with religion which was written down in books and scriptures thousands of years ago. We need to have the intelligence to see what was meant and use it in today’s world.”
“Change could happen much faster if all of us look beyond ourselves.”
I want to dig deeper into society’s current challenges and learn more about Arun’s ‘translation’ of the lessons of his grandfather to our modern world. Gandhi once said, for example, that the ‘true India’ was found in the villages, but more than half the world’s population now lives in cities and the UN estimates that it will be 66% by 2050. I wonder if and how Arun feels that change could be created in urban areas.
“We can still do something within cities, by building smaller neighbourhood villages and connections”, he answers. “When we live in a big city we get so lost in our own world there. With new technology we have stopped making friends next door. We make friends who are thousands of miles away, some of whom we only know by their picture on Facebook. We come home, lock our front doors, watch TV and go to work the next day. Our scattered relationships don’t add up to a cohesive society.”
I understand what he is getting at, but I am curious to see if he agrees with me on the potential for great social change through digital, globalised connections. During my research I noticed that he has a Facebook and Twitter accounts of his own, so I ask him whether he believes that technology could also be used to connect, rather than distance people around the world.
“It could and should be used like that, but I don’t think it is happening”, he replies. Since joining Facebook a couple of years ago, he has felt largely disillusioned with it: “I started off posting some thoughtful messages, seeking response from people. We could have a constructive debate, but what happens is that they just press ‘like’ and go on. So I have a thousand likes but I don’t think anyone has read what I have written. It is meaningless when people’s attention span is so short.”
Ultimately, he believes that witnessing things first-hand makes for the most powerful ways of creating understanding. As a journalist, I agree with him to some extent: interviewing people face-to-face leads to richer conversations than via phone or email, just like physical visits to places beats desk research every time. Yet it is my job to convey those experiences via media outlets, so that others who cannot physically be present can still share, learn and feel involved (in fact, the Someone I met series was started for precisely this reason).
At the same time, I recognise the power of immersive experiences, particularly while travelling. I ask him about the Gandhi legacy tours, which he leads in India and South Africa. “I thought it would be a good idea to show how many individuals or small groups of people help others overcome their problems”, he explains. “There are some amazing ideas that others can use in their own community.”
We discuss various initiatives, including the Barefoot College in India, which educates local people without formal education. I had seen the famous TED Talk by its founder Bunker Roy, which has been viewed almost 3.5 million times.
Arun passionately describes the journey of one woman in a local village who could not read or write. At the Barefoot College, she trained in dentistry and since runs a clinic like a qualified dentist. As I pack up my note pad and the photographer gets ready for the photo shoot, Arun makes his final remarks: “I see all of these projects and I feel hopeful that change will happen. It could happen much faster if all of us look beyond ourselves.”
And on that part, I couldn’t agree more.
Neither a girl, nor a boy
Gender is so woven into the social fabric of our societies that it is difficult to interact without being seen as a man or woman. Fanny Malinen speaks to Nino, who lives outside the gender binary
Fanny Malinen
“When I speak, I’m not interrupted. My ideas are listened to and I don’t get called aggressive anymore.” This is what Nino says when I ask how he is treated differently now when other people see him as a man. We talk about how almost absurdly little-seeming things determine our gender experiences: what we wear and how we have our hair, with whom we spend time.
Nino, a student, journalist and part-time parent now in his thirties, was assigned female at birth. Six years ago he started transitioning from female to male. In Finland, where Nino lives, medical transition is a long and highly bureaucratic process that involves opinions from several medical staff – and a lot of waiting.
Transitioning to what?
The whole process has led Nino to see gender as solely consisting of social relations. “People are treated as men or women, and gender is being constructed in the interaction that is based on expectations”, he says. “But it’s also a prerequisite for social interaction.”
This is reflected in the way he is given more space and respected more when people see him as a man: “People think I’m more credible.” One interesting case in point is that in relation to parenthood, when Nino was read as a mother, he received a lot of critical looks and comments. ”But when you’re a dad, people think whatever you do is great and it’s worth praise that you spend time with your child. You even get excused for looking non-normative in a different way than in any other situation,” he says. This non-normativity is not only created by his gender expression, but also the piercings and heavily tattooed arms. When I ring his doorbell, Nino has just been tying green extensions to part of his hair.
Although Nino decided to undergo transition, he did not find the masculinity that was expected from him right either. He says that while being transgender is starting to be seen as a valid gender experience, non-binary experiences are rarely recognised, especially when people choose not to alter their body.
Nino often combines masculine and feminine elements in the way he dresses. Nowadays it is possible, but during the psychiatric evaluation period it was not. It took him months after he got his diagnosis to get a referral to mastectomy – and even then the doctor made it clear he had to look masculine enough. “He said that were I wearing a dress, it would be better if I had breasts too.”
“It felt like they would only accept certain kind of answers as proof of my masculinity”, he remembers. The first specialist nurse he saw asked how he played with other kids in his childhood and a psychologist wanted to hear about his sexual fantasies at the age of 13.
“It’s only lately that if someone mistakes me for a woman I feel they’re mistaken and not that they can see my real gender”, he now reflects on the outside pressure. This both similar to and different from my own experience: when people see me as a woman, I feel they are mistaken but I fail to explain why. It is too easy to think I create that expression myself with long hair and big earrings – like those trivial things were some measure of gender identity.
When I ask Nino how he feels when people see him as a man, he thinks for a moment. “Sometimes it’s like ha, fooled you. But sometimes it’s also really annoying if people have very strong expectations.” He adds that he clearly thinks of himself as outside the categories man or woman: “But I have a contradictory relationship to it, because if I have to choose between those options I clearly prefer to be seen as a male. I wish there were many more situations where it doesn’t matter and where there are more options.”
I can only agree.
Lecturing people is tiring
I ask Nino if he believes he makes people rethink their fixed expectations to gender, but he is not sure. “I’m not very good at reading situations I’m in.” He adds it is also a good thing that he is not very sociable and does not need much company from his fellow students: “I don’t have to force myself to interact with people I don’t want to. It might make them uncomfortable but I don’t know it because people don’t say that kind of things aloud.”
“I used to get into long arguments about gender. Now I just don’t have the energy anymore.” He calls on people to educate themselves instead of expecting someone else to provide them information. “It also feels too close. If I talked about non-binary gender experience, I’d have to talk about myself. I don’t want my experience subjected to being argued about.”
Having a non-normative gender experience is less about having to explain himself and more about having to think a lot, he reflects. Will people comment on his appearance when he uses the bathroom? Will events he attends have gendered features like a dress code? Will he get hassled out on a weekend night, when many people are drunk? Do friends of his friends know his background, and will those who know be considerate enough not to bring it up if he does not? Even if situations where he needs to explain actually come up quite rarely, he always needs to be prepared; this means that the fear leaves a mark in nearly all of his social interaction.
The gender binary is such a big part of mainstream society that transgender people are often marginalised and ostracised: A study from 13 EU countries found that 79% of respondents had experienced some form of harassment in public, ranging from transphobic comments to physical or sexual abuse. In the US, transgender people experience unemployment at twice the rate of the general population and 90% report harassment, mistreatment or discrimination on the job. They are also much more likely to experience police harassment, poverty and mental health issues.
Although being transgender is all too often seen through the physical transition – and exotised as a bodily thing – there are also practical difficulties in the process. These include having to announce a new name, gender and social security number everywhere. The Finnish social security number is a passport to healthcare, the social security system and many institutions, but as it is gendered it must be changed to formalise a person’s legal status. Nino tells of a friend whose bank account got lost in the changes. It was then recovered, but all these things add to the already long and stressful transition process.
A non-binary reality
Nino considers himself fortunate to live in a reality where a lot of his friends are outside a binary gender system.
“I’m always surprised when I come across the so-called normal world and that people are so attached to the idea that there are two genders and they do certain things”, he says. One of the areas where this manifests itself clearly is language. Although the Finnish language has gender-neutral pronouns instead of he and she, Nino says it always puzzles him why people use so many gendered words. “I don’t use words like man, woman, girl or guy even on a daily basis because I don’t find them useful. But a lot of people just add them everywhere. It sounds weird when people use gendered words unnecessarily.” I suggest he is lucky – gendered expressions like “mate”, “dude”, “lady”, “love” and so on are much more prevalent in English than in Finnish.
To my question about pronouns in English Nino responds that he finds the singular they very useful and often uses it to refer to people unless he knows they prefer another pronoun. Himself Nino is also fine with they – previously, he had a stronger preference for the male pronoun because he had to emphasise his masculinity. “It started with having to prove it to the doctors and nurses, but of course outside of that too: for a few years I felt I had to present myself in a certain way. It’s only lately I have found a balance between masculinity and femininity.”
Under construction - GeoCities of Gold
Harry Vale
In 1995, David Bohnett and John Rezner launched Beverly Hills Internet, a group of virtual communities, or “cyber cities”. Some of the make believe cities included SiliconValley, CapitolHill, and the fabulously intriguing Colosseum. If you had a PC and access to the internet, you could have your own personal home page for all to see. By the end of 1995 more virtual cities were being erected, and thousands of people were signing up every day, generating six million page views a month.
BHI quickly went from Geopages to GeoCities and each city became its own little themed community. TimesSquare was home to video games, Hollywood is where you’d go for films and actors, Area51 had science fiction and fantasy. GeoCities quickly became the third most visited site on the internet (only AOL and Yahoo were more popular. The 90s seem so far away, don’t they?). Yahoo, doing what it does and did best, decided to buy it out and ruin it. They spunked away $3.57 billion in stock and quickly made unpopular TOS changes, including demanding the rights to all content and pictures. GeoCities users understandably got a bit miffed and Yahoo quickly reversed the decision. Ten years of losing money later Yahoo shut the service down, and just like that, a curious, beautiful bit of internet history was lost.
Not completely, though. Internet archaeologists and historians like the Internet Archive, Archive Team and OOCities did their best to archive what they could. Archive Team released a 641GB torrent of GeoCities content on the one year anniversary of the site’s demise. This information was actually used by artist Richard Vijgen to create a beautiful zoomable urban grid.
Hidden within the torrented treasure trove were thousands of websites devoted to all sorts of wonderful, sometimes tedious, but definitely unique bits of WWW history. You could find poetry, reviews, early forms of blogs, random personal pages. There were sites set up for clubs, pubs, churches and sports teams. If you had an idea, GeoCities could host it for you.
In late 1999, at the ripe old age of 14, I decided it was time the world got to know what was going on in my head. I wanted to make a website about either The X-Files or video games. There were plenty devoted to both (The X-Museum and RPG Galaxy, for instance), but I thought with a little hard work I could be better than all of them. I was slightly hampered by having no knowledge of HTML and not owning a PC. The only device I had that could connect to the internet was a Sega Dreamcast. You know what’s really hard? Learning HTML, sitting down at a keyboard and coding a website. You know what’s harder? Trying to do that with a video game controller.
A few days work and I had the shell of something terrible, but something beautiful. It contained news (that I copied), reviews (that no one would read or be swayed by) and opinion pieces that largely boiled down to ‘Sony is STUPID and Nintendo is GREAT’, which I’ve not really grown out of since. I emailed all my friends and hoped they’d follow me. As it was 1999, this list of friends was pretty small. No one cared and I soon lost interest. I was getting online via PC now, and free mp3s (rest in peace, Audiogalaxy), porn and AOL Instant Messenger quickly took my attention away from creating websites. GeoCities was still the place to go for quality internet-ing, though.
To look at a GeoCities site now is to be reminded of an old friend. A slightly awkward, clumsy, sometimes stupid friend. A friend who hasn’t aged well, is maybe missing a few teeth, put on a few pounds, isn’t as fun or entertaining as you remember, but a friend nonetheless. Frames were still a thing back then. The option to have frames or no frames is something I’d completely forgotten about with web design being so uniform and simple nowadays. Back then it seemed so bloody important.
The MIDIs! O, the MIDIs. It doesn’t matter what the website is about, it’s going to have a terrible, tinny MIDI atrocity on it; something that plays automatically and you’re lucky if you can pause it. The most nostalgic thing of all, though, is the holy grail of GeoCities excavations -- the Under Construction gif. Back in the 1990s, for whatever reason, most people who kept a website were terrible procrastinators. They’d throw an idea at an internet wall, then stick a gorgeous Under Construction gif on and promise they’d be back soon with updates. I estimate (very unscientifically) that 92% of GeoCities websites that had Under Construction gifs were never actually fully constructed. From now until the heat death of the universe, that tiny little construction worker will be lifting up his pick and slamming it down into digital dirt. Up and down he’ll go, an eternal symbol of man’s battle against time.
I don’t know if I had a gif like that, it was hard enough typing, let alone putting a gif on my website. I remember finding it really complicated just making tables. In 2015 you can press a few keys and have an incredibly polished, professional-looking blog-cum-website. Like this one! In 1999, especially on a bloody Dreamcast, it was like trying to sculpt something with no hands, forever pawing at the internet clay with your stupid, sweaty stumps. I still want to see it, though, I don’t care how awful or badly-written it is. I hit TimesSquare first, via OOCities, thinking that’s almost certainly where it’s going to be. The first thing that hits me is the adverts. I’d temporarily paused AdBlock for some reason, and these websites are almost unusable without it.
If you’re ever tempted to go on a digital dig, put your AdBlock helmet on, because it’s going to be messy otherwise.
The first website I find is PGW, a PlayStation website. The PSX and GeoCities launched at roughly the same time, so in a way they grew up together. PGW looks a lot like my website, at least how I romantically recall it. Unfortunately a lot of the content has been lost, so I can only guess at the what wonders were kept in the Letters and Features sections.
The next site belongs to a guy called Piong. It seems to be exclusively made up of Dragonball Z pictures. He has a guestbook, which is a feature of websites I miss terribly. Some of the comments are a bit mean, like gotophily’s - “Your site sucks. You must take it down. In fact, I demand it. It makes me sick. Thank you”. Classy. Most are comments praising the website and asking for link exchanges. It’s all very harmless, slightly pointless. People hadn’t yet developed a daily online regiment like we have now. Facebook, Twitter, Reddit, wank, cup of tea. GeoCities was a wild west of shite, and guestbooks are a cute chronicle of the first pioneers of this desolate, digital dustbowl.
I try and leave an entry, but of course this is just an illusion, the guestbook is already gone. Piong couldn’t see my comments even if I tried, and there’s not enough information to track him down. A lot of the websites I find have guestbooks on. As annoying as it is not to be able to leave a message, it’s even more depressing when I find guestbooks that aren’t archived. I know it’s all going to be crap, but it still feels like a loss learning all these messages are gone forever. Sometimes some digging on the Internet Archive brings them back, but a lot are lost in the ether. We think the information we have online is there forever. We don’t consider how finite everything is, how the biggest companies are always a scandal or a drop in stock price away from going down. It seems unthinkable that our Facebook entries and tweets will one day vanish, but they will, not without a fight from the Internet Archive of course. I feel like a career in digital preservation might be for me.
I stumble upon a website dedicated to postcards next. It’s a part of the Postcard Ring collection of postcard websites. I find it a bit odd, but pretty endearing that a group of people dedicated a whole collection of websites to postcards, then figure Tumblr and Reddit have probably taken over this little niche. A quick Google confirms Tumblr is home to Postcards From America, fuck yeah vintage postcards!, the Postcard Club and BAD POSTCARDS. Every little niche first etched into GeoCities, long lost thanks to Yahoo, now has a home on Tumblr. Tumblr is even more beautifully segregated and disparate than GeoCities ever was. Guess who recently bought Tumblr for about $1 billion?
The Principality is my next port of call. I have little to say about this website except to point out how hideous it was. I don’t know if we just had a higher tolerance for eye-bleeding visuals in the 90s, or if we were all taking a lot more drugs back then, but look at this monstrosity. The longer I look at it, the dizzier I feel. I become nauseated, but still unable to look away. It’s like a magic eye puzzle that has no solution. There’s a MIDI soundtrack, of course.
I’m a fan of the Song of Ice and Fire book series by George RR Martin, which spawned the cult TV show, Game of Thrones. Fan sites have mostly been taken over by Tumblr and subreddits these days, but I remember massive collections of fan sites for everything from video games to TV shows, anime characters to football teams. Where now everything is concentrated in a community of subreddits, back then it was webrings. I do some research into the books, to see if things were different. They weren’t. People were still complaining about the wait for the books. People were still making terrible fan art. I cover it in more detail here, but it’s nice to see it’s not the fandoms that change, just the ways we interact with each other.
I give up trying to find my website in the video games section. The words needle and haystack keep going around my head, so I just potter about the cities, like an internet flaneur. I find Cheri’s Home Page. Cheri has three iguanas, two children, and loves to list things she hates. She’s not a fan of spandex, hairspray, mimes, wet toilet seats or country music. I hate all these things too, so I’m immediately a fan of hers. The website is, of course, under construction, and is basically an aimless collection of crap. It’s exactly the sort of thing I imagine I would’ve made back then. I get the urge to contact her, to tell her about this wonderful historical artifact; this time capsule of her life from a simpler, better time. It doesn’t take long to track her down on Facebook, but I feel a bit weird, a bit stalker-y. I hesitate for a bit, then realise that if the shoe were on the other foot, I’d definitely love to be reminded of this sort of thing. I shoot a message across and hope for the best.
This isn’t the first message I send to people. I find all sorts of personal websites, like Soul Cough’s Home Page of Randomness, which has a delightful gif advertising the fact that this website is open 24 hours a day. This was an actual thing back then, people didn’t realise websites weren’t powered by coal and that they actually just kinda stayed there until a multinational corporation comes in and e-bulldozes it out of existence. Soul Cough’s site is under construction, gifs and all, and has lots of links to websites about his favourite games and TV shows. I send an email, but the address is long dead.
When you’re doing research for stories, you get used to people not responding to you. Sometimes people are too busy, sometimes sources dry up, but you never quite know if you’re being ignored or not. For this story, I always get a reply from some dickhead called MAILER-DAEMON and it’s always bad news; it’s always a failure of delivery notice. I do a bit of research, but a lot of people weren’t as free with their personal information as we are now. I remember a time when even revealing your name was a bit of a taboo, something you’d never do lest rapists and murders literally climb through your monitor and kill you right there and then. Lots of people have awful pseudonyms, email addresses with eldritch, long dead providers, so it’s usually impossible to find them.
Addy Angus & Freya is next, another personal website. They’re a British family from Scunthorpe and their page is basically a proto-Facebook. There’s lots of pictures of the family, lots of information about their family and hobbies, their jobs, their dreams. It’s actually really lovely, and just a few minutes of browsing makes me feel like I kinda know them. Due to the wealth of information on hand it doesn’t take long to find them on Facebook. Again, do I mention it to them? Am I going to seem weird? Freya, Angus and Addy’s daughter, has suddenly grown up before my eyes on Facebook. Would she be embarrassed to see her parent’s digital photo album? Would the parents be amused? Maybe they’d forgotten all about this. I make the decision that they’d probably love to see it and message them.
No one replies. Maybe it’s a bit weird, maybe they’re busy living their lives and don’t have time to talk to some random idiot from Birmingham. I hope they check out their websites. I hope they stumble upon this article.
GeoCities is dead, but we’ve mostly replaced it, just split across various services. We’ve got Tumblr and subreddits for niche interests. Facebook and Twitter for sharing our lives across the world wide web. Flickr (again owned and ruined by Yahoo) is there for our pictures. All these websites are well designed, look better than any GeoCities site could ever dream of, but they’re so uniform. We all look the same on Facebook, but for better or worse, we all looked like awkward, but glorious fools on GeoCities. We were explorers, planting our flags into fertile swathes of internet land. Sure, eventually it was taken away, but thanks to OOCities et al, we’ll always have these little reminders.
Every day I glance at my inbox, waiting for someone other than the MAILER DAEMON to reply. No one ever does. In the end, it doesn’t matter much. I couldn’t find my website, but I managed to find theirs, and that’s a lot cooler.
Written entirely in my office in Bearwood, desperately waiting for the Yahoo email notification to sound off.
Soundtrack - Parole de Navarre by Dale Cooper Quartet & the Dictaphones.
If you liked this article, please sign my guestbook, or join the Contributoria webring. (C) Harry Vale, 1995.
Painted pink - prepackaged gender roles in the toy aisle
When toy manufacturers genderise their products they limit roles for girls by telling them what they can't be, the effects of which can determine their careers as adults
Helena Greenlees
Have you tried to buy a toy for a child lately? A child that is, not a boy or a girl. It’s not as easy as you might think. By categorising toys by gender some shops would have you believe it’s impossible. While much of the adult world is breaking down gender stereotypes, the worlds our girls and boys inhabit are becoming more segregated than ever thanks to the pink aisle and the blue aisle. By gendering toys, manufacturers tell children who they can be: boys are explorers, brave soldiers, builders. Boys don’t cry. Girls are pretty. They are princesses, they make glittery butterflies out of pink paper - did I mention they are pretty?
The great toy divide
There’s nothing wrong with pink, dolls or princesses; it’s the use of gender categorisation to box girls in and box boys out in order to maximise profits that’s the problem. When these stereotypes are reinforced by society, it’s no wonder girls are pink-washed by an early age and boys are repelled by anything “girly”.
While girls are steered away from building, science and boisterous sports, boys lose out on role play and creativity. Boys were already discouraged from playing with “domestic” toys, but making them pink, a colour encoded to signify extreme femininity, excludes boys. Don’t Dads push prams? More Dads must surely push prams or spend time cooking than, say, go into space or drive a tank. The lives of men and women really are incredibly similar and I bet plenty of little boys would like to enact the everyday things their parents do.
Pink globes, make-up for babies, pink bikes, high chairs “for girls”, The Brilliant Boys’ Colouring Book and The Beautiful Girls’ Colouring Book, boys’ superhero baby-gros and little princess ones for girls, even gendered breakfast cereal – gender divisions permeate all aspects of our children’s lives.
There is an assumption that this is normal, that boys and girls just like different things and that toys have always been this heavily gendered. But actually princess culture was very rare before the 1990s; this divided world is a marketing construct, a marketing lie allowed to become reality.
Academic Elizabeth Sweet found that even when societal gender stereotypes were at their strongest in the 20th century, half the toys were still advertised in a gender-neutral way. “This is a stark difference from what we see today, as businesses categorise toys in a way that more narrowly forces kids into boxes.”
It wasn’t always like this
In the 19th century boys and girls wore white dresses and had long hair until they were about seven. Gender-neutral dresses facilitated nappy changes, white bleached clean easily. Pastel colours were introduced later but weren’t linked to gender until the early 20th century and even then inconsistently.
Gendered toys from the early 20th century were very stereotyped, but importantly there were far fewer gender-specific toys. Pink only became a “girl’s colour” in the 1940s when manufacturers started heavily associating pink with girls. “It could have gone the other way,” says historian Jo B. Paoletti.
Princess culture was very rare before the 1990s; this divided world is a marketing construct
That generation grew up in gender-specific clothing but women’s lib changed things for a while in the 1970s. The unisex look became “masculine”, the reverse of the 19th century. Parents felt that dressing girls in “boys’” clothes would allow them to be more active, have more options. For two years in the 1970s the Sears catalogue had no pink toddler clothes and in 1975 less than 2% of toys were categorised by gender. Many adverts even challenged gender stereotypes by showing girls building or playing doctors/scientists and boys with dolls or domestic toys.
Unisex was popular until 1985, but then things changed again. While gender inequality continued to decline in the adult world, the opposite started happening for children. By 1995, half the toys in the Sears catalogue were categorised by gender. Today toys are segregated more than they ever were before, despite the fact that gender discrimination is less socially acceptable than it once was. A recent study by sociologists found that the Disney web shop listed all toys by gender.
Marketing gender segregation
Why did this happen? Peggy Orenstein says toy marketers in the 1980s saw greater opportunities for sales if the toy market was divided: “This profound fetishism of pink is very recent and is a market-driven construct.”
Once unisex toys such as bikes became gendered, sisters could no longer pass on bikes to brothers; parents had to buy new “boys’” bikes. The strategy was quick to make an impact in the US, since the Federal Communications Commission’s television deregulation removed limitations on children’s advertising at a time when cable TV uptake surged. Suddenly a previously ignored, and vulnerable, section of society was available for targeted marketing. With increased exposure to advertising came dramatically increased consumerism among children. It didn’t take long for branded children’s programmes and the heavily gendered marketing approach to reach a global market.
Disney and Lego were quick to seize on segregation by gender. Disney’s princess brand is No. 1 licensed property in the US and Canada.
Sweet noted that Lego marketed to both genders in the 70s but in the 80s and 90s started adding licences such as Star Wars, aiming marketing at boys. This resulted in fewer girls playing with Lego, leaving a convenient gap in the market for Lego Friends - a pink, easy-to-build set “for girls” focusing on salons, accessories and cakes. Some girls think they aren’t allowed to play with other Lego, and boys won’t touch Lego Friends. This shift wasn’t driven by the free choices of girls but by marketing decisions to first box girls out, then box them back in again.
Early gendered toys were explicitly sexist, but since overt sexism was not acceptable by the 80s, marketers had to rely on implicit gendering using colour, visual signifiers and fictional gender roles. The result was the same STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths) action-focused masculine and passive domestic feminine stereotyping, but repackaged as superheroes with dinosaurs and princesses with love-hearts.
Pinkification was further aided by shifts in gender politics. The 80s brought a backlash against feminism: enter “post-feminism” and “choice feminism”. There were still advances in gender equality but the idea that women chose stereotypically feminine roles because of natural preference rather than societal pressure became popular - that men and women were simply wired differently.
Some girls think they aren’t allowed to play with other Lego, and boys won’t touch Lego Friends.
More and more toys became overtly gendered, increasing gender nonconformity taboos, yet making it seem as if children were doing the choosing, that division was driven by preferences (“all girls like pink”) rather than aggressive marketing. The more explicitly and regularly toys were gendered, the more important gender was made to seem, increasing the pressure on children to gender-conform. Falsely attributing such heavy importance to gender plays on the natural desires of children to understand and fit into society, giving a warped world view that can have an impact on the rest of their lives. Profits, however, soared.
Psychologist Dr Christia Spears Brown describes the impact of marketing: “Marketing plays a huge role. Even bigger than most parents think.” Giving a previously unseen toy to a group of children and telling them it’s a girls toy will result in girls playing with it, but not boys. The exact same toy marketed as a boy’s toy to another group will lead to boys playing with it, but not girls. “(Children) want to do what is right for their gender, their ‘team’. This leads them to treat each other very differently. They want to be separated and segregated, because we have taught them that boys and girls are so very different that they can’t possibly have anything in common. The more they segregate themselves and the more we allow them to segregate, the more different they eventually become.”
Marketing, not children, has created this “team girl” and “team boy” divide. One study compared two classrooms. In one gender was used to label and categorise children constantly: pink and blue name tags, phrases like “would the girls line up here”, “the boys are doing well in reading today” (while keeping everything else equal and using no stereotyping). The other class used only names with no gender references. The classroom where children were categorised by gender resulted in children voicing much stronger gender stereotypes despite no stereotypes being enforced in the classroom. Gender was used only as a means of labelling children.
Even if we avoid gender stereotypes we still point out gender all the time: “There goes a girl on a bike”, “What a clever boy”. Young children pay close attention to what we say in order to understand the world and when we use gender all the time to label and sort people they assume gender must be really important. Combine that with intensely gendered marketing and you can clearly see where the princess obsession comes from.
Another study dressed nursery children in red and blue T-shirts and for three weeks they were constantly referred to and sorted by T-shirt colour. They were treated equally but colour was used in the way gender is currently used to label and refer to children. Afterwards the children showed clear group colour preferences and demonstrated “in-group” behaviour, making statements such as “all blue kids…” just as we often hear “all boys/girls…” The study shows that it isn’t gender that makes the differences between the way children interact, but the way we adults categorise children.
Dividing children and labelling them based on a group attribute, as we do with gender, focuses their attention on the group and therefore generalisations, rather than on individuals. And society is full of gender generalisations. If three weeks can have such an impact, imagine what messages are being sent from birth. Many parents say they have tried to steer their daughters away from pink, but they still become obsessed by the colour.
Preference for pink is not a “natural” choice for the majority of young girls. Evidence indicates colour preferences are learnt rather than innate and the marketing of pink has been particularly aggressive; pink signifies “team girl”. Speech therapists even found children identified blue without issue, but said “Barbie” when shown pink.
Research shows that babies and toddlers are drawn to primary colours with no gender-based preferences. Pink is not popular, though preferred to brown and grey. When adults were surveyed for their favourite colour the majority of women didn’t choose pink; the favourite colour, for both sexes, was blue.
Preschoolers are the group most affected by labelling and aggressive, heavily gendered marketing
Another study found that preference for pink in young girls developed as they aged and that by the age of four boys rejected pink. Neuroscientist Lise Eliot points out that preschoolers are most susceptible to gender definitions. It is this group that is most affected by labelling and aggressive, heavily gendered marketing.
Children become gender aware between the ages of three and four, but they don’t understand the concept of gender permanence until they are six or seven. “So they think, for example, that what makes someone female is having long hair and a dress,’’ says Paoletti, “or wearing pink. Marketing tells them gender is important; it also tells them how they can remain in ‘team girl’ or ‘team boy’.”
Reinforcing the gender binary and stereotypes
Gender-segregating toys, books, clothes, even breakfast cereal and further reinforcing stereotypes by using different terminology to describe girls (“pretty little princess”) and boys (“big strong/brave soldier”) makes gender seem extremely important, permeating every aspect of our lives. In reality gender is nowhere near as important as marketing makes it seem. There are very few situations were gender matters, or should matter, and breakfast certainly isn’t one of them. When you consider the need for children to socialise themselves, find their place and identity in society, then it becomes clear why little girls get hooked on pink and princesses; adverts, peers, adults, toy shops, books and even their breakfast tell them how to be, and how to remain, girls.
Gendering products reaffirms the status quo, stereotypes and the gender binary, in turn validating and perpetuating gender inequality. The gender binary is reinforced to such an extent that it limits and constrains the freedom to express “feminine” traits in boys (caring, gentleness, sensitivity, creativity) and “masculine” traits in girls (science, maths, building, being headstrong, brave, sporty).
The idea of gender incompatibility has led to a rise in single-sex schools in the US. Dr Brown says: “Parents really seem to think that boys’ and girls’ brains are very different from one another and they learn completely differently. The research however, says the exact opposite. Research says that boys and girls are remarkably similar in how they think and what they like, they just become different after years of adults treating them differently.”
There are those who scorn gender neutrality, seeing it as depriving children of their natural choices, forcing them into androgyny, into boring grey and beige. The fact that grey and beige spring to mind shows how badly pink-washed society has become; all colours have become gender encoded so there is an assumption unisex toys and clothes can’t have colour. Pink and purple are for girls, therefore not only blue but red, yellow, green and orange are for boys. But you only have to look at the vivid rainbow of colour and variety among 1970s toys to see that gender neutrality actually widens options.
Removing gender division does not mean everyone being the same, but in fact facilitates diversity and individuality. Dr Brown says: “Gender stereotypes are blatantly inaccurate. This isn’t a moral issue or a political issue. Good science is very clear. The differences between boys and girls is not as big as the difference between individual children. This is based on research from hundreds of studies with more than one million children where they were looking for gender differences.” Concentrating on gender limits and restricts this individuality.
Educational consultant and psychologist Lori Day says the way children play has changed and is having an impact on them in later life. “Boys and girls stop playing together at a much younger age than was developmentally typical until this recent gender segmentation. The resulting rigidly stereotyped gender roles are unhealthy for both males and females, who are actually more alike than different.”
Mothers report being reprimanded by strangers for dressing daughters in blue.
Sweet concurs: “This kind of marketing has normalised the idea that boys and girls are fundamentally and markedly different from one another, and this very idea lies at the core of many of our social processes of inequality.”
Neuroscientist Professor Gina Rippon says men’s and women’s brains are not different but become wired differently because of cultural programming: “The world is full of stereotypical attitudes and unconscious bias. It is full of the drip, drip, drip of the gendered environment.” She says gender differences in toys affect the way children’s brains develop and stifle their potential.
These days children’s gender is so important that parents feel compelled to show their infant’s sex to the world, and the world expects to know at first glance – mothers even report being reprimanded by strangers for dressing daughters in blue. The more marketing and society focuses on gender, the more children feel rewarded by conforming to gender stereotypes as they grow up. Girls who immerse themselves in princess culture learn to seek praise for their appearance and value looks above who they are or what they can achieve – hence wearing princess dresses outside the house, inviting praise from strangers.
This extreme conformity to gender roles isolates children who don’t conform. A Harvard study found that gender-nonconforming children (1 in 10) experience ridicule from others and exclusion by peers from an early age, which can lead to post-traumatic stress and have lasting health implications. “The abuse we examined was mostly perpetrated by parents or other adults in the home,” said lead author Andrea Roberts.
Rates of PTSD were almost twice as high among young adults who were gender-nonconforming in childhood than among those who were not. Homophobia plays a part here since there is an assumption that gender-nonconformity in children is linked to homosexuality later in life, but in fact 85% of the children who were gender-nonconforming were heterosexual in adulthood.
Society reinforces the stereotypes
Despite “post-feminist” claims, we have not moved beyond sexism. We have merely repackaged it. Deeply ingrained stereotypes remain, so adults are quick to accept this repackaged stereotyping as defined by toy marketing strategy. When aggressive marketing is reinforced by society, children are left with little chance to discover their own individuality. They must conform or be marginalised.
Gender stereotypes are even reinforced at school. A study found that in an anonymous primary school maths assignment girls outperformed boys, but when names were given boys outperformed girls. A quick glance at the Everyday Sexism website shows how regularly gender stereotypes are reinforced even in education establishments, like the six-year old’s homework asking pupils to research a scientist or inventor: “Who was he? … Did they have a wife and family?” Even if a school goes to great pains to be equal, gender categorisation is still very common.
Gender assumptions affect the way adults interact with children from birth. In an experiment babies were randomly dressed in blue and pink. Babies in blue were played with more physically than those in pink, who were treated gently and given dolls. Each individual incident may seem harmless, but the overall picture for children, especially when combined with toy segregation, is alarming. Many girls simply do not believe they would be allowed to be a doctor or an astronaut.
Girls boxed in
A recent OECD report found that girls are behind boys in STEM subjects. The UK has a particularly large gap and education experts suggested shopping-based maths problems to encourage girls. Professor Alice Roberts attacked the suggestion, putting the issue down to cultural rather than innate biological reasons and condemning the worsening gender divide in the toy market.
The OECD said: “This gender difference in the ability to think like a scientist may be related to students’ self-confidence. When students are more self-confident, they give themselves the freedom to fail, to engage in the trial-and-error processes that are fundamental to acquiring knowledge in mathematics and science.”
The report warns that even high-achieving girls have less confidence in their ability in science and maths than boys of equal competence. It is little wonder that girls lack the ability to think like scientists when they are repeatedly sent signals that science and engineering toys are for boys. It’s no surprise they lack self-confidence when their looks are valued above their personality or intelligence, but are given unattainable beauty ideals - and the cruel twist: encouraged to become cake-obsessed.
Dr Brown says: “Sexualised images of girls are reaching younger and younger. It is very difficult to avoid these toys and media images. Bratz dolls are the classic example. There is a lot of research about how this damages children. Girls feel worse about their bodies and have lower self-esteem after exposure to sexualisation, and boys and girls develop more negative stereotypes about one another after viewing these images.”
Experts tend to agree that gender segregation of toys has a negative impact on girls regarding STEM: “Wanting to be a doctor or architect or cook, that really begins when you’re young and walking around with a stethoscope or playing with an Easy Bake oven,” says Richard Gottlieb, CEO of toy industry consulting firm Global Toy Experts. The concern over pinkification and the increasing gender inequality in STEM even reached parliamentary debate in the UK last year.
Boys boxed out
Just as girls are boxed in, boys are boxed out. It was never easy for boys to maintain “feminine” interests, but it is becoming harder than ever. Dance school director Emily Archer said: “I regularly have boys start ballet at three, but the majority have finished by the age of six.”
Children’s writer Shannon Hale is popular with both sexes, but found that boys had been excluded from one school talk because the book’s lead character was a princess. Boys ask about her books, but are shy of doing so with others present.
Describing one, she said: “He was so afraid what others would think of him, if he read a ‘girl’ book. A book about a princess. Even a monster-fighting superhero ninja princess. He wasn’t born ashamed. We made him ashamed. Ashamed to be interested in a book about a girl. About a princess – the most ‘girly’ of girls. I heard it a hundred times with Hunger Games: ‘Boys, even though this is about a girl, you’ll like it!’, even though I never heard a single time, ‘Girls, even though Harry Potter is about a boy, you’ll like it!’”
“The belief that boys won’t like books with female protagonists, that they will refuse to read them, the shaming that happens - from peers, parents, teachers, often right in front of me - when they do, the idea that girls should read about and understand boys but that boys don’t have to read about girls, that boys aren’t expected to understand and empathise with the female population of the world… this belief directly leads to rape culture.”
The problem
Social experiences are the building blocks in developing our identities. Studies by developmental psychologists have shown that children are very aware of the social importance of gender categorisation and want to find out what fits into which category. Socialisation is not restricted to guidance from parents since children actively socialise themselves. Looking at the world around them, they quickly realise their identity is constrained by gender preconceptions: pre-existing gender stereotypes are aggressively reinforced by toy manufacturers at an age when children are finding their own role within society and so are particularly susceptible.
“Children use toys to try on new roles, experiment, and explore interests,” explains Harvard Medical School Psychologist Susan Linn (Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood). “Rigidly gendered toy marketing tells kids who they should be, how they should behave, and what they should be interested in.”
By adolescence, girls who watch sexualised media feel worse about their bodies and are more likely to agree that girls who get abused by their boyfriends are asking for it.
We are bringing up girls who lack confidence, shy away from STEM subjects and hinder the understanding of emotions and relationships in boys. Dr Brown says: “The impact of these biases can affect children for the rest of their lives. More than 70% of girls, starting as young as third grade, are unhappy with their bodies. Many report dieting by age 12. Girls who were asked to play with Barbies have worse body image after a brief play period, compared to girls who were asked to play with normally proportioned dolls. Girls who watch sexualised media also feel worse about their bodies and, by adolescence, are more likely to agree with the idea that girls who get abused by their boyfriends are asking for it.”
She explains that a large proportion of toys, games and media targeted at boys foster aggressive and violent behaviour. “Combine this with the stereotype that boys are not allowed to show sadness or weakness. Boys then enter adulthood ill-equipped to handle the full range of human emotion. Research from developmental neuroscience further tells us that these experiences we have in childhood can lead to changes to the brain’s wiring. Reinforcing one type of behaviour over and over … will ultimately make those neural pathways stronger and harder to fight against in the future.”
“Play and media shape how our children view the world and themselves. Thousands of research studies show this. These experiences in childhood alter our adulthood in profound ways. When those experiences are biased by gender stereotypes, children develop in ways that are limited by outdated societal expectations, not by what’s best for our children.”
Sometimes children will naturally align with gender stereotypes, sometimes not, but only by doing away with gender segregation in toy shops, schools and at home will we allow our children the freedom to find their own preferences and skills.
Taking action
As carers we can stop dividing children by gender. We can correct stereotypes and assumptions when children encounter them. We can allow access to a diverse range of toys, avoiding toys that encourage negative body image or aggression. We can do these things, but until public pressure changes marketing tactics, which in turn may change society’s perceptions, we will be fighting a losing battle against multimillion-dollar marketing campaigns and a backward society. Remove gendered marketing and children will play with very similar toys, as they did in the past.
Not all carers attempt to correct gender stereotypes, says Paoletti: “Adults who subscribe to more traditional, conservative gender roles see children’s preferences for stereotypical clothing and toys as natural expressions of innate differences.” Erin McNeill of (Media Literacy Now, says: “Some parents won’t notice or be concerned about the gendering of products. It’s important that all children have the opportunity to gain the critical thinking skills to understand how and why gendered ads target them.”
Schools need to work harder against gender stereotyping and segregation, and more pressure needs to be put on toy manufacturers and shops. Children would be given much wider choice if toys were categorised by age and interest rather than gender, something that parents increasingly would prefer to see. Jim Wilson of independent toy retailer Born Gifted surveyed customers in November 2014. The results surprised him.
The poll moved on to the influence of marketing. Over three-quarters said they would not buy a pink toy kitchen for a boy, but 85% said they would buy the same kitchen if it was in a gender-neutral colour. Three-quarters would prefer gender-neutral colours on all toys.
So it would appear that customers are increasingly rejecting gender segregation, but are still constrained by marketing.
Things are changing, slowly. Campaigns such as PinkStinks and lettoysbetoys.org.uk are having an impact, though have met with surprising resistance. PinkStinks “got hate mail from all over the world (saying) things like ‘you must be lesbians, you’re ugly’. The reaction was so extreme you’d think we’d tried to cancel Christmas.” What kept them going was the steady stream of emails from girls. “They make me cry. They say we need to carry on, you’re our voice.”
Last year a mother’s message to Land’s End complaining about their sexist clothing went viral. Her science-loving daughter couldn’t understand why the boys’ section was full of realistic science T-shirts, but the girls section had unrealistic stars and a dog in a tutu. “In 2014, why are you selling ‘mighty’ tees for boys and ‘adorable’ tees for girls? (Descriptions taken straight from your marketing copy.)” Land’s End responded with science themed T-shirts for girls.
Hamley’s got rid of gender signs and colours in 2011, reorganising toys by category. Swedish regulatory group Reklamombudsmannen reprimanded major toy company Top-Toy for outdated advertisements, resulting in a gender-neutral 2012 Christmas catalogue. Others, such as Nicholay Lamm’s Kickstarter project seeking to make “Real Barbies”, are taking matters into their own hands.
Marketing stinks
The problem isn’t pink. It isn’t princesses. It isn’t girls being “girly”. The problem is heavily gender-encoded toy marketing restricting individuality and limiting the choices of children to outdated gender stereotypes, dividing children into two separate teams who live worlds apart. Individuality in a four-year-old, even with full parental support, stands little chance against billion-dollar marketing. Limiting our children’s personalities and aspirations is not something to be taken lightly.
Do you really want your daughters to grow up thinking pretty is all they can aspire to? Do you want your sons to have no outlet to explore emotions and relationships (other than violent ones) through imaginative play? When my daughter was born I thought the world was at her feet. Having spent a short time in her world, I see that the doors that I thought were open to children growing up are painted pink or blue and slammed in the faces of boys and girls respectively.
The psychedelic renaissance
James Alexander
“Progress of human civilization in the area of defining human freedom is not made from the top down. No king, no parliament, no government ever extended to the people more rights than the people insisted upon.” Terrence McKenna
Fat is bad for you. Eat fatty foods and you’re on the supersonic freight train to cottage-cheese arteries, a heart like a turgid cauliflower and an early brunch with a sanctimonious low-fat yogurt eating grim reaper.
Except that’s not true. Despite fifty years of scaremongering based on some shoddy research, it turns out fat is pretty good for you. Not eating fat is bad for you, because you end up eating ‘low-fat’ foods that are brimming with sugar, or stuffing yourself with carbohydrates. Then you get diabetes, and/or abused by Katie Hopkins on Twitter.
Drugs are bad for you. Take drugs, like LSD or magic mushrooms, and, with eyes like Jihadi-John’s soul, your brain cleaves itself into rice pudding before you fling yourself out of the nearest window, flapping all the way to the pavement.
Except that’s not true either. Despite fifty years of scaremongering based on shoddy research and political alarm, it turns out psychedelics are pretty good for you. Not taking psychedelics is bad for you, because you end up like Pacman chomping endless lines of anti-depressants, or anti-anxiety, or anti-whatever pills. Then you get mentally ill, and/or abused by Katie Hopkins on Twitter.
David Nutt, psychiatrist, neuropsychopharmacologist, and ex-Head of the Advisory Council for the Misuse of Drugs (sacked by Gordon Brown for suggesting drugs should be classified according to evidence of the harm they cause, instead of political whim, the bastard), recently stated that the banning of research into psychedelics fifty years ago is worse than the Catholic church’s censorship of Galileo’s work in 1616:
“We banned research on psychedelic drugs for 50 years. In terms of the amount of wasted opportunity, it’s way greater than the banning of the telescope. This is a truly appalling level of censorship; it’s the worst censorship in the history of science. These drugs offer the greatest opportunity we have in mental health.”
Strong words from Nutt, and he’s not alone. Roland Griffiths, Psychopharmacologist, man who couldn’t look more like a head teacher if he’d been crafted on a potter’s wheel by the demiurge, and pioneer of psychedelic research, said (about the recent trials of psychedelics in the palliative care of terminal cancer patients), in a magnificent piece in the New Yorker:
“Can you think of another area of science regarded as so dangerous and taboo that all research gets shut down for decades? It’s unprecedented in modern science.”
Roland Griffiths
Their views are founded on a simple fact: psychedelics are safe. The Journal of Psychopharmacology recently published a massive study of 30 million adults that showed no link whatsoever between the use of psychedelics and mental-health problems.
The ban can be traced to a seminal incident in 1966, when clandestine necromancer and England football captain Bobby Moore bartered the Earth’s freedom of consciousness with the Devil for an England World Cup win. Later that year, terrified by really happy people everywhere, the US government waved it’s angry fist and made LSD illegal, yanking tight a puritan tourniquet that led to the burgeoning oasis of psychedelic research drying up like a scorched lake bed in Death Valley.
Prior to the ban, the most famous research was done by Walter Pahnke, Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert (now hippy-beardy Ram Dass of ‘Be Here Now’ fame), in the ‘Good Friday’ experiment. On Good Friday 1962, in Boston University’s Marsh Chapel, they conducted a double-blind experiment, investigating whether psilocybin (the chemical that puts the magic in mushrooms) would act as a reliable entheogen (entheogen means ‘generating the divine within’).
The experiment was a marvellous success, the double blind being rendered utterly moot as the control group sat around picking their fingernails while those on mushrooms licked the walls and waxed divinical; attesting “God is everywhere!” as they weeped tears of joy into the pulpit. One of the participants, religious scholar Huston Smith, described his experience as “the most powerful cosmic homecoming I have ever experienced.” Twenty five years later the participants maintained their experience was of “a genuine mystical nature”, and one of the high points of their lives.
Fast forward fifty years and the success was repeated by the aforementioned Griffiths in 2006 when he conducted a rigorously controlled version of the experiment. Participants again ranked their experiences as among the most meaningful in their lives, comparable to the birth of a child or the death of a parent. He said,
“I don’t want to use the word ‘mind-blowing,’ but, as a scientific phenomenon, if you can create conditions in which seventy per cent of people say they had one of the five most meaningful experiences of their lives? To a scientist, that’s just incredible.” Roland Griffiths
Hunting for the God Particle
To understand how these experiences manifest, a young British scientist named Roland Carhart-Harris conducted an experiment befitting a Bond villain; stuffing volunteers into MRI machines and injecting them with LSD. While the canned guinea pigs tripped balls (twelve hours thinking you’re a tin of tuna must be tremendous), he mapped their brain activity, and discovered LSD reduced brain activity in one region; the default-mode-network (similar effects have been reported when studying the brains of long-time meditators - like monks.) If the brain consists of cities, the default-mode-network is the traffic streaming between them - when you aren’t absorbed in doing something.
Here’s a little experiment. Stop reading now. Stare out the window. Remember that time you accidentally exposed yourself to a bus load of pensioners? Previously you were being swept along by the flow of the rollicking prose, now you’re racked with self-conscious anxiety contemplating your horrendous self and the looming court case. That’s the old default mode network kicking in. Engaging in a task - like reading this article - slows the traffic down, or switches it to the B roads. Psychedelics seem to close the roads altogether.
With the roads of self-referential cognition deathly quiet, unmediated reality begins to pour in; boundaries between self and world, subject and object, disappear. Given the right circumstances your ego, your identity, what we experience as ‘I’ evaporates. It’s dying without dying, and it’s the classic mystical experience.
Werner Heisenberg was onto something when he said:
“The first gulp from the glass of natural sciences will turn you into an atheist, but at the bottom of the glass God is waiting for you.”
Werner Heisenberg
From the mundane to the magical
Psychedelics don’t guarantee a profound mystical experience; legions of festival goers have a tremendous time taking all their clothes off and sprinting around meadows. And psychedelics aren’t the only route to glimpsing enlightenment either. You might be lucky enough that a profound mystical experience occurs spontaneously, as happened to Ekhart Tolle, benevolent zen mole-man of Power of Now fame. If you’re feeling particularly adventurous, you could pack your bags and head to a monastery to meditate for twenty years. Or, and this is the least advisable option, you could have a stroke (check out Jill Bolte-Taylor’s phenomenal Ted talk on this if you haven’t already).
The mystical experience is impossible to describe without sounding like a pretentious preacher promulgating new-age woo, but it goes something like this: stripped of bodily impediment, pure untethered consciousness floats in an infinite phantasmagoria. Travel through space and time is effortless, limited only by your imagination. The blissful apotheosis - what the Tibetans called the Clear-Light - if reached, is probably the absolute peak human experience, commensurate with transcending duality, becoming the undivided One of mythical lore, the Universe, God; infinite, eternal, omniscient, omnipresent. Stripped of abstraction, emotions like love consume you with raw glory like ecstatic fire. Words lose their meaning. Ineffability renders any description moot, but I’m gonna tell you something: it’s awesome.
See? I sound like a tit.
Terrence McKenna, poet-king of the psychonauts, recognised this when he said, “If the truth can be told so as to be understood, it will be believed.” The difficulty is that it can’t be told, it can only be known through direct, subjective intuition or experience. There’s a Buddhist teaching about the nature of truth that says words are just fingers pointing at the moon; that is, the words are not the moon, or truth itself. This is particularly salient when considering the problems caused by organised religion today. Direct experience has been discounted, and in its place all kind of belief systems have been erected.
“There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle.” Albert Einstein
As far as I know Albert wasn’t off his tits when he said that, but the latter perspective seems like a lovely choice. The problem is, unless you go to school with Harry Potter, miracles do not abound; over time we become jaded to the world. Psychedelics are a catalyst through which we can experience a kind of rebirth, to again see the world with fresh eyes, transmogrifying the mundane into the miraculous, shifting our perception in a way that lingers long after the experience. With those fresh eyes this famous stanza from William Blake’s Augeries of Innocence resonates like a tuning fork on the ball-sack:
“To see a World in a Grain of Sand And a Heaven in a Wild Flower, Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand And Eternity in an hour.”
William Blake
What Now?
Psychedelics are the most powerful tool for introspection available to mankind. They have the potential to change your life. They can shine a light on your past & problems so bright and clear and lucid it can feel like you’re Icarus coasting by the Sun. They can tear you down and build you up and fill you with infinite despair or eternal love till it feels like there is nothing else in the Universe. They will show you who you are, and who you want to be and how to bridge that in-between. It’s not guaranteed that they will bless you with a profound, positive experience, but as has been shown by the recent studies; they certainly can.
Despite the therapeutic promise, the chances of buying psychedelics legally in the UK are extremely slim; patent-loving Pharmaceutical companies glare at them with scornful envy as they can’t monopolise and sell them (they are off-patent which basically means unprofitable). Maybe oft-disparaged religion holds they key. In America, a religion known as the UDV, or the ‘Unaio do Vegetal’ (Union of the Plants) has won the right for the congregations of their church to use Ayahuasca for religious purposes. A religion that values direct experiential knowledge over dogmatic bigotry, child-molesting or furious jihad? Sounds good to me.
Perhaps all this mystical waffle has left you cold. In that case, given that there’s a pretty high chance you’re reading this on an Apple product, I’ll leave you with Steve Jobs:
“Taking LSD was a profound experience, one of the most important things in my life. LSD shows you that there’s another side to the coin, and you can’t remember it when it wears off, but you know it. It reinforced my sense of what was important—creating great things instead of making money, putting things back into the stream of history and of human consciousness as much as I could.” Steve Jobs
When our brains get funky
James MW
It all started when I found a message in my Facebook "Other messages" folder, which is where all the spam and letters from African princesses seeking my hand end up. This one had quite a ring to it: “Dear James, we would like to invite you to an Austrian schloss for a week to talk with other artists and neuroscientists about the intersection between these disciplines….”.
It turned out that Susi Seidel-Fox is not an African princess, but a wise and acute facilitator employed by a programme called the Salzburg Global Seminar, who was scouring the world for those of us who work and play in this narrow space between disciplines. Transferring to the formality of email, Susi rapidly persuaded me of the integrity of the programme, and of the exciting-looking, week-long seminar she was putting together. This was one of those events I knew I must attend, when you just know in your bones that this opportunity has to be seized. I felt a tremendous privilege to be asked to present at it, and to participate.
A week or so later, as the plane touched down in Salzburg, my total lack of preparation for the trip ahead showed itself as I tried to figure out what language is spoken in Austria! My schoolboy German failed me on my first attempt.
Arriving at Schloss Leopoldskron, the views stretching ahead across the lake to the Alps and the Untersberg massif were breathtaking and the buildings were grandiose. Later I learned about the schloss’ history in the hands of theatrical impresario Max Reinhardt, who had been a hero figure during my years studying drama and his renovations and creative eye live on in the brickwork and the décor.
The Max Reinhardt library is a spectacle to behold, not just for the impressive and ever-growing collection of books, focused these days on politics and international development, but for the ornate wooden carvings, hidden staircase and sense of atmosphere. As libraries increasingly get cut back and re-purposed in the UK (Cambridge Central Library is about to lose one of its three floors to private enterprise), and as reading-knowledge ever migrates online, I’ll hold this library dear and hope that many others also enjoy Reinhardt’s precious cultural legacy.
The conference had been suggested and then planned by two alumni of the seminar programme, Dr Gary Vikan and Dr Charles Limb. Vikan is a warm soul who for many years ran the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore and has a long pedigree within the curatorial world. Limb is well known worldwide as an ear surgeon/neuroscientist with a penchant for exploring how music works; his predilection is befriending musicians and sticking them in a scanner! I recommend finding Limb online – his TED talk has justifiably had millions of views, and because his experimental collaborations with musicians of all kinds is truly pushing against the boundaries of biomedical knowledge.
We were treated to a short film of beatboxer Shodekeh Talifero (more about this genius shortly) having an endoscopy while making sounds: watching the organ and different components of the throat as it made an extraordinary range of sound takes an audience into a different arena of resonance with sound.
Spaces of creativity and dialogue
My nervousness at having to present what I do formally to such a high-flying group lasted until immediately after I had given my presentation three days in. I talked of how I came to be working with and enquiring of neuroscientists in Cambridge: focusing on the knowledge they already have about this most intricate organ, and exploring with them upon the knowledge they don’t yet have. This stemmed from experiencing first hand how dementia affects a person (see my earlier Contributoria article), making a film about that and becoming involved in public engagement around dementia, and interacting with dementia researchers.
I found myself on an eminent panel with Dr Sophie Scott of University College London, and independent scholar and author Patricia Leavy. Wedged between presentations that ranged from studying the psychology of creativity through to neuroimaging laughter in the brain, I decided to launch myself with passion and talk until the nerves ceased.
My presentation over, I could relax more into the immersive event and engage on a level playing field at last. Some of the neuroscience went over my head, but it was the genuine spaces of creativity and dialogue, most often measured by playfulness and engagement, that created the flow of the seminar. My art practice and time as a journalist has taught me it is often best to ask the simplest questions, and this is always my best strategy in working with neuroscientists.
Too much talk, too many sessions, with little time scheduled for real breakouts – I felt guilty mid-week for missing a session in order to join the schloss dog on a ramble round the lake, but the necessity of getting out into that glorious view, exercising my body instead of my cerebral cortex and following the rhythms of the non-human were crucial for my functioning. And I bumped into two of my fellow session participants also on the lam from the talking space.
Much of the conference dialogue I can’t report back, as we were happily bound by the Chatham House Rule, which gave greater freedom to express opinions and agree or disagree profusely, though none came to physical blows. I think many of us, despite having lots of experience setting up and running projects with a representative of the other discipline, had no idea what to expect of this week, particularly as there was no pre-discussed expected outcome, in the form of an exhibition, screenings of works, or public concert.
To organise such an experience, with open-ended parameters and with such a range of gifts, shows an extraordinary generosity of spirit and purse that is rare in the world today given the difficulties of fundraising for art projects, making a living as a creative, let alone seeking to make work that utilises the "hard" sciences.
Some of the scientists were, I think, humbled by the experience, existing neurological/biomedical knowledge, and collaborative eagerness of the artists. Some of us creatives were, I’m sure, delighted by the openness and creative engagement of the neuroscientists. I received an invitation to respond to dementia research within mice brains, and engaged in an intense dialogue on the morality and efficacy of animal experimentation, with mutual respect and goodwill on both sides. I won’t be engaging with that research, but I’m glad the dialogue was had and the door opened into worlds and viewpoints.
A strength of the planning of the conference, however, was that built in to the sessions was an explicit "where do we take this dialogue?". Mid-week, some of us opted to start planning how to continue this with a suggested framework for the whole group of how to stay in touch, how to support each other with projects and how to grow a network of those who like us believe in that creative space and search for the sources of innovation and dialogue.
No price tags
Highlighting a few of the other participants, I caught up recently with musical ambassador and beatbox scientist Shodekeh, on his experience of the seminar: “ Basically I wound up becoming the de facto music director of the entire conference. Gee, now how on earth did that happen? I just can’t help myself sometimes... Rocking with Ben Folds and bassist Michael Pope in a trio and creating a newly composed song on the spot during a open mic/open jam concert, which I also wound up hosting. Can’t really put a price tag that kind of experience, or can you?
"Organizing a dinnertime Wine Glass Orchestra of all the panellists, scientists and artists at the conference led by me, crafts artist Jennifer Crouch, composer Nigel Osborne and neuroscientist Daniel Glaser - that was pure magic and pure science. I practised my arranged beatbox/vocal percussion parts of Mozart’s Divertimento, Movements I and III) in the very house that he was born and later lived in, the Gerburtshaus or Mozart Museum, then held my first classical concert in Salzburg with Romanian pianist Andrei Gologan and performed a reinterpretation of George Gershwin’s Three Preludes on the last night of the conference...”
Asked how he reflected on the experience now, Shodekeh replied: “All I know is that the art and science that exists in everything in a naturally synthesised form needs to be much more illuminated in my everyday, no matter what, as well as the spiritual."
Artist Rebecca Kamen is Professor Emeritus at Northern Virginia Community College in the US, and has a wealth of experience in collaborative projects with MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology), Harvard University Astrophysics Centre and other scientific research centres across the globe.
She told me by email recently: “Recently retired from college teaching to further develop my art practice, of creating bridges between art and science, has been enriched by this particular Salzburg Seminar. I found it to be an ongoing catalyst for new ideas, seeding many potential projects. Lectures in art and scientific communities, as well as a range of community outreach activities will provide an exciting forum for sharing the richness of the Salzburg seminar experience with others. Upcoming lecture venues in the US include the Marine Biological Lab in Woods Hole, MA, a lecture as part of an art exhibition informing the public about the brain in Sun Valley, ID, and lectures in a variety of public schools in the US as a way for students to experience the significance of what’s possible as a result of bridging art and science. Participating in this session has-been a life-changing and a transformative experience... one that will continue to ripple out to larger audiences impacted by the collaborations seeded during this five-day seminar.”
Malinda McPherson is an MPhil student at Churchill College, Cambridge, who studies the neural processes involved in creative emotional expression and the effects of rhythmic entrainment on the perception of emotion in music –a rare example of someone able to straddle both worlds and take them in her stride.
She reflects on the experience: “The main takeaway that I found from the conference is that neuroscience and art can mingle, but they need to be goal-directed in their mingling. Simply working in proximity is not necessarily sufficient or helpful. There is not always a space for the two to come together - both fields will usually not be equally benefited from their convergence.”
McPherson is one of the participants involved in a new art/science project, A World Without Words, set up in London and launching shortly. It is led by poet and vanguardist, SJ Fowler, whose report on the seminar is well worth reading and includes fellow alumni Noah Hutton and Ben Ehrlich, from New York, who also wrote:Definitions.
Other initiatives springing from the seminar include a salon in New York coinciding with the AGM of the Association for Psychological Science (APS), chaired by participant Anna Abraham (reader in Psychology at Leeds Beckett University) and hosted by fellow participant Harry Ballan, director of the Institute for Music and Neurologic Function (IMNF), also in New Yorm and founded by Oliver Sacks.
Me, I came back to my collaborative project in Cambridge, exploring the potential of the MEG (magnetoencephalography) scanner with neuroscientists as a public engagement project, and had a final session presenting it at the Cambridge Science festival at Addenbrookes Hospital, to a sold-out audience of 100.
We are now making a final film that will summarise the whole project from idea through to public engagement: choosing and designing the experiments, running them and trying to draw some conclusions from the results. I’ve learnt that hard science such as this is often illusory and dependent on so many factors. Despite the pressures of the project, the team has discovered the biting point of all our disciplines and skills, and is now talking with other funders and the university to find ways to continue our work and cross-fertilisation.
I’ve also been invited to participate at the Folkestone Festival of the Brain: Normal?, run by Susanna Howard, director of charity Living Words. Other invitations and potential collaborations are coming in and I’m constantly reading about areas within this bright scientific field to research: scientists I want to engage with and routes to develop projects within. Exciting times in an emergent cross-disciplinary field.
I even found myself this weekend putting on the DVD of The Sound of Music to reminisce about the beauty of the schloss in Salzburg, with its setting in its own extensive grounds, against the lake and with the unterberg mountain behind.
For that week in February, that mountain and lakeside setting was alive with the sound of neuroscientists and artists drinking deep of each other, and from that point are now trying to set the world aflame with active neural connectivity.The film has much more resonance than simply being set in the same venue within the same stunning locale as the seminar; it is about finding the passion and outlets to bring creativity to the fore, inspiring others by being a resilient inspiration oneself.
For the last word on this, I quote ex-neuroscientist, now artist Greg Dunn, who provided the image above. Sadly he wasn’t with us at the seminar, but in an article published in American Scientist in October 2014, on his work and the crossover between the two, he wrote: “ Both art and science arise from our root desires to describe our experience of reality. From this starting point, the artistic and scientific paths diverge. Science describes external reality, about which we share a consensus. Art captures our internal, subjective realities. But the two sides do not always stand apart. My own work can best be described as science/art, not simply because I paint that which scientists study but because I draw evenly from artistic and scientific approaches to capture the essence of the neurons that carry sensations and produce thought.“
Violence in Mexico: where corporations and human rights collide
The current Mexican president has declared his country open for business, but how do companies negotiate Mexico’s alarming human rights record?
Jen Wilton
Torture, extrajudicial killings and forced disappearances have risen dramatically in Mexico over the past decade. Amnesty International (AI) recently described “a prevailing culture of tolerance and impunity for torture” in Mexico.
Looking back over 2014, AI reports: “Impunity for human rights violations and ordinary crimes remained the norm… Many human rights defenders and journalists were threatened, attacked or killed in reprisal for their legitimate work. No perpetrators were known to have been identified or brought to justice.”
Yet despite having an atrocious human rights record, foreign businesses flock to Mexico in search of low wages and favourable tax breaks. The largest industries in Mexico include mining, manufacturing and tourism, all of which attract significant foreign investment to the country.
While many economic and trade publications warn about the security risks in Mexico, countless foreign companies have become either directly or indirectly involved in Mexico’s ongoing human rights crisis. Human rights risks may stem from the business practices themselves, as is often the case with the extractive industries, or from the broader context in which the company operates. The latter may include conflict, corruption or weak governance, all of which are commonly found in Mexico.
Mexico’s burgeoning mining sector
Mexico has become a hotspot for foreign mining investment over the past decade, with $2.7bn invested in 2012. However, several events this year alone highlight that insecurity and violence are still part of the price of doing business in Mexico.
In February 2015, several workers at Canadian company Torex Gold’s mine in Guerrero state were kidnapped by assailants disguised as soldiers. One mine employee was shot in the leg, but the captives were fortunate to escape with their lives.
Weeks later, four employees of Canadian mining giant Goldcorp were abducted in Guerrero. Three of their bodies were later found in a mass grave. Then, last month, armed robbers seized more than $10m of gold from Canadian-based McEwan Mining’s operations in Sinaloa state.
Large-scale robberies, abductions and gruesome murders in Mexico are often pinned on organised crime syndicates. Many so-called drug cartels actually have diverse business interests and are increasingly competing with legal companies in industries like mining.
Large-scale robberies, abductions and gruesome murders in Mexico are often pinned on organised crime syndicates.
Some mining executives admit to consulting with drug cartels before working in certain areas. “That’s not to say there’s any collusion or cooperation, but that’s just the reality in a lot of areas,” says Bob Archer of Canadian mining company Great Panther.
Arcelor Mittal, a leading steel manufacturer headquartered in Luxembourg, has been stung by working in close proximity to narco territory.
In an effort to combat illegal mining on its sites, Arcelor Mittal negotiated an agreement to pay locals for mined hematite. However, tensions escalated when the company ended the agreement in December 2013. Five months later, top Arcelor Mittal executive Virgilio Camacho was abducted and killed by a single gunshot to the head.
“Former and current Mexican intelligence officials believe the murder was the work of a local and powerful drug cartel,” the Wall Street Journal reports, referring to the Knights Templar. “That would make Mr Camacho the highest-ranking executive of a foreign company to have been assassinated by an organised crime group.”
The Knights Templar reportedly earns tens of millions of dollars each year from mining illegally on Arcelor Mittal’s concessions. The cartel has considerable power locally, at one point even controlling the region’s major port.
“At least a dozen of the community leaders who had negotiated with Arcelor Mittal were identified by Mexican intelligence as members of organised crime, including members of the Templars,” the Wall Street Journal continues. “A spokeswoman for Arcelor Mittal said the company ‘was not aware of any such links and would not have made such an agreement if we had been’.”
Arcelor Mittal acquired the Michoacán mine six years prior to Camacho’s death. It is remarkable the company was unaware of the influence the Templars exert on local life, or of their involvement in illegal mining.
There are many cases of foreign mining companies being either directly or indirectly involved in situations with grave human rights abuses across the continent.
“Extractive industries are increasingly becoming the main source of socioenvironmental conflict throughout Latin America, as related to corporate complicity in human rights abuses,” writes Argentine academic Marcelo Saguier. “In the mining sector alone, there are presently 161 conflicts that affect 212 communities in relation to 254 companies.”
The human cost of free trade
Maquiladoras are Mexican factories located in free trade zones (FTZ). They manufacture anything from apparel to automobiles, electronics to defence equipment. FTZs allow factories to import materials and equipment without attracting duty or tariffs. The goods are then exported, often back to the country where the materials came from.
The maquiladora programme, launched in the 1960s, was designed to provide US companies with sweatshop labour. The sector exploded after the signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994, as businesses dashed south to take advantage of Mexico’s low wages.
“Almost all of America’s largest and best known companies have some sort of manufacturing operation or subsidiary in Mexico. These include the auto industry giants like GM, Ford and Chrysler, and most of their suppliers,” explains Maquila Properties, which provides assistance to companies looking to establish factories in Mexico. “There are over 2,000 US manufacturers directly operating maquilas.”
There is a high human cost to this cheap supply of labour. Workers are often subjected to unsafe and unsanitary working conditions. The majority are young women, who are often pushed into this type of work by poverty.
Maquilas (another name for the factories) are predominantly located on the Mexico-US border, although they have also made significant incursions into Mexico’s interior. The factories, whether Mexican-owned or subsidiaries of foreign multinational companies, all contract with foreign firms to obtain inputs and export outputs.
There is a high human cost to this cheap supply of labour. Workers are often subjected to unsafe and unsanitary working conditions. The majority of workers in this sector are young women, who are often pushed into this type of work by poverty.
The case of Ciudad Juárez
Ciudad Juárez, a city of 1.3m people located across the border from El Paso, Texas, has suffered an epidemic of female homicides since the early 1990s. Hundreds of thousands of women have migrated to Juárez in search of work. Tragically, many of the murder victims have been maquiladora workers.
In Juárez, many female maquila employees work shifts, going to work or coming home in the dark. They are vulnerable to attack and kidnap because of low wages that cannot always cover public transport costs and poor safety conditions, such as lack of lighting and police patrols.
Dozens of Fortune 500 companies are represented among the more than 300 maquiladora factories in Juárez. It seems operating in close proximity to rampant crime is not necessarily bad for business, even with astonishingly high rates of impunity for murder of the city’s female workers.
“Since last year, the maquiladora sector in Ciudad Juárez has been experiencing exponential growth, breaking job creation records,” writes Mexican periodical El Diario, “and 2015 started with the same momentum, as more plants are being built and more companies become interested in setting up in Juárez.”
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the factory owners who have rushed to Juárez for its cheap labour and low tariffs have said little about the murders, rapes and abductions. With high turnover rates and many factory workers classed as temporary or casual employees, many corporations do not see a "business case" for improving the situation when employees can be easily replaced.
“The construction of working women as ‘cheap labour’ and disposable within the system makes it possible, and perhaps acceptable, to kill them with impunity,” writes academic Jessica Livingston. “While multinational corporations profit from the maquiladoras in Juárez, the murdered women and their families bear the cost of global capitalism.”
A business case for human rights?
“The responsibility to respect human rights is a global standard of expected conduct for all business enterprises wherever they operate,” states the UN’s ‘Protect, Respect and Remedy’ framework. “It exists independently of states’ abilities and/or willingness to fulfil their own human rights obligations. It exists over and above compliance with national laws and regulations protecting human rights.”
Foreign mining companies in Mexico increasingly recognise violence and insecurity as potential business risks.
“In recent years, criminal activity and violence has increased in Mexico … Violence between the drug cartels and human trafficking organisations and violent confrontations with authorities has steadily increased,” reads mining giant Goldcorp’s 2014 Annual Report. “Goldcorp’s sites have taken a variety of measures to protect their employees, property and production facilities from these security risks.”
Although Goldcorp does not specify what measures it has taken, it does say criminal activity has at times affected it employees. This now includes the murder of three employees in March 2015. However, many manufacturing companies, including Bosch, General Motors and Sony, inexplicably do not identify these same issues in their public filings.
Civil society has always had a large role to play in holding corporations to account in Mexico. Protests and community blockades are commonplace when mining companies are seen to be involved in human rights or environmental abuses. The manufacturing industry has also faced protests over working conditions and barriers to union organising.
Many maquiladoras could be prime targets for NGO or trade union campaigns about workers rights. Internationally, we have seen several high-profile campaigns about the problems with manufacturing in countries like Bangladesh, following the 2013 Rana Plaza collapse, and China, where Foxconn’s appalling working conditions have led to employee riots and a spate of attempted suicides. Foxconn also has factories in Mexico.
Foxconn’s appalling working conditions in China have led to employee riots and a spate of attempted suicides. It also has factories in Mexico.
While NGOs and the public are vital for the advancement of human rights, violence and impunity in Mexico hinder the ability to speak out about corporate or government abuses. Where groups or communities are unable to organize and express themselves, there is a high risk they will not be able to defend their human rights.
“Individually, human rights holders may be able to call attention to rights violations, but it is when they come together collectively to express, promote, pursue and defend common interests that they are most likely to be heard,” says Jim Baker of the Council of Global Unions. “That ‘coming together’, that shift from being victims to being actors, is through the exercise of freedom of association; a right closely linked with the right of assembly and freedom of expression.”
Baker argues that while there are compelling business reasons for addressing human rights risks, companies should still act when a business case does not exist. It is possible this will only happen through a vigilant partnership between the government, the general public and the companies that wish to keep taking advantage of Mexico’s low wages.
There are many practical steps businesses can take, such as increasing wages or improving security and worker transport, that would leave employees less vulnerable. Companies could also engage meaningfully with local communities affected by their operations and take appropriate action when there are threats of human rights violations.
Will this make Mexico less appealing to foreign companies? The real question should be whether saving a few dollars is worth the cost of human life.
Jen Wilton is a researcher and journalist who has written extensively about human rights and environmental issues in Mexico and Latin America. She tweets as guerillagrrl and blogs at Revolution Is Eternal.
Human rights in the digital age
Internet access has brought huge benefits in terms of strengthening people's rights, but it's come at the price of concentration of power, increased surveillance and loss of privacy
Joe Turnbull
The inequality that excludes more than half the planet’s population from the digital space is intrinsically linked to the power struggles that occur within that space.
Although human rights in the digital context had been on the periphery of geopolitical concerns for at least a decade by the time they broke, Edward Snowden’s infamous revelations about the extent of NSA spying brought them into sharp focus, if not into the very epicentre of mainstream political debate.
While balancing citizens’ rights to privacy and free expression with security seem quite timeless and fundamental concerns, in the digital context does it not represent the equivalent of a “first world” human rights problem, given that the majority of the global population still doesn’t even have access to the internet? Perhaps not.
Although the internet throws up unique challenges as well as unique solutions to human rights concerns, the central issues remain the same: balancing public and private power; upholding individual liberties without encroaching on the wider community; vast and seemingly ever-increasing economic disparity.
In other words, the inequality that excludes more than half the planet’s population from the digital space is intrinsically linked to the power struggles that occur within that space. Placing a false dichotomy between digital and non-digital rights then is ultimately fruitless, and the various stakeholders such as governments, NGOs, international bodies and, of course, global citizens should take a holistic approach to human rights in the future. Nevertheless, as we shall see, the pace of technological advance has outstripped that of our political processes, and human rights as a concept will have to adapt quickly to keep up.
Internet access: a fundamental human right?
Given that the internet is the primary means to transmit, share and foster new information, it’s pretty clear how exclusion from this resource puts those without it at a major disadvantage.
When you consider that nearly one in five people still don’t have access to electricity, more than one in ten are undernourished and some 750 million don’t even have access to clean water, arguing for internet access as a fundamental human right on the face of it seems like a massive case trying to run before you can walk. Few would argue that internet access is anywhere near as high a priority as any of these. But if we are serious about putting in place the infrastructure, education and economic opportunities which will help meet these basic needs it’s pretty clear that in the 21st century, internet access is central to each.
The so-called digital revolution has precipitated a tectonic shift from a global economy geared around industry to one geared around information, to the extent that the current epoch is often characterised as the “information age”. Given that the internet is the primary means to transmit, share and foster new information, it’s pretty clear how exclusion from this resource puts those without it at a major disadvantage. These economic, educational and cultural benefits are of course intrinsically linked to the realisation of certain human rights, but the internet also impacts directly on certain human rights that predate the information age.
For instance, the internet is transforming how we think about and exercise our rights to free expression and even free association. It offers an unprecedented platform to express opinions easily and to a potentially global audience. Indeed, a 2011 report by the UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression found that “by vastly expanding the capacity of individuals to enjoy their right to freedom of opinion and expression, which is an ‘enabler’ of other human rights, the internet boosts economic, social and political development, and contributes to the progress of humankind as a whole”.
It also provides the opportunity for people to associate in digital communities that transcend borders and to take collective action to further the interests of those communities. Perhaps slightly less fully realised than the previous two, but the digital realm is also beginning to shape democratic politics, for instance via online social change campaigns, and thus is influencing the right to self-determination.
Given all of these benefits, it’s unsurprising that internet access is increasingly being regarded as a fundamental right. A poll carried out by the BBC World Service in 2010 found that 79% of the 27,000 respondents from 26 countries felt that internet access should be a “fundamental right”. What’s more, of those questioned who already had internet access 78% believed it had “brought them greater freedom” while 90% thought it was a “good place to learn”.
In 2009, the Finnish Government took the unprecedented step of making a 1 MB internet connection a legal right for every citizen; a handful of other nations have followed suit. Naturally, rolling this out on a global scale would require a huge amount of funding, not to mention all of the infrastructure that would first have to be put in place, but it seems clear it should feature in future discussions about enabling human rights and material advancement for citizens in developing nations.
Do human rights need to be reconfigured for the digital context?
The current scale and depth of surveillance far outstrips that of any other period in history, to the point where our collective right to privacy has never been so comprehensively violated.
While levelling the playing field by expanding the numbers of people online can only be a good thing, the internet has undoubtedly brought new threats to human rights as well as benefits. The internet truly is a new frontier and our political, social and legal institutions have yet to fully get to grips with all of the implications it is having on those rights.
Although digital technology may have had a democratising effect in some areas, it has also concentrated an enormous amount of power and capability in the hands of governments and multinational corporations. Adequate checks and balances on that power have yet to materialise and must be designed from the ground up for the digital context. As previously mentioned, the foundation of most human rights in the digital context predate the digital age, such as a right to privacy, freedom of expression and security.
The right to privacy, recognised in the Universal Declaration for Human Rights, which states “No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence” (emphasis added), is the area where digital technology has undoubtedly had the most detrimental effect. It seems that in order to participate properly on the internet, along with all the positives that entails, global citizens must be willing to surrender their right to privacy as states and even corporations have been shown to routinely and systematically store, analyse and act upon the personal data of web users, seemingly indiscriminately.
The current scale and depth of surveillance far outstrips that of any other period in history, to the point where our collective right to privacy has never been so comprehensively violated. As the Snowden revelations illustrated, the collection of data was arbitrary – anyone and everyone was monitored, from citizens to national allies – a clear violation of the right to privacy as set out above. This has to stop.
Governments argue that their surveillance has to balance citizens’ rights to privacy with their right to security, also set out in the Universal Declaration for Human Rights. It’s not merely a case of states getting the balance wrong in favour of the latter; the whole assumption that the two are antithetical is fundamentally flawed. The extent of surveillance is such that it is beginning to impinge not only the right to privacy, but also on the rights to free expression and association online, which as discussed above had been experiencing a boon.
Upholding human rights is central to international stability and, in turn, national security. When powerful nations such as the US and the UK are so flagrantly undermining them, this sets a dangerous precedent for human rights to be disregarded elsewhere, both online and offline.
The oversight of rights in the digital context needs to catch up with the technology itself and that means governments, international organisations, NGOs, corporations and global citizens coming together to agree on acceptable limits to surveillance and to codify and uphold human rights in the digital context. Thankfully, this process has already begun, with a draft UN resolution being voted through in 2013 titled “The right to privacy in the digital age”. The challenge now is making sure it is put into practice and kept constantly reviewed as technology develops in new ways.
Ultimately, our human rights are essentially the same in the digital context as they are offline, but the way they are enforced, promoted and upheld needs to adapted. The dichotomy between the online/offline worlds isn’t helpful. It seems clear that internet access should become a fundamental right, because of the positive impact it can have on other rights and the economic, educational and cultural benefits it provides. But for these positives to continue to outweigh the negatives some serious rolling back of state and corporate power is needed, and central to that will be the reaffirmation of our basic human rights, both in the online and offline realms.
Rafael Correa: from candidate for change to president for life
Once a darling of the Ecuadorian left, the president's power-grabs and policy reversals have hollowed out his support from the social movements that first brought him to power
John Dennehy
An economics professor at la Universidad San Fransisco de Quito entered Ecuador’s 2006 presidential race in 13th place as a radical candidate for change. The nation had seen two major protest movements in the previous two years: the first in 2005 led by students and cities, the second in 2006 led by rural indigenous. Rafael Correa spoke to both movements and articulated their concerns in his maverick campaign.
Now, nearly a decade later, the social movements that lifted him to power have mostly been pushed to the margins and the constitution is being rewritten for the second time during his presidency to allow for Correa’s indefinite re-election.
Correa is currently serving his third term, an impressive feat for a nation that had seven presidents in the 10 years prior to his election. His critics allege that this political stability has come at a cost. According to Carlos de la Torre, a professor of sociology at the University of Kentucky and author of Populist Seduction In Latin America, Correa was elected in 2006 on a platform built in part on the demands of social movements and the left—resisting neoliberalism, convening a Constituent Assembly and not renewing the lease of the Manta military base to the US. But once in power, instead of allying with social movements, Correa used co-optation and selective repression to demobilize and control civil society…The outcome of Correa’s populist polarization and confrontation has been the creation of a soft authoritarian government.
While Correa remains a popular figure in leftist circles in North America and Europe, domestic opposition to his presidency increasingly comes from his left. Alberto Acosta, who was president of the assembly that rewrote the constitution in 2007 and an early architect of the so-called “citizens' revolution” that began with the 2006 campaign, has become one of Correa’s harshest critics. He compared Correa’s 2013 election victory to playing a soccer match on a tilted field and paying off the referee. Correa had long since replaced the National Election Council and important judicial positions with his allies.
2010 crisis and press freedom
In 2010 the police went on a nationwide strike in response to payment grievances and Correa made a surprise visit to the police headquarters in Quito. He borrowed a megaphone, ripped open his shirt and yelled at the assembled police officers:“Kill me if you like, kill me if you’re brave, instead of being cowards, hiding like cowards!”
The police fired teargas at him and he retreated into a hospital within the police compound. From his cellphone he gave interviews to media, claiming he was being held hostage, and ordered the military to clear police headquarters by force. Eight people were killed.
The nation's largest newspaper, el Universo, subsequently published an editorial claiming that Correa had blood on his hands and was a dictator. Correa sued the writer and the newspaper’s directors. In an unusual move for a sitting president, he personally attended the trial and the judge ruled in his favor, sentencing the defendants to three years in prison and a $40m fine, which was more than the newspaper was worth.
An extensive 2011 report by the Committee to Protect Journalists outlined dozens more incidents of the president using systemic state campaigns to silence critical journalists and create a chilling effect on the media’s ability to report on government corruption or transparency.
More recently, in 2015, Correa made headlines by using his weekly presidential address to call out some Twitter users who had disrespected him on the online platform. He singled out three users, announcing their twitter handles and real names and addresses, and urged his followers to teach them a lesson. This earned him a segment on the HBO comedy show This Week Tonight by Jon Oliver. The following week, Correa used his presidential address to mock Jon Oliver.
Protest
Before going any further, Correa must be given some credit. Under his presidency poverty rates are down, social spending is up and his government has tried some innovative approaches to old problems. The major pitfall of his administration and legacy is his complete inability to tolerate dissent.
The 2010 crisis is a good example. First he was bold enough to go to a protest that was in many ways against him to chastise the protesters, then when journalists wrote opinions contrary to his own he sued them. These are somewhat dramatic examples, but similar events happen on a regular basis, such as police detaining people when they show their middle finger to the presidential motorcade.
Ecuador has a strong history of political street protest. In the 28 years between the end of the military dictatorship in 1979 and Correa’s inauguration in 2007, dissent in the street was a regular occurrence.
The small Andean nation was particularly vulnerable to blockades of vital mountain passes by protesters. This created a dynamic where if any government angered a large enough segment of the population, they could shut down strategic roads and either force the government to change direction, or, in more extreme cases, to collapse. Social movements were not always strong enough to elect the president, but they held veto power over whoever sat in office. Ecuador’s susceptibility to the power of protest could hinder its progress, but it also kept the worst abuses of government and presidential power grabs in check.
Correa was extremely popular when elected and almost any street demonstration at the time was in favor of the government and used to pressure the opposition. As time progressed, Correa consolidated his power and did not need to rely as much on the street. He also very slowly began to alienate some of his former supporters.
The indigenous movement has a history of clashing with government over mineral exploitation, whether it be mining in the mountains or oil extraction in the Aamazon. Increasingly, the indigenous movement, which once stood firmly behind Correa, has joined the opposition after the president rescinded earlier environmental pledges.
The student movement, also once strongly behind Correa, has begun to fracture. MPD, a small Marxist political party that held influence in many of the nation's universities and was the only established party to support Correa after his first election, has also joined the opposition. Correa created teacher and student unions that were directly connected to the political party he founded and encouraged the old unions, often affiliated with MPD, to join him, pitting those that did against those still loyal to MPD.
The party has since lost its official standing as a result of new government regulations. “The party is still there, we still meet and do all the same things, we just can’t do it in the open anymore—and everyone regrets ever supporting Correa,” according to one professor at the University of Cotopaxi.
New laws have greatly restricted protest. Before Correa no permit was needed. Now, any group that wants to protest must be granted permission from the government and there are many restrictions, such as the prohibition of protest outside places of business during working hours.
Arrests at protests, once rare, have become much more common and the government has begun building more jails and increasing its prison population. In 2014, three large jails were built, each a small city in itself, with a combined capacity for 15,000 new inmates. The population of Ecuador, at about 14 million, is smaller than metropolitan New York City.
Under Correa’s reign, the nation has changed a lot. Ecuador has become a much more politically stable nation, but at what cost? With significantly weakened press freedoms and social movements, Correa’s soft authoritarianism legacy will have an impact on the nation long after he is gone.
Ol’ Red Eyes is back: W1A
Jon Bounds looks at TV — the new opiate of the masses — from a Marxist perspective. This month the BBC satirically eats its own tale in the postcode wars of W1A.
Jon Bounds
Karl Marx understood the power of satire, in fact Das Kapital can be read as an ironic description of “the deranged logic of capitalism”, and he’s also featured in his fair share.
One joke from East Germany has a man dying and being sent to hell. When he arrives he finds the devil offering him a choice of capitalist hell and Marxist hell. In capitalist hell, the devil’s minion Ronald Reagan tells him, “in capitalist hell we flay you alive, boil you in oil and then cut you into small pieces with sharp knives.” Then outside Marxist hell he meets Karl himself, “in Marxist hell, we flay you alive, boil you in oil and then cut you into small pieces with sharp knives.”
“That’s the same as capitalist hell,” says the man, “why are people queuing to get in?”
“Ah,” says Marx, “we’ve shortages of oil and knives.”
That joke is typical of Soviet era satire, which was aimed at the effects of the system rather than the tenets of it. So much so that the governments of Communist countries not only allowed jocular dissent in these forms but sometimes sponsored it.
John Morton’s W1A is fêted by the BBC establishment that not only features in it and produces it but pays the piper and calls the tune.
Its basis is the absurdity of bureaucracy, Hugh Bonneville’s ‘Head of Values’ Ian Fletcher is painted as the only sane man, trapped as much by his own decency as by the circular horrors around him. We see meeting after meeting — in absurd rooms that are easy shots against modernity — which deviate from reality only in the words used, not in the outputs.
That’s not to say there aren’t laughs; the narration is finely pitched, even if its deadpan schtick has diminishing returns. There is refinement here too, each character is being planed away, reduced to a system of nods, ticks and catchphrases (“what it is, right”, “no, but, yeah”, “brilliant”). By the inevitable series three it will be possible for the Demon Seed-esque IT system Sympatico to create an amusing ‘damage limitation meeting’ with a Turing-test beating script. The Turing test as we know is only about creating the illusion of intelligence.
It is a sitcom, and as such the characters are trapped in the sit. Fletcher, and to a lesser extent producer Lucy Freeman (Nina Sosanya), cannot leave, but must turn and twist as the organisational madness reforms around them. We are expected to see parallels with the heroes of Kafka novels, except that there is no jeopardy. No one is on trial. Everything will carry on as it always has: and this is one of the reasons that W1A is so dangerous.
The satire of the institutional ideals of the BBC is as pointed as one of hipster brand consultant Siobhan Sharpe’s ‘Win-bledon’ foam hands. We are offered a view of the BBC that is both self obsessed and unaware of its own absurdity; full of process and without agency. Despite the obvious faults everything will be alright in the end, no one is bad. One of the most absurd characters is named Karl Marx (Joel Fry), but producer Lucy definitely has no control of the means of production. And you can bet that not one person in this alternate reality BBC really has a grasp of any ideas of dialectics: for nothing is ever resolved.
The satire, like much of that heard in the Communist era, aims itself at the process and the unbending stupidity of the middle ranking bureaucrats. Arkady Raikin (1911-87) was one of the Soviet Union’s most famous stand-up comedians. He exploited the patronage and recognition he got (he became a ‘Hero of Socialist Labour’, the highest civilian award) to present some critical material. But most of his swipes were at the mid-ranking workers of the system, against “the man who never laughs”: the bureaucratic middle manager.
We can laugh at the form filling and the Frankie Howerd meeting room, but in doing so we’re complicit in deliberately missing the bigger target: the establishment bias of the BBC and its news output. The glass revolving door of New Broadcasting House is full not of folding bikes and interns, but of senior political journalists rotating between capitalist institutions, The Spectator, the Tory party and Newsnight. W1A’s satire is cosy rather than challenging.
In The German Ideology Marx dismissed the illusion of seeing change in history as an end. “The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force.”
Mikhail Gorbachev, as described in Ben Lewis’s history of Communist humour Hammer and Tickle (where much of my research comes from), saw jokes as “a symptom of inertia in the Soviet body politic”. They were a safety valve that prevented change, or even a realisation of the real problems.
And that’s where much TV satire, and especially the cosy bumbling of W1A comes from. Soviet-era jokes have one difference from W1A, they were often funny. Here’s a great one to finish on:
Why, despite all the shortages was the toilet paper in East Germany always 2-ply? Because they had to send a copy of everything they did to Russia.
MORE OF Ol’ Red Eyes’s marxist tv reviews?
Occupy, resist, produce! Free Kazova workers claim unique victory in Turkey
After a seemingly endless cycle of exploitation, intimidation and injustice, the workers of the Kazova textile factory in Istanbul decided to take matters into their own hands. Now, they run their own factory.
Joris Leverink
“No, I didn’t get any compensation, but I did get a factory,” was Aynur Aydemir’s response to one of her former colleagues from the Kazova textile factory when she was asked if she had ever received any of the money their former bosses still owed them. “Whether it’s going to be successful or not, whether it’s old or new, I have a factory. We might lack the necessary capital to run this business, and we might fail in the future, but at least we got something.”
Aynur is a member of the small Free Kazova cooperative, which after two years of struggle finally managed to declare victory in February this year when it could claim legal ownership over a handful of old, worn-out weaving machines that had belonged to their former bosses.
During those two years, Aynur and her colleagues had occupied their old workplace, were beaten by the police and threatened by hired thugs, had led protest marches and fought in the courts as well as on the streets. While facing an uphill battle in which they had to take on not only their former employers but also the very system that enabled the exploitation of workers and allowed the bosses to walk away unscathed from every confrontation, the workers of the Kazova factory refused to lay down their arms. Instead they occupied. They resisted. And now, they produced.
To occupy, or not to occupy?
The Kazova workers’ ordeal started in January 2013 when, after not having received any payment for four months, they were collectively sent on a one-week holiday by the factory’s owners, the brothers Ümit and Umut Somuncu. The 94 workers were promised their pay cheques would be waiting for them upon their return, but instead they were received by the company’s lawyer who announced that they all had been fired because of their “unaccounted for absence” for three consecutive days.
In hindsight, Aynur believes that if they had refused to leave the factory from the very first day, their resistance would have been much more powerful. “We might not have been able to produce now, but probably we would have received our back pay,” she argues on a sunny terrace in Istanbul’s central Eyüp district, just outside the building where on the third floor her colleagues were busily working on the production of a fresh batch of brightly coloured sweaters. “For the current situation it’s probably good that we left, but in the end 94 people lost their jobs without receiving any compensation.”
Whether it’s going to be successful or not, whether it’s old or new, I have a factory.
In the first few, chaotic days after their collective sacking the workers were indecisive about which steps to take next. Aynur suggested occupying the factory, but she didn’t receive much support. Most of the workers were either too scared to resist or forced to waste no time protesting the injustice because of their financial hardship.
By the time a group of 30 workers decided to resist, it was already to late to stop the plunder; the Somuncu brothers had stripped the factory of anything of value, including 40 tonnes of yarn and several of the smaller machines, sabotaging the ones that were too big to move to prevent the workers from continuing production on their own.
When they realized what was going on, the workers set up a tent in front of the factory to prevent any further theft and sabotage. On a weekly basis they led protest marches from the central square in their neighbourhood to the factory to demand attention for their cause. Over the next few months they were beaten and intimidated by hired thugs, sued by their old bosses for stealing from the factory and, when they staged a protest on May Day, they were attacked and tear-gassed by the police. The turning point was on June 30 when, emboldened by the countrywide Gezi protests, the remaining workers decided to occupy the factory.
A cooperative was born
In the course of their resistance struggle, the workers received an incredible amount of solidarity. For Aynur this was one of the most important experiences: “I didn’t expect so much solidarity from the people, I had never seen such a thing before. I thought that some people would help us for a while and then disappear, but instead there was a constant flow of support.”
One of the thousands of people who visited the factory out of interest and to show their support was Ulus Atayurt, an independent journalist and researcher of autonomous worker movements. For him, the Free Kazova cooperative is an inheritance from the Gezi uprising, one of the few tangible results of the biggest popular uprising Turkey had ever seen.
“I think the workers were inspired by leftist movements to set up the tent in front of the factory, but they were inspired by Gezi to take the next step and occupy the factory. The thousands of visitors and solidarity networks through the hundreds of people’s forums [that sprang up across Istanbul during the uprising] made them understand the power and meaning of a solidarity economy.”
I didn’t expect so much solidarity from the people, I had never seen such a thing before.
Out of the fruitful mix made up of the spirit of Gezi, the many solidarity visits to the factory, the characters of the workers and people like Ulus – activists and researchers with knowledge of other examples of autonomous worker movements – the idea of a solidarity cooperative was born.
Soon the remaining workers – by this time just a handful of the former Kazova workers were left – decided that they would organize themselves as a cooperative and they started making plans for how to run their future factory without a boss.
What followed was a long and exhausting legal struggle in which the workers didn’t concentrate on retrieving the salaries their former bosses still owed them, but rather the looms that would allow them to start anew, to build up their own factory. This February, the machines went up for auction; a court had decided that the money from the sale of the machines must be used to reimburse the duped workers. In the case that any buyers failed to show up, the machines would be used for compensation. Naturally, the workers preferred ownership over the machines to their back pay and thus they celebrated a victory when the day of auction came and went without a single bid made.
Breaking the cycle of exploitation
It has now been a few months since the Free Kazova cooperative has embarked on its adventure as one of the very few worker-run factories in Turkey. Although Aynur would be the first to admit that it hasn’t been easy, she is intensely happy that she decided to set out on this path. “I’m much happier because nobody is insulting me any more. We are realistic about the immense problems that we have and that are still on the road ahead, but at least we are no longer abused.”
Ulus, who has all but joined the cooperative and is helping the workers set up their distribution channels, experiences the difficulties the workers have in adjusting to these new labour relations on a daily basis. “On paper, self-organization, self-management and a democratic decision-making process sound good, but if you want to apply these on the shop floor, you realize that they entail a whole new set of relations that neither the workers nor us – the ones who are helping them – are used too.”
Aynur agrees that “a bossless organization is a burden of itself” because of the collective responsibility that means all decisions have to be made as a group. “We have to learn a life that we never knew before,” she adds with a smile which betrays that this is a challenge that she is happy to accept.
We are realistic about the immense problems that we have and that are still on the road ahead, but at least we are no longer abused.
Currently, the cooperative is producing 500 pullovers per month and selling them online and via a network of small boutiques. In order to cover all costs this needs to be brought up to 800 pieces per month. The workers take great satisfaction from now being in control of their own livelihoods and making a profit is no longer at the top of their agenda. Their ultimate aim is to become a role model for others, autonomous and independent and an example for those who are currently trapped in a never-ending cycle of exploitation, insults and abuse.
Aynur, who perceives the current system in Turkey as favouring big capital at the cost of workers’ rights and general welfare, shares her dream: “We want that when it comes to our children, to their generation, that at least they have the kind of system that we are now trying to create.”
Joris Leverink is an Istanbul-based freelance writer and journalist. He has a background in anthropology and political economy and is currently working as editor for ROAR Magazine. You can follow him on Twitter at Le_Frique
'Most of what I write about is already gone'
Ed Abbey's complicated literary legacy
Julie Schwietert Collazo
I’ve been in Blanding, Utah all of five minutes, but already, it’s Blanding- 1, Edward Abbey- 0.
“He was a hypocritical bastard,” says Charlie Delorme of the revered environmentalist and bestselling author. Delorme, who meets me for lunch at a café where employees sear peace signs into the buns of veggie burgers, met Abbey in the 1970s, back when Delorme was a rafting guide on the San Juan River. Inspired by the writer’s work, Delorme had invited Abbey to be a “distinguished guest” on a multi-day trip and was thrilled when Abbey confirmed. Abbey was expected to regale guests with tales of his experiences in the Utah wilderness, inciting the same kind of passion he had for this special place. But once on the river, Delorme says, the only way Abbey distinguished himself was by his unbecoming behavior. “He was drunk and aloof,” Delorme recalls. “Tony Hillerman and David Lavender? Now they went above and beyond. Absolute gentlemen. But Abbey?” Delorme shakes his head and takes another bite of his fish taco.
**
“I always wanted to get an ‘Abbey Sucks’ bumper sticker, but I could never find one” says Rigby Wright, the 80-year old former sheriff of San Juan County and one of the characters—an antagonist, of course—in Abbey’s 1975 novel, The Monkey Wrench Gang. It’s the story of four eco-activists always trying to evade the law, and it wasn’t too far from Abbey’s own reality. Between 1970 and 1986, Sheriff Wright, a fifth-generation Mormon and resident of Blanding since he was two years old, was responsible for enforcing the law in this 8,000+ square mile county. It was no easy task. The land is rugged—all red rock and sage brush—and large stretches are uninhabited… by people, anyway. If you drive through the heart of the county today, as I did with Wright, the land feels indifferent. Wright says it is. He reels off tale after tale about crimes committed against this beautiful but desolate backdrop: crimes of passion staged as suicides, looting of unexcavated and unprotected Native American pueblos, and monkey wrenching, fouling up the operations of miners, loggers, and other developers, mainly through covert acts of sabotage. “Cutting electric poles, putting sugar in gas tanks, removing survey stakes, that sort of thing,” Wright explains.
Wright worked all these types of crimes, of course, but he considered monkey wrenching a special sort of nuisance. Always understaffed and underfunded, Wright and his force couldn’t even hope to keep up with all the troublemaking. And while crimes of passion are more dramatic and looting seems like a particular class of culturally insensitive greediness, wrenching, says Wright, is really the most disruptive crime because it threatens people’s livelihoods. “You can agree with Abbey about saving the environment, but not when you hurt individuals,” he says. Wright believes Abbey—an outsider, born in Pennsylvania— and his activist cohorts were convinced they were doing something for the greater good, but they never stopped to consider the most basic issues affecting locals’ lives: jobs and money. For Wright, idealism and notions about how the wilderness “should” be are always trumped by the pragmatic necessities of day-to-day life in a way that was never the case for Abbey. “He was a rabble rouser,” Wright says of the writer. “I didn’t hate him, though. It was nothing personal.”
**
Back in Blanding, Wright’s observations are visible in stark relief. Nearly 40 years after Abbey’s anti-development, pro-environment antics, this town of 1,975 people continues to struggle with the complex and often conflicting values related to the land on which they live and the need to make a living. In the absence of a more diversified job market, such need often demands exploiting the literal bedrock on which their lives are built. Over the past 15 years, such exploitation—mainly in the form of mining— has reaped some benefits. At $47,156, Blanding’s median household income is still well below the national average of $51,939 but well above its own turn-of-the-century figure; in fact, since 2000, the town has seen a 42.94% increase in its average household income. Despite such an impressive jump, it’s not all good news in Blanding. Nearly 18% of the town’s population lives below the poverty line. Steady, salaried work with good benefits can be hard to come by. While most of the area’s mines have been abandoned as employment opportunities shift to the retail and healthcare sectors, the industry remains important, providing employment to more than six percent of local residents.
**
Is this a tension that Abbey understood? Delorme doesn’t think so. The writer came and went regularly, and even if he wasn’t wealthy, he could, at least, indulge in what many locals cannot: leaving at their leisure. And while he railed against development, Delorme says it was Abbey’s prose that had the effect of spurring on that which he criticized so vehemently. In fact, Delorme posits, Abbey may even be the reason why Moab, just about 75 miles up the road, is the bustling town it is today. His descriptions of the Utah red rock, of the wild, wide open spaces, drew people, even as he hoped it would inspire them to keep it pristine by doing what he himself could not: staying away.
Chrystine Olson, a former Rangeland Management Specialist for the USDA Forest Service who worked in the western states, first visited Moab 32 years ago and recalls it being a sleepy town. Now, she says, it’s like many places in the American West, transformed by development, but not, perhaps, the kind of development one might expect. “Outdoor enthusiasts can love a place to death,” she says. “All those climbers and mountain bikers have needs after they’ve had their adrenaline fix. Moab and the surrounding area have experienced the classic case of a modern western boomtown, only in this circumstance it’s based on outdoor recreation rather than mining, ranching, or logging,” she says. Though the boom was only just beginning when Abbey was at Arches National Park in the 1950s, “he gets it right in Desert Solitaire,” Olson says. In one of many passionate, poignant passages, he wrote: “[M]ost of what I write about is already gone or going under fast. This is not a travel guide but an elegy. A memorial. You’re holding a tombstone in your hands.”
**
At Back of Beyond Books on Moab’s Main Street, there’s a whole bookshelf of Abbey’s work that holds pride of place just at the entrance. There’s The Monkey Wrench Gang, which Abbey dedicated to Sheriff Wright with the inscription, “To the man in the middle,” at a 1985 reading, the first time the sheriff and the monkey wrenching writer met face-to-face. “I put my business card on the table and told him to write any damn thing he wanted,” says Wright with a chuckle. He still has the book. In fact, he brought it along for our ride, keeping it in his lap the entire time. It is in excellent condition.
Andy Nettell, the proprietor of the store, says Abbey’s books continue to sell well, even 25 years after his death. “We sell over 500 copies a year of Desert Solitaire,” he told me via email, “and probably over 1,000 copies of Ed’s various titles, with The Monkey Wrench Gang being his second best seller.” Nettell says most buyers have heard Abbey’s name and “come searching him out,” with the majority of new books selling to an audience of readers born after Abbey’s death. Abbey’s “brand of anarchy and anti-government control, plus his environmental stances resonate well with younger generations,” Nettell wrote. “Ed’s work remains as relevant or more today as ever.” In his bookstore, and around Moab, Nettell says “an oft heard comment is ‘What would Ed think about (fill in the blank)?’ It seems as though many people are looking for a person to believe in, one who is committed to a cause they believe in, and Abbey often fills that void.” In fact, many of Abbey’s readers arrive in this part of Utah on a sort of spiritual pilgrimage, paying tribute to their literary idol by following in his footsteps—or trying to—despite his injunction that they never do so.
Nettell also acknowledges, though, what so many Abbey fans can not and what Abbey himself did not, namely, that the relationship between development and environmental preservation and protection is complicated. “Locals remain mixed on their feelings about Abbey,” Nettell concluded, and “there remain people in town who will never step foot in Back of Beyond because of our association with Ed.”
**
It’s just after dawn on an early June day in Arches National Park, right on Moab’s outskirts, and the trailhead for the iconic Landscape Arch—believed to be the largest natural arch in the world—is practically devoid of visitors. In a few hours, however, as the sun starts to scorch the landscape, the path will become crowded. People will walk the trail—one of nine in the park classified as “easy”—to its end, a vista beneath the arch that’s perfectly placed for “Ooh” and “Ahh” photos. Off to the right, beyond the frame of those photos, are other red rocks, with a dozen people scuttling up and down them, presumably against Park Service regulations.
Abbey would have detested them, though he often broke rules himself. He was already worried about such behavior 60 years ago, complaining bitterly in Desert Solitaire about the number of visitors in 1956, the year he arrived at the park to work as a ranger. According to the National Park Service, visitation that year was 28,500 people and was even lower—just 25,400—when Abbey left the following year. If Abbey thought it was overrun then, he’d hate to see Arches now. Since 2010, annual visits to Arches have topped a million—more than 35 times the number of park visitors Abbey saw and grumbled about— and in 2014, Arches had a record year, with nearly 1.3 million visitors. Abbey, no doubt, is turning in his grave, which, by the way, is a hole dug illegally by friends in Arizona’s Cabeza Prieta Wilderness, part of the Sonoran Desert. Abbey was explicit about how he wanted to be buried: in a sleeping bag, carried off by friends on the bed of a beat-up truck and disposed on the land to “help fertilize the growth of a cactus or cliff rose or sagebrush or tree… to help nourish the roots of a juniper tree or the wings of a vulture….”
His grousing is hardly irrelevant. In their 2012 book of case studies about national park management, Robert E. Manning and Laura E. Anderson pose a blunt question in the form of Chapter 8’s title: “How Many Visitors is Too Many at Arches?” A million plus visits each year inevitably impacts the land, the authors wrote, affecting trails, attractions (such as the one-room cabin called Wolfe Ranch), the park’s unique cryptobiotic soil, and its vegetation negatively. To that end, Arches was the first among all of the national parks to implement a “carrying capacity framework,” a concept that gained traction in the 1990s and has since been replicated at many other parks. The framework is complex and comprehensive, accounting for everything from protection of Arches’ soil to overcrowding, but on a practical level, it involves fairly obvious strategies such as reducing the size of parking lots and placing boulders strategically to prevent overflow parking near popular attractions. The carrying capacity model implemented at Arches also involved instituting a permit system, making certain sites accessible only to visitors who want to go through the planning and effort required to secure a special pass in advance of their arrival. Only time will tell whether these efforts will be successful in achieving the elusive golden mean of park management: balancing protection and preservation of the landscape against being responsive and welcoming to enthusiastic visitors who sustain the very idea of the National Park Service and of protecting wilderness even after they leave it.
**
For his part, it’s unlikely Abbey would have found the notion of the “carrying capacity framework” satisfying or sufficient. By 1980, he felt that even his writing—as influential as it had been for a couple generations’ worth of environmentalists and outdoorspeople—wasn’t enough. The changes he had witnessed in the southwest landscape over 35 years were intolerable to him, provoking a renewed commitment to direct activism. Those changes weren’t just about the number of visitors. Increasingly, they were about entitlement to the land—who claimed it and for what ends—and, of course, what they did to it to achieve those ends.
The Glen Canyon Dam, whose construction began the same year that Abbey arrived to work as a ranger at Arches, was one of the enduring objects of the writer’s ire. The dam, intended to improve water storage and delivery in drought years as well as generate hydroelectricity, was a massive project that took a decade to complete and, obviously, changed the landscape considerably. The cost-benefit ratio as it was explained by proponents never made a bit of sense to Abbey, who galvanized supporters to protest the dam (which he referred to as “the damn”). “If resistance is not enough, then subvert,” he said, and subvert he did. Ken Sanders, a friend of Abbey’s who still misses him deeply “even after a quarter of a century,” recalls an action in 1981 when he and Abbey helped the activist group Earth First! to “drop a 300 foot long plastic ‘crack’ down the face of Glen Canyon Dam.” The action, which was symbolic—the “crack” was a 300-foot long piece of black plastic— was documented in a short 1982 film, “The Cracking of Glen Canyon Damn [sic] with Edward Abbey and Earth First.” Producers Christopher (Toby) McLeod, Glenn Switkes and Randy Hayes considered the “crack” the “birth of the radical environmental movement.”
For fans of Abbey’s literary work, the author represented a somewhat rare breed: a writer who didn’t just theorize or proselytize, but one who lived what he wrote. A number of environmental activists throughout the 1980s and 1990s cited Abbey as their inspiration, and took his advice about subversion to heart. Though he wasn’t the founder of Earth First!, he was its most visible, well-known ally. His support of the group was, say scholars who have studied radical environmentalism, incredibly influential, endorsing monkey wrenching as a viable form of protest. Activists affiliated with other environmental groups, among them Greenpeace, and those acting alone, such as Julia Butterfly Hill, who lived in a redwood tree for more than two years to protest the lumber industry (and who, interestingly, has been called the Ed Abbey of her generation, despite her very different approaches), felt empowered to use disruptive tactics in their efforts to stop dam-building, clear-cutting, and other threats against the environment that were being made in the name of commerce and development. It was a model that would dominate activist groups for a generation.
It is also a model that began to self-destruct by the end of the 1990s. In addition to neglecting the issue of economy—especially small-town economy and livelihood—entirely, extreme eco-activists experienced factions among themselves, with some less radical adherents realizing that they were alienating huge swathes of the general and activist populations, who would not only forego extreme “ecotage” (ecological sabotage) completely, but who might also avoid getting involved in any sort of supportive actions for the environment because they did not want to be associated with what what they viewed as fringe elements. Even Earth First! co-founder Dave Foreman parted ways with the group, citing anarchic behavior as a detriment to the environmental movement. Perhaps the best way to get people to care about the environment was to get the general public out in it, to make them fall in love with it. And maybe, thought leaders like Foreman, it was important to hear and at least consider the stories of all the stakeholders affected by development, recognizing that, while powerful statements of resistance and protest, the kinds of activities the eco-activists had sought to block through the monkey wrenching Abbey advocated, could threaten people’s livelihoods and, ultimately, turn them against these sacred places. A more measured environmentalism—and a more realistic one—acknowledges that while human activity is often destructive, it is also, to a degree, inevitable. Finding ways to protect as much of the environment as possible while also creating opportunities for work, economically viable communities, and recreation on public lands is the next phase in the evolution of environmentalism. It is also, of course, far more challenging than monkey wrenching and makes for more complicated and less obviously urgent, beautiful writing than Abbey’s justly celebrated prose.
Towards the end of Desert Solitaire Abbey wrote, as he called it, a “final paragraph of advice,” one that was perhaps prescient:
“[D]o not burn yourselves out. Be as I am - a reluctant enthusiast….a part-time crusader, a half-hearted fanatic. Save the other half of yourselves and your lives for pleasure and adventure. It is not enough to fight for the land; it is even more important to enjoy it. While you can. While it’s still here. So get out there and hunt and fish and mess around with your friends, ramble out yonder and explore the forests, climb the mountains, bag the peaks, run the rivers, breathe deep of that yet sweet and lucid air, sit quietly for a while and contemplate the precious stillness, the lovely, mysterious, and awesome space. Enjoy yourselves, keep your brain in your head and your head firmly attached to the body, the body active and alive, and I promise you this much; I promise you this one sweet victory over our enemies, over those desk-bound men and women with their hearts in a safe deposit box, and their eyes hypnotized by desk calculators. I promise you this; You will outlive the bastards.”
Vigilantes of the Andes
In the Andean region of Peru, villages are protected by rondas campesinas: neighbourhood watches that use corporal punishment to scare potential criminals
Jurriaan van Eerten
A young man and woman are interrogated by a group of people. After some questions about their affair, they have to promise that none of this will ever happen again. The wife of the young man steps forward from the group and he has to publicly apologise to her. After that, he and his mistress bend over and are whipped on their backs by an old woman. This public shaming is videotaped and shown via YouTube.
The video shows a tribunal in Cajamarca, in the northern Andean region of Peru, and was made by the local vigilantes, who call themselves the rondas campesinas (farmer patrols). The rondas protect the cities and villages from criminals and use corporal punishment, whose roots are in the traditional indigenous society.
“We teach the people discipline,” says 58-year-old Luisa Llanos Vazquez. In daily life, this spry lady is a vegetable seller, but in her spare time she voluntarily joins the rondas, just like her 102-year-old father. “The problem here is that we can’t count on the police to help us. They are lazy and corrupt, so nobody cares about them. Many people do fear us, though.”
Glorification of violence
In the daytime, the rondas patrol the market of Cajamarca, which consists of a jumble of little stalls by the side of a narrow winding road, where street vendors shout which wares they have for sale. The man on the photograph above, who didn’t want his name published, tells how they make a daily round and ask the street vendors if everything is alright.
“This way everybody knows that we are here.”
The rondas also protect the morals of the town, as they did when they stormed the infamous nightclub Alondra. A video, also to be found on YouTube, shows the vigilantes entering the club and hitting scantily clad woman with their whips.
“This is glorification of violence,” says 27-year-old Cajamarcan law student Damarsis Carrasco Palacios on watching the video. “I understand that these groups used to have a function in the little villages, where there simply is no police. But in the cities, they should leave the law to those who are trained for it. You can see on videos like this that they enjoy hurting people.”
Palacios’ mother Samantha used to support the rondas, but one day she was in a restaurant with her daughter when they entered. “I saw how they were looking at her. Probably she was dressed indecently in their eyes. Just then, I realised they could also abuse her.”
A brief history of the rondas
The rondas date back to the 1970s in the province of Cajamarca. The farmers owned their land and cattle because of land reforms, but owning property meant they also had to deal with problems like theft. And as the centralised authority in Lima was far away and showed little understanding, the farmers had to protect themselves in their own way.
The farmers had always been used to solving problems with violence;: corporal punishment was common at school and at home. Inevitably, the rondas would also punish culprits in the exact same way. The system seemed to work; fewer cattle were stolen. Within a few years, the concept of the rondas spread out from Cajamarca across the Peruvian Andes.
In the 1980s, when the Marxist guerilla group Sendero Luminoso (Enlightened Path) tried to take over rural Peru using heavy violence, the government gladly made use of the rondas. In the beginning, the farmers were interested in the Marxist ideals of the organisation, but turned their backs quickly to the extreme violence and killings. They wanted a better pay cheque: no war. So the government didn’t need to use police forces in the villages that were protected by the rondas, but, more than once the rondas abused their position, killing criminals at their tribunals.
The power of Sendero Luminoso was broken many years ago and only a few remnants are still to be found, mainly supporting coca farmers in the jungle. The vigilantes stayed, though, and organised themselves better. They have created also an urban version: rondas urbanas.
Judicial system
Ronda Luisa Llanos Vazquez considers herself someone who cures society from its problems and keeps the people together. It’s not only the criminal law she busies herself with. An important part of the rondas’ jurisdiction relates to issues regarding testament or property; following the land reforms, the dimensions of the plots have never been recorded properly.
Vazquez says the rondas' legal system is firmly established, with precedents for most cases. When there is doubt, she always reads the Peruvian law book she has. During a hearing, all the different parties involved must speak, and there is a jury of 20-30 rondas. Vazquez says: “We create a framework for our society, so everyone understands what is expected from them.”
Finally, the jury takes a vote on the physical part of the punishment. Besides the number of whippings, this might involve push-ups and other physical exercise. The last part of the punishment is the apologies the culprit has make to everyone involved.
Human rights
Cultural anthropologist José Rodriguez is a member of the Instituto de Justicia Intercultural. This institute tries to involve the rondas in the formal jurisprudence, to make them part of the official government body. In that way, the government can make use of a structure that already exists.
Rodriguez says: “The problem is that degrading forms of torture are forbidden in Article 5 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. On the other hand, we have a Peruvian law that states that the indigenous population have the right to form their society according to their own cultural beliefs. The rondas campesinas claim their corporal punishments stem from pre-colonial times.”
At the institute they are trying to find out how much of that is actually true. According to Rodriguez, a lot of the corporal punishments, and forced physical exercise, seem to have been copied from the farmer’s military service. Rodriguez says: “Many researchers have written about the similarities between the rondas and the army.”
According to Rodriguez, the whip, called a binza, is a traditional symbol of masculinity in rural areas. It is made from the leather of a bull’s penis. He says: “People will automatically respect someone who carries a binza. Together with the straw hat and poncho, it forms part of the uniform of an authority people listen to. That role is not easy to take over for an outsider like the centralised administration of Lima. When you want to change this you have to work very carefully and respectfully.”
Journalists walk with death: media freedom in the DRC
Bob Bofoka, a journalist from the Democratic Republic of Congo, has survived the suffocating media milieu from Kinshasa to Cape Town, South Africa. His story is one of many demonstrating the tango journalists must dance between politics and media freedom in one of the most oppressive media landscapes in Africa.
Kim Harrisberg
On 15 March 2015 activists, journalists and diplomats gathered in Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), to participate in a pro-democracy march. It was organised by Filimbi, meaning whistle-blowers, a partially US-funded movement that encourages youth to actively engage in politics. In an overtly undemocratic fashion, thirty of the participants were forcibly detained and pictures were aggressively deleted from cameras and phones by police. Six of those detained were journalists. While four foreign reporters were later released, two Congolese journalists are reportedly still in custody.
Although NGOs such as Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) and Reporters Without Borders were quick to publicly condemn the suffocating environment for media freedom in the country, this is not a particularly uncommon event for one of the most war-torn countries in Africa.
They taught us the dangers of journalism in school, but I wanted to pursue it anyway
For Bob Bofoka, a freelance broadcast journalist that fled Kinshasa for Cape Town, South Africa, this event is emblematic of his career slogan, ‘Journalists walk with death.’
He does not claim he went into this career blindly. “They taught us the dangers of journalism in school,” he says. “But I wanted to pursue it anyway.”
Bofoka’s obvious, foolhardy confidence is channeled through a gruff, animated voice that rattles off stories, anecdotes and life philosophies with unlimited generosity.
Armed with this voice, a camera and a microphone, Bofoka (known by many as Bobo News) has gained a reputation for sending ripples, and occasionally waves, through the Congolese communities, in Kinshasa, Harare and now in Cape Town. He has been using these tools for the last twelve years.
Journalists working in the DRC- and in particular local journalists, face a number of challenges, from threats and intimidation, to the confiscation of equipment, to violent attacks
“I will film and either upload onto YouTube, or sell my interviews to media agencies,” he explains. He also burns his videos onto DVDs and sells them to the interested Congolese community members. “I have quite a name for myself now. I haven’t had to pay for a haircut since 2004,” he laughs.
But Bofoka’s fame was born from a tumultuous journey through the African media milieu, through Zambia, Zimbabwe and finally South Africa. “I had to flee DRC after I was threatened by Kabila’s army for the interviews I was doing. But I never give my opinion in the interviews, as a journalist you need to remain neutral. I would just try to talk to both sides.”
His intentions were not always what counted. “In Zimbabwe I was arrested for six months. I was interviewing Congolese in Zimbabwe, asking how they are able to survive under a dictator like Mugabe. The police did not like that. But one good thing came out of prison,” he says. “This English you are hearing now, I learnt almost every word inside there.”
Media lockdown
Bofoka’s tenacity to continue producing media content in such hostile environments bears testimony to his commitment to the profession, which has cost him his freedom and safety on multiple occasions. Unfortunately,once again, these threats are not unique to Bobo News.
“Journalists working in the DRC- and in particular local journalists, face a number of challenges, from threats and intimidation, to the confiscation of equipment, to violent attacks. Government crackdowns have also increased in the past few months, likely in anticipation of the 2016 elections,” says Kerry Paterson, Africa Research Associate from the Committee to Protect Journalists.
When you are a Congolese that has left DRC because you disapprove of Kabila, you are known as a combatant. If you are a Kabila supporter, you are known as a koloba. I have been beaten up for being accused of identifying as both.
Paterson is referring to the lockdown on internet access and SMS service for mobile phones throughout the country at the beginning of this year. She is referring to the death of Soleil Balanga, a journalist who was found with his throat slit as he was leaving the community radio station where he worked. She is referring to the continued detention of the broadcast reporter Erick Izami, one of the local journalists arrested for covering the pro-democracy protests.
The pervading threat of President Kabila’s amendment of the constitution to allow for his “constitutional” re-election for a third term, has sent tremors through Congolese communities both in the country and the diaspora. Some Congolese are accusing him of plotting a constitutional coup.
“When you are a Congolese that has left DRC because you disapprove of Kabila, you are known as a combatant,” explains Bofoka. “If you are a Kabila supporter, you are known as a koloba. I have been beaten up for being accused of identifying as both.”
Bofoka recounts with vivid memory being pepper sprayed in the eyes, stripped of his clothing, beaten with a baseball bat and put in the boot of a car for his alleged political affiliations.
From DRC to SA
Despite the tumultuous treatment by other Congolese living in South Africa (on either side of the political spectrum), Bofoka vehemently insists South Africa is a better place to be a journalist.
“When I first arrived in South Africa in 2003, I was a security guard for one year. But as soon as I had saved enough money I bought a video camera and microphone to continue doing what I love. Of course it is still a risky job,” he admits, “but South Africa has a lot of media freedom compared to back home.”
Believe me, coupage is better than a journalist’s salary
According to Reporters Without Borders’ 2015 Freedom Index, the DRC is ranked 107 out of 178 countries, whereas South Africa is ranked 39. From 2006 until 2012, eight Congolese journalists were killed, 63 incarcerated, 253 detained and 108 assaulted, according to the media monitoring organisation Journaliste en Danger (JED).
In the face of such daily threats, many Congolese journalists have embraced the culture of coupage, literally meaning cutting. This is the term used when journalists are paid to cover specific stories in specific ways. Undeniably, this “norm” is a pervasive termite in the fabric of media freedom and objectivity in the country and the continent alike.
“Often this is used by political players,” says Bobo. “Believe me, coupage is better than a journalist’s salary.” According to the World Development Indicators, 63.6% of the population are living below the poverty line, making the appeal of coupage to a struggling journalists easier to understand.
And yet Africa Renewal magazine, produced by the Africa Section of the United Nations Department of Public Information, has written about the survival of ethical journalism in the DRC media battlefield. Radio Okapi, established by United Nations Organisation Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo, attempts to tackle the culture of coupage through extensive journalism ethics training and well paid salaries. Equal airtime for all political parties, the chairing of debates and thorough journalistic analysis means Radio Okapi is setting new trends in DRC’s media landscape. Despite this, two of the eight reporters assassinated since 2005 worked for Radio Okapi.
In light of the risks taken by journalists in the DRC every day, the toss-up between journalistic ethics and one’s own life becomes a real and raw wager. Those, like Bobo Bofoka, that do make the decision, end up nomadic, beaten, threatened and/or imprisoned. It is these personal accounts that undeniably stress the fact: journalism ethics cannot be viewed in isolation from the political context in which they are expected to survive. Indeed, in this context, journalism and politics live in a strange symbiosis, each challenging and repressing the other in the pursuit of ultimate success. Unjustly, it will be the lives of the brave few that will be sacrificed with the hope that their memory lives on in the future fruits of their labour: a free and fair press for all.
Restructuring British democracy in the digital age
Citizens need to pressure politicians to get with the times
Lauren Razavi
Technology is perhaps the most important element of modern life. It influences who we are and what we do in a way that nobody could have imagined ten or twenty years ago. The best aspects of technology’s revolution — and the way technology shapes the lives of people throughout the world — must be adopted by government to improve its relationship with citizens, provide a true voice for the disadvantaged and the disengaged, and to improve the state of democracy so that it still aptly fits the definition of good governance.
Britain’s identity is strongly tied to its status as a world-leading liberal democracy. It’s one of the richest countries in the world, and is a centre of business, innovation and modernity. Yet we are still clinging to outdated systems of governance and democracy; ways of getting things done just aren’t keeping up with developments in technology. It’s an issue that hasn’t been spoken about enough in the lead up to the 2015 general election, by major or minority political parties.
The British public is no longer engaged with the political process. There’s been a huge decline in the number of people turning out to vote over the past 20 years, and the same is expected in this month’s election. Young people are one of the key demographics that are shown to be starkly disengaged; while 76% of those over 65 voted in 2010, just 44% of those aged 18 to 25 cast a ballot.
But technology has the potential to get more people involved with politics, particularly Britain’s young people given its natural influence on their everyday lives. A recent YouGov poll found that 57% of adults want the opportunity to vote on issues using digital and social media methods. Looking at only the 18 to 24 demographic, an eye-opening 72% of citizens would welcome the chance to contribute to politics in this way. Voting is another area in which young people want to engage online; the same poll found that 60% of 18 to 24-year-olds wanted to be able to vote online in elections.
Two reports on the potential for implementing digital democracy in Britain have been published in the past 12 months, one by the Digital Government Review for the Labour Party and the other by the Digital Democracy Commission. Yet these reports have been completed and published without being given the weight or attracting the attention they warrant. In the leadup to the general election, no party has been emphasising what they’re going to do to in terms of digital policy or how they are planning to bring our political system into the world of 21st-century technology.
Not only does technology have the potential to better engage British voters, it has the potential to instigate a stronger sense of direct democracy. In other words, it could give citizens the ability to truly influence and change policy that affects their everyday lives — and it’s both remarkable and shocking that this is not already happening. Politicians need to step up to the obvious challenge before them and to truly understand the importance of technology in the political lives of everyday people, rather than viewing it as something completely separate to the political system, which is certainly how it feels at the moment.
Digital technologies have already brought about positive changes in businesses, workplaces and everyday situations all over the world. Administration has become significantly easier as information is stored, organised and accessed digitally; those with a smartphone and a data plan can use their phones for accurate directions or to access opening times as they walk around their hometown; the Internet has brought about the sharing economy and allowed people to help each other by lending or selling accommodation, transport and even garden tools.
A Kickstarter-backed project called DemocracyOS in Argentina is offering up a new open-source tool for ordinary people to debate and vote on issues, as well as to communicate directly with local politicians. The brainchild of a group of entrepreneurs, students and hackers, it aims to improve political engagement with the electorate and hold elected representatives to account. At the same time, a company called Scytl in Spain is developing innovative online systems for election management and online voting, with the broader aims of improving participatory democracy, empowering citizens and increasing public transparency.
Some governments are getting on board with these advancements and using technology to make sure things are running smoothly. There are already examples throughout the world of the digital and political working together for positive change. Switzerland is a country considered to have a very stable system of government, and its methods of direct democracy now allows its citizens to vote online in elections and referendums. Estonia was the first country in the world to use online voting in its 2007 parliamentary elections, and in this year’s election there, 30% of those who voted did so online.
The key problem for implementing any of this is, of course, that more citizen engagement with political decisions means less power for the politicians in government. The political elite have been resistant to the introduction of such innovative technology primarily because the system of governance in Britain is based on outdated methods that concentrate power in the few. It’s essential for the future of British government that technology is utilised to give a stronger voice to those who elect their politicians, and to provide a stronger sense of accountability in our democracy.
Power and democracy are enemies by nature, and while technology can disperse the concentration of power from the few to the many, it can’t do much to motivate the few to give up their sway over how countries are run. But change can happen through citizens; in fact, it’s only by applying pressure on the government to deal with these issues that we’re likely to see any change. The digital has the potential to revolutionise democracy for the better in Britain — but it’s up to us to create the conditions that mean politicians are forced to embrace it.
Women speak out: inspiring stories from rape survivors
Three courageous women rape survivors share their ordeals and how it changed their lives
Madi Hanekom
Women’s rights are human rights. But these rights are trampled on with impunity in South Africa. We struggle every single day with crimes against women and children and the scourge of rape is terrifyingly high on the list of abuses.
And this is happening despite the country having a strong Bill of Rights, the cornerstone of our democracy, which is also enshrined in the Constitution (hailed worldwide as being a very progressive one). South Africa’s statistics on abuse and rape is sky-high. It is reported that in this country someone is raped and sexually abused every 17 seconds.
According to a study undertaken by the South African Medical Research Council (MRC, June 2009), the country has one of the highest rates of rape reported to the police in the world. But as not all women report rape, the actual numbers of rapes in South Africa is much higher than numbers recorded by the police. Organisations dealing with issues of rape estimate that only between 5% - 10% of rape cases are reported and less than 10% of cases reported lead to convictions of the perpetrators.
The MRC study reported that “rape of a woman or girl had been perpetrated by 27.6% of the men interviewed and 4.6% of men had raped in the past year. Rape of a current or ex-girlfriend was disclosed by 14.3% of men. Many men had raped more than once … Nearly one in two of the men who raped (46.3%) said they had raped more than one woman or girl. In all, 23.2% of men said they had raped 2-3 women, 8.4% had raped 4-5 women, 7.1% said they had raped 6-10 and 7.7% said they had raped more than 10 women or girls.”
I spoke to Mara Glennie, who was motivated to establish the TEARS Foundation (Transform Education About Rape And Sexual Abuse) in South Africa in 2012 , after having been a victim of sexual and verbal abuse by her husband (watch Mara on eNCA television). TEARS developed a technology-based system that uses a simple SMS code and GPS location to enable rape survivors to connect with their nearest care centre immediately. Mara says: “I knew that establishing TEARS was something I had to do; a calling to ensure that victims never found themselves in the position that I had found myself in. I was a successful business woman but I left my career behind, mortgaged my house and funnelled all of my personal wealth into establishing TEARS.”
Mara speaks out against rape and sexual abuse at every opportunity she gets. And she put me into contact with three courageous women rape survivors who were prepared to talk about their ordeals and how it changed their lives. These women were not only prepared to tell me their stories but all agreed to be identified as they are not afraid to stand up for themselves and speak out.
Karmilla Pillay-Siokos
Karmilla Pillay-Siokos (41, Johannesburg) was raped in July 1992. While at university in Durban she often partied with different groups of people (mostly guys because, according to Karmilla, not many girls drank alcohol and smoked in public in the conservative Indian community in Durban in the early 90s). One night the guy that was taking them home after a party dropped everyone off before her.
“When we were alone he parked the car in an isolated spot and got into the back seat with me. We had made out before so I was expecting just a bit of kissing before he took me home. When he started trying to take my clothes off, I said no and tried to push him off. He told me to stop playing hard to get and raped me. When he was done he said, ‘Oh my God, you really were a virgin,’ but I was so busy crying and throwing up that I didn’t say anything.”
Karmilla never reported the rape. “I was afraid that a bunch of middle-aged male police officers would not take me seriously, even if I could have felt comfortable speaking to them at all.”
She didn’t speak to anyone about it for more than five years. Then one day the words just burst out. “I screamed it out in anger while fighting with my mom. She wasn’t very supportive. She couldn’t understand the way that I had reacted to being raped. Telling my mom ruined whatever façade of a relationship there had been up to that point. We only really started communicating in later years when I was pregnant with my daughter.”
Some years after the rape, Karmilla went off to Israel to live on a kibbutz for six months. Most of the volunteers (male and female) drank, smoked and had casual sexual relationships with the locals, which they talked about openly and unashamedly. Says Karmilla: “This was a novelty for me having grown up in the incredibly repressed Indian community of apartheid South Africa.”
“On the night of my 21st birthday, I got more drunk than I have ever been before or since. At some point in the evening I surfaced from the haze to realize that I was alone with a guy in his room. There was a sudden flashback to the rape. He realized immediately that I wasn’t okay and took me straight back to my friends without touching me anymore.”
When they eventually ended up making love, “he was soft and gentle and everything that a girl wants her first time to be. In the next three months he helped me to fully appreciate my body and understand my sexuality. That was probably the first step on my healing journey.”
Coming back to South Africa, Karmilla struggled to reintegrate into her old life. “I went through a period of intense promiscuity in an attempt to recapture that feeling of pure pleasure and trust. There is however a certain feeling of power from being able to walk into a club, look around for the most attractive man and say, ‘I’ll have that one tonight. ’”
At some point during this phase Karmilla took home a guy from work. “My mom got up in the night and saw us together. The next day we had a huge screaming match, during which I blurted out, ‘What’s the point of saving it for your wedding night if any fool can take it by force. At least I choose who fucks me!’ My mom then offered to pay for therapy but made it clear that if I choose to be a slut I couldn’t do it under her roof.” Karmilla moved out.
In that blur of drunken one night stands, Karmilla was fortunate to meet a man who actually treated her like a real human being. “We talked about everything, social injustice, politics, religion, science, and conspiracy theories. Eventually I talked to him about the rape. He held me for a while and just let me cry. When I finally stopped, he said, ‘Kam, there is no excuse for what he did to you. I just want you to understand that you are an incredibly beautiful woman. Some men just don’t know how else to share in that beauty. I am sorry.’ Costa and I have now been married for nearly 17 years.”
I asked Karmilla: What was the impact of the rape on you: physically, emotionally and spiritually?
“Physically, there was very little impact. Emotionally, I became fearful and distrustful. I was always a bit cold and detached. This made me even more so. And spiritually there wasn’t much going on anyway. I lost my faith in any kind of God when my sister and my dad died. I still struggle to grasp the strength of religious faith in so many survivors. Around the time I met Costa a friend gave me a copy of the Celestine Prophecy [a 1993 novel by James Redfield that discusses various psychological and spiritual concepts]. It helped me find a spiritual framework with which I am comfortable.”
Karmilla forgave her attacker almost immediately. “I understood even then that he had been conditioned by the patriarchal society that we lived in to believe certain things about women. He had been taught that there are certain kinds of women that men can have their way with. Women who smoke and drink alcohol in public are easy. They may play hard to get but if you persist they will give in. There was nothing to forgive. He was equally a victim of the rape culture that we propagate to this day.”
What inspirational messages does she have for other abused women?
“The biggest lesson to learn is that it is never the survivor’s fault. And I guess the most inspirational part of my story is that the moment I was ready to start talking and helping people, all of the doors opened and I had the platforms available to do what needed to be done. The amount of love and support has been amazing. Finding the courage to speak is the most important step on the healing journey. Even if it is the only step you take, it will change your life. You will find the people you need to help you heal.”
The process of pregnancy and childbirth was also a huge step in Karmilla’s healing journey.”It redefined the role of sex in my life. Knowing that when people make love, regardless of whether or not there is intent to conceive, we do harness enough energy to create another human being. That’s truly powerful.
“And I recognise that all of these experiences shaped me, made me stronger as a person, a woman, a wife, a mother. I also became involved in Slutwalk, an international movement confronting the problem of victim blaming in rape and sexual abuse cases and challenging rape culture in general – it was started in Toronto in 2011 in response to a police officer telling university students that if women didn’t want to be raped they shouldn’t dress like sluts. I read an article about it in a newspaper, was immediately drawn to the initiative and started participating in the Johannesburg events. My daughter, who was 10 at the time, asked about what I was doing. Talking to her about rape was one of the most difficult conversations I have ever had. Her response made it all worthwhile. She immediately decided that this was something we were going to tackle together as a family. She came up with the slogan, ‘I was made with love, not force.’”
Karmilla has also written poetry and articles, and started a blog. An extract from Karmilla’s poem, I say yes (written August 2014) reads as follows:
“I say yes
I make the choice
to be more, not less
I RAISE MY VOICE.”
Read more about Karmilla in her blog.
Rochelle Pimentel
The rape of Rochelle Pimentel (40s, Johannesburg) occurred in May 1989, in Durban, on the beach front at 4pm in the afternoon.
“My boyfriend and I were sitting on the beach front near the pier and a guy came and asked for a light for his cigarette. I got up as I felt uncomfortable and stared walking away. As I walked away about five guys surrounded us and took out knives and held my boyfriend. I tried to scream but they closed my mouth and dragged me closer to the ocean under the pier. They stabbed my boyfriend and left him to bleed to death.
“I was stripped of my skirt and bikini top and was repeatedly raped, by each one … one biting my breasts till they bled, shoving themselves in my mouth, my vagina, all just touching and hurting me. They cut my fingers to get my rings off, cutting marks around my throat until I bled. Every few minutes my face was shoved into the water. It carried on for forever. I closed my eyes but they pushed my eyes open with the handles of their knives. They wanted me to look at them. At one point my mind could not take the trauma any longer and I tried to blank everything out.
“They got tired after forever, kicked me and walked away laughing. I was drowning but remembered my injured boyfriend. I pulled on my wet and torn clothes and ran to look for him. I found him unconscious. Him bleeding, me bleeding, blood was all I saw. And today it is always what I remember: thát was my first sexual experience – raped, sodomised, blood everywhere.
“What they did afterwards I don’t care to remember. I know that I still live with the scars; inside and outside my body. I am afraid some days of going back into my mind to that brutal attack… for what shall I find there?”
Rochelle did not report her rape as everyone was more concerned about her boyfriend as he was stabbed brutally. Everybody just assumed that the blood running down her legs were his. “I would never have been able to report my rape, simply because I could not even allow myself to believe that it had really happened.”
The impact of the rape on Rochelle was immense. She felt that people thought she was lying and just expected her to carry on with her life. She had horrendous physical wounds: her breasts needed reconstructed surgery and her womb was hurt badly. “My upper body is not a nice sight to behold.”
Emotionally she did not focus on her rape or acknowledged it. She hated who she was, what she looked like. She was constantly tired and depressed; always afraid. “I’m seeing a psychiatrist; I have an anxiety disorder. Only after all these years am I starting to deal with the physical side of the trauma that had happened to me, but my mind still cannot comprehend the vastness of the pain I endured.”
Rochelle’s strong spirituality was, and is, a key anchor in her journey towards healing. “I knew only a living God could get me through where I was – and I was in bad place, for me not even to want to remember my rape. I was not dealing with it. But it’s been a long time now, 26 years, and I have grown as a woman, a human being … I can LOVE.”
“I married the man, who was my boyfriend at the time, and we have three kids. The rape affected our relationship because I can never completely trust him to protect me. And, to me, he married me out of pity. I have a lot of relationship issues that I am dealing with still; a smell or touch can freak me out and sex is still kinda difficult.”
Has she forgiven her attackers? “Yes, I have forgiven them as my not forgiving them will keep the pain alive, I would be killing myself daily. Forgiveness is an act of love: for me, not for them.”
I asked Rochelle what inspirational messages she has for other abused women.
“No matter what happened, you never deserved to be abused, raped or hurt in any way. Take a stand immediately. Report it and speak to someone about it because the longer you leave it the greater the pain, the more intense the trauma. I have experienced what this silence brings: shame and self-hatred.
“Speak out even if your voice shakes, speak out even if you feel alone, speak out even if you feel afraid, speak out even when no one seems to care. Someone will hear.”
Rochelle is the founder of LOVE 167 For the Forgotten, an initiative that works towards assisting women and children who have been sexually abused. I asked her what the number 167 signifies and she replied: “167 is my daughter’s birthday; 16 July. I was so brutalised by the rape that I thought I could never have a baby. So, when she was born, wow! … hence the name LOVE 167.
“My cause is for the forgotten. I go into townships where people have forgotten the mother who was beaten, the daughter who was sexually molested by her dad, the uncle who raped the 12 year old girl. I go to give love, my support, to teach them skills, to let them know they are not forgotten. I speak in shacks and in the streets, to girls, boys, kids who want out of the pain and the shame of been sexually molested and boys who rape.
“I take food, and cakes and gift bags, with sanitary towels, soap, face clothes, samples and a gift. These ‘love kits’ as I call them are donated by my husband and daughter mostly and other ordinary women who hear my story and what I do and make their own kits and that’s what LOVE 167 is about: ordinary women doing extraordinary things.”
Read more about Rochelle in her Facebook page.
Alta McMaster
Alta McMaster (52, Johannesburg) was drugged and raped in her house in May 2000.
Her story is one of ultimate betrayal by the man she loved, her husband. “My husband was a drug addict and was bisexual with a preference for men (a fact he hid away very well during our marriage). His business was liquidated due to his drug problem. As he had no income and a drug problem, he prostituted himself to other men in order to make money to support his drug habit. One of his clients found out he was married and offered him double the amount of drugs if he could have sex with me while my husband was watching. So, I was drugged and raped in my own home.”
Alta’s initially good marriage started deteriorating during 1999 with her husband’s behaviour becoming increasingly irritated and aggressive towards her. Then he told her that his business was being liquidated. They lost their house, with Alta and her two daughters moving back in with her mom and dad, and her husband moving into a bachelor’s flat. Alta discovered a small plastic packet with white powder in his briefcase; it was cocaine.
“Then came the killer confession: for 12 years out of our 14-year marriage, he had been having sexual encounters with men.” At that time both Alta and her husband’s fathers were also diagnosed with serious illnesses and her father-in-law subsequently died. Two days thereafter car hijackers held up Alta and her two daughters at gun point in a botched car-hijacking. My father’s death followed this horrible event.
“With everything that happened over such a short space of time, I went numb. I did not feel anything. I could not cry. I could not feel sad. I felt nothing. I have never before felt so dead inside and in total despair.” Then came the next shock. Alta found her husband’s contact details in the newspaper. “The personal columns. Sexual services. Men on men. He was prostituting himself for drug money!” This was the final straw and Alta divorced her husband. But not before the horrific rape that changed her life forever.
Alta took the decision not to tell anyone about the rape. “I was so shocked at the time that my own husband did this to me that I did not report the rape. I only went to our family GP, who was very supportive, to receive medical attention.
“I was carrying my secret very deep inside, pretending it never happened.” But, subsequently, experiencing the traumatic series of events gave her a wake-up call to understand that keeping her story a secret was having a major negative impact on her life. When Alta eventually spoke out about her rape her family was devastated.
I asked Alta: What was the impact of the rape on you?“It had a very negative impact on my life. I did not trust anyone. My reactions to situations, my treatment of other people were all done in a very negative manner. It took me some time to realise what I was doing. And at one point I doubted in my faith, but God brought me back to him, and the faith in knowing that he was with me, carried me through everything.”
Have you forgiven your husband and the rapist? Alta responded: “I have made peace with what had happened to me, although it is something which I will never forget. I believe everything in life happens for a reason. Had I not gone through all of this, I would not be in a position today to reach out to other survivors through the work I do at the EPIC Foundation.” Alta’s husband eventually died of a drug overdose in early March 2001.
What inspirational messages does she have for other abused women?
“The most important thing I have learnt from these experiences is that no matter what happens in your life, no matter how hopeless you feel, there is always a way out. And you just have to believe in yourself, trust in God and believe that everything in life happens for a reason. And above all, NEVER GIVE UP! If all these events did not happen in my life I would not be the person I am today and I would not be able to take up the opportunities I have to date.”
As part of her deep passion to assist and encourage other people in crisis, Alta became involved in the management of projects for rape survivors and others in the Gauteng Province since October 2010, with the initial focus being the Comfort Pack Project. These comfort packs are distributed widely to Victim Empowerment Centres linked to police stations as well as to large rape crisis/trauma centres and now also to 37 rape trauma centres at Netcare 911 hospitals across the country. As the project expanded so quickly, she founded the EPIC (Empowering People in Crisis) Foundation in 2013 with its main objective the management of initiatives to assist victims of rape and abuse. Alta also gives motivational talks to people who have suffered abuse.
In June 2013 Alta was chosen as Primedia Broadcasting’s Lead SA Hero of the Month.
What can we do to assist rape survivors?
It is of great importance that women who have been raped and abused be encouraged to tell their stories. Not only as part of their own healing process but also so that the rest of us can learn how to assist them and for them and us to spread the word far and wide that this cancer in society must be stamped out.
Three remarkable resilient women whose bodies were violated but whose spirits are singing out through their voices spoke to me. Three strong and insistent voices that we dare not ignore. We need to listen when they and others in similar situations speak out. We should feel compelled to assist as much as we possibly can so that they do not have to go through the healing process alone. And we need to support, in any way we can, those institutions which have developed support programmes to assist rape survivors.
Mara says: “As with most non-profit organisations, TEARS tries its utmost on a continuous basis to attract sufficient funds to enable us to do our work. It becomes highly distressing when a real fear of closing our doors exists, but it’s the understanding that TEARS is helping address the plight of every person affected by rape or abuse regardless of race, gender, culture or creed that fuels the motivation and passion to do our best in every circumstance.
“Knowing that we are change agents who are actively involved in activities from advocacy, to prevention, to interventions, goes a long way in reinforcing the passion for TEARS. It’s about all of us.”
Human, non-human. Working towards equal rights
Mandy Gardner
Human rights are a subject of nuance, context, and strongly-held beliefs. But what about non-human rights? In many parts of the world including Egypt, Canada, the United States, India and the UK, animals are protected by various anti-abuse laws. In some places, pets are not only physically protected by the law, but they have gained the right to inherit property. An orangutan named Sandra was even awarded the title of “non-human person” after her personal lawyer battled for her right to be freed from her Argentinian owner.
Unfortunately, non-human animals as a group do not have the rights - or the respect, many argue - that humans do, which means that blanket legislation is very much lacking. Tens of thousands of healthy animals are euthanized every week, while the majority of human communities do very little to provide health care and housing. Worse, both pets and wildlife are injured and killed on highways every day by people who don’t even bother to help them or find their families.
Animals still have their champions, however, and they come in many forms. Humane Society volunteers, small shelters, transport coordinators, veterinarians, protesters against animals in research labs and many, many more people have taken it upon themselves to provide care and quality of life to animals in whatever ways they can. In effect, it is as if these people have constructed their own set of universal rules when it comes to non-human rights.
What are animal or non-human rights, and what constitutes abuse?
In the United Kingdom, human-to-human abuse is defined specifically as “any incident…of controlling, coercive, threatening behaviour.” There are more specific definitions to cover child abuse, elderly abuse and abuse towards individuals of minority cultures or ethnicities. The United Nations has drafted a 30-point proclamation on the subject of inalienable human rights, although these are not necessarily supported by legislation from state to state.
But what about our beloved pets, and the myriad of wild animals that live among us in towns and cities, or nearby in the countryside? A scattering of laws have been enacted to protect different species and types of animal, however some of these are blatantly disregarded – even by the very governments that enacted them. For example, the Protection of Badgers Act was set in place in the United Kingdom in 1992 to conserve the dwindling population of endemic badgers, only to be counteracted by the controversial badger culls that began in 2013. Similarly, anti-cruelty laws that recently passed in the Mexican state of Quintana Roo have been ignored by the annual proponents of bull fights and slaughter at the El Cedral festival on Cozumel island.
According to The Vegetarian Resource Group,
“Animal rights is the philosophy of allowing non-human animals to have the most basic rights that all sentient beings desire: the freedom to live a natural life free from human exploitation, unnecessary pain and suffering, and premature death.”
In most countries, laws against abuse towards animals are targeted mostly to pets or livestock that are viewed as a person’s property. In other words, abusers may be prosecuted the same way for hurting someone’s pet as they might be for smashing someone’s car windshield.
As for abuse against humans, however, laws are much more heavy-handed. In a child abuse case in the UK, for example, the case is thoroughly investigated before either being dropped or brought before a judge. Victims can receive compensation and be lawfully removed from the care of the abuser, while the person at fault is sentenced according to a very stringent set of guidelines. There is a similar process in all westernized countries, although the definition of child abuse tends to differ in countries like Egypt and India, where girls are subject to female genital mutilation and child marriages. When it comes to human behaviour towards children and other people, cultural definitions have a major impact.
Is the root cause of animal abuse and indifference to animal rights, then, also simply related to cultural definitions?
Tim Rompfer, a caring pet owner living in Cozumel, believes that cultural traditions and world views are the reason the annual bullfights at nearby El Cedral continue despite anti-abuse legislation.
“Deciding whether or not any ideal, law, action or inaction is or is not justified is a subjective experience. I believe it will be up to the culture and the people of Mexico to decide when they will justify the transition from utilizing traditional ideals to adopting the enforcement of progressive laws.”
PETS AS INHERITANTS AND NON-HUMAN PERSONS
In 2011, a former stray cat called Tommaso inherited $13 million from his dearly deceased, loving Italian owner. Anna Orecchioni was one of the lawyers hired on behalf of Tommaso, who decided to sign a family friend on as the cat’s trustee. Legally, Tommaso could not administer his own estate, so his trustee agreed to use the cat’s money and land holdings as requested by his owner. This lucky black cat is not alone in his earnings, since there are dozens of documented cases of pets inheriting houses, money and large estates through the hands of a trustee.
A bit rarer is the practise of legally naming pets or other animals “non-human persons” in court, such as Sandra the German-born orangutan. Sandra was sold to the Buenos Aires Zoo where she lived for 20 years before concerned animal rights activists filed a habeus corpus petition on her behalf. The petitioners won over the civil court, who decided that Sandra had been wrongfully detained and was indeed a “non-human person” in need of better living conditions.
Unfortunately for the countless other great apes in zoos and private possession, the decision to grant non-human person status falls into the hands of very individualistic judges in very different cultural settings. Tommy the privately-owned New York chimpanzee, for example, was not granted the prestigious title when his case was presented in court.
ANIMAL RESCUE AND THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF ANIMAL WELFARE
Volunteer and foster carer for the Cozumel Humane Society in Mexico, Elizabeth Schneider says “it is impossible to have the same laws [for animals] as we have for humans.” Does this mean she believes that pets, feral animals and wildlife don’t deserve our time and attention? Obviously not. On the contrary, Ms. Schneider believes that a more nurturing, caring role on the part of humans everywhere could help mankind become part of a more well-balanced world environment. She adds, “education is key.”
Through the work of rescue workers like Schneider, the feral cat and dog populations of many towns and cities have decreased sharply. Other rescue workers and support volunteers across the globe have dedicated their time to helping veterinary teams save and rehabilitate non-pet species of birds, amphibians, reptiles and mammals. During the 2013 and 2014 badger culls in parts of the UK, Badger Army volunteers stepped up to help injured animals as well as to throw a spanner in the hunting plans.
As time goes on, more legal aid groups like the Animal Legal Defense Fund are building their networks so that privately-owned exotic animals and showcase animals have someone to speak for them. More and more foster carers are helping orphaned baby animals to have a fighting chance at life, while donation-based groups like the Humane Society or the Last Chance Cat Ranch are continuously offering medical and foster support to feral animals that have been abandoned or born without homes.
So what is the common thread, the motive that ties all these different animal rights supporters together? It’s simply the alleviation of suffering. Whether vegan, omnivore, rancher or urban volunteer, animal rescuers and carers are tired of seeing their fellow creatures struggle unjustly. In cities and countries all over the world cats and dogs are abandoned by their owners, and wildlife is struck by vehicles and left to die in on the highway. Rabbits and reptiles are placed in the forest to fend for themselves, although they possess no relevant survival skills. So, when the European Union banned traditional battery cages for laying hens, and Hong Kong published specific guidelines on the decent treatment of animals, these were significant events in the world of animal welfare.
As more and more people become dedicated to raising the status quo of the creatures with which they share the Earth, the job of veterinarians, shelter managers and volunteers becomes much easier. And no, perhaps humans and animals cannot share a common set of inalienable rights, but they will benefit from the kindness of people who choose to treat them as respected individuals. In the words of The Vegetarian Resource Group,
“Though it seems impossible for humans always to act perfectly, animal rights activists strive not to hurt other beings.”
Is that really so controversial?
Resources:
https://www.gov.uk/domestic-violence-and-abuse
http://www.amnestyusa.org/research/human-rights-basics/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/headlines/2011/12/woman-leaves-13m-fortune-to-pet-cat/
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/12/21/us-argentina-orangutan-idUSKBN0JZ0Q620141221
https://www.facebook.com/LastChanceCatRanch
Black and blue - the state of women's rights
The feminist fight for gender equality must include men, and must use humour and subtlety if it is to have any effect
Matthew Hoy
Recently social media was abuzz over a dress. No, it wasn’t a repeat of Lady Gaga’s infamous ‘meat’ dress, but rather over the colour. Now as trivial as this seems, it even made the papers and was a feature on all major news broadcasts. Within two weeks of the dress’s appearance, another image began making the rounds on social media. The image depicted a woman, battered and bruised, with the tag line: ‘Why is it so hard to see black and blue?’
So why did this clever advertisement not even make the news, let alone reach hashtag status? The advert was clever in the way it both attempted to “ride” the wave but also brought a new dimension to the conversation. Unfortunately, it never peaked at the same level as its more frivolous counterpart. Whilst both were featured in newspapers around the globe, the domestic abuse campaign received little to no celebrity endorsement unlike “the dress” which even got mentioned by Taylor Swift and Kim Kardashian.
On the other end of the spectrum, Emma Watson’s #HeForShe campaign has skyrocketed. It called for women’s rights in a manner which would have made First Wave feminists turn in their grave. No longer was it calling upon women to burn their bras as symbols of patriarchal society. Instead it engaged with the other half of society - men. It invited men to join the fight for equality, and made the cause more easily accessible because no longer was your gender a deciding factor for entry. Quite ironic that whilst discrimination based on gender was what the feminists tried to fight, they ended up using this very tactic.
Now please don’t get me wrong. I praise the women who tirelessly fought for women’s rights and who perhaps used these more “traditional” techniques. But as Iain Dale said of the likes of Peter Tatchell, what worked then, won’t work now. Subtle protest can sometimes have greater efficacy than physically marching down the road. You see, we as a society have become so used to these public protests that we sometimes, without realising it, block it out.
In a recent OECD paper the question was asked, Can Social Media effectively include women’s voices in decision-making processes? It found that whilst there were cases of grassroots activism resulting in legislative changes (#DelhiGangRape and #Sendeanlat) there were still many barriers to this. These include access to internet, censorship and then lastly something I would like to focus on, activism fatigue.
Activism fatigue is not something which exclusively affects the fight for gender equality. It occurs due to one of two reasons, the participant grows tired and discouraged due to delayed results and secondly the people at whom the activism is aimed grow “bored” of hearing the message and eventually choose to ignore it. Whilst we cannot control our audience we can alter or modify our approach.
Banksy summed up the problem quite simply when he was questioned on the image of a kitten he painted in Gaza, his response was, “on the internet people only look at pictures of kittens.” Unfortunately this is true for the vast majority of society. The pictures that get shared, retweeted, hashtagged and mentioned aren’t pictures of domestic abuse victims, but rather of a dress through various filters. Thus we can clearly see that the biggest issue facing our cause is that our message generally isn’t one of a happy tone.
So how do we move forward? How do we tell a story, that quite frankly no one wants to hear? Marching down to parliament isn’t going to do much, what can the politicians really do? We cannot legislate the thoughts of people and quite frankly if we tried, that would be complying with patriarchal institutions.
One feminist did something so clever: she played on our human weaknesses. She used music. We’ve all been told at least once in our lives about the magic of Mozart and to use rhyme in revision. So what did Lily Allen do? Instead of bombarding us with images of beaten women, or rapping about the evils of men, she basically told it how it is… That, quite simply, it’s hard out here for a bitch. Yes, a ‘bitch’. You see, the tongue in cheek nature of the very lyrics will forever leave an imprint on your mind. I’m sure you can hear the song’s catchy jingle in your head right now (if not, please Google it). The lyrics were perhaps crass to some, and maybe even offensive, but they said what all those pictures of beaten women, jobless wives and young girls revealed with their eyes.
The simple fact is that it is extremely hard to be a woman. I know my mother does not only hold down a job, she was my homework assistant, my extracurricular chauffeur, my nurse when I was sick, the greatest chef on the planet (except for those experimental meals), my counsellor, my friend and, lastly but by no means least, my mother. On top of this, she entered a profession where women were received with disdain and a poorly-concealed cold shoulder. She had to pay for her own university fees because “girls didn’t need degrees”; she had to fight for everything she has. So, yes, maybe Lily didn’t need to swear BUT she wasn’t lying when she said it is hard out there…
Once again, the beauty of this song’s message is that ANYONE can sing along, regardless of your skin colour, gender or sexuality. If you can hold a note (or not) shout from the rooftops that it’s hard out here! I would dare you to go out right now and shout an old feminism rally slogan, but I wouldn’t want to subject you to the awkwardness of the occasion. But tweet a lyric or sing a song and, believe you me, someone in the room will make eye contact and smile.
So what can we learn from these three very different campaigns for the equality of women?
Firstly I think it’s important to state this. It may not be what you want to hear, but, one of the biggest enemies to women rights is feminists themselves. Feminists will criticize women who try to dress to impress for making themselves “cheap”. Feminists have tried to attack Margaret Thatcher because by going into politics she “actually was just playing by the men’s rules”, little thought is given to the way good old Maggie proved that women COULD and WOULD lead, as the Baroness once said “the Lady is not for turning.”
Now forgive me for going on a tangent, but surely these feminists claim they want women to break free from the oppression they suffer at the hands of the patriarchal society yet here we see examples of inwardly directed hatred and disgust. This is most certainly where the word “cattiness” seems apt. If you cannot foster love from within, how on earth can you expect to receive it?
Secondly we need to lose the entry barriers. The idea that a man cannot fight for equality of the genders has about as much validity as the idea that women can’t drive. Emma Watson hit the nail on the head when she said, “How can we effect change in the world when only half of it is invited or feel welcome to participate in the conversation?”
Thirdly we need to adopt a new approach. This includes altering the way we think, from questioning the social conventions that pink is for girls to objecting to the use of girly or butch as insults. It is small decisions like this that will help to modify the modus operandi. This new approach must be one centred on the tongue-in-cheek catchiness of Lily Allen’s Hard Out Here which sought to send a message of equality across all top radio stations worldwide and clubs. This also sought to take an extremely depressing topic and transform it into a song of hope.
Lastly, as we have learnt from both Banksy and the Salvation Army’s campaign, sometimes subtlety is best. It is more about the message than the means. As Daisaku Ikeda said, “The reactions of the human heart are not mechanical and predictable but infinitely subtle and delicate.” It can thus be understood that if we wish to appeal to people’s hearts and minds instead of knee-jerk adrenaline filled reactions we must be subtle.
In closing, many have asked me why I see myself as a feminist and I take a quote from Audre Lord to explain.
“I am not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my own.”
But allow me to paraphrase and say that WE are not free while any OTHER HUMAN is unfree, even when their shackles are very different from our own…
The Westminster poverty trap?
Nigel Marsh
Because we’re worth it
“If you are trying to attract people of a business or a professional background to serve in the House of Commons, and if they are not ministers, it is quite unrealistic to believe they will go through their parliamentary career being able to simply accept a salary of £60,000.”
Thus spoke former Foreign Secretary Sir Malcolm Rifkind on Radio 4 in February this year, defending himself against allegations of offering undercover reporters to use his influence to help a fake Chinese company.
Malcolm Rifkind is not alone in reckoning £67,000 as less than a living wage. Several MPs believe they are undervalued and think it is unrealistic to expect them to do their job at a wage that doesn’t reflect their status. They would, they insist, be earning far more working in the private sector.
Shortly after Malcolm Rifkind’s Radio 4 statement, Conservative MP Adam Afriyie told Chat Politics “It is almost impossible to operate on the salary that is given to MPs if you come from a middle income family”. Afriyie suggested that £225,000 was a more realistic figure.
In August 2014 Mark Simmonds, a Conservative Foreign Office minister and MP for Boston and Skegness in Lincolnshire, announced that he was quitting politics because his pay and expenses of nearly £120,000 did not stretch far enough, making his family life “intolerable.”
Fellow Lincolnshire MP Karl McCartney told his local newspaper the Lincolnshire Echo in 2013 “Politics should be open to all and surely you need the best people to run the country. If you pay peanuts you get monkeys. There are altruistic reasons for entering politics but if you have a family and responsibilities, would you negate those to become an MP?”
In the aftermath of the IPSA’s recommendation of a rise to £74,000, a number of MPs raised their heads above the parapet to say that it still wasn’t enough. Dr Philip Lee, MP for Bracknell, complained that he had had to take a £50,000 pay cut to enter parliament, while North West Leicestershire MP Andrew Bridgen told Radio 4 that entering politics might mean empty Christmas stockings for the kids. He said “A man or a woman who’s very capable, doing very well in their profession, whatever that may be, with a family, are they going to be willing to take that pay cut, look their children in the eye when it’s Christmas say you can’t have what you normally have because Mummy or Daddy wants to be an MP?”
In 2011 the Hansard Society conducted a survey of MPs in the new intake of 2010. One the questions they asked was whether the new Member of Parliament had taken a pay cut or a pay rise to enter parliament. Over 50% told the survey that they had taken a pay cut. Two years later the Independent Parliamentary Standards Authority (IPSA), set up to fix MPs’ pay and to police their expenses in the wake of the expenses scandal of 2009, asked 100 MPs what they thought they should be paid. 69% of the anonymous respondents gave IPSA a figure higher than their current earnings. So the majority think they are underpaid and the majority say they took a pay cut to enter parliament. An open and shut case, then?
A cut above the average
According to the Office for National Statistics’ Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE), the typical gross earnings of a full-time UK employee in 2010 were £25,882. That’s way below the £67,060 annual salary that backbench MPs now receive or the £81,936 for select committee chairs. It is dwarfed by the £134,565 cabinet ministers pick up and the £142,500 prime ministerial salary.
However, our MPs are high calibre people drawn from many different walks of life, some of which are potentially paid well above the average. So, let’s examine what our MPs earned before they entered the house and see how many have actually taken a pay cut.
According to The British General Election of 2010 by Dennis Kavanagh and Philip Cowley, there are getting on for 40 barristers in the House of Commons, including Malcolm Rifkind and Jack Straw. Barrister is a profession readily associated with high earnings but exactly how much barristers earn is tricky to determine because 80% are self-employed and so don’t figure in the Office for National Statistics ASHE figures. However, according to Graduate Prospects “Qualified barristers can earn anything from £25,000 to £300,000” and “salaries for those with over ten years’ experience can rise to £1,000,000.” It is not unreasonable to suppose, therefore, that some of our MPs are amongst these high-flyers. If they put their legal careers on hold to enter parliament, it would mean a significant loss of income. However, being an MP is not currently a bar on continuing your career as a barrister and although a number of barristers do declare themselves as non-practising, others have gone right on earning while drawing their MPs’ salaries. According to a report in the Daily Telegraph in February this year, it is this group who will be hit hardest by the curb on outside earnings proposed by Ed Miliband with barristers such as Geoffrey Cox, Edward Garnier, Steven Philips and Tony Baldry in the top 10 of 2014 outside earnings.
A high proportion of MPs come from a business background. 115 MPs listed their previous occupation as company director or company executive. One might expect them to face a cut in salary on becoming an MP. However, a glance at the Register of Members’ Interests shows that there is nothing to stop them continuing on the company board, or taking on new directorships, while also sitting as a Member of Parliament. The register for May 2013 shows directorship payments of just under £30,000 to Labour’s Gordon Banks and just over £43,000 to Conservative Steven Baker, two of the 50 MPs who have registered payments for their role as company directors.
As a GP, Dr Philip Lee comes from another profession where a high-proportion of its members are self-employed, most contracted to the NHS one way or another. Many are also both self-employed and salaried, while others simply draw a salary. Again, this makes is difficult to assess exactly what a typical GP earns, but the NHS Information Centre did manage to compile a set of statistics for GPs’ pay in its 2011 report GP Earnings and Expenses 2009/10. The report shows that the average income for a contracted GP was between £97,000 and £131,000, depending on the type of contract, while the salary of a typical salaried GP was £58,000. The GPs were among nine doctors, dentists and opticians in parliament, whose typical salary in 2010, if not self-employed, would have been around £62,000 according to ASHE.
Company directors and the high-flying self-employed aside, the background of the bulk of the remaining MPs is more workaday. 30 were architects, surveyors and accountants who typically earned between £30k and £40k, and 65 were teachers, who typically could have expected between £34,000 and £45,000 per year if working full-time. Much lower down the professional pay ladder are the 18 MPs with a background in the civil service or local government whose typical gross salary would have been below the average at around £21,000 unless they belonged to the upper grades which would have put them on an even footing with MPs. Historically, MPs’ pay was linked to the pay of higher grade civil servants.
There is one group of MPs in the 2010 to 2015 parliament whose former occupation sticks out like a sore thumb. 90 MPs were political organisers, campaigners or advisors before entering parliament, a higher number than any other occupational group. There are no definitive figures on what this group would have been earning but a TES careers guide published in 2009 gives a figure of between £19,000 and £35,500 per year.
None of the remaining occupations of our MPs have typical earnings that come close to the £67,060 earned as a backbencher. The 25 former manual workers in the Commons including the seven such as Conservative Derbyshire Dales MP Patrick McLoughlin who had worked as coal miners, would have seen their pay advance considerably on entering parliament.
So what about that Hansard Society survey of the new intake in which over 50% said they had taken a pay cut? First of all, consider the 44% of new MPs who said that they had a salary increase on entering parliament. Over a third of these reported an increase of more that £30,000, so they were on something much closer to the typical wage before the job swap. The rest were evenly spread between those who had seen an increase of between £20k and £30k and those who said their salary had remained unchanged. So a sizable chunk of the new 2010 intake, who made up just over a third of the total number of MPs in the 2010 to 2015 parliament, were not earning anything like the £67,000 they went on to receive as an MP. When we consider that compared with the previous 30 years, this 2010 intake saw a big drop in representation of occupations whose pay is closer to the typical salary, such as manual workers, teachers and people who work in the civil service and local government, it is fair to assume that the House of Commons as a whole contained far more than 44% of MPs drawing a salary higher than they received before entering parliament.
For those who reported a rise in salary, it is reasonable to take at face value that what they meant is that before the election they were earning less than a salaried MP and after the election they were taking home the salary of an MP. It is not as clear what is meant by the 56% who said they had taken a cut in salary. On the face of it, it could be understood as meaning that whatever work they were paid for before they were elected they had now given up and were living solely off their salary as a MP. However, it could also mean that as a result of becoming an MP, their other private earnings were no longer as great as they had been. As we have already seen, for a number of previously high-earning MPs, entering parliament did not stop them continuing to earn well from legal work, directorships and consultancy fees and a look at the Register of Members’ Interests at any point over the last five years will show a range of ways in which well-connected MPs can continue to enjoy high earnings when in parliament.
An analysis by the Guardian in October last year showed that 26 MPs declared more earnings from directorships, paid employment or shareholdings higher than their parliamentary salary, with more than 20 of them declaring more than £100,000 in outside earnings in the most recent Register of Members’ Interests.
A step up the ladder
A good proportion of MPs took a step up the pay ladder when they entered parliament. When in the 2013 survey of 100 MPs 69% of them told IPSA they felt they were underpaid, no doubt their feelings were heartfelt – we all feel we are worth a little more than we currently get. However, calls for more pay can also be seen as a symptom of how out of touch and unrepresentative some of our MPs are. They are not to blame. According to a research report Income inequality in the UK by Ipsos MORI, most people who earn a lot of money, not just those who become MPs, genuinely think everyone else is paid more than they actually are and that what they earn is normal. The report concludes, “high earnings feel normal for this group, who assume median incomes are much higher than they are.”
In most of the high publicity cases of MPs claiming they would be earning far more in the private sector, it is the high-earners who make their complaints heard most vociferously: high earning barristers such as Malcolm Rifkind; Mark Simmonds, in receipt of £50,000 fees from Circle Healthcare and payments of £800 a month from his chairmanship of chartered surveyors Mortlock Simmonds; Andrew Bridgen, who received over £7,500 per month from his vegetable company AB Produce; Philip Lee, who quite plausibly took a £50,000 pay cut but who was still able to record earnings of close to £20,000 as a self-employed GP in the 7th May 2013 Register of MPs’ Interests.
The noise and the headlines generated by the high-earners tend to drown out the more grounded MPs who recognise their £67,000 for what it is. In the words of Ian Mearns, Labour MP for Gateshead, when asked by the Daily Telegraph for his reaction to IPSA’s proposal of increasing MP’s pay to £74,000, “I have already had the best pay rise I have ever had - it was the one I got when I was elected to the job in the first place.”
Scrapping human rights: the Tory threat to British citizens
The Conservative party plans to scrap the Human Rights Act and replace it with a British Bill of Rights if it wins the General Election this month. Pennie Varvarides takes a look at what that means
Pennie Varvarides
Back in October, the Conservative party released its plan to scrap the Human Rights Act if it won the General Election this month. Secretary of State Chris Grayling said they’d also be prepared to withdraw from the European Convention on Human Rights, unless they were allowed to veto judgements from the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR).
When the party released its manifesto last month, the promise remained – albeit a little vaguer than the vision Grayling had laid out.
We are just days away from voting on who will run the country for the next five years. The party claims scrapping the Human Rights Act is "in the public interest", but the truth is, it certainly isn’t in yours or mine. The proposal is to replace the Human Rights Act with a British Bill of Rights. The Tories brand the Human Rights Act a “criminals' charter” that can be abused.
A parliamentary review on the proposal notes: “There sometimes appears to be a tension between the principles of the supremacy of parliament and the rule of law, exacerbated by extensive commentary on the Act. This has resulted in friction in policy areas such as asylum, immigration and counter-terrorism. The Bill of Rights would return sovereignty and supremacy to parliament. The Conservatives say that the Human Rights Act has been discredited and it’s time to rein it in."
Whose human rights are we protecting?
The Conservative manifesto says it would “reverse the mission creep that has meant human rights law being used for more and more purposes”.
I imagine this would include the likes of having to release people from prison if they’ve not been charged and having to investigate crimes and corruption within the government, among other things. Pesky mission creep.
Defence Secretary Michael Fallon made it clear in a speech last month that this change would include protecting British armed forces serving abroad from human rights claims, which cost the Ministry of Defence £36 million a year.
David Cameron says that by getting rid of the Human Rights Act, the government will be better equipped at dealing with terrorists, but terrorists will not be the only people affected if our rights are taken away.
“Human rights are for everyone,” explains Sanchita Hosali, deputy director at the British Institute of Human Rights (BIHR). “They’re not only for certain groups. They protect all of us. Often we won’t even know the ways they’re protecting us, working quietly in the background, always there when we need them. Relating human rights to specific groups is wrong. They’re for everyone. They’re for the people we like and the people we don’t like – that’s what it means to live in a democratic society where we have a rule of law and we have respect for life.”
Playing political football
By trying to uproot the Human Rights Act and by labelling it as “Labour’s Human Rights Act”, the Conservatives are turning our basic rights as citizens of the world into a game of politics.
Amnesty International UK director Kate Allen says: “Human rights should not be used as a political football. They are not, and never should be, gifts to be doled out by the government of the day. People all over the world are still fighting for their essential human rights, risking their safety and freedom. It took ordinary people a very long time to win those rights here and we shouldn’t let politicians take them away with the stroke of a pen.”
The BIHR agrees. Hosali adds: “It’s troubling that [the Human Rights Act] is used in that way. Often human rights will throw up decisions that those in power don’t like – but that’s the point of them. There may be decisions where those in power don’t like it, but that’s what it means to live in a democratic society governed by a rule of law.”
Fundamental rights in the Human Rights Act
So what are these rights we’ve fought so hard for? Included in the Human Rights Act are fundamental rights and freedoms that all individuals within the UK have access to – such as the right to life, the freedom from torture and inhuman or degrading treatment, and the right to a fair trial.
After World War II, the UK was instrumental in devising a list of rights – along with representatives from the 47 other countries that comprise the United Nations – that everybody across the world should enjoy.
This became the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was created with the aim of never letting the atrocities of the Second World War happen again. A few years later, these rights were used to form the basis of the European Convention of Human Rights, which was drafted by the Council of Europe – the continent’s 47-strong human rights watchdog. This was led by a British MP and lawyer. This led to the establishment of the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg and gave ordinary people a legal framework to work within, if they felt their rights had been violated.
This was a lengthy and expensive process, so in 1998 our parliament passed the Human Rights Act. Not only did this bring the process home, but it also resulted in us being able to exercise our human rights every single day, because the state is legally bound to respect them. This means if our human rights are violated, we are allowed to defend them in UK courts.
Amnesty is so worried about the plan to scrap the Human Rights Act, that it has launched Keep The Act, a campaign encouraging politicians to "do the human right thing". The organisation writes: “Any attack on the Human Rights Act poses a real threat to the freedoms we enjoy in this country. We believe that it must be defended.”
A British Bill of Rights
Not everyone agrees that the Human Rights Act is worth defending, however. The Telegraph says the “British Bill of Rights should have every Briton’s full support”, promising the move would “restore judicial balance”.
The BIHR was involved in the commission process of the bill. Hosali says: “We’ve had quite a lot of involvement on the idea of the British Bill of Rights in terms of helping other people to speak up. There wasn’t a huge engagement with the public. In principle, a Bill of Rights sounds great, setting out people’s rights and the duties of the government. But that’s what the Human Rights Act is. We already have that. The idea that you would talk about scrapping current human rights doesn’t signal a positive development.”
The human face
The Human Rights Act has been used to protect thousands and thousands of British people from injustice – from bringing families back together to returning dignity to disabled people whose rights have been violated.
Take the time an elderly couple, who had been married for 65 years, were placed in separate care homes; it was the Human Rights Act that brought them back together. They were able to use the Act to persuade their local authority to allow the wife to move into her husband’s care home, so that they could live together.
Or the young boy with a severe learning disability who was placed into care when his father fell ill. When his father recovered, the council refused to reunite the pair. But when the court concluded the council had breached the family’s human rights, they were finally reunited.
Amnesty is sharing dozens of such stories in a bid to put a human face on the Act. It is, after all, about our inherent rights as humans.
The Act helps us hold the government to account. Without it, the government would be free to do as it pleased, which is great if you want to live in an Orwellian dystopia, but not ideal if you want to feel safe and secure in your own home.
In the speech launching the party’s manifesto, David Cameron made it clear that he isn’t worried about anything as petty as civil liberties. He said: “Other parties might be wary of causing offence, or of being criticised by those who see every single measure as an affront to their civil liberties.”
That’s why he is promising to dismantle the powers of the individual against the state – something he’s been working on for the last five years, such as through cuts to legal aid, making the right to a fair trial something only for those who can afford it.
Amnesty’s Kate Allen adds: “How can the prime minister call on the likes of Hong Kong and Afghanistan to respect human rights, when he is busy dismantling them at home? Human rights should not be dragged into Britain’s internal debate on Europe. The potential consequences are dire. The UK is saying to the rest of the world: ‘Pick and choose your human rights’. The likes of Belarus, Russia, Iran, China, Sri Lanka, Syria and Zimbabwe will be watching with interest.”
Our domestic debates have a huge impact on our international influence. Hosali echoes Allen when she says: “For us to say we don’t need to be bound by these universal rights damages us at home and abroad. It damages the system. If we can say it, what’s to stop anyone else from saying it?”
The government’s track record in the last five years when it comes to human rights has been questionable. Just last month a UN human rights expert damned Britain’s “boys’ club sexist culture” and in 2013, Britain was investigated by the UN on human rights violations in regards to the Bedroom Tax.
Tory plans are "vague and muddled"
Twitter was inundated with angry tweets on the day of the manifesto’s release, particularly from top British lawyers aghast at the plans for the legal system.
One Crown Office Row human rights barrister, Adam Wagner, labelled the plans as “vague and muddled”. He pointed out that the manifesto seemed to retreat from Grayling’s earlier plan to quit the European Convention on Human Rights.
"Thankfully, the ECHR withdrawal plan appears to have been scrapped and Chris Grayling and Theresa May (hopefully) have lost the argument," he tweeted.
If Britain was to withdraw from the European Convention on Human Rights, questions would be raised of our membership within the Council of Europe. Membership of the council is a prerequisite for EU member states, which means our withdrawal could force us out of the EU and onto the sidelines.
Backward promises
The Conservative manifesto is actually mind-boggling. The party is promising to rip us of our freedoms and our rights, promising to snoop more and crack down on non-violent protest, to crack down on the speakers allowed in colleges and universities.
Under the guise of protecting us from terror, we will lose everything we’ve spent hundreds of years working towards.
I approached the four main political parties for comment, but as of writing this only two got back to me.
The Green Party’s Clifford Fleming, Young Green co-chair, says: “The Tories’ plan to scrap the Human Rights Act is wrong. The Green Party fully supports the Human Rights Act and is committed to upholding and defending human rights in the UK and abroad.”
Liberal Democrat spokesperson Zack Polanski adds: “I think it’s disgusting. The Human Rights Act protects every individual’s right to education, their freedom of expression and their fundamental right to life. To threaten it is to threaten those very things, and we as a party will always defend the Human Rights Act as something we can all be proud of.”
Pennie Varvarides can be found superpennie and pennievarvarides.com
“The victims deserve to be seen”
Abortion opponents debate the use of graphic photos in anti-abortion activism
Robin Marty
The cause of a late 2013 car crash was never completely identified, but if you ask one woman driving down Lincoln M Alexander Parkway in Hamilton, Canada, she’ll tell you she was rear-ended because the driver behind her was distracted by a massive, graphic, anti-abortion banner hanging from the overpass in front of them.
“As they were approaching that, the traffic slowed, and the gal behind me … slammed right into the back of me,” Christy Loftchick told the Hamilton Spectator in November 2013. “The airbag hit her. She was a mess.”
The debate over legal abortion continues to divide communities across the globe, but almost as divisive is the fight over the best means to advocate against the procedure itself. Just as abortion opponents fall into opposing camps when it comes to allowing abortion when a fetus has a condition incompatible with life or if a woman was impregnated as a victim of sexual assault, there is just as much disagreement over whether graphic images are helpful in advancing the pro-life cause, or when they should or shouldn’t be displayed.
The use of images depicting aborted fetuses or embryos in anti-abortion activism is as old as legalized abortion itself – or even older. In the US, Dr Jack Willke, who has often been referred to as the father of the modern pro-life movement, made them a key component of his 1971 Handbook on Abortion, the first major anti-abortion advocacy text, which was being distributed even as Roe v. Wade was still over a year from making abortion legal in all 50 states.
After Roe, activists like Joe Scheidler in Chicago and his compatriots made the gruesome pictures part of their street advocacy, handing out pamphlets and posting photos on signs although, as Scheidler advised in his sidewalk counseling manual, avoiding using them when approaching patients about to enter abortion clinics out of fear that it could stop them from engaging in conversation with the sidewalk counselors themselves.
By the 90s, the use of graphic abortion images was expanding even further as groups such as Center for Bioethical Reform began spreading the Genocide Awareness Project (GAP) at college campuses in the US and Canada, and Survivors of the Abortion Holocaust trained youth to participate in anti-abortion awareness-raising projects that also include graphic photos in public spaces. Since then, the addition of Truth Trucks – vans covered with full-blown pictures of fetal body parts or other images – and Jumbotrons playing videos of abortions in progress have made campaigns even more mobile and, as a result, more often criticized.
There’s little doubt that today the general population is far more likely to see a graphic anti-abortion display than ever before. But is the tactic actually effective when it comes to changing a person’s mind on abortion? That question is one that even abortion opponents themselves find hard to answer. “On the one hand, our culture ought to be honest about the reality of abortion, and photos of dead prenatal children can help us do that,” says Charles Camosy, a Christian ethics professor at Fordham University and author of Beyond the Abortion Wars: A New Way Forward for a New Generation. “For most people, it is an uncomfortable reality to face and we ought to think more about why we feel this way.”
Harrington's goal is to get the realities of abortion out and in front of the eyes of those “in the middle” when it comes to the abortion debate.
“But on the other hand, pro-lifers ought to face the reality that broad, uncritical use of graphic images often makes it more difficult for people to hear what we have to say,” he adds. “Though a broad majority of Americans agree that abortion should be more restricted than it is now, they also find it difficult to get behind a pro-life movement they see as extremist and, frankly, weird.”
Mark Harrington disagrees with the idea that graphic photos could harm the movement or drive people away. Harrington has been showing graphic abortion images for nearly two decades now, first with the Center for Bioethical Reform and now with his own organization, Created Equal, in Ohio.
“The victims deserve to be seen,” says Harrington.
While Harrington says the organization does its best to stay away from places where small children could come into contact with the images – especially staying away from daycares and elementary schools – and tries to provide ample warning so that those who wish to avoid the displays can do so, his goal is to get the realities of abortion out and in front of the eyes of those “in the middle” when it comes to the abortion debate. If that happens to upset some people who may have been allies otherwise, well, it’s hard to believe they were committed to ending abortion in the first place.
“Will it turn some people off? Well, sure,” says Harrington. “Who wants to look at bloody photos? That is a trade-off we are willing to deal with because we are hoping that the people who see these photos have a functioning conscience. If they do, these photos should make them feel compassion to the victim of abortion, not turn them off.”
That becomes especially true when the images are used as political campaign tools. Created Equal PAC, the 501c4 arm of Created Equal, intends to use Jumbotrons, Truth Trucks and other anti-abortion displays to remind 2016 voters that when it comes to voting, life is literally on the line.
“In the case of political campaigns, we believe we have a prophetic role,” says Harrington. “We are going to expose the candidate’s position on abortion, and that is our primary purpose. The best way to do that is to show the victim that is the result of the candidate’s support for abortion. The victim. The child itself.”
While that could have a detrimental effect on an election, Harrington says that election day isn’t the end goal. “Our main purpose in using abortion victim photos during elections is non-partisan and I hope they can have an effect on voting against candidates, whether they are Republican or Democrat, who support abortion. I think there are enough people in the country with a functioning conscience that, when given the evidence – in this case, photographic or video evidence – will reason to the more humane conclusion that abortion is an act of violence and that it kills a baby.”
To Harrington, the election cycle provides a platform to bring the abortion issue front and center in the public eye, where it cannot be ignored. If people react poorly to his tactics, or even worse, threaten to vote against anti-abortion candidates or abortion-restricting ballot amendments, they likely weren’t dedicated pro-lifers.
“We’ve had email and that kind of thing where people have said that, but I don’t know if I believe it,” says Harrington. “It’s like saying you saw a lynching of a black man and that’s going to make you more racist. If that’s the case, then a person has a bigger problem. They have a heart problem. If they are going to vote for what they’ve just seen in front of them, if after they’ve seen something it makes them more apt to vote to support it, then they are not our target audience to begin with. They can say they are pro-life if they wish, but they are not the kind of pro-life person that is going to make a difference in this battle.”
Tara Shaver agrees. After five years of anti-abortion activism as the Albuquerque, New Mexico outreach of Operation Rescue and a founder of the local anti-abortion organization Protest ABQ, the young mother, her husband and their allies have made “abortion victim” imagery a key component of the education campaign that focuses especially on later gestation abortions.
“Abortion victim” imagery is a key component of the education campaign focusing on later gestation abortions.
“Abortion is such a sterile term in our society,” says Shaver. “We see that it’s effective to use the images of abortion victims to bring meaning back to the words. Rather than something political or abstract, we want people to think of that dead baby, that dead child, instead. We are against abortion. We are against pre-born child killing. We are against what the picture depicts.”
Graphic images became a major piece of the 2013 vote to ban abortions after 20 weeks in Albuquerque, where one of the few clinics allowing third-trimester abortions in the US is located. As one of their educational tools, the Shavers drove a Truth Truck throughout the city in the weeks prior to the vote, a move that had even some supporters of the ban calling to say the images were too much, according to an MSNBC report by Irin Carmon.
Even if a few people call to complain, Shaver feels overall the tactic has been successful in framing the debate and engaging people in the battle to end later abortions locally.
“The use of graphic abortion victim images has been amazingly effective here in Albuquerque,” she said. “Using the abortion victim photos, as well as graphic language, has moved mountains as far as getting people educated here in New Mexico, in really getting people to know what happens in their city. Being graphic with the images and language is what has helped us be so successful with the debate in Albuquerque.”
As for the Truth Truck itself, in Shaver’s experience, far more people said they were inspired to vote in favor of the ban than moved to vote against it. “We had reports of people who told us that when individuals went in to vote at the polls they said: ‘Oh, I saw the truck driving around and that got me in to vote. We need to stop this.’ We didn’t really hear any negatives, we heard mostly, ‘Oh, the truck? We didn’t even know this was happening here. That’s why I came in to vote’.”
Despite the campaign, the ban failed 55 to 45 on election day.
While many of those who use graphic imagery say that it doesn’t harm the anti-abortion movement, not every pro-life activist agrees with that statement.
Destiny Herndon-De La Rosa, the President of New Wave Feminists, believes that while the images may not necessarily harm children (many of whom won’t even recognize them for what they are), they are more likely to overwhelm someone older, putting him or her into a place of fear and anger that will make that person impossible to reach.
“What pro-life activists and politicians have to understand is that for every image of aborted baby boy Malachi, there’s an equally gory image of Gerri Santoro, the woman who bled out in a dirty hotel room in 1964 from a botched abortion,” says Herndon-De La Rosa. “So if the other side has graphic images as well, perhaps we should ask ourselves, ‘Why aren’t they using them?’ The answer is simple: Because they’re polarizing and often ineffective.”
If the anti-abortion movement wants to change the hearts and minds of the public, activists must be approachable, according to Herndon-De La Rosa. Graphic imagery pushes them away and undermines the trust and believability the activist is attempting to establish.
These images make most people view us as fanatical fringe activists, not someone they ever want to be like or listen to.
“It’s very hard to have a constructive conversation with someone you’ve just horrified, and when you want that person to change their mind the first thing you need to be is credible,” she says. “Right off the bat these images make most people view us as fanatical fringe activists, not someone they ever want to be like or listen to.”
New Wave Feminists takes a different approach, using videos, comics and “Fiona the Feminist Fetus” to take their message that abortion harms women and degrades their gender, and using signs and handouts that use humor and supportive, pro-woman language as their weapon in the battle to end legal abortion. “If we want to reach women dealing with crisis pregnancies, or the American public in general, we have to talk to them on a heart level, not a horror level,” says Herndon-De La Rosa. “I think truth trucks, billboards, and signs draped from overpasses only serve to desensitize the American public.”
To Herndon-De La Rosa and others like her, graphic images are an easy way to get media attention and even fundraise, but don’t provide the real support needed to create policy changes that will address why people choose abortion in the first place.
“We know other methods, like offering women free medical care, fighting for paid maternity leave, and giving them tangible practical resources is much more effective, but instead they choose to add to these women’s already mounting state of fear and anxiety by throwing a 10-foot-tall graphic image in her face, then going home and patting themselves on the back for their ‘pro-life activism’. Stop just checking the boxes, and start truly helping women and their children.”
Graphic images are just one topic of anti-abortion activism where the movement finds itself divided. Incremental laws slowly chipping away at legal abortion versus bans or amendments that make it illegal from the moment of conception, whether abortions should be accessible if a person was impregnated as a result of rape, or whether emergency contraception, IUDs, even hormonal contraception should be outlawed as well, all are just as likely to raise passionate voices on both sides of the issue.
Yet with graphic images, it appears to be the sole division where those who are considered the “extremist” side of the movement appear to have the most power. Whereas “personhood” movements and rape exceptions are likely to draw equally loud and extensive debate from both sides, the argument involving “victim images” instead trends more toward very vocal supporters and an opposition that, although they disagree with the tactic, feel that it is not worth trying to persuade their fellow anti-abortion allies to stop.
Maybe that is because to those allied in the anti-abortion movement, a difference in what goes on the signs and handouts matters far less than a commitment to end legal abortion for good. In that regard, a picture is a small thing to fight too vehemently over.
“People shouldn’t be upset that we are showing what is happening in an abortion clinic,” says Protest ABQ’s Shaver. “People should be upset that this is actually happening in an abortion clinic. We are just the messenger.”
Can today’s networked kids protect their right to privacy?
The trend for parents to document their children's lives on social media from birth to adulthood has profound implications - those kids were not legally able to consent but on growing up must deal with the vast amounts of the personal data put into the public domain
Sarah Banks
There was a time when children’s lives were recorded solely in the family photo album or on home movies, where the worst that could happen was that a photo you’d rather keep under wraps got passed around to the great amusement of your mates.
But with the advent of the internet, today’s children have an existence online before they have even left the cradle. From Facebook to Flickr babies and young children are on public display, leaving them with a digital shadow as their parents document every detail of their lives online.
By the time they reach adulthood young people will already have amassed a huge archive of material about their personal life, often accessible by anyone. And in those early years they have no control over what is being shared.
But will young people always be happy about what their parents have documented on the internet? And if not, does this mean that the privacy battles of the future will be fought between children and their oversharing parents?
Parents are able to post very revealing details about their children’s lives and they get to set the privacy settings as to how private that is. Effectively, parents can reveal a great deal about their children without the child having any capacity to do anything about it.
The criminal law can be used to prosecute those who post abusive images of children, but where children’s privacy is concerned, it is not clear what they can do to protect themselves from their own family.
Media law expert David Banks, who gives legal guidance to Contributoria, explains: “Both the Human Rights Act and the European Convention on Human Rights protect our right to privacy and family life.
“Privacy law can give some protection to children for material that is posted about them by people or organisations not connected to them, the media for example. However, that protection does not necessarily extend to material that is posted about them by their own family.”
The presumption is that parents always do what is best for their child, but in this oversharing generation this is not always true and parents may post things without really thinking about the long-term effect it may have on the child.
Increasingly, we are all using the internet as an extended support network, a platform to share concerns in a very public way. Parents’ comments and concerns may cover anything from failed exams, temper tantrums and behavioural issues to health issues such as anorexia or psychological problems. Every time parents post a photograph of or tag their child on sites like Facebook, Twitter or Instagram, they are helping to create an online profile that that child may not want in future years.
Parents post things without really thinking about the long-term effect it may have on the child.
When adults post online they tick a box agreeing to that site using their online data, but what about the site using their children’s data? It may seem innocent enough at the time, but is it right that a parent should post images of another person, albeit their child, when they are not able to give their consent?
Tom Walker, community manager at Tempero Social Media Management, believes it is a question for individual parents to consider. “Rather than ‘right or wrong’ it might be better to think of it in terms of ‘risk versus reward’. There are many implications for any information we choose to share online, especially when sharing images of children.
"Parents have so much to consider in this area. Will what looks cute for your relatives now, look embarrassing to your daughter’s friends when she’s 14? How easy is it for someone with basic research skills to link your son’s photo with a location, date of birth or school? Would I be comfortable if the image of my child that I find so funny became a meme that was endlessly duplicated across the web?"
Digital technology is progressing at such a pace that we can envisage a future where this amassed data is collated to form a highly detailed profile of the individual. At its most positive this data will be used by companies and marketing agencies, but who is to say it won’t lead to anything more sinister?
Walker reminds us that it is worth thinking about those photos your own parents insisted they show your partner when you brought them home for the first time. “Would you be comfortable with them being found by HR departments as part of an employment check, by admissions tutors at universities, by the kids that bullied at your school?
“Parents can help to mitigate the risk by paying careful attention to privacy settings on the social media they use, but ultimately we don’t know how social media will change and develop over the next few years, or how they will use the data contributed to their database. If you wouldn’t share the picture with a stranger, you may consider the risk of sharing on a social networking site too high.”
One question to ponder is whether young people are more savvy in their own use of social media, preferring sites like Snapchat and Periscope where images last a limited time - from a few seconds to 24 hours - before disappearing. Are the generation who have been born into the digital world more wary of the permanence of images posted on the social media platforms favoured by their parents, such as Facebook and Twitter?
“I think that young people are more technically familiar with social media than our generation,” Walker says. “But I don’t believe that necessarily translates into more savvy in the sense of being more safe in their use of it. We hear plenty of stories from CEOP, the Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre, and ChildLine, which demonstrate that, like any demographic, young people are spread across the whole spectrum. Some young people are naïve and assume anything built by adults would protect their privacy as a matter of course. Some young people are extremely careful because they are naturally more cautious, or have been forewarned by education or the experience of their peers.”
On the issue of privacy, the EU and the European Court of Human Rights, it would seem, are involved in a growing battle with those who advocate complete freedom of information. The "right to be forgotten" court case in Europe means people in Europe are allowed to have search engine results concerning them deleted in some circumstances. This has set up a conflict between principles of privacy and those of the open sharing of information as advocated by search giants like Google.
Young people are constantly instructed to take care what they post online and parents or guardians are responsible for their children's online privacy up until the age of 18. Several bodies do exist to protect children and young people when using the internet, laying out rules for companies that run websites accessed by children.
COPPA, the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act 1998/2000, is legislation passed by US Congress and sets out a legal requirement for companies when dealing with children under 13.
Other organisations offer online crime protection. CEOP, for example, aims to protect children from harm online and offline by liaising with online and technological industries to fine tune guidelines to minimise the possibility of current and future technology increasing the risk of sexual exploitation and sexual abuse.
However when it comes to guidelines for parents on how to use every day social media platforms safely, advice is sparse.
Why don’t we exercise the same duty of care to young people in the digital world as we do in the physical world?
In order to address such issues, the campaign group irights has drawn up a set of principles with the aim of providing a framework for how we should engage with children and young people in the digital world. It started out with a simple question: why don’t we exercise the same duty of care to young people in the digital world as we do in the physical world?
irights director Glenn Manoff believes the amount of data that is available online about young people could affect them for decades to come. “The collection of large amounts of personal data shared by or about children, including by their own parents, can have long-term implications. The internet never forgets and never corrects. It can possess an infinite memory of each individual and all of their online actions. Information is collated and presented typically without context, regardless of age, time passed or circumstance. This is true whether it’s a picture or information a child has personally shared or something shared by their parent but about them.”
Manoff acknowledges that, more than any other technology, the internet has created huge opportunities for children and young people to learn and communicate. But along with the numerous benefits come new challenges and risks.
iRights’ five principles are a sort of digital bill of rights for young people, championed by a huge coalition of civil society and business organisations and leaders.
“These iRights reflect the rights already embodied in international and national law and cultures,” explains Manoff. “We’ve simply brought them together and presented them in a digital world context and in language that everyone, including children and teens, can understand.”
The five rights include the "right to remove", meaning every young person should have the right to easily delete any content they themselves have created with a clearly signposted ways to retract, correct and dispute online data that refers to them.
The second right is the "right to know". Children and young people have the right to know who is holding or profiting from their information, what their information is being used for and whether it is being copied, sold or traded. This applies equally to parents, who have a right to know what is happening to pictures or other data about their children.
The further three rights include the right to safety and support, the right to make informed and conscious choices and the right to digital literacy.
Young people should have the unqualified right, on every internet platform or service, to fully remove data and content they have created.
“When a parent posts or tags pictures of their own children, their intent is undoubtedly good and pure,” Manoff explains. “The future implications of doing so are often not considered, let alone understood. A knowledge of the five iRights will help parents make more informed and conscious choices about what they share about their kids.”
So can the irights campaign help young people protect themselves against what others are posting about them?
“Yes,” says Manoff. “A core principle of the iRights framework is children and young people should have the unqualified right, on every internet platform or service, to fully remove data and content they have created. This must be easy and straightforward to do.
“This does not mean young people would have an automatic right to delete reproduced data or content written or produced by others. Where data or content referring to a child or young person has been created or published by others, the rights of under-18s must be balanced against the right of freedom of speech.
“It is, however, essential that there is an easily accessible route for children and young people to resolve disputes or correct misinformation – a route that does not require recourse to the courts.”
Manoff concludes: “It must be right for under-18s to own content they have created and to have an easy and clearly signposted way to retract, correct and dispute online data that refers to them.”
So what is the solution? Rather than terrifying parents and children into never sharing anything online, irights believes we should help young people and their parents to develop a better understanding of how digital technology works so they can use the internet in a positive way.
Walker agrees that parents should be aware of the implications of what they share online. “I think it’s always wise to take responsibility for what you post online. There are lots of parents who are already extremely careful about what they share, but I think it’s important that information on the risks and the potential solutions is available to help parents.”
He recommends parents make use of resources available at ThinkUKnow, CEOP’s education programme, and ChildNet’s Safer Internet Centre to help inform their sharing choices.
“It’s also important for parents to check the privacy settings of the social networks they are using. Privacy settings can change and you don’t want to find that what you thought was private is no longer so.”
So next time you look at your privacy settings you might be happy with what you have set for yourself but a question to ask is, in years to come, will your children be happy with the level of privacy you have given them - as well as with the legacy you have left them?
The rise and rise of drones in the media
From environmental investigations to television features, the use of drone technology is changing the way we see the world, so how are the drone journalists of the future being trained for their work?
Sarah Hartley
Drones. Even the word has something of menace about it. A mechanical wasp, hovering with some sort of malevolent intent, operated by remote distant operators with unknown levels of compassion. Or at least that’s how TV shows such as Homeland portray the armed type of drone, a weapon of war that has little in common with these new tools of journalism aside from a shared abbreviated and catchy name. The regular use of the term to describe flying cameras probably owes more to the macho eagerness of the journalism world to adopt a military-like word than it is an accurate description of the technology.
It’s certainly not the only example of such language adopted and adapted from military-speak - photographers shoot people, don’t they? Unpublishable stories are killed or spiked, trainee cameramen are encouraged to kill their babies. Ultimately, Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV) doesn’t have quite the same ring about it when it comes to headlines and soundbites and so the drone journalism tag will surely persist and become increasingly commonplace as the practice develops.
We’re already seeing the use of drones proliferate across a whole variety of stories - from incredible imagery of the vastness of the natural world to investigations that couldn’t be told with conventional cameras, to views of the inaccessible right under our noses.
During March, for example, the BBC was allowed to fly a remote-controlled camera along the tunnels of Crossrail, the giant building project that will eventually see trains criss-crossing London and the south-east on a brand new railway line.
In Kenya, cameras were able to get these incredible shotsfrom being up close to the wildlife shot here between Amboseli and the Mara. Even local newspapers are starting to use them, as this coverage of a fire at the city’s dogs home from the Manchester Evening News demonstrates to dramatic effect.
One of those at the forefront of this emerging form of storytelling is Paul Egglestone. A former TV producer, he now runs the Media Innovation Studio at the University of Central Lancashire (UCLan) in Preston and is developing a course module to train the drone journalists of the future.
The module, the first of its type in the UK, will involve an external organisation authorised to deal with the students’ pilot licence requirements.
The current rules for the UK mean that a Civil Aviation Authority(CAA) licence is required to operate a drone - but this requirement is expected to be subject to change as the authority becomes increasingly inundated with requests as the price of the technology tumbles.
The current state of the law - both legislation and court decisions - is poorly suited to deal with the sort of persistent surveillance made possible by drones.
In the US, journalist Matt Waite writes about issues around the use of drones and in a recent newsletter he urged journalists to respond to the proposed rule change that has already seen several thousand people move against tightening the rules. People there had until April 24 to file comments to the FAA on the Notice of Proposed Rule Making (NPRM) on drones and Waite warned journalists in other countries to be vigilant: “If you haven’t noticed, I think journalists in the US should be doing this. For those of you outside the United States, watch this closely, because civil aviation authorities all over the world copy each other. And keep an eye on what your own civil aviation authority is doing.”
But Egglestone reasons that more regulation is unlikely here. “The Civil Aviation Authority is receiving far too many applications from people. It’s likely they’ll move towards people organising themselves when it comes to flying under 400 feet.
“This is a very dynamic environment, legally, and then with the drones themselves becoming more robust and stable and, as they do that, the rules and restrictions are likely to relax more.”
Students at UCLan are receiving training that covers the technical aspects of operating the equipment as well as the journalistic ethics of their use.
The rules are strict - a drone operator needs to keep the machine in their line of sight and within 1.5km when measured horizontally, they need to keep below 400 feet and cannot operate multiple drones. They should wear hi-viz clothing and mark out the flying area with cones. Then there’s also the paperwork, including a logbook of all flights undertaken.
Qualified pilot James Boyers, of Bolton creative agency Portfolio Design, says the licence requirements are similar to those undertaken by pilots of manned aircraft. He also notes the growing interest in the use of drones - when he first started flying, there were maybe a handful of pilots in the UK. There’s now believed to be at least 450.
“I started five years ago, as a hobby more than anything. Early on there were just small cameras working that were not quite good enough to operate for commercial work, but in the last three years that has changed altogether. You have to be able to interpret nautical maps and weather patterns. There’s a ground school course and quite a lot of the classroom work to be done.”
Technical proficiency is, of course, just one part of the equation when it comes to the journalistic considerations. As KK wrote in the March 19 issue of The Economist, the current state of the law - both legislation and court decisions - is poorly suited to deal with the sort of persistent surveillance made possible by drones.
“This is because privacy law is tailored to questions of whether one is in public - an open field - or in a space where one has a ‘reasonable expectation of privacy’. Complicating matters, there is no clear line between episodic surveillance - a snapshot - and persistent surveillance, even though the effects are profoundly different.”
“Ethics is always an interesting discussion and debate in class,” says Egglestone, “as we start to ask about the differences between using a drone to take an aerial view of something versus say using a step ladder and a long lens. We’ve all seen those shots looking down at festivals for example - they are mostly illegal as things stand.”
It’s a point well made. The new technology hasn’t necessarily raised new ethical dilemmas, although it’s brought existing ones into sharper focus, with many more iterations of the rules and legal cases to establish case law undoubtedly on the horizon. Will the future issues arising with legislators make a distinction between the use of technology for journalism in the public interest, as opposed to use by government agencies and authorities such as police forces, for example?
When it comes to equipping the next generation of journalists, Egglestone sees the use of drones remaining as a relatively specialist area, albeit one with growing interest.
“It’s another tool in the box. I don’t think we are going to approach the time when everyone carries a drone just in case, but there will certainly be specialist camera crews that acquire a drone for themselves.”
Self-determination and judicial review
Neo-republicans argue that civil rights should be both limited and override certain human, so that people can be truly free
Scott
In keeping with the theme of this issue, I claim, perhaps controversially, that the only civil rights, as opposed to human rights, people should have are those that enable them to participate in co-determining their society’s laws and political activity. The reason for this, as will become clearer, is that civil and political rights are controversial, and therefore constitutionalising such rights, and enforcing them, undermines each person’s status as a free individual.
In evidence, I will briefly introduce neo-republican political thought, before laying out two ways of thinking about freedom. I will argue that the traditional liberal view, that people are free when uninterfered with, is counterintuitive, and that we should instead embrace the neo-republican view that people are free when they’re protected from the control of other agents, and certain forms of control exercised by political institutions and actors.
I will then argue that if we do think that freedom can be compromised by more than just interference, we have to consider how we might arrange society’s institutions to protect each individual’s status as a free person. This will require guaranteeing avenues for participation in determining political action, and therefore that each person has a say in all issues.
As a result, granting controversial rights, such as a right to religious freedom, or freedom of expression, should be avoided, as not all people agree to such rights and constitutionalising them denies individuals a say on these issues. This is fundamentally incompatible with treating each person as a free individual, capable of determining their own future.
The dominant liberal understanding of freedom is that someone is free if they are not prevented from doing something.
Neo-republicanism is a relatively recent attempt to revive and revise the workings of Roman republicanism in a contemporary context. Its central premise is that freedom is not just to be uninterfered with, but to be protected from other people’s capacity to ever interfere. This is in stark contrast to the dominant liberal understanding of freedom, wherein someone is free if they are not prevented from doing something.
For example, imagine that you are a slave. The liberal is committed to saying that so long as your master does not prevent you from doing something that you want, you do enjoy a measure of freedom. Neo-republicans, however, claim that you are never free as a slave because the master has the capacity to interfere, should he so choose. The differences between the positions are explained concisely at Stanford’s Encyclopedia of Philosophy.
If the neo-republicans are right that we can be rendered less free by another’s capacity to control us, we have to look at how we might be protected from this possibility. Owing to their veneration of Roman republicanism, contemporary theorists often posit that the rule of law is the surest way to prevent people from controlling each other in a freedom-infringing way. They argue that we should live under an empire of laws, not an empire of men, and the caprice and biases that people exhibit.
But neo-republicans face a quandary. They argue that people are less free when they’re controlled in inappropriate ways, particularly in ways that individuals themselves do not assent to, but that this can be prevented by political laws and institutions. Nonetheless, if laws and institutions are to protect people from the control of others, laws themselves must control people. As laws and institutions control people, it is necessary, for the sake of consistency, for them to do so in a way that people assent to. As they control all people, then all people must be seen to assent to them.
The quandary is that if laws and institutions are to protect people from the control of others, laws themselves must control people.
We know, however, that modern pluralist societies are characterised by a high degree of variation, with different people valuing different goals and ideals. How, then, might we reconcile political control, which is necessary to ensure individuals are free from others’ attempts to control them, with doing so in ways that all people can agree to?
As this article is about rights, I will avoid a technical discussion on democracy, and instead make the claim that because we want to avoid controlling people in inappropriate ways, i.e. in ways that they cannot (or would not in the case of the severely disabled or children) consent to, we should embrace only two fundamental rights, from which we can derive further secondary rights.
Central to any modern democracy is a basic commitment to political equality, in which each person is entitled to a say in matters that affect them. As a result, we have universal suffrage. This should be seen as a fundamental participatory right. Each adult, subject to a few qualifications, is entitled to at least vote on who can exercise political control. This participatory right is obviously linked to citizenship and residency, such that all other political rights flow from membership in a specific polity.
The other right, more closely linked with neo-republicanism, is a right to non-domination, where domination is understood as being in a position where others can exercise unwanted control. The right is essentially a right to decide how to lead one’s own life, and for an individual to make the choices that they want to make.
As noted above, however, political control will always exert control, control that is likely unwanted in many cases; therefore we have to consider how this might be reconciled with an individual’s right to non-domination.
The answer, I think, is to focus on creating a framework within which individuals’ competing interests can be reconciled into common action, which would likely be some form of democracy. This would ensure that each individual is able to participate in determining how their polity exercised control over them, ensuring that rights to participation and non-domination are secured.
If we have a concern for freedom, understood as being free from others’ capacity to exercise control, we cannot constitutionalise any further rights.
Importantly, this requires the protection of further rights to food, clothing, shelter, clean water, education and a minimum basic income, in order to ensure the meaningful exercise of the two fundamental rights. For example, imagine an individual is so destitute that they are dependent on the goodwill of others to subsist; in such a situation, the individual clearly does not enjoy a right to non-domination, as they are at the whim of people’s charity.
Nonetheless, if we have a concern for freedom, understood as being free from others’ capacity to exercise control, we cannot constitutionalise any further rights. There are three reasons for this: civil rights tend to be underspecified; in applying rights we may find that interpretations conflict over the rights; and rights depoliticise contentious issues, necessitating arbitration by a strongly empowered judiciary.
The first two issues combine to produce the third. Rights are usually formulated in relatively broad terms – a right to free expression, a right to free speech, a right to religious freedom etc. But, these rights are often qualified, because they can come into conflict, or because there is conflict over how to interpret an individual right. So, we may find the right to free expression and the right to religious freedom can and do come into conflict, as in the wake of the Charlie Hebdo attack, where commentators spoke of a need to moderate the right to free expression, in order to ensure that others could meaningfully enjoy their religious freedom.
Alternatively, the way in which we understand a specific right can conflict with others’ interpretations. For example, a right to free speech might be understood to include any and all speech acts, or it might be speech that does not incite hate, or which is not defamatory.
Both of these issues necessitates a judiciary empowered to adjudicate on conflicts, to decide how a particular right should be interpreted or how we should respond to conflicting rights. But, when judges act to protect or further a right, they do so at the expense of other people’s rights. So, if judges ruled that in order to protect a theist’s right to practise their religion unmolested, it is necessary to prevent others from criticising the religion.
We may find that some people’s rights are prioritised over others. More importantly, from a neo-republican perspective, it undermines the right to participate. By referring issues to judges, a conflict is depoliticised, removed from the public agenda and referred to an unelected and unrepresentative body, which suspends agents’ rights to participate in determining how their society is constituted and acts. When this happens, we find that political institutions exert domination, since the people have no say in judicial control, and therefore citizens are unfree.
A robust democracy, premised on the few human and political rights noted above, should be the framework in which citizens’ conflicting world views should be reconciled into common political action in a way which precludes domination.
A happy union grammar nerd, number seven
Pronoun connective tissue that expands & resuscitates meaning
Spindoctorjimbo
AN INTRODUCTORY PRONOMIAL SNIPPET
Every language on Earth has a more or less rich supply of pronouns. These workhorses of both formal diction and common usage, by allowing nouns to act as a referent for whatever pronoun is apropos, make possible both a more rapid and a more accurate communication that permits clarity and concision at the same time. Today’s installment is the first that deals exclusively with this especially important part of speech, here in relation to the relative pronouns, which definitely count as among the most central and crucial components of the magic that English permits.
Just to emphasize precisely how ubiquitous and critical these special little linguistic dynamos are, let us consider the previous paragraph again, in this instance looking for every pronoun of any classification whatsoever. “Every language on Earth has a more or less rich supply of pronouns. These workhorses of both formal diction and common usage, by allowing nouns to act as a referent for whatever pronoun is apropos, make possible both a more rapid and a more accurate communication that permits clarity and concision at the same time. Today’s installment is the first that deals exclusively with this especially important part of speech, here in relation to the relative pronouns, which definitely count as among the most central and crucial components of the magic that English permits.”
These fifteen of the ninety-four words in this section—not to mention twenty-four of the hundred seventy-one combined terms in the first and final paragraphs of this portion—may or may not seem remarkable to a reader, depending on that thinker’s thinking about such matters. But here’s a query: “Who among us can explain the functionality and import of these little buggers of our speech?” For the next several months, at least, this Happy Union Grammar Nerd will make an attempt in that regard, as noted, here and now initiating the process in terms of relative pronouns.
A great strength of Shakespeare’s mother tongue, which has evolved into a worldwide lingua franca in the centuries since the bard’s narratives entertained folks in London, is its ability to string together disparate ideas, metaphors, and announcements, so that tremendous complexity and depth become plausible to express both definitely and elegantly. At the heart of such capacity sits a group of words—the aforementioned relative pronouns—that serve one of their many functions in this core functionality of English.
DEFINITIONS AND LISTS What most amazes a grammarian as he begins his investigation of such matters as these is how ludicrously wrong many erstwhile sources of authority are about the understanding and use of these critical elements of English—and to some extent, any general linguistic—operations. Of course, such an observation is picky, and some writers—and even more readers—don’t care too much about such punctiliousness. On the other hand, one could hardly qualify as a true Grammar Nerd, replete with capitalized imprimatur, without such a willingness to ‘split hairs,’ as the saying goes.
Let us start, patient readers, with a more or less complete list of the relative pronouns, which one will be very unlikely to find easily elsewhere, at least in the virtual world. Primary: Who, Whom, Whose, That, Which, What, When, Where, Why, How; Indefinite: Whoever, Whomever, Whichever, Whatever, Whenever, Wherever, Whyever; However; Emphatic: Whosoever, Whomsoever, Whichsoever, Whatsoever, Whensoever, Wheresoever, Whysoever, Howsoever.
This enumeration represents a grand total of twenty-six relative pronouns, a fair number of which many reporters consider archaic or maybe a tad ‘fancy.’ After all, who regularly uses whysoever? Bill Gates apparently despises it altogether, along with several other of the -soever iterations, at least if Microsoft Word’s red underscoring is any indication.
In a Spindoctor view of the cosmos, all of these tools are legitimate, however uncommon they might be on a case-by-case basis. Whatsoever we choose to think, whysoever we choose to imagine it, whensoever we determine that the timing is right, wheresoever we elect to speak or write in such a fashion, we can make our points a bit stronger or clearer or more enjoyable by mixing in such terminology now and again.
GRAMMATICAL FUNCTIONALITY As a result of the multiple jobs that they perform, these simple replacement terms can cause a substantial measure of confusion. For example, the so-called “five ‘W’s’”—and the “H” of how—all serve as interrogative pronouns. They allow inquisitive thinkers to create all sorts of inquiries. “Who would dispute this? What possible purpose could such an argument serve? Why would we do such a thing?”
That acts as perhaps the most common indefinite pronoun. “I want this one, not that one. That is simply not our purpose.” In such a role, moreover, this at times all-too-common pronoun works either as a noun replacement, like it does in the ubiquitous, “That’s the point!” or as a pronominal adjective, as when we say “that boy” or “that girl really likes” someone or other.
And however, good God! Its now quite regular use as a conjunctive adverb—like therefore and nevertheless, in so doing playing an important role as one of our tongue’s logical connective tissues—can throw writers for nasty spills when they try to employ it as if its deployment were occurring among the relative pronoun ranks. A fairly frequent error results in such situations, which manifests as a run-on sentence: “I like you, however I’d never marry you!”
Finally, when also operates as a subordinate, or subordinating, conjunction, about which we’ll be learning in good time. In such an arena, it acts more or less precisely like another subordinating term, if, what some people call “the biggest word in English.” The question is therefore obvious. “When do these slippery and yet useful, even crucial, parts of speech work in the role that we’re to examine today?”
The key aspect of the answer to this query relates to clauses. Who remembers what a clause is? One would think that writers might want to be able to articulate such meaning clearly. So here’s a definition:*** a clause is a group of words about something that contains both a subject noun and a verb.*** Furthermore, we are for the most part all aware that independent clauses are standalone sentences, whereas dependent clauses require connections to independent clauses in order to become complete thoughts.
Here, then, is the clinching point. Relative pronouns always create dependent clauses when they are functioning as relative pronouns. They in essence assassinate sentences and thereby make possible the development of nouns, adjectives, and adverbs—all in the form of ‘dead’ clauses—that can then amplify, modify, or layer meaning with further details, nuances, intricacies, and so on and so forth.
The Spindoctor’s writing positively bursts with such usage. In what one might call a Food-Chain of connectivity, relative pronouns are in many stylists’ thinking the ‘top predators’—a position that they share with subordinating conjunctions, perhaps— more often than not superior to, if not completely capable of replacing, coordinating conjunctions, infinitives, gerunds, or prepositions as a way to include ever more data about the world that we want to describe and understand.
For purposes of differentiating relative pronouns from subordinating conjunctions, one can remember that the latter formulations never create noun clauses and only rarely manufacture adjectival usages, whereas relative pronouns generally do not lead to adverbial meanings in the clauses that they manifest. What follows is a further listing of the way that these marvelous textual helpers actually work, a subset of the infinite loop of possibly meaningful relative pronoun combinations.
AS SENTENCE SUBJECTS Who should lead whom remains a key issue. When we should depart divides everyone on this journey. Why the salute was insufficient never became clear, even though they stood him up against the wall and shot him for its sloppy execution. Whichever way we turn will cause problems. However one conceives of the matter is clearly opinion, not fact.
AS DIRECT OBJECTS I hate where we end up on these jaunts, as often as not. He illustrated what his strategy was with the results that he obtained from the little trap that he sprang. I will not likely tolerate howsoever he chooses to proceed. The new statute utterly destroyed how real communities have managed to collaborate for the past century or more. I hope more than anything that the future will permit human habitation to continue, even though I will no longer be present to witness it.
AS VARIOUS SORTS OF COMPLIMENTARY OBJECTS Asking what we ought to do should cause no one shame. This is why I never want to fly again. To travel where no one has previously gone simply piques some people’s sense of self-importance. Pretending that I enjoy boring bullshit has never been easy. I can feel however I need to feel, or so I’ll cross my fingers and pray.
AS OBJECTS OF PREPOSITIONS This is a great example of why siblings at times literally tear each other to pieces. The film gave a lesson in what tactics work and which machinations are counterproductive. The invitation never made clear from where the hosts expected us to depart for the last leg of the journey. Unfortunately, the erstwhile leaders never managed to focus on whenever they intended the deadline to be, with results that are therefore predictable. The critique went well beyond whatever one might imagine would be fair and apropos.
AS ADJECTIVES & APPOSITIVES The beach on which the monkeys cavorted was rocky and bare. The tart that I prefer will always have cherries or other berries. The problem set, which the instructor issued with nary a fare thee well, flummoxed everyone in the class. The contrariety, what one could call at least a significant skirmish, took no one by surprise. The proprietress who made so many millions never gave a dime to her children, preferring to house her cats in luxury instead.
AS ADVERBS I remain entirely uncertain how we should plan to respond when the time comes. I feel sad that the child’s luck with cats seemed always to kill them off. They were finally clear where the problem was originating. The outcome appeared ugly indeed for the home team whenever the right wing got into the action. In the end, the answer appeared obvious why only trained professionals should attempt the operation.
In Stephen Pinker’s phrasing, language depicts an ‘infinite combinatorial system.’ That this must be true is no more radical than the notion that no upper limit exists on the numbers that we might imagine. “One more for luck” could easily serve as a phrase that linguists would accept as definitive.
So we might keep going. What fun that would be might depend on the level of nerdishness present in readers and writers who were part of the process. But the fact of continuing possibility is no more deniable than the notion that “n + 1” is a never-ending series.
BASIC PURPOSES Connectivity in essence can require something that resembles a chain. One might consider the previous sentence. The pronoun, “something,” completes a sentence that a writer might continue. However, just as “sentence” in the following clause also finishes a complete thought but invites more information, what a reader might almost expect to follow, so too does “something” elicit the thought, “That specific something should resemble a chain.”
“That” in the first sentence of the above paragraph, “that” to start the second complete thought’s dependent clause, and “what” in the final idea, all are mirrors for the nouns and pronouns that preceded them: “something;” “sentence;” “information.” This is one primary method by which relative pronouns connect ideas together logically and in ways that are obvious, as the prepositional phrase, “by which,” just above is a reflection of an idea, “Relative pronouns connect ideas together logically and in ways that are obvious by using one primary method.”
But that is not all. Another sort of connectivity works by taking more or less free-floating ideas, incomplete in and of themselves, and making them available for verbs and other phrasing that can finish them appropriately. That such a methodology is identifiably different from the formal chaining together via noticeable links should be obvious if one considers this very sentence. The initial clause contains a relative pronoun clause with no mirror whatsoever; a sentence, “Such a methodology is identifiably different” and so forth, no longer is complete: adding “That” at its start, murders its viability, but its corpse becomes fodder for the verbal “should be obvious.”
In every possible context of English communication, these two quite different schemes permit all twenty-six relative pronouns to weave together ideas in ways that are often enough pleasant, generally clear, and, normally, pleasingly robust, so that reality’s intricate skein does not appear too superficial or weak in the flow of text. In any event, this purposeful practice of relating things through this special means represents one of English’s most potent tricks.
WHY RELATIVE PRONOUNS Relatedness is omnipresent. And while some languages lack more than rudimentary actualization of relative pronouns, one can find them, very well developed indeed, in every bit of Babel that has led empires and functioned like a fluid, spoken lubricant of power.
The Russian of czars and Bolsheviks, the French of monarchs and Republicans, the Greek of Alexander as well as the Latin of Caesar, the Turkish of Ottomans and Byzantines, the Chinese of dynasties and revolutionaries, and on and on, all have put something like the English approach into written and spoken texts. This could be accidental, but perhaps what makes more sense is that evolution has selected linguistic forms as well as biological.
Certainly, that such a possibility ought at least to make us ponder would seem reasonable to any but the most obdurate ‘materialists,’ for whom language is merely fluff to cover up the ‘real’ waging of power and expression of social durability. Whatever the case may be, the Spindoctor does not agree with such reductionist ideas.
ZOMBIES & VAMPIRES THAT BRING DEAD THOUGHTS BACK TO LIFE Operational protocols are possible to conceive in these affairs in any number of ways. The Spindoctor has what essentially amounts to a plus-or-minus hundred page textbook and set of drills that use an imaginative format to help English-as-Second-Language learners and ABC’s—American Born Children—come to grips with this corner of English usage.
A brief explication of this operationalization of relative pronouns might readily appear here. In the fullness of time, a more thorough statement of the matter might prove useful, yet we can set a stage, so to say, without more than a few flourishes, a modicum of sentences and paragraphs that speak of Zombies and Vampires as at once assassins and creators of meaningful thought in English.
The initial conceptual point to make is that every dependent clause is possible to view as a once living but now eviscerated sentence. They have all ‘bled out,’ as it were. Thus, that an independent clause can die is a way to think about the situation. “An independent clause can die,” whether factual or truthful or salubrious to any specific reader’s ear, is in fact a sentence. It has the requisite parts, subject and predicate.
With equal certainty, anyone whose grammar capacity is greater than a tolerable third grade level must acknowledge that by adding “That” in front of “An independent clause can die,” the composer has in effect assassinated this sentence. “That an independent clause can die” will never, ever amount to a technically correct English clause capable of independence.
In a way that yields the same result, but with very, very different means, a scribbler can use relative pronouns to devastate a clause’s capacity for independence in an alternative fashion. The writer who wreaks this special form of havoc makes a sentence that resembles this one.
The complete and correct idea stated just above has not one, but two dead sentences in it of a sort different from the first example. The independent core of the final complete thought in the previous paragraph is this: The writer makes a sentence.
However, this wordsmith wanted to add a couple of other notions. The first was this: The sentence-making writer wreaks a previously-noted special form of havoc. The subject of this sentence disappears, replaced and subsumed in the actual sentence from two paragraphs back by who, to yield a half-done insight, to wit, “The writer who wreaks this special form of havoc makes a sentence.”
He then wants to include a second dead idea that will nonetheless further enliven the expression at hand. This second contention is this: The writer’s sentence resembles this one that he is writing right now. Again the composition beheads the sentence’s subject and replaces it with that, to wit, “The writer who wreaks this special form of havoc makes a sentence that resembles this one.”
These two patterns, if one uses a little imagination, are possible to conceive as Vampires, in the first case and Zombies in the second. The vampire-drained sentence contains a relative pronoun to start and then a fully functional sentence that no longer has life flowing in its veins. The zombie-reduced sentence has had its head, its arm, its ass, or any other part of the sentence chomped off, a part, the elimination of which turns the entire clause into a lifeless form, in terms of independence, but which permits its reemergence as a useful, if zombified, dependent clause.
To prove that literally any part of a breathing sentence can, if attacked by a zombie relative pronoun, result in the idea’s death as an independent clause, one need only examine the previous paragraph. The final complete thought has three clauses. The second one is missing its arm, perhaps, whatever morphological structure one attaches to a prepositional phrase.
The appositive construction begins with “a part.” A dead sentence lurks in the next set of words, more or less, “The elimination of that part turns the entire clause into a lifeless form.” Relative pronouns in this fashion attach where they mirror the living form, at part, hence “The zombie-reduce sentence has had its head, its arm, its ass, or any other part of the sentence chomped off, a part, the elimination of which turns the entire clause into a lifeless form.
Who would have thought that fun with Zombies and Vampires would become part and parcel of a grammar lesson? Apparently, the Spindoctor would have thought as much. Voila!
SAMPLING EXAMPLES AMPLY Exemplary elegance or problematic choices are likely to appear wherever English prose appears. A few such instances can take us to our penultimate juncture, from where we can finish today’s post and await our next installment.
A FEW POINTS TO END In terms of efficacy of communication, in relation to clarity and potency and stylistic panache, mastery might remain at best elusive for the writer who is unable to flit about wherever she chooses, whenever she wants, however he or she might imagine, among the multiplicity of ideas and facts and beliefs that the relative pronouns permit scribes to navigate in a fashion that reflects the nautical skills of the most skillful sailors, who can survive calm and storm and arrive safely in whatever port they decide to attain. Next month’s foray into the second person will pick up one matter of import that did not show up today.
This concerns the case where, especially in speech, an interlocutor has two complete thoughts, one of which is no more ‘alive’ than a zombie or vampire-slain relative pronoun clause, but which nevertheless gives no concrete expression of the relative pronoun as such. These ghosts will receive due attention before next issue turns utterly to the proposition that the second person ought not to grace most thoughtful prose, at least if the Spindoctor’s ideas on the matter make sense to others as they seem rational to his Grammar Nerdish self.
Human rights at work, or not
Kicking the downed & standard business practice
Spindoctorjimbo
A BROTHER’S TRAVAILS THAT WERE WORSE THAN THE CHEMO
BACKGROUND
My brother might well merit at least a couple of movies, one for his Country-Rock-God music accomplishments, another for his leaping tiger football heroics. Probably, a remark such as this would apply to almost everyone if we could fully acknowledge our lives and times, the victories that frighten us, the catastrophes that shame us.
While the subject of this recounting primarily deals with neither guitar riffs nor touchdown catches, both of which in turn depended on finely-tuned hands that connected ever so seamlessly with a brave heart and incisive mind, a brief contextualization of my sibling’s life—which came to include these other arenas—sets the stage for today’s article. J. Thomas knew trouble from the day he came squalling into the world, if only because he had a tough-customer like the Spindoctor as his elder by a couple of years.
To start, given who J.T.’s brother is, one might expect the information to appear that J. Thomas was born in May, 1955, during a period of time that included twenty atmospheric nuclear tests, between February of that year and May of 1956, in other words, or between the time when he was seven months in the oven, so to say, and a year old. Such an observation might help account for the reason that one so young and strong and vital would nearly succumb to a rare form of blood cancer.
As is the case with so much morbidity in the modern sphere, one cannot be certain. Still, that one of United States’ only High Altitude atom bomb detonations occurred on April sixth, 1955, five weeks prior to his birth, at a time of year that the prevailing West winds were as likely to be prevalent as at any other season, and that he came into our midst a couple thousand miles due east of the Nevada Test Site, is worth noting.
After all, no less an authority that the former Atomic Energy Agency, in its now released Former Restricted Data set concerning The Effects of Nuclear Weapons, notes that these rare tests, in which explosions occurred at tens of thousands of feet, in the upper atmosphere, might have resulted in widespread dispersion of radioactive particles. “Therefore, a radiation opaque fireball does not form, other attenuation effects are minimized, and the radiation can travel great distances while remaining at significant energy levels.”
Establishing a context for who a person becomes, and what he experiences en route, can reasonably include such data, particularly given the so well-established facts that they shouldn’t even require a mention, to wit that beings in-utero and just-born are more prone to damage from radiation than any other age group, and that irradiating energies cause blood cancers. As well, of course, a more personal ‘case history’ also ought to present itself. And J. Thomas had plenty of other matters that colored his life.
Such a little thing, but telling, is his left-handedness. His father’s mother, God knows why, associated such a quality with the devil. Even though his own ma and pa blocked the most execrable effects of such a barbaric attitude—even if it came from his pie-making and otherwise jolly grandma—the time that he and his brother spent in the West Virginia hills inevitably entailed an ‘evil-eyed’ staring intensity at his southpaw ways.
A much larger issue was that his mom and dad, also the Spindoctor’s parents, parted ways in 1961, when J.T. and his older brother were six and eight respectively. The year prior to that and the span of time that followed were harsh times in our household, perhaps harsher for the not-yet-big-and-strong J. Thomas more than for any of the others, given that he had the misfortune to look exactly like his father at that point in his life, at the same conjunction when my dear mother, not without some cause, entertained not one single positive, unconflicted feeling for the progenitor of her four offspring, whom her younger son both resembled so completely and, quite logically under the circumstances, missed so achingly.
Hard luck indeed: no doubt this contributed to how J.T.’s wild streak manifested at such a youthful age. That, and a native sense of the value of cash, and a clever capacity to pick up Spanish in South Texas, apparently made this ten-year-old and skinny innocent an ideal ‘mule,’ perhaps especially since he had both the mechanical and physical gifts that permitted his at once maintaining and riding a broken down scooter on his deliveries. Puttering about on the rickety conveyance, he must have seemed comically unthreatening, which he would have played upon like a maestro whenever he could.
Inevitably, or certainly almost unavoidably, the youngster in such a situation comes face-to-face with either violent competitors or the law. The one makes for a kill-or-be-killed personality; the other for the far-too-frequently hideous joke of juvenile justice. J. Thomas, smarter and Whiter than most Rio-Grande Valley thirteen year olds—his age at his first bust—lucked out in finding a probation officer who recognized raw athletic talent, however, even if it hid inside a scrawny frame and had found no outlet more challenging than the occasional swim or the more frequent task of dodging slightly older and bigger gangsters.
This mentor guided J.T. to football, which is akin to the highest priesthood in Texas generally, and in San Antonio more so than most other parts of the Lone Star State. Shortly after J. Thomas began to exercise and train with the same focus that he had theretofore devoted to delivering marijuana and other comestibles, he began to sprout muscles that, at first, didn’t look like too much on the surface but which exhibited Herculean capacities in the event. The Spindoctor found this out fairly painlessly when, at the age of sixteen, he challenged, despite J.T.’s fairly equable warning, his erstwhile younger sibling and punching bag what turned out to be a final time. “You’ll do what I say, or I’ll kick your ass!”
“You think?” And I did think, but the next thing that I knew, I had flown through the air with the greatest of ease, right through the porch’s screen and into a thorn bush that just scratched the surface of what a thrashing at J.T.’s hands might deliver. How it happened will remain mysterious, since no YouTube moments were then possible, but it definitely happened.
ENDOWMENTS DIVINE & EARNED; FORTUNE NOT SO FORTUNATE These abbreviated descriptors of a young man’s character and travails may or may not adequately express a contextualization, as it were. Whatever the case may be, brother J.T. soon blossomed into an almost incredible specimen, though as footballers appear in the flesh, he was always among the more diminutive representatives. He never weighed in at more than plus or minus two hundred pounds, for example.
Thus, that he could bench press regularly, and occasionally with repetitions, three hundred seventy-five pounds of steel, almost double his body mass, made him a monster to confront. Both various opponents on the so-called ‘gridiron’ and randomly encountered combatants in the world at large learned this in ways that one must imagine were unforgettable.
J.T.’s development, given his personal traits and natural capacities, probably seems relatively obvious. He received copious scholarship offers and decided to attend the academically competitive small-school sports powerhouse, Texas Lutheran College, where his prowess blossomed apace with this graceful maturation.
His presence on the team helped near-championship seasons to happen in each of his three years as a varsity player. Many the old Texas newspaper archive contains articles that attest to his capable hands, stalwart ability to take a hit, and touchdowns attendant on these factors during the 1974, ’75, and ’76 seasons.
Professional scouts began to sniff around by the beginning of his junior year, and though an agent might have seemed a good idea, brother J. Thomas’ business sense led him to feel comfortable in taking these opportunities to negotiate as they came up. By the start of his senior season, in 1976, he had signed a letter of intent with the Cincinnati National Football League organization and banked what he described as “a friendly sum” for his consideration.
The final game of his regular senior season, in raw conditions for the November Texas Hill Country, would determine the ranking for post-conference play, so J.T. did not sub out for the entire contest. In the fourth quarter, with the score knotted, he ran a post pattern near the goal line, his leap an eruption into the atmosphere that put him out of reach of the two defenders who covered him.
He caught the ball, and cemented a win for T.L.C., but upon landing with the ball in his grasp, his pair of pursuers hit him, hard, one high and one low, in a tackle that in college competition may have been illegal: the referees threw flags in any event. More to the point of J. Thomas’s story, though, the impact crushed two of his lumbar vertebrae.
This not only ended his season but also led to a fateful medical interview. “Son,” the doctor related, “we can clean up that damage, and you’ll quite possibly feel fit as a fiddle again.” Brother J.T. waited, looking at the x-rays that displayed his backbone’s fragmented condition. His advisor, bow-tied and scholarly, persisted. “But if you ever take another hard hit anywhere close to those vertebrae….,” the orthopedic specialist let his words dangle. “I’ll have trouble with my legs forever after,” my brother finished for him.
The dapper surgeon corrected him. “You’ll never perambulate on your own again, most likely.”
These circumstances eased a decision that would otherwise have been impossible. He chose to walk away so that he could continue to walk at all.
And, gifted with multiple talents, J. Thomas had options that might appear still more glamorous, and definitely would seem much safer, than professional football. He excelled as a mimic, for instance, someone whose comic sense frequently regaled anyone nearby with hilarity. Moreover, he had already begun, from his third year at T.L.C., to play local venues in Seguin as both a singer who could cover all sorts of country and rockish hits, and a songwriter who could win over most of the young girls and boys who were his academic and cultural cohorts.
While his days of eight-hour, full contact workouts and pumping tens of thousands of pounds of iron were over, the intensity and yearning that had combined with discipline and diligence to yield an N.F.L. deal now converged around music and performance. He managed to graduate with honors at the same time that a full calendar of play dates awaited his attention; he became popular in Austin, packed barrooms in his native San Antonio, and even made inroads in Dallas and Houston.
Not only did he appeal to hardcore country fans; he garnered followers among the progressive country, country-rock, and Latin genres. He could even conceivably have focused on Ranchera, since he played a few gigs across the Rio Grande, where his Spanish was just serviceable enough to let him communicate intelligibly and understand intelligently.
His ‘big break’ came during the Spring of his twenty-fifth birthday. He had plowed through one marriage, horrific in every sense but its impact on songwriting, which bloomed with ache and lust, hope and despair. He was playing what in England would count as a lively pub; he had shined with sweat and broken hearted smiles and tears through two encores.
The little fellow, pudgy with glasses, would have made someone who was actually the redneck that J.T. superficially appeared grin in a way that could have been offputting, or—after the requisite number of beers in four or five sets—worse than rude. But when this producer pulled up a chair and greeted little brother, the young crooner sensed the opportunity that was in the offing.
“Can I buy ya a beer? How ya doing? What can I do for ya?”
The upshot was a plane ticket to Boston, not the center of operations for a country rock label that one might have anticipated, but the headquarters nevertheless. And the further promise was a $25,000 check, to start, and a record deal for at least three albums in two or three years.
Football could quite possibly have delivered more immediate cashola, but the stressors would have almost certainly been vastly more stressful, not to mention that the long range prospects had to have been at least equal. Whatever snakepit that the music business turned out to be, the killing fields of football represented perhaps the most daunting way imaginable to make a living.
So young brother had done better than well. He arrived in Boston as slim and handsome, really as beautiful in his rugged way, with the scar where the jagged rock had pierced his cheek when he was eight, as a young Texas crooner could conceivably be.
In the truly lustrous suburban office where he found himself, a check the size of a small breadloaf, endorsed to J.T., perched on the glass that covered the black leather whatever-desk of the vice president whose signature was on this particular negotiable instrument. Brother man waited.
“There’s just one more thing.” Brother man nodded.
But when the executive, smooth and cool, unzipped his pants and inclined his head downward, the only outcome that could take place—given who my brother was and still is—unfolded without rehearsal. “I broke his jaw and walked away.”
DRUDGERY & DRIVE; CHARM & CALCULATION Again, fate had elicited a seemingly gleaming prospect that disappeared in the harsh glare of cruel reality. Perhaps the most devilish aspect of where brother J. Thomas then found himself was that the surgeon’s promised ‘fit-as-a-fiddle,’ while true enough, turned out to be anything but pain-free. Yoga helped; it provided a fun foil for some of brother’s funnier shticks too—“Redneck Yogurt” and so forth.
Nonetheless, a two-pronged dilemma accompanied the ubiquity of regular, at times daily, torment. The first stab was that anguish made work-performance difficult to maintain at the standards that younger brother expected. The second thrust was that the temptation to turn to painkillers or other ‘controlled substances’ would always be pulsing in his consciousness as the agony throbbed in his body.
Drink was the easiest anesthetic, but it led to weight gain. That increased the pressure on his now-fused discs. Smooth or easy facility was hard to countenance, under such conditions.
None of what J.T. had theretofore possessed, however, would have amounted to much more than loads of sweat and frustration had he not also trained, through athletics and music, to continue well beyond points of pain that would have sidelined most players. Nevertheless, no regimen of drills could overcome a broken back, nor could any legerdemain with guitar and chords and lyrics overturn a system that consisted so fundamentally of corrupted relations.
Thus, J. Thomas confronted—in slightly different ways from those of us in the common herd, like brother Spindoctor—the limits of desire and focus and determination. Still, as a working class bloke, he had to make ends meet. The signing bonus from the Bengals long since having vanished, and the promised advance from the record label having never materialized, therefore, J.T. cast about for things to do to make money, something for which he had always shown a talent, in any case.
Being a ‘club musician’ would never raise the family that my brother knew would come to him eventually. Furthermore, he had supplemented his ‘artist’s wages’ by working construction for years.
He had, he said, always known that he could fall back on being smart, fast, and capable of seeing that projects finished. He had the combination of craft skill, human touch, logistical sensibility, and engineering aptitude—straight from rocket science dad—to rise in the commercial building trade.
As a clever, clever lad, he had immediately after high school started working for a large outfit that paid well, albeit it also imposed what for most people would be murderous ‘productivity’ requirements. He had stuck with this company in the break that followed his freshman year at Texas Lutheran, in fact, and from these initial ‘Summer jobs’ had flowed offer after offer to become a part of the corporate team whensoever J.T. felt so inclined.
Hence, when he found himself with no viable prospects that would have let him display his star qualities on a wider stage, he turned to his capabilities as a worker who could also manage others and the work process itself. Within a year of his altercation in Boston, in fact, he had upped his already essentially fulltime schedule with his conglomerate construction employer—prior to erupting violently to the insistence that he provide a blowjob for a contract, he had ‘punched a clock’ as whatever ‘breed’ of craftsman was in short supply, carpenter, laborer, plumber, electrician, HVAC, etc., while he wended his way to musical venues on a regular basis as well.
After coming back from New England, he conveyed to the supervisors who had more or less constantly sought to ‘promote’ him that he was now available for any and all such assignments. Before his twenty-sixth birthday celebration came about, he was an assistant site supervisor. A year after that he was a project manager, and his superiors quickly enough vetted him for the most elaborate and intricate types of undertakings, anywhere in the Western Hemisphere.
The rise in income was nothing short of meteoric, although National Football League compensation would still almost certainly have surpassed these sums, and the creative satisfaction of being a rock god is just damned hard to quantify. But with his thirtieth birthday still a year away, his salary and bonus exceeded one hundred fifty thousand dollars. In the context of this rise in the company, he met a woman just slightly older than he was, the daughter of a retired Vice President of a competing operation, based in Missouri instead of Houston. They had married by Summer of 1983, and the first of three daughters came along by 1986. Little brother provided quite well for his growing brood.
The primary gifts that he brought to corporate America are easy to catalog. Drudgery was a constant. If a subcontractor proved unreliable, if a contract requirement proved problematic or even insane, if anything threatened the flow on which timely performance depended, J. Thomas had—both on the job and in side operations that he somehow managed to finance or actualize at the same time that he slaved away as many as eighty hours a week—the most excellent skilled help to make sure that the job got done, correctly, under budget, on time. He and his delegated coterie of former teammates and random recruits might face three, or even thirteen, twenty hour days in sequence, but things came together as agreed.
Tex-Mex, which he supplemented with four years of college Spanish, also meant that he could both understand and make whatever points he needed with the thirty-to-sixty percent of his fellow workers whose primary linguistic traditions, so to speak, were Latino. He never emphasized this as critical, but half the stories that he relates have included components that proved this factor to be crucial.
Charm and psychological savvy do not necessarily stand out as the most common characteristics of jocks. On the other hand, other than quickness—which is at least somewhat different from speed, one being trainable much more so than the other—the defining trait of professional athletes is intelligence, with which finesse and psychic insight do decidedly associate.
Brother J.T., no matter what, could sell firewood to tropic-dwellers and water to those who lived next to natural springs; thus, among hundreds or even over a thousand workers on a big job, who were in turn part of dozens or even hundreds of smaller companies, he could engage and figure out how to motivate almost everyone. In the rare case that someone, either because of personality clash or stupidity, simply proved immune to little brothers charisma, he had the force of personality and the physical prowess to run them off and find someone who would “get with the program.”
And this SOP always included a willingness to bend rules to the point that they shattered. Without exception, every contracted operation had someone on site who provided contraband—painkillers, crystal-meth, cocaine, the list goes on. Such material support was, and is, part and parcel of the production process. Moreover, the sacrosanct rights of ‘property owners’ could become flexible or even disappear if such plasticity or absence meant the job finished according to the date on the contract.
Relentless negotiation skills also attended this erstwhile almost magical magnetism that J. Thomas could turn on at will. Eventually, if skimping on overtime were too obvious, or the ferocity and intensity of the demanded pace were well beyond brutal, people bridled, in which instances J.T., following the lead of those who taught him the business, would literally every time find something that would sweeten the take enough to induce the necessary output.
“Hell, yes! You can take all that PVC with you that we don’t use.” Or, “Man, I have no idea what happened to that compressor; it just was gone yesterday morning.” In the end, these last two capabilities, perhaps as crucial as any of the others, provided a convenient excuse to screw him over when the time came to do so.
Perhaps most centrally, as already alluded to, a fanatical focus on timeliness underlay this younger brother’s truly brilliant success. He rattled off figures that made a Spindoctor’s head swim. In five years of one-to-two huge contracts a year, he made—or, in what amounts to the same thing, avoided the loss of more than ten million dollars a years, vis-à-vis the expected per annum take. Mostly, according to J. Thomas, this type of result hinged on the avoidance of the witchery and morass of ‘liquidated damages.’
This categorical imperative has proven the bane of all but the most successful commercial construction firms. Its arcane rules essentially flow from the inevitable central importance of finishing according to somebody’s calendar, on the one hand, and the inherent impossibility of determining “actual damages” for tardiness, the result of which is an agreed ‘liquidation’ of daily fines for being late. Some big companies win in this arena because of their murderous lawyers; others have more mundane homicidal threats at hand; the outfits for which J.T. worked relied on his ilk—worker managers who could actually deliver timely completion.
Throughout this period of rising in the business world, little brother evinced the exact qualities of a true conservative that he had revealed more or less from the start of his adult existence. He obsessed about having enough set aside to deal with setbacks. He always carried substantial life insurance for whomever he wanted to benefit from an unplanned and untimely demise. He paid whatever was necessary to have health insurance as well, even when his ‘income bracket’ made that seem like a luxury choice. He was, in other words, a classical ‘liberal,’ as far from Keynesian as one can fathom and thereby in some ways even further afield from the attitudes and perspectives of his older brother.
Moreover, in matters that play a large part in this narrative, he also aggressively put money away for the still-distant future of retirement, when he could sip beer and tell stories rather than work fifteen hours a day or so. He selected his employers because they would generously match whatever portions of his wages he foreswore consuming in this fashion, which was also sensible because it avoided the taxes that all ‘true conservatives’ so despise.
Because of this tendency, anyway, by the time that he was thirty-two, he could know that he was eighty percent of the way to his first million, that he still had plenty of zip left, that he was someone who knew both the score and the ropes, as the idioms expressed such things, and that he was living the dream. He admitted, as he trudged and sweated his way to immense and long-sought prosperity, that this achievement of ‘middle-class’ fantasyland would have been impossible for most of his former teammates, who were Black and Hispanic and as a consequence not likely ever to catch the combination of opportunities and ‘get-out-of-jail’ free cards that had come to J. Thomas despite his equally evil experiences of lady luck’s eccentricities.
In this regard, his John Wayne imitation was especially farcical. But J.T. had enough sophistication to recognize that the Duke whom he parodied was in fact a parody himself, of righteousness and ‘freedom’ in the land of frenzied bigotry and systematic oppression. Of course, as well, John Wayne died of a nuclear-weapons induced cancer, a fate of which the legendary actor may himself have been aware, and of which J. Thomas was certainly cognizant.
A KICK IN THE TEETH THAT GRIT COULD NOT FINESSE The first time that J.T. noticed the bloody urine, he thought of the day after a tough football battle. He shrugged it off for a morning, a few months after he had turned thirty-two, but then he added this dark stain to the intractable malaise and profound fatigue and the occasional lingering bruise that had afflicted him for—what was it?—months at least. And he used some of his good corporate insurance benefits to schedule a medical visit.
“It was goddamned inconvenient; I can tell ya that!” The job that was unfolding was in the middle of Houston’s swelter and involved complicated social and labor issues that little bro’ could handle but most people couldn’t even see. “And we’re talking fifty-thousand dollars a day liquidated damages.”
Nevertheless, he wouldn’t avoid any cost overruns whatsoever as a corpse, and when the second and the third appointments that he made soberly agreed that he had a rarely encountered, unpronounceable version of Acute Myeloid Leukemia, he wrestled with the existential question at its rudest and most obtrusive—to work and prosper, but to die, in juxtaposition to a withdrawal and ‘defeat’ that might permit continued life. The family has detested doctors for good reason, yet their presence had here forced just such rumination, arguably noteworthy or more, to the fore.
“I mean, they tried to be all jolly, like what the fuck?” He explained. “They said, no shit, that a half a year earlier I’d have been dead within a year almost ninety-five percent. Now, if I wasn’t one of the five percent who died in Chemo, I could live to be a hundred.”
But his corporate overlords were far from sympathetic. “They were like, ’Yeah, John, that’s tough. Can ya wait to start chemo till after October?” The magnitude of fifty grand a day overshadowed mere mortality, at least to an everlasting corporate entity. “I said fuck that.” J. Thomas had the drip in his arm within a week.
LUCK AT LAST When J.T. told me that the chemo almost killed him, the instilled understatement chilled Spindoctor bones. “Another day, I was through.” This was the younger brother for whom persistence and stoicism in the face of devastating agony were qualities that he had consciously instilled since early adolescence.
So far as an elder sibling knows, BDSM was never little brother’s ‘thing,’ but he could easily have established his philosophy of life on the altar of anguish. The purpose of practice was a tantra of torture—the idiom, obviously, ‘no pain, no gain.’
Hence, to discover—and to hear the barely-breathed affirmation first hand—that this erstwhile therapy was worse than anything else that he had ever encountered implied a sense of resolve in his follow-up, implacable, indicating that no retort could ever tease out a different result. “I’ll never do it again. I’ll die first.”
Both of these hillbilly Texans, J.T. and his elder, loathed nausea almost as much as the promise of hell’s brimstone, nearly as much as the eternity of silence that the extinction of life guaranteed. Therefore, treatment from which a consistent noisome vomitus was inescapable might, if not quickly then eventually become worse than the purported life-giving drip’s dreadful tonic of gruesome, heaving purges.
When death’s grim grimace grins before one’s very eyes, of course, even the firmest supposed resolution might waver. A more ‘opportunistic’ POV could prove particularly persuasive given the reality of what transpired for J. Thomas, despite the misery that the chemicals induced while they assassinated his errant blood cells.
The Spindoctor never saw the article that convinced his younger brother of something akin to divine intervention. The attestations were hearsay, but J.T. had remained a rigorous empiricist in his dealings with reality since very early in his life. No amount of Spindoctor sifting has turned up the research brief as of yet, but its pronouncements branded J. Thomas.
“Less than a year before I came down with this, I’d’ve died—twenty-to-one—within a few months, probably.” The clinicians spoke of different chemical cocktails from the past. The result was ugly. “Either they killed you, or the cancer got you.”
For six months, more or less, at first once weekly then for the last couple lunar cycles biweekly, he would venture to Houston’s M.D. Anderson clinic. An intravenous drip administered the poisons that would almost kill him, and with luck almost certainly kill the cancerous cells that would, unchecked, end his days.
“I got to where, two days before, I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t get it up, I’d have these, like me! panic attacks that were like insane: hyperventilating, fidgeting around, all flushed and fucking scared, me.” The vomiting was probably the worst, given how our line relates to upchucking.
After he “kicked (his) music habit,” he’d always kept his hair super short, so losing his hair didn’t amount to much. He knew that he would get through the process, so that whether it cured him or not it wouldn’t kill him yet, the first time that he didn’t have to schedule a weekly appointment.
That was roughly four months in. “I never asked them to stop early. I never complained. Like coach Schwenie said, ‘Take it like a man.’ But I’ll tell you—it was hell, and I’m never going back.”
In the event, he didn’t have to. A quarter century later, he’s back in Texas, he has a love, he drinks too much. He’s still got most of the money from various employers pension contributions and all his own tax deferred income that he didn’t share with his second wife. He could tell stories for longer than he’s been alive, which will be sixty years this month.
MAD ENOUGH TO LIVE “My boss came to see me, I don’t know, at least three times. He was not a happy camper, and it wasn’t because of how much I was suffering, believe you me. The fellow who replaced me—masters degree from somewhere, MIT I think, maybe Georgia Tech, I don’t know—knew everything there was to know about the business, so he didn’t know shit.”
Given the family proclivity for the luck of the Irish—“If it weren’t for bad luck, I’d have no luck at all!”—J.T. says that he sensed that something evil had to be lurking just ahead when the visits stopped. As noted above, his direct supervisor had been the only managerial colleague who had visited during his battle with cancer and chemo.
“They lost five million dollars,” as the project that he had ditched so that he could live went a hundred days past its due date. “It was October 20th. They were going to do a week earlier, but they were superstitious about Friday the 13th.” Sometime late in January, J. Thomas’ replacement finally brought the new structure online and eliminated the bloody flux of lost currency.
“I knew for sure when I got the registered letter.” It was a classic ‘Dear John’ missive. ‘It having come to our attention that you’ve been a naughty, naughty boy, we regret to inform you that, effectively immediately, we’re handing you your head.’
But that wasn’t the half of the insult, nor a fraction of the injury. “My pension was less than three months from vesting,” in January, 1990. The company was taking back, principle and interest, something like $400,000.
When the Spindoctor heard all this, years later, he howled. “You got to sue. You can still sue! You got to make an example of the fuckers!”
J. Thomas gave his elder a level look, lips pursed. “Yeah. That’s what I told my lawyer.” The trouble was that in managing to save the company five million here and five million there, with the knowledge and tacit okay of the entire chain of command, little brother had followed the not uncommon practice of bribing subcontractors into doing what they had agree, or sweetening the pot when management wanted a little extra oomph from the workforce.
In practice, this kind of kickback basically never took the form of cash. Instead, a small carpentry company would walk away with fifteen hundred dollars worth of sheetrock; a plumbing outfit would get a few pallets of pipe and joints; an electrician would receive leftover conduit. Less frequently, redundant equipment would no longer be on J.T.’s manifest, nor would its physical existence any longer be apparent in the corporate stores.
“They threatened to bring in the police: Texas Rangers, no less.” What was standard procedure, looked at in a harsher light, added up to pilfering, embezzlement, theft. “All of it felonies too:” all tolled, “we’re talking at least fifty, sixty thousand dollars a year for maybe five years.”
“I told ‘Bertie,’” Alberto Rodriguez—one of San Antonio’s most accomplished criminal defense attorneys—“we can’t let them get away with this. It’s fraud from the get-go.” J.T. and he were good friends, as little brother had more than once needed the most expert assistance in delicate matters that could have had deleterious outcomes for a young defendant.
“John, let me put it to you like this: you just can’t go to the judge, who wants to hang your ass for murder, you just can’t go up to him and say, ‘Hey, your honor, I know I shot those guys, but it was an industry standard; everybody was doin’ it, and, besides, my boss said it was OK.’ You’ll swing, compadre—stairway to heaven.”
Hence, no matter how much Spindoctor or J. Thomas himself snarled or complained, “they had me over a barrel. Sabe?”
What could a brother and writer respond to that. Of course it was understandable: check and mate. But, “Christ have mercy, bro,’ you can’t keep working for these motherfuckers.”
THE UPSHOT & THE AFTERMATH “What the fuck else am I supposed to do?” He asked me this when a Spindoctor sibling begged him to consider alternatives to commercial construction.
Nor did any research-based theory or stratagem answer his pugilistic challenge. “Huh? Just what the fuck?” He had moved near Atlanta to work for another of the top ten contractors in the business, his preacher-man father-in-law’s former firm, a company that had gladly scooped up J. Thomas as a multimillion dollar asset.
His brother nearby for the first time in decades, we socialized and collaborated a few times. The stories here came out in enough detail to allow a Spindoctor’s interlocutory facility to narrate the whole process.
By the time that the cancer hit, he had, as noted above, met a woman—stern and well-to-do and hyper-Christian but fertile and decent—with whom he had built a marriage and a growing family, two on the playground and one on the way. While, had he been ‘at liberty’ at this straitened crossroads in his life, he might have turned away from the proven moneymaker that his faculties in the building trades represented, he absolutely could not think too far ‘outside the box’ and support the relationships that at that precise conjunction defined him, as a man, a husband, a father, a ‘breadwinner.’
Therefore, he put his head down, gritted his teeth, and persevered as project supervisor. He insured that deadlines did not pass without completion; he avoided liquidated damages like a plague; he schmoozed with subcontractors in similar fashion as had just led to the stripping away of hundreds of thousands of dollars of ‘equity’ from him, although one must realize that his own quarter million or more in contributions, plus interest, remained his own.
In returning to the corporate wellspring anew, he spent long months of every year on job sites far afield from his Cherokee County, Georgia home. Still, he and his wife created a fourth new infant together before he had himself fixed to preclude more than four children, though he still “loved to practice in spite of the cut,” as he articulated the point.
As time passed, his penchant for beer and tales remained as vibrant as ever. So he gained weight, the stretching and yoga became more difficult to perform, and his personal pain increased; he gritted his teeth and kept his head down some more and tried different chemical interventions.
Until now, like another ‘Lefty,’ in the song by Townes Van Zandt that he has covered with eyes moist and emotions raw, he is growing old, a fate with which his Spindoctor brother is very familiar. His second marriage, from which three Spindoctor nieces and a last progeny who was his son and my nephew emanated, also cracked up on the shoals of longed-for riches and other unrealistic expectations, though an observer might state the case in coarser, more vernacular terminology.
Anyhow, he had never grown fond of Georgia. He therefore fulfilled the prognostication that his more aged sibling in no way ever came close to manifesting, returning to the South Texas landscapes where residents swore that one could not leave the environs permanently behind if one had “worn out a pair of shoes” there.
He still sings and plays guitar. He remains a patriot despite all the evidence that suggests the good sense of a contrary attitude. He drinks almost as much as, and holds his temper only marginally better than, he ever did. Adventures in love and family and labor, along with scrapes with the law, have dotted his landscape and might fill volumes of narratives such as this.
In relation to the cretins who robbed him, who lied outright that “we did not know” in order to pad their bottom line with a paltry six-figure sum in their bloated eleven-figure balance sheet, he has for the most part remained taciturn. The reality is simple. “I may forgive, but I’ll never forget.”
COSTS & BENEFITS, CAPITAL & BULLSHIT Those who hear this story, and other accounts like it, often scurry for the cover of the so-called ‘narrative fallacy’ and other ways of isolating and distinguishing the ‘merely anecdotal.’ And to an extent of course this is fair. One case does not an argument make, let alone prove.
Yet any follow-up inquiry of a statistical sort must ultimately turn on whether such a case as the single instance here is more, or less, typical of what bean-counters and trustfunders, CEO’s and their boards, would do whenever such a sublime opportunity as my brother’s vulnerability confronted them. Nor does the evaluation end thus, with a conclusion that businessmen will only be predatory thugs one per cent or five percent or fifty percent of the time.
After all, what if we were to discover that such actions as befell my brother—garish visions of descending axes are possible to insert—were merely occasional? How about more than occasional, say ten percent of the instances that qualified? Would such tallies let capital’s social proposition ‘off the hook,’ as the saying goes?
Clearly, a value judgment of that sort might educe any number of replies. Just as obviously, one can assert that the decent and humane and ethical response would have to revolve around the notion that such a system—in other words a society in which one out of a hundred, or whatever proportion one finds, were, to use an idiomatic phrase, “hung out to dry”—would, at best, on the one hand amount to something suboptimal under conditions that were primitive and brutal, and, on the other hand, add up to a monstrous crime in circumstances that would otherwise permit everyone to receive allotments according to both his due and his needs.
J. Thomas’ fraternal Spindoctor has written this chronicle for reasons both simple and more complicated. For one thing, most easily, this is a scribe’s job. In a slightly more nuanced manner, what happened to J.T. has always struck chords that imply importance or utility or interest too. The recounted contradictions, the yarn’s twists and turns, its life and death situations, its intractable conflicts and uncertainties ought to entertain, if nothing else.
These are all straightforward rationale. More convoluted motivations are also in play though. Maybe one reader will come to accept one more element of an argument for social democracy. Maybe one observer will face what seems like a fact to the Spindoctor: either people will learn how to share and to relate to each other more in terms of mutuality and equal allocation, or very soon a bleak human prospect will seem like great good fortune indeed. The vague potential has to exist that many more than a single reader or observer will conclude as he hopes they might as a result of this bit of personal history.
Whatever the case may be, additional actual workers confront additional actual workplaces each day that the Earth turns round the sun. In the fullness of a time that deals such as the Trans-Pacific Partnership define, moreover, the treatment accorded J. Thomas could approach the universal norm, so that any more gracious conduct would be against the uniform code of the great god profit and thereby illegal.
One can therefore propose that this issue of discarding people at the merest hint of an excuse of weakness is omnipresent, whether or not it shows up most, or even much, of the time that such eventualities currently unfold. Reams from the realms of available research demonstrate as much.
For example, the search, < cancer workplace discrimination firing OR fired OR dismissed OR “laid off” prevalence OR frequency OR likelihood> yields nearly five million results. Matters of legislative remedy appear frequently on the first pages. So do advertisements or blogs from law firms. In the first half-dozen pages, which is to say among sixty links, a veritable litany comes to the fore of people who are begging for surcease from some sort of standard operating procedure that consigns people to the reject-pile at any inkling of possible defect or difficulty.
Even reducing the size of the net, < cancer leukemia workplace discrimination firing OR fired OR dismissed OR “laid off” prevalence OR frequency OR likelihood> brings-in in excess of a million and a half hits. Perhaps this article will soon enough show up in a related search.
Moreover, another string, slightly broader < cancer OR injury OR “heart disease” employment discrimination dismissal OR firing OR fired OR “laid off” “united states”> nearly doubles the take, to over ten million citations. One would have little choice but to recognize that issues of significant size and scope surround such case studies as a brief about a Spindoctor sibling.
Finally, as regards this grappling with numerical gauges, just in the course of a few short weeks of pondering this essay, the Spindoctor and his helpmate have encountered multiple additional anecdotes of such eventualities. One involved allegations against the local bank where Guardian Media deposits our stipends. Another detailed a mediated ’firestorm,’ on Facebook and elsewhere, in which an oral surgeon defended his layoff decision as helping his former employee to obtain unemployment benefits and ‘focus on her recovery.’
At least ten such stories bubbled up from the ether and caught our notice because we were producing this story. Many of the confrontations ended in court. The ‘damages’ from such litigious encounters often redound largely to attorneys fees and often aren’t very substantial anyway. The point of developing these very brief empirical points, in any case, is not to provide an overarching synthesis, let alone to prove some conclusive synthesis; it is only here—in this non-research articulation of journalistic work—as further background, a deepened context, an enriched sense of the systemic and systematic way that such problems show up.
Turning back to the individualistic frame, examined strictly as a human interest or character study, this report reveals a strong and resolute character at the heart of things. The Spindoctor’s brother not once has asked for sympathy. Nor did he ever appear to feel sorry for himself: anger, frustration, a desire for vindication or retribution made their appearances, but not once a ‘woe-is-me’ mien, let alone such an identifiable verbalization.
J. Thomas’ thoughts and feelings about his brother-in-law, who is Mexican, and about some of his Black and Brown companions over the years suggest that he may even have comforted himself that in the grand scheme of things, he’s not had nearly as ill-begotten a ride through life as have many of them, whose skin color combined with their class origins to work against the kinds of ‘breaks’ that J.T. received when he made occasional missteps. This is speculation, no doubt, but circumstantial evidence indicates that it could easily be true. More than once has he acknowledged, “I’m free, White, and American by God: you can try to stop me” or keep him down.
Howsoever one is able to dissect an individual’s own awareness or consciousness, as in this specific case, a deeper delving about how facts and data and experience all agglomerate generally is worth considering. Our age of ‘big data’ often seems to direct those who would develop sociopolitical arguments to rely on empirical sets of information alone, so much so that any sets of hypotheses that do not start with such foundations receive short shrift at the very best—fodder for the gossip column but unworthy of a citizen’s serious attention, let alone having any role in policy discussions.
Another pathway to knowledge—and some might aver the sole route to wisdom—is possible however. Rather than beginning with overall data, such a methodology accepts that an investigator can initiate analysis with a single account.
In this contextualization, an individual story is explicable in terms of possible relationships and connections. One can then check those ideas about interconnection against the numerical substrate, the collected—which is hugely different from the collectible—background data. In such a scheme, that one’s evidence is anecdotal is the opposite of a drawback; it in fact creates a plausibly superior basis for considering wider pools of facts more intricately and usefully than if one were to launch the attempt at comprehension on the foundation of statistical materials alone.
No matter the perspective that one ultimately develops in this regard, a Spindoctor’s brother did undergo trials and travails that are possible to ponder. And whatever the general point of view that one promulgates about such matters of labor and compensation and fairness and equity and so on and so forth, this sibling’s experiences must fit that overall outlook. If the story that results can engage and provide a sense of wonder en route, so much the better.
Paying climate debts: a progressive way to tackle climate change
Climate change threatens all life on the planet. Only an equitable solution can solve it, argues Steve Rushton
Steve Rushton
“The rains come late. The sun behaves in a strange way. The world is ill. The lungs of the sky are polluted. We know it is happening. You cannot go on destroying nature. We will all die, burned and drowned”, states Davi Kopenawa, leader and shaman from the Yanomami nation, Brazilian Amazon, in a report by Survival International.
To the west, drought and logging are driving the uncontacted Mashco-Piro tribe off their land. Mainly living entwined with nature, indigenous peoples are severely threatened by climate change. First-nation advocate NGO Survival International reports climate change’s impacts include droughts in Amazon, Arctic meltdown, declining Sami reindeer herds and severe insect infections. This escalates destruction caused by colonialism and extractive capitalism, which has already created many ’sacrifice zones.’
The climate crisis is a culmination of the pollution since the industrial revolution fired up. Responsibility is vastly unequal; 20% of the world’s population created 70% of these greenhouse gases. Climate change threatens everyone, but particularly those in the global South. In 2009, Angelica Navarro, Bolivia’s climate negotiator to the UN asserted:
“Millions of people – in small islands, least-developed countries, landlocked countries as well as vulnerable communities in Brazil, India and China, and all around the world – are suffering from the effects of a problem to which they did not contribute.”
In polar contrast to the billions under threat, campaigners blame a small group of climate change profiteers for driving the crisis. The focus is on billionaires; the NGO Oxfam suggest that by 2016, 85 peoplewill own more than the rest of the world.
The richest 1% feature in Outing the Oligarchy: Billionaires who benefit from today’s climate crisis. This far-reaching document by the International Forum on Globalization asserts: “Today’s single biggest threat to our global climate commons is the group of billionaires who profit most from its pollution and, in turn, push government policies that promote more fossil fuels.”
The same report details how billionaires often engage in lobbying to push dirtier fossil fuel expansion, such as tar sands. NASA climate scientist James Hansen is not alone in suggesting that if tar sands continue to expand it will be “game over for the planet.”
The global 1% extract wealth through global corporations. A Guardian article asserts that 90 corporations are responsible for two-thirds of man-made carbon emissions. A study by American MIT University substantiates the connection between wealth and pollution. The summary states: “Your carbon footprint impact rises with your income. The class estimated Bill Gates’ impact at 10,000 times the national average.”
The military industrial complex is also a key climate culprit; the US military is the largest polluting entity. A correlation can be drawn from the oil and war business. Evidence for this includes BP and Shell apparently lobbying the British government, before they invaded Iraq in 2003.
But these studies about wealth and climate change do not solely point the finger at the 1%: they blame the entire system. This argument has been made strongly in Naomi Klein’s latest book subtitled Capitalism vs. the Climate.
“Humanity confronts a great dilemma: to continue on the path of capitalism, depredation, and death, or to choose the path of harmony with nature and respect for life,” asserts the People’s Agreement, echoing the call for systemic change. It was drafted in 2010 in Bolivia by over 200 civil society groups and over 30,000 people.
The People’s Agreement envisions how those most to blame for the ecological crisis do most to fix it, through the conceptual tool of climate debt. It calls on the world to find a balance with nature, by finding an equitable relationship across humanity. Polluter must pay is the solution. The initially industrialised north should sharply reduce its carbon output and “decolonise the atmosphere”, in tandem, taking measures to assist the majority world progressing whilst they forgo emitting their ‘fair share’ of carbon. It also demands climate refugees are given asylum and poorer countries are assisted in adapting to climate changes impact.
If you accept manmade climate change, these points are fairly irrefutable. Naomi Klein suggests climate change’s threat to the status quo explains why elites invest so much into climate denial.
Considering the billionaire owners of industry adds another layer to the climate debt framework. The rich north holds most responsibility for climate change, but even here, responsibility largely lies with the billionaires and multi-millionaires. This global 1% will soon have amassed the same wealth as the 99%. The stark inequality and poverty in ‘rich countries’ shows that oil-based capitalist extraction has not enriched everyone. And many examples of climate victims can be found in marginalised communities in rich countries: coal miners that die young with damaged lungs; or Hurricane Katrina’s impact on black and poor communities in New Orleans that shows how swathes of ‘first world’ communities are increasingly in the climate change frontline.
Effective climate mitigation means leaving most of the carbon in the ground, stopping the dirty energy lobby and creating a sustainable economy, based on viable green alternatives. Practical necessary steps include banning new dirty energy projects, real limits on northern country emissions and a carbon tax charged per ton of gas emitted.
Climate debt based mitigation and adaption means redistributing the wealth of the 1% who made their money from fossil fuels to those they impoverished. There are many possible mechanisms, such as ending the government subsidies to fossil fuel companies, a transaction tax on financial capital flows and closing tax havens.
Once you consider climate debt, it is hard to ignore how the global elite’s wealth has been built on the back of exploitation, dating back to slavery and colonialism. In terms of debts today, the world seems upside down: the global South is expected to repay massive sovereign debts, even though these debts are often unjust, occurred without the consent of the people and without benefiting them.
The Philippines’ debt burden is an example: at around $60 billion – with daily debt repayments of $22 million (2013 figures) – it is the legacy of Dictator Ferdinand Marcos, 1965-86. Increasing the injustice, the nation frequently bears the onslaught of climate change. In 2013, Typhoon Haiyan killed over 5,000 and made as many as 4 million homeless. It will also cost hundreds of millions, if not more, to reconstruct devastation. Philippines’ unjust debts are spiralling further, due to the cost of typhoons escalated by climate change.
Before Haiyan the nation was hit by Ketsana in 2009, at the time one of the worst ever to hit the capital, Manila. Reflecting about it and the ever-escalating typhoons the Debt Resistors Operational Manual, written by the US group Strike Debt, asks: “Why should Filipinos, who on average emit 0.9 metric tons of carbon annually, pay for the destruction wrought by people in nations like the US, who emit 17.6?”
Global justice campaigners also assert that international financial institutions – like the IMF and World Bank – have worsened poverty in countries like the Philippines: not only by restructuring the dubious debts, but also with austerity stipulations. Additionally, evidence suggests austerity reforms can drive climate change, pushing further carbon intense resource extraction, cash crops, dirty energy projects and cutting back on green subsidies. Within a climate debt resolution any international institution’s programme that exacerbates climate change needs to be terminated and reversed.
During 20 years of climate change reductions negotiations, 1992 greenhouse gas levels have nearly doubled.
The People’s Agreement from Bolivia states: “The recent financial crisis has demonstrated that the market is incapable of regulating the financial system, which is fragile and uncertain due to speculation and the emergence of intermediary brokers. Therefore, it would be totally irresponsible to leave in their hands the care and protection of human existence and of our Mother Earth.”
In essence, it seems obvious that the ‘logic’ that has got us into this situation – free trade, deregulation, privatisation – will not get us out of it. Simultaneously, that it still dominates shows the power of those pushing this narrative: the fossil fuel billionaires.
Instead, the concept of climate debt provides a platform to drive humanity on progressive ideals of morality and justice – not least respecting indigenous peoples land rights.
Solutions do not revolve around throwing money at problems. What indigenous (and rural) people that are still self-sufficient with their lands (like the uncontacted tribe from Brazil pictured above) need is not handouts. They need the rest of the world to stop stealing their resources. In symbiotic fashion, the world needs these peoples’ lands not to be destroyed. The vast majority of rich bio-diversities today are indigenous peoples’ lands.
Climate debt’s holistic nature makes it a potential pivot to build meaningful climate action. The 1% needs to take a massive hit, but for the majority even in the industrialised north it could make society far fairer, ending the seemingly never-ending story of austerity.
To repay climate debts, the majority needs to reclaim democracy from the big oil oligarchy and stop any more dirty energy extraction. Instead we need community-based renewables . We need to reduce consumption, but this could come with benefits. Buying local and a truly fair trading system could revitalise economies and help tackle inequality where global free trade is failing; by tackling climate change we could reduce the price of living via re-nationalising transport, housing, energy and water. Instead of being driven by profits, our society could be focused on people and planet.
There are alternatives. But to create a sustainable world the climate movement must swell and galvanise to make the 1% pay their climate debts.
Understanding the psychology of climate change
Why don’t we feel compelled to act on climate change?
Swati Sanyal Tarafdar
‘With rapid climate change, one-fourth of Earth’s species could be headed for extinction by 2050’, says The Nature Conservancy. 2050? That’s way down the calendar! I will be what.. a 60- or 70- years-old then? 80 years? I must rather check the specialist’s stock market prediction for tomorrow or focus on finishing this article.
As a responsible person, my current preoccupation should be to ensure the well-being of my family. To earn well, do a good job of my profession, and establish goodwill in the market. Life is hard anyway. I have to keep provisions for retirement days, save for children’s education, unprecedented events! Climate change can wait.
For how long!
On April 5 this year, the NewYorker reported, “A new poll shows that Americans who were unconcerned about climate change as it wreaked havoc around the world are beginning to worry, now that global warming is affecting the appearance of their lawns.
According to the poll, conducted by the University of Minnesota’s Opinion Research Institute, rising sea levels, the destruction of habitats, and catastrophic weather conditions, such as hurricanes and tsunamis, have not served as the wake-up call to Americans that their lawns’ unsightly barrenness has.”
As students of Mass Communication and Journalism, we were repeatedly told to look closer; look at what affects us immediately, urgently. Readers are interested in just that. Swine flu in the state, rising prices of potatoes at the local farmer market, child abuse at the neighbourhood kindergarten – these will have all our attention. There might be some activism as well. A basic rationalisation why we keep pushing our duties towards the earth, global warming, and climate change to the bottom of the to-do list! We thought those days are far away. But they are not. We better wake up now to claim whatever is still good.
It is not easy to grasp the significance of an event that is going to impact us after a period of time or at a different location. We keep pushing an event to the backburner if it is not going to affect us immediately. We don’t normally act until it is urgently required. When a virus spreads, we take precautions because it might cause disease - that leads to immediate loss of resources, time and wealth. But we are not much interested in preventing the spread of the virus, unless it has reached the neighbouring state.
NASA compiles available data and lists that the evidence for global warming has been predominant since long in the following factors:
• Sea level rise: Global sea level rose about 17 centimeters (6.7 inches) in the last century. The rate in the last decade is nearly double that of the last century.
• Global temperature rise: All three major global surface temperature reconstructions show that Earth has warmed since 1880. Most of this warming has occurred since the 1970s, with the 20 warmest years having occurred since 1981 and with all 10 of the warmest years occurring in the past 12 years.
• Warming oceans: The oceans have absorbed much of this increased heat, with the top 700 meters (about 2,300 feet) of ocean showing warming of 0.302 degrees Fahrenheit since 1969.8
• Shrinking ice sheets: The Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets have decreased in mass. Data from NASA’s Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment show Greenland lost 150 to 250 cubic kilometers (36 to 60 cubic miles) of ice per year between 2002 and 2006, while Antarctica lost about 152 cubic kilometers (36 cubic miles) of ice between 2002 and 2005.
• Declining Arctic sea ice: Both the extent and thickness of Arctic sea ice has declined rapidly over the last several decades.
• Glacial retreat: Glaciers are retreating almost everywhere around the world — including in the Alps, Himalayas, Andes, Rockies, Alaska and Africa.
• Extreme events: The number of record high temperature events in the United States has been increasing, while the number of record low temperature events has been decreasing, since 1950. The U.S. has also witnessed increasing numbers of intense rainfall events.
• Ocean acidification: Since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, the acidity of surface ocean waters has increased by about 30 percent.
• Decreased snow cover: Satellite observations reveal that the amount of spring snow cover in the Northern Hemisphere has decreased over the past five decades and that the snow is melting earlier.
Much has been written about the above findings. Environmental education has been introduced in schools so that the younger generation is made aware and active in protection of the Earth.
Yet, for individuals like us who can and should, for the government and policy makers, and for industrialists, procrastination seems to be a genetic disease.
Dan Ariely, a behavioral economist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and author of Predictably Irrational (HarperCollins, 2008), has studied how people make everyday decisions, how irrational they can get in the process, and how they fall prey to procrastination.
Why do I not act on climate change now?
Based on Ariely’s studies, I can safely answer: Because I do not have a to-do list and I do not have a deadline. And I have not selected ‘working on climate change’ to be a feasible task.
Ariely conducted several experiments on procrastination, one of which was on his students in consumer behaviour class. He writes:
As they settled into their chairs that first morning, I explained to them that they would have to submit three main papers over the 12-week semester and that these three papers would constitute a large part of their final grade. “And what are the deadlines?” asked one student. I smiled. “The deadlines are entirely up to you and you can hand in the papers any time before the end of the semester,” I replied. “But, by the end of this week, you must commit to a deadline for each paper. Once you set your deadlines, they can’t be changed. Late papers,” I added, “would be penalised at the rate of one percent off the grade for each day late.”
“But Professor Ariely,” asked another student, “given these instructions wouldn’t it make sense for us to select the last date possible?” “That’s an option,” I replied. “If you find that it makes sense, by all means do it.”
Now a perfectly rational student would set all the deadlines for the last day of class—after all, they could submit papers early, so why take a chance and select an earlier deadline than absolutely necessary? From this perspective, delaying the deadlines to the last day of the semester was clearly the best decision. But what if the students succumbed to temptation and procrastination? What if they knew that they are likely to fail? If the students were not rational and knew it, then they might set early deadlines and by doing so force themselves to start working on the projects earlier in the semester.
Interestingly, we found that the majority of students committed to earlier deadlines, and that this ability to commit resulted in higher grades. More generally, it seems that simply offering students a tool by which they could pre-commit publicly to deadlines can help them achieve their goals.
How does this finding apply to non-students? When resolving to reach a goal—whether it is tackling a big project at work or saving for a vacation, it might help to first commit to a hard and clear deadline, and then inform our colleagues, friends, or spouse about it with the hope that this clear and public commitment will help keep us on track and ultimately fulfill our resolutions.
Drawing on our present problem of ‘action on climate change,’ we probably need some sort of a mechanism where each individual, group, or authority gets a task to accomplish. This can be achieved through brainstorming, delegating tasks that simply need done, or through an elaborate process of involving all stakeholders in a process where they pick up tasks they want to do, given a set timeframe.
As individuals, how can we start doing our shares for the Earth?
Use biodegradable products. Stop waste. Plant trees. Reduce your carbon footprint. Use energy efficient home appliances. Cycle to work – good for health and the globe too.
The International Energy Association estimates that by 2020, about 34 per cent of the global decrease in carbon emissions would be effected through direct end-use energy-efficiency measures.
However, making energy efficient purchases require a stronger will and inspiration since these are more expensive one time purchases. This makes it important to understand the economics and the behavioral patterns behind an individual’s rationality to consume energy and make energy-efficiency purchases.
When the husband landed a high-paying government job and moved up the social ladder, a conscious decision was to move ahead in ‘social prestige’ too. A personal vehicle became absolutely necessary. This was also triggered by the fact that he had to travel long distances and local transport was not dependable, was time consuming, though cheap.
Post a few rounds of ‘peaceful and matured discussion,’ we agreed on investing on an eco-friendly vehicle that runs on compressed natural gas (CNG). It would cost us an additional hundred thousands in Indian currency. But we both agreed to take that extra burden for two reasons – we felt we are contributing our share towards sustainability, which made us very proud and happy about ourselves, and the more practical reason, the cost per litre of CNG and diesel were almost same, which is almost half a dollar less than the price of petrol. So we will gain some price advantage in the long run. Let’s not mention the fact that CNG is not as easily available as diesel and petrol. Had there been government support to promote alternative fuels and policy level support for climate change, we would have far many CNG stations and more buyers would have chosen CNG vehicles.
“Increasing energy efficiency can play a significant role in reducing overall energy consumption and associated emissions. Efficiency investments involve one-time, large monetary costs but result in cost savings over the long run through lower energy consumption. It has been shown that efficiency improvements could result in substantial long-run cost savings. However the “energy efficiency gap” puzzle remains,” state Michael G. Pollitt and Irina Shaorshadze in their research titled “The Role of Behavioural Economics in Energy and Climate Policy.”
Why buy energy efficient car and not an energy efficient house?
Buy an energy efficient car and show it off. Make your house energy efficient. And find creative ways to show it off too. But why don’t we do it? Because energy efficient houses are not readily available in the market?
Let’s fall back on Dan Ariely once more to understand this behaviour better.
He observes and asks why we tend to switch to an advanced, more expensive, energy efficient car but do not take efforts to make our houses more energy efficient. He says, “switching from a standard midsize car to the Prius can reduce CO2 emissions from 7.5 tons to 4.4 tons per year. A standard four-bedroom house occupied by four people in Massachusetts can produce 53 tons of CO2 a year.”
Installing more efficient lighting, heating and cooling systems, energy efficient appliances, the CO2 emission per year for the same building can be brought down to 30 tons, saving 23 tons. But we don’t work around the house but switch to an energy efficient car. Why?
Ariely suggests three reasons: That users are reminded of the price of gas more frequently at times of refueling their cars and it is psychologically painful to pay more when you have the option to pay less, that driving around in a Prius reminds users of energy efficiency provided by the car (and a feeling of satisfaction), and users take pleasure in the positive social image they create for themselves when others watch them driving a socially conscious car.
On the other hand, one cannot show off their energy efficient homes as easily. “We don’t remember the price of heating, lighting, etc. We don’t see other people and think about how much they are paying to heat and cool their homes, and we don’t get any social bonus points for making our homes more efficient.”
How does this help us to come to a point of action? Probably, urban local bodies can design incentives and tax deductions for energy efficient houses. Or can this be done at a higher administrative level – nationwide – with inspections at regular intervals. Opting for energy efficient appliances can be hailed and promoted through social appeals in mass media, as a better lifestyle choice, and may be rewarded through social events, functions, and awards that help to recognise people’s contribution.
And I am convinced now we can have a specialised market for ‘energy-efficient houses’ for which the upward mobile youth would not mind shelling out additional amounts.
Incentives for energy efficiency?
The UK government ran a pilot trial of a scheme called “Green Deal” in the summer of 2012, to encourage homeowners to upgrade their buildings by installing energy-saving improvements at no upfront cost. It involved repayments for the investments via a charge paid from savings made on a customer’s energy bills. The trial took place in the London borough of Sutton, and involved 400 households that responded to the advertisement.
An interesting observation in this connection was made by Pollitt and Shaorshadze in The Role of Behavioural Economics in Energy and Climate Policy: “Of the 126 households that eventually received home energy audits, only 60 signed up for the scheme, even if the subsidy represented 40 per cent. The households that did sign up for the scheme indicated that financial incentives were not the primary motivation (BioRegional 2011).
Studies show that even when a utility offered to subsidise 93 per cent of the cost of home insulation, consumer take-up varied from 1 per cent to 20 per cent, depending how the subsidy was communicated to the consumer (Stern et al. 1985). Stern (2000) suggests that incentives and interventions interact, and the joint effect of combining them is often bigger than the sum of each intervention on its own”.
Through their studies, Pollitt and Shaorshadze have also demonstrated that ‘how customers pay their utility bills may have implications for how they consume energy’.
They refer to a study by Brutscher (2011a) to map the consumption and meter top-up behaviour of the households in Northern Ireland that use prepayment meters. “Brutscher (2011a) shows that consumers with prepayment meters tend to consume more electricity. Households tend to purchase relatively small amounts of top-ups, and adjust to increases in tariffs by increasing their number of top-ups, rather than by increasing the amount. However, exogenous increases in minimum top-up amount result in decreased energy use. This suggests that consumers perceive costs differently according to how large they are. They have different mental accounts for larger purchases, and are more aware of the consumption after they have made a large top-up. Increasing minimum top-up amount would therefore likely result in decreased energy consumption.”
We need policies to frame consumer behaviour : Authorities step in
There is a stage in every person’s life where we feel the need of a larger intervention from other sources. When it comes to the tragedic depletion of our common resources, policy level and government interventions are absolutely necessary.
Responding further on these premises, Pollitt and Shaorshadze state that “Energy consumption, energy-efficient investment, and pro-environmental actions involve consumer decision making and behaviour. These aspects have generated increased interest in designing policy interventions that target energy demand, and interest in assessing the responsiveness of consumer behaviour to these interventions. Behavioural economics can provide new perspectives that can inform policy design on how individuals evaluate options, make decisions, and change behaviour.”
Gowdy further suggests that “Ironically, rational choice models might therefore be most useful in thinking about the simplest kinds of decisions humans and other species make— involving perceptual tradeoffs, motor movements, foraging for food and so forth— and prove least useful in thinking about abstract, complex, long-term tradeoffs which are the traditional province of economic theory… The notion that humans are created as rational decision-makers is, from a physical anthropology point of view, just as ludicrous as the notion that humans were created on the sixth day.
Our very complex, other-regarding, altruistic, empathetic behavior is what makes humans unique, and understanding this behavior is the key to formulating effective economic policies having complicated and long-lasting consequences.”
Pollitt and Shaorshadze also add that “It is important to point out that energy policy is not just about climate change, but also about security of energy supply and about the affordability of energy. Climate policy significantly interacts with both of these elements of energy policy via the introduction of expensive and intermittent renewable electricity and heat. If consumer behaviour can be changed to reduce energy demand or to make energy demand more responsive in time and space to weather-induced shortages of energy, it could be a significant contribution to facilitating the introduction of climate policy–induced renewable energy. By contrast, failure to address public concerns about the security of supply or affordability implications of climate policy may jeopardise the achievement of ambitious carbon emissions reduction targets.”
Devise incentives and encouragements, rewards and punishments
In their study titled, ‘Human Behavior and Environmental Sustainability: Problems, Driving Forces, and Research Topics’ by Charles Vlek and Linda Steg from the University of Groningen, the authors conclude: “For society at large, problem analysis, policy decision making, and behavioral intervention programs are particularly important with regard to climate change as resulting from forced global warming (see Lorenzoni, Pidgeon, & O’Connor, 2005).
This huge environmental commons dilemma is strongly rooted in large-scale fossil fuel use through a multitude of motorised installations, vehicles, and equipment (remember the current 83.3 million barrels of worldwide oil use, each day). Without significant technical and/or behavioral changes, further population growth and increasing affluence will intensify current motorisation and thus the associated emissions of greenhouse gases.”
Now when an aspiring entrepreneur reaches a success milestone and invests his hard earned profits in a lavish, eco-friendly luxury vehicle, how would an environmentalist or policy maker talk him out of this aristocracy because the vehicle burns some amount of fossil fuel to carry one or two people against the same amount of fossil fuel energising a public bus carrying 40 passengers at a time?
During an English communication class in Norway, few years back, with mostly Scandinavian students and some from Africa, my students were supposed to speak on global warming and how they can do their bits. Almost everyone wanted to do something within their individual boundaries – reduce consumption, use energy efficient lamps and appliances, cycle their way to work (they really did), and more. When the discussion reached a student from Ghana, and then one from Angola, it changed texture. One of them said, “You in Norway are used to conditioned homes, lives of comfort and luxury. You have taken it for granted. We struggle for our lives, a decent living, health, education, and hardly a few of us reach a comfortable life in our country. And you want us to stop enjoying that life – the comfort of an air conditioned room, a car, industrialisation? How could you have the gall for it? It’s like you enjoyed your chocolate bar, and then advise others not to have it for whatever reason.”
Can’t agree more! And so does Dr Gowdy.
“A major issue in global climate change policy is the fairness of the policy with respect to developing countries. The undeniable fact is that we have reached a tipping point in global climate change because the industrialised world has pushed CO2 levels from 280ppm to 380ppm in the last hundred years. The North has gotten rich by burning 27 fossil fuels and now we are telling the poor countries to stop this practice”, says John M. Gowdy, from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, in his research titled ‘Behavioral Economics and Climate Change Policy.’
Make it global! Make it national! Make it widespread!
Impose a common global carbon tax on emissions to tackle this issue, says J Stiglitz in ‘A New Agenda for Global Warming’, in Economists’ Voice, 2006. He suggests that “the tax revenue be kept by each individual country and used to reduce taxes on capital and labor. A more radical idea is to put the revenues in a common pool that could be used for such things as education, health, and alternative energy projects.”
My other student suggested a novel idea that underlined the fact that people in so called backward communities, the tribals and aboriginals, possess more cumulative wisdom, live closer to nature, interact within a give-take relationship framework with nature, and do not necessarily contribute to global warming. And had we lived a sensible life like them, we wouldn’t have any need to worry about the climate. Out of scope, and matter for another proposal there!
We need rewards and punishments
In Human Behavior and Environmental Sustainability, Vlek and Steg mention: “Data show that the fate of common resources is significantly related to distinct behavioural phenomena, such as short-sightedness, habits, and social imitation. They also show how useful it may be to form an a priori (simulated) idea about common resource use, so as to optimise the provision and utilisation of common goods.”
Gowdy says in Behavioral Economics and Climate Change Policy, “During the past 100 years or so consumerism and materialism came to be the dominant form of behavior in industrial market societies and this behavioral pattern is rapidly sweeping over the entire planet. This behavior is no more “natural” than any other of the thousands of behavioral patterns exhibited in human cultures throughout our history. Like other cultural patterns of consumerism is dominant not because of genes but rather because of cultural systems of rewards and punishments.”
“Generalised Darwinism recognises that patterns of human behavior are selected and retained on the basis of their compatibility with approved ways of doing things. At any given time, people are rewarded and punished according to how they behave with respect to social norms… Global warming is at present a classic “tragedy of the commons” problem. Climate change policy should begin by identifying the incentives for selfish behavior in the “atmospheric commons” and then finding ways to minimise incentives for this behavior and maximise those for cooperative solutions,” says Gowdy.
As mentioned earlier, for more doable solutions, we can formulate policies and incentives at local levels. These can be catalysed by government bodies as well as private players, which may or may not be promoted by government policies. For example, local urban authorities start giving away an award for the best managed energy efficient house or a car selling company announces winner of the best maintained CNG vehicle in a city.
We need waking up: Kindly use mass message, appeals to people
Fine. So now we have a few things to do on the list. Rather, I have, because I have set aside my primary responsibilities, and trying to get to the bottom of this huge piece comprising a few thousand words, all for altruistic reasons. So now let’s understand – people take me for a ride? I do things while others have all the fun? How do you ensure that everyone works towards the same goal.
Well, a part of this question has to be answered through policy interventions and government enforcement, incentives and rewards policies. The other part has to be through mass awareness, appeals, messages, requests to citizens, by all means and methods. Campaigns, seminars, meetings, teach the children, teach the parents, whatever form you use, make sure you put the message loud and clear in front of every-single-body that each one can contribute towards the environment and each must do so. Start humbly – use CFLs, consider lifecycle costs of appliances rather that their MRPs, save energy. Remember personal choices have a huge collective impact on our climate and a change in behavioural pattern can save up to 30 per cent of energy consumption over the next around five years.
Do people pay any heed to public messages?
Pollitt and Shaorshadze refers to an experiment conducted by P Reiss and M White in 2008, titled “What changes energy consumption?” where they analysed household data on energy conservation in California during the energy crisis of 2000–2001, where a price increase in energy and utility bills followed by mass appeal for reduced consumption actually succeeded in reducing consumption by 7 per cent.
Pollitt and Shaorshadze observes, “Behavioural economics suggests that public appeals may result in increased awareness, and may induce altruistically motivated individuals to conserve more energy. In addition, some behavioural economists postulate that public appeals affect social norms.
Mass appeal to people can work wonders but it takes time, as it was shown by a joint effort taken by the Kolkata Municipality Corporation and an NGO, Concern for Kolkata, in the 1990s, where they repeatedly requested Calcuttans to take care of their wastes and dump them appropriately in the bins and garbage carriages every morning, and not at the street corners. The drive has changed the habit of the citizens in dealing with waste.
The final word..
One thing is for certain – there cannot be a final word on a subject that is so widespread, urgent, and universally neglected. Studies in behavioural economics, human psychology, and behavioural patterns are showing ways in which our government can frame policies to promote, twist, and manipulate consumer behaviour.
There is a basic level of awareness among people. We know the rights and the wrongs, we just don’t practice the correct behaviour, probably because of the lack of appropriate policies, rewards, punishments, and enforcements.
A higher level of involvement is necessary – currently we think the government is doing something – when actually it is busy with election campaigns. We think it is the task of the activists and organizations working with nature to spread awareness and create solutions. We forget to look at ourselves, and what we can do. There is a need for a widespread call for action.
As I am writing these final sentences, Nepal and the Himalayan subterranian has already been shaken by over 49 tremors. Widespread devastation and damage have reduced the capital city to rubble. The number of casualties has reached 2500 and increasing fast. People, hungry, sick, cold, and wet are spending sleepless nights on the street, while the rest of the world is watching, scared and unsure. Let’s learn our lessons fast. Let’s stop waiting for others to work on the issue of our climate and our Earth. Let’s start doing our bits, and most important, shout it out for others. We need to remind ourselves and all around us that the time has come to act. We will be able to appropriate the gains from the stock market only if we can make it above the rubble, breathing and all.
Time to go: tackling Post-University Depression
Thomas Roden
Names changed to protect identities of interviewees
University. It’s one of the most fun times in a person’s life. A time where you’ll find yourself, find direction and find lifelong friends, all while having a truly memorable experience and earning a much sought-after degree.
Obviously, it’s not all the fun times it’s sold as. Somewhere between the lectures and intensive library sessions, the alcoholic afternoons and the hazy nights, thousands upon thousands of university students suffer from depression. The number of students seeking support for this has risen ridiculously in recent years.
But still the troubles and tribulations are overcome and, year after year, thousands of students graduate. It’s a joyous occasion, with the prospect of being able to be exactly what you want to be in the world. ‘The world is your oyster’, and other optimistic fair-weather statements.
Once the university bubble has burst and you’re out in the real working world, it’s a scary situation. You’ve gone from having a clear goal in a place bursting with opportunity, with a steady support network of friends in close proximity, to (generally) having none of that. And as a result, post-university depression frequently sets in.
I graduated in Summer 2014. It was a beautiful event and, as I sat (for, as still, the last time) surrounded by the friends who had struggled alongside me for the past three years, it felt like the fitting end to my university journey. The perfect end to that chapter of my life where I became - though I’m sure many would argue - an adult.
I had no idea what was next for me, and I’m sure I wasn’t the only one. For most of my time at university, it was always told as being as clean cut as the next step being full-time employment. It’s not until after graduation that it became very clear it’s nowhere near as black and white as that.
When the summer was out the way, I found myself getting gradually more depressed and feeling more isolated. Admittedly, living in the city where I once went to university probably did me no favours. Walks to clear my head became expeditions through a ghost town, lacking the spirited life I’d loved in previous years and haunted by rose-tinted sentimental memories. It wasn’t until after months of feeling this way that I learned I wasn’t the only one - other people I had graduated with were feeling more or less the same way.
Nobody ever says “after you graduate, you may experience post-university depression”.
Jake Barnes also graduated in summer 2014. Since graduating, he’s been looking for work consistently and has suffered from Post-University Depression for much of that time.
“I think it set in about three months or so after I graduated. Right after graduating I was still in the sort of dreamy hangover phase. It takes time for reality to properly get through, and that’s when it just hits with no warning.
“Mostly it was just being alone. I moved back to my parent’s house, which feels like a step backwards after three years of being independent, and the place just felt different. I’d grown away from my school friends, and everyone I met at uni had gone back to their own worlds. It was like being an awkward, antisocial 13-year-old again… but with debt problems!”
But it’s not just the loneliness and hanging debt that contributes to this Post-University Depression. “Leaving uni to be on the job market for the first proper time is always going to be a stressful anyway. But with things as they are, everybody is struggling and the jobs are so much harder to get. I don’t think that helps either.”
It’s not exclusive to those unemployed after University, either. Ross Adams, who graduated in 2013, found employment within two months of graduation. His post-university depression set in shortly afterwards, and almost caused him to leave his job.
“I think some of it is a culture shock,” he tells me. “You spend at least three years not in a strict full-day working life, so when you get into one it can shake you up a bit. But it’s just the general change that did it for me. Everything was so different, I started thinking a lot about those uni days and it eats away at you.”
So why had this Post-University Depression never been mentioned to us before? This general apathy towards the future; this lethargic lamenting on the life now gone; this empty isolation that consumes; surely somebody could have warned graduates about this?
Sadly, not. Post-University Depression seems to be something of a dirty phrase that nobody likes to mention, let alone address. This is evident in the fact that no official statistics exist on how many graduates suffer from depression shortly after university.
If you’re suffering from depression of any kind, the first thing you should do is talk about it (to friends, family, professionals, partners) and then seek help for it. But is it right that something so common is left simply up to a reactionary measure? We’re constantly reminded that “one in four of us will experience some type of mental health problem each year”, but nobody ever says “after you graduate, you may experience post-university depression”.
This needs to change. And Universities and Student Unions should be held accountable for the wellbeing of their graduates. After all, they’d be the first to champion them and lay their claim if the graduate is successful. They need to offer more in the way of support to their graduates.
Of course, I’m not suggesting that universities lay out special graduate care programmes. There’s already enough of a strain on universities to support their current students through the lows they may experience. But they could definitely provide some form of signposting to the services available to support graduates. Even just warning their final year students that post-university depression exists can help prepare them for the possibility. Better the enemy you know than the enemy you don’t.
“I definitely feel like I would have coped better initially if I had some idea it was coming,” says Laura Foster, a 2010 graduate. “Universities should offer some advice, even if it’s just little handout leaflets, that mention it and warn graduates. Especially if people already have a history of depression. Knowledge is crucial.”
It’s remarkable that Post-University Depression is skirted around so much that even a Google search brings back limited results. And until this begins to change, it’s going to continue blind siding graduates.
If you have been affected by these issues and wish to get some support, talk to your GP or contact Samaritans at 08457 90 90 90 or email jo@samaritans.org.
The right to the network: radical urbanism of digital public space
Whose tubes? OUR TUBES!
Tim Cowlishaw
Earlier this year, Tony Ageh, the Controller of Archive Development at the BBC gave a speech at Royal Holloway University (reproduced in edited form at OpenDemocracy) outlining his vision of a “Digital Public Space”, described as “a secure and universally accessible public sphere through which every person, regardless of age, income, ability or disability, can gain access to an ever growing library of permanently available media and data held on behalf of the public by our enduring institutions”.
Ageh’s proposal for the Digital Public Space is wide-ranging, including data and media held by libraries, museums, public archives, and government services. He describes access to these resources as a ‘right’ that should be freely available to all, for “research or for amusement, for discovery or for debate, for creative endeavour or simply for the pleasure of watching, listening or reading”.
This is a truly radical and exciting vision, and one that should be welcomed by anyone with an interest in preserving the democratic, participatory nature of the open internet. Ageh also rightly identifies that the creation and preservation of such a Digital Public Space is a “decidedly nontrivial” problem - however, Ageh, argues that this challenge can be overcome with the help of “leadership, […] real thought and significant engineering power”. Perhaps predictably, Ageh goes on to argue that the BBC is best placed to do so, and, he makes a compelling argument that the organisation possesses all the qualities he describes. However, the assertion that these qualities are required to ensure a vibrant, accessible digital public space is presented as axiomatic - and it is this point which I would like to examine in more detail. By looking at how the digital public space mirrors the physical public spaces of the real world, I’ll argue the leadership of an appropriately qualified institution is neither sufficient, nor even necessary, in order to ensure a thriving, open, digital public space.
In order to do so, it’s useful to look more closely at what the idea of a “Digital Public Space” denotes. It’s certainly a powerful bit of branding - evoking a sort of idealised virtual agora - a space built for and defined by, participation, democracy, and leisure. However, this idealised version of public space differs from the actually-existing public spaces in which we spend our everyday lives.
Instead, I’d like to argue that it’s through comparison with real-world public spaces that the idea of “Digital Public Space” gains its power and usefulness both as metaphor and as a concrete programme to create a democratic, participatory digital commons. Through a critical examination of the politics and sociology of actually-existing public space (and urban space in particular), we can arrive at a better, more nuanced understanding of how the idea of ‘public space’ manifests itself online, and how we interact within it. By approaching the idea of Digital Public Space critically, we arrive at a number of insights into the conditions and relations of online life, as well as a challenge to those people and institutions who seek to be the custodians of our digital public spaces.
The French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefevbre spent much of his career developing a criticism of the urban environment, and many of his ideas about public space are as pertinent to discussions of digital space as to discussions of the real world. In particular, Lefevbre’s idea of the ‘Right to the City’, from which he argues for a radically participatory relationship between the city and its inhabitants, is a useful starting point for examining the politics of digital public space.
In the “Right to the City”, Lefevbre examines the city in both a positive and a normative sense - dealing with the actuality of cities are and how they came to be, as well as making a radically utopian case for a transformed, participatory urban life. The Right to the City itself, he characterises as “both a cry and a demand” - a reflection of our position within the city, as well as a claim on the city’s future. David Harvey - Geographer, Marxist and Lefevbre scholar describes it as “far more than the individual liberty to access urban resources: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city.” The right to the city then is transformative - to claim the right to the city is to claim the right to change our environment in the service our own needs and desires. This transformation, however, is also reflexive - acknowledging that our identity and our environment are inextricably linked - and that by changing one, we change the other.
This interplay between identity and environment also plays out in our interactions online. Consider Facebook - perhaps the biggest example of an online social space - and their policy of requiring users to use their ‘real’ name on the site. Aside from making some arbitrary and simplistic assumptions about what constitutes an ‘authentic’ identity, as the Electronic Frontier Foundation and countless others have pointed out, this policy disproportionately affects members of marginalised groups - Trans* people and Native Americans in particular - who find themselves denied access to social space online, due to Facebook’s assumptions about what constitutes an ‘authentic’ identity. Demanding the right to choose and control how you are perceived and referred to online, is therefore, analogous to exercising Lefevbre’s right to the city in the context of our online life - it is exercising the “Right to the Network” - which, as with Lefevbre’s right to the city, is about more than just access to public space, but the right to shape and transform that space itself.
In the case of Facebook, however, as with many other social spaces online, the idea of claiming any particular right in relation to that space might seem misguided. Facebook is after all a private enterprise, and it might seem therefore that any attempt to claim any rights in relation to our use of Facebook as a social space beyond those explicitly granted by its Terms of Service is an irrelevance, or purely nonsensical. However, this view of the relationship between organisations such as Facebook and the communities of people using their software is a reductive one which ignores many complexities and imbalances. In particular, to see Facebook’s platform as a simple product in which a right of private property exists is to wilfully ignore the role which our pictures, memories, interactions and identities play in making Facebook a viable product - without the millions of users using Facebook (the platform) to interact online, Facebook (the business) would not exist, at least not in any viable sense.
The value created for Facebook by our interactions using their platform can be viewed as a form of Affective labour, and we may claim a right to its product, as Laurel Ptak’s Wages for Facebook manifesto points out. Here again, in the complex, and antagonistic relationship between labour and capital, we see digital life playing out as it does in the real world, and once again, Lefevbre’s criticism of the latter can be instructively applied to the former. In particular, for Lefevbre, the City as it exists is itself an expression of this antagonism, brought into being as a result of the need of capital to dispose of its surplus product. David Harvey gives the example of Haussman’s grand programme of public works in 1850s Paris, devised to simultaneously reabsorb the capital surplus and deal with high unemployment, which constituted, Harvey contends, the birth of modern urban planning.
Similarly, our modern social networks and digital spaces can be seen as the result of an attempt to reabsorb the capital surplus (through the giant money-churning machinery of Silicon Valley start-ups, VC firms, angel investors and tech IPOs), complete with the same class antagonism and contradictions as its real world analogue. For Lefevbre, the idea that the city-as-it-exists comes into being as the inevitable result of this process of class struggle forms the crux of his belief that to claim the Right To the City was an intrinsically revolutionary act - the city is both the terrain and the result of class struggle, and by claiming the right to transform the city, we claim the right to the product of our labour.
This argument might appear unrelated to Tony Ageh’s vision of Digital Public Space - he was after all talking specifically about a new public space, to exist outside the existing social spaces we use online, and to be overseen by some custodian acting in the common interest, rather than by a commercial entity acting in the interests of capital. However, here again we find an analogy in the urban environment - that of the architect or town planner who seeks to transform the conditions of everyday urban life through top-down intervention, and whose goals might well be entirely noble. For Lefevbre, this is necessarily a fruitless task - the city-as-it-exists is shaped by powerful social forces as we have discussed above, and no individual is on his own capable of creating, altering, or destroying social relations, by definition. “The architect”, says Lefevbre, “is no more a miracle-worker than the sociologist”. Herein lies the central point of the Right to the City - it must be a collective right, or else it is nothing - it is only by demanding and exercising our right to the city collectively that we may exercise it at all. Lefevbre again: “Only social life (praxis) in its global capacity possess such powers [to create social relations]”.
What, then, is to be done by well-meaning individuals and institutions such as Ageh and the BBC in the light of the above? Is his utopian vision of a Digital Public Space doomed to irrelevance in the face of class antagonism? This need not necessarily be the case, as long as those individuals and institutions join in their efforts with the collective “Cry and Demand” for digital public space. By explicitly acknowledging the role of class relations in the production of digital space, as in the production of physical space, and by ensuring that the right to the Digital Public Space is an explicitly transformative one, projects such as Ageh’s have a valuable role in the re-making of the entirety of digital space for the common benefit. More concretely, by ensuring that intellectual and creative works available through the Digital Public Space are freely licensed for transformative re-use by default and by providing the education and access to the technological infrastructure required to enable such re-use, such projects can ensure that we move beyond a general right to access the network, to a fully-fledged, transformative, Lefevbrian “Right to the Network”, enabling humanity to collectively to shape the whole of digital space for the common good.They can, In Lefebvbre’s words: “individually or in teams clear the way, they can also propose, try out and prepare forms. And also, (and especially) […] assess acquired experience, provide a lesson from failure and give birth to the possible”.
Arundhati Roy's The God of Small Things: an analysis and summary
“When you hurt people, they begin to love you less. That's what careless words do. They make people love you a little less.” ― Arundhati Roy
Trisha Bhattacharya
Introduction to the Author: Arundhati Roy
Arundhati Roy, a very famous author from India, won the Booker Prize for her book The God of Small Things in 1997. The novel is a semi-autobiographical. Arundhati Roy is also an activist who writes and speaks on issues concerning the environment, non-violence and also on human rights. She has written several nonfiction books like The Cost of Living, The Shape of the Beast: Conversations with Arundhati Roy, The Greater Common Good, Capitalism: A Ghost Story and many other titles.
The God of Small Things is the story of a Christian family from Kerala. The book is divided into 21 different chapters of varying lengths. The chapters are not internally sequential—flashbacks quietly blend into the present and vice versa. The past intermingles with the present, leaving its traces and influencing events that shock and pain. Following is an analysis and summary of the 21 chapters of the book.
Paradise Pickles and Preserves
Picturesque and apt, strung within the narratives from the first chapter are passages, where the reader can smell the air, see the landscapes, hear the river, feel the pulse of the characters of the story, or just observe this Syrian Christian Indian family from Ayemenem, Kerala. Introduced in this chapter are several characters from this family—the non-monozygotic twins, Estha and Rahel, their mother, Ammu, their grandparents—Mammachi and Pappachi and a grandaunt called Baby Kochamma and her helper, Kocha Maria. Other significant characters are revealed too, as the story progresses.
The present is dotted with past occurrences: that of a funeral, of how children think, of the futility of death, of a child’s understanding and naivety, of a mother’s tears, of unrequited love, of Baby Kochamma’s childhood and her unsuccessful love story, her gardening skills, which are eventually jettisoned because of her fascination for foreign television soaps.
The reader is presented a window into the life of the twins—Estha and Rahel; Esthappen who was once returned to his father; and how his mother had once left and then re-returned to Ayemenem. It is the story of one twin’s silence, a divorce, a tragedy and subsequent returns to the town of Ayemenem in the district of Kottayam.
Introduced in this chapter is Velutha, an Untouchable, who works for the Touchable family (as per the Indian caste system). Within the narrative, is an expressive silent waterway of helplessness of the twins and their mother, and the dissension between the Big God and the Small God. This reference, in addition to that of “who should be loved and how much”, as framed by human laws, are referred to in this chapter and perhaps is the core of the narrative.
Paradise Pickles and Preserves is the name of the factory started by Estha and Rahel’s grandmother, Mammachi. Soshamma, is her real name. Like the clandestine preparation of Banana jam and its dissimilarities from jelly and hence its unlawful use, the family always has its undercurrent disturbances and its oddities, which are well beyond repair.
There is more of now, to be seen, understood and let be—this is the tone of the story from the very beginning. Nothing can be shaped back together; all that had to happen, has occurred. It only has to now, be witnessed. From the present, the narrative returns to the past, where it all started—with Sophie Mol’s arrival. Mol means little girl in Malayalam and Mon means, little boy.
Pappachi’s Moth
Pappachi is an entomologist and his discovery of a new breed of moth, is attributed twelve years later, to someone else. A dysfunctional family that the readers witness could be a result of his severe inputs. Chacko and Ammu are his children. Many elements frame this chapter: Chacko’s Oxford education, his official running of the pickle factory, his escapades; including the story of the Untouchables, the Paravans, the lowest in the caste system.
There is mention of Marxists, of communists, of the political scenario of the country at the time. It is a narration of Ammu’s intercommunity love marriage, which does not turn out well and her return to her father’s house and the brewing edgy behavior to her personality.
The twins, Estha and Rahel, along with Baby Kochamma, Ammu and Chacko, are going to Cochin, to welcome Sophie Mol—Chacko’s English daughter and Margaret Kochamma, his ex-wife, who has recently lost her second husband. They are en-route to Cochin from London. The twins plan to see the Sound of Music, at a cinema theatre, a day prior.
On the way, the family, in their blue Plymouth, bump into a Marxists’ march and Rahel catches a glimpse of Velutha. Therefore, part of the chapter is also an introduction to Velutha, an untouchable who was doing what he was not supposed to. There is also a flashback to Rahel’s time in New York, with her husband, in this chapter.
Big Man the Laltain, Small Man the Mombatti
Laltain is a lantern and Mombatti is a tallow-stick, and this is how a Bihari coolie had once referred to dreams, to Estha. The focus of this particular chapter is on a present encounter—when two siblings meet, after several years. Estha has stopped voicing his feelings. Baby Kochamma and Kocha Maria are in the other room watching television. It is very quiet and most things around them have withered.
Abhilash Talkies
This is one of the most shocking chapters of the novel. Inside a cinema hall, the twins watch The Sound of Music, along with their mother and a baby aunt, but in a matter of minutes, a creep, the Orangedrink Lemondrink Man, snatches a part of a child’s innocence, bruises a soul and singes a patch of what-could-have-been only innocent memories. A twin detects what a mother does not and a baby aunt never could.
Overnight, one twin also dreams of a river and waits in close proximity with an anxious father, a sentient co-twin, a mother and a baby aunt, to pick up members of an English family from the airport.
God’s Own Country
The reader returns to the present in this chapter. Rahel sees an ominous house turned into a hotel, where traditional Kathakali dancers entertain tourists. She also meets old people from Ayemenem and reminisces small episodes. Mr Pillai shows her an old picture of Sophie Mol —“a girl who was loved from the very beginning.”
Cochin Kangaroos
Family members unite in this chapter. At the airport, Rahel turns cement Kangaroos, which are really bins, into real Kangaroos in her imagination. While Rahel and Estha have been playfully assigned the roles of Ambassadors, Rahel, is also found communing with the cement Kangaroo figurines, as if they are alive. Upon Sophie and her mother’s arrival, Ammu scolds her twins for their wild manner at the airport. Chacko drives them back to Ayemenem.
Wisdom Exercise Notebooks
Rahel thinks of the past in this chapter, of how her mother, Ammu, passed away, of how Ammu worked and would also teach them English and correct their mistakes in notebooks.
Welcome Home, Our Sophie Mol
As the title of the chapter suggests, Kochu Maria makes a welcome cake for Sophie Mol, who is now in her real father’s house. Chacko’s house. Mammachi, Chacko’s mother does not like Margaret Kochamma. Sophie Mol, however, finds acceptance and love.
Mrs Pillai, Mrs Eapen, Mrs Rajagopalan
Sophie Mol, Estha and Rahel have an unusual bonding—a friendship that is not effusive, but subtle. The children playfully turn into ladies, by wearing saris and by acquiring false temporary names like Mrs Pillai, Mrs Eapen and Mrs Rajagopalan. They meet the twins’ friend Velutha, who treats them with respect, for they wish to be treated as children-who-have-now-grown-up, for they have acquired grown up names.
The River in the Boat
When children think like adults, thoughts like “Anything can happen to Anyone” and “It’s best to be prepared”, germinate in the mind of children—at-first-innocent-ideas that can twist life around, in unexpected ways. The children find an old boat covered with moss and stare at the river before them with inchoate mature thoughts, “with the moon and the fishes in it”, as stated by the author. A river, parts of which they knew well—and a part of it—they did not.
The children go to Velutha’s hut after their discovery and first meet his disabled older brother and then Velutha himself, who promises to repair their boat. After this, the children run back to the house, before their mother awakens.
The God of Small Things
Ammu has a dream of a man in this chapter, who holds her by the light of a lamp—“If he touched her, he couldn’t talk to her, if he loved her, he couldn’t leave.” Part of her dream, are the people in her life and the sea that is black; the man can swim with one hand and she can too, with both her hands. She stands with him in the dream, but who is he?—The God of Small Things or other things? The cheerful man in her dream with footprints leaves none on the shore, as he swims out. Ammu wakes up from her dream and realizes she was happy in the dream.
Kochu Thomban
This chapter elucidates a time of silent reunions and cleansing. A temple elephant, Kochu Thomban, is asleep, while Kathakali dancers perform to purge themselves of sins and enact scenes from the Mahabharata, which are deep and surreal, where men act out women characters and mythology and art coincide; all this happens, with the twins as the audience.
The Pessimist and the Optimist
The readers are taken back to a fateful meeting that had brought Margaret and Chacko together. In the midst of laughter, while the story of the pessimist and the optimist was being narrated by Chacko, in a café where Margaret worked, a love story takes shape. The chapter also contains a vivid description of a death, an accident. A child’s body has been found, downriver, floating on the river.
Work is Struggle
Chacko meets Mr Pillai, a communist party member, who is also someone who prints stickers, for Chacko’s factory products. In his house Chacko comes across a wooden placard, which said, “Work is Struggle, Struggle is Work”. Before Mr Pillai arrives, he waits for him in his house and meets his combative niece, his son and his wife.
Upon his arrival, Chacko, in spite of his Oxford education feels inferior because he does not have the local power that Mr Pillai has. They discuss a new sticker and Velutha, a man who has an engineer’s mind, but one who still should not be allowed inside the house because he is a Paravan, an untouchable. On the other hand, in another location, Mammachi humiliates Velutha, having learned his secrets. Velutha has nowhere to go, post this.
The Crossing
Three children cross the river—a pair of twins and a little girl—the three in one boat and it is child’s play. Meanwhile, Velutha, beaten down and ambushed, also crosses the river to reach a house on the other side. A house where his father had sickled Kari Saipu’s ghost to a tree—an Englishman’s Ghost who asked for cigars. Velutha carried red nail varnish on his nails that the three children had applied on him. He was, as from the book, “As lonely as a wolf. The God of Loss. The God of Small Things.”
A Few Hours Later
A tentative child and two confident swimmers are on the river bank, they have a sling cloth bag, with pilfered food for their journey: there’s bread, cake and biscuits. The twins are weighed down by their mother’s words, “If it wasn’t for you, I would be free, and I should have dumped you in an orphanage the day you were born. You’re the millstones around my neck.”
The boat was equipped, with potatoes, matches and a battered saucepan. One child who was not initially included had convinced the other two children to travel as a threesome, so that there was more support when a mother came calling, convincing, pleading them to return. The boat sets sail. What adults would fear to do, the children set into motion. However, by the end of it, only two children climbed ashore. One did not. It was four in the morning. The children walked to the History House. Someone else was sleeping on the grass mat in the History House, besides them.
Cochin Harbour Terminus
The story returns to the present. The old Plymouth withers, signboards rot, Baby Kochamma maintains a dairy where she writes ‘I love to you’ to a lost love, one who had changed faith and had passed away four years back; “his rejection of her neutralized by his death”, as quoted in the book. Two siblings examine each other—they remember how a mother had left one of them on the Madras Mail, an event they perhaps could never forget. In the past, Chacko had asked Ammu to leave and Estha is returned to his father and they were separated.
The History House
A company of Touchable policeman cross the Meenachal river. The Kottayam police, go beyond the river, cut through the swamp, pass dragonflies, anthills, chameleons, ferns, flowers, then come to a house, where they find them on a grass mat—a dark man, a little boy and a little girl. They thrash the dark man, collect the children, confiscate their toys and drag the man back to where they came from. They rupture his body and his soul—for being an Untouchable and for daring to love a Touchable. As is said in the book “they are merely inoculating a community against an outbreak.”
Saving Ammu
The children speak the truth, under the influence of two Coca-Colas and then are made to lie, under the influence of Baby Kochamma, a woman who has nothing but jealousies and malice in her heart, remnants of unfulfilled dreams of her own. Estha is one of those children who is influenced. He meets the dark man in the jail, the Untouchable, Velutha—who rests his eyes one final time upon his beloved child. Before Ammu can bring the truth to light, Baby Kochamma enrages Chacko and Ammu is sent away.
The Madras Mail
A lot happens in this chapter. Three touchables had loved an untouchable man to death. Moreover, the Madras Mail takes away one of the three touchables away from the other two. This chapter holds together glimpses of a mothers’ trying-not-to-cry-mouth, highlights a painful separation between a mother and a child, between siblings and how the very essence of childhood is lost.
The chapter also reflects back on the past, when Ammu senses exclusion, for the attention now is on an ex-wife, a white woman, and her beautiful child, Sophie Mol. Ammu remembers the man she loves. The reader is swiftly again brought back to the present, two of the siblings are together now, twenty three years later.
The Cost of Living
The only solace an immersed reader can expect from this engrossing and tragic storyline is possibly in the last chapter of the novel. It ends with a flashback, where one touchable tells an untouchable, “we will meet again tomorrow.” The reader is taken back to the past, where Ammu runs to the riverside to meet an Untouchable under the mangosteen tree, on a patch of land, left behind by an old boat discovered by the twins. A lot is lost as a result of this union—two lives and two childhoods.
Conclusion
Exquisite use of the English language, coupled with a haunting storyline, makes this book, an intense read. The God of Small Things is a pulchritudinous but tragic representative journey through India’s English speaking landscape. This book can stun, like no other, make one feel the anguish and pain of a mother, the sorrow of a child, the sufferings of lovers separated, the forced maturity thrust upon children, the separation of family members. And one will also witness the ploys exhibited by those who envy and the actions of those who cannot forgive.
The story is not sequent, it reveals itself in spurts—what happens now, affects what will happen later, what happened earlier, affects what happens now. There are parts in the story, which could be completely unacceptable to some readers. However, one wonders what the outcome would have been, had untouchability never been a factor and if only everyone was treated equally.
Writer’s Website: www.trishabhattacharya.com
Is hashtag campaigning hot air, or a powerful tool for change?
The once-forgotten keyboard symbol is changing our cultural landscape, playing a major role in significant historical events and featuring prominently in the world of campaigning and free speech
katiem
The birth of an icon The social media hashtag was born in August 2007, first proposed by user Chris Messina as a way to organise Twitter content for “groups”.
Eight years on and the hashtag is ubiquitous in our culture. Hashtags are scattered liberally over tweets and a glance at trending topics on any day demonstrates how entwined they are in modern culture’s lexicon. Originally considered confusing by non-Twitter users, a geeky in-joke with no immediate value, they have gradually seeped into the wider world. It’s now commonplace to see hashtags on adverts and mainstream programmes; they have even been adopted (with arguably less success) by the social media giant Facebook. But away from the world of broadcast hashtags such as #xfactor, hopelessly generic ones like #business or ironic, I-am-commenting-on-my-own-tweet, hashtags such as #justsaying, there is another more powerful and interesting use for them as a tool to help charities and campaigning groups spread their messages.
The charitable approach Adrian Cockle, digital innovation manager at WWF International, is clear that hashtags are an important mechanism to help the charity build momentum for its campaigns. However, using hashtags effectively for campaigning is not straightforward. He explains that as a global organisation, at any one time it will have several “high priority initiatives and hundreds of other projects sitting underneath them”. The challenge of course is to capture people’s attention, grab their buy-in and get them to use and share the hashtag. In this way the hashtag and its associated message, spreads its tentacles through the network.
One particularly successful WWF campaign called for the Thai prime minister to make the trade in ivory illegal in the country: “a very clear ask”, as Cockle calls it. The campaign launched in August 2012 with the agreed tagline and hashtag #killthetrade. Six months later, WWF was able to claim a victory as the prime minister was photographed accepting a petition from WWF of more than half a million signatures as part of her announcement on a ban on the sale of ivory products in the country. The perfect case study then to demonstrate the power of hashtags to affect change? Maybe, although it is important to acknowledge that with this campaign, as is so often the case, hashtags were only one part of a much larger programme of activity.
In the case of #killthetrade, the hashtag was a bespoke one created by WWF; some advice suggests that campaigners should try to piggyback on existing generic hashtags. WWF uses a host of these that relate to the environment and climate change. However, Cockle is clear that this is usually an ineffective approach: “It’s difficult because generally the space we’re in and the kind of hashtags we’re monitoring get so many people using them that actually doing anything meaningful with them, well it’s like drinking from a firehose.”
The power and challenge of free speech Of course, while charities may plan and execute hashtag campaigns in a structured way, the more high profile campaigning hashtags are often ones that occur organically. In December 2010, a street vendor in Tunisa immolated himself in protest against his treatment by the authorities. According to those who knew him he had been a target for local police officers for years; they frequently confiscated his wares and harassed him.
His self-immolation was not immediately covered by the mainstream media but local Twitter users, outraged at what had happened, started a Twitter campaign using the hashtag #sidibouzid (the area where the incident had happened). It quickly spread online and helped to fuel angry riots across the country that ultimately led to the defection of the Tunisian prime minster. This is generally agreed to be the start of a wave of protest across the Middle East and North Africa, which went on to become known as the Arab Spring.
Subsequent analysis of the hashtag #sidibouzid, by data scientist Gilad Lotan, showed: ”At the end of the cycle, total tweets mentioning Tunisia were more than 196,000. Total tweets mentioning #sidibouzid …were more than 103,000.” A few weeks later in January 2011, activists employed the hashtag #Jan25 to promote the mass demonstration that launched the Tahrir Square revolt.
Although Twitter is by no means the only online platform to help protesters mobilise a group - in the Egypt uprising Facebook was also used extensively - it is in many ways a more suitable platform for campaigning. It is intrinsically more open and public than Facebook; it is also harder to silence. In the aftermath of the January 25 protest, Egypt blocked both Facebook and Twitter. However, by 31 January, Twitter developers, in conjunction with engineers from Google and a voice recognition tool called SayNow, released Speak2Tweet, which allowed anyone to call an international number and leave a message that would then be converted into a tweet. In the official announcement, Google said: “We hope that this will go some way to helping people in Egypt stay connected at this very difficult time.”
As a company Twitter has always been a fiercely proud of the way its platform supports free speech. It is a topic on which it has publicly stated its position. But its hands-off approach when it comes to free speech was tested in early 2013 when the French government took Twitter to task for failing to remove tweets containing hashtags it said contravened French laws on hate speech. It was a difficult issue that revealed a clash between not only two legal systems, French and American, but a more difficult and nuanced issue about free speech.
Ultimately Twitter agreed to the demands of French authorities and handed over information necessary to help French police identify those behind the tweets. But it was not viewed favourably by many in the US media, with some American lawyers arguing that Twitter should have fought the French government harder.
RT to show your support Periodically a hashtag will flood Twitter and generate a huge wave of public support. In April 2014, the kidnapping of 270 girls in Nigeria resulted in one of the most high profile hashtag campaigns to date; #bringbackourgirls was used by thousands of Twitter users, including high profile celebrities, influential leaders and politicians. It was subsequently criticised for being an example of the type of hashtag that encourages armchair campaigning, sometimes termed “slactivism” or “clicktivism”. It’s an easy point to make - what really was the point of all those RTed hashtags when the girls remain captive? But other commentators argue that this conclusion is too simplistic and misses a wider, more important point about the value of #bringbackourgirls.
As Chitra Nagarajan argues in this piece for The Guardian: “The indefatigable Bring Back Our Girls movement continues to hold protests… This campaigning has been successful in highlighting the plight of the abducted girls, and although it hasn’t led to their safe return yet, it has had an important effect on Nigerian politics. Perceived government inaction in the wake of Chibok abductions was not the only reason Nigerians voted Goodluck Jonathan out of office last month, but insecurity and violence in the north-east was one of the main factors in prompting many to vote for change.
“The Bring Back Our Girls movement was instrumental in mobilising the country in protests and conversations about the abductions and, in doing so, helped remove a Nigerian president from power in what will be the first democratic transition in the country’s history.”
Building a community The notion that a hashtag campaign need not have one fixed outcome to be deemed a success, is one echoed by Katherine Sladden, director of campaigns at Change.org, “Campaigns like Bring Back Our Girls help to disrupt and raise awareness of an issue, they can help to bring about change rather than always being the absolute catalyst for that change,” she says. She points to the fact that as a result of the #bringbackourgirls campaign, political leaders at the World Economic Forum were bombarded with questions about it, bringing it from the original grassroots campaigners in Nigeria to the heart of the international political power brokers.
Sladden is also clear that often the benefits of hashtag and online campaigns aren’t only in the immediate results of those campaigns, but in the way the act of campaigning helps to draw together a group of like-minded individuals. “Most normal people don’t have newspaper columns, or TV shows, or places to express their opinions. Twitter and online campaigning is an easy way to organise around a shared belief. That’s how it should be. It’s about building communities so people feel supported in their campaign or issue.”
At Change.org hundreds of campaigns are launched every day that deal with all sizes of issue, from the hugely ambitious to the modestly hyperlocal. Sladden sees commonalities between the campaigns that gain traction and they aren’t to do with any existing influence of the individual behind the campaign.
“The campaigns that stand out and become popular usually have two things in common. Firstly, they have a personal story behind them; this helps people to feel a personal connection to a campaign. Secondly, the campaign usually has a clear ask, so with Caroline Criado-Perez’s banknote campaign, the hashtag #womanonabanknote, while tackling a big issue, had at its heart a very simple desired outcome.”
Whatever the criticism levelled at clicktivism, there is no doubt that hashtags are having a significant impact on our cultural landscape. Less than ten years, ago this small symbol would be meaningless to many and yet now it plays a major role in significant historical events and helps campaigners from a huge variety of backgrounds to mobilise support. Perhaps most interesting is how it morphs and adapts itself to become a different tool in different situations. It is clear that, at least for the near future, the hashtag will continue to feature prominently in the world of campaigning and free speech.
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