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Where are the women peacemakers?



Sanam Naraghi Anderlini




Who should be but isn’t at the peace talks table for the many wars afflicting the daily lives of millions? Women. They do the work on the ground but are cut out of negotiations for peace.







	



It’s the healthcare system, stupid



Thomas Frank




‘Populist’ is now an insult in the US, especially when applied to anti-expertise reactions to the current pandemic. But the true history of US populism is of a long fight to place medical experts at the service of the wellbeing of ordinary people.







	



The meritocrats shall inherit the earth



Pierre Rimbert




The word ‘meritocracy’ was used in the 1950s as a warning of a tyranny in which the cleverest, or rather most educated, ruled society and passed on their privilege. That dystopia has now arrived.







	



Sending the art home



Philippe Baqué




President Macron promised that African artefacts, many seized by colonists, would be returned to their countries of origin. European museums and art dealers opposed that, so nothing has been sent back, and African art is still being stolen to order.







	



Bolivia’s melting glaciers



Cédric Gouverneur




Glaciers in the tropical Andes have shrunk faster over the past 30 years because of climate change. This means already drought-prone cities such as La Paz will lose a large part of their water supply.







	



Saudi Arabia’s holy business



Mohamed Larbi Bouguerra




Pilgrimage to Mecca comes second only to hydrocarbons as Saudi Arabia’s main source of income, and the country aims to exploit it still further.
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Newspapers without borders



Arthur Asseraf




Papers in Arabic began as a way for regional rulers, and western colonial powers, to communicate with their subjects in the language they use, which is shared in written form across the region.







	



Wake up! I have things to say!



Thelma Katebi




Iran strictly controls all music, including pop, and hip-hop is seen as indecent. Young rappers, some outside Iran, are using it as a vehicle for political protest.







	



The eternal Johann Sebastian



Agathe Mélinand




The music of JS Bach has never not been heard since his death 270 years ago, although there were times it fell out of fashion. Today hardly anyone would dare not to like it; most of us love him unreservedly.







	



Government by the worst



Ibrahim Warde




Donald Trump made his presidential office serve his personal financial interests. He wasn’t the first.
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The Twenty Years’ war

by Serge Halimi







Donald Trump was already tweeting in 2012 that it was ‘time to get out of Afghanistan’ (1), though it remains to be seen if he will manage any better than Barack Obama: 18-year-old US soldiers setting off to fight there today were not born when the war started. Every attempt to disengage the US militarily — from Syria, Libya, South Korea or Germany — draws loud protests in Washington, with the war lobby crying that the Russians are coming. The US defence budget, $738bn in 2020, may be 10 times Russia’s, but just mentioning Russia is enough to make both Republicans and Democrats quail.

They can count on the support of the New York Times, which on 26 June reported a CIA leak alleging that Russia had offered Afghan militants a bounty for killing US troops (2). Yet everyone remembers that in the months before the invasion of Iraq the Times played a key role in spreading fake news about Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction. Moreover, the paper’s anti-Russian psychosis is clear to anyone who types ‘Russia’ or ‘Putin’ into its search engine.

The Afghan scoop — whose authenticity the Times seemed to doubt only a week after publishing it— raises other questions. What can such ‘information’ accomplish when the withdrawal of US troops appears more or less settled? Why should the US be indignant that its declared adversary may be helping Afghan insurgents, when its ally Pakistan has been doing so for years, and between 1980 and 1988 the US itself supplied the mujahideen (then fighting Moscow) with sophisticated weapons that allowed them to kill thousands of Soviet troops? Why did the Times, which devoted space to a lengthy description of three US marines said to have been victims of the Russian bounties (one was tall and moustachioed, and lifted weights, another was a Star Wars buff, the third doted on his daughters), initially ‘forget’ to inform its readers that the US National Security Agency gave no credence to the CIA scoop (3)?

On 1 July a broad coalition of Democrats and Republicans in Congress used the Times’s ‘revelations’ to make it harder for the US to withdraw from Afghanistan. Yet the best way to stop more foreign troops dying in that country would be for them no longer to be there.




Serge Halimi

Serge Halimi is president and director of Le Monde diplomatique.





(1) 27 February 2012.




(2) ‘Russia offered Afghans bounty to kill US troops, officials say’, The New York Times, 27 June 2020.




(3) ‘NSA differed from CIA on Russia bounty intelligence’, The Wall Street Journal, New York, 1 July 2020.
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There to speak for all those without voices

Where are the women peacemakers?


Who should be but isn’t at the peace talks table for the many wars afflicting the daily lives of millions? Women. They do the work on the ground but are cut out of negotiations for peace.



by Sanam Naraghi Anderlini











Queue for food aid: Yemeni women and children in Hodeida, May 2018

Abdo Hyder · AFP · Getty





This 11 July, Bosnians commemorated the 25th anniversary of the Srebrenica massacre, when Serb militias killed 8,000 Muslims. In 1995 Srebrenica was meant to be a safe zone, where Bosnian Muslims could seek refuge with UN peacekeepers as protectors. As Serb forces advanced, the outnumbered Dutch peacekeepers stood down and Serb forces took charge. They bussed women and girls away, then killed 8,000 men and boys. Bodies are still being exhumed and identified.

That massacre, like the genocide in Rwanda in 1994, when UN Security Council responses were inadequate and driven by member states’ political interests, prompted a new determination among world leaders to prevent atrocities. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) became a globally accepted norm in 2005. Its idea was clear: states committed to protecting their populations, preventing atrocities and genocide, and to taking ‘collective action [should] national authorities manifestly fail to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.’ R2P was the modern iteration of the UN’s original purpose: the powerful have a responsibility to protect those with least power from war and violence.

It is not working. On 7 July the UN’s Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Syria released its latest report. Between November 2019 and June 2020, the parties in Syria’s war instigated 52 ‘emblematic attacks’ on civilian targets, including 17 against hospitals and medical facilities; 14 affecting schools; nine on markets; and 12 destroying homes. ‘It is completely abhorrent that, after more than nine years, civilians continue to be indiscriminately attacked, or even targeted, while going about their daily lives,’ said commission chair Paulo Pinheiro. ‘Children were shelled at school ... entire families were bombarded even while fleeing ... What is clear from the military campaign is that pro-government forces and UN-designated terrorists flagrantly violated the laws of war and the rights of Syrian civilians.’

The facts are different

This was repeated in Yemen, Libya and other countries. The powerful are directly or indirectly enabling and benefiting from atrocities. In Yemen, the Security Council gave a green light in 2015 to the Saudi-led war, supported by the US, UK and France. Targeting of civilian sites and its devastating humanitarian impact were evident from the start. In October 2018, US Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman General Joseph Dunford said, ‘We’re working with the Saudis to reduce casualties.’ The facts are different: there have been an estimated 233,000 deaths and 3.65 million people displaced, and millions more are near starvation. The profits from arms sales are impressive: the US had $129bn in active sales to Saudi Arabia in 2019 and a deal worth $110 immediately and $350bn over 10 years, signed in 2017. The UK, which temporarily stopped sales in 2019 is resuming them. The UK’s international trade secretary Liz Truss said, ‘I have assessed that there is not a clear risk that the export of arms and military equipment to Saudi Arabia might be used in the commission of a serious violation.’ The UN has reported that 60% of civilian casualties are from air strikes by the Saudi-led coalition.

This raises serious questions about multilateralism and diplomacy: who is taking on the responsibility to protect populations in war zones? If warring parties perpetrate violence against civilians, who represents the interests of local populations if and when there are peace talks?

I was there as a refugee to speak about the families living in freezing conditions in the olive groves in Idlib, but the UN official said there wasn't much they could do Najlaa al-Sheikh

These issues have shaped my life for years as an advocate for Security Council resolution 1325 on women, peace and security; I founded ICAN and led the establishment of the Women’s Alliance for Security Leadership (WASL) (1). Back in 2012, I looked out of the airplane window onto the parched earth of Somalia, as a member of the UN’s mediation team heading to Garowe for another round of negotiations. Famine threatened: we could see that from the bleached landscape and skeletal camels on the way to the UN compound. Somalia’s clan leaders, some in suits and ties, others in local dress, appeared with well-armed entourages, yet no one spoke of food or water. The politicians spent most of the time wrangling about their share of parliamentary seats and governmental posts, insisting on dividing these posts between the four major and one minor clans. The language of power-sharing was familiar to many.

As gender and inclusion advisor on the UN envoy team, I was mandated to work with Somali women so their participation would be secured and perspectives considered; there was no shortage of strong, active, vocal women. But among 200 delegates to the conference, a minority were women, very few of those genuinely active as politicians, lawyers, humanitarians and peacebuilders. The Somali political leaders brought their daughters and female cousins, not independent women who would challenge them. Since famine was a serious concern, many activists were focusing on urgent relief and not coming to Garowe to talk politics.

The negotiations turned into loud arguments over parliamentary seats and an unstated clear interest in salaries and benefits. These were discussions about power-sharing, but they should have been framed around responsibility-sharing instead. In diplomacy, words matter: while power denotes personal benefit and control over others, responsibility projects a sense of accountability.

I have found across time and geography that in crises and wars, women emerge as peacebuilders, with a profound sense of responsibility to protect their communities. In Yemen, five years into the war, members of the Mothers of Abductees Association (MAA) are persistent voices, drawing attention to and calling for the release of thousands of people abducted and arbitrarily detained by the parties in the war, particularly the Houthis. As part of the ceasefire agreement signed in Stockholm in 2019, the UN is responsible for negotiating the release of detainees, to build confidence in the agreement. For the families of the disappeared, however, MAA members — women between 25 and 65 — are often the best channel of hope.





Refugee: a Somali woman enters Wedeo camp, January 2018

Mohamed Abdiwahab · AFP · Getty





Whatever means are necessary

In one recent case, an MAA member visited the family of a detained doctor and found that his mother was severely ill, his father had gone blind, and his wife had been diagnosed with kidney failure. She went to tribal leaders asking them to issue a formal letter to the authorities that had abducted the doctor, told them of the family’s plight and appealed to their traditional duties towards him. They mobilised the village to sign a petition asking for his release and vouching for his good character and conduct. She presented the letter and petition to the authorities, and called on contacts to press the case forward. Her efforts paid off.

The MAA uses whatever means are necessary: public demonstrations outside detention centres, social media campaigns, petitions, tribal traditions. In the 2,133 abductions, forced detentions and torture it has monitored, the MAA has secured the release of 944 people. The work is personally risky, but its members are relentless. While extraordinary, they are not alone.

WASL has members in over 40 countries affected by war and violent extremism, all locally rooted and adept at drawing on the law, cultural norms, religious teachings and tradition to build peace. In Cameroon, the South West/North West Women’s Task Force launched a public lamentation with 500 mothers in the streets crying together, shaming the government and militias to stop killings and rapes.

In Syria and Libya, women peacebuilders have established circles to provide space for dialogue and coexistence in rural and urban communities, working against the rhetoric and narrative of extremism and militancy. In Afghanistan’s Herat province, Hassina Neekzad has formed a 600-strong network of men (imams, village chiefs, youths and schoolteachers) and designed a programme of skill-building and dialogue to enable them to resolve conflicts non-violently, and protect the rights of women and children. This has led to a qualitative shift away from violence, including a decrease in recruitment into extremist groups. In Pakistan and Nigeria, the work focuses on preventing local women and youths from joining violent extremists, providing them with positive alternatives, combining psychosocial support with religious narratives, livelihood skills and a social network.

The motivations to become involved in peacebuilding vary among these women. Some have lost their children to violence and vowed to stop the cycle of war. Others have a calling to help those in need. Before the wars, they were teachers and architects, poets, engineers and housewives. They are drawn together by an extraordinary commitment to caring, to reaching out to the other side, even if it is painful. For many ‘doing nothing’ is a luxury they can’t afford. Colombian Rosa Emilia Salamanca says peacebuilding requires willingness to acknowledge that there are different truths in every conflict; Hamsatu Allamin in Nigeria, Visaka Dharmadasa in Sri Lanka, and Mossarat Qadeem in Pakistan all stress the search for the humanity in others.

Caring for the victims and those affected by the violence and creating the middle ground for dialogue must be balanced; people evolve into peacebuilding. Muna Luqman from Yemen, who founded Food4Humanity, started providing relief for sick children, mediating their safe passage out of affected communities; when she saw them recruited and armed, she started a campaign to give them pens and books instead. Though threatened and forced into exile, she continues her work: ‘Before the war, 80% of conflicts in Yemen were over water and land. Since 2015 these issues have exacerbated and been exacerbated by the war.’ Luqman’s organisation has fixed water stations to resolve tribal disputes and get girls to school; during the pandemic it is providing water and distributing protective gear. With others, such as the Peace Track Initiative, it has called for a ceasefire and become a force of moral authority.

‘I felt oppressed’

The humanity of these women’s work is surreal contrasted with the geopolitical narratives of global powers. This January, WASL member Najlaa al-Sheikh, founder of Kareemat, a Turkish-based organisation for Syrian refugees, was invited to the Syrian civil society room at peace talks in Geneva: ‘I was there as a refugee to speak about the displaced women and children and families living in freezing conditions in the olive groves in Idlib, but the UN official said there wasn’t much they could do. I felt oppressed when the Russian delegation told me conflicting parties have to leave “their” land.’

Her experience illustrates the fundamental flaws inherent in contemporary peace processes, designed on the basis of inter-state two-party talks. These are predicated on the assumption that warring parties are legitimate, which should be questioned given their record of attacking their own civilian populations and breaching international laws of war. Too often there are no legitimate leaders with constituencies. Many of the Somali transitional leaders I met had lived in the US and Canada for years, disconnected from changed realities in their country. The Enough Project, which tracks the political economy of wars, demonstrates certain states have not failed, but been hijacked by violent kleptocratic networks that benefit from the war economy.

Talks are often founded on the assumption that there is a ‘hurting’ stalemate, with neither side winning or losing but both ripe or tired enough to compromise. The concept of hurting is rarely valid for today’s wars. Global or regional powers that fight through local proxies pay a low cost financially and in human life. Russian, Turkish and Iranian women did not live under trees through a winter in Idlib, with no access to running water, no means of washing during their periods. There were only Syrians. Yet at the talks in Geneva, only people like Najlaa al-Sheikh persisted in raising their voices: a Syrian refugee with the least power in the room shouldered the greatest burden of responsibility.

Fostering peace ground up

The real assumption is that the parties that matter most are the violent ones. This conflates the ending of war with the bringing of peace, an idea left over from a past of inter-state wars where parties could end violence, agree a ceasefire line and retreat to their homes. In our globalised, pluralistic world, conflicts have highly localised and globalised dimensions. The front lines are in our communities, so peace has to be fostered from the ground up, as well as from the leadership down. As the past 30 years show, those who care most about local populations will be local peacebuilders, most often women, and increasingly young people.

Twenty years ago, women peacebuilders mobilised to demand recognition and inclusion in the peace and security that the UN Security Council, European parliament and the OSCE address. Security Council resolution 1325 is the most recognised outcome of that campaign, with nine further resolutions. Over 80 countries have national action plans committing to inclusion and there are global networks of practice.

Research shows that the full inclusion of women in peace processes, particularly where there are robust movements and sustained participation, leads to more sustainable outcomes. Yet regardless of culture or geography, and despite many existential differences and disagreements, warring parties agree and unify on one issue: they always reject the demand for the inclusion of independent women’s peace delegations in the process.

Parties that take little or no responsibility for protecting populations — their treatment of women is a key indicator — will naturally resist those with the weight of moral authority, who represent the real concerns and experiences of communities enduring violence. The onus lies with the international community, the UN as an institution, and committed member states to reform peacemaking to include peacebuilders, who are an essential counterweight to those who wield power through the barrel of a gun. They come with moral authority as the conscience of their communities and a credible track record of bearing the responsibility to protect.




Sanam Naraghi Anderlini

Sanam Naraghi Anderlini is director of the LSE Centre for Women, Peace and Security, and founder and CEO of the International Civil Society Action Network (ICAN), which spearheads the Women’s Alliance for Security Leadership. She is the author of Women Building Peace: What they Do, Why it Matters, Reinner, 2007.





(1) You can hear an interview Sanam Naraghi Anderlini gave to the Oslo Forum’s podcast, the Mediator’s Studio at this link.
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‘Care now beyond the means of all but the rich’

It’s the healthcare system, stupid


‘Populist’ is now an insult in the US, especially when applied to anti-expertise reactions to the current pandemic. But the true history of US populism is of a long fight to place medical experts at the service of the wellbeing of ordinary people.



by Thomas Frank











California public health team vaccinates a squatter family for smallpox and typhoid

Bettmann · Getty





The great underlying political crisis of this plague year, it is often said, is the stubborn refusal of Americans to respect expert authority. There’s an epidemic raging... and just look at those people frolicking in a swimming pool at the Lake of the Ozarks, repeating stupid conspiracy theories, spreading non-peer-reviewed medical advice on social media, running errands without a mask on, setting off roman candles in the street. And just look at their idiot of a president, dismissing the advice of his own medical experts, blaming everyone but himself for the disaster, suggesting we inject ourselves with Clorox because it’s effective on countertops and toilet bowls.

In truth, this grand conflict between the ignorant and the enlightened has been a motif of our politics for years (1). Liberals, we believe, are uniquely attuned to objective reality; they dutifully heed the words of Nobel laureates and Genius Grant winners. But Republicans are different: they live in a world of myth and fable where the truth does not apply.

Ordinarily our punditburo plays this conflict for simple partisan point-scoring. Us: smart! Them: stupid!

But the pandemic has given the conflict an urgency we have not seen before. These days, right-thinking Americans are tearfully declaring their eternal and unswerving faith in science. Democratic leaders are urging our disease-stricken country to heed the findings of medical experts as though they were the word of God.

Our ‘thought leaders’, meanwhile, have developed a theory for understanding the crazy behaviour we see around us: these misguided people are not merely stupid, they are in the grip of a full-blown philosophy of anti-expertise called ‘populism’. These populists are the unlettered who resent the educated and sneer at the learned (2). They believe in hunches instead of scholarship; they flout the advice of the medical profession; they extol the wisdom of the mob. Populism is science’s enemy; it is at war with sound thinking. It is an enabler of disease, if not a disease itself.

So sweetly flattering, so gorgeously attractive is this tidy little syllogism that members of our country’s thinking class return to it again and again. Medical science is so obviously right and populism so obviously wrong that celebrating the one and deploring the other has become for them one of the great literary set pieces of the era, the raw material for endless columns and articles.

Crushing national failure

Unfortunately, it’s all a mistake. Donald Trump’s prodigious stupidity is not the sole cause of our crushing national failure to beat the coronavirus. Plenty of blame must also go to our screwed-up healthcare system, which scorns the very idea of public health and treats access to medical care as a private luxury that is rightfully available only to some. It is the healthcare system, not Trump, that routinely denies people treatment if they lack insurance; that bankrupts people for ordinary therapies; that strips people of their coverage when they lose their jobs — and millions of people are losing their jobs in this pandemic. It is the healthcare system that, when a Covid treatment finally arrives, will almost certainly charge Americans a hefty price to receive it (3).

And that system is the way it is because organised medicine has for almost a century used the prestige of expertise to keep it that way.

Poor people get sick quicker, stay sick longer, need medical aid most, get it least. Some are poor because they are sick. Others are sick because they are poor Michael A Shadid

Populism, meanwhile, was the reform impulse that tried (and failed) to change the system so that it served ordinary people.

Which is to say that the pundits and the scholars and the thinktankers in their grave solemnity have got it entirely backward. Bowing down before expertise is precisely what has made public health an impossible dream. And the populism that our pundits so hate and fear is, in fact, the cure for what ails us.

Who was a populist?

Begin with the word. The term ‘Populist’ was coined in Kansas in 1891 to describe members of a brand-new American farmer-labour party who demanded a modern currency, a war on monopoly, and the nationalisation of the railroads. The movement caught fire, and the people who called themselves Populists seemed poised to succeed at first. Instead, their party fizzled out by the end of that decade. Still, Populism’s influence lived on for decades; its ideas can be traced through the American Socialist Party, the New Deal of the 1930s and 40s, and the Bernie Sanders campaigns of 2016 and 2020.

The rise and fall of the American Populists — again, the people who invented the word — has long been a favourite subject of romantically inclined historians. The Populist party’s principles and its leading figures are well known to scholars and are the subject of many books.

A curious fact that is repeated often in those books: the Populists were not opponents of science or learning. On the contrary: Populists produced homages to technology and scholarship and education that were so earnest and ornate that they are embarrassing to read today. They thought their own ideas about regulation and the welfare state were in full alignment with the scientific advances of the late 19th century.

At the same time, the Pops fought endlessly with the business and academic elites of their day — experts who regarded the established order as the work of God. Populists regarded all special privilege with suspicion, including the prestige that props up the professional class. A clear illustration of this theme can be seen in the famous Garden of Eden sculpture garden in Lucas, Kansas, which was built as a primer on Populist/socialist principles. One of its focal points is a rendering of ‘Labour crucified’ and the people who can be seen torturing the working man to death are society’s honoured professionals: banker, lawyer, doctor, preacher.

The Populist way of looking at things was radically democratic: the people came first. The correct role of experts, the original Populists thought, was to serve and inform the people as they went about their lives as citizens of a democracy.

The original Populist movement didn’t have much to say about healthcare policy. In the 1890s, American medicine had not yet hardened into the supremely costly bureaucratic labyrinth we know today. But as the price of medicine grew out of reach in the decades that followed, farmers and unions and charities proposed all kinds of alternative, more democratic arrangements, and always with the same aim: to make healthcare an affordable part of life for ordinary, working-class people.





Outside Mount Sinai Hospital, New York City, March 2020

Spencer Platt · Getty





Elk City’s cooperative system

My favourite of these neopopulist efforts was launched in 1929 in the high-plains town of Elk City, Oklahoma, a state that once had a vivid Populist streak. The idea was a cooperative healthcare system in which farm families would pay a modest sum each year for guaranteed access to doctors, dentists and a modern regional hospital. Members of the cooperative — meaning ordinary people, farmers, mainly — would elect the board and run the business side of the enterprise. This system was the brainchild of one Dr Michael Shadid, who organised it with the help of the state Farmers’ Union.

The populism of the Elk City enterprise can be understood by a glance at its backer, the Farmers’ Union, a more or less direct descendent of the old Populist party. Doctor Shadid’s story is more interesting still. A Lebanese immigrant who spent his career practicing among dirt-poor American farmers, Shadid was once a member of the Socialist party. While the doctor had unusual political ideas, he was no quack; his medical standards were high. What set him apart from his peers was his criticism of the predatory way medicine was practiced in places like small-town Oklahoma. He understood himself as something different, a ‘Doctor for the People’ (4) who would solve the persistent American problem of costly healthcare and a sickly population — the same basic problem that afflicts us today.

‘In war times and peace times, panic and prosperity, fair weather and foul, these facts stand,’ Shadid once wrote. ‘Poor people get sick quicker, stay sick longer, need medical aid most, get it least. Some are poor because they are sick. Others are sick because they are poor’ (5).

Shadid wrote that he acted on behalf of ‘the American people’ in their struggle ‘to escape from the domination of special privilege, which is leading this country toward dictatorship and chaos.’ After quoting this passage in a 1939 book, the journalist James Rorty appended, ‘These are native slogans, populist rather than socialist, and they hit the Oklahoma farmers right where they live.’

By ‘special privilege’ Shadid was likely referring to the American Medical Association (AMA), the doctors’ professional group, which had essentially declared war on him for daring to open a cooperative hospital. They came after the neopopulist reformer in all sorts of diabolical ways. His enterprise was ‘unethical’, they said, because it placed laymen in charge of the business decisions. They tried to get Shadid’s medical license revoked, and then they reorganised the local AMA chapter without him in it, which had the effect of cancelling his malpractice insurance. Doctors he tried to recruit were warned not to sign up with his endeavour and they stayed away.

Science’s war on populism

Most of today’s pundits would no doubt cluck with grave concern over Dr Shadid’s populist war on science. But what happened to him could be more accurately described as science’s war on populism.

Science’s war raged on for many years, as the AMA fought and defeated proposal after proposal for democratising healthcare. Once, for example, its members organised a boycott of a dairy company in order to persuade a vaguely related charitable foundation to stop researching what was then called ‘medical economics’. On another occasion, according to historian Paul Starr, when a medical co-op was set up in Washington DC, on the Oklahoma model, the AMA ‘threatened reprisals against any doctors who worked for the plan, prevented them from obtaining consultations and referrals, and succeeded in persuading every hospital in the District of Columbia to deny them admitting privileges...’ (6).

For this outrage the AMA got hit with a Federal antitrust suit. But that didn’t even slow them down. These were, after all, the greatest medical experts of their day, and they demanded that society show them the deference to which they were entitled. Nearly every effort to reform healthcare, in the AMA’s view, was ‘unethical’. In 1938 the AMA’s president even denounced a federal inquiry on the issue as a perversion of the social hierarchy, with the laity demanding some quack remedy and bawling that the experts must prescribe it to him. ‘That is not scientific medicine and that is not scientific economics,’ he sneered.

It is amazing the things professional ethics forbid when professionals feel their status to be under threat. After winning the election of 1948 with a campaign far more populist than Donald Trump’s, President Harry Truman made universal healthcare his defining issue. He rolled out a plan for universal health insurance, acknowledging the achievements of modern medicine but pointing out that their price tag had put medicine out of reach. ‘It is no longer just the poor who are unable to pay for all the medical care they need,’ he said; ‘such care is now beyond the means of all but the upper income groups’ (7).

The forthrightly populist Senator Bernie Sanders is most closely identified with universal healthcare these days. And it is the forces of organised expertise and private power that have repeatedly torpedoed it

The AMA fired back, describing Truman’s plan as the ‘discredited system of decadent nations’, pointing out that it would put medical doctors — highly educated members of a highly honoured profession — beneath ‘a vast bureaucracy of political administrators, clerks, bookkeepers and lay committees’. To stop the unlettered Missourian, the group levied a special assessment on its (quite affluent) members, generated an enormous war chest, and hired the nation’s pioneering political consultancy — a California outfit called Campaigns Inc — to direct its forces in the field. This outfit rained down upon the country a veritable hailstorm of pamphlets and letters and mean-spirited cartoons denouncing ‘socialised medicine’ as the final extinction of human freedom (8).

By these notorious means the Truman plan was defeated, as has been every attempt to secure true universal healthcare in the United States. It was in Canada, however, that science’s war on populism came to a volcanic climax. In the country’s plains provinces, the historian Robert McMath has pointed out, the American Populist revolt of the 1890s continued on for decades (9). During the Great Depression the populist tradition culminated in a radical agrarian party called the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF); when this group finally swept the election in Saskatchewan in 1944, it famously formed the ‘first socialist government in North America’.

The CCF went on to win many elections, and for the 1960 Saskatchewan election this Canadian incarnation of the populist tradition declared that it intended to establish universal healthcare for the province. In that election, fought over that one big issue, the CCF prevailed again. By July of 1962 the CCF government in Regina was ready to launch what it called Medicare, its single-payer healthcare plan, the first in Canada.

In response, organised science dropped the big one. On the day single-payer healthcare began in Saskatchewan, the province’s doctors walked off the job. There were only roughly a thousand of them, but still, it was the ultimate Ayn Rand moment: a strike by the One Percent, with the brains and the money teaching an uppity peasantry to show respect.

A ‘democracy scare’

This particular showdown between science and populism — between a small but prestigious professional group and the working people of Saskatchewan — saw many of the AMA’s patented tricks rolled out before a new audience. The local doctors’ association assessed its members and built up a huge treasury for propaganda efforts. The province’s Chamber of Commerce backed the doctors’ walkout, as did other professional associations. The Saskatchewan press overwhelmingly took the doctors’ side, shrieking fear of communism and fear of disease. Far-right protesters made an appearance as well — the so-called Keep Our Doctors movement, which appeared out of nowhere to challenge the government’s single-payer scheme by means of public demonstrations, red-baiting, and racist innuendo — this last because the neopopulist government planned to replace striking doctors with medicos from other lands.

The real issue, of course, was the place of professionals in a democracy. In those days doctors held a monopoly on determining treatments and costs. They answered to no one but their peers. The CCF’s plan — like the Elk City plan, like Harry Truman’s plan — diluted this power, handing ordinary people a certain authority over society’s highest-ranking group. Doctors were ‘the “high priests” of our world’, an American journalist wrote of the Saskatchewan controversy. And ‘these “high priests” are not used to taking orders from government men.’

Stephen Taylor, the British peer brought in to mediate the Saskatchewan doctors’ strike put it in quasi-medical terms: the AMA, he wrote, was ‘hysterically opposed to Medicare; and it endeavoured, not without some success, to communicate its hysteria to the doctors and the public in Saskatchewan’ (10).

This is a precise diagnosis: a professional group deliberately spread hysteria across the Canadian prairie. The result was what I call a ‘democracy scare’, in which society’s high-status groups come to believe that their privileges have been placed in mortal danger by the actions of the vast, seething multitude. Symptoms of this recurring hysteria include depictions of democracy-as-tyranny; denunciations of the lower orders for meddling in matters they do not understand (economics, foreign policy, or in this case, medicine); and, of course, a near-airtight unanimity among the news media.

All these features were present, for example, in the great democracy scare of 1896, when the American ruling class, backed almost unanimously by the nation’s press, came to believe that it was threatened by a bloodthirsty proletariat, led by the seemingly radical Democratic presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan, who had been cross-endorsed by the Populists. From the towering heights of the East Coast press, the learned men of the 1890s denounced Populism as an insane uprising of the crazy and the stupid.

These features were also present in 1936, when ruling elites again came together with the press to inveigh against the seemingly radical Franklin D Roosevelt. And all of them are present again today, as scholars and journalists recycle the hysterical rhetoric of the past for a modern audience.

Sometimes democracy scares succeed in their purpose. In 1962 in Saskatchewan, however, the great strike of the One Percent was a resounding flop. After the first initial wave of fear, support for the doctors evaporated. The outrageous rhetoric of the allies of expertise — a radio priest called for blood in the streets — turned people off (11). Within a month the strike was over, and within five years every province in Canada had adopted a healthcare system like Saskatchewan’s; today, Medicare is one of Canada’s proudest civic achievements.

Privilege vs equality

None of the reformers I have described disputed the importance of research or any particular scientific findings. These neopopulists all admired modern medicine; they merely wanted it to be accessible to the lowliest members of society. Which is to say that these were battles of privilege versus equality.

‘The most important issue at stake in the battle between the Saskatchewan government and the doctors of that province is not medicare but democracy,’ declared the Toronto Globe and Mail a few weeks into the strike. ‘The professional, in whatever line, must always be subject, in the final analysis, to the laity, or democracy cannot function.’

This was exactly what was wrong with democracy, others screamed: it gave the unlettered ‘laity’ power over their betters. George Sokolsky, an American syndicated columnist, thundered his support for the striking doctors of Saskatchewan on the grounds that they were ‘fighting a battle for the professional men in this era of mobocracy’. Sokolsky, a ferocious anticommunist, saw the doctors struggling to keep their heads up as the rest of the world drowned beneath the waves of equality. ‘It used to be that human beings respected each other for their worth, but today the motto seems to be “I’m as good as you are”.’ This was a false and pernicious doctrine, the columnist raged. Everyone in a country like ours can speak their mind, but as the world grows more complicated, ‘only the expert can have an opinion on an increasing number of subjects.’

Sokolsky was an extreme right-winger, an enthusiastic McCarthyite. The Saskatchewan CCF, meanwhile, was a party of the farmer-labour left.

But now, here is the twist: today, everything is reversed. Harry Truman’s Democratic Party has become the bought-and-paid-for vehicle of affluent and highly educated professionals. It dutifully bails out the geniuses on Wall Street. It responsibly obeys the economists who tell us about the wonders of ‘free trade’. And when our modern Democrats propose healthcare reform, they do it from the top down, by convening experts from every affected field and asking them to redraw the system amongst themselves — and then are astonished when the public erupts in outrage.

‘Democracy is a problem’

The healthcare equation has changed as well. The AMA is no longer the mighty bulwark of medical professionalism that it once was; others have eclipsed both its power and its leadership in the fight against universal healthcare. Still, the hospital chains, pharmaceutical companies and insurance companies that now hold the fort against single-payer do so on the same grounds as before: respect for what is now called ‘innovation’ and the professionals who deliver it.

The biggest change of all has been in the thinking of the anti-Trump faction. As their abuse of the term ‘populism’ indicates, they have turned strongly against liberalism’s democratic heritage. Today they remind us about the bright side of censorship (12) and pine for the days when bosses chose our leaders for us. Democracy is a problem, they tell us, because democracy allows the common people to ignore the authority of expertise. Disobedient democracy is to blame for Trump. Disobedient democracy is why we can do nothing about global warming. Disobedient democracy is the reason we can’t beat the Covid pandemic. And all of it is the fault of We the People.

The politics have been inverted but the fight remains the same. Expertise, identified now with the icy moral purity of the left rather than the Neanderthal anticommunism of the right, continues to rage against the insolence of those who defy its authority. The privilege of the expert is the real contested matter.

Put aside the self-serving fantasies of our modern punditburo, however, and the old political equation can still be seen through the fog of liberal self-righteousness. Squint and you can see that it is the forthrightly populist Senator Bernie Sanders who is most closely identified with universal healthcare these days. And it is the forces of organised expertise and private power that have repeatedly torpedoed it. In our awful current situation, a dose of authentic populism would be a remarkable tonic.
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Education, education, education

The meritocrats shall inherit the earth


The word ‘meritocracy’ was used in the 1950s as a warning of a tyranny in which the cleverest, or rather most educated, ruled society and passed on their privilege. That dystopia has now arrived.



by Pierre Rimbert











Future meritocrats: Harvard University graduation ceremony, June 2007
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Eleven publishers turned down The Rise of the Meritocracy (1) by English sociologist Michael Young, author of the Labour party’s 1945 manifesto and its head of research until he left the party in 1950. Then, a chance encounter in summer 1957 with the founders of art publisher Thames & Hudson led to a contract offer. Young feared criticism for using a hybrid Latin and Greek term, but within a few years his book had sold half a million copies and ‘meritocracy’ entered everyday use, creating a huge misunderstanding.

Young’s book, like George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), is a dystopian fiction. It presents a nightmarish world ruled ‘not so much by the people as by the cleverest people’, government by intellectuals. It is set in 2034 and the narrator, a pompous sociologist, enthusiastically recounts the transformation of 20th-century class society into a tyranny ruled by graduates. Society is stratified according to intelligence in the name of equality of opportunity; the social order perpetuates itself through the education system, which has replaced the old class privileges with ‘recognition of talents’.

‘The talented,’ the narrator writes, ‘have been given the opportunity to rise to the level which accords with their capacities, and the lower classes consequently reserved for those who are also lower in ability.’ This regime has its new heroes: ‘The ranks of the scientists and technologists, the artists and the teachers, have been swelled, their education shaped to their high genetic destiny, their power for good increased. Progress is their triumph, the modern world their monument.’

In Young’s future, the make-up of a government of the intelligent merits scrutiny: they are professionals with humanities or science backgrounds entrusted with knowledge production, reproducing the elite, and running the state and business. In France, in real life, the National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (INSEE) classifies such people as ‘managers and intellectual professions’, a capacious category that includes HR directors, senior civil servants, lawyers, astronomers, journalists, magistrates, PR executives and dentists. No other socioeconomic group has expanded more since Young’s book appeared. It is the sociological manifestation of the post-industrial knowledge economy. It had 900,000 members in France in 1962 (4.6% of the active population); today it has five million (18%).

This group’s top tier, alumni from the most selective schools and universities, represents 5-10% of the West’s active population. It includes the richest 1%, but extends well beyond them. These prosperous individuals, independent professionals or senior corporate executives, enjoy the dividends of their intellectual and cultural capital in their earnings. They also have the power to prescribe to the rest of us: ‘Professionals are the people who know what ails us and who dispense valuable diagnoses,’ as US journalist Thomas Frank puts it (2). In France, the whole class might be referred to as ‘intellectuals’ if that term had not acquired a narrower meaning after the Dreyfus affair.

Who becomes an intellectual?

Intellectuals are conventionally seen as not only creators and repositories of knowledge but also challengers of the established order. Jean-Paul Sartre said in a radio interview in 1967 that a nuclear physicist remains ‘a technician of practical knowledge’ if he works on the development of the atomic bomb, but becomes an intellectual when he protests against it. Yet how many Sartres, Simone de Beauvoirs and Pierre Bourdieus are there compared to the millions of biddable managers, lawyers and town planners? The myth persists because intellectuals write the histories of every social group, including their own. And they tend to give themselves an easy ride. They are experts at universalising their own interests and react to challenges to their status by, for example, launching an ‘appeal against the war on intelligence’, as French intellectuals did in 2004.

Whereas disruption to the lives of small farmers, the gilets jaunes’ revolt and the care workers’ precarity are analysed in the public sphere under generic headings such as ‘farmers’, ‘the working class’ and ‘personal service workers’, the most highly educated classes portray themselves in detail, delineating their intellectual subtleties, refining their disagreements. ‘It is as though the most rudimentary form of materialism were habitually applied to studying the working classes, while the theoretical subtleties intended to protect the autonomy of the subject were reserved for the educated classes,’ writes sociologist Jean-Claude Chamboredon (3). To restore some balance, intellectuals should no longer be discussed as unique individuals but as a social group.

The New Class is the most progressive force in modern society and is a centre of whatever human emancipation is possible in the future Alvin Gouldner

History often emphasises the educated class’s progressive role — wise encyclopédistes, revolutionary lawyers, seditious writers, primary school teachers — and downplays their involvement in less noble episodes. But as US historian Robert Paxton points out, ‘Vichy was more the creation of experts and professionals than of any other social group, and to judge Vichy is to judge the French elite’ (4).

The roots of intellectuals’ role in systems of domination go back to pre-capitalist societies. In the medieval West, the senior clergy, who monopolised access to writing, legitimated the power of landowners and owned a quarter of all land; legal experts became counsellors and viziers, and later formed the administrative substructure of the royal state. In imperial China (221 BC to 1911), ‘the class of scholar-officials (or mandarins), numerically infinitesimal but omnipotent by reason of their strength, influence, position and prestige, held all the power and owned the largest amount of land. This class possessed every privilege, above all the privilege of reproducing itself, because of its monopoly on education’ (5).

Pre-colonial India undermines the assumption that knowledge is intrinsically progressive: its harshly unequal caste system is founded largely on domination by intellectuals, the Brahmins, who have an exclusive prerogative, access to sacred knowledge. ‘In this society it is they — not kings, princes, soldiers, landowners or the middle class — who ensure a particularly effective form of “domestication of the masses”,’ writes researcher Isabelle Kalinowski (6).

Domesticating the masses

The capitalist age changed the form, not the nature, of the task, as the industrial revolution and the expansion of education increased the number of graduates and accentuated their diversity. Domesticating the masses, and many of the graduates too, became a matter of economic rationality and of ‘skills’ validated by the state, which demanded their application.

Studies categorising intellectuals as a new social class based on their monopoly of knowledge and aspirations to power first appeared in the 19th century, at the same time as vast civil services staffed by graduates, the management of the first big business enterprises and, later, centralised workers’ parties (7). Saint-Simon (1760-1825) dreamed of a social order dominated by experts and industrialists (‘bees’), who would expose the vanity of the nobility and the clergy (‘hornets’). In Germany, Hegel’s vision of the modern state was founded on educated civil servants who would form a ‘universal class’ (Elements of the Philosophy of Right, 1821).

In Marxism, Freedom and the State, anarchist Mikhail Bakunin attacked the prospect of a socialist state: ‘All that will demand an immense knowledge and many “heads overflowing with brains” in this government. It will be the reign of scientific intelligence, the most aristocratic, despotic, arrogant and contemptuous of all regimes.’ It would be not worker power but a ‘socialism of intellectuals’, as fellow anarchist Jan Wacław Machajski, wrote in his pamphlet ‘The Bankruptcy of Socialism in the 19th Century’.
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Those heads overflowing with brains were not producers, but they did have monetisable knowledge, and industrialists were happy to delegate to them the supervision of their businesses, control of workers and factory organisation, and the use of technology to increase output. But the 19th-century education system produced a surplus of graduates and in 1892 socialist Karl Kautsky analysed the fluctuating value of knowledge workers’ qualifications: ‘The seekers for public office find that avenue of employment crowded. Those who seek openings elsewhere experience the extremes of idleness and excessive work ... formerly people spoke of the “aristocracy of intellect”, today we speak of the “intellectual” or “educated” proletariat. The time is near when the bulk of these proletarians will be distinguished from the others only by their pretensions’ (The Class Struggle, Erfurt Programme). Were the newly educated a dominant class in waiting or a proletariat that might mobilise against the order that undervalued them? Graduates’ self-image has for a century and a half oscillated between these poles, but in reality they always coexist.

By the time Young wrote The Rise of the Meritocracy, the theme of intellectuals as the dominant class had resurfaced, more positively. The Soviet education system was producing millions of overqualified engineers and administrators, ‘pushing upwards society’s most highly educated elements’ (8). In the West, the scientific management theory of industrial production, initiated by Frederick Taylor in the 1920s and boosted during Roosevelt’s New Deal, had reached cruising speed. An intelligentsia charged with coordinating and planning the sprawling economic network that economist John Kenneth Galbraith called the ‘technostructure’ (The New Industrial State, 1967) came into its own.

From this new, educated bourgeoisie came both the social base for the new anti-establishment left and for President John F Kennedy’s administration, brilliant graduates who would think up the war in Vietnam. Whatever their political inclinations, they had the same mistrust of the extremes of collectivism and traditionalism. They viewed the end of ideologies as self-evidently good, not least because it would bring in government by experts, with more good jobs for intellectuals keen to monetise their academic skills. As the radical flames of 1968 died down, a cohort of economists, lawyers and journalists began the offensive that would lead to the neoliberal great leap backwards and the creation of hundreds of thousands of highly paid finance sector jobs (9). But until the end of the 1970s, the dominant belief was that ‘the New Class is the most progressive force in modern society and is a centre of whatever human emancipation is possible in the foreseeable future,’ as sociologist Alvin Gouldner wrote in an influential book in 1979 (10). Michael Young had been less optimistic.

In The Rise of the Meritocracy, the vision turns to nightmare. The government of the educated classes, which has appointed the most brilliant offspring from the working class to positions of power to mute opposition, is now made up exclusively of experts. The mass of non-graduates have already become unemployable because of automation, and are forced to be servants to the intellectuals; ‘Once all the geniuses are amongst the elite, and all the morons amongst the workers, what meaning can equality have?’ The government of intellectuals comes to maturity in the early 21st century. The educated class enjoys privileges such as comfortable apartments, sumptuous food and generous holidays, educates its children in separate schools and interbreeds only with fellow members of the elite. ‘The elite is on the way to becoming hereditary; the principles of heredity and merit are coming together.’

Young’s dystopia is uncannily like our own world. In both the US and Europe, there is a gulf between the small minority of graduates from extensive, selective degree programmes (5-10% of the population in western societies) and the rest. The recent focus on the opposition between the richest 1% and everyone else diverts attention from the larger group which for half a century has benefited from meritocratic competition and without whom the 1% would have been unable to establish or maintain their dominance. The 99-against-1 vision of the class struggle suits meritocrats, because it puts them in the same oppressed camp as cleaners. It also erases crucial things Young identified in his fable: intellectuals’ monopoly on political power and the increasingly hereditary nature of their dominance.

To justify the creation of the Free School of Political Science — later Sciences Po — Professor Émile Boutmy famously declared in 1871: ‘...obliged to submit to the rule of the majority, the classes that call themselves the upper classes can preserve their political hegemony only by invoking the rights of the most capable. As traditional upper-class prerogatives crumble, the wave of democracy will encounter a second rampart, built on eminently useful talents, superiority that commands prestige, and abilities of which society cannot sanely deprive itself’ (11).

Diploma democracies

Looking at a photo gallery of politicians now, it would be easy to conclude that a university degree was a formal requirement for being a member of parliament, head of state or government leader. Mark Bovens and Anchrit Wille, authors of a study of the political leaders of six European countries, confirm that current representative democracies are ‘diploma democracies — ruled by those with the highest formal qualifications. University graduates have come to dominate all relevant political institutions and arenas, from political parties, parliaments and cabinets, to organised interests, deliberative venues, and internet consultation’ (12).

In 2016 all ministers in Belgium and Germany were graduates, as were 95% in France. In the UK, 60% of ministers had attended the elite universities of Oxford or Cambridge. Yet, as Bovens and Wille point out, ‘over 70% of the electorate in Western Europe is still only educated up to secondary level, at the highest.’ Does academic excellence really produce the most effective politicians? This question has not attracted much academic attention but the rare studies that do exist suggest that university-educated politicians ‘do not tend to govern over more prosperous nations, do not pass more bills, do not tend to do better at the polls, and are no less likely to be corrupt’ (13). The phenomenon is not new. But therein lies the problem: nascent democracies were promised a government by the people and for the people based on universal access to education.

By the time she reaches 18, a rich child will have had over 5,000 more hours than a poor child of being talked to, read to, attending cultural events and museums, being coached at sport, and so on Daniel Markovits

How does the domination of a small stratum of the educated political elite continue when universities constantly churn out a supply of new hopefuls? Since the early 19th century, the proportion of university graduates in the US and Europe has gone from less than 1% of the adult population to around 35%. All it takes to maintain exclusivity is new, higher, cultural and financial obstacles insuperable for the non-graduate, and for surplus graduates. In the US, the filters of knowledge and money ensure effective social selection so that, as Young foresaw, the upper echelon of meritocrats reproduces itself from generation to generation, much like a hereditary ruling class. Not all graduates are rich, but most of the rich are graduates; in 2017, 98.4% of Americans who earned more than 2.5 times the median salary — $94,300 — had a bachelor’s degree or higher. Rather than noble titles, rich parents pass on to their offspring access to the most prestigious and expensive university qualifications: Silicon Valley billionaires’ fortunes go to philanthropic foundations and their children go to Stanford or Harvard.

Behaviour that typified the educated 19th-century bourgeoisie — a life of idleness, ostentatious consumption, a wet nurse — has been flipped on its head: the intellectual elite now work relentlessly and a growing part of their time and money is spent on the education, wellbeing, culture and health of their children. The early development of human capital is seen as being worth any price: bilingual au pairs, $50,000-a-year nurseries, private art lessons from the age of three, then elite primary schools with foreign language and science programmes that have a 5% acceptance rate (hired consultants will help you tailor your application).

Sociologist Elizabeth Currid-Halkett explains that ‘in 2014, the top 1% spent 3.5 times more in absolute dollars and share of expenditures on education than they did in 1996 ... 860% more than the national average’ (14); the next 5% follow their example. The cost of guaranteeing children’s position in the social hierarchy can be very high: it will include a tutor (with a personal assistant for the most determined families), private schools where admission requires residence in a smart district, cultural travel, music lessons and other activities to mark them out, recommended for getting into Harvard, Yale, Princeton or Stanford, where tuition fees range from $40,000 to $70,000 a year, far more than the average US salary. Yale law professor Daniel Markovits estimates that for families belonging to the 1%, the additional expenditure on education is equivalent to an inheritance of $10m per child. ‘Merit is a sham,’ he writes. ‘An entire civilisation resists this conclusion’ (15).
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‘20 million more words’

These figures are just the tip of the iceberg. The transmission of cultural capital starts at birth with parental attention, in particular from mothers. Currid-Halkett explains that the intellectual elite spend two to three times longer teaching and playing with their babies. They breast-feed them more often and for longer, believing that this enhances cognitive ability, sometimes even seeking advice from ‘lactation consultants’. At the age of three, a child in such a home has heard on average 20 million more words spoken by a real person than a non-professional’s child, and has a 49% larger vocabulary. By incorporating educational objectives in their relationship with their pre-school children, parents develop children’s emotional sensitivity, concentration and discipline. ‘By the time she is eighteen, a rich child will have had over five thousand more hours than a poor child of being talked to, read to, attending cultural events, seeing museums, being coached in a sport, and so on,’ Markovits writes. ‘By the time they reach eighteen, middle-class children will have spent nearly five thousand more hours watching television or playing video games than rich children.’

The segregation also has a spatial dimension: households with multiple resource advantages cluster in districts of progressive, open cities, which offer a healthier lifestyle, a more extensive social network and better life chances than are available to the least well off 80% of Americans (16). ‘The elite’s massive investments in education succeed,’ writes Markovits. ‘The academic gap between rich and poor students now exceeds the gap between white and black students in 1954’ (when the US Supreme Court ruled racial segregation in schools unconstitutional). ‘Economic inequality today produces greater educational inequality than American apartheid once did.’

The wealthiest of this elite, protected by their own ability to meet educational requirements that they establish as norms through the media and culture, look down on parents who are inevitably less open, progressive and generous and who do not conform to their cultural, social and dietary norms. And they conclude, ‘All they needed to do was study’, which sums up the whole ‘social’ component of neoliberal programmes.

It would be wrong to think the lives of the meritocratic elite are easy. The social Darwinism that excludes the majority of children from poor families also keeps the children of the rich in a state of ceaseless competition. From starting Greek aged three to 12-hour days as a partner in a law firm, meritocrats realise to their cost that capital, even cultural capital, demands work if it is to yield a profit. The resultant loss of affection for businesses often without social utility, which make self-destruction through exhaustion a criterion of professional excellence, leads a small but growing number to defect and reinvent themselves as artisans, charity workers or, more rarely, protestors. They are the exception. Once you have made it into an elite institution, your destiny is set.

Half the students at the US’s 12 most prestigious universities come from the richest 10% of families. France has not yet reached that level of segregation. The top decile’s share of wealth has been stagnant since the early 1970s, while in the US it has grown by 13%. Also, children from well-off families often experience a period of precarity at the start of their careers; it does not make them acknowledge any class privilege even though they possess that rare resource, degrees from the right institution, which, along with property, shapes the social hierarchy. The comparatively low cost of French higher education contrasts sharply with fees charged in the US.

France’s happy few

But the exclusivity of France’s elite institutions is no less pronounced: the National School of Administration takes just 6% of students from working-class backgrounds, though such people are more than half the workforce. At the Polytechnique, 1.1% of students have a working-class parent; 93% have upper middle-class professional parents (17). This meritocratic apartheid has grown since the 1950s. It’s paradoxical that the Polytechnique, founded on the principle of universalising knowledge, has become, as it has expanded, the institution that selects the 10% who will dominate the rest.

The happy few may recognise themselves in this description by the US writer Matthew Stewart from 2018: ‘Our class walks around in the jeans and T-shirts inherited from our supposedly humble beginnings. We prefer to signal our status by talking about our organically nourished bodies, the awe-inspiring feats of our offspring, and the ecological correctness of our neighborhoods. We have figured out how to launder our money through higher virtues. Most important of all, we have learned how to pass all of these advantages down to our children’ (18). He captures in a single sentence the truth that the 9.9% try hard to ignore: ‘We are the staff that runs the machine that funnels resources from the 90% to the 0.1%.’ White skin and being male are being acknowledged as unearned privileges in western societies, as is belonging to the most educated 10%, but those who benefit from that often downplay its importance.

Prosperous intellectuals’ growing control has profoundly reconfigured the western political landscape. After the second world war, the least educated and poorest voted mainly for leftwing parties, as did a small proportion of those in public sector intellectual jobs. This coalition has come apart. Since the 1990s, socialists, democrats and greens have formed graduate parties, mostly rejected by the working class, as Thomas Frank and Thomas Piketty have shown. In November 2016, for the first time, not only did a majority of the most highly educated Americans vote Democrat, the wealthiest did too. Working-class voters are tending to abstain or cast their vote for parties that, despite not representing their economic interests, define themselves in opposition to the liberal elites. Piketty writes that if one wants to understand the rise of populism, it is not unhelpful to begin by analysing the rising power of elitism (19).

Deaths of despair

Impatient commentators, keen to erase divisions they regard as outdated, welcome this fault line. The Economist writes, ‘In many countries the old left-right political divide, based on economics, has been replaced by a liberal-conservative split, based on culture’ (6 June 2020). Far from being mutually exclusive, the economy and culture are consubstantial. In France, having a master’s degree is closely correlated to social origin: in 2017, 40% of adults with professional parents had done five years’ higher education or had a qualification from an engineering school, compared to fewer than 4% of the children of qualified workers in the logistics sector. Government by well-paid intellectuals is a manifestation of the most traditional class struggle.

The ‘deaths of despair’ through suicide, drugs and alcohol in the US tragically illustrate this. According to researchers Angus Deaton and Anne Case, an estimated 600,000 excess deaths between 1999 and 2017 in the white population aged 45 to 54 were almost all non-graduates. Since 1990, their death rate has increased by 25%, while for those with a bachelor’s degree it has fallen by 40%. ‘Those without a degree are seeing increases in their levels of pain, ill health, and serious mental distress, and declines in their ability to work and to socialise. The gap is also widening in earnings, in family stability, and in community. A four-year degree has become the key marker of social status’ (20).

Michael Young said something similar in his book, although it ends optimistically with a powerful ‘populist’ movement erupting in 2033, led by women, who had been excluded from the meritocratic redistribution of power that had benefited men. The narrator writes, ‘For the only time within living memory a dissident minority from the elite has struck up an alliance with the lower orders, hitherto so isolated and so docile.’ (Yellow vests are not mentioned.) Disturbances occur. Sales assistants wreck the department store where they work. The minister of education is found ‘gutted’. A general strike, the first in 40 years, is organised for 1 May 2034. The alarmed narrator is suddenly less pompous, but reckons the movement will soon peter out. Then his narrative breaks off. A final ‘publisher’s note’ says he did not survive the insurrection.
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Europe stripped Africa of its artefacts

Sending the art home


President Macron promised that African artefacts, many seized by colonists, would be returned to their countries of origin. European museums and art dealers opposed that, so nothing has been sent back, and African art is still being stolen to order.



by Philippe Baqué











Benin: over two dozen artefacts from ancient Dahomey came back in January 2020

Prosper Dagnitche · AFP · Getty





Thomas Bouli, spokesman for the Afrique Loire association, was allowed to address bidders before an auction of 300 African weapons and ritual objects in Nantes in March 2019. He told them, ‘You’ll get a receipt for your purchase, but all the people who made those objects got was death. France has just endorsed the principle of returning stolen or illicitly obtained African cultural artefacts. The objects presented here are part of that.’ The auctioneer then announced that 28 items from Benin were being withdrawn from sale, at the behest of France’s culture ministry of culture. Benin was the only African state to demand ‘restitution’ of objects from the auction after Nantes activists alerted it.

‘Those people bring shame on the cause they’re defending, if indeed there’s a cause to defend,’ said Yves-Bernard Debie, lawyer for the Collective of Antique Dealers of Saint-Germain-des-Prés. Besides his clients’ frustration at being unable to bid, Debie says there is vigorous opposition to the very concept of restitution, which he suggests means creating ‘a divisive split, with illegitimate owners on one side and dispossessed peoples on the other’. He robustly challenges that.

In November 2017 President Emmanuel Macron ended a taboo on discussing this issue in a speech at the University of Ouagadougou (Burkina Faso): ‘I cannot accept that a large share of several African countries’ cultural heritage be kept in France. There are historical explanations for it, but there is no valid, lasting and unconditional justification. African heritage cannot solely exist in private collections and European museums ... Within five years I want the conditions to exist for temporary or permanent returns of African heritage to Africa.’

In July 2016 then prime minister Jean-Marc Ayrault had flatly refused Benin’s president Patrice Talon’s request for the return of royal art works in the Quai Branly museum of non-European arts and civilisations in Paris, acquired on General Alfred-Amédée Dodds’s 1892-94 military expedition to the kingdom of Dahomey (part of present-day Benin). Ayrault cited the ‘inalienability’ of cultural artefacts in public collections, which means a change to the law is required before any item can be permanently removed.

After his Burkina Faso visit, Macron commissioned a report, ‘The Restitution of African Cultural Heritage’ (1), from Bénédicte Savoy, an art historian at the Technical University of Berlin, and Felwine Sarr, an economist from Gaston Berger University in Senegal, which was published in November 2018. The authors contrasted the hundreds of thousands of African artefacts held in the West — 88,000 in French public collections — with the few thousand in African museum collections.

Savoy and Sarr described France’s colonial period as a time of ‘complete disinhibition in terms of the “procurement” of cultural heritage objects in its own colonies: an utter bulimia of cultural objects’. They suggested prevailing power relations at that time make it reasonable to assume ‘a complete absence of consent on the part of local populations during the extraction of these objects’ and that they were acquired ‘by way of violence or some form of deceit or within iniquitous conditions notably tied to the asymmetry of the “colonial context” ’.

‘Museums must not be hostages’

Savoy and Sarr advocated that not only artefacts seized during military conquests should be returned but also those collected on scientific expeditions or by colonial officials. They also called for the return of works acquired through the illicit art trade since 1960. They proposed that French law governing cultural heritage be amended to overcome the legal obstacle of objects in public collections being covered by inalienability and imprescriptibility (rights that cannot in any circumstances be taken away).

After the report, Macron agreed to return 26 artefacts to Benin, including items on the list Ayrault rejected in 2016: thrones, statues, sculpted doors, reliquaries and regalia that had belonged to the kings of Dahomey. This decision provoked museum curators’ hostility. ‘Museums must not be hostages to colonialism’s painful history,’ said Stéphane Martin, former head of the Quai Branly museum, and Julien Volper, a curator at the Royal Museum for Central Africa in Brussels, one of Europe’s largest collections of African art, was concerned that it would harm national collections (2).

We know roughly how many of our artefacts are displayed in French museums, but have no idea about what has gone and continues to go out via dealers and private collectors. The borders are porous and checks are difficult Franck Ogou

Although Savoy and Sarr looked only at public collections, art dealers and collectors reacted negatively too. ‘Because France has lost any kind of predominance in Africa, the president has offered restitutions to African leaders to hold on to markets in the face of the challenge from China,’ said Bernard Dulon, president of the Collective of Antique Dealers of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, to which most specialists in this field belong. ‘Who will these artworks, which are part of humanity’s heritage, be returned to? Do African governments have the same conception of heritage conservation as we do? Will they be entitled to resell them immediately?’

Macron’s announcement has had minimal impact on sales, but art dealer Réginald Groux is worried about the longer-term consequences: ‘Without collectors, 99% of the objects now in Europe would likely have disappeared as a result of ignorance, termites or religious acts of destruction of all sorts’ (3). While it is true that art lovers have rescued objects, some have exploited crises, wars and famines to acquire cultural and archaeological artefacts through intermediaries.

Bénédicte Savoy is disappointed that her report has been better received in Germany than in France and that most French curators have not fully grasped the scale of the issue. ‘Everyone we spoke to in Africa said that this is not about taking everything back from French museums, because some pieces are excellent cultural ambassadors for their countries. But they’re demanding that a significant part of their heritage should be accessible to younger Africans, who cannot visit Europe, to enable them to draw on, take inspiration from, and relate to the creativity of earlier generations.’

‘A recovery of dignity and pride’

Art historian Marie-Cécile Zinsou (daughter of Lionel Zinsou, an investment banker and former prime minister of Benin, who has links to Macron) has established a contemporary art museum in Ouidah, a key embarkation port in the triangular slave trade. The museum, in an Afro-Brazilian-style former colonial villa, has regular exhibitions by contemporary African artists, many of whose works are now in the Zinsou family collection. ‘The return of these works means a recovery of dignity and pride,’ she said. In 2006 the Zinsou Foundation, which she heads, organised jointly with the Quai Branly museum an exhibition about King Béhanzin in Benin’s economic capital, Cotonou. It attracted 275,000 visitors in three months. ‘It was a real success,’ Zinsou said, ‘but many Beninese didn’t understand why objects that are part of their heritage had to go back to France afterwards.’

‘Whether return or loan, long- or short-term, all we can do is wait passively for France’s decision,’ said Alain Godonou, vice-president of the committee overseeing museum and heritage cooperation between France and Benin. ‘But what remains fundamental for us is that Benin eventually regains ownership rights over these objects. When they’ve been officially returned to Benin’s heritage, whether they’re in Paris, Abomey or Dakar, they’ll continue to travel and be shown in exhibitions. But we’re the ones who’ll decide what becomes of them.’

While waiting for works to be returned, the question of where they will be eventually housed remains, as the museums in many African countries which were part of the colonial legacy, especially those created by IFAN (France’s Fundamental Institute for Black Africa), have not been maintained and some collections have been plundered.

In 2016 Beninese artist Romuald Hazoumé was damning about the state of his country’s museums and criticised the many thefts they have suffered: ‘Our culture’s been neglected for 50 years’ (4). He regards the return of 26 royal artefacts to Benin as ‘not such a good idea — I don’t want to lose those pieces a second time.’ Their natural home should have been the Historical Museum of Abomey, in the only two buildings open to the public on the huge site of the royal palaces of Abomey, built between the 17th and 19th centuries by 12 successive rulers.

‘Knowing the value of what they’ve got’

Early this year, after a rapid refurbishment, some royal artefacts were put on show again, but the display case intended for the great sacred sword, a symbol of the rulers’ magical powers in war, remained empty; it was stolen in 2001 and never recovered. The museum is not an ideal home, having suffered many thefts, several fires and lacking qualified staff. A new building has been earmarked to house the 26 returned objects, a museum of the epic of the Amazons (Dahomey’s historical all-female fighting force) and the kings of Dahomey, partly funded by a loan of €12m ($13.65m) from the French Development Agency, but construction work has yet to begin.

‘We were caught unprepared by Emmanuel Macron’s decision, as he proposed to send back the objects immediately,’ said José Pliya, programme director at ANPT (Benin’s National Agency for the Promotion of Heritage and the Development of Tourism). ‘President Talon has been extremely clear: beyond the symbolism of restitution and recovered memory, it’s the economic dimension of these objects that matters to us. They need to contribute to our country’s economy through the ambitious development of tourism.’

To encourage a sector still economically marginal, Talon integrated it into a huge investment plan, Revealing Benin, which included exploiting Benin’s natural assets and developing Club Med-style seaside resorts, game reserves for safaris (5) and at least four new museums. But the state’s limited funds and the drop in tourist numbers after the kidnap of two French visitors (and the pandemic’s effects on travel) have forced the government to reduce its ambitions and abandon plans for public collections. The government’s mixed motives surprised Didier Houénoudé, director of the National Institute of Art, Archaeology and Culture Professions (INMAC) at the University of Abomey-Calavi: ‘The government has demanded the restitution of these objects to develop mass tourism, but they’re in danger of being used for a purely profit-driven plan.’

Didier N’Dah, a lecturer in archaeology at the University of Abomey-Calavi, discovered unique remains on the royal palace site: ancient workshops for cowrie shells, once used as a currency. He hopes that ‘the restitution of royal artefacts will also benefit research and university teaching, which could replace them in their historical context’ and wishes politicians would take account of academics’ advice. He described his passion for the excavation he does in Benin despite a lack of funding. Without rescue archaeology, several sites have been destroyed during major World Bank-funded building projects. Others are threatened by a Chinese-run oil pipeline project, which had no archaeological input at the planning stage. N’Dah said his travels have revealed the richness of rural people’s heritage. They have preserved sacred and secular cultural artefacts, sometimes centuries old, whose stories are still known to elders.





Paris: Beninese art at the Quai Branly museum, October 2007
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‘Collectors only want sacred objects’

‘Having a programme would make it possible to reveal the whole culture that still surrounds these endogenous artefacts,’ he said. ‘Before developing large-scale tourism, people need to be made aware of the cultural and heritage value of the things they have, otherwise they’ll sell them.’ Even now, many archaeological and cultural artefacts are bought or stolen through networks of touts working for local dealers, who then sell them on to foreign collectors. So Benin’s heritage still seeps out of the country through illicit trade (6). Some of the most prized items are voodoo objects from an animist religion widespread in Benin.

Contemporary Beninese artist Dominique Zinkpè believes western art lovers who visit or live in the country have a responsibility: ‘The works they want aren’t in centres of craftsmanship but in the villages and they know they need to pay someone to steal them. People are hungry. Some are prepared to sell really important pieces from their grandparents’ courtyard. If a theft occurs, it’s because there’s a buyer. Collectors only want sacred objects used in rituals. They’re behaving criminally, because these things are an integral part of our religion.’

Intermediaries play on the influence of Islam or evangelical churches, which urge believers to get rid of voodoo accessories, regarded as demonic. ‘We know roughly how many of our artefacts are displayed in French museums, but have no idea about what has gone and continues to go out via dealers and private collectors,’ said Franck Ogou, director of the School of African Heritage (EPA) in Porto-Novo. ‘The borders are porous and checks are difficult.’ In theory, only copies of artefacts accompanied by a certificate from the heritage service are allowed to leave Benin. ‘Unfortunately, collectors exploit this system and replace copies with originals,’ said N’Dah. ‘Customs officials need training and there has to be a real will to combat this traffic.’

In January 2020 the Petit Musée de la Récade, in a suburb of Cotonou, hosted a ceremony attended by the French ambassador, a representative from Benin’s culture ministry, members of the Abomey royal family, the antique dealers of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, artists and students, to mark the arrival of more than two dozen objects that belonged to the kings of Abomey, most of them makpo (sceptres from the ancient kingdom of Dahomey).

The museum was established in 2015 by French art dealer Robert Vallois, who has a large collection of contemporary art from Benin, with support from the Saint-Germain-des-Prés dealers. It already had 43 pieces, but these new arrivals were thought worth an official welcoming ceremony. Vallois said, ‘For us, the restitution of works is something concrete. I created this museum to give it to Benin filled with objects from Benin.’ But Debie, the art dealers’ lawyer, suggested that ‘it’s an entirely French museum that has received an entirely French donation.’

The event got much media attention, and enabled opponents of restitution to show their effectiveness. It was also a riposte to the French culture ministry: the new objects are those withdrawn from the auction in Nantes in 2019. Benin did not in the end buy them back and the Saint-Germain-des-Prés antique dealers acquired them, as planned, for €24,000. Bouli said, ‘The state of Benin could have become their owner. What does such a sum represent to it? We’re beginning to doubt African states’ commitment to safeguarding their heritage. There are so many divergent private interests within them that the country’s interests come last.’ He pointed out that Senegal inherited thousands of objects from the former colony of French West Africa that are still held on IFAN premises in Dakar and has made no effort to return them to their countries of origin.

Three years on from Macron’s Ouagadougou speech, no list has been produced of artefacts to be returned, and there has been no amendment of the law governing heritage and no actual restitutions. Last November, before signing a major arms contract, then prime minister Édouard Philippe handed over to Senegal’s President Macky Sall a sword that had belonged to Omar Saidou Tall, a 19th-century leader who resisted colonisation, on a five-year loan to Dakar’s Museum of Black Civilisations. In mid-July 2020 the new government examined a draft law that might permit a change in ownership for this sword and the 26 other Beninese artefacts. There’s a clue to the likely reaction from the art dealers’ lobby in their successful opposition in 2002 to France ratifying a convention to stop illicit trafficking. Macron’s expressed wish attracted a lot of attention but, other than a PR exercise, it is still no more than a wish.
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Plenty of water now, none in the future

Bolivia’s melting glaciers


Glaciers in the tropical Andes have shrunk faster over the past 30 years because of climate change. This means already drought-prone cities such as La Paz will lose a large part of their water supply.



by Cédric Gouverneur











Mural denouncing environmental damage in front of Centre for Ecology and Andean Peoples, Oruro
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Mt Chacaltaya (5,395m), in the Cordillera Real range, is 30km north of Bolivia’s administrative capital La Paz. About 100m before the summit, the road ends in a small car park overlooking the Altiplano, the high Andean plateau. On the horizon are tens of thousands of little red dots: the brick-built city of La Paz and its working-class neighbour El Alto. The shutters of abandoned chalet-style buildings bang in the wind, the incongruous architecture a reminder that, barely a decade ago, Chacaltaya was the world’s highest ski resort. Wealthy visitors braved the hairpin bends of the road and soroche (altitude sickness) to relax there during the southern summer, from December to March. In Bolivia, winter is the dry season, and the snow falls in summer. Or rather, it used to fall.

Edson Ramirez, a glaciologist from the Institute of Hydraulics and Hydrology at the Higher University of San Andrés (UMSA), has been studying tropical Andean glaciers for 30 years. He pointed to a rocky slope with the rusting remains of a ski lift: ‘In the 1990s there was a glacier there. It was 15 metres thick, and 18,000 years old. In 2003 I warned that it could be gone by 2015, but I was too optimistic — the last ice melted between 2009 and 2011. It’s very worrying.’ Only the name Chacaltaya, ‘bridge of ice’ in the Aymara language, survives.

A few hours’ drive on through the Cordillera Real, we came to the huge glacier on the west face of Huayna Potosí. It too is at risk; the black rocks surrounding it are heated by the sun, accelerating the melting. Ramirez said, ‘Every year, it loses two metres in thickness and retreats by 20 metres. According to our calculations, the glaciers in the Cordillera Real have lost around 37% of their surface area since 1980. Millions of Bolivians depend on the water from these glaciers...’ Ramirez and his colleague Francisco Rojas checked a weather station they had set up near a small farm by the glacier, to measure rainfall, temperature and wind speed and direction. Rojas had built the equipment himself, to save money: ‘With a 3D printer, funnels and plastic tubing, I cobbled together 25 devices for a total cost of $25,000. That’s what you pay for just one, at commercial prices.’

When I moved here in 1974 with my family, the glacier came down as far as there. And the ice was blue. Everything has changed

The smallholder, Guillermo Aruquipa, 73, keeps llamas, sheep and cows. ‘When I moved here with my family in 1974, the glacier came down as far as there.’ He pointed to a notch in the horizon, well below the current edge of the glacier. ‘And the ice was blue. Everything has changed.’ Rising temperatures have affected the ecosystem, too: ‘Now we have lots of caterpillars, of a kind I’ve never seen before. My llamas swallow them, and it makes them ill.’

Aruquipa gave the engineers a cheese. Ramirez told us privately, ‘People are very hospitable, as long as you explain what you’re doing and why.’ In the past, mountain-dwellers, suspicious of intruders from the city and their motives, vandalised monitoring equipment, but in 2014, hydrologists from the Andean Community (Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador and Peru), with the support of the Inter-American Development Bank, created a programme to explain their work. Now, said Ramirez, ‘they don’t vandalise our equipment any more. In fact, they ask us to set up more weather stations, because they’re worried and they want information.’

Most of the world’s glaciers have been shrinking since the end of the Little Ice Age in the mid-19th century. The loss of mass accelerated in the late 1970s, and in the tropical Andes is thought to be the fastest since the early 18th century (1). The melting there is among the fastest in the world, and has made one of the greatest contributions to rising sea levels, according to a team of French glaciologists, who write that ‘the drastic glacier loss in recent years [has coincided] with the extremely dry conditions since 2010 and helped to mitigate the negative hydrological impacts of this severe and sustained drought’ (2). An atlas of Andean glaciers published by Unesco in December 2018, for the UN’s COP24 climate change conference in Katowice, Poland, emphasises that some glaciers in Bolivia have lost ‘two thirds or more of their mass’ since the 1980s (3).





Glacier on Huayna Potosí, {bofedales} in foreground
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Warnings went unheeded

The atlas notes that, in the course of the 20th century the altitude at which precipitation freezes in the tropical Andes rose by an average 45m, and that by the end of the 21st century, temperatures in the region could rise by 2-5C. It predicts that Venezuela’s last glacier will disappear by 2021, and that by 2050 only a few of the largest glaciers on the highest peaks of the tropical Andes will remain.

Even under the moderate warming scenario, the glaciers are likely to lose between 78% and 97% of their mass by the end of the century. Glacial meltwater provides 61% of La Paz’s water in a normal year, and 85% in drought years. Many glaciers in the region reached ‘peak water’ — when the meltwater runoff is at its maximum — in the 1980s and have been contributing less and less to the water supply ever since. Things can only get worse: Unesco stresses that the region is entering a period of unprecedented change, drawing a parallel with the 11th-century collapse of the Tiwanaku civilisation (in what is now Bolivia), which coincided with ‘rapid and significant climate change’.

Ramirez and his colleagues warned the authorities as early as the 1990s, ‘but there was no sense of urgency at the time,’ especially as the acceleration of the melt brought a short-term abundance of water. Magali Garcia, chief agricultural engineer at UMSA’s Institute for the Research and Development of Chemical Processes (IDEPROQ), told us that even in the early 2000s, ‘it was still hard to convince people that climate change was real.’ She studies the impact of global warming on farming practices: ‘Smallholders in the Andes see the glaciers retreating and cloud cover decreasing. As a result, the sun is hotter, rainfall is more concentrated and evaporation is faster, though the actual volume of precipitation hasn’t changed.The farmers realised what was happening 25 years ago, because they had to cope with the climate every day. But nobody listened, especially the urban elite.’





German, head of the Lake Uru Uru fishermen’s cooperative
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Is it too late?

The disappearance of the Chacaltaya glacier helped to raise awareness. Faced with hard evidence, the Andean Community in 2012 launched a Regional Project for Adaptation to the Impact of Rapid Glacier Retreat in the Tropical Andes (PRAA), whose mission is to ‘strengthen the monitoring network’ and ‘generate information to support decision-making’ (4). The glaciers are now monitored by cameras, probes and drones, with the help of the Bolivian communications satellite Túpac Katari, named after the 18th-century Aymara leader of a rebellion against the Spanish. Government authorities and NGOs are working to increase popular awareness of the impact of climate change on water.

It may already be too late. Between November 2016 and March 2017, Bolivia had its worst drought in 25 years. The El Niño phenomenon (a band of warm ocean water that forms off the Pacific coast of South America) reduced precipitation by 40% and raised temperatures by 2-3C. Bolivia has regular droughts on a six-year hydrological cycle but in 2016, for the first time, water was short not only in the cities of Cochabamba, Oruro, Potosí and Sucre, but also in the La Paz-El Alto conurbation, which has an estimated population of over two million.

In 2016 the dry season, which usually runs from April to September, dragged on. From October, water cuts became frequent. A shopkeeper in La Paz told us, ‘We had no water for days at a time. We couldn’t wash or cook.’ Magali Garcia said, ‘People in Cochabamba are used to droughts. They are better prepared, and have cisterns. The smallholders had faced worse droughts — in 1983, 1987 and 2006, for instance — but the Paceños[inhabitants of La Paz] were caught unawares.’ 

People in Cochabamba are used to droughts. They are well prepared, and have cisterns. The smallholders had faced worse droughts but the Paceños[inhabitants of La Paz] were caught unawares Magali Garcia

Water was rationed in 94 barrios (districts), a third of La Paz, notably in the wealthier southern part of the city. Water cuts were a shock to the middle and upper classes, who had taken piped water for granted. People wandered the streets with empty containers. Those who could afford it bought bottled water. In the countryside, herds of llamas died of thirst and smallholders were ruined. Schools had no water, so holidays were brought forward. Residents showed solidarity with each other, but there were also fights.

On 21 November President Evo Morales declared a state of emergency and mobilised the army. He urged his fellow Bolivians to show patience, telling them, ‘Structural solutions to this crisis will take time.’ Water was requisitioned from rural communities, which in turn demanded that the government pay for infrastructure projects. Many of Bolivia’s tanker trucks were contaminated from carrying fuel and could not be used for water, so the government had to borrow some from Argentina. When the water finally arrived, fights broke out among La Paz residents.

The crisis had a political dimension: back in 2000, privatising water distribution had led to a doubling of water charges in Cochabamba. Protests had been violently repressed (5). When Morales became president in 2006, he renationalised water and created a water and environment ministry. Bolivia’s 2009 constitution states that access to water is a fundamental right ‘within the framework of the sovereignty of the people’ (articles 16 and 373). On Bolivia’s initiative, the UN General Assembly on 28 July 2010 passed a resolution declaring the right to ‘safe and clean drinking water and sanitation’ as ‘essential’ (6).

‘Failing in their duty’

Yet during the 2016 drought, between 3,000 and 5,000 people from the wealthy southern districts of La Paz marched in protest against the government. The water crisis accentuated the divide between Morales and the La Paz middle class, who accused him (as they often do in conversation) of being ‘concerned only with indigenous peoples and the poor’ (7). Heads rolled: water and environment minister Alexandra Moreira and three senior civil servants were not only dismissed but taken to court for ‘failing in their duty’ and even ‘endangering national security’.

In February 2017 the authorities allocated $200m to combating drought and climate change. Since Morales was deposed in 2019 (8), the political future of water has been as uncertain as that of Bolivia: the general election scheduled for this May has been postponed until September.





Guillermo Aruquipa on his farm
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Victor Hugo Rico Arancibia, director-general of the Potable Water and Sanitation Authority from November 2016 to November 2019, assured us while he was still in office that the authorities had ‘learned lessons’ from the crisis and set up risk management mechanisms including, if necessary, ‘mobilising civil defence at every level’ (municipal, departmental and state). Drought management plans would make it possible to ‘identify needs for the construction or improvement of infrastructure to meet growing demand’. Since the 2016 crisis, three new reservoirs have been built around La Paz, and new wells have been bored in El Alto. Water pipes have been replaced and supply canals lined to reduce leakage. In district 4 of El Alto, this has reduced losses from 39.6% to 26.5% of volume supplied. Rico Arancibia said, ‘We need to study the mechanisms of adaptation to climate change more closely, and draw up rehabilitation strategies for coping with environmental degradation.’ Over the past few decades, deforestation has diminished the streams that feed the La Paz department’s groundwater.

Edson Ramirez warns that the droughts are likely to be worse when Bolivia is no longer able to rely on glacial meltwater. He took us to see the Tuni reservoir, below the Huayna Potosí glacier. Built in 1975, it holds 26 million cubic metres of water and supplies La Paz and El Alto. ‘In 2016, meltwater kept the reservoir at a decent level. I’ll let you imagine what would happen if the glacier disappeared.’ He believes the glacier will be around for another 60 years. Rico Arancibia told us that the other reservoirs supplying La Paz and El Alto ‘don’t depend on glaciers, only on rain generated by currents of humid air from the neighbouring subtropical plains’. He expects the climate to become ever more erratic with global warming. In 2018 and 2019, torrential rain caused floods and landslides.

Andean scientists are now trying to save the bofedales, high-altitude wetlands fed by a combination of meltwater, rainwater runoff and groundwater. Often 10 or more metres deep, they act like sponges, storing water and filtering out nutrients. But in the long term these fragile ecosystems may shrink as the meltwater decreases, causing soil desiccation and degradation, reducing biodiversity and affecting the bofedales’ ability to trap carbon dioxide (9), which is even more worrying since the release of this CO2 would worsen climate change.
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Learning from the pre-Colombians

Ramirez said, ‘The bofedales will end up playing the same role as the glaciers in the dry season.’ To preserve them, UMSA is studying the pre-Columbian irrigation channels that survive around some bofedales, which ‘make it possible to change the direction of the water flow and ensure the internal circulation of the bofedal, which is then able to feed itself. We’re studying these practices with a view to reproducing them on a larger scale in two to three years’ time.’

Agricultural engineers Miguel Ángel López and Mauricio Cussi are conducting a study for UMSA on the impact of climate change on agricultural practices. We drove out with them to the village of Chojñapata, not far from the town of Achacachi, where, at an altitude of over 4,000m, a few dozen Aymara families farm the slopes above the bofedales. The sun glinted on Lake Titicaca in the distance. ‘The terraces you see on the slopes are more than a thousand years old,’ said López. ‘They prevent soil erosion.’ Plots of land are left fallow in rotation to avoid soil exhaustion.

We were introduced to Juan Mamani, 70, born in Chojñapata, who with his wife grows crops and raises llamas. Their 10 children have all gone to find work in La Paz, Chile or Argentina. Every October the couple pay homage to the Pachamama (Mother Earth), Mamani told us, gesturing towards the nearby mountain. ‘We go round the summit three times, on our knees.’ He sees the impact of climate change on a daily basis, but doesn’t complain: ‘It was much colder when I was young. The frost used to kill the potatoes. In the last 20 years, the weather has changed. It doesn’t snow the way it used to. And we can grow many more crops.’

Rising temperatures have in fact improved conditions for Andean farmers, who can now grow broad beans, green peas, barley and oats as well as potatoes and capucine tubers. Mamani told us, ‘We sell our produce in town.’ The community can even afford to rent a tractor occasionally. ‘Now we only use a huizo [traditional spade] where the tractor can’t go.’ This is a welcome development, since the caterpillar invasion is making it harder to raise llamas. López and Cussi took samples from a plot of recently ploughed land and tested them for carbon content. ‘The tractor goes deeper than the huizo. That exhausts the soil and releases CO2,’ they told us, sadly. It will make things better in the short term, but worse in the medium-to-long term. ‘That’s tricky to explain to poor smallholders who are only just starting to make a better living. You might as well ask them to stop working.’
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Mecca as Disneyland crossed with Vegas

Saudi Arabia’s holy business


Pilgrimage to Mecca comes second only to hydrocarbons as Saudi Arabia’s main source of income, and the country aims to exploit it still further.



by Mohamed Larbi Bouguerra
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Saudi Arabia, the world’s largest exporter of oil at 10 million barrels per day, is also the birthplace and nerve centre of Islam, and the only member of the UN named after a family, the House of Saud. It claims exclusive rightsto the shahada, the Muslim profession of faith, which features on its flag to remind the 1.8 billion Muslims around the world that its ruler is the ‘custodian of the two holy mosques’, with jurisdiction over Mecca, the Prophet Muhammad’s birthplace — the direction (qibla) Muslims pray to five times a day — and Medina, where he is buried.

The country’s huge oil revenue strengthens its position as religious leader of the umma (community of believers), but its rulers know they must preserve their legitimacy as guardians of the holy cities, and they make huge efforts to ensure pilgrimages on Saudi soil go smoothly and safely. The logistical, sanitary and security challenges are enormous. The hajj lasts at least five days during dhu al-hijja, the last month of the Islamic lunar calendar, and each year between two and three million pilgrims (hajji) make the journey. The hajj is one of the five pillars of Islam, and every Muslim must perform it at least once in their lifetime if they are healthy enough and can afford it; it is the apotheosis of believers’ lives, absolving them of all their sins, and a great occasion for Muslims from around the world to come together, promoting unity and exchange.

Saudi Arabia earns an average of $10-15bn a year from the hajj (1) and another $4-5bn from the eight million visitors making the umra, a non-obligatory pilgrimage to Mecca that can be performed at any time except during the hajj period, with numbers peaking during Ramadan. According to the Mecca Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 25-30% of private sector revenue in the holy cities comes from the two pilgrimages. Pilgrimage income also accounts for the second largest share of government revenue after hydrocarbon sales.

A ‘sustainable option’

In 2018 Saudi Arabia estimated the two pilgrimages would bring in $150bn over the next five years, and the kingdom wants more. The Vision 2030 plan for economic diversification drawn up under the aegis of Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman predicts that by 2030 some 30 million people will be making the umra annually. It describes religious tourism as a ‘sustainable option’ for the country at a time when it seems to have lost its unique ability to exert a stabilising influence on the price of crude (2).

Buses and cars in Mina produce 80 tonnes of exhaust emissions a day at peak times. The effects of fumes, heat and exhaustion are only too obvious: I saw people faint and die Ziauddin Sardar

The Saudi business community would like the hajj pilgrim quotas set for each country since 1988 to be abolished. The authorities do not envisage doing this, but are working to increase the number of pilgrims, and expanding and improving facilities to accommodate them. Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund, which manages around $230bn of assets, has invested massively in Mecca’s infrastructure to cope with the influx. Between 1950 and 2017, the growth of air travel boosted the total annual number of hajj and umra pilgrims from 50,000 to 10 million, though this has caused disasters that have killed thousands.

Mecca has been transformed into a treeless concrete jungle paved in marble, with 100,000 hotel rooms, 70 prestige restaurants, five heliports and many campsites where less well-off pilgrims stay under canvas. Cranes and skyscrapers like the Abraj al-Bait (Towers of the House of Allah) hotel ring the Kaaba, its sacred central point. Linked to the other three sites on the pilgrimage route by 60 tunnels, modern Mecca with its ‘[brutal] rectangular steel and concrete structures’ is more like ‘an amalgam of Disneyland and Las Vegas’ (3)than a Middle Eastern city. Moroccan anthropologist Abdellah Hammoudi describes its transformation as ‘oscillating between the sublime and the cinematic’.

The Kaaba and the Masjid al-Haram, the great mosque that will hold two million worshippers, are surrounded by 40-storey hotels, luxurystoresand fastfood restaurants. No room has been left for culture, and few traces of Mecca’s history have survived the angry Wahhabi rejection of idolatry, which began soon after King Abdelaziz Ibn Saud captured the city in 1924. The house where the Prophet was born has been replaced with a car park, his first wife Khadija’s house with a public toilet block. Traditional Arab architecture, with natural ventilation systems well suited to the hot climate, has been replaced by ugly concrete buildings and air conditioning, so that nothing recalls the city’s Ottoman past. In this setting, the hajj seems emptied of religious, spiritual and historical significance, becoming little more than a mechanical observance of rituals — and an encouragement to shop.

The transformation and continuous development have brought the risk of sudden floods, groundwater contamination and environmental degradation. A study of motorways, tunnels and interchanges during the 2012 hajj found very high levels of ozone, carbon monoxide, benzene and toxic volatile organic compounds (VOCs) from vehicle exhaust emissions, and CFC-12 chlorofluorocarbon from air conditioning systems (4). Pilgrims breathe this photochemical smog all along the over-crowded routes from the great mosque to the three other sites they must visit on the way to Mt Arafat, 20km east of the city.

The British-Pakistani academic Ziauddin Sardar, who spent five years at the Hajj Research Centre in Jeddah studying the hajj’s logistical problems, writes that buses and cars in Mina (a ritual site on the route, 5km from Mecca) produce 80 tonnes of exhaust emissions a day during peak periods, and pilgrims spend more time coughing than praying. The harmful effects of the fumes, heat and exhaustion are only too obvious: he saw people faint and die. He reveals that the Centre’s recommended solutions were not adopted, even though it warned that the holy city’s two unique qualities, beauty and timelessness, would vanish under the impact of modern planning (5).

The hajj is a financial and logistical challenge for non-Saudis. Transport, accommodation and food cost between $5,600 and $9,000 per person, forcing many to make huge financial sacrifices, since Islam forbids borrowing to make the pilgrimage. Some countries subsidise the journey for their nationals, but the hajji must bear most of the cost. In Nigeria, as in many Muslim countries, the low minimum wage ($30-75 a month) prevents most of the population from making the hajj, causing frustration and anger at the authorities. In Tunisia, religious scholar Badri Madani has criticised the high cost, saying it would be better to spend the money on schools and hospitals. In France, an average of 25,000 people a year apply for a visa to visit Mecca, but only about 60 travel agents are authorised by the Saudi Ministry of Hajj and Umra, and they take advantage of this monopoly. Fraudsters swindle those who cannot get a visa by official channels.

The hajj is also a cause of diplomatic tensions. Saudi Arabia ‘punishes’ countries that do not share its views by reducing their pilgrim quotas. Turkey, Iran, Indonesia and Malaysia have been subject to such reprisals, and have called for the creation of a Muslim equivalent of the Vatican, free from Saudi control.
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Grounded by coronavirus

by Mohamed Larbi Bouguerra







The hajj has been suspended around 40 times since the year 631 as a result of fires, wars or cholera outbreaks. In 2020 it fell victim to the Covid-19 pandemic. The pilgrimage was to have taken place between 28 July and 2 August, and would have attracted 4.3 million hajji from 180 countries to Mecca, including 1.7 million Saudis. In February the foreign ministry ‘temporarily’ closed Saudi Arabia’s borders to pilgrims wanting to go on the umra, and on 21 June the government restricted the hajj to just 1,000 people under the age of 65, residing in the kingdom. Some Muslim countries had already banned their nationals from undertaking the journey. Cairo’s Al-Azhar University, a bastion of Sunnism partly funded by Saudi Arabia, was quick to endorse the decision, despite the importance of the hajj in Islam and regardless of believers’ feelings.
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One Arab press, from Morocco to Syria

Newspapers without borders


Papers in Arabic began as a way for regional rulers, and western colonial powers, to communicate with their subjects in the language they use, which is shared in written form across the region.
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Everyone from Rabat to Baghdad can read the same newspapers because Arab countries share a written language (literary Arabic, or fusha) not limited to a single political territory. This means the audience for Arabic newspapers, radio or television crosses the borders of nation states. From a European perspective, the development of the press in the Arab world is anomalous. Many, including the sociologist Gabriel Tarde in France and the historian Benedict Anderson from Ireland, have claimed that print media are at the origin of national sentiment (1). For them, newspapers create a readership united by a common language and daily reality, who can imagine themselves all reading the same article at the same time. Newspapers establish the ‘imagined community’ of the nation.

But how could print media that circulate from the Atlantic to the Gulf found a nation? Both those for and those against a politically unified Arab world have seen the press as a tool for cultivating national sentiment. Arab nationalists, who believed Arabs should come together in a single state, not least because they shared a language, wanted the media to use that language; others felt it would be better to stop publishing in fusha and use the various Egyptian, Moroccan or Syrian vernaculars instead, to create a country-specific national readership. Both positions were based on the hypothesis that the Arabic press was an anomaly, and that there needed to be greater correspondence between language, media, state and nation.

Kings of Christian countries address their peoples every day in writings that inform them of all manner of news. The Sultan of Constantinople and Pasha of Egypt have followed this example and their subjects are the happier for it Al-Mubachir

It is hard to separate ‘national’ from ‘international’ developments in the history of the Arab press. Many historians believe the first newspaper in Arabic was Al-Waqai Al-Misriyya (Events in Egypt), established in Cairo in 1828, though calling it a ‘newspaper’ may be going too far: it was more an official gazette, aimed at Egyptian civil servants, that occasionally carried general news and was printed in only a few hundred copies. In 1831 the Ottoman authorities in Constantinople launched a similar publication, the Takvim-I Vekayi (Calendar of Events), published first in Ottoman Turkish then in other languages including Arabic.

In Egypt and Turkey, rulers trying to reform their country wanted to centralise the provision of news, and in the early 19th century the press was used to extend and strengthen state control with modernising and authoritarian objectives. The authorities did not seek to democratise news provision or shape public opinion: their intention was to unilaterally publicise their activities and ideas.

Addressing subjects in Arabic

Elsewhere, the nascent press had little to do with the expression of nationalist or pan-Arab sentiment. Many of the earliest Arabic newspapers were established by colonial governments that found themselves in a similar situation to the Egyptian and Ottoman authorities and used the press to communicate with the local population. Neither Muhammad Ali in Egypt, nor Mahmud II in Turkey, nor Louis-Philippe in France wrote Arabic: the press was a way for them to address their Arabic-speaking subjects directly.

The French government, after taking Algiers in July 1830, tried several times to establish papers for Arabic-speaking readers. After a brief attempt in 1832 with the Moniteur algérien, which occasionally carried articles in Arabic, the bi-monthly Al-Mubachir (The Herald, Le Mobacher in French) was established in Algiers in September 1847. It was distributed to Muslim civil servants and headed by Ismaël ‘Thomas’ Urbain, a mixed-race journalist from French Guiana with Saint-Simonian ideals who had converted to Islam in 1835 after spending time in Cairo. The first issue announced its intention of bringing Algerians closer to their king, Louis-Philippe: ‘You know that kings of Christian countries address their peoples every day through writings that inform them of government decisions and all manner of news. The Sultan of Constantinople and the Pasha of Egypt have followed this example and their subjects are the happier for it.’

Historian Charles-Robert Ageron notes that Le Mobacher soon published ‘articles explaining things in layman’s terms or of a general cultural nature that were, for a long time, written by French civil servants and translated into Arabic’ (2). Thereafter, until it ceased publication in 1928, the paper also carried articles by Muslim journalists and became the ‘first school of journalism in Muslim Algeria’.

Reading the news fresh off the boat

The circulation of these newspapers went beyond national borders from the start. The first published in Tunisia, from 1860, was Al-Raid Al-Tunsi (The Tunisian Pioneer). Though its main aim was to assist Tunisian tribunals in applying the new penal and customary law code, the front page told readers they could subscribe not only in Tunisia’s major cities — Tunis, Kairouan, Sfax, Sousse, Bizerte — but also in Algiers, Tripoli, Alexandria and Beirut. The readership spanned the Arabic-speaking Mediterranean, from the Levant to the Maghreb — a single (male) public whoread it fresh off the boat. In Algiers, Egyptian papers were sold at a bookshop on the Rue de la Lyre, in the Basse Casbah, from the 1870s.

The content of these newspapers was not national.The new electric telegraph and press agencies helped disseminate largely standardised news, which could be read in Beirut, Rome or Buenos Aires. After the first submarine cables were laid across the Mediterranean in the 1860s, and the first branches of agencies such as Havas and Reuters were set up in Alexandria and Tunis, an editor’s job was mainly translating European wire dispatches into Arabic. Author’s rights were fairly vague, and articles were copied between papers, sometimes without a byline.

These developing newspapers needed editors, who also moved freely across national borders. Papers often hired Lebanese Maronites, educated in Christian seminaries where they had learned fusha, European languages and how to operate printing presses. The writer and journalist Farès Chidiac, born Lebanon in 1804, edited Egypt’s official gazette in the 1830s and later travelled across Europe, becoming a socialist in France, before establishing a similar publication in Tunisia in 1860. In 1861, at the invitation of Sultan Abdülmecid I, he moved to Constantinople, where he published Al-Jawaib (The Circular), a cultural and literary weekly subsidised by the Ottoman government and modelled on big European papers.

From the 1860s, Lebanese and Syrian émigrés established some of the most important newspapers of the Arab world. Where they were published changed according to political constraints. In Egypt, in 1875, the Takla brothers established the daily Al-Ahram (The Pyramids),which published articles by leading thinkers of the Nahda (the Arab Renaissance), including Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and Muhammad Abdouh. It is still considered a model throughout the Arab world.

In Morocco, the first privately owned Arabic newspaper, Lissan Al-Maghrib (Tongue of Morocco), was established in Tangier in 1907 by the Lebanese brothers Farajallah and Arthur Nemmour. It was the unofficial mouthpiece of the Moroccan monarchy and later of the nationalist elite of a country exposed to French and Spanish colonial ambitions.

Emigration to the Americas led to the establishment of major centres of the Arabic press in São Paulo and Philadelphia. In 1914 there were 14 Arabic newspapers in Brazil, and New York had an Arabic daily, Kawkab Amirka (Star of America), as early as 1898 — long before the holy city of Mecca, or Fes in Morocco, which had had a university since the 10th century.

Newspaper circulation was not entirely free. In most Arab countries, ‘foreign’ newspapers, published in places beyond the control of the state, were seen as a source of subversive ideas and a problem for state sovereignty. States were often tempted to ban them, and sometimes tried this through censorship and surveillance of readers.In 1897 the French authorities in Algeria banned the Egyptian paper Al-Muayyad (The Partisan), which was campaigning aggressively against western colonialism in Egypt and the rest of the Arab world.

Traffic in newspapers

But it was difficult for colonial authorities to establish effective control. Newspapers were often shipped in packages containing other items to get them through customs more easily. A traffic in newspapers grew up on the border between French-annexed Algeria and the French protectorate of Tunisia, where censorship was more liberal.

This prompted many governments to try instead to subsidise influential newspapers published beyond their borders. In the last years of the 19th century, the British and French consuls in Egypt waged a proxy war through the pro-French Al-Ahram and the pro-British Al-Muqattam (named after a range of hills southeast of Cairo). Even the apparently independent press was often supported by local or foreign governments. Some propaganda papers were established simply to promote the aims of a foreign government. The French foreign ministry financed many Arabic newspapers but complained about the influence of publications supported by foreign powers.

Among the pioneers of Arabic journalism was L’avvenire di Sardegna (The Future of Sardinia), first published at Cagliari in 1880. The Italian government and Sardinian entrepreneurs were eyeing Tunisia, where they wanted to establish a colony; this led to tensions with the French government, which feared for the security of Algeria. To influence the Tunisian and Arab public, and prevent France from taking control in Tunisia, the editor of L’avvenire di Sardegna, Giovanni De Francesco, hired the Lebanese poet Yousouf Bakhus to launch an Arabic newspaper, Al-Mustaqill (The Independent). These propaganda efforts were unsuccessful, and France moved into Tunisia in May 1881; the French press criticised the subversive role of the pro-Italian Al-Mustaqill. Later, Bakhus moved to Paris to work on Al-Bassir (The Perspicacious), a weekly paper trying to favourably influence educated Arab readers’ sentiment towards France. Le Figaro hailed this change of heart, noting with satisfaction that Al-Bassir ‘adopts the exactly opposite position to every opinion advanced by the odious Al-Mustaqill’  (3).

An independent voice

Arab readers often shunned publications too obviously intended to disseminate propaganda. These failed to attract readers and did not survive long; they were boring, sometimes badly translated from European languages, with a pompous style that did not suit an educated and sophisticated audience looking for entertainment. Arab readers wanted serialised stories and illustrations; newspapers needed attractive and original content. At a time of intellectual ferment in Egypt, Lebanon and Tunisia, readers were looking for a free, independent voice, which government publications found difficult to provide. In the vast archipelago of cafés stretching from Fes to Basra, readers analysed the latest news, evaluated official announcements,and tried to guess who was behind them. They did not accept the news they were offered unquestioningly, and were quick to seek to inform themselves elsewhere.
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Voices of Iran, inside and out

Wake up! I have things to say!


Iran strictly controls all music, including pop, and hip-hop is seen as indecent. Young rappers, some outside Iran, are using it as a vehicle for political protest.



by Thelma Katebi











Rapper Hichkas on tour in 2011
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Loudspeakers on Chahar Bagh, a relaxed pedestrian thoroughfare in Isfahan and one of Iran’s best-known streets, were playing the latest Persian pop hits blending western rhythms and eastern melodies, and golden oldies by the likes of Iran’s pop diva Googoosh (Faegheh Atashin). Passers-by smiled at this stubborn refusal to obey the rules: playing music like this can lead to serious trouble with the authorities in some situations. Pop music has had variable fortunes in Iran; it was banned after the Iranian revolution of 1979 (Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini wanted all music removed from the public sphere), then tolerated and even encouraged in the 1990s with new reformist tendencies within the regime. Pop artists have had a changing relationship with Iran’s authorities, too (1).

Traditional or classical Iranian music is not without problems either. All Iranians, even the young, know Mohammad Reza Shajarian — at 80, one of the country’s finest classical musicians — yet, despite his international fame and many prizes including Unesco awards, his work is forbidden on official media He had already had problems for obliquely criticising the regime in his lyrics, but then he denounced the regime’s repression of a green protest against President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s 2009 re-election in a song (2): ‘Put down your weapons, I hate this bloodshed.’ Almost immediately, an agency that reports directly to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei banned his music on Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB). Shajarian countered that he did not want to hear his music on state radio any more and would have refused permission.

Less outspoken performers avoid politics in their music and stick to emotions. In a country where the severity of the law makes interpersonal relationships complicated but poetry retains a place in everyday life, musicians can be inspired by the works of great poets of the 13th and 14th centuries, such as Saadi and Hafez. Even their lyrics, often criticised for lacking depth, need approval from the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance (Ershad), whose role is the dissemination of Islamic values in Iran and beyond; it approves all music recordings and live performances.

Ameneh Youssefzadeh, a researcher who has studied Ershad’s evaluation criteria and its music department (3), found that music and lyrics must not criticise the regime or the religious authorities nor encourage atheism, pleasure or depravity. They must strengthen the sense of national unity and inculcate a feeling of hope in the younger generations. Many artists internalise these values and self-censor. Lyrics sometimes have to be negotiated word by word before Ershad approves.

Your passport in one hand, and your suitcase in the other / Who can understand you in that moment? / No one. A lump in the throat is the moment when you're leaving your country Boghz yani by Yas

Censorship also existed under the shah (who ruled 1941-79), but continuing challenges have not deterred committed musicians, since music in Iran is treated almost as seriously as poetry. In November 2014 tens of thousands of people joined the funeral procession of Morteza Pashaei, the ‘emperor’ of Persian pop, who died of pancreatic cancer at 30. They sang the chorus from one of his hits: ‘Promise you won’t leave me / For me love is a one-way street / I’ll die if you leave / It’s the last time.’ So many turned out that the burial had to be postponed. In Mashhad, a major religious centre where rules governing music are severe, spontaneous gatherings after his death led to police intervention. As well as mourning a popular artist, some who took to the streets were expressing their desire for political change.

‘Los Angeles pop’

Some big pop names, including Googoosh, have gone into exile. Many settled in Los Angeles — ‘Tehrangeles’ — in the years after the revolution. Since then, the exodus has continued, creating a Persian music scene outside Iran known as pop-e Losanjelesi (Los Angeles pop). Internet radio stations that play Persian music round the clock have been set up. Among the best known, Radio Javan has been broadcasting since 2004 and has over a million subscribers.

For Iranian artists at home and abroad, these online stations are an opportunity for their work to be widely heard in both North America and Europe. Radio Javan, Bia2 and Radio Farda broadcast not only pop but also rap and Iranian classical music. Officially, the government forbids musicians in Iran from ‘collaborating’ with these stations and prohibits working with exiled musicians in North America. In 2013 five artists were arrested for working with satellite television and radio stations (Channel 1, Nalbeki Iran TV Network) that broadcast from the US. Tehran’s morality police claimed these companies were engaged in a ‘culture war’ against Iran.

Soroush Karimi comes from a family in which Iranian classical music was treated seriously, and began learning music very young. Now a singer-songwriter and guitarist, he says he is ‘outside the mainstream of pop’. Surprisingly, he claims there has been a more relaxed atmosphere around music recently, but his verdict on his peers is harsh: ‘You can count the ones with true talent on the fingers of one hand.’ Corruption plays a part: ‘Five years ago, the number one problem was getting authorisation [from Ershad] to play your music. Today, money can buy anything.’

Iran is severely constrained by the system established by the Islamic Republic, so bribes and backhanders make it possible to buy some freedoms and concessions. Last October, senior religious figures acknowledged that corruption was systemic (4). It’s unsurprising that Ershad and Iranian music are caught up in it, although some major local stars refuse to get involved. Iran’s popular rapper Yaser Bakhtiari, stage name Yas, was the first hip-hop artist to get Ershad approval for some songs — an achievement. He lives in Iran but is unable to perform there, though he gives concerts in Australia, Canada, the US and London. His rap Boghz yani (A lump in the throat means) goes: ‘A lump in the throat means a secret logic / Means I can go to concerts but as a guest / A lump in the throat means I’m getting old / But still I can’t get on the stage in Iran / It seems the only way to succeed is / Sucking up to them, but God has given us pride / Why after all of these efforts / At the end you’re in Imam Khomeini airport / A lump in the throat is a quiet woman, is a quiet man / Your passport in one hand, and your suitcase in the other / Who can understand you in that moment? / No one. A lump in the throat is the moment when you’re leaving your country.’

‘A better day will come’

In a country suffering from economic problems and international sanctions, where a section of the population regularly demonstrates for greater freedoms, the subversive rap genre is creating a special role for itself. The authorities regard it as ‘indecent’, which means most of the hip-hop artists perform in the underground (zire-zamin) scene. From this illicit status comes a freedom of expression not available to singers courting Ershad approval. Soroush Lashkari, who performs as Hichkas (‘no one’), is a key figure for Iran’s rappers. His experience, exiled in London since 2011, summarises Iran’s changes over the decade.

You can count the ones with true talent on the fingers of one hand. Five years ago, the number one problem was getting authorisation to play your music. Today, money can buy anything Hichkas (Soroush Lashkari)

In 2009 he echoed hopes of change, singing in Ye rooze khoob miad (A better day will come): ‘Blood will remain in veins and won’t know the sky and pavement / It will no longer flow or clot, no mother will go to the grave of her child.’ A year later, Khoda Pasho (God, wake up!), about the realities of life in Tehran, got him into trouble with the authorities and forced him to leave. Most young Iranians can still recite lines from it: ‘Today, it’s money first, God second for everyone, peasant or boss... / You’re blind not to see vanity all around... / Poverty and prostitution on the street / God, wake up! I have things to say / Don’t get mad at what I’ve done / What part? I’ve just begun. God, wake up! / I’m trash!’

Last December, after street protests about the cost of living and corruption, Hichkas announced a new track on Twitter that has been a huge success. Dastasho mosht karde (He has shaken his fist) is an angry response to the authorities’ violent suppression of protest. He intones the lyrics over a minimalist backing track, his rage barely concealed: ‘They don’t want citizens, they want slaves / Screams could be heard from the prison cell / He [the demonstrator] wants the decades of murder and ravaging to end / They’ve kept making him cry for years, and there are no tears left for the tear gas... / He is roaring / Who could forget these crimes?’ At the end are panicked, desperate screams of protestors — ‘They’re shooting at people!’ ‘The police are attacking. They’ve no shame!’ — and the sound of gunfire. ‘Don’t be afraid!’ a man’s voice says, and then there’s silence.

Hichkas is the godfather of Persian rap and has become the spokesman for a young generation frustrated by the regime’s failure to open up politically. He has been careful not to allow himself to be coopted by enemies of the Islamic Republic and has chosen not to live in Tehrangeles. Other Iranian artists who have settled there have been less cautious. In March the Tantora festival in Al-Ula, Saudi Arabia, showcased Iranian émigré pop stars such as Ebi, now in his 70s, and rising star Arash Labaf. Seeing them perform in the presence of Saudi crown prince Muhammad bin Salman in this ‘enemy’ state scandalised some in Iran, who asked online, ‘Don’t they have any sense of national pride?’ The hostility Iranians may feel towards their own regime doesn’t mean they welcome contact with the Saudis, Americans or Israelis.




Thelma Katebi
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Bach above time, heading beyond the stars

The eternal Johann Sebastian


The music of JS Bach has never not been heard since his death 270 years ago, although there were times it fell out of fashion. Today hardly anyone would dare not to like it; most of us love him unreservedly.



by Agathe Mélinand
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The funeral was in Leipzig, on 31 July 1750: ‘Mr Johann Sebastian Bach, 67 years of age, Kapellmeister and cantor at the school of St Thomas, deceased on Tuesday. Four children under the age of majority, no fee for hearse’ (1).

The family broke up. Wilhelm Friedmann, Bach’s favourite son, was organist at the Liebfrauenkirche in Halle; Carl Philipp Emmanuel was a harpsichordist at the court of Frederick the Great, king of Prussia. They divided up their father’s manuscripts and sold off his harpsichords, violins and coffee pots. Their stepmother Anna Magdalena lived on in ‘the lamentable estate of widowhood’ (2) for another 10 years, before quietly dying destitute. No one wrote a funeral ode for her.

We tend to think that Bach was then forgotten, and that the performance of his St Matthew Passion organised by a young Mendelssohn in Berlin in 1829 was a resurrection; in fact it was the culmination of a long process. At his death, Bach’s fame as ‘the cantor of Leipzig’ did not reach much further than the borders of Saxony, yet he was known, if not popular. His sons and pupils, other musicians, collectors and patrons preserved his legacy until that ‘new and brighter day’ (3) in 1829, which established Berlin’s place in the history of music.

Between pain and passion

Around 1750, the kingdom of Prussia was hesitating between galant sentiment,Pietism and Empfindsamkeit (sensibility): minor keys, harmonic audacity, pain and passion. At princely courts and in the salons of the bourgeoisie the talk was of the Enlightenment and the progress of industry; the king played the flute and corresponded with Voltaire. Carl Philipp Emmanuel (far better known than his father) started a subscription to fund the publication of the first edition of The Art of the Fugue; it sold only 30 copies, as counterpoint was out of fashion. Though busy cataloguing his own work, he also found time to publish the obituary Nekrolog, so useful to future biographers of his father.

But Bach’s musical legacy was dispersed; Johann Christian left manuscripts behind in Berlin when he departed for Milan. The generous but depressive and penniless Wilhelm Friedmann, who no longer played any of his father’s music, gave others away or sold them, notably to Mendelssohn’s father. Carl Philipp Emmanuel went on to publish a third of the Four-part Chorales, but then sold the manuscripts. It took 200 years to reassemble the dispersed oeuvre.

I have arranged, for my own use, many cantatas and I feel in my heart that Old Bach is looking down at me and nodding approvingly Carl Friedrich Zelter

Luckily, Bach’s pupil Johann Philipp Kirnberger remembered what his teacher used to say: ‘All I want is your assurance that you will pass these small things on to persons worthy of them.’ Bach’s pupils, regular and visiting, shared his teachings, played his music and circulated his manuscripts. Kirnberger became Kapellmeister at the court of Frederick the Great and taught composition to the king’s sister, Anna Amalia, who was a pupil of Bach’s sons and had a passion for his music; she organised concerts, collected manuscripts and assembled an astonishing library, probably remembering Bach’s visit to Potsdam in 1747, when Frederick played the flute, and the Musical Offering Bach sent the king.

In 1782 Mozart wrote to his father from Vienna, capital of arts and elegance in the reign of Joseph II, ‘Every Sunday, towardsnoon, I go to Baron van Swieten’s, where they play nothing but Händel and Bach’ (4). The formidable diplomat and music lover Gottfried van Swieten, former ambassador of Austria to Brussels, Paris, Warsaw and Berlin, was a patron of Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven (then aged 12 and playing the Well-Tempered Keyboard). His Gesellschaft der Associerten, a society of music-loving noblemen, brought together everyone who was anyone musically in Vienna.VanSwieten did so much for Bach that in 1802 Johann Nikolaus Forkel dedicated to him the first biography, Johann Sebastian Bach: his life, art and work, subtitled For Patriotic Admirers of True Musical Art. By the beginning of the 19th century, there was no organist, cantor or Kapellmeister who did not possess at least one piece by JS Bach.

On 11 March 1829, Berlin hosted what the press called a ‘grand celebration of religion and art’: a revival of the St Matthew Passion on the 100th anniversary of its composition. The king of Prussia and Berlin high societycame together in the hall of the famous Singakademie choral society. Mendelssohn had cut and rewritten parts of the work; his teacher, Carl Friedrich Zelter, had boasted of doing the same in a letter to Goethe in 1827: ‘I have arranged, for my own use, many cantatas, and I feel in my heart that Old Bach is looking down at me and nodding approvingly.’

‘Symbol of the Protestant faith’

Perhaps. At any rate, in that Beethovenian climate, amid the exhausting drama and torments of romanticism, people were enchanted to rediscover absolute music. Reviews described it as ‘the greatest and most sacred example of the musical art in the world’and ‘the very symbol of the Protestant faith, of which Prussia is the homeland’. The ground had been well prepared, and not just with publications and publicity. A new Europe was emerging after the defeat of Napoleon. In 1815 the Congress of Vienna had created a Germanic Confederation that would last for the next 50 years, an association of principalities and free cities encompassing a large part of Prussia and Austria, which mistrusted each other.

In art as in politics, conservatives opposed the progressives of the Young Germany movement, to which the writers Georg Büchner and Heinrich Heine were close. The ideas of Little Germany, centred on Prussia and excluding Austria (Lutheran pride was exasperated by Catholic Austria), and Greater Germany, a nation state centred on Austria, fired passions.What could be more Germanic than the St Matthew Passion? What could be more unifying than the music of Johann Sebastian Bach, conducted by a well-mannered young genius of 20? The concert was a founding event, a romantic gesture, patriotic and sacred.

In 1834 a Handel society was founded in Britain, followed in 1849 by the first Bach society; English devotion to German composers. Some Germans, including Schumann, were outraged. Their response was to found their own society for the centenary of Bach’s death, the Bach-Gesellschaft, which aimed to publish a complete and critical edition of his works. The great collector Franz Hauser collaborated. Bach, the ‘father of music’, had systematised tonality, but also changed it. The editors took a global approach — the beginnings of musicology. The society published 47 volumes in 49 years, then dissolved. Liszt and Brahms were very active members.

In 1835 Liszt, Chopin and Ferdinand Hiller, representing Hungary, Poland and Germany, performed Bach’s Concerto for Three Keyboards in Paris. Berlioz wrote, ‘It was depressing to see three such admirable talents come together to reproduce this idiotic and ridiculous psalmody’ (5). The fashion was for romanticism. Two decades later, the style of the Second Empire would also be very un-Lutheran, very un-tempered. Bach’s music was said to be impossible to play, and the public loved the ‘untamed’ Beethoven, as Goethe called him; Victor Hugo wrote, ‘The greatest Englishman is Shakespeare, the greatest German is Beethoven’ (6), the undisputed and lucrative star of the powerful concert societies.

The French discovered Bach properly some 50 years after the Anglo-Saxons. In 1885 the Revue des Deux Mondes wrote, ‘Johann Sebastian Bach has become almost famous in France since Mr Gounod used the old master’s first harpsichord prelude as the accompaniment for one of his melodies [Ave Maria].’ Bach was no longer pedantic or boring. Was it thanks to Gounod and to the Mass in B minor, performed by the Conservatoire Concert Society orchestra? Or was it disgust with romanticism and symbolism? Marcel Dupré performed Bach’s entire organ worksin Paris. The French discovered, admired and played Bach.

‘Michelangelo of music’

In 1889 the modern piano was a recent invention and the pianist Ferruccio Busoni, aged 20 and mad about Bach, was in Leipzig with Gustav Mahler and Edvard Grieg. The great hall of the Gewandhaus and its orchestra, formerly conducted by Mendelssohn, welcomed the best of European musicianship. Busoni rewrote Bach’s preludes and toccatas as Bach had transcribed Vivaldi. Stripped of organ and choir, the introverted solo piano set outthe counterpoint. Later came Dinu Lipatti, with his transparent interpretations of Busoni’s Bach, and Glenn Gould, who hated Busoni though the Italian’s approach was similar to his own. According to Emil Cioran, Gould, shut up in his studio and groaning as he played, did as much for Bach as Bach had done for God; Gould’s Bach is intimate and belongs to him, absolutely.

Albert Schweitzer saw Bach as an architect. In a film made at Lambaréné, in Gabon, where he moved just before the first world war, he plays a Bach prelude on his pedal piano while saving a fly from his cat. The physician, organist, missionary and Nobel peace prize winner went on a concert tour, playing Bach, to raise funds for his hospital. Schweitzer’s humanitarian work and talent as an organist may be disputed, but his 1905 biography JS Bach, the musician-poet, is well regarded. He was the first to write of the architectural and symbolic power of the ‘Michelangelo of music’.

The Well-Tempered Keyboard was recorded on 78s in the 1930s. After the second world war, the philosopher and musicologist Vladimir Jankélévitch wrote, ‘Do I dare say that Bach bores me?’ but, especially after the invention of the LP, Bach was everywhere. In the 1950s there was a Baroque explosion, with Nikolaus Harnoncourt and Gustav Leonhardt playing on ancient instruments. And Bach was politically appropriated when Mstislav Rostropovitch sat on a stool playing CelloSuite no 3 as the Berlin Wall came down.

Bach’s legacy stretches on in Arnold Schönberg, Alban Berg and John Cage, with the invention of dodecaphony, the 12-tone fugue, and the minimalists Steve Reich and Philip Glass. Bach compared each part in a fugue to a person speaking. As you read this, the Voyager space probes are heading out across the universe, each carrying a golden disc that includes a recording of his Violin Partita no 3.
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‘I will destroy the nobles, seize their assets’

Government by the worst


Donald Trump made his presidential office serve his personal financial interests. He wasn’t the first.



by Ibrahim Warde











Presidential son-in-law Jared Kushner, April 2020
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The great historian of international relations Stanley Hoffmann considered that the best explanation of the advent of the second world war was Eugene Ionesco’s Rhinoceros. For him, the play, in which everybody turns into a rhinoceros but for one person resistant to the herd, ‘capture[d] the essence of the period — all the absurdities and tragedies of that long descent into degradation — better than any work of history or social science’ (1).

Dario Fo, the playwright, comedian and director, won the 1997 Nobel literature prize for ‘emulat[ing] the jesters of the Middle Ages in scourging authority and upholding the dignity of the downtrodden’. His best-known play, Accidental Death of an Anarchist, is set in a police station. As authorities debate whether the death was murder, suicide or accident, a madman who has escaped from a psychiatric hospital impersonates a judge and takes control of the investigation.

Ever since Aristophanes, comedy has provided cover for social commentary and criticism of the powerful, and comedians and satirists have been tempted to enter real politics; the French comedian Coluche briefly took part in the 1981 presidential contest. And after the 2008 financial crash and its political aftermath, the discrediting of global elites created an opening for alternative elites, including those who mocked the establishment. In Italy, the actor Giuseppe ‘Beppe’ Grillo’s creation of the Five Star movement in 2009 upended the political scene. In Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelensky, an actor who had played a history teacher in the television series Servant of the People, won the 2019 presidential election on a platform of ending corruption.

Macbeth’s pataphysical cousin 

In his play Ubu roi (King Ubu), Alfred Jarry, a precursor of the Surrealist movement, created an archetype of the greedy and bloodthirsty tyrant. Ubu, conceived as a ‘pataphysical cousin’ of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, assassinates King Wenceslas of Poland and takes his place. Once in power, he kills so many people that his supporters abandon him and, with the help of the Russian tsar, chase him away.

Jarry understood the logic of unfettered power. Unconstrained by norms and decorum, Ubu is a grotesque and shameless character, megalomaniac and authoritarian, an enfant terrible who ‘says stupid things with loutish authority’. Indifferent to the rules he sets and violates, if not contemptuous of them, he is sometimes transparent in trumpeting his designs and methods. He says, ‘I have the honour to announce to you that, in order to enrich the kingdom, I will destroy all the nobles and seize their assets,’ and, ‘I want to get rich; I won’t give up a penny.’ The blurring of lines between public treasury and private purse is central to this form of leadership.

We make laws tailor-made for the king, ministers are chosen from his court, and they protect his sole interests. And the public applauds Dario Fo

The 20th century had no shortage of putschist generals, bloodthirsty buffoons and other Ubu-like figures who caused havoc in the countries they ruled. Some, such as Idi Amin who ruled Uganda from 1971 to 1979, remain engrained in public memory (2). In communist Romania, Nicolae Ceauşescu embodied the madness of absolute power: his cult of personality included building pharaonic monuments to his own glory and conferring upon himself titles such as ‘Genius of the Carpathians’ and ‘Danube of Thought’.

A new variety of Ubu-type ruler has appeared this century, at the intersection of neoliberal ideology and money in politics. In 2002 Dario Fo wrote of the Italian prime minister, billionaire Silvio Berlusconi, ‘We are here before the most foolish paradox, worthy of King Ubu, the farce of the impossible: we make laws tailor-made for the king, cabinet ministers are chosen from his court, and they protect his sole interests. And the public applauds. At best, someone will emit a small burp of disapproval. The Cavaliere and his employees understood full well that they controlled all levers of power, and that they benefited from total impunity’ (3).

That impunity only worsened with the 2016 election of Donald Trump. The architect of his victory, Steve Bannon (later ousted), always had the ambitious political project of ‘deconstructing the administrative state’: dismantling the state apparatus put in place by the New Deal in the 1930s and expanded in the 1960s with the reforms of the Great Society. Michael Lewis, in his book The Fifth Risk: Undoing Democracy (4), about the unforeseeable dangers only experienced civil servants can manage, details the deconstruction: not filling certain positions or reducing them to ‘acting’ positions; dismantling existing administrative units, emptying them of substance, cutting off funding; discrediting experts and accusing them of the darkest designs. This is how the structure to fight pandemics, designed during the Obama administration, was abolished two years ago. The president-elect flew into a rage when he learned that a fundraiser was being organised to pay staff for his accession into office and screamed at the head of the transition team, ‘You’re stealing my fucking money.’

‘Off with their heads!’

Trump reached the highest office without any experience of public service and continues to behave like the head of a family business, constantly demanding proof of unconditional loyalty from his appointees. Like the Red Queen in Through the Looking Glass, he has reacted to any perceived transgression with a peremptory ‘Off with their heads!’ His administration has been marked by constant purges, with claims that those purged had been appointed by the Obama administration or belonged to the ‘deep state’. Anyone who stood in his way has been barraged with tweets, and subject to other retribution. The former CIA chief John Brennan criticised Trump, who then took away his security clearance; Brennan responded by reviving a forgotten concept when he tweeted,‘ Your kakistocracy is collapsing’ (5).

The best public servant is the worst one. A thoroughly first-rate man in public service is corrosive. He eats holes in our liberties. The better he is and the longer he stays the greater the danger Homer Ferguson

This term, from the Greek kakistos (worst) and kratos (power), means government by the worst; it was invented in 17th-century England to describe the political rise of the least qualified or scrupulous, and reappeared with the elections of Trump and Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil. Alexander Nazaryan investigated the backgrounds and experiences of Trump appointees and found a gallery of whacky characters, notable for conflicts of interest and lack of qualifications for the positions they held: he called it an ‘an orgy for first-class kleptocrats’ (6). For some important positions, such as head of the Department of Energy or the Environmental Protection Agency, Trump selected people who had called for the elimination of those agencies.

Kakistocracy in action is personified by the outsized role of presidential son-in-law Jared Kushner, son of New Jersey real estate developer Charles Kushner and an expert in failing upwards whose experience was limited to the family business. When still in his 20s, he took charge of Kushner Properties because his father was in prison for illegal campaign contributions, tax evasion and witness tampering. The New York business community laughed at Jared when he vastly overpaid for the 666 Fifth Avenue building, at $1.8bn the highest ever price for a single building.

When Trump came to power, he appointed his son-in-law as a senior advisor with an ever-expanding portfolio of jobs and special missions. He has been entrusted with reforming the criminal justice system, establishing direct channels to Israel and Saudi Arabia, pursuing diplomacy with China and Mexico, creating an Office of American Innovation to revamp how the government works, and building a border wall with Mexico. He managed to offload his Manhattan building on investors who want to court Trump (7). His crowning achievement was supposed to be the January 2020 ‘deal of the century’ to bring peace to the Middle East. It was greeted by total indifference, and he was soon put in charge of the fight against the coronavirus, in which he remains active, especially by disbursing stimulus funding to cronies.

Beyond ‘misgovernment for profit’, kakistocracy serves a political agenda. Grover Norquist, president of Americans for Tax Reform, said the aim of free-market zealots is to reduce the size of the state ‘in order to be able to drown it in a bathtub’, implying it needs incompetence to discredit the idea of public service.

On the eve of the Great Depression, the virtues of kakistocracy were often openly celebrated. The former president of the American Chamber of Commerce Homer Ferguson said in 1928, ‘The best public servant is the worst one. A thoroughly first-rate man in public service is corrosive. He eats holes in our liberties. The better he is and the longer he stays the greater the danger’ (8).
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