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Introduction


Essays in History, Art & Work



Between the Boundaries comprises twenty-six essays on subjects that came my way over the course of a year. The subjects divide in two. Seventeen are of public events – literary, political, artistic – and nine are a result of visits in Wales, England, Germany and Australia. The triggers varied. On two occasions organisers sent me invitations to attend. Three came about as a result of being in the company of friends. But the majority were wholly serendipitous. An impromptu stop on a journey revealed something unexpected and interesting. A poster, a brochure or a website indicated an event that was out of the ordinary.




2016 was a pivotal year for the politics of the United Kingdom. “A caesura in our national history and our place in the world, a guillotine moment”, is how Peter Hennessy, the political historian, puts it in ‘Among the Demonstrators’. Europe is the subject of the commemorative lecture in ‘A Liberal Retrospective’. Mid-year a Cambridge political scientist delivered, in print and on a public platform, his ‘A Citizen’s Guide to the European Union’. The last essay, ‘Brits Don’t Quit’, connects the Shadow Foreign Secretary, as he then was, to the art of William Hogarth. A European author is the subject of ‘I Long the Arrival of the Ship with the Seeds’. On her first arrival in Britain she was startled by the differences from home. “Europe versus Britain”, runs the final line, “so close, so different.”





The visual arts are the subject of six essays. In ‘A Pint, a Poet and a Portrait’ three artists depict Dylan Thomas. A good proportion of the paintings of ‘Clarice Beckett’ suffered an unusual fate in being eaten by insects. Hers was an art of close-up observation of a world no more than a mile or so from her home. By contrast, in ‘Art and the Anthropocene’artists grapple with the challenge of representing a planet in change over millennia. In ‘The Map-makers’ artists are employed in clandestine wartime service. A public monument, the sculpture in ‘An Elephant in Bremen’, is given a new meaning that is the exact opposite to the one at the time of its unveiling sixty years previously. In ‘The Digital Superhighway’art and technology intersect uneasily.




Technology features in other essays. ‘I’ll Swap You Two Buggers for a Shit’is a tale from another age. One and a half million pounds worth of computers sits unopened in its packing. Management is unable to enforce their usage. ‘A Visit to the Cloud’is the opposite to the suggestion of its title, its location being an underground bunker protected within layers of steel and concrete. ‘Who Needs Empathy?’suggests that quite a lot ofus do, and that the rule of the robots may not be quite so dominant as the most extreme doom-sayers predict. The judicial minds in ‘A Small Blip for Big Gig’give Big Tech their firm thumbs-down. Their reasoning is as much driven by the company’s weird stretching of common language as for its innovatory business practices. In ‘Wherever There Is Arbitrariness, There Is Also a Certain Regularity’ a mathematician travels to Poland in 1938 and is informed it is a key principle for decryption.




As for the title of the book, the subjects may have been serendipitous. But, as Dennis Potter once phrased it, the contours of a life are marked out by a few obsessions. The word “border” occurs regularly. There are genuine borders here. The Roman camp at Vindolanda in ‘War: What Is it Good For?’wasa line between Empire and beyond. Allied prisoners of war in Germany received maps of silk under board games that had been ostensibly gifted by charities. These maps showed the border with Switzerland and the best routes for escape. By contrast, the citizens of the German Democratic Republic placed themselves in hazard when they attempted to cross the borders of Bulgaria or Hungary. Their government had fabricated maps in which borders were falsified.




Borders are crossable. As described in ‘They Are Obsessed by Fear’diamonds in the present day cross borders embedded in tubes of toothpaste. Borders, underpinned by law and by arms, are argued over and amendable. Boundaries are slacker and looser but as ubiquitous, potent and disputable. Geological definitions require a specific boundary between layers of rock. The concept of the era of the Holocene was established by the difference between two ice layers extracted from a core from Greenland. In ‘They Are Obsessed by Fear’the economist points to the paradox of tax. Jurisdictions are confined within borders where economic organisations are not.




Lord Berners in ‘An Occasional Flash of Silliness’plays with the boundaries of convention in the way his friend Dali upended time and space in his painting. Boundaries that are conventional are held up for question. Art and science are commonly presented as antagonists. Sir Humphrey Davy is just one to see “the truths of the natural sciences” as “analogy to the productions of the refined arts”. As for the ultimate barrier – that between the here and now, the world of time and space, and another realm – in ‘Doctor Dee and the Exemplar Number of All Things Numerable’,the transcendent is there for the grasping.




The tradition of John Dee belongs to a minority. George Orwell in ‘Among the Demonstrators’ is cited on his compatriots: “They have a horror of abstract thought, they feel no need for any philosophy or systematic ‘worldview’”. Dee and Orwell are the polar points of idealism versus pragmatism. Europe, as in ‘A Citizen’s Guide to the European Union’,was never just an arrangement of economic instrumentalism. Descartes, Fichte and Locke are the ghosts who hover and are little spoken of. Virtual boundary lines are powerful semantic markers. Their influence is as strong as the lines which delineate physical territory; hence the title for these essays that walk between the boundaries.



















Art and the Anthropocene


Shakespeare knew every word in the English language. That gave him knowledge of every activity undertaken by his compatriots. There was no human action that was not available for him to use as illustration or metaphor. The number of words in the language has since grown thirty-fold. Shakespeare knew the world of humans in its entirety. The world now is known only by the gigantic human hive-mind, far beyond the grasp of any single consciousness.


Applications for jobs employ words that are not comprehensible by the layperson. The language is itself a sifting mechanism for pre-selection. Dictionaries race after neologisms and churn archaisms. Legions of words are lost, within a generation, from common knowledge or are limited in geography. A toot in the west of England is an isolated hill ideally suited to be a look-out. An aquabob in Kent is an icicle. A bleb in the north is a bubble of air contained within ice.



The Dictionary of American Regional English contains many words unknown on the Atlantic’s eastern shore. To “pungle up” means to produce money that is owed. “The mulligrubs” mean indigestion and, by extension, a bad mood overall. Many of these terms never made it to print. For those that did, the scanning of books from past centuries opens them up to analysis. The rate of word extinction is speeding up. Some, like “frog strangler” for heavy rain, have made way for plain “downpour”. Some have proved redundant. “Radiogram” and “Roentgenogram” have given way to “X-ray”, which is the same process. Sometimes it seems they are not wanted. “Respair” in the sense of a return of hope after a period of despair sounds useful. But the last record of its use was in 1425.



The words that have receded are those of Saxon origin and the new are Latin or Greek in their origins. In writing a book review Anthony Burgess came up against a linguistic gap. With no word for the making of a stamp he invented “intimbration”. Boris Johnson, a classicist, makes free use of “eirenic” and “ataraxic”. The first indicates peace-seeking, the second serene indifference. A recent review of a poetry collection by R S Thomas used the word “stratiographic”. The Anthropocene is a staple of the sciences that has spread to take root in literary criticism. Until this gathering of scientists and artists in Aberystwyth the word had been unknown to me.


The notion of geological timescales was conceived by the British geologist Arthur Holmes in 1913. The discovery of radio-activity led to the Earth being aged at around 4.5 billion years. Geology moves in large intervals of time. An aeon is its longest period of time with four to date, lasting half a billion years or more. Then come eras, ten of several hundred million years, and periods, twenty-two of them of one hundred million years. Epochs are measured in tens of millions of years and ages in mere millions. The present geological era, the Holocene, has lasted twelve thousand years.


An Anthropocene Working Group of the Subcommission on Quaternary Stratigraphy was created in 2009. It had two areas for deliberation: whether the Anthropocene should be formalised as an epoch, and, if so, to determine when it began. The suggested start-points are various. It could equally be the first recorded use of fire by hominids, 1.8m years ago, the beginning of agriculture, eight thousand years ago, or the Industrial Revolution. Geological change is possessed of an inexorable slowness. The scientists charged with its classification are not inclined to peremptory decision-making.


The concept that humanity itself has become the leading determinant of the earth’s physical fabric goes back to the last century. A conference was held in Mexico City in 1999 on the Holocene, the epoch that began around 11,700 years ago. The Nobel prize-winning atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen wavered against consensus. “I suddenly thought this was wrong” was his later recollection. “The world has changed too much. So I said, ‘No, we are in the Anthropocene.’ I just made the word up on the spur of the moment. But it seems to have stuck.”



Crutzen, in collaboration with Eugene Stoermer, published the following year an article that proposed that the Anthropocene be considered a new epoch for the Earth. Its central thesis was that “mankind will remain a major geological force for many millennia, maybe millions of years to come”. The eminence of the authors was such that the Crutzen-Stoermer proposition was considered with seriousness. It was time for the stratigraphers to enter. Stratigraphers have been called the archivists, the monks, the philosophers even, of the Earth sciences. They look to the workings of deep time and its division. They move in aeons and epochs; their task is the classification in time of division and subdivision. Their guide, and authority, is the International Chronostratigraphic Chart that archives our Earth from now back to the era of the Hadean, 4bn to 4.6bn years ago.


The evidence for declaring this the age of the Anthropocene is manifest. The future limestones of the Earth will be made from creatures whose shells are being altered by acidic changes in the sea. In 1750 about 5% of the planet’s surface was farmed, a percentage that has grown to 50%. That has required nitrogen and dams. Silt by the billions of tonnes has ceased to move much distance. Everywhere river deltas are shrinking. The doubling of nitrogen and phosphorous in soils in the past century makes the largest impact on the nitrogen cycle in 2.5bn years. A new concept of technofossils has emerged. New types of minerals may emerge from the deposition of elemental aluminium in soil. It has no existence in untransformed nature. The fly ash from power stations may consolidate into novel rocks. Plutonium is rare in nature but is now scattered across the planet after the testing of nuclear weaponry. The geologists of times to come will see a layer of plutonium or uranium within rock.


The numbers behind humanity’s urge to make are awesome. Since 1945, the volume of concrete, aluminium and plastic manufactured is collectively the greatest mineral change in 2.4bn years. Fifty billion metric tonnes of concrete have been produced, half in the last twenty years. But geological division is not a matter of dates. It requires a specific boundary between layers of rock. In the case of the Holocene the boundary was between two ice layers in a core taken from Greenland.


Scientists are thus at work on sites where annual layers are formed. They are at the mud sediments that form off the coast of Santa Barbara in California and in the Ernesto cave in Italy, whose stalactites and stalagmites accrue annual rings. Lake sediments, ice cores, corals, tree rings, layers of rubbish in landfill even, are all being investigated. Results are not expected to be sudden. “If we were very lucky and someone came forward with, say, a core from a classic example of laminated sediments in a deep marine environment, I think three years is possibly viable,” says a researcher. But, he says, “Our stratigraphic colleagues are very protective of the geological time scale. They see it very rightly as the backbone of geology and they do not amend it lightly.” The decision to officially designate the age of the Anthropocene will be a vote at a meeting of the International Union of Geological Sciences.


The age of the Anthropocene is played out on the grandest of scales. Humans have made forty-eight thousand large dams. These dams, in combination with ground water extraction, are the cause of shrinking deltas. Annual consumption of coal is 4.5 million metric tonnes, and forecast to rise to 6.9 million by 2030. Rivers in aggregate still shift sediment by the billions of tonnes. Humans create thirteen billion tonnes of aggregate and mine eight billion tonnes of coal. Soil loss is cited as seventy-five billion tonnes. A sixth great extinction is in prospect as a result of a mix of encroachment on habitats, pollution, disease and introduced species.


* * * *



These numbers are vast and alarming. To be eighty kilograms of organo-chemical substance with a life-span of eight decades feels small indeed. But then the great intervals of geological time are outstripped by bigger numbers. A single human brain may sputter out after its short time but two and a half kilograms of skull-enclosed mushy substance does its work via big numbers. Synapses and signals are measured in the trillions. On this day those trillions are amplified by a gathering of carbon-based bipeds. Aberystwyth’s Arts Centre has attracted a diverse and good collection for a day that is titled Strata: art and science collaborations in the Anthropocene.



The organisations behind the day event cover an unusual span. Acknowledgements are given to the Arts Centre, the University’s School of Art and the Department of Geography and Earth Sciences. From further away the Visualising Geomorphology Working Group of the British Society for Geomorphology is a supporting participant. This is not the first time that this cluster across the sciences and arts have combined. This group has form.


Previous conference-exhibition-installations have roamed the border territory of the domains of science and art. Jony Easterby is an artist, but an artist of landscape. His media are not brush and watercolour but the real-world material of nature. He is an agent of transformation who comes to an upland plot high above the River Dyfi. Rugged highland is transformed into a seeded, more productive, more bio-diverse alternative. And it is also more aesthetic. Anthony Burgess in the course of writing on Hemingway made a throwaway comment that artists need to know about more than art. They need to know about things. Jony Easterby may be an artist but he knows the earth that he remakes. He knows soils and clays, the acids and the alkalis that inhibit the flourishing of plant life.


He is the representative of artist and earth. Jane Lloyd Francis’ attention is to water. The rivers of Wales are well documented. The great artificial enclosures of water, the reservoirs for cities elsewhere, are the possession of investment banks and hedge funds. Jane Lloyd Francis is in pursuit of those sources of water that are older, smaller, more elusive, often hidden. Her subject is the tiny wells that watered the fledgling communities of inland Wales. In near-lost places, essential to both individual and community life, they took on meanings of symbol and holiness. The well that succoured nearby Taliesin is now a culvert beneath an A-road. The ancient well of Machynlleth is now within a residential home whose architectural parts span centuries.



This combination, geographers and artists, had created another previous event on the theme Future Climate Dialogues. On that occasion Mark Macklin, a Professor of Physical Geography, displayed photographs of river basins that were the study of a fluvial geomorphologist. They were placed side by side with abstractly patterned lino-prints. The forms from nature and the artistic imagination are mirrors to each other. The geomorphologist explained the origin of his research. Its fuel is recognition of pattern, conceptualisation, the capacity to envisage a site three-dimensionally. He is in the tradition of predecessor scientists. August Kekulé grasped the structure of the benzene ring while daydreaming on a bus. Leo Szilard conceived the notion of a nuclear chain reaction from the switch of colour on a Bloomsbury Square traffic light.



* * * *


Art of greatness has performed a later unexpected function as a window for science. Doctors have gazed into the canvases of Hans Memling and recognised the piercing sharpness of the artist’s fifteenth-century eye. Memling depicted pathologies that were to wait five hundred years for diagnosis and classification. Glaciolologist Mike Hambrey in Aberystwyth displays the landscape paintings made by Thomas Fearnley. The artist died in 1842 but his paintings of the Grindelwald and other glaciers are minutely accurate in their detail and colouring. They are eloquent pointers to the effects of climate change.



Science enriches artistic appreciation. John Gerald’s Herball of 1597 is a guide to a pre-herbicidal British field threaded with the toxins of choke, earcockle, endophyte and ergot. The Little Ice Age, the series of disastrous harvests that led to the food riots of 1607, is manifestly there in the work of Shakespeare. He was its witness.



The introduction for today revisits the putative gap between the two domains of science and art. That they are distinct is true; that they are a dichotomy is not so. For every Blake with his “Art is the tree of life. Science is the tree of death”, there is a rebuttal. Sir Humphrey Davy is as great an exponent of science as any. He saw in “the truths of the natural sciences … analogy to the productions of the refined arts. The contemplation of the laws of the universe is connected with an immediate tranquil exaltation of mind, and pure mental enjoyment. The perception of truth is almost as simple a feeling as the perception of beauty; and the genius of Newton, of Shakespeare, of Michaelangelo, and of Händel, are not very remote in character from each other.”



Davy in the nineteenth century prefigures the working method of Mark Macklin in the twenty-first. “Imagination, as well as the reason, is necessary to perfection in the philosophic mind”, wrote Davy. “A rapidity of combination, a power of perceiving analogies, and comparing them by facts, is the creative source of discovery. Discrimination and delicacy of sensation, so important in physical research, are other words for taste; and the love of nature is the same passion as the love of the magnificent, the sublime, and the beautiful.”




If science must be gradual in its deliberations, art has no brake. The artists who have come to Aberystwyth have made their work in the Bristol Channel, on the Medway estuary, in Alaska. Their works are small in scale and still exploratory, but in Munich the Deutsches Museum is a very large institution. It has mounted An Anthropocene Wunderkammer, a Chamber of Wonders. The American writer and conservation biologist Julianne Lutz Warren has a work there. Hopes Echo remembers the huia, an exquisite bird of New Zealand. It became extinct a century ago due to habitat destruction, the arrival of predators and the lure to hunters of its black and ivory tail feathers. It was rendered extinct before its song was recorded.



But its song was mimicked by people and this mimicked song was passed down across the generations. In 1954 a New Zealander, R A L Batley, made a recording of a Maori man, Henare Hamana, whistling his imitation of the huia’s call. This recording is the sonic substrate for Warren’s exhibit. “It is”, she says, “a soundtrack of the sacred voices of extinct birds echoing in that of a dead man echoing out of a machine echoing through the world today.”




The art of the Anthropocene has its core themes of loss and vanishing. In the sixth great extinction a third of amphibian species is at risk and a fifth of five and a half thousand known mammals are classified as endangered, threatened or vulnerable. The scale is so great that individual art works seem too miniscule in response. But words are universal signifiers outside time. A lexicography for the Anthropocene has launched itself. In 2014 The Bureau of Linguistical Reality was founded. Its function is “the purpose of collecting, translating and creating a new vocabulary for the Anthropocene”. Solastalgia is there, along with “stieg”, “apex-guilt” and “shadowtime”. The last means “The sense of living in two or more orders of temporal scale simultaneously.”




If there is a best word to summarise this Aberystwyth assembly it is “hyperobject”. The word has been in existence for a time but Timothy Morton adopted it in 2010 to denote some of the characteristic entities of the Anthropocene. Hyperobjects are “so massively distributed in time, space and dimensionality” as to be outside our perception and largely beyond our comprehension. Morton’s examples of hyperobjects are climate change, mass species extinction, radioactive plutonium. They are abstractions. Beyond perception they invite denial. But, says Morton, “they are ferociously, catastrophically real.”



Our own timescale is a hyperobject. With a starting-point four and a half billion years ago a third rock from the sun spun itself from a clump of material into a coalescing planet. A rock of some size collided with it and knocked away the moon. It received a tilt that became the cause of seasons and currents. The knocked-off part makes the tides. After half a billion years conditions were right for life. For three and a half billion years the climate oscillated between extreme glaciations. Eventually the environment became right for multicellular life-forms of complexity.


Geology, chemistry and biology interacted and acted upon the rock. Roots exacerbated the breakdown of rigid physical structure. Channels caught rain water and led to rivers. Photosynthesis worked its wonders. In the great clock of time, close to midnight, a biped species emerged. It is not alone in making and using tools, nor in organising work by specialisation, but it is better at both than any other species. The universe has no intrinsic knowledge of itself. Its self-knowledge is wholly contained within the squeaks, the blurts and marks made by several billion pieces of short-dated organo-chemical material. The world’s naming has long been the work of women and men and now it is of their making too.



The Anthropocene itself entered the Oxford English Dictionary late. It made its debut in June 2014, the same year as “selfie”. As a juxtaposition it could not be nicer.



January 2016: Aberystwyth


















Arab Spring to Winter in 155 Steps



Dr Alaa Al-Aswany is away from his home city of Cairo for promotion of his novel, The Automobile Club of Egypt. His earlier novel, The Yacoubian Building, is among the most translated of the century from an author whose writing language is not English. He is also a public intellectual, having been both participant in and witness to the Revolution of 2011. In the years that followed he wrote a lengthy weekly essay for newspaper publication. They numbered one hundred and fifty-five and have now ceased. But they are gathered in book form under the title Democracy is the Answer, the sentence with which he closed each piece. Al-Aswany is also a dentist and he threads his talk with episodes from his experience and on occasion with metaphors taken from medicine.




Arab Spring – Arab Winter is the title for an event that describes itself as a public discussion. The host organisation is the Ralph Miliband Programme within the London School of Economics. The talk is part of a sequence entitled Progress and its Discontents. The format is that Al-Aswany is invited to speak for twenty minutes before the floor is opened for questions. He is a figure in middle age, in formal suit and tie, weightier and darker in complexion than the press photographs suggest. He remains seated and comes without slide illustrations. His voice is low in tone and he is completely compelling.



His audience is young and the questioners are international. A curly-haired questioner of some youth describes himself simply as a post-graduate student. From his question it is clear that he too was in Egypt in 2011 at the heart of the Revolution. A voice from the gallery identifies herself professionally as a charity worker. Al-Aswany has looked at, and drawn comparison with, other revolutions. The question about the comparison with the revolution of Romania has a particular pointedness in that the asker is herself a Romanian.


Many novelists take on a second activity of journalism but they are usually more than journalists. Al-Aswany displays a knowledge of history in its depth and geography in its breadth. But like all good public discourse his arguments rest on a basic simplicity. Democracy really is the answer. Inevitably a questioner is on hand to suggest that Islam itself may be antithetical to a democratic state. Al-Aswany has the facts from his country at his fingertips. He knows the voting patterns in historic elections and the figures for the high watermark of Egypt’s liberal party. He knows too the turn-out in the election of 2012 and the exact percentage of Egyptians who voted for the presidency of Morsi.



In his articles he is a reporter from the front-line with a grasp of fine detail. When broadcasters of note are removed from their jobs on February 13th 2012 he names them: Hamdi Qandil, Ibrahim Eissa, Doaa Sultan, Dina Abdel Rahma. The citizen who is jailed for two years for a social media post is named as Bishwi Al-Buhairi. Massacres of the innocent are given their precise social geography. They took place in Maspero Square and Mohamed Mahmoud Street.



Al-Aswany has the advantage of his profession and the cosmopolitan element in his education. He knows that dictatorship is not something that is contained within the confines of the Presidential Palace. Its spread, he says, is everywhere like a cancer. Those subjected to its effects in turn become small dictators who mete out punishment and bullying to the less strong. Early in his working life his Department Head instructs him to go out and buy him a railway ticket to Alexandria. He declines: “Because I am a dentist, and not your office boy or your assistant.” A teacher who has a doctorate in surgery carries out the chore instead. Al-Aswany leaves to study in the USA.


At the University of Illinois it is the practice that the graduates contribute a few dollars weekly to the communal coffee fund. The head of the Egyptian Students Union drinks a larger quantity of coffee and eats more snacks than the norm. He pays into the fund once or twice then stops altogether. The department secretary tries to approach him and he avoids her. Eventually when confronted his response is “Do you know who I am? I’m the head of the Egyptian Students Union; I’m a representative of Egypt. It’s wrong of you to ask me to contribute. I won’t tolerate it.”



The American puts it to him that he must either pay or cease helping himself. In meeting Al-Aswany, his fellow Egyptian elevates the issue to the American woman being anti-Arab or anti-Islamic. The author’s reply is that the quarrel has nothing to do with Egypt or Islam. “If there’s anybody who brings shame on Arabs and Muslims”, he says, “it is you and no-one else.”



Democracy is deeply embedded in culture and, back in Egypt, he knows the difference of a state where it is not. He knows that Mubarak holds direct control over the judiciary. He makes comparison with France. His country’s culture is “devoid of any real content”. In a democracy an officer who issues a command, any command, is not “a national symbol”. There is no notion such as the “prestige of the state”. He observes in Egypt the working of a republic that is virtual. It has a parliament whose debate may appear vigorous but which has undergone official pre-approval.


Public language is understood by everyone as masquerade. “If the government claims that it won’t raise the prices of oil, the people realise that the cheap oil will disappear so that they have to buy the expensive type anyway.” The Ministry of Health issues a statement to the effect that there are no summer diseases. That is understood to mean that cholera is epidemic. Citizens are reported to have committed suicide while in custody. Without justice everyone understands that advancement is not based on competence. “Selfishness, negativity, hypocrisy and opportunism become predominant characteristics.”



Al-Aswany looks back to history. In 1906 an incident occurred in the village of Denshawai between Egyptians and British officers. The trial that followed resulted in the hanging of four villagers and imprisonment for dozens of others. George Bernard Shaw wrote about the case. If the Empire meant a ruling as in Denshawai: “then there can be no more sacred and urgent political duty on earth than the disruption, defeat and suppression of the Empire.” Unlike the present day in Egypt, Shaw received no accusation of being a traitor or of hostility to the army. In fact, Britain behaved in a way that was precisely opposite. The criticism of Denshawai led to the removal of Lord Cromer, the Consul-General.


His knowledge of history is full and dispassionately deployed. He refers to the first caliphs Abu Bakr and Umar Ibn Al-Khattab and the nationalist Ahmed Urabi of 1892. He cites the 1919 revolution and the showdown between the Wafd Party led by Saad Zaghlould and King Fuad I. The result was the constitution of 1923. The Muslim Brotherhood, historically, supported all of the autocratic rulers from King Farouk, Isma’il Sadqi, strongman of the Sha’ab Party, to Nasser and Sadat. Against the trend of other political actors, they participated in the elections called by Mubarak.  




Of the Revolution he says simply it was “the greatest experience of my life”. His report Will you detain all Egypt? has a grip that only participation can give. The gas thrown by the authorities came from three directions so that in their indifference it even hit their own police. The snipers who were deployed on rooftops could be identified by the white cloths worn on their heads against the sun. “In the evenings, the laser sights of their guns would circle the square and, when they stopped moving, a bullet would hit one of the demonstrators, blowing their head clean off.” The writer as intellectual has knowledge of a psychology paper that he has found. In situations of revolution individuality is suppressed in favour of the collective endeavour.



But he notes sanguinely that so many of the servants of the former state remain in place. University and college deans and provincial governors are all implicated. Al-Aswany calls for their replacement with “independent, clean and honest people”. He observes the sons, Gamal and Alaa Mubarak, coming out of a courtroom with Habib el-Adly, the former Minister of the Interior. They are not handcuffed but laughing together. The treatment given to the former minister by police and military is as if he were still in office. In his terms one hundred and sixty-five thousand “thugs” remain on the payroll of the security services, immune to arrest.



He has had lessons from his time in Illinois on power’s limits. The interim Military Council in Cairo shows no differentiation between regime and state. A specific in art is interpreted as a general statement. When The Yacoubian Building is to be filmed, a complaint is lodged with the Egyptian Syndicate of Journalists. A journalist in his fiction is homosexual and it is interpreted to mean that all journalists are gay. He notes that the complaint is not upheld. But it is indicative. A bad doctor or a deviant lawyer in a television series is cause for calls to ban its showing.  




He fights repeatedly against notions of the tribe. “Whereas democratic culture maintains responsibility lies with the individual”, he says, “tribal mentality is based on the concept of collective responsibility.” In this light all police are guilty of the crimes of a minority. All Copts are denounced by the religious Sheikhs for the actions of a few. “The principle of collective responsibility jeopardises the establishment of a modern nation.”



The gulf between individual and collective is evident in the working of the Muslim Brotherhood. “The inherent problem with the Muslim Brotherhood is the distance between their moral rectitude as individuals and their political tractability as an organisation. Most of the Brothers are good and devoted people. When Morsi wins”, Al-Aswany writes, “it is our duty to congratulate President Morsi, but it is also our duty to remind him of a few truths. He was not elected with Brotherhood votes alone, insufficient in number, but by millions of others.” It is incumbent on him to “sever his ties with the Muslim Brotherhood immediately”, in favour of a broad transitional government.



It does not happen. In September 2012, How to Make a Dictator states: “We expected the first elected post-revolution president to establish a real democracy, but unfortunately he kept in place the machinery of dictatorship that he inherited.” In the background there is ever the influence of Saudi Arabia and its hidden funding, its purpose the promotion of Wahhabism and Salafism.




Al-Aswany attends a literary gathering in Paris. A demonstration is being held against him outside L’Institut du Monde Arabe. Inside he notices that only those in the back rows seem interested in the topic, his novel The Egyptian Automobile Club. Half an hour into the event a man stands up with the shout “We want to talk about Egypt.” Others take off their shirts to reveal T-shirts with the four-finger rabia sign. This is a hand gesture of a raised palm with a bent thumb, symbol of protest. A French woman protests: “What you are doing is uncivilised. We came to a literary event to listen to an Egyptian author.” She is punched in the face.



His opponents are hostile to all art. “The extremist mentality is, by nature, closed to any kind of imagination.” He recounts the intolerance, the attacks and killings of Egypt’s Christians, a community with a heritage that pre-dates the Prophet. He deplores the assaults on women and the misogyny whereby the onset of menstruation is synonymous with sexual activity. “A man can have intercourse with a ten-year-old girl as long as she can bear it” is his version of this theology. A response to theology has been dictated by the new authorities. Mosques have closed and preachers required to be registered. Sermons have been standardised and adapted to praise the government. But the expansion of the Suez Canal is officially a “gift from God”. Lawsuits from the University of Al-Azhar continue against authors and artists on grounds of blasphemy.



Al-Aswany is a reporter from a polity in ferment but a society that is nonetheless vibrant in its inner life. He has no equivalent in the literary life of Britain. The Egyptian Automobile Club is a caustic allegory and a great novel. When he attends a gathering in Montreal he cites the Coptic Pope Shenouda III with a quotation that sums him up. “Egypt is not a country we live in but a country that lives in us.”
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