
 

1 

Chemsex: How dangerous is it? 

People have been mixing sex and stimulants since 

Roman times and before. But the British Medical 

Journal warns that the risks from chemsex –taking 

a specific cocktail of drugs to have sex for up to 

three days- are a public health priority. 

 

 

 

Every generation finds a new way to get laid, get 

high and scare the authorities. Now the British 

Medical Journal has warned us that the rise of 

chemsex means it is no longer an alleged media 

scare story, but a public health priority. The recipe 

varies, but chemsex typically involves some 

combination of crystal meth, mephedrone, GHB 

and GBL, with multiple partners having sex that 

can go on for three days – Friday night to Monday 

morning. The prevalence of risky, unprotected sex 

– a natural outcome of being high and impulsive 

– is worrisome, as the result (aside from hangovers, 

comedowns and exhaustion) is leading to a rise in 

HIV, syphilis, gonorrhea and hepatitis C. 

“This is a public health timebomb,” says Dr 

Richard Ma, a London GP and part of the Royal 

http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/nov/03/chemsex-rise-public-health-warning-drugs
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/nov/03/chemsex-rise-public-health-warning-drugs
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/nov/03/chemsex-rise-public-health-warning-drugs
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/nov/03/chemsex-rise-public-health-warning-drugs


 

2 

College of GP’s Sex, Drugs and Blood Borne Virus 

Group. “Physicians need to know how to spot the 

symptoms, and learn to extend the normal 

conversations they might have with patients 

about alcohol to include drugs and sex.” 

Of course, inebriated group sex has always been 

with us, from Roman orgies to coked-up 70s 

wifeswapping parties. What makes chemsex 

different from taking a load of cocaine or MDMA 

and hooking up with a stranger (or a few) for a 

wild weekend? 

The main difference, says Ma, is taking a specific 

combination of drugs that aid the ability to have 

sex for a phenomenally extended period of time. 

The ready availability of synthetic chemical 

uppers, combined with a growing culture of 

similarly minded people ready to meet up with 

the express purpose of having sex for as long as 

possible, has led to an explosion in the gay scene; 

one that a new film by Vice claims is leading to 

chemsex addiction. The problem is that doctors 

and researchers know very little about the 

practice, the risks and the long-term 

consequences. Few people go to their GP about 

drug-related problems, plus the stigma 

surrounding sexually transmitted infections 

compounds the problem. 

http://www.theguardian.com/society/drugs
http://www.vice.com/en_uk/video/watch-the-trailer-for-our-new-film-chemsex-422
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So what symptoms should GPs look out for? The 

BMJ editorial advises GPs to keep and eye out for 

anxiety, depression, panic attacks and fatigue. 

But of course, not all chemsex enthusiasts will look 

worse for wear – just as not all alcoholics will be 

found on a park bench. 

Given that the “new 

demographic” of 

chemsexers – young, 

affluent professionals 

– probably know how 

to manage their 

health in other 

respects, the prevalence of the behaviour is likely 

to go undocumented. So what preventative 

actions can GPs – or chemsexers – take? Same as 

before: if you’re going to mix sex and drugs to 

have fun, take sensible measures to reduce any 

risks – and use condoms. 

 

Source: The Guardian 
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Social media might be all about putting yourself 

in the spotlight, but a wearable device aims to 

make it a physical reality, too. 

After working on indoor lighting projects, Nan 

Zhao, a PhD student in the Responsive 

Environments Group at MIT Media Lab in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, was inspired to 

create Halo in an effort to wrestle lighting away 

from architecture and marry it to individuals. The 

resulting device contains 180 independently 

programmed LEDs that can change the colour 

and pattern of the hoop’s light, reflecting your 

mood, movement levels and the weather around 

you by syncing the information via an app. 

http://web.media.mit.edu/~nanzhao/
http://web.media.mit.edu/~nanzhao/
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The device, Zhao explains, builds on selfie culture. 

“On the web, we present ourselves in the way we 

want, almost like we have multiple identities,” she 

says. Halo does this in the real world, allowing you 

to show yourself in the light you choose, in Zhao’s 

words, “kind of like an Instagram filter”. 

The first of Zhao’s wearable lighting creations, 

Halo has so far been tested in situations from 

comedy improvisation to Halloween costumes 

and recently won the aesthetics award at the 

wearable computing conference in Japan. 

Having explored how people react to the 

technology, Zhao is collaborating with Yoav 

Reches, a graduate of the Royal College of Art, 

to make a more discreet version for everyday 

wear. 

Its applications, says Zhao, are myriad. Among 

the scenarios she envisions are waiters donning 

the discs to appear both more visible and more 

approachable, and long-haul travellers using the 

Halo to adjust their body clocks. Perhaps more 

imaginatively, Zhao believes the device could 

offer an alternative to makeup – using light rather 

than applying pigments to brighten the wearer’s 

face. 

http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2013/jul/14/how-selfies-became-a-global-phenomenon
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Indeed with so many ideas for the future of Halo, 

the only question for Zhao is whether others will 

see the light. 

Source: The Guardian 
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Should we censor art and 

books to fit our times?  
 

 
(Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam) 

The Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam has given several 

of its paintings new, more PC titles – but how far 

should such changes go? Joseph Harker and 

Stephen Moss debate 
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Fagin in Oliver Twist – played by Ron Moody in the 1967 film – is one of 

literature’s most famous antisemitic caricatures. Photograph: The Graham 

Stark Photographic Library/Hulton Archive 

 

Joseph Harker: ‘Changing the words can bring a 

story into line with the original intention’  

The Tate’s director, Nicholas Serota, says he 

would never remove offensive words from the title 

of an artwork on display in his gallery. His views 

contrast with those of the Rijksmuseum in 

Amsterdam, which has changed the titles of 

several of its paintings to take account of modern 

sensibilities. For example, Young Negro Girl, 

painted around 1900 by the Dutch artist Simon 

Maris, has been retitled Young Girl Holding a Fan. 

Serota says he would only do this if the artist gave 

http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/arts/article4641065.ece
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/arts/article4641065.ece
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/museum-to-rename-any-artworks-with-offensive-titles-a6772616.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/museum-to-rename-any-artworks-with-offensive-titles-a6772616.html
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permisison to do so – which means that for historic 

art he’d do nothing. 

We should tread with extreme caution before 

taking such a drastic step as renaming art, and 

there’s a clear danger of oversensitivity in making 

any decision. But for Serota to say “never” is 

wrong. There are many words and phrases which, 

while accepted in their day, are clearly insulting 

and derogatory in the modern context and distort 

or confuse our understanding of the art itself. 

For example, when Huckleberry Finn was 

republished a few years ago its liberal use of the 

N-word was replaced with the word “slave”. In 

the white-supremacist era in which the book was 

written, just 20 years after the abolition of slavery, 

the N-word was clearly acceptable among its 

mainly white readership. The story’s underlying 

liberal message, though, could be lost if the 

modern reader was distracted by language 

which, today, is only used by bigots. In fact, if the 

original story wasn’t meant to be hate-filled, 

changing the words can actually bring it into line 

with the original intention rather than distorting it 

with words now out of context. 

Stephen Moss: ‘Wrenching art from its context is a 

barrier to seeing and thinking’ 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/dec/14/school-stops-teaching-huckleberry-finn-community-costs-n-word
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/dec/14/school-stops-teaching-huckleberry-finn-community-costs-n-word
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That’s a very clever argument on Huck Finn – 

bringing the book more into line with what Mark 

Twain intended. But ultimately I don’t buy it. We 

have no right to change any of the original words 

written by the author – unless we present the book 

as a translation or adaptation. One of the things 

we should treasure about a book is that it is a time 

capsule that preserves the way an age thought 

about itself. Once we start tinkering with it to bring 

it up to date, we lose much of what makes it 

unique and valuable in the first place. 

If we start by censoring Twain, where do we stop? 

Clearly, The Merchant of Venice is antisemitic. Do 

we rewrite it or just not stage it? Fagin in Oliver 

Twist is another antisemitic caricature. Another 

rewrite. And what on earth do we do with all the 

antisemitic lines in the poetry of TS Eliot? “The rats 

are underneath the piles. / The Jew is underneath 

the lot. / Money in furs.” Out with the blue pencil. 

But that way madness lies, because once you’ve 

started, where do you stop? Everything written 

before our conformist PC age is fair game. 

As for works of art, who cares what they’re 

called? Gallery-goers need to get thicker skins. 

Gauguin’s entire oeuvre is western colonialist, his 

depictions of Tahitians exploitative and 

patronising, but that doesn’t mean we ignore him 

http://shakespeare.mit.edu/merchant/full.html
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2010/sep/27/paul-gauguin-tate-modern-exhibition
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or write off his work. We judge it in its context. 

Censorship and wrenching art from its original 

context are barriers to seeing and thinking. 

 

< Paul Gauguin’s Vairaumati te ioa (Her Name is Vairaumati, 1892). 

Photograph: Georgios Kefalas/EPA 

 

 

JH: Stephen, you’re missing the point. If art really 

does seek to stereotype or demonise certain 

groups or genders then, yes, we do have to think 

about whether we want to display, publish or 
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broadcast it. If the Merchant of Venice had little 

artistic value we’d probably have ditched it 

decades ago – and even today it’s worth 

evaluating whether we still consider its 

antisemitism to be a secondary concern. 

These are issues of the storyline and the essence 

of the work. With Huckleberry Finn it’s simply about 

a particular word, which can easily be replaced 

without losing the original meaning. This point is 

made even more clearly if you consider Agatha 

Christie’s original work 10 Little N—rs (later 

reprinted as both 10 Little Indians and as And Then 

There Were None). The book itself is a very good 

murder mystery – the title is taken from an old 

nursery rhyme – but it loses nothing by having its 

name changed. It merely makes the novel 

accessible to modern generations in the way the 

original version would never be. 

SM: I’m afraid I’m going to be ultra-purist here, 

Joseph. I don’t want anything in the original 

changed on principle, because once you allow 

something to be doctored I think you open a 

Pandora’s box. It is what it is: a product of its time. 

I notice that Ronald Firbank’s Prancing Nigger, 

published in 1924, is still sold under that title. How 

come one rule has been applied to Christie and 

another to Firbank? Oddly, Firbank called the 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/sep/01/and-then-there-were-none-declared-worlds-favourite-agatha-christie-novel
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/sep/01/and-then-there-were-none-declared-worlds-favourite-agatha-christie-novel
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book Sorrow in Sunlight and it was the American 

publisher who opted for the title that we would 

now see as offensive. 

At the heart of my objection to this renaming and 

revising of the past is the moral superiority we 

adopt. What gives us the right to edit the past? It’s 

the same with all those ludicrous apologies – for 

slavery or the Highland clearances or the 

destruction of native Americans. We can’t 

change the past and there’s no point trying to 

pass moral judgment; all we can do is try to 

understand what happened and why. Start 

editing the past and it becomes less easy to 

deconstruct. We have to see it for what it was, 

artistic warts and all. 

JH: No point in passing moral judgment on the 

past?? I’ll remember you on the next Holocaust 

Memorial Day. And in citing Firbank’s book title 

switch (albeit not in the direction I would 

advocate) you show that in some circumstances 

you’re OK with name changes. So why get so 

hung up on this? 

In truth, we rarely see anything “warts and all”. 

Everything is edited in some way, for the 

dominant sensibilities of the time – be they 19th-

century Victorian or 21st-century Elizabethan. A 

name change, with some kind of footnote 
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acknowledging the original, gives us the best of 

both worlds: we can understand the era in which 

the artwork was created and bring it to a wider 

public. Everyone wins. Why let ultra-pedantry get 

in the way of that? 

SM: Ah, a “footnote acknowledging the original”. 

I feel I have wrung a concession from you. So we 

have the allegedly offensive words as if they are 

in very small type. Holocaust Memorial Day is a 

red herring: that is a necessary evocation of a 

genocide and a means of educating later 

generations as to what the Nazis were capable 

of. Yes, perhaps there is an element of moral 

judgment, but it is most powerful – as always - 

when it doesn’t harangue but merely shows and 

bears witness. It is a long way from that dignified 

memorial to changing the names of works of art, 

or not putting on productions of Wagner (still 

effectively banned in Israel) because of Wagner’s 

[see picture] antisemitism and Hitler’s adoration 

of his music. 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jan/27/holocaust-memorial-day-ceremonies-70-years-auschwitz-liberation
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You are right that every age rewrites the past, but 

isn’t that another reason for not renaming? What 

we find offensive today might not be found 

offensive tomorrow. Hasn’t the word “queer” 

been appropriated by the very group that it was 

once used against? Let the past be exactly that – 

past. Don’t fiddle with it, or wish it wasn’t the way 

it was. Give people more credit than to suggest 

that somehow their minds could be poisoned 

from contact with the words, images and 

thoughts peddled in the past. That’s what Hitler 

did, with his suppression and reviling of 

“degenerate” art, and Stalin too, with his 
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veneration of mythic representations of happy, 

smiling peasants. 

What starts as relabelling and re-editing can end 

up as the official privileging of certain points of 

view. Better to leave what is done unchanged 

and let the public make their own minds up. As 

you said about The Merchant of Venice, if a work 

of art has lasting merit, its anachronistic language 

will be forgiven. Indeed, we might appreciate the 

writer all the more for being able to produce 

great art in a society riven with such prejudice. 

 

Source: The Guardian 
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Saudi court sentences poet to 

death for renouncing islam 
 

A Palestinian poet and leading member of Saudi 

Arabia’s nascent contemporary art scene has 

been sentenced to death for renouncing Islam.  

A Saudi court on Tuesday ordered the execution 

of Ashraf Fayadh, who has curated art shows in 

Jeddah and at the Venice Biennale. The poet, 

who said he did not have legal representation, 

was given 30 days to appeal against the ruling. 

http://universes-in-universe.org/eng/nafas/articles/2013/mostly_visible
http://edgeofarabia.com/exhibitions/rhizoma-generation-in-waiting
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Fayadh, 35, a key member of the British-Saudi art 

organisation Edge of Arabia, was originally 

sentenced to four years in prison and 800 lashes 

by the general court in Abha, a city in the south-

west of the ultraconservative kingdom, in May 

2014. 

But after his appeal was dismissed he was retried 

earlier this month and a new panel of judges ruled 

that his repentance did not prevent his execution. 

“I was really shocked but it was expected, though 

I didn’t do anything that deserves death,” 

Fayadh told the Guardian. 

Mona Kareem, a migrant rights activist from 

Kuwait who has led a campaign for the poet’s 

release, said: “For one and a half years they 

promised him an appeal and kept intimidating 

him that there’s new evidence. 

“He was unable to assign a lawyer because his ID 

was confiscated when he was arrested [in 

January 2014]. Then they said you must have a 

retrial and we’ll change the prosecutor and the 

judges. The new judge didn’t even talk to him, he 

just made the verdict.” 

Fayadh’s supporters believe he is being punished 

by hardliners for posting a video online showing 

the religious police (mutaween) in Abha lashing a 

http://edgeofarabia.com/
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man in public. “Some Saudis think this was 

revenge by the morality police,” said Kareem. 

Kareem also believes that Fayadh has been 

targeted because he is a Palestinian refugee, 

although he was born in Saudi Arabia. 

The religious police first detained Fayadh in 

August 2013 after receiving a complaint that he 

was cursing against Allah and the prophet 

Muhammad, insulting Saudi Arabia and 

distributing a book of his poems that promoted 

atheism. Fayadh said the complaint arose from a 

personal dispute with another artist during a 

discussion about contemporary art in a cafe in 

Abha. 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/saudiarabia
http://http/arablit.org/2015/01/13/imprisoned-poet-ashraf-fayadhs-frida-kahlos-mustache/
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He was released on bail after one day but the 

police arrested him again on 1 January 2014, 

confiscating his ID and detaining him at a police 

station until he was transferred to the local prison 

27 days later. According to Fayadh’s friends, 

when the police failed to prove that his poetry 

was atheist propaganda, they began berating 

him for smoking and having long hair. 

“They accused me [of] atheism and spreading 

some destructive thoughts into society,” said 

Fayadh. He added that the book, Instructions 

Within, published in 2008, was “just about me 

being [a] Palestinian refugee … about cultural 

and philosophical issues. But the religious 

extremists explained it as destructive ideas 

against God.” 

The case went to trial in February 2014 when the 

complainant and two members of the religious 

police told the court that Fayadh had publicly 

blasphemed, promoted atheism to young 

people and conducted illicit relationships with 

women and stored some of their photographs on 

his mobile phone. 

Fayadh denied the accusations of blasphemy 

and told the court he was a faithful Muslim. 

According to the court documents, he said: “I am 

repentant to God most high and am innocent of 
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what appeared in my book mentioned in this 

case.” 

The documents also state that he admitted that 

he had relationships with the women. But Fayadh 

said his words had been twisted: the women were 

fellow artists and the photos on his phone, some 

of which he posted on Instagram, were taken 

during Jeddah art week, Saudi Arabia’s most 

important contemporary art event. 

The case highlights the tensions between hardline 

religious conservatives and the small but growing 

number of artists and activists who are tentatively 

pushing the boundaries of freedom of speech in 

Saudi Arabia, where cinema is banned and there 

are no art schools. Abha, which has become a 

hub for contemporary Saudi art, has been a focal 

point for these disputes in recent years. An 

anonymous collective of film-makers who set up 

a secret cinema in the city in October 2012 

received death threats from hardliners. 

The kingdom’s best known contemporary artist, 

Ahmed Mater, who lives in Abha and testified in 

Fayadh’s defence at his first trial, said: “Ashraf is 

well known in Abha and the whole of Saudi 

Arabia. We are all praying for his release.” 

http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2012/oct/04/saudi-artists-find-outlet-in-britain
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2012/oct/04/saudi-artists-find-outlet-in-britain
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/oct/15/saudi-secret-cinema-red-wax
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/oct/15/saudi-secret-cinema-red-wax
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Stephen Stapleton, co-founder of Edge of Arabia, 

said Fayadh had been a key figure taking Saudi 

contemporary art to a global audience.  

“He was instrumental to introducing Saudi 

contemporary art to Britain and connecting Tate 

Modern to the emerging scene,” said Stapleton. 

“He curated a major show in Jeddah in 2013 and 

co-curated a show at the Venice Biennale later 

that year. 

“I’ve known him since 2003. He’s a truly wonderful, 

kind person. He’s an intellectual and creative but 

he’s not an atheist.” 

Adam Coogle, a Middle East researcher for 

Human Rights Watch, said Fayadh’s death 

sentence showed Saudi Arabia’s “complete 

intolerance of anyone who may not share 

government-mandated religious, political and 

social views”. 

“The trial records in this case indicate clear due 

process violations, including charges that do not 

resemble recognisable crimes and lack of access 

to legal assistance,” he said. 

“This case is yet another black mark on Saudi 

Arabia’s dismal human rights record in 2015, 

which includes the public flogging of liberal 

blogger Raif Badawi in January and a death 

http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/venice-biennale
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jan/14/-sp-saudi-blogger-extracts-raif-badawi
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sentence for Ali al-Nimr, a Saudi man accused of 

protest-related activities allegedly committed 

before he was 18 years old. 

“If Saudi Arabia wishes to improve its human rights 

record it must release Fayadh and overhaul its 

justice system to prevent all prosecutions solely for 

peaceful speech – especially those that result in 

beheading.”  

Source: The Guardian 

  

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/08/father-of-saudi-man-sentenced-to-death-says-uk-intervention-could-save-him


 

24 

Many of the alleged rules of 

writing are actually 

superstitions. 
 

 

People often ask me why I followed my 2011 book 

on the history of violence, The Better Angels of Our 

Nature, with a writing style manual. I like to say 

that after having written 800 pages on torture, 

rape, world war, and genocide, it was time to 

take on some really controversial topics like fused 

participles, dangling modifiers, and the serial 

comma. 

http://www.theguardian.com/science/2012/nov/19/better-angels-nature-steven-pinker-review
http://www.theguardian.com/science/2012/nov/19/better-angels-nature-steven-pinker-review
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It’s not much of an exaggeration. After two 

decades of writing popular books and articles 

about language, I’ve learned that people have 

strong opinions on the quality of writing today, 

with almost everyone finding it deplorable. I’ve 

also come to realise that people are confused 

about what exactly they should deplore. Outrage 

at mispunctuation gets blended with complaints 

about bureaucratese and academese, which 

are conflated with disgust at politicians’ evasions, 

which in turn are merged with umbrage at an 

endless list of solecisms, blunders, and peeves. 

I can get as grumpy as anyone about bad writing. 

But as a scientist who studies language for a living 

(and who has had to unlearn the bad habits of 

academic writing) I long ago developed my own 

opinions on why so much prose is so egregious. 

Contrary to the ubiquitous moaning about the 

imminent demise of the language, this is not a 

new problem. Similar lamentations about the 

slovenly habits of the young and the decline of 

English have appeared regularly since the 

invention of the printing press. 

Though bad writing has always been with us, the 

rules of correct usage are the smallest part of the 

problem. Any competent copy editor can turn a 
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passage that is turgid, opaque, and filled with 

grammatical errors into a passage that is turgid, 

opaque, and free of grammatical errors. Rules of 

usage are well worth mastering, but they pale in 

importance behind principles of clarity, style, 

coherence, and consideration for the reader. 

These principles are harder to convey than the 

customary lists of errors that get recycled from 

one traditional style guide to the next. The real 

problem is that writing, unlike speaking, is an 

unnatural act. In the absence of a conversational 

partner who shares the writer’s background and 

who can furrow her brows or break in and ask for 

clarification when he stops making sense, good 

writing depends an ability to imagine a generic 

reader and empathise about what she already 

knows and how she interprets the flow of words in 

real time. Writing, above all, is a topic in cognitive 

psychology. 

It’s also a topic in linguistics. Is it an error to write: 

“No citizen should be under a cloud of suspicion 

because of what they look like?” What about “to 

boldly go where no man has gone before”, or “it’s 

you she’s thinking of”, or “entering the room, it 

was nice to see so many old friends”? Various 

purists, snobs, snoots, sticklers, traditionalists, and 

language police will declare that all of these are 
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unconscionable insults to standards of 

excellence. But when pressed to explain why 

these errors are errors, all they can offer is the not-

so-excellent response: “They just are.” 

Linguists and lexicographers have long known 

that many of the alleged rules of usage are 

actually superstitions. They originated for oddball 

reasons, violate the grammatical logic of English, 

degrade clarity and style, and have been flouted 

by the best writers for centuries. At the same time, 

pointing out the illogic of many rules of usage 

does not mean blowing off rules altogether, any 

more than pointing out the unjustness of an 

archaic law implies that one is a black-cloaked, 

bomb-clutching anarchist. It just means that rules 

of usage should interpreted judiciously, with a 

sensitivity to their historical provenance, 

consistency with English grammar, degree of 

formality, and effects on clarity and grace. 

For all these reasons, I have long recognised the 

need for a style guide based on modern linguistics 

and cognitive science. The manuals written by 

journalists and essayists often had serviceable 

rules of thumb, but they were also idiosyncratic, 

crabby, and filled with folklore and apocrypha. 

Linguistics experts, for their part, have been 

scathing about the illogic and ignorance in 
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traditional advice on usage, but have been 

unwilling to proffer their own pointers to which 

rules to follow or how to use grammar effectively. 

The last straw in my decision to sit down and write 

the book was getting back a manuscript that had 

been mutilated by a copy editor who, I could tell, 

was mindlessly enforcing rules that had been laid 

out in some ancient style book as if they were the 

Ten Commandments. 

The reaction to The Sense of Style has been 

gratifying. It won the International award from the 

Plain English Campaign and commendations 

from other clear-language advocacy groups. 

Copy editors have been good natured about it, 

and have invited me to speak at their annual 

meetings and do interviews on their websites. (I 

even enjoyed a gotcha! moment when an editor 

of the venerated Chicago Manual of Style used 

who’s in place of whose.) In the book, I had 

contended that academics should not blame 

their bad writing on publishing gatekeepers who, 

they mistakenly believe, insist on ponderous prose 

as proof of one’s seriousness. Indeed, the most 

positive review of all was from the editor of an 

academic journal who was fed up with the 

muddy prose in the submissions she had to deal 

with and commanded contributors to the journal 
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to buy it. Other reviews provided plentiful 

quotations for the the opening pages of the 

paperback. The only sour notes came from a 

handful of literary critics, and this fits a pattern. A 

New Yorker review sneered at my endorsing the 

use of an accusative pronoun as a complement 

to the verb be (as in It’s him), reiterating the hoary 

superstition that only It is he is correct, and adding 

the howler that he is the subject of that sentence 

(it’s not). As I explain in the book: both forms are 

correct, and have long been used in both literary 

and casual English, perhaps most famously in 

Woe is me, which should not be corrected to Woe 

is I. The two versions differ in formality, which is why 

it would be ludicrous to come home and greet 

one’s spouse with “Hi, Honey, it’s I!” or to ease the 

pain of a romantic breakup by saying: “It’s not 

you; it’s I.” 

In short order I was gratifyingly defended by a 

number of linguists and language columnists 

(including Lane Greene, Oliver Kamm, Arnold 

Zwicky, and Ben Zimmer), who were incredulous 

that the New Yorker, which cultivates a reputation 

for assiduous fact-checking and meticulous 

attention to grammatical detail, could publish 

such a defiantly ignorant piece. I was not so 

surprised, because that magazine has a long 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/prospero/2014/11/johnson-pronouns
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/life/courtsocial/article4261399.ece
http://arnoldzwicky.org/2014/12/02/getting-it-all-wrong/
http://arnoldzwicky.org/2014/12/02/getting-it-all-wrong/
http://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu/nll/?p=15551
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history of publishing haughty dismissals of 

dictionaries and other works on language that 

are informed by modern linguistics. It goes back 

at least to the literary critic Dwight MacDonald’s 

hissy fit following the publication of Webster’s Third 

International Dictionary in 1961, and extends to 

an equally histrionic (and even more confused) 

review of The American Heritage Dictionary Fifth 

Edition (together with Henry Hitchings’s The 

Language Wars) by their dance critic Joan 

Acocella 50 years later. (I review these 

controversies here). 

Why would the New Yorker (and a handful of like-

minded literary critics) have such a problem with 

the seemingly congenial project of applying new 

scholarship to improving the clarity and grace of 

modern prose? My own theory is that their recoil 

is a symptom of what CP Snow called the 

“Second Culture” of literary intellectuals and 

critics. This value system builds in a pessimism 

about the current state of culture, a nostalgia for 

a more civilised past, a distrust of the innovations 

of the young, a rejection of the possibility of 

scientific and technological progress, and a 

paranoia about the incursion of science into the 

sacred territory of the humanities. But all this is a 

topic for another book. 

http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/the_good_word/2012/05/steven_pinker_on_the_false_fronts_in_the_language_wars_.html
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Extract 

I am, among other things, a descriptive linguist: a 

card-carrying member of the Linguistic Society of 

America who has written many articles and books 

on how people use their mother tongue, 

including words and constructions that are 

frowned on by the purists. But the book you are 

holding is avowedly prescriptivist: it consists of 

several hunded pages in which I am bossing you 

around. While I am fascinated by the linguistic 

exuberance of the vox populi, I’d be the first to 

argue that having prescriptive rules is desirable, 

indeed indispensable, in many arenas of writing. 

They can lubricate comprehension, reduce 

misunderstanding, provide a stable platform for 

the development of style and grace, and signal 

that a writer has exercised care in crafting a 

passage. Once you understand that prescriptive 

rules are the conventions of a specialised form of 

the language, most of the iptivist controversies 

evaporate. 

More on The Sense of Style 

“Pinker is a witty and personable guide, who just 

occasionally lapses into banality, as when he 

points out that you are likely to notice ways to 

improve your prose if you read it aloud or show a 



 

32 

draft to a friend. Mostly, he handles even 

workaday matters with panache. A perennial 

strength of his writing is the shrewdly chosen 

example.” – Henry Hitchings 

Read the full review 

Buy the book 

The Sense of Style is published by Penguin at £9.99 

and is available from the Guardian bookshop at 

£6.99. 

• Steven Pinker is the Johnstone Family Professor 

of Psychology at Harvard University and the 

author of 10 books on language, mind, and 

human nature. 

Source: The Guardian 

 

Charlemagne 

Early adopters 

In their coolness towards the EU and 

multiculturalism, the Dutch were ahead of 

Europe’s curve 

Jan 9th 2016 | 

http://www.theguardian.com/science/2014/sep/03/the-sense-of-style-the-thinking-persons-guide-to-writing-in-the-21st-century-steven-pinker-review
https://bookshop.theguardian.com/catalog/product/view/id/326789/s/a-sense-of-style/
https://bookshop.theguardian.com/catalog/product/view/id/326789/s/a-sense-of-style/
http://www.theguardian.com/science/steven-pinker
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CALL them the hipsters of European neurosis. Take 

any of the anxieties that have lately beset 

Europe’s politics and you find the Dutch got there 

first. Concerns over fiscal waywardness in the euro 

zone? They were fuming at German and French 

profligacy over a decade ago. Asylum and 

immigration? The Dutch were agonising over 

multiculturalism while Angela Merkel was still 

plotting her ascent to the Bundeskanzleramt. The 

threat from anti-European populists? The Dutch 

have seen several come and go. 

 

Such worries have now gone mainstream across 

Europe. So it is an interesting time for the 

Netherlands to take over the rotating six-month 

presidency of the Council of the European Union 

(the forum for national ministers). As one of the six 
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founding EU members the Dutch are practised at 

steering the machinery, even if the presidency is 

not the force it once was (see article). But they 

are taking charge at a tricky moment. The EU was 

supposed to be a “fair-weather union”, says Bert 

Koenders, the foreign minister. Now it must prove 

itself in a storm. 

The refugee crisis and the Paris attacks have 

threatened the EU’s passport-free Schengen 

area. Migration and security will therefore be at 

the top of the Dutch in-tray. Mark Rutte, the 

competent if plodding prime minister, should 

make a decent fist of the job, so far as Europe’s 

squabbling governments allow. But he has his 

own difficulties at home. The first is a bizarre 

referendum in April on an EU association 

agreement with Ukraine. The vote, triggered by a 

satirical website that gathered the necessary 

signatures, will inevitably turn into a simple test of 

the voters’ mood. 

 

That could mean trouble for Mr Rutte, for like 

many of his EU peers he has a populist problem. 

Geert Wilders, a Dutch Donald Trump (with 

equally striking hair), is way ahead in opinion polls. 

His anti-Islam, anti-EU PVV outfit has dragged 

every party rightward on immigration. Some 
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figures in Mr Rutte’s liberal VVD now take an eye-

wateringly tough line; their coalition partner, the 

centre-left Labour Party, frets about refugees 

undermining support for the welfare state. The 

PVV has not always translated its poll numbers 

into votes. But the Netherlands’ complex party 

system could leave future governments with an 

awkward choice: bring Mr Wilders into office (or 

rely on his support), or form an unwieldy coalition 

designed solely to keep him out of it. 

 

This dilemma is hardly unique to the Netherlands. 

But Dutch Euroscepticism has certain 

peculiarities. Small and highly dependent on 

trade (exports contribute 32% to GDP), the 

Netherlands does not have the luxury of British-

style Euro-contempt, as is apparent at any of its 

hundreds of land border crossings. Indeed, when 

the political winds have been favourable the 

Dutch have been among the more enthusiastic 

members. Two EU treaties—Amsterdam and 

Maastricht—bear the names of the Dutch cities in 

which they were signed. The uppermost ranks of 

EU policymaking are dotted with Dutchmen, from 

Jeroen Dijsselbloem, head of the Eurogroup of 

finance ministers, to Frans Timmermans, first vice-

president of the European Commission. 
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But two things seem to have turned the Dutch. 

The first was a growing gap over Europe between 

ordinary voters and the cosy elites who have 

traditionally run the show: in 2005 many politicians 

were shocked when over 60% of voters rejected 

a proposed EU constitution in a referendum. (Mr 

Wilders continues to mine this anti-elitist seam.) 

The second was the discovery that not every 

European country can uphold its duties as 

responsibly as the Dutch—and that in an 

increasingly integrated club, a failure to behave 

in a Dutch fashion has painful consequences for 

others. 

 

Dutch patience has been tested on two counts. 

First, badly run economies in the euro-zone’s 

periphery have obliged the Netherlands to pay 

for half a dozen bail-outs (for which they have 

insisted on extremely tough conditions). Second, 

over 50,000 asylum-seekers made their way to the 

Netherlands in 2015, waved through by negligent 

Mediterranean countries that fail to register 

migrants properly. This influx, noteworthy if much 

smaller than the ones that reached Germany or 

Sweden, has even led some Dutch politicians to 

call for a revision of the 1951 Refugee 
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Convention, the cornerstone of global asylum 

law. 

 

The Dutch approach should not be mistaken for 

an ideological reluctance to integrate. It is rather 

the frustration of the small, rich country that 

follows the rules and cannot abide those that 

don’t. Rather than walk away from the club, the 

Dutch want it to work better. From here spring 

ideas like a shrunken “neuro”, a currency shared 

by responsible northern Europeans shorn of 

southern fecklessness, or a “mini-Schengen”, an 

idea floated by Mr Dijsselbloem in which the 

current 26 members are reduced to a rump of 

five: the three Benelux countries plus Germany 

and Austria. Neither proposal was ever likely to 

pass. The hope was that they might spook other 

countries into shaping up. 

 

Euroscepticism with Dutch characteristics 

 

Two lessons can be drawn from the Dutch 

experience. The first is that the nasty brand of 

populism represented by Mr Wilders is here to stay, 

and not only in the Netherlands. It will poison 

public debate, complicate efforts to manage the 
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migrant crisis and cause headaches for politicians 

trying to assemble governments. Such is the 

tortured terrain of European politics these days. 

 

But there is a second lesson that may act as a mild 

corrective to Euro-gloom. As border controls pop 

up across Europe, Schengen looks gravely 

imperilled. Yet the wealth and dynamism of the 

Dutch economy show the value of an open-

border regime in an integrated continental club. 

The Netherlands will not be alone in battling for its 

future. Today’s border checks are troublesome 

but manageable. But Europeans will not tolerate 

complete border closures or 50-mile traffic jams. 

Charlemagne therefore ventures a prediction: 

forecasts of Schengen’s imminent collapse will 

prove no more accurate than those of the 

demise of the euro zone so often heard in 2011-

12. 

Source: The Economist 

 

Agony aunts through the ages 

Whatever should I do? 

To understand how societies evolve,read the 

problem pages 
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Dec 19th 2015 | From the print edition  

FOR more than 1,000 years the Oracle at Delphi 

offered advice to all who asked for it. More than 

500 snippets of oracular wisdom have survived. 

Some sound just like a modern agony aunt, if you 

ignore the animal sacrifice and the priestess’s 

mystic trance. The aphorisms inscribed outside 

the shrine were “know thyself” and “nothing in 

excess”. 

 

Like most advice columnists today, the Delphic 

Oracle was female. But unlike modern agony 

aunts, she spoke in riddles. When the Persians 

were invading Greece, she told the Athenians to 

put their trust in “a wooden wall”. Themistocles, 

the Athenian leader, realised that this meant 

“build lots of ships”. He acted on the advice, and 

his navy routed the Persians at Salamis in 480BC. 

But her refusal to give a straight answer could 

lead to disaster. In the sixth century BC King 

Croesus of Lydia was told that if he made war on 

the Persians he would “destroy a mighty empire”. 

That empire turned out to be his own. 

An agony aunt is “a purveyor of common sense”, 

writes Irma Kurtz, who did the job for 

Cosmopolitan for four decades, in “My Life in 

http://www.economist.com/printedition/2015-12-19
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Agony”, a memoir. Since what counts as 

common sense varies from age to age and from 

place to place, the history of agony aunts reveals 

a lot about social change. The first regular 

problem page, open to questions from readers, 

was published in 1691 in the Athenian Gazette, a 

British periodical. Its creator, John Dunton, was 

feeling guilty for cheating on his wife. He thought 

that people like himself might appreciate 

confiding anonymously in a stranger, and that 

readers would be titillated by the exchange. It 

was an instant success. He was bombarded with 

queries on everything from marriage to the ethics 

of slave-trading to why sermons seem longer than 

they are. 

 

The 

format caught on. Daniel Defoe, the author of 
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“Robinson Crusoe”, penned an agony column for 

the Review, a magazine he founded in 1704. Alas, 

it wasn’t much good. “[H]e felt superior to his 

readership,” notes Robin Kent in “Aunt Agony 

Advises: Problem Pages through the Ages”. Defoe 

said his aim was “to enlighten the stupid 

understandings of the meaner and more 

thoughtless” members of the public. He railed 

against divorce, sex before marriage, sex after 

menopause and fiscal irresponsibility (which was 

a bit rich, coming from a serial bankrupt). 

 

Readers expected a sympathetic ear; but not an 

infinitely indulgent one. One of the joys of reading 

the problem pages is to see people who deserve 

a ticking-off receive an amusingly brutal one. In 

1765 a young man wrote to the Court Miscellany, 

a British periodical, to ask whether he should fight 

a duel against a rogue who had insulted his 

beloved. The reply urged him to accept the 

challenge: “[F]or if you run your antagonist 

through the body, or he you, ’tis three to one but 

the other comes to be hang’d; and then there’s 

good riddance of two ridiculous hot-headed 

coxcombs.” 
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The early British problem pages received far more 

queries about bigamy than divorce. Divorce was 

in effect illegal, but there was no central record 

of marriages, so an unhappy spouse could move 

and pose as single. One correspondent told 

Dunton that she had married a man who was 

already married. When she realised, she had him 

arrested. He was transported to Australia. She 

heard that he was dead, and remarried. Two 

years later he wrote to ask her to join him. She 

asked: “Which of the two…is my real husband?” 

Dunton told her to stick with the honest one. 

 

The agony and the ecstasy 

 

Advice columns often did more than reflect social 

change: they advocated it. In the 18th century 

advice columnists in papers such as the Spectator 

fulminated against arranged marriages. In the 

19th century the problem pages of Cassell’s and 

the London Journal campaigned for women to 

retain control of their property after marriage—

and may have hastened the day when such laws 

were passed. Agony aunts were also among the 

first to call for easier divorce laws, though they 
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seldom pushed too far ahead of public opinion; 

papers cannot afford to alienate their readers. 

 

Listening to so many hopes and desires may, 

perhaps, incline agony aunts to the idea that the 

world is happier if people make their own 

choices. But sympathy has often struggled 

against adesire to uphold moral values. A woman 

writing to the Family Star in 1935 complained that 

although everyone thought her marriage was 

happy, her husband believed in free love and 

was unfaithful. The agony aunt replied: “It is 

something that your husband has the decency to 

keep up appearances before outsiders. Continue 

to conduct yourself before the whole world as a 

faithful and happy wife and mother, and smile 

while your heart aches. That shows the stuff a 

brave woman is made of.” 

 

The early agony aunts discussed sex only 

indirectly, and usually with pursed lips. When a 

young correspondent admitted to Defoe that she 

had been seduced, he called her a whore—

though he spelled it “w---e” to spare his readers’ 

blushes. In the 1890s the advice column in the 

Boy’s Own Paper was almost entirely about how 



 

44 

to refrain from masturbating (without ever spelling 

out the nature of the “school vice” that would 

make boys blind and prematurely senile). But in 

the 1930s agony aunts began to admit that even 

nice women might enjoy sex. They “gave lady-like 

hints on the joys of orgasm”, writes Ms Kent, and 

sent helpful booklets to frustrated couples—as 

long as they were married. In the 1960s readers 

began to pop the pill and agony aunts swung 

with them. 

Today, advice columns do not merely explain 

how to have better sex; they show photos. A 

typical week for the mass-market Sun 

newspaper’s “Dear Deidre” column includes such 

conundrums as “I’ve got four girls on the go and 

none know[s]”, illustrated with half-nude models. 

The agony aunt Deidre Sanders is sober and 

constructive, however: she offers the serial 

philanderer an e-leaflet on how to be faithful. 

 

The spread of agony aunts around the world 

reveals a lot about varying cultures—and political 

systems. Consider China. Perhaps its first modern 

agony aunt was Xinran, who hosted “Words on 

the Night Breeze”, a radio show, from 1989 to 

1997. One of her first letters was from a boy who 

said that an old man in his village had bought a 
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young girl as his wife. She was kept chained up, 

and had obviously been kidnapped. The boy 

asked Xinran to save her, adding: “Whatever you 

do, don’t mention this on the radio. If the villagers 

find out, they’ll drive my family away.” 

 

Xinran called the police, who told her that this sort 

of thing happened all the time and she should 

mind her own business. But she persisted, and 

finally managed to rescue the girl, who turned out 

to be 12 years old, and reunite her with her 

parents. In most countries, Xinran’s bosses would 

have congratulated her. Not in China: the state-

run radio station was furious that she had caused 

so much trouble and wasted so much time and 

money. 

 

Censorship made Xinran’s job hard. She moved 

to Britain; others soldier on. Gloria Ai, the host and 

founder of Ask Media, produces programmes for 

Chinese state television in which viewers send in 

questions and experts try to answer them. The 

topics range from starting a business to coping 

with throat cancer. The shows are recorded; there 

is no question of allowing a live phone-in. A 

member of the public with a live microphone 
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might veer off topic and start criticising the 

Communist Party. 

 

Social media allow Chinese people to seek 

advice without attracting the censors’ ire. Tony 

Tong and Kristin Wu run New Kinsey, an 

organisation that offers sex advice in person or via 

social media. More than 160,000 people follow Mr 

Tong on Weibo, a microblog a bit like Twitter. 

Since there is no good sex education in Chinese 

schools and embarrassed parents rarely broach 

the topic, Chinese youngsters are desperate for 

information. “Almost none” of those Mr Tong 

deals with knows how to use a condom properly. 

Many young Chinese men have learned about 

sex from Japanese porn, he says, and expect 

their partners to be submissive. Many young 

women find this disagreeable. “We try to show 

them what’s real and what’s not,” he says. 

 

South African agony aunts cast light on a culture 

that mixes rich, poor, modern and traditional. In 

the Daily Sun, a feisty tabloid aimed at the black 

working class, Khanyi Mbau, a well-known actress, 

offers cheerful tips about such matters as what to 

do when your boyfriend worries too much about 
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what the ancestors might think. “Mizz B”, a 

column provided by LoveLife, an anti-AIDS 

charity, offers sensible advice about sex, while 

being careful not to contradict readers’ 

prejudices too directly. When a man writes to say 

he needs help because he is attracted to other 

men, Mizz B does not tell him, in print, that it is OK 

to be gay. Instead, she gives him the number of a 

sympathetic counsellor. 

 

For the pious, Pastor Daniel offers “Spiritual 

Guidance”. A woman complains that her 

husband is unfaithful, has given her sexually 

transmitted diseases, is physically abusive and has 

“raped me twice already”. On the plus side, he 

has not yet given her AIDS. A Western agony aunt 

might suggest dumping the bastard and calling 

the police. But for Pastor Daniel, divorce is a sin. 

“Look for a pastor who can assist with counselling 

for you as a couple,” he says; and “in the 

meantime, encourage your partner to 

condomise [so that you don’t get HIV].” 

 

The internet has allowed agony aunts to 

specialise: there are advice columns for gay men, 

for trainspotters and for Jews who live in 
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Philadelphia. There are aunts for every worldview, 

from libertine to puritan and from reactionary to 

radical. In November the Nation, a left-wing 

American magazine, launched an advice 

column. The first reader’s question was: “Is my 

depression individual or political?” The reply: 

“Dear Depressed, Let’s not draw too sharp a 

distinction. Life under capitalism can be a 

profound bummer!” 

 

You are not alone 

 

The internet and social media have enabled 

crowdsourcing, where one reader posts a 

problem and others suggest solutions. Bella Naija, 

a popular Nigerian website, has an “Aunty Bella” 

column in which readers argue passionately 

about how to cope with an interfering mother or 

a duff husband. They also help people to realise 

that they are not alone. “Everyone who wrote to 

us in [the pre-internet days] thought they were the 

only person in the world who made themselves 

sick after eating or cut themselves with razors,” 

says Virginia Ironside, a veteran agony aunt for 

the Independent, a British newspaper. Now they 
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are only a mouseclick away from a self-help 

group. 

 

But this does not make professional agony aunts 

redundant. The best ones are more entertaining 

than any crowdsourced comment stream, and 

offer snappier advice. Many publish their own 

suggestions alongside those from readers. This is 

“immensely freeing”, says Ms Ironside. “It allows 

me to go out on a limb.” 

 

She often does. “Is there anything worse than 

being abandoned like this? Quite frankly, it would 

be better if your husband had died,” she told a 

jilted wife. “[Y]ou would [receive] a great deal 

more sympathy from friends, you would know that 

there was absolutely no hope of his ever 

returning, and you wouldn’t be tormented by 

thoughts of him living in a love nest with his new 

woman.” 

 

The world is richer and in many ways gentler than 

in the early days of agony aunting. Readers no 

longer wonder if it is all right to throw witches in 

ponds, as John Dunton was asked in 1692. But 

people are probably no happier, thinks Ms 
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Ironside: “Everyone still worries about children, 

marriage and being alone.” Still, agony aunts 

have it easier than their forebears. If they give 

controversial advice, they may be subjected to a 

flame war. When the Delphic Oracle scolded the 

emperor Nero for having murdered his mother, he 

had her burned alive. 

 

 

 

 

The Failure of Multiculturalism 

Community Versus Society in Europe 

By Kenan Malik 

 

Thirty years ago, many Europeans saw 

multiculturalism—the embrace of an inclusive, 

diverse society—as an answer to Europe’s social 

problems. Today, a growing number consider it to 

be a cause of them. That perception has led 

some mainstream politicians, including British 

Prime Minister David Cameron and German 

Chancellor Angela Merkel, to publicly denounce 

multiculturalism and speak out against its 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/authors/kenan-malik
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dangers. It has fueled the success of far-right 

parties and populist politicians across Europe, 

from the Party for Freedom in the Netherlands to 

the National Front in France. And in the most 

extreme cases, it has inspired obscene acts of 

violence, such as Anders Behring Breivik’s 

homicidal rampage on the Norwegian island of 

Utoya in July 2011. 

 

How did this transformation come about? 

According to multiculturalism’s critics, Europe has 

allowed excessive immigration without 

demanding enough integration—a mismatch 

that has eroded social cohesion, undermined 

national identities, and degraded public trust. 

Multiculturalism’s proponents, on the other hand, 

counter that the problem is not too much diversity 

but too much racism. 

 

But the truth about multiculturalism is far more 

complex than either side will allow, and the 

debate about it has often devolved into sophistry. 

Multiculturalism has become a proxy for other 

social and political issues: immigration, identity, 

political disenchantment, working-class decline. 

Different countries, moreover, have followed 
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distinct paths. The United Kingdom has sought to 

give various ethnic communities an equal stake in 

the political system. Germany has encouraged 

immigrants to pursue separate lives in lieu of 

granting them citizenship. And France has 

rejected multicultural policies in favor of 

assimilationist ones. The specific outcomes have 

also varied: in the United Kingdom, there has 

been communal violence; in Germany, Turkish 

communities have drifted further from 

mainstream society; and in France, the 

relationship between the authorities and North 

African communities has become highly 

charged. But everywhere, the overarching 

consequences have been the same: fragmented 

societies, alienated minorities, and resentful 

citizenries. 

 

As a political tool, multiculturalism has functioned 

as not merely a response to diversity but also a 

means of constraining it. And that insight reveals 

a paradox. Multicultural policies accept as a 

given that societies are diverse, yet they implicitly 

assume that such diversity ends at the edges of 

minority communities. They seek to institutionalize 

diversity by putting people into ethnic and 

cultural boxes—into a singular, homogeneous 
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Muslim community, for example—and defining 

their needs and rights accordingly. Such policies, 

in other words, have helped create the very 

divisions they were meant to manage. 

 

THE DIVERSITY MYTH 

 

Untangling the many strands of the 

multiculturalism debate requires understanding 

the concept itself. The term “multicultural” has 

come to define both a society that is particularly 

diverse, usually as a result of immigration, and the 

policies necessary to manage such a society. It 

thus embodies both a description of society and 

a prescription for dealing with it. Conflating the 

two—perceived problem with supposed 

solution—has tightened the knot at the heart of 

the debate. Unpicking that knot requires a careful 

evaluation of each. 

 

Both proponents and critics of multiculturalism 

broadly accept the premise that mass 

immigration has transformed European societies 

by making them more diverse. To a certain 

extent, this seems self-evidently true. Today, 

Germany is the world’s second most popular 
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immigrant destination, after the United States. In 

2013, more than ten million people, or just over 12 

percent of the population, were born abroad. In 

Austria, that figure was 16 percent; in Sweden, 15 

percent; and in France and the United Kingdom, 

around 12 percent. From a historical perspective, 

however, the claim that these countries are more 

plural than ever is not as straightforward as it may 

seem. Nineteenth-century European societies 

may look homogeneous from the vantage point 

of today, but that is not how those societies saw 

themselves then. 

 

Consider France. In the years of the French 

Revolution, for instance, only half the population 

spoke French and only around 12 percent spoke 

it correctly. As the historian Eugen Weber showed, 

modernizing and unifying France in the 

revolution’s aftermath required a traumatic and 

lengthy process of cultural, educational, political, 

and economic self-colonization. That effort 

created the modern French state and gave birth 

to notions of French (and European) superiority 

over non-European cultures. But it also reinforced 

a sense of how socially and culturally disparate 

most of the population still was. In an address to 

the Medico-Psychological Society of Paris in 1857, 
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the Christian socialist Philippe Buchez wondered 

how it could happen that “within a population 

such as ours, races may form—not merely one, 

but several races—so miserable, inferior and 

bastardised that they may be classed as below 

the most inferior savage races, for their inferiority 

is sometimes beyond cure.” The “races” that 

caused Buchez such anxiety were not immigrants 

from Africa or Asia but the rural poor in France. 

 

In the Victorian era, many Britons, too, viewed the 

urban working class and the rural poor as the 

other. A vignette of working-class life in East 

London’s Bethnal Green, appearing in an 1864 

edition of The Saturday Review, a well-read liberal 

magazine of the era, was typical of Victorian 

middle-class attitudes. “The Bethnal Green poor,” 

the story explained, were “a caste apart, a race 

of whom we know nothing, whose lives are of 

quite different complexion from ours, persons with 

whom we have no point of contact.” Much the 

same was true, the article suggested, of “the 

great mass of the agricultural poor.” Although the 

distinctions between slaves and masters were 

considered more “glaring” than those separating 

the moneyed and the poor, they offered “a very 

fair parallel”; indeed, the differences were so 
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profound that they prevented “anything like 

association or companionship.” 

 

Today, Bethnal Green represents the heart of the 

Bangladeshi community in East London. Many 

white Britons see its inhabitants as the new Bethnal 

Green poor, culturally and racially distinct from 

themselves. Yet only those on the political fringes 

would compare the differences between white 

Britons and their Bangladeshi neighbors with those 

of masters and slaves. The social and cultural 

differences between a Victorian gentleman or 

factory owner, on the one hand, and a farm 

hand or a machinist, on the other, were in reality 

much greater than those between a white 

resident and a resident of Bangladeshi origin are 

today. However much they may view each other 

as different, a 16-year-old of Bangladeshi origin 

living in Bethnal Green and a white 16-year-old 

probably wear the same clothes, listen to the 

same music, and follow the same soccer club. 

The shopping mall, the sports field, and the 

Internet bind them together, creating a set of 

experiences and cultural practices more 

common than any others in the past. 
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A similar historical amnesia plagues discussions 

surrounding immigration. Many critics of 

multiculturalism suggest that immigration to 

Europe today is unlike that seen in previous times. 

In his book Reflections on the Revolution in 

Europe, the journalist Christopher Caldwell 

suggests that prior to World War II, immigrants to 

European countries came almost exclusively from 

the continent and therefore assimilated easily. 

“Using the word immigration to describe intra-

European movements,” Caldwell argues, “makes 

only slightly more sense than describing a New 

Yorker as an ‘immigrant’ to California.” According 

to Caldwell, prewar immigration between 

European nations differed from postwar 

immigration from outside Europe because 

“immigration from neighboring countries does not 

provoke the most worrisome immigration 

questions, such as ‘How well will they fit in?’ ‘Is 

assimilation what they want?’ and, most of all, 

‘Where are their true loyalties?’” 

 

Yet these very questions greeted European 

immigrants in the prewar years. As the scholar 

Max Silverman has written, the notion that France 

assimilated immigrants from elsewhere in Europe 

with ease before World War II is a “retrospective 
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illusion.” And much the same is true of the United 

Kingdom. In 1903, witnesses to the Royal 

Commission on Alien Immigration expressed fears 

that newcomers to the United Kingdom would be 

inclined to live “according to their traditions, 

usages and customs.” There were also concerns, 

as the newspaper editor J. L. Silver put it, that “the 

debilitated sickly and vicious products of Europe” 

could be “grafted onto the English stock.” The 

country’s first immigration law, the 1905 Aliens Act, 

was designed principally to stem the flow of 

European Jews. Without such a law, then Prime 

Minister Arthur Balfour argued at the time, British 

“nationality would not be the same and would 

not be the nationality we should desire to be our 

heirs through the ages yet to come.” The echoes 

of contemporary anxieties are unmistakable. 

 

RACE TO THE TOP 

 

Whether contemporary Europe really is more 

plural than it was in the nineteenth century 

remains subject to debate, but the fact that 

Europeans perceive it to be more diverse is 

unquestionable. This owes in large part to 

changes in how people define social differences. 
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A century and a half ago, class was a far more 

important frame for understanding social 

interactions. However difficult it is to conceive of 

now, many at the time saw racial distinctions in 

terms of differences not in skin color but in class or 

social standing. Most nineteenth-century thinkers 

were concerned not with the strangers who 

crossed their countries’ borders but with those 

who inhabited the dark spaces within them. 

 

One of the most prevalent myths in European 

politics is that governments adopted multicultural 

policies because minorities wanted to assert their 

differences.   

 

Over the past few decades, however, class has 

diminished in importance in Europe, both as a 

political category and as a marker of social 

identity. At the same time, culture has become an 

increasingly central medium through which 

people perceive social differences. The shift 

reflects broader trends. The ideological divides 

that characterized politics for much of the past 

200 years have receded, and the old distinctions 

between left and right have become less 

meaningful. As the working classes have lost 
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economic and political power, labor 

organizations and collectivistic ideologies have 

declined. The market, meanwhile, has expanded 

into almost every nook and cranny of social life. 

And institutions that traditionally brought 

disparate individuals together, from trade unions 

to the church, have faded from public life. 

 

As a result, Europeans have begun to see 

themselves and their social affiliations in a 

different way. Increasingly, they define social 

solidarity not in political terms but rather in terms 

of ethnicity, culture, or faith. And they are 

concerned less with determining the kind of 

society they want to create than with defining the 

community to which they belong. These two 

matters are, of course, intimately related, and any 

sense of social identity must take both into 

account. But as the ideological spectrum has 

narrowed and as the mechanisms for change 

have eroded, the politics of ideology have given 

way to the politics of identity. It is against this 

background that Europeans have come to view 

their homelands as particularly, even impossibly, 

diverse—and have formulated ways of 

responding. 
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UNDER MY UMBRELLA 

 

In describing contemporary European societies 

as exceptionally diverse, multiculturalism is clearly 

flawed. What, then, of multiculturalism’s 

prescription for managing that supposed 

diversity? Over the past three decades, many 

European nations have adopted multicultural 

policies, but they have done so in distinct ways. 

Comparing just two of these histories, that of the 

United Kingdom and that of Germany, and 

understanding what they have in common, 

reveals much about multiculturalism itself. 

 

One of the most prevalent myths in European 

politics is that governments adopted multicultural 

policies because minorities wanted to assert their 

differences. Although questions about cultural 

assimilation have certainly engrossed political 

elites, they have not, until relatively recently, 

preoccupied immigrants themselves. When large 

numbers of immigrants from the Caribbean, India, 

and Pakistan arrived in the United Kingdom during 

the late 1940s and 1950s to fill labor shortages, 

British officials feared that they might undermine 

the country’s sense of identity. As a government 
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report warned in 1953, “A large coloured 

community as a noticeable feature of our social 

life would weaken . . . the concept of England or 

Britain to which people of British stock throughout 

the Commonwealth are attached.” 

 

The immigrants brought with them traditions and 

mores from their homelands, of which they were 

often very proud. But they were rarely 

preoccupied with preserving their cultural 

differences, nor did they generally consider 

culture to be a political issue. What troubled them 

was not a desire to be treated differently but the 

fact that they were treated differently. Racism 

and inequality, not religion and ethnicity, 

constituted their key concerns. In the following 

decades, a new generation of black and Asian 

activists, forming groups such as the Asian Youth 

Movements and the Race Today Collective, 

acted on those grievances, organizing strikes and 

protests challenging workplace discrimination, 

deportations, and police brutality. These efforts 

came to explosive climax in a series of riots that 

tore through the United Kingdom’s inner cities in 

the late 1970s and early 1980s. 
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At that point, British authorities recognized that 

unless minority communities were given a political 

stake in the system, tensions would continue to 

threaten urban stability. It was in this context that 

multicultural policies emerged. The state, at both 

the national and the local level, pioneered a new 

strategy of drawing black and Asian communities 

into the mainstream political process by 

designating specific organizations or community 

leaders to represent their interests. At its heart, the 

approach redefined the concepts of racism and 

equality. Racism now meant not simply the denial 

of equal rights but also the denial of the right to 

be different. And equality no longer entailed 

possessing rights that transcended race, ethnicity, 

culture, and faith; it meant asserting different 

rights because of them. 

 

Consider the case of Birmingham, the United 

Kingdom’s second most populous city. In 1985, 

the city’s Handsworth area was engulfed by riots 

sparked by a simmering resentment of poverty, 

joblessness, and, in particular, police harassment. 

Two people died and dozens were injured in the 

violence. In the aftermath of the unrest, the city 

council attempted to engage minorities by 

creating nine so-called umbrella groups—
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organizations that were supposed to advocate 

for their members on matters of city policy. These 

committees decided on the needs of each 

community, how and to whom resources should 

be disbursed, and how political power should be 

distributed. They effectively became surrogate 

voices for ethnically defined fiefdoms. 

 

The city council had hoped to draw minorities into 

the democratic process, but the groups struggled 

to define their individual and collective 

mandates. Some of them, such as the African 

and Caribbean People’s Movement, represented 

an ethnic group, whereas others, such as the 

Council of Black-Led Churches, were also 

religious. Diversity among the groups was 

matched by diversity within them; not all the 

people supposedly represented by the 

Bangladeshi Islamic Projects Consultative 

Committee, for example, were equally devout. 

Yet the city council’s plan effectively assigned 

every member of a minority to a discrete 

community, defined each group’s needs as a 

whole, and set the various organizations in 

competition with one another for city resources. 

And anyone who fell outside these defined 
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communities was effectively excluded from the 

multicultural process altogether. 

 

The problem with Birmingham’s policies, observed 

Joy Warmington, director of what was then the 

Birmingham Race Action Partnership (now BRAP), 

a charitable organization working to reduce 

inequality, in 2005, is that they “have tended to 

emphasize ethnicity as a key to entitlement. It’s 

become accepted as good practice to allocate 

resources on ethnic or faith lines. So rather than 

thinking of meeting people’s needs or about 

distributing resources equitably, organizations are 

forced to think about the distribution of ethnicity.” 

The consequences were catastrophic. In October 

2005, two decades after the original Handsworth 

riots, violence broke out in the neighboring area 

of Lozells. In 1985, Asian, black, and white 

demonstrators had taken to the streets together 

to protest poverty, unemployment, and police 

harassment. In 2005, the fighting was between 

blacks and Asians. The spark had been a rumor, 

never substantiated, that a group of Asian men 

had raped a Jamaican girl. The fighting lasted a 

full weekend. 
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Why did two communities that had fought side by 

side in 1985 fight against each other in 2005? The 

answer lies largely in Birmingham’s multicultural 

policies. As one academic study of Birmingham’s 

policies observed, “The model of engagement 

through Umbrella Groups tended to result in 

competition between BME [black and minority 

ethnic] communities for resources. Rather than 

prioritizing needs and cross-community working, 

the different Umbrella Groups generally 

attempted to maximize their own interests.” 

 

The council’s policies, in other words, not only 

bound people more closely to particular identities 

but also led them to fear and resent other groups 

as competitors for power and influence. An 

individual’s identity had to be affirmed as 

distinctive from the identities of those from other 

groups: being Bangladeshi in Birmingham also 

meant being not Irish, not Sikh, and not African 

Caribbean. The consequence was the creation 

of what the economist Amartya Sen has termed 

“plural monoculturalism”—a policy driven by the 

myth that society is made up of distinct, uniform 

cultures that dance around one another. The 

result in Birmingham was to entrench divisions 

between black and Asian communities to such 
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an extent that those divisions broke out into 

communal violence. 

 

SEPARATE AND UNEQUAL 

 

Instead of welcoming immigrants as equals, 

German politicians dealt with the so-called Turkish 

problem through a policy of multiculturalism.  

 

Germany’s road to multiculturalism was different 

from the United Kingdom’s, although the starting 

point was the same. Like many countries in 

western Europe, Germany faced an immense 

labor shortage in the years following World War II 

and actively recruited foreign workers. Unlike in 

the United Kingdom, the new workers came not 

from former colonies but from the countries 

around the Mediterranean: first from Greece, 

Italy, and Spain, and then from Turkey. They also 

came not as immigrants, still less as potential 

citizens, but as so-called Gastarbeiter (guest 

workers), who were expected to return to their 

countries of origin when the German economy no 

longer required their services. 
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Over time, however, these guests, the vast 

majority of them Turks, went from being a 

temporary necessity to a permanent presence. 

This was partly because Germany continued to 

rely on their labor and partly because the 

immigrants, and more so their children, came to 

see Germany as their home. But the German 

state continued to treat them as outsiders and 

refuse them citizenship. 

 

German citizenship was, until recently, based on 

the principle of jus sanguinis, by which one can 

acquire citizenship only if one’s parents were 

citizens. The principle excluded from citizenship 

not just first-generation immigrants but also their 

German-born children. In 1999, a new nationality 

law made it easier for immigrants to acquire 

citizenship. Yet most Turks remain outsiders. Out of 

the three million people of Turkish origin in 

Germany today, only some 800,000 have 

managed to acquire citizenship. 

 

Instead of welcoming immigrants as equals, 

German politicians dealt with the so-called Turkish 

problem through a policy of multiculturalism. 

Beginning in the 1980s, the government 
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encouraged Turkish immigrants to preserve their 

own culture, language, and lifestyle. The policy 

did not represent a respect for diversity so much 

as a convenient means of avoiding the issue of 

how to create a common, inclusive culture. And 

its main consequence was the emergence of 

parallel communities. 

 

First-generation immigrants were broadly secular, 

and those who were religious were rarely hard-

line in their beliefs and practices. Today, almost 

one-third of adult Turks in Germany regularly 

attend mosque, a higher rate than among other 

Turkish communities in western Europe and even 

in many parts of Turkey. Similarly, first-generation 

Turkish women almost never wore headscarves; 

now many of their daughters do. Without any 

incentive to participate in the national 

community, many Turks don’t bother learning 

German. 

 

At the same time that Germany’s multicultural 

policies have encouraged Turks to approach 

German society with indifference, they have led 

Germans to view Turkish culture with increasing 

antagonism. Popular notions of what it means to 



 

70 

be German have come to be defined partly in 

opposition to the perceived values and beliefs of 

the excluded immigrant community. A 2011 

survey conducted by the French polling firm Ifop 

showed that 40 percent of Germans considered 

the presence of Islamic communities “a threat” to 

their national identity. Another poll, conducted 

by Germany’s Bielefeld University in 2005, 

suggested that three out of four Germans 

believed that Muslim culture did not fit into the 

Western world. Anti-Muslim groups, such as 

Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamization of the 

West, or PEGIDA, are on the rise, and anti-

immigration protests held in cities across the 

country this past January were some of the largest 

in recent memory. Many German politicians, 

including Merkel, have taken a strong stance 

against the anti-Muslim movement. But the 

damage has already been done. 

 

SUBCONTRACTING POLICY 

 

In both the United Kingdom and Germany, 

governments failed to recognize the complexity, 

elasticity, and sheer contrariness of identity. 

Personal identities emerge out of relationships—
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not merely personal ties but social ones, too—and 

constantly mutate. 

 

Group identities are not natural categories; they 

arise out of social interaction.   

 

Take Muslim identity. Today there is much talk in 

European countries of a so-called Muslim 

community—of its views, its needs, its aspirations. 

But the concept is entirely new. Until the late 

1980s, few Muslim immigrants to Europe thought 

of themselves as belonging to any such thing. 

That wasn’t because they were few in number. In 

France, Germany, and the United Kingdom, for 

example, there were already large and well-

established South Asian, North African, and Turkish 

immigrant communities by the 1980s. 

 

The first generation of North African immigrants to 

France was broadly secular, as was the first 

generation of Turkish immigrants to Germany. By 

contrast, the first wave of South Asian immigrants 

to arrive in the United Kingdom after World War II 

was more religious. Yet even they thought of 

themselves not as Muslims first but as Punjabis or 

Bengalis or Sylhetis. Although pious, they wore 
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their faith lightly. Many men drank alcohol. Few 

women wore a hijab, let alone a burqa or a niqab 

(a full-faced veil). Most attended mosque only 

occasionally. Islam was not, in their eyes, an all-

encompassing philosophy. Their faith defined 

their relationship with God, not a sacrosanct 

public identity. 

 

Members of the second generation of Britons with 

Muslim backgrounds were even less likely to 

identify with their religion. The same went for those 

whose parents were Hindu or Sikh. Religious 

organizations were barely visible within minority 

communities. The organizations that bound 

immigrants together were primarily secular and 

often political; in the United Kingdom, for 

example, such groups included the Asian Youth 

Movements, which fought racism, and the Indian 

Workers’ Association, which focused on labor 

rights. 

 

Only in the late 1980s did the question of cultural 

differences become important. A generation 

that, ironically, is far more integrated and 

westernized than the first turned out to be the 

more insistent on maintaining its alleged 
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distinctiveness. The reasons for this shift are 

complex. Partly they lie in a tangled web of larger 

social, political, and economic changes over the 

past half century, such as the collapse of the left 

and the rise of identity politics. Partly they lie in 

international developments, such as the Iranian 

Revolution of 1979 and the Bosnian war of the 

early 1990s, both of which played an important 

role in fostering a more heightened sense of 

Muslim identity in Europe. And partly they lie in 

European multicultural policies. 

 

Group identities are not natural categories; they 

arise out of social interaction. But as cultural 

categories received official sanction, certain 

identities came to seem fixed. In channeling 

financial resources and political power through 

ethnically based organizations, governments 

provided a form of authenticity to certain ethnic 

identities and denied it to others. 

 

Multicultural policies seek to build a bridge 

between the state and minority communities by 

looking to particular community organizations 

and leaders to act as intermediaries. Rather than 

appeal to Muslims and other minorities as citizens, 
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politicians tend to assume minorities’ true loyalty 

is to their faith or ethnic community. In effect, 

governments subcontract their political 

responsibilities out to minority leaders. 

 

Such leaders are, however, rarely representative 

of their communities. That shouldn’t be a surprise: 

no single group or set of leaders could represent 

a single white community. Some white Europeans 

are conservative, many are liberal, and still others 

are communist or neofascist. And most whites 

would not see their interests as specifically 

“white.” A white Christian probably has more in 

common with a black Christian than with a white 

atheist; a white socialist would likely think more like 

a Bangladeshi socialist than like a white 

conservative; and so on. Muslims and Sikhs and 

African Caribbeans are no different; herein rests 

the fundamental flaw of multiculturalism. 

 

ASSIMILATE NOW 

 

France’s policy of assimilationism is generally 

regarded as the polar opposite of 

multiculturalism, which French politicians have 

proudly rejected. Unlike the rest of Europe, they 
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insist, France treats every individual as a citizen 

rather than as a member of a particular racial, 

ethnic, or cultural group. In reality, however, 

France is as socially divided as Germany or the 

United Kingdom, and in a strikingly similar way. 

 

Questions surrounding French social policy, and 

the country’s social divisions, came sharply into 

focus in Paris this past January, when Islamist 

gunmen shot 12 people dead at the offices of the 

satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo and four Jews 

in a kosher supermarket. French politicians had 

long held multicultural policies responsible for 

nurturing homegrown jihadists in the United 

Kingdom. Now they had to answer for why such 

terrorists had been nurtured in assimilationist 

France, too. 

 

It is often claimed that there are some five million 

Muslims in France—supposedly the largest Muslim 

community in western Europe. In fact, those of 

North African origin in France, who have been 

lumped into this group, have never constituted a 

single community, still less a religious one. 

Immigrants from North Africa have been broadly 

secular and indeed often hostile to religion. A 
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2006 report by the Pew Research Center showed 

that 42 percent of Muslims in France identified 

themselves as French citizens first—more than in 

Germany, Spain, or the United Kingdom. A 

growing number have, in recent years, become 

attracted to Islam. But even today, according to 

a 2011 study by Ifop, only 40 percent identify 

themselves as observant Muslims, and only 25 

percent attend Friday prayers. 

 

Those of North African origin in France are also 

often described as immigrants. In fact, the 

majority are second-generation French citizens, 

born in France and as French as any voter for the 

National Front. The use of the terms “Muslim” and 

“immigrant” as labels for French citizens of North 

African origin is not, however, accidental. It is part 

of the process whereby the state casts such 

citizens as the other—as not really part of the 

French nation. 

 

As in the United Kingdom, in France, the first 

generation of post–World War II immigrants faced 

considerable racism, and the second generation 

was far less willing to accept social discrimination, 

unemployment, and police brutality. They 
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organized, largely through secular organizations, 

and took to the streets, often in violent protest. 

The riots that swept through French cities in the fall 

of 2005 exposed the fractures in French society as 

clearly as had those that engulfed British cities 

two decades earlier. 

 

During the 1970s and early 1980s, the French 

authorities took a relatively laid-back stance on 

multiculturalism, generally tolerating cultural and 

religious differences at a time when few within 

minority communities expressed their identities in 

cultural or religious terms. French President 

François Mitterrand even coined the slogan le 

droit à la différence (the right to difference). As 

tensions within North African communities 

became more open and as the National Front 

emerged as a political force, Paris abandoned 

that approach for a more hard-line position. The 

riots in 2005, and the disaffection they expressed, 

were presented less as a response to racism than 

as an expression of Islam’s growing threat to 

France. In principle, the French authorities 

rejected the multicultural approach of the United 

Kingdom. In practice, however, they treated 

North African immigrants and their descendents 

in a “multicultural” way—as a single community, 
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primarily a Muslim one. Concerns about Islam 

came to reflect larger anxieties about the crisis of 

values and identity that now beset France. 

 

A much-discussed 2013 poll conducted by the 

French research group Ipsos and the Centre de 

Recherches Politiques, or CEVIPOF, at the Institut 

d’Études Politiques de Paris (known as Sciences 

Po) found that 50 percent of the French 

population believed that the economic and 

cultural “decline” of their country was 

“inevitable.” Fewer than one-third thought that 

French democracy worked well, and 62 percent 

considered “most” politicians to be “corrupt.” The 

pollsters’ report described a fractured France, 

divided along tribal lines, alienated from 

mainstream politics, distrustful of national leaders, 

and resentful of Muslims. The main sentiment 

driving French society, the report concluded, was 

“fear.” 

 

In the United Kingdom, multicultural policies were 

at once an acknowledgment of a more fractured 

society and the source of one. In France, 

assimilationist policies have, paradoxically, had 

the same result. Faced with a distrustful and 
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disengaged public, politicians have attempted 

to reassert a common French identity. But unable 

to define clearly the ideas and values that 

characterize the country, they have done so 

primarily by sowing hostility toward symbols of 

alienness—by banning the burqa, for example, in 

2010. 

 

Instead of accepting North Africans as full 

citizens, French policy has tended to ignore the 

racism and discrimination they have faced. Many 

in France view its citizens of North African origin 

not as French but as Arab or Muslim. But second-

generation North Africans are often as estranged 

from their parents’ culture and mores—and from 

mainstream Islam—as they are from wider French 

society. They are caught not between two 

cultures, as it is often claimed, but without one. As 

a consequence, some of them have turned to 

Islamism, and a few have expressed their 

inchoate rage through jihadist violence. 

 

At the same time, French assimilationist policies 

have exacerbated the sense of disengagement 

felt by traditional working-class communities. The 

social geographer Christophe Guilluy has coined 
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the phrase “the peripheral France” to describe 

those people “pushed out by the 

deindustrialization and gentrification of the urban 

centers,” who “live away from the economic and 

decision-making centers, in a state of social non-

integration,” and have thus come to “feel 

excluded.” The peripheral France has emerged 

mainly as a result of economic and political 

developments. But like many parts of the 

country’s North African communities, it has come 

to see its marginalization through the lens of 

cultural and ethnic identity. According to the 

2013 Ipsos-CEVIPOF poll, seven out of ten people 

thought there were “too many foreigners in 

France,” and 74 percent considered Islam to be 

incompatible with French society. Presenting 

Islam as a threat to French values has not only 

strengthened culture’s political role but also 

sharpened popular disenchantment with 

mainstream politics. 

 

In the past, disaffection, whether within North 

African or white working-class communities, 

would have led to direct political action. Today, 

however, both groups are expressing their 

grievances through identity politics. In their own 

ways, racist populism and radical Islamism are 
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each expressions of a similar kind of social 

disengagement in an era of identity politics. 

 

ANOTHER WAY 

 

Multiculturalism and assimilationism are different 

policy responses to the same problem: the 

fracturing of society. And yet both have had the 

effect of making things worse. It’s time, then, to 

move beyond the increasingly sterile debate 

between the two approaches. And that requires 

making three kinds  of distinctions. 

 

First, Europe should separate diversity as a lived 

experience from multiculturalism as a political 

process. The experience of living in a society 

made diverse by mass immigration should be 

welcomed. Attempts to institutionalize such 

diversity through the formal recognition of cultural 

differences should be resisted. 

 

Second, Europe should distinguish colorblindness 

from blindness to racism. The assimilationist 

resolve to treat everyone equally as citizens, 

rather than as bearers of specific racial or cultural 
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histories, is valuable. But that does not mean that 

the state should ignore discrimination against 

particular groups. Citizenship has no meaning if 

different classes of citizens are treated differently, 

whether because of multicultural policies or 

because of racism. 

 

Finally, Europe should differentiate between 

peoples and values. Multiculturalists argue that 

societal diversity erodes the possibility of common 

values. Similarly, assimilationists suggest that such 

values are possible only within a more culturally—

and, for some, ethnically—homogeneous society. 

Both regard minority communities as 

homogeneous wholes, attached to a particular 

set of cultural traits, faiths, beliefs, and values, 

rather than as constituent parts of a modern 

democracy. 

  

The real debate should be not between 

multiculturalism and assimilationism but between 

two forms of the former and two forms of the 

latter. An ideal policy would marry 

multiculturalism’s embrace of actual diversity, 

rather than its tendency to institutionalize 

differences, and assimilationism’s resolve to treat 
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everyone as citizens, rather than its tendency to 

construct a national identity by characterizing 

certain groups as alien to the nation. In practice, 

European countries have done the opposite. 

They have enacted either multicultural policies 

that place communities in constricting boxes or 

assimilationist ones that distance minorities from 

the mainstream. 

 

Moving forward, Europe must rediscover a 

progressive sense of universal values, something 

that the continent’s liberals have largely 

abandoned, albeit in different ways. On the one 

hand, there is a section of the left that has 

combined relativism and multiculturalism, arguing 

that the very notion of universal values is in some 

sense racist. On the other, there are those, 

exemplified by such French assimilationists as the 

philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy, who insist on 

upholding traditional Enlightenment values but 

who do so in a tribal fashion that presumes a clash 

of civilizations. 

 

There has also been a guiding assumption 

throughout Europe that immigration and 

integration must be managed through state 
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policies and institutions. Yet real integration, 

whether of immigrants or of indigenous groups, is 

rarely brought about by the actions of the state; 

it is shaped primarily by civil society, by the 

individual bonds that people form with one 

another, and by the organizations they establish 

to further their shared political and social interests. 

It is the erosion of such bonds and institutions that 

has proved so problematic—that links 

assimilationist policy failures to multicultural ones 

and that explains why social disengagement is a 

feature not simply of immigrant communities but 

of the wider society, too. To repair the damage 

that disengagement has done, and to revive a 

progressive universalism, Europe needs not so 

much new state policies as a renewal of civil 

society. 

Source: Foreign Affairs 
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IN 1992, at Tangalooma, off the coast of 

Queensland, people began to throw fish into the 

water for the local wild dolphins to eat. In 1998, 

the dolphins began to feed the humans, throwing 

fish up onto the jetty for them. The humans 

thought they were having a bit of fun feeding the 

animals. What, if anything, did the dolphins think? 

Charles Darwin thought the mental capacities of 

animals and people differed only in degree, not 

kind—a natural conclusion to reach when armed 

with the radical new belief that the one evolved 

from the other. His last great book, “The Expression 

of Emotions in Man and Animals”, examined joy, 

love and grief in birds, domestic animals and 

primates as well as in various human races. But 

Darwin’s attitude to animals—easily shared by 

people in everyday contact with dogs, horses, 
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even mice—ran contrary to a long tradition in 

European thought which held that animals had 

no minds at all. This way of thinking stemmed from 

the argument of René Descartes, a great 17th-

century philosopher, that people were creatures 

of reason, linked to the mind of God, while 

animals were merely machines made of flesh—

living robots which, in the words of Nicolas 

Malebranche, one of his followers, “eat without 

pleasure, cry without pain, grow without knowing 

it: they desire nothing, fear nothing, know 

nothing.” 

For much of the 20th century biology cleaved 

closer to Descartes than to Darwin. Students of 

animal behaviour did not rule out the possibility 

that animals had minds but thought the question 

almost irrelevant since it was impossible to 

answer. One could study an organism’s inputs 

(such as food or the environment) or outputs (its 

behaviour). But the organism itself remained a 

black box: unobservable things such as emotions 

or thoughts were beyond the scope of objective 

inquiry. As one such “behaviourist” wrote in 1992, 

“attributing conscious thought to animals should 

be strenuously avoided in any serious attempt to 

understand their behaviour, since it is untestable 

[and] empty...”. 
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By then, though, there was ever greater 

resistance to such strictures. In 1976 a professor at 

Rockefeller University in New York, Donald Griffen, 

had taken the bull by the horns (leaving aside 

what the bull might have felt about this) in a book 

called “The Question of Animal Awareness”. He 

argued that animals could indeed think and that 

their ability to do this could be subjected to 

proper scientific scrutiny. 

In the past 40 years a wide range of work both in 

the field and the lab has pushed the consensus 

away from strict behaviourism and towards that 

Darwin-friendly view. Progress has not been easy 

or quick; as the behaviourists warned, both sorts 

of evidence can be misleading. Laboratory tests 

can be rigorous, but are inevitably based on 

animals which may not behave as they do in the 

wild. Field observations can be dismissed as 

anecdotal. Running them for years or decades 

and on a large scale goes some way to guarding 

against that problem, but such studies are rare. 

Nevertheless, most scientists now feel they can 

say with confidence that some animals process 

information and express emotions in ways that are 

accompanied by conscious mental experience. 

They agree that animals, from rats and mice to 

parrots and humpback whales, have complex 
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mental capacities; that a few species have 

attributes once thought to be unique to people, 

such as the ability to give objects names and use 

tools; and that a handful of animals—primates, 

corvids (the crow family) and cetaceans (whales 

and dolphins)—have something close to what in 

humans is seen as culture, in that they develop 

distinctive ways of doing things which are passed 

down by imitation and example. No animals have 

all the attributes of human minds; but almost all 

the attributes of human minds are found in some 

animal or other. 

Consider Billie, a wild bottlenose dolphin which 

got injured in a lock at the age of five. She was 

taken to an aquarium in South Australia for 

medical treatment, during which she spent three 

weeks living with captive dolphins which had 

been taught various tricks. She herself, though, 

was never trained. After she was returned to the 

open sea local dolphin-watchers were struck to 

see her “tailwalking”—a move in which a dolphin 

stands up above the water by beating its flukes 

just below the surface, travelling slowly 

backwards in a vaguely Michael Jackson 

manner. It was a trick that Billie seemed to have 

picked up simply by watching her erstwhile pool 

mates perform. More striking yet, soon afterwards 
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five other dolphins in her pod started to tailwalk, 

though the behaviour had no practical function 

and used up a lot of energy. 

Such behaviour is hard to understand without 

imagining a mind that can appreciate what it 

sees and which intends to mimic the actions of 

others (see “The imitative dolphin”). That in turn 

implies things about the brain. If you had to take 

a bet on things to be found in Billie’s brain, you’d 

be well advised to put money on “mirror neurons”. 

Mirror neurons are nerve cells that fire when the 

sight of someone else’s action triggers a matched 

response—they seem to be what makes yawning 

contagious. A lot of learning may require this way 

of linking perception to action—and it seems that, 

in people, so may some forms of empathy. 

Mirror neurons are important to scientists 

attempting to find the basis of the way the human 

mind works, or at least to find correlates of that 

working, in the anatomy of human brains. The 

fact that those anatomical correlates keep 

turning up in non-human brains, too, is one of the 

current reasons for seeing animals as also being 

things with minds. There are mirror neurons; there 

are spindle cells (also called von Economo 

neurons) which play a role in the expression of 

empathy and the processing of social 
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information. Chimpanzee brains have parts 

corresponding to Broca’s area and Wernicke’s 

area which, in people, are associated with 

language and communication. Brain mapping 

reveals that the neurological processes 

underlying what look like emotions in rats are 

similar to those behind what clearly are emotions 

in humans. As a group of neuroscientists seeking 

to sum the field up put it in 2012, “Humans are not 

unique in possessing the neurological substrates 

that generate consciousness. Non-human 

animals, including all mammals and birds, and 

many other creatures...also possess these 

neurological substrates.” 

But to say that animals have a biological basis for 

consciousness is not the same as saying they 

actually think or feel. Here, ideas from the law 

may be more helpful than those from neurology. 

When someone’s state of being is clearly 

impaired by a calamity of some sort, it can fall to 

the courts to decide what level of legal 

protection should apply. In such cases courts 

apply tests such as: is he or she self-aware? Can 

he recognise others as individuals? Can he 

regulate his own behaviour? Does he experience 

pleasure or suffer pain (that is, show emotion)? 

Such questions reveal a lot about animals, too. 
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The most common test of self-awareness is the 

ability to recognise yourself in a mirror. It implies 

you are seeing yourself as an individual, separate 

from other beings. The test was formally 

developed in 1970 by Gordon Gallup, an 

American psychologist, though its roots go back 

further; Darwin wrote about Jenny, an orang-

utan, playing with a mirror and being “astonished 

beyond measure” by her reflection. Dr Gallup 

daubed an odourless mark on the face of his 

subjects and waited to see how they would react 

when they saw their reflection. If they touched 

the mark, it would seem they realised the image 

in the mirror was their own, not that of another 

animal. Most humans show this ability between 

the ages of one and two. Dr Gallup showed that 

chimpanzees have it, too. Since then, orang-

utans, gorillas, elephants, dolphins and magpies 

have shown the same ability. Monkeys do not; nor 

do dogs, perhaps because dogs recognise each 

other by smell, so the test provides them with no 

useful information. 

Recognising yourself is one thing; what of 

recognising others—not just as objects, but as 

things with purposes and desires like one’s own, 

but aimed at different ends. Some animals clearly 

pass this test too. Santino is a chimpanzee in 
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Furuvik zoo in Sweden. In the 2000s zookeepers 

noticed that he was gathering little stockpiles of 

stones and hiding them around his cage, even 

constructing covers for them, so that at a later 

time he would have something to throw at zoo 

visitors who annoyed him. Mathias Osvath of Lund 

University argues that this behaviour showed 

various types of mental sophistication: Santino 

could remember a specific event in the past 

(being annoyed by visitors), prepare for an event 

in the future (throwing stones at them) and 

mentally construct a new situation (chasing the 

visitors away). 

Philosophers call the ability to recognise that 

others have different aims and desires a “theory 

of mind”. Chimpanzees have this. Santino 

seemed to have understood that zookeepers 

would stop him throwing stones if they could. He 

therefore hid the weapons and inhibited his 

aggression: he was calm when collecting the 

stones, though agitated when throwing them. An 

understanding of the capabilities and interests of 

others also seems in evidence at the Centre for 

Great Apes, a sanctuary in Florida, where male 

chimpanzees living with Knuckles, a 16-year-old 

with cerebral palsy, do not subject him to their 

usual dominance displays. Chimps also 



 

93 

understand that they can manipulate the beliefs 

of others; they frequently deceive each other in 

competition for food. 

Another test of legal personhood is the ability to 

experience pleasure or pain—to feel emotions. 

This has often been taken as evidence of full 

sentience, which is why Descartes’s followers 

thought animals were unable to feel, as well as 

reason. Peter Singer, an Australian philosopher 

and doyen of “animal rights”, argues that, of all 

the emotions, suffering is especially significant 

because, if animals share this human capacity, 

people should give consideration to animal 

suffering as they do to that of their own kind. 

Animals obviously show emotions such as fear. But 

this can be taken to be instinctual, similar to what 

happens when people cry out in pain. 

Behaviourists had no trouble with fear, seeing it as 

a conditioned reflex that they knew full well how 

to create. The real question is whether animals 

have feelings which involve some sort of mental 

experience. This is not easy. No one knows 

precisely what other people mean when they talk 

about their emotions; knowing what dumb beasts 

mean is almost impossible. That said, there are 

some revealing indications—most notably, 

evidence for what could be seen as compassion. 
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Some animals seem to display pity, or at least 

concern, for diseased and injured members of 

their group. Stronger chimps help weaker ones to 

cross roads in the wild. Elephants mourn their 

dead (see “The grieving elephant”). In a famous 

experiment, Hal Markowitz, later director of the 

San Francisco zoo, trained Diana monkeys to get 

food by putting a token in a slot. When the oldest 

female could not get the hang of it, a younger 

unrelated male put her tokens in the slot for her 

and stood back to let her eat. 

There have also been observations of animals 

going out of their way to help creatures of a 

different species. In March 2008, Moko, a 

bottlenose dolphin, guided two pygmy sperm 

whales out of a maze of sandbars off the coast of 

New Zealand. The whales had seemed hopelessly 

disoriented and had stranded themselves four 

times. There are also well-attested cases of 

humpback whales rescuing seals from attack by 

killer whales and dolphins rescuing people from 

similar attacks. On the face of it, this sort of 

concern for others looks moral—or at least 

sentimental. 

In a few examples the protecting animals have 

been seen to pay a price for their compassion. 

Iain Douglas-Hamilton, who studies elephants, 
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describes a young female which had been so 

severely injured that she could only walk at a 

snail’s pace. The rest of her group kept pace with 

her to protect her from predators for 15 years, 

though this meant they could not forage so 

widely. As long ago as 1959, Russell Church of 

Brown University set up a test which allowed 

laboratory rats in half of a cage to get food by 

pressing a lever. The lever also delivered an 

electric shock to rats in the other half of the cage. 

When the first group realised that, they stopped 

pressing the lever, depriving themselves of food. 

In a similar test on rhesus monkeys reported in the 

American Journal of Psychiatry in 1964, one 

monkey stopped giving the signal for food for 12 

days after witnessing another receive a shock. 

There are other examples of animals preferring 

some sort of feeling over food. In famous studies 

by an American psychologist, Harry Harlow, 

rhesus monkeys deprived of their mothers were 

given a choice between substitutes. One was 

made of wire and had a feeding bottle, the other 

was cloth, but without food. The infants spent 

almost all their time hugging the cloth mother. 

If animals are self-aware, aware of others and 

have some measure of self-control, then they 

share some of the attributes used to define 
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personhood in law. If they display emotions and 

feelings in ways that are not purely instinctive, 

there may also be a case for saying their feelings 

should be respected in the way that human 

feelings are. But the attribute most commonly 

thought of as distinctively human is language. 

Can animals be said to use language in a 

meaningful way? 

Animals communicate all the time and don’t 

need big brains to do so. In the 1940s Karl von 

Frisch, an Austrian ethologist, showed that the 

“waggle dances” of honeybees pass on 

information about how far away food is and in 

what direction. Birds sing long, complex songs 

either to mark territory or as mating rituals. So do 

pods of whales (see “The singing whales”). It is 

hard, though, to say what information, or 

intention, goes into all this. The bees are more 

likely to be automatically downloading a report 

of their recent travels than saying, “There’s pollen 

thataway, slackers.” 

The vocalisations of, say, vervet monkeys have 

more to them. Vervets make different alarm calls 

for different predators, demanding different 

responses. There is one for leopards (skitter up into 

the highest branches), for eagles (hide in the 

undergrowth) and for snakes (stand upright and 
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look around). The monkeys need to recognise the 

different calls and know when to make which 

one. Animals brought up with humans can do 

much more. Chaser, a border collie, knows over 

1,000 words. She can pull a named toy from a pile 

of other toys. This shows that she understands that 

an acoustical pattern stands for a physical 

object. Noam Chomsky, a linguist, once said only 

people could do that. Remarkably, if told to fetch 

a toy with a name she has not heard before 

placed in a pile of known, named objects, she 

works out what is being asked for. Betsy, another 

border collie, will bring back a photograph of 

something, suggesting she understands that a 

two-dimensional image can represent a three-

dimensional object. 

More impressive still are animals such as Washoe, 

a female chimpanzee which was taught sign 

language by two researchers at the University of 

Nevada. Washoe would initiate conversations 

and ask for things she wanted, like food. But 

evidence that many animals can, when brought 

up with humans, tell their thoughts to others using 

a human language is not quite the same as 

saying they use language as people do. Few 

have a smidgen of grammar, for example—that 

is, the ability to manipulate and combine words 
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to create new meanings. It is true that dolphins in 

captivity can distinguish between “put the ball in 

the hoop” and “bring the hoop to the ball”. Alex, 

an African grey parrot, combined words to make 

up new ones: he called an apple a “bannery”, for 

example, a mixture of banana and cherry (see 

“The talkative parrot”). But these are exceptional 

cases and the result of intense collaboration with 

humans. The use of grammar—certainly a 

complex grammar—has not been discerned in 

the wild. Moreover, animals have no equivalent 

to the narratives that people tell one another. 

If language can still be claimed as uniquely 

human, can anything else? Until recently, culture 

would have been held up as a second defining 

feature of humanity. Complex ways of doing 

things which are passed down not by genetic 

inheritance or environmental pressure but by 

teaching, imitation and conformism have been 

widely assumed to be unique to people. But it is 

increasingly clear that other species have their 

own cultures, too. 

In “The Cultural Lives of Whales and Dolphins”, Hal 

Whitehead of Dalhousie University, Nova Scotia, 

and Luke Rendell of the University of St Andrews, 

in Scotland, argue that all cultures have five 

distinctive features: a characteristic technology; 
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teaching and learning; a moral component, with 

rules that buttress “the way we do things” and 

punishments for infraction; an acquired, not 

innate, distinction between insiders and outsiders; 

and a cumulative character that builds up over 

time. These attributes together allow individuals in 

a group to do things that they would not be able 

to achieve by themselves. 

For the first feature, look no further than the crow. 

New Caledonian crows are the champion 

toolmakers of the animal kingdom. They make 

hooks by snipping off V-shaped twigs and 

nibbling them into shape. They fashion Pandanus 

leaves into toothed saws. And in different parts of 

the island they make their tools in different ways. 

Studies by Gavin Hunt of the University of 

Auckland showed that the hooks and saws in two 

sites on New Caledonia differed systematically in 

size, in the number of cuts needed to make them 

and even according to whether they were 

predominantly left-handed or right-handed. To 

the extent that culture means “the way we do 

things around here”, the two groups of crows 

were culturally distinct. 

Chimpanzees are now known to manipulate over 

two dozen implements: clubs to beat with, pestles 

to grind with, fly whisks, grass stalks with which to 
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fish for termites, spongy leaves to soak up water, 

rocks as nutcrackers. Like New Caledonian crows, 

different groups use them slightly differently. 

William McGrew of Cambridge University argues 

that the tool sets of chimpanzees in western 

Tanzania are just as complex as the simplest 

human tools, such as early human artefacts found 

in east Africa or indeed those used in historic times 

by native peoples in Tasmania. 

The skill needed to make and use tools is taught. 

It is not the only example of teaching that animals 

have to offer. Meerkats feed on scorpions—an 

exceptionally dangerous prey which you cannot 

learn to hunt by trial and error. So older meerkats 

teach younger ones gradually. First they 

incapacitate a scorpion and let the young 

meerkat finish it off. Then they let their students 

tackle a slightly less damaged specimen, and so 

on in stages until the young apprentice is ready to 

hunt a healthy scorpion on its own. 

Pretty much all meerkats do this. Elsewhere what 

is taught can change, with just some animals 

picking up new tricks. As the story of Billie the 

tailwalker implies, whales and dolphins can learn 

fundamentally new behaviours from each other. 

In 1980, a humpback whale started to catch fish 

off Cape Cod in a new way. It would slam its 
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flukes down on the surface of the water—

lobtailing, as it is known—then dive and swim 

round emitting a cloud of bubbles. The prey, 

confused by the noise and scared of the rising 

circle of bubbles, bunched themselves together 

for protection. The whale would then surge up 

through the middle of the bubble cloud with a 

mouth full of fish. 

Bubble feeding is a well known way for whales to 

freak out their food; so is lobtailing. Making the first 

a systematic set-up to the second, though, was 

apparently an innovation—and became very 

popular. By 1989, just nine years after the first 

Cape Cod whale started lobtail feeding, almost 

half the humpbacks in the area were at it. Most 

were younger whales which, since their mothers 

did not use the new trick, could not have inherited 

it. Researchers think young whales copied the first 

practitioner, spreading the technique through 

imitation. How the first one got the idea is a 

mystery—as is the question of whether it is actually 

a superior way of feeding, or merely an 

increasingly fashionable one. 

Cultures rely not only on technologies, techniques 

and teaching but on rules of accepted 

behaviour. That things should be fair seems a 

widespread requirement among social animals. 
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At a canine research centre at Eotvos Lorand 

University in Budapest, for example, dogs 

frequently chosen to take part in tests are 

shunned by other dogs. It turns out that all the 

dogs want to take part in these tests because 

they receive human attention; those which are 

chosen too often are seen as having got unfair 

advantage. Capuchin monkeys taking part in 

experiments keep track of the rewards they are 

getting. If one is offered a poor reward (such as a 

slice of cucumber), while another gets a tasty 

grape, the first will refuse to continue the test. 

Chimpanzees do this, too. 

Most cultures distinguish between outsiders and 

insiders and animals are no exceptions. Orcas, 

also known as killer whales, are particularly striking 

in this regard, having a repertoire of calls which 

are distinctive to the pod in which they live, a sort 

of dialect. Dr Whitehead and Dr Rendell compare 

them to tribal markings. Orcas are unusual in that 

different pods tend to feed on different prey and 

rarely interbreed. Most of the time, pods studiously 

ignore each another. But occasionally one will 

ferociously attack another. This cannot have 

anything to do with competition for food or 

females. Lance Barrett-Lennard of the Vancouver 

Aquarium attributes it to xenophobia—a 
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particularly extreme and aggressive way of 

distinguishing between insiders and outsiders. 

But if animals display four of the five attributes that 

go to make up a culture, there is one they do not 

share. Perhaps the most distinctive thing about 

human cultures is that they change over time, 

building upon earlier achievements to produce 

everything from iPhones and modern medicine to 

democracy. Nothing like this has been observed 

in animals. Particular aspects of animal behaviour 

change in ways that might seem cultural, and 

disruptive change is certainly possible. In the 

1990s, for example, South African culling policies 

that saw the oldest elephants shot and their 

children redistributed led to large changes in their 

normally orderly matriarchal societies. Young 

elephants became abnormally aggressive, since 

there were no longer any elders to rein them 

back. In other cases such disruption can seem, 

anthropomorphically, not so bad (see “The 

peaceful baboons”). But whether the shocks are 

good or bad, animal societies have yet to show 

steady, adaptive change—any cultural progress. 

Knowledge accumulates with the oldest 

individuals—when drought struck Tarangire 

national park in Tanzania in 1993 the elephant 

families that survived best were those led by 
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matriarchs which remembered the severe 

drought of 1958—but it goes to the graveyard 

with them. 

There is a great deal more to learn about animal 

minds. Grammatical language can pretty 

thoroughly be ruled out; learned toolmaking for 

some species is now indubitable: but many 

conclusions are in the middle, neither definitively 

in nor out. Whether you accept them depends 

partly on the standard of evidence required. If the 

question of animal empathy were being tested in 

a criminal court, demanding proof beyond 

reasonable doubt, you might hesitate to find that 

it exists. If the trial were a civil one, requiring a 

preponderance of evidence, you would 

probably conclude that animals had empathy. 

Using that standard, one can hazard three 

conclusions. First, various animals do have minds, 

The physiological evidence of brain functions, 

their communications and the versatility of their 

responses to their environments all strongly 

support the idea. Primates, corvids and 

cetaceans also have attributes of culture, if not 

language or organised religion (though Jane 

Goodall, a noted zoologist, sees chimps as 

expressing a pantheistic pleasure in nature). 
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Next, animals’ abilities are patchy compared with 

those of humans. Dogs can learn words but do 

not recognise their reflections. Clark’s nutcracker, 

a member of the crow family, buries up to 100,000 

seeds in a season and remembers where it put 

them months later—but does not make tools, as 

other corvids do. These specific, focused abilities 

fit with some modern thinking about human 

minds, which sees them less as engines of pure 

reason that can be applied in much the same 

way to all aspects of life as bundles of subroutines 

for specific tasks. On this analysis a human mind 

might be a Swiss army knife, an animal mind a 

corkscrew or pair of tweezers. 

This suggests a corollary—that there will be some 

dimensions in which animal minds exceed 

humans. Take the example of Ayumu, a young 

chimpanzee who lives at the Primate Research 

Institute of the University of Kyoto. Researchers 

have been teaching Ayumu a memory task in 

which a random pattern of numbers appears 

fleetingly on a touchscreen before being 

covered by electronic squares. Ayumu has to 

touch the on-screen squares in the same order as 

the numbers hidden beneath them. Humans get 

this test right most of the time if there are five 

numbers and 500 milliseconds or so in which to 
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study them. With nine numbers, or less time, the 

human success rate declines sharply. Show 

Ayumu nine numbers flashed up for just 60 

milliseconds and he will nonchalantly tap out the 

numbers in the right order with his knuckles. 

There are humans with so called eidetic, or flash, 

memories who can do something similar—for 

chimps, though, this seems to be the norm. Is it an 

attribute that chimps have evolved since their last 

common ancestor with humans for some 

reason—or one that humans have lost over the 

same period of time? More deeply, how might it 

change what it is for a chimp to have a mind? 

How different is having minds in a society where 

everyone remembers such things? Animals might 

well think in ways that humans cannot yet 

decipher because they are too different from the 

ways humans think—adapted to sensory and 

mental realms utterly unlike that of the human, 

perhaps realms that have not spurred a need for 

language. There is, for example, no doubt that 

octopuses are intelligent; they are ferociously 

good problem solvers. But can scientists begin to 

imagine how an octopus might think and feel? 

All that said, the third general truth seems to be 

that there is a link between mind and society 

which animals display. The wild animals with the 
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highest levels of cognition (primates, cetaceans, 

elephants, parrots) are, like people, long-lived 

species that live in complex societies, in which 

knowledge, social interaction and 

communication are at a premium. It seems 

reasonable to speculate that their minds—like 

human ones—may well have evolved in response 

to their social environment (see “The lonely 

orca”). And this may be what allows minds on the 

two sides of the inter-species gulf to bridge it. 

Off Laguna, in southern Brazil, people and 

bottlenose dolphins have fished together for 

generations. The dolphins swim towards the 

beach, driving mullet towards the fishermen. The 

men wait for a signal from the dolphins—a 

distinctive dive—before throwing their nets. The 

dolphins are in charge, initiating the herding and 

giving the vital signal, though only some do this. 

The people must learn which dolphins will herd 

the fish and pay close attention to the signal, or 

the fishing will fail. Both groups of mammals must 

learn the necessary skills. Among the humans, 

these are passed down from father to son; among 

the dolphins, from mother to calf. In this example, 

how much do the species differ? 
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Teenage Years  

Harnessing the Incredible Learning Potential of 

the Adolescent Brain 

 

By Katrina Schwartz December 21, 2015 

It has become a cultural cliché that raising 

adolescents is the most difficult part of parenting. 

It’s common to joke that when kids are in their 

teens they are sullen, uncommunicative, more 

interested in their phones than in their parents and 

generally hard to take. But this negative trope 

about adolescents misses the incredible 

opportunity to positively shape a kid’s brain and 

future life course during this period of 

development. 

“[Adolescence is] a stage of life when we can 

really thrive, but we need to take advantage of 

http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/category/teenage-years/
http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/author/katrinaschwartz/
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the opportunity,” said Temple University 

neuroscientist Laurence Steinberg at a Learning 

and the Brain conference in Boston. Steinberg has 

spent his career studying how the adolescent 

brain develops and believes there is a 

fundamental disconnect between the popular 

characterizations of adolescents and what’s 

really going on in their brains. 

Because the brain is still developing during 

adolescence, it has incredible plasticity. It’s akin 

to the first five years of life, when a child’s brain is 

growing and developing new pathways all the 

time in response to experiences. Adult brains are 

somewhat plastic as well — otherwise they 

wouldn’t be able to learn new things — but “brain 

plasticity in adulthood involves minor changes to 

existing circuits, not the wholesale development 

of new ones or elimination of others,” Steinberg 

said. 

Adolescence is the last time in a person’s life that 

the brain can be so dramatically overhauled. 

“The adolescent brain is exquisitely sensitive to 

experience,” Steinberg said. “It is like the 

recording device is turned up to a different level 

of sensitivity.” That’s why humans tend to 

remember even the most mundane events from 

http://www.laurencesteinberg.com/
http://www.learningandthebrain.com/
http://www.learningandthebrain.com/
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adolescence much better than even important 

events that took place later in life. It also means 

adolescence could be an extremely important 

window for learning that sticks. Steinberg notes 

this window is also lengthening as scientists 

observe the onset of puberty happening earlier 

and young people taking on adult roles later in 

life. Between these two factors, one biological 

and one social, adolescence researchers now 

generally say the period lasts 15 years between 

the ages of 10 and 25. 

“When adolescence is this long, we can’t look at 

it as something to just survive,” Steinberg said. 

Teenagers get a bad reputation as risk-takers 

because parts of their brains are more plastic 

than others, creating an imbalance. The 

prefrontal cortex, which controls things like 

planning, thinking ahead, weighing risk and 

reward, and logical reasoning is the most 

malleable during adolescence. Meanwhile, sex 

hormones released by puberty affect brain 

functioning by adding more dopamine to the 

system. Every time an adolescent feels good 

about something he gets a dopamine squirt. 

That’s why adolescents seek out pleasurable 

experiences, despite the risks. 

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/nov/04/why-is-puberty-starting-younger-precocious
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-24173194
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-24173194
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“Nothing will ever feel as good to you for the rest 

of your life as it did when you were a teenager,” 

Steinberg said. The imbalance between an 

aroused dopamine system and a still developing 

prefrontal cortex, which would inhibit some of the 

risky pleasure-seeking behaviors, is why 

adolescence is such a dangerous time. While 

adolescents are extremely healthy, mortality rates 

increase by 200-300 percent due to risky 

behavior. Scientists have also shown that reward 

pathways are activated when an adolescent is 

with a group of peers, which is why kids take extra 

risks when with friends that they might not take 

when alone. 

The imbalance between aroused dopamine 

systems and self-regulation systems sounds like a 

scary story, but it also represents a unique 

opportunity to reach adolescents with positive 

stimuli that will be hard-wired in high definition 

years later. Unfortunately, American high schools 

are by and large not taking advantage of this 

opportunity. 

“Our high school students are among the worst in 

the developed world,” Steinberg said. The high 

school math and reading scores on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) have 

https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=38
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been flat for 40 years. In contrast, both 

elementary school students and middle school 

students have improved. And U.S. schools tend to 

spend more money on high schools, those 

teachers make more money, and on the whole 

elementary schools enroll more low-income kids 

than high schools. Steinberg contends that the 

traditional arguments for why schools fail don’t 

explain everything that’s going on. 

“It’s because our high schools are so boring,” 

Steinberg said. He notes U.S. high school students 

who study abroad report their experiences were 

more interesting and more challenging, while 

foreign students who study in the U.S. say 

American high school is more boring. 

Steinberg believes part of the reason school is so 

boring for teens is that it doesn’t challenge them; 

they’re bored. Students themselves report that 

they can get by in school without doing much. 

“When we are not challenging our kids in high 

school, not only are we hindering their academic 

development, but we also aren’t taking 

advantage of the plastic prefrontal cortex,” 

Steinberg said. The prefrontal cortex is 

strengthened by challenge and novelty. 

https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=38
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/analysis/2010-section1a.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/analysis/2010-section1a.asp
http://www.slate.com/articles/life/education/2014/02/high_school_in_america_a_complete_disaster.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/life/education/2014/02/high_school_in_america_a_complete_disaster.html
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education/report/2012/07/10/11913/do-schools-challenge-our-students/
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“This is when we want them to be challenged and 

pushed because this is when we can develop 

advanced thinking, as well as self-regulation,” 

Steinberg said. 

Teachers often say their students struggle with 

work that is below grade level and must catch up 

before they can take on more challenging tasks. 

But scaffolding can ensure that even the catch-

up process is challenging in an interesting way. 

Consistently providing students with work that is 

slightly more challenging than their current level 

keeps them engaged. If the work is too easy, they 

will disengage and become frustrated. 

The problem is that many high schools confuse 

“challenging work” with “amount of work.” 

Students are stressed out by the volume of tasks 

they must complete each night or week, but that 

isn’t the same thing as being challenged by the 

work. Steinberg points out that hours of repetitious 

work that is not challenging do nothing but make 

kids hate school. 

“Rates of anxiety disorders among adolescents 

are at record levels,” Steinberg said. “We are 

raising generations of students who we are driving 

crazy with what we are asking of them.” 

Recognizing this pitfall is not only important for 
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maximizing the opportunity to make a lasting 

impact on students’ extremely malleable 

developing brains, but also because a plastic 

brain is also vulnerable to the wrong influences. 

Adolescence is the most likely time for mental 

illness to develop, and substance abuse is 10 

times worse if a student starts using before the 

age of 15. “It’s not just the type of people who 

begin using earlier, it’s the way the adolescent 

brain is responding to the use,” Steinberg said. The 

aroused dopamine system in the adolescent 

brain craves drugs, nicotine or alcohol in a 

different way than at other times in life. 

Stress also has a big impact on adolescent brains. 

A recent study from UC Berkeley showed that 

growing up as an adolescent during wartime took 

years off people’s lives. “[Stress] takes more years 

off of your life if you are a teenager than if you are 

a child or an adult,” Steinberg said. 

TAKING ADVANTAGE OF A MALLEABLE BRAIN 

Understanding the neuroscience at work in the 

adolescents populating classrooms can help 

teachers develop lessons that challenge, engage 

and satisfy the search for novelty in teens. Those 

experiences in turn could be some of the most 

http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/2015/05/22/how-schools-can-help-nurture-students-mental-health/
http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/2015/05/22/how-schools-can-help-nurture-students-mental-health/
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meaningful ones in their lives. If educators and 

parents don’t take note of this research, kids will 

continue to tune out, seek pleasure in risky places 

and continue on into college-level courses 

unprepared. 

Research has shown that targeting prefrontal 

cortex development in adolescents does help. 

Despite being a bit clichéd, Steinberg pointed to 

initial research findings that mindfulness in schools 

can improve self-regulation, the single most 

important quality to leading a successful life. 

Steinberg says that statistically there are four 

things everyone has to do to have a good life: 

graduate high school, don’t have a child until 

being married, don’t get in trouble with the law 

and don’t be idle. 

“If you play by those rules you will be guaranteed 

a basically decent life,” Steinberg said. “This is not 

a moral thing, this is a statistical fact.” 

Self-regulation and delayed gratification are 

important skills to clear those four hurdles. 

Steinberg basically says that if educators and 

parents can teach kids self-regulation, they can 

reduce poverty.  

http://rd.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12671-012-0094-5
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Explore: Teenage Years, adolescents, brain 

research, prefrontal cortex, teens 

Source: MindShift. How we will learn. 

 

 
 

veryone remembers Newspeak, the 

straitjacketed version of English from George 

Orwell’s novel 1984 (1949). In that dystopia, 

Newspeak was a language designed by 

ideological technicians to make politically 

incorrect thoughts literally inexpressible. Fewer 

people know that Orwell also worried about the 

poverty of our ordinary, unregimented 

vocabulary. Too often, he believed, we lack the 

words to say exactly what we mean, and so we 

say something else, something in the general 

http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/category/teenage-years/
http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/tag/adolescents/
http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/tag/brain-research/
http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/tag/brain-research/
http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/tag/prefrontal-cortex/
http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/tag/teens/
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neighbourhood, usually a lot less nuanced than 

what we had in mind; for example, he observed 

that ‘all likes and dislikes, all aesthetic feeling, all 

notions of right and wrong… spring from feelings 

which are generally admitted to be subtler than 

words’. His solution was ‘to invent new words as 

deliberately as we would invent new parts for a 

motor-car engine’. This, he suggested in an essay 

titled ‘New Words’ (1940), might be the 

occupation of ‘several thousands of… people.’ 

Now, I don’t have anything against the invention 

of new words when it’s appropriate. But Orwell 

was badly mistaken, and not just for ignoring the 

fact that English already picks up new words on a 

daily basis. His reasons for wanting that extra 

expressive power are, uncharacteristically, poorly 

thought-out. Language just doesn’t work in the 

way that either 1984’s Ministry of Truth or the more 

benign bureau of verbal inventors in ‘New Words’ 

presume. And understanding why that is will put 

us in a position to explain a lot of what goes under 

the heading of metaphysics. 

Imagine you really did have a repertoire of 

concepts and names that allowed you to say 

exactly what you meant, pretty much whatever 

you noticed, or whatever occurred to you. 

Adrienne Lehrer, a linguist at the University of 
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Arizona, wrote Wine and Conversation (2009), a 

book about wine vocabulary: ‘earthy’, ‘full-

bodied’, ‘flowery’, ‘cloying’, ‘disciplined’, 

‘mossy’, and so on. Many, many such adjectives 

turn up in wine commentary, though evidently 

not enough of them to live up to Orwell’s ideal. 

Imagine really having precise terms for all those 

flavour notes. Orwell was especially worried 

about capturing our inner lives, so imagine also 

having words for the day-to-day events that 

remind you of particular experiences that only 

you have undergone. Feeling a little swamped? 

It’s not simply that your mind would be 

submerged in conceptual clutter; it’s not just that 

it wouldn’t be possible to learn most of these 

words, or to communicate with them. In fact, 

Lehrer found that people don’t manage to 

communicate very well with their wine 

vocabularies; if subjects are asked to pick a wine 

out of a lineup on the basis of someone else’s 

description of it, they mostly can’t do it. 

Presumably this sort of talk isn’t really about 

communication, but it’s also something of an 

exception. 

For the most part, our repertoire of concepts and 

labels for individuals is important because we use 

it in our reasoning. Descriptions are useful in that 
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we can draw conclusions from them. In the most 

basic case, you would use a rule: when certain 

conditions are met (for example, when you’re 

making the American chef Deborah Madison’s 

mashed potatoes and turnips), certain 

implications follow (an appropriate pairing would 

be a Sancerre in the summer, or a Cabernet 

Franc from the Loire in fall or winter). Your ever-so-

precise mot juste might capture exactly what you 

see or feel but, if there’s no inference you can fit 

it to, then there’s nothing you can do with it. 

Descriptions that you can’t fold into your 

reasoning are useless. 

The thing is, the useful ones don’t come easy. 

Back in the 18th century, the philosopher David 

Hume thought that we were mostly led from one 

belief to another by causes, and he thought we 

learned that As cause Bs by seeing lots of As 

followed by lots of Bs. That’s somewhat 

oversimplified, but it’ll do as a stand-in. It would 

mean that in order to add a causal connection 

to your intellectual repertoire, somebody or other 

would have to take the time to observe all those 

As and Bs. If we do this systematically, that’s 

science. (It’s not always science: if we do it with 

recipes, it’s kitchen testing.) Now, science takes 

time and money, and as the US Congress keeps 
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reminding the National Science Foundation and 

NASA, there’s only so much to go around. The 

point generalises: those inferential connections 

are expensive, and we can afford only so many 

of them. So if you want to think effectively, you 

have to be selective. You have to confine your 

descriptions of the world around you, of your inner 

life and all the rest of it, to the descriptions that 

someone has invested in, doing what was 

needed to embed them in a network of usable 

inferential links. 

Most of the time, you don’t have much of a say in 

where those investments are made, and so you 

end up with a descriptive vocabulary that 

doesn’t quite fit what you want to think about, or 

tell other people about. But, in those cases, the 

right thing to do is exactly what Orwell doesn’t 

like. Go ahead, use words that misdescribe 

whatever it is. Choose terms that let you draw 

conclusions. But (and maybe this would improve 

matters by his lights) be upfront about what 

you’re doing.  

Tag what you said as pretty much true, or almost 

entirely true, or true enough, or technically true, or 

maybe just good enough for government work. 

Or use a hedge like the one from a few lines back: 

somewhat oversimplified, but it’ll do as a stand-in. 
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Maybe Orwell was right that we need to invent 

more words. I do think we could use more 

qualifiers such as these. 

Philosophers in the English-speaking world for the 

most part think of truth as an all-or-nothing matter. 

(Here’s a typical expression of this attitude, 

borrowed from Charles Travis’ Unshadowed 

Thought (2000): ‘‘Approximately’, like ‘basically’, 

is a polite negation. If what I say is (only) 

approximately true, then it is, strictly speaking, 

false.’) I think otherwise. It’s actually more 

important to be able to register how something 

you said was partways true than it is to announce 

that something is simply true. (Most of the time 

when you do that, it’s repetition for emphasis.) We 

can’t avoid cutting intellectual corners, forcing 

our experience to fit our language and then 

squinting to see whether the conclusions we draw 

still stand. In other words, we’re in the business of 

using approximations and idealisations. 

In that case, it’s natural to look for recipes – that 

is, routinised ways of generating those self-aware 

misdescriptions, preferably ones that you can 

apply in a great many cases. If you’ve taken an 

introductory physics class where the problem sets 

seemed to assume that the world was made of 

point masses and rigid bodies and frictionless 
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planes, or if you took intro econ where markets 

were populated by perfectly rational and 

informed buyers and sellers, you’ve encountered 

recipes like that. But these aren’t just tricks of the 

trade in one scientific discipline or another. We 

have a great many recipes for misdescription that 

work similarly in everyday life. Often we’re so used 

to them that we don’t even notice how they get 

put to work. 

Aristotle came up with a simplifying technique of 

this sort, one that has made its way into the 

standard intellectual toolkit that everybody picks 

up as a child. I’m sure you don’t need reminding 

that people can look very different from one 

another, and that this is doubly the case when 

they’re at different life stages. It would be very 

tricky to take account of all that variation; a nine-

pound baby and a 270-pound football player 

have to be handled very differently on many 

occasions, for instance when you’re selling them 

plane tickets, and you’d think they might count 

differently. Shouldn’t the football player, who 

takes up two seats, count for two, and the infant 

on a lap for some fraction? But Aristotle’s 

descriptive recipe lets us say that if you’re a 

human being, you’re exactly one human. When I 

was born, I was one human, and when I was big 
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enough to try out for the team, I was one human; 

if I gain a few pounds, I don’t clock in at 1.03 

humans, and if I lose a few, I don’t become 

merely 0.94 of a person. 

This is a good idea for all sorts of purposes. It 

makes our world much more straightforward, in 

that it lets us just count off people – but not just 

people: also cats and so on – without worrying 

about those extra pounds. It’s also metaphysics. 

We translate Aristotle’s word for these individual, 

countable beings as ‘substances’, and 

philosophers generally agree that Aristotle’s 

doctrine of substance is metaphysics. Maybe it’s 

even the paradigm of metaphysics. But I’m 

suggesting that most metaphysics, not just 

Aristotle’s, consists of such recipes, formulae for 

simplifying your descriptions and making your 

thinking more straightforward. Metaphysics is 

intellectual ergonomics. 

It’s unusual to hear philosophers agree to that last 

part. In the main, they take their job as 

metaphysicians to be arguing over whether, say, 

Aristotelian substances really exist. They tie 

themselves up in knots worrying about what 

persons really are. But maybe that’s because 

personhood is an idealisation. The properly 

Orwellian question here is the same one we would 
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ask about the idealised point masses of physics or 

the perfect markets of economic theory: should 

we stick with our Aristotelian Newspeak and use 

that to misdescribe our surroundings? Or is it 

getting in our way? Is our present situation a good 

occasion to modify it or replace it with something 

else?  

Even if all that sounds pretty good, there’s a cost 

to acknowledge. Orwell went to fight in the 

Spanish Civil War, and came back deeply 

disturbed by how the press subordinated its 

reportage to one or another party line. And, he 

noticed, it wasn’t just the journalists and 

publishers. There were a great many alleged 

human rights violations, and almost everyone 

seemed to believe that one or another of them 

had taken place only if it suited their party’s 

tactical needs. Or rather, they only ‘believed’ it 

had because, the moment it was convenient, 

those beliefs would turn on a dime – even when 

they were about what were very clearly matters 

of fact, not decisions or policies. Orwell turned 

these observations into the basis for 1984’s 

doublethink. 

Doublethink isn’t just something we have to cope 

with in politics. It is the price of metaphysics, and 

metaphysics – if what I’ve told you so far comes 
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close enough to being right – is everywhere. So it 

seems we have a choice between two kinds of 

doublethink. 

If you’re thinking with the help of useful 

idealisations such as these, then the world doesn’t 

really match your descriptions of it. Lose track of 

that fact, come to believe that your metaphysics 

are just true, and you’ll have to develop a 

selective blindness – in both your intellectual and 

your day-to-day lives – to what’s actually going 

on around you. It will be like the myopia of the left- 

and right-wingers of Orwell’s own day, or the 

perversely oblivious characters in 1984. The 

economist who still insists that people really are 

economically rational agents displays a familiar 

contemporary version of that blindness. But since 

we all have to get along in a world that doesn’t 

work quite as our idealised misdescriptions say it 

ought to, we will somehow manage both to see 

things and not to see them. 

Getting by in this way runs the risk of looking (and 

maybe not just looking) dishonest. And with this 

dishonesty there might come a certain guilty 

pleasure. It’s a little reminiscent of 1950s utopian 

sci-fi, namely, the thrill of imagining that you live in 

a much more orderly, understandable world than 

we really do. 
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The alternative to this kind of fantastical 

dogmatism is always to accompany what you 

announce with hedges. You see that a 

conclusion follows from your idealised description, 

and you remind yourself not to draw it on this 

occasion. You warn other people that what you 

just told them is only roughly true, and to watch 

out for the exceptions. You’re honest, but only 

because you’re always attaching those 

reminders that you don’t exactly mean whatever 

it was you just said. 

I don’t think the choice is clean, and sometimes 

there are ways around it. For example, 

misdescriptions can be a bit like self-fulfilling 

prophecies. Emotional investment sometimes 

follows those inferential investments; as you get 

used to thinking and talking with other people 

using some set of crisply articulated concepts, 

your interest can gradually shift to the common 

ground. A good number of philosophers originally 

took up the subject because they had what some 

people call existential concerns – that is, they 

were worried about the meaning of life. But in the 

field, there hasn’t been a lot of research 

investment in that concept. The nearest thing is 

probably value theory, or maybe metaethics. 

And so, decades later, those philosophers often 
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find that they care about issues in value theory 

and metaethics, and have entirely forgotten that 

they originally wanted to know about the 

meaning of life. 

Perhaps that sounds a bit iffy. Haven’t those 

philosophers lost their way? Probably, but not 

everyone who lives through these shifts of interest 

necessarily has. Sometimes it really is important 

that what you reason about and what you care 

about are exactly the same things. And 

sometimes you can get them to match up by 

gradually changing what you care about. Going 

back to our earlier illustration, for certain purposes 

anyway, shouldn’t you care about, precisely, 

people, and not so much about the messy real-

world things we all are, which are only 

approximately people? 

I don’t think we can do without metaphysics, 

understood as the kind of intellectual ergonomics 

I’ve just described; the world is far too messy a 

place. And mostly we don’t want to quietly forget 

about the bits and pieces of the mess that matter 

to us. So we’re going to have to live with 

doublethink. The only question is, which kind?  

I can feel the temptations of the first option. 

Wouldn’t it be so orderly to live in the British 
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philosopher Timothy Williamson’s world, where the 

vague concepts all come with clean, sharp 

boundaries? (It’s just that we’ll never know where 

they are.) Wouldn’t it be reassuring to live in the 

world of the American philosophers W V O Quine 

and Donald Davidson, where people are never 

illogical, and are mostly right about most things? 

(If it seems otherwise, you must be mistranslating 

them.)  

Maybe it’s just me, but I prefer honest 

doublethink, where you’re upfront with yourself 

and with other people about your 

misrepresentations. The other sort – where you tell 

yourself that the world is as you say, but then 

somehow simultaneously cope with and ignore 

the ways it isn’t – is probably the norm in many 

walks of life: it certainly is in the world of 

professional philosophy. But I don’t want, as 

Orwell put it, ‘to know and not to know, to be 

conscious of complete truthfulness while telling 

carefully constructed lies’ – no doubt in part for 

the reasons that his readers were horrified at such 

descriptions of the cynical apparatchiks of 1984. 

Source: Aeon.co. Philosophy. 
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Film review: "Mockingjay—Part 2" 

The Hunger Games: Lots of funerals and a 

wedding  

AS 

PROSPERO waited for the press screening of 

"The Hunger Games: Mockingjay, Part 2" to start, 

a male, middle-aged and slightly rotund film 

critic—irritated that Lionsgate had confiscated all 

phones, presumably to prevent any live-

tweeting—wished aloud that he had brought a 

colouring book to keep himself amused. Others 

laughed in agreement; the critic seated in front of 

your reviewer, fitting a similar description, 

promptly fell asleep and snored. 

These men—either too lofty for a series aimed at 

young adults, or simply obnoxious—clearly have 
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not recognised what a breath of fresh air the 

"Hunger Games" films have been for young 

women. Watching a woman in an action movie 

who is neither the kittenish object of James Bond's 

attentions nor an action heroine who 

coincidentally likes fighting in short-shorts and a 

skin-tight tank-top has been rejuvenating and 

exciting. Katniss Everdeen—the series’ hero—is 

proud, lethal, and determinedly her own person. 

She is cast straight from the mould of 

Shakespeare’s great unlikeable military hero 

Coriolanus. 

Each of the Hunger Games films (this being the 

fourth and last one) has passed the Bechdel Test, 

which assesses the roles of women in films. In this 

instalment the rebelling districts, led by President 

Coin (Julianne Moore) and Katniss, the 

Mockingjay (Jennifer Lawrence), seek to topple 

President Snow’s autocratic Capitol regime. As 

such, women talk to each other about the pain 

of enduring a civil war, worry about their survival 

and clash over military tactics. Indeed, many of 

the key figures in the film—not only Coin and 

Katniss but also other unit commanders and 

district leaders—are women. There are no teary-

eyed conversations about men or love: these are 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bechdel_test
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powerful women who are getting on with the 

business of orchestrating an insurrection. 

But the film’s striving for equality falls short. It is the 

men—Gale, Beetee, Haymitch—that come up 

with the practical solutions. At one point, when 

Katniss expresses concern about the planned 

offensive and collateral loss of civilian life, Gale 

(played by Liam Hemsworth) says "it’s war, 

Katniss"—as if she, who has slaughtered legions 

with her own bow and arrow by this point, would 

have failed to grasp that. The men are regularly 

held up as uncompromising and brutal—

President Snow murders an enemy at the dinner 

table—whereas the women are implored to 

"experiment with sensitivity and warmth". 

Johanna Mason (Jena Malone), one of the films’ 

most wonderfully sarcastic and ferocious 

characters, argues that she has been overlooked 

as a leader because she is not affable enough. It 

mirrors exactly the complaints of the films’ star, 

Jennifer Lawrence, regarding Hollywood’s 

treatment of women. In an essay for Lena 

Dunham’s website Lenny, Ms Lawrence wrote 

that she failed to negotiate equal pay for many 

of her roles due to the fear of seeming "difficult", 

and that she is now through "trying to find the 

http://www.lennyletter.com/work/a147/jennifer-lawrence-why-do-i-make-less-than-my-male-costars/
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'adorable' way to state [her] opinion and still be 

likeable". 

The film’s ending is also rather irritating. Katniss, 

Peeta, and their two impossibly cute children 

frolic in a sun-filled meadow in the perfect picture 

of marital bliss. Perhaps, like the scene depicting 

Finnick Odair and Annie Cresta’s wedding in the 

bunker of District 13, it is designed to remind us 

that life must go on in the face of atrocities and 

trauma—which is more timely than ever. More 

likely, however, is that Suzanne Collins suffered 

from a lack of imagination. It smacks of the get-

married-or-die dichotomy of Victorian novels, 

and it does not ring true for someone as fiercely 

independent and intractable as Katniss. It is a 

facile way out—the film could easily have 

concluded a minute earlier and still satisfied the 

audience’s need for closure and assured us of 

Katniss’s peace of mind. Alas, it turns out that no 

matter how many tyrants you topple, every 

woman must be wed. 

This is not to write the whole film off. The visual 

extravagance of the previous films returns, as do 

the grisly details. The Capitol playmakers treat the 

attacking rebels to pools of burning tar and to 

endless crowds of faceless zombies, with 

translucent skin and rows of sharp teeth. There are 
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sustained periods of stomach-churning 

suspense—particularly when Katniss and her unit 

take shelter in the poorly lit, eerily quiet sewers. It 

picks up the franchise’s strong thread of political 

propaganda to great effect. Peeta, a puppet in 

various machinations throughout the series, 

tearfully "can’t tell what’s real and what’s fake" 

and must ask his new allies for verification. Shortly 

after, he is forced to participate in a video 

broadcast, designed to rally insurgents and strike 

fear into the heart of the Capitol. Only he is armed 

with a gun empty of ammunition, because he is 

considered unreliable. 

On the whole, the film is engaging and filled with 

more than a few eyebrow-raising twists (Katniss 

voting to host a special revenge-

edition Hunger Games being quite a big one). All 

the more disappointing, then, that it chooses such 

a dull, conventional conclusion for a thoroughly 

unconventional heroine. Would you ever marry 

off Coriolanus? 

"The Hunger Games: Mockingjay—Part 2" is 

released on November 19th in Britain and 

November 20th in America 

Source: The Economist 
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Anonymous "declared war" on so-called Islamic 

State following the deadly attacks in Paris. 

As part of its "cyberwar" on IS, the hacker group 

has now released several guides aimed at 

teaching us all how to break into IS websites and 

attack the network's social media accounts.  

It's part of Operation Paris, or #OpParis, and one 

document is called a Noobguide for beginners. 

Newsbeat speaks to experts about what this 

means for those tempted to try. 

Prof Tim Watson, director of the cybersecurity 

centre at the University of Warwick, says 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-30717580
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Anonymous is providing "a valuable counter-

narrative" to what Islamic State is promoting 

online. 

'Independent thinkers' 

He tells Newsbeat the hacker group has great 

strengths because it's not "from the establishment" 

and is made up of "independent thinkers" so they 

can reach audiences which may normally feel 

disconnected. 

But while its actions may be "well meant", Prof 

Watson questions their call for hacking "noobs" 

(newbies) to join in for the following reasons. 

1. You'd be breaking the law 

Pure and simple, hacking a computer is illegal. 

There are laws that mean you could be put into 

prison for up to 10 years for misusing a computer 

system. 
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2. You could be traced 

Prof Watson says: "We would not ask the public to 

help out with a hostage situation or a drugs raid - 

they would get in the way and may get injured.  

"The same is true here. 

"Even specialists find operation security difficult, so 

someone who picks up a 'how to' guide and tries 

to follow it will almost certainly give enough 

information away for them to be identified." 
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Potentially the people running an Islamic State 

website or social media account could trace your 

IP address - that means working out who you are 

and where you are. 

3. Some accounts should be left alone 

Prof Watson says some will be left active 

deliberately, to allow security services to monitor 

what could turn into terrorist activity. 

He explains: "I'm not party to any decision making, 

but you can imagine specialists will deliberately 

leave certain channels open because they 

provide useful sources of intelligence.  

"Those channels might be the ones that are shut 

down by well-meaning people if they follow 

Anonymous' instructions." 

Still want to help? Here are some legal things you 

can do 

* If you spot someone on Facebook or Twitter 

abusing the terms of service then you can report 

them, safely and anonymously. 

* It's the same if you spot someone who is misusing 

websites. You can report them to the internet 

owner or the relevant internet authorities. 
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* Prof Watson says be creative and use your voice 

to counter some of the things which are said by 

IS.  

However, he warns: "You are raising your head 

above the parapet, so you need to be careful 

what you are saying.  

"I would not advise anyone to say anything strong 

against an organised group who have shown 

they are willing to use violence." 

For more stories like this one you can now 

download the BBC Newsbeat app straight to your 

device. For iPhone go here. For Android go here. 

Source: BBC Newsbeat 

 

 

 

 

 

Sexting, or what teenagers apparently call 

“dodgy pix”, “nudes” or “nude selfies” – not that 

https://itunes.apple.com/gb/app/bbc-newsbeat/id999362879?mt=8
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=bbc.newsbeat&hl=en_GB
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I’ve ever heard them do that – is becoming 

standard practice among this age group. This 

announcement comes from the government’s 

Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre 

(Ceop) which is worried that most who do so are 

unaware that their actions could result in a 

criminal conviction. As a secondary school 

teacher and parent I can attest that we are in 

uncharted, daunting waters. 

Yet while there is frenetic work going on over 

radicalisation and child sexual exploitation, the 

most recent official government advice on sex 

and relationship education was issued 15 years 

ago. There is no strategic focus on sex education 

and this remains shocking, particularly when 

figures show that 31% of girls and 16% of boys 

aged 13-17 report that they have experienced 

sexual violence at least once in their short lives. 

The training given to teachers on sex and 

relationship education is either nonexistent or 

inadequate and we are left to muddle our own 

way through, should the topic present itself. It is 

unsurprising, then, that I and 62% of my fellow 

teachers are apprehensive about delivering 

sexually explicit content. Yet the issues raised by 

teen sex and relationships can affect our work as 

teachers. 

http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/nov/10/sexting-becoming-the-norm-for-teens-warn-child-protection-experts
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/services-and-resources/research-and-resources/partner-exploitation-and-violence-in-teenage-intimate-relationships/
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/services-and-resources/research-and-resources/partner-exploitation-and-violence-in-teenage-intimate-relationships/
https://www.atl.org.uk/media-office/2014/Viewing-pornography-is-leading-to-an-increase-in-sexually-explicit-conversations-among-pupils.asp


 

140 

How, for example, is the reality of sexting affecting 

young people’s emotional wellbeing and their 

educational attainment? And before the rolled 

eyes or exasperated sighs of “we can’t be 

surprised young people are obsessed with sex”, 

let us pause to consider how it might feel to know 

that five of your colleagues in the office have 

circulated a picture of your breasts or a dick pic. 

It would be difficult to return to work each 

morning amid the giggles and sneers, much less 

concentrate, wouldn’t it? 

In the vacuum created by not providing personal 

social and health education (PSHE), this is 

increasingly the experience of our young people. 

And, as with most things in society, there is a 

heavy gender imbalance. According to the 

NSPCC, where sexting is concerned girls are “the 

most adversely affected”. The usual double 

standards abide; girls’ sexual expression is easily 

twisted into something to be ashamed of while 

boys can boast of theirs. 

What the NSPCC finds is that, yes, sexting is an 

expression of burgeoning tween/teenage 

sexuality. But it is also, all too often, linked to 

harassment, bullying, control and violence. It 

objectifies and is largely coercive. Some girls 

become victims of “snaking” – a practice in 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/apr/08/dick-pic-government-privacy-surveillance-gchq
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/globalassets/documents/research-reports/sexting-research-summary.pdf
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/globalassets/documents/research-reports/sexting-research-summary.pdf
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which a boy befriends a girl, solicits “dodgy pix” 

only for them to be shared among his friends as a 

form of cultural currency. The French 

anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss posited that 

patriarchy is founded upon the “exchange of 

women” between men. It is something these 

teenage boys innately understand. 

And so, in any given class, a teacher might find 

themselves managing the behaviours of a victim 

of sexual bullying and harassment, an abuser and 

countless online bystanders. Teachers, parents 

and, crucially, young people themselves, need 

sex and relationship education to be made 

compulsory. This is the only way to ensure that 

schools give it proper curriculum time. Currently 

state secondary schools are only required to 

cover sex education as it relates to contraception 

and sexually transmitted infections. Schools are 

therefore well within their rights to ignore issues 

such as pornography and sexting. It’s shocking to 

think that secondary academies and free schools 

do not have to provide any sex education at all. 

We know young people are interested in sex, so 

educating them on these issues shouldn’t be 

about finger-wagging moralising. Neither should it 

be about criminalisation because, really, how 

many adults can remember passing up stolen 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2011/nov/22/claude-levy-strauss-patrick-wilcken-review
http://www.theguardian.com/education/schools
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fumbles with their teenage crush because, you 

know, it’s illegal. That is not the world as we knew 

it then or now. 

Source: The Guardian 

 

 

 

 

BITCOIN has a bad reputation. The decentralised 

digital cryptocurrency, powered by a vast 

computer network, is notorious for the wild 

fluctuations in its value, the zeal of its supporters 
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and its degenerate uses, such as extortion, buying 

drugs and hiring hitmen in the online bazaars of 

the “dark net”. 

This is unfair. The value of a bitcoin has been pretty 

stable, at around $250, for most of this year. 

Among regulators and financial institutions, 

scepticism has given way to enthusiasm (the 

European Union recently recognised it as a 

currency). But most unfair of all is that bitcoin’s 

shady image causes people to overlook the 

extraordinary potential of the “blockchain”, the 

technology that underpins it. This innovation 

carries a significance stretching far beyond 

cryptocurrency. The blockchain lets people who 

have no particular confidence in each other 

collaborate without having to go through a 

neutral central authority. Simply put, it is a 

machine for creating trust. 

The blockchain food chain 

To understand the power of blockchain systems, 

and the things they can do, it is important to 

distinguish between three things that are 

commonly muddled up, namely the bitcoin 

currency, the specific blockchain that underpins 

it and the idea of blockchains in general. A 

helpful analogy is with Napster, the pioneering 
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but illegal “peer-to-peer” file-sharing service that 

went on line in 1999, providing free access to 

millions of music tracks. Napster itself was swiftly 

shut down, but it inspired a host of other peer-to-

peer services. Many of these were also used for 

pirating music and films. Yet despite its dubious 

origins, peer-to-peer technology found legitimate 

uses, powering internet startups such as Skype (for 

telephony) and Spotify (for music streaming)—

and also, as it happens, bitcoin. 

The blockchain is an even more potent 

technology. In essence it is a shared, trusted, 

public ledger that everyone can inspect, but 

which no single user controls. The participants in a 

blockchain system collectively keep the ledger 

up to date: it can be amended only according to 

strict rules and by general agreement. Bitcoin’s 

blockchain ledger prevents double-spending 

and keeps track of transactions continuously. It is 

what makes possible a currency without a central 

bank. 

Blockchains are also the latest example of the 

unexpected fruits of cryptography. Mathematical 

scrambling is used to boil down an original piece 

of information into a code, known as a hash. Any 

attempt to tamper with any part of the 

blockchain is apparent immediately—because 
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the new hash will not match the old ones. In this 

way a science that keeps information secret (vital 

for encrypting messages and online shopping 

and banking) is, paradoxically, also a tool for 

open dealing. 

Bitcoin itself may never be more than a curiosity. 

However blockchains have a host of other uses 

because they meet the need for a trustworthy 

record, something vital for transactions of every 

sort. Dozens of startups now hope to capitalise on 

the blockchain technology, either by doing 

clever things with the bitcoin blockchain or by 

creating new blockchains of their own (see 

article). 

One idea, for example, is to make cheap, 

tamper-proof public databases—land registries, 

say, (Honduras and Greece are interested); or 

registers of the ownership of luxury goods or works 

of art. Documents can be notarised by 

embedding information about them into a public 

blockchain—and you will no longer need a 

notary to vouch for them. Financial-services firms 

are contemplating using blockchains as a record 

of who owns what instead of having a series of 

internal ledgers. A trusted private ledger removes 

the need for reconciling each transaction with a 

counterparty, it is fast and it minimises errors. 

http://www.economist.com/news/briefing/21677228-technology-behind-bitcoin-lets-people-who-do-not-know-or-trust-each-other-build-dependable
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Santander reckons that it could save banks up to 

$20 billion a year by 2022. Twenty-five banks have 

just joined a blockchain startup, called R3 CEV, to 

develop common standards, and NASDAQ is 

about to start using the technology to record 

trading in securities of private companies. 

These new blockchains need not work in exactly 

the way that bitcoin’s does. Many of them could 

tweak its model by, for example, finding 

alternatives to its energy-intensive “mining” 

process, which pays participants newly minted 

bitcoins in return for providing the computing 

power needed to maintain the ledger. A group of 

vetted participants within an industry might 

instead agree to join a private blockchain, say, 

that needs less security. Blockchains can also 

implement business rules, such as transactions 

that take place only if two or more parties 

endorse them, or if another transaction has been 

completed first. As with Napster and peer-to-peer 

technology, a clever idea is being modified and 

improved. In the process, it is fast throwing off its 

reputation for shadiness. 

New chains on the block 

The spread of blockchains is bad for anyone in 

the “trust business”—the centralised institutions 
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and bureaucracies, such as banks, clearing 

houses and government authorities that are 

deemed sufficiently trustworthy to handle 

transactions. Even as some banks and 

governments explore the use of this new 

technology, others will surely fight it. But given the 

decline in trust in governments and banks in 

recent years, a way to create more scrutiny and 

transparency could be no bad thing. 

Drawing up regulations for blockchains at this 

early stage would be a mistake: the history of 

peer-to-peer technology suggests that it is likely to 

be several years before the technology’s full 

potential becomes clear. In the meantime 

regulators should stay their hands, or find ways to 

accommodate new approaches within existing 

frameworks, rather than risk stifling a fast-evolving 

idea with overly prescriptive rules. 

The notion of shared public ledgers may not 

sound revolutionary or sexy. Neither did double-

entry book-keeping or joint-stock companies. Yet, 

like them, the blockchain is an apparently 

mundane process that has the potential to 

transform how people and businesses co-

operate. Bitcoin fanatics are enthralled by the 

libertarian ideal of a pure, digital currency 

beyond the reach of any central bank. The real 
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innovation is not the digital coins themselves, but 

the trust machine that mints them—and which 

promises much more besides. 

From the print edition: Leaders  

Source: The Economist 

 

 

Time with teens is the new maternity leave 

The earliest months may not be when your 

children need you most. Taking maternity leave 

when your children are in their teens can be more 

valuable and rewarding for all 

 

 

 

http://www.economist.com/printedition/2015-10-31
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Right behind you: Jo Wiltshire and her daughter 

Evie, 11 Photo: John Lawrence 

By Anna Tyzack 

4:06PM BST 21 Aug 2015 

Five weeks after giving birth to me, my mother 

returned to her office job. It was the same when 

my brother Will was born. But, years later, she 

more than made up for the time she lost with us 

as young children. When I was in my early teens 

she gave up work for eight years to concentrate 

on us. How convenient, we joked – we were out 

of nappies, and at school full-time. 

It turns out, however, that our mother was 

something of a pioneer. A study published 

recently in the Journal of Marriage and Family 

suggests that the only stage at which the quantity 

of time parents spend with their offspring really 

matters is during adolescence. 

Having parents who are there physically and 

emotionally for teenagers is a factor associated 

with better behaviour during the hormonally-

turbulent years, according to the study of 1,600 

youngsters by the University of Toronto. And the 

more time teenagers spend with parents at meal 

times and family occasions, the less likely they are 

to do drugs, drink alcohol or indulge in illicit 

behaviour. 
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Another study, published this week by 

the Children’s Society, of 53,000 children in 15 

countries, reports the alarming fact that British 

youngsters are among the unhappiest in the 

world. They feel worse about going to school 

every day than their peers in Ethiopia and 

Romania, with bullying and anxiety about body 

image prime concerns. 

Parenting expert Jo Wiltshire says that an 

increasing number of mothers see “teen 

maternity leave” as the only way to provide 

teenagers with the support they need. She’s 

doing it herself; her daughter, Evie, 11, is starting 

secondary school in September and she wants to 

be there for the transition. “The period between 

the ages of five and 10 is quite calm in terms of 

parenting, but when they hit the teenage years 

children can revert to a neediness that is more 

akin to toddler-hood. I feel that I’ll need to 

support her more,” she says. 

Teenage girls are most needy around age 13-14, 

she says, while boys are more insecure at 16-17. 

Major changes in environment are a factor. 

Adolescents have moved from the familiarity and 

certainty of their first school to a larger 

establishment where they are exposed to 

influences that can be negative and damaging. 

Add to this the pressures of achieving 

http://http/www.childrenssociety.org.uk
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academically, plus an obsession with 

appearance that is prevalent in an age group 

desperate to fit in, and no wonder some struggle 

From the start of term next month, Wiltshire will 

take Evie to school each day and collect her, 

something she hopes will provide a positive 

constant in her changing world. “I’m looking 

forward to the after-school hours we’ll have 

together,” she says. “When you’re working, life at 

home can be an exercise in logistics – but now I’ll 

have time to talk to her properly.” 

Mother of two Rachel Hirst, from Leeds, who writes 

a popular parenting blog, Umeandthekids.com, 

says that stopping work when her son Lewis turned 

13 is the best thing she could have done. She’ll 

return to work only when her second son Jake, 

now 13, has left school. “They definitely need me 

more these days,” she says. “Jake has been 

bullied recently; it’s been great that I’ve been 

able to meet his teachers and get to the bottom 

of the problem.” 

She says her relationship with the boys has 

improved dramatically and she feels less of an 

''onlooker’’ in their lives. “I know what’s going on 

without having to be a stalker. Some parents think 

they’re not cool enough to talk to their teenagers 

but I just go up to their rooms and annoy them. 

And I feel so honoured when they want to do 

http://www.umeandthekids.com/
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things with me. We go to the cinema together 

and to gaming events. We have a laugh.” Hirst 

took lengthy maternity leave when her sons were 

babies but says that taking time out for a 

teenager makes more sense. “A baby can be left 

in nursery to socialise while you work, but when 

your children are older and their hormones are 

rushing around it’s so important to be there for 

them.” 

My mother confesses that she found term-time 

quite dull after the stimulation of the office, but 

the holidays more than made up for it. Having 

spent years paying for us to do activities with a 

nanny, she could now be part of the action. “It 

was great to enjoy my children while I had the 

energy,” she says. 

But what happens when your children no longer 

need you and it’s time to return to the workplace? 

Career breaks at this stage are certainly longer 

than traditional maternity leave and, as my 

mother discovered, it’s almost impossible to slot 

back into your old job. A more junior role was 

unacceptable – but equally she didn’t want to do 

nothing, although income was less of a factor 

after we’d left home. In the end she applied her 

business skills to running a b&b. Now, however, 

she says that she wishes she’d ''kept an oar in’’ at 

her office. 
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Wiltshire acknowledges this is an obstacle for 

many women and says far greater flexibility is 

needed in the workplace ''so that parents can 

step up when most needed”. 

For women who suspect that spending more time 

with their teenagers would result in stress for all 

concerned, the Canadian researchers 

recommend staying in work. An anxious or 

unhappy full-time mum will only makes matters 

worse. 

I think my mum got it right. I don’t have any 

recollection of the nanny who cared for me 

during the first years of my life, but I do have many 

happy memories of school holidays spent with my 

mother. 

 

 

 

In Teen Music Choices, Anxiety Rules 

Teens' brains reveal discomfort when taste fails to 

conform 
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In 2009, Miley Cyrus reportedly 

made an astonishing 25 million 

dollars. Most of that money 

came from album sales, which 

were reported to be slightly over 

4 million during that year. Four million…Four 

million?!  Have you heard Miley Cyrus sing? Are 

there really four million kids out there willing to 

spend their hard-earned babysitting money on a 

Miley Cyrus album because they deeply love 

listening to her sing? Well, according to the 

findings of a study recently published in 

Neuroimage, selling four million albums does not 

translate to having four million people like your 

music. The study reports that there is good reason 

to believe that a lot of those purchases were 

made out of fear -- a fear well known 

to adolescents all over America: terror of social 

rejection. 

The fear of social rejection is so strong in 

adolescents because their relationships are 

essential for passing on the lessons that will enable 

them to join adult society. In order to do this 

properly and efficiently, teenagers come 

equipped with the ability to learn fast and 

furiously from their peers, especially those who 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/entrez
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=the-teen-brain-hard-at-wo
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wield more social power  -- who are older or more 

popular. Although this system developed 

because it helps  the teen transition to adulthood, 

it has proven an excellent principle upon which to 

base economic decisions. The popular kids 

dictate teen culture, and if they endorse it 

(Twilight, anyone?) it will sell. 

Gregory S. Berns, the chair of Neuroeconomics at 

Emory University, and his colleagues set out to 

understand more about the neural and 

behavioral mechanics of social influence on 

decisions about purchasing music. The 

researchers’ basic question was: When people 

change their behavior based on social influence, 

is it their actual preferences that change, or 

simply their behavior? In order to investigate this 

question they designed a clever behavioral study 

that was amenable to being performed while 

participants had their brains scanned. 

The researchers chose to study adolescents 

between the ages of 12 and 17, a cohort thought 

to be highly susceptible to social influence, and 

known to buy at least one third of albums in the 

United States. Each participant heard a short clip 

of a song downloaded from the social-

networking website Myspace. Following the clip 

they were asked to make two ratings, one 

http://www.ccnl.emory.edu/greg/
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indicating how familiar 

they were with the clip 

(which was always the 

hook or chorus of the 

chosen song) and one 

indicating how much they 

liked the clip on a five point scale. The clip was 

then played a second time, and they were again 

asked to rate how much they liked the song. 

However, in two thirds of these second trials the 

teens were shown a popularity rating that was 

estimated based on the number of times the song 

was downloaded.  

 

When no information about the popularity of a 

song was displayed, teens changed their likability 

rating of the song 12 percent of the time. Not 

surprisingly, after being shown the popularity of a 

song, teens changed their ratings more 

frequently, on average 22 percent of the time. 

This difference was highly significant, and it is 

worth noting that among those who changed 

their likability ratings, 79 percent of the time teens 

changed their ratings in the direction of the 

popularity rating -- they followed the crowd.  

 

These behavioral findings validate a great deal of 

previous research on conformity, and 
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demonstrate that it is alive and well in the 

average American adolescent. Although these 

results are compelling, they do not address 

whether or not teens were actually “following the 

crowd” or, upon further reflection and 

information from their peers, changed their 

intrinsic preference for a particular piece of 

music. To investigate this question, Berns and his 

colleagues looked to brain activity. 

 

Their logic was simple: Using the first rating of the 

songs, it would be possible to find a network of 

brain regions that related to individuals’ reports of 

liking the music. If, after they changed their minds 

in the second rating, this network appeared 

again, then it would suggest that the adolescents 

really did change how much they liked the music 

based on the influence of their peers. If, on the 

other hand, a different network of regions 

revealed itself following a change in likability 

rating, this would be more in line with the notion 

that teens were simply complying with their 

peers.  

 

Liking of songs, based on teens’ initial ratings was 

strongly related to activity in the head of the 

caudate nucleus. Although the exact nature of 

caudate activity remains a source of debate, 
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most agree that activity in this area is highly 

related to reward and valuation. So it appears to 

reflect pleasure, not familiarity. The researchers 

also observed activity in a number of regions that 

have been previously associated with the 

pleasurable aspects of listening to music. 

 

When adolescents changed their ratings, 

according to their brain activity, it had nothing to 

do with increased liking of the music. Instead, a 

very different picture emerged. The network of 

regions associated with changing a rating 

included bilateral insula, the anterior cingulate 

cortex and the supplementary motor cortex and 

frontal poles -- regions 

previously associated with 

anxiety and pain. These 

regions all showed 

increased activity when 

teens were shown a 

popularity rating that did 

not match their own, 

meaning that they had 

this neural response prior to changing their own 

rating. Interestingly, individuals who 

demonstrated the greatest sensitivity to 

popularity, as determined by survey measures 

taken at the beginning of the study, manifested 
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the strongest insula activity during the act of 

conforming. Simply, the greater the insula activity, 

the higher the odds of conforming. The authors 

suggest that this pattern of 

activity can be explained 

by cognitive or emotional 

dissonance caused by the 

mismatch between one’s 

ratings and the ratings of 

others.  

 

So, the authors argue, 

conforming seems to be 

motivated not by the 

positive utility of behaving 

like your peers, but instead out of anxiety and 

pain at the prospect of being a “contrarian.” 

Again, this points to the function of peer influence 

during adolescence. During adolescence, peers 

wield considerable coercive power -- that is, 

friends are quick to dispense disapproval, teasing 

and rejection when social norms are not followed. 

The pain  of being rejected by one’s peer group 

can be a matter of life or death, as recent cyber-

bullying cases in the news demonstrate.  

 

So what does this study mean practically? Well, 

there are very different implications for 

http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=bitch-evolved-girls-cruel
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commerce and parents. In terms of marketing, if 

you want to sell a lot of albums, get the popular 

kids hooked, and their endorsement will cause 

enough fear among their overly attentive peers 

to make the music sell. The idea of being able to 

relate to another teen for only $12.95 is very 

appealing to adolescents, who are consumed 

with trying to maintain their status in their peer 

groups.  

 

For parents the implications are a little different. 

Take heart from these findings. It is likely the case 

that your teenagers do not actually like the 

terrible music you hear during those brief 

moments when they take their ear buds out. In 

fact, the researchers found that adolescents who 

were most sensitive to the ratings of others 

engaged in much less active listening (which is 

particularly encouraging given the lyrics of some 

popular music). The bottom line for parents is that 

if your adolescents’ need for the latest Hannah 

Montana album keeps them in step with their 

peer group, take it as a sign that they are aware 

of their culture -- and this type of conformity is 

often predictive of a teen eventually becoming a 

well-adjusted adult. 

http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=how-teenagers-find-themselves
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My son’s tattoo hurt me deeply 

 

Put out the bunting, 

crack open the beers, 

stand  there in the 

kitchen smiling from ear 

to ear, because he's 

home – our student son 

is home and the family 

is together again. And 

after supper, after the 

washing up is done, the others – his younger 

siblings – drift off to watch television, and he says: 

"Would you like to see my tattoo?" 

I say, "You're joking." 

He says, "No, I'm not." 

But still I wait. Any minute he's going to laugh and 

say, "You should see your faces" because this has 



 

162 

been a running joke for years, this idea of getting 

a tattoo – the hard man act, iron muscles, shaved 

head, Jason Statham, Ross Kemp. He's a clever 

boy. Maybe during his school years he thought a 

tattoo would balance the geeky glory of 

academic achievement. 

His father says, "Where?" 

"On my arm," he says, and touches his bicep 

through his shirt. 

His lovely shoulder. 

In the silence, he says, "I didn't think you'd be this 

upset." 

After a while, he says, "It wasn't just a drunken 

whim. I thought about it. I went to a professional. 

It cost £150." 

£150? I think, briefly, of all the things I could buy 

with £150. 

"It's just a tattoo," he says, when the silence goes 

on so long that we have nearly fallen over the 

edge of it into a pit of black nothingness. "It's not 

as if I came home and said I'd got someone 

pregnant." 
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It seems to me, unhinged by shock, that this might 

have been the better option. 

His father asks, "Does it hurt?" 

"Yes," I say, cutting across this male bonding. "It 

does. Very much." 

For three days, I can't speak to my son. I can 

hardly bear to look at him. I decide this is rational. 

The last thing we need, I think, is 

an explosion of white-hot words 

that everyone carries around for 

the rest of their lives, engraved on 

their hearts. In any case, I'm not 

even sure what it is I want to say. 

In my mind's eye I stand there, a 

bitter old woman with pursed lips wringing my 

black-gloved hands. He's done the one thing that 

I've said for years, please don't do this. It would 

really upset me if you did this. And now it's 

happened. So there's nothing left to say. 

I know you can't control what your children do. 

Why would you want to, anyway? If you 

controlled what they did, you'd just pass on your 

own rubbish tip of imperfections. You hope the 

next generation will be better, stronger, more 
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generous. I know all you can do as a parent is to 

pack their bags and wave as you watch them go. 

So I cry instead. I have a lump in my throat that 

stops me from eating. I feel as if someone has 

died. I keep thinking of his skin, his precious skin, 

inked like a pig carcass. 

My neighbour says, "There's a lot of it about. So 

many teenagers are doing it." I stare at pictures of 

David Beckham with his flowery sleeves, Angelina 

Jolie all veins and scrawls. Tattoos are 

everywhere. They seem no more alternative than 

piercings these days. But I still don't understand. 

Sam Cam with her smudgy dolphin, the heavily 

tattooed at Royal Ascot – these people are role 

models? 

"My niece had doves tattooed on 

her breasts," says a friend, "And 

her father said, you wait, in a few 

years' time they'll be vultures." 

It's the permanence that makes 

me weep. As if the Joker had 

made face paints from acid. Your youthful 

passion for ever on display, like a CD of the Smiths 

stapled to your forehead. The British Association 

of Dermatologists recently surveyed just under 600 
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patients with visible tattoos. Nearly half of them 

had been inked between the ages of 18 and 25, 

and nearly a third of them regretted it. 

I look up laser removal. Which is a possibility, I think 

miserably, that only works if you want a tattoo 

removed. And I'm not in charge here. My son is. 

My husband asks, "Have you seen it yet?" 

I shake my head. Like a child, I am hoping that if I 

keep my eyes tightly shut the whole thing will 

disappear. 

"It's his body," he says gently. "His choice." 

"But what if he wants to be a lawyer?" 

"A lawyer?" 

"Or an accountant." 

"He'll be wearing a suit. No one will ever know. 

And he doesn't want to be a lawyer. Or an 

accountant." 

I know. I know. 

I meet a colleague for lunch. "He knew how much 

it would hurt me," I say, tears running down my 

face. "For years I've said, don't do it. It's there for 

ever, even after you've changed your mind 
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about who you are and what you want to look 

like. You're branded, like meat. It can damage 

your work prospects. It can turn people against 

you before you've even opened your mouth." 

She says, "Tell him how you feel." 

But I can't. For a start, I know I'm being completely 

unreasonable. This level of grief is absurd. He's not 

dying, he hasn't killed anyone, he hasn't 

volunteered to fight on behalf of a military 

dictatorship. But I feel as though a knife is twisting 

in my guts. 

I get angry with myself. This is nothing but 

snobbery, I think – latent anxiety about the 

trappings of class. As if my son had deliberately 

turned his back on a light Victoria sponge and 

stuffed his face with cheap doughnuts. I am 

aware, too, that I associate tattoos on men with 

aggression, the kind of arrogant swagger that 

goes with vest tops, dogs on chains, broken beer 

glasses. 

Is this what other women feel? Or perhaps, I think, 

with an uncomfortable lurch of realisation, just 

what older women feel. I stand, a lone 

tyrannosaurus, bellowing at a world I don't 

understand. 
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Tattoos used to be the preserve of criminals and 

toffs. And sailors. In the 1850s, the corpses of 

seamen washed up on the coast of north 

Cornwall were "strangely decorated" with blue, 

according to Robert Hawker, the vicar of 

Morwenstow – initials, or drawings of anchors, 

flowers or religious symbols ("Our blessed Saviour 

on His Cross, with on the one hand His mother, 

and on the other St John the Evangelist"). "It is their 

object and intent, when they assume these signs," 

says Hawker, "to secure identity for their bodies if 

their lives are lost at sea." 

Tattoos, then, were intensely practical, like 

brightly coloured smit marks on sheep. 

Perhaps even then this was a fashion statement, 

a badge of belonging. Or just what you did after 

too much rum. Later, the aristocracy flirted with 

body art. According to the National Maritime 

Museum in Greenwich (they know a lot about 

tattoos), Edward VII had a Jerusalem cross on his 

arm while both his sons, the Duke of Clarence and 

the Duke of York (later George V), had dragon 

tattoos. Lady Randolph Churchill, Winston's mum, 

had a snake on her wrist. 

But you can do what you like if you're rich. 
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On day three, still in a fog of misery, I say to him, 

"Shall we talk?" 

We sit down with cups of coffee. I open my mouth 

to speak and end up crying instead. I say, "You 

couldn't have done anything to hurt me more." 

He is cool and detached. He says, "I think you 

need to re-examine your prejudices." 

I think, but I have! I've done nothing else for three 

days! But I don't say that because we aren't really 

talking to each other. These are rehearsed lines, 

clever insults flung across the dispatch box. (This is 

what comes of not exploding in anger in the heat 

of the moment.) 

I say, "Why couldn't you have waited until you'd 

left home? Why now when you're living here half 

the year?" 

"It's something I've been thinking about for a long 

time. There didn't seem any reason to wait." 

Which makes it worse. 

"I'm an adult," he says. "I paid for it with my own 

money. Money I earned." 

But we're supporting you as well, I think. As far as I 

know, you don't have separate bank accounts 
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for your various income streams. So who knows? 

Maybe we paid for it. "If you don't want to see it, 

that's fine," he says. "When I'm at home, I'll cover it 

up. Your house, your rules." 

In my head, I think, I thought it was your house, 

too. 

He says, "I'm upset that you're upset. But I'm not 

going to apologise." 

"I don't want you to apologise," I say. (A lie. 

Grovelling self-abasement might help.) 

He says, "I'm still the 

same person." 

I look at him, sitting 

there, my 21-year-old 

son. I feel I'm being 

interviewed for a job I 

don't even want. I say, "But you're not. You're 

different. I will never look at you in the same way 

again. It's a visceral feeling. Maybe because I'm 

your mother. All those years of looking after your 

body – taking you to the dentist and making you 

drink milk and worrying about green leafy 

vegetables and sunscreen and cancer from 

mobile phones. And then you let some stranger 

inject ink under your skin. To me, it seems like self-

http://www.google.nl/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.capetowndailyphoto.com/blog/2011/01/getting-a-tattoo-at-southern-ink-exposure-2011/&ei=HXHTVP6dIIOWaprQgKAM&psig=AFQjCNEXNuAXXc1Hh9NdF9BFjCLy3srJuw&ust=1423229506565246


 

170 

mutilation. If you'd lost your arm in a car accident, 

I would have understood. I would have done 

everything to make you feel better. But this – this 

is desecration. And I hate it." 

We look at each other. There seems nothing left 

to say. 

Over the next few days, my son – always covered 

up – talks to me as if the row had never 

happened. I talk to him, too, but warily. Because 

I'm no longer sure I know him. 

And this is when I realise that all my endless self-

examination was completely pointless. What I 

think, or don't think, about tattoos is irrelevant. 

Because this is the point. Tattoos are fashionable. 

They may even be beautiful. (Just because I hate 

them doesn't mean I'm right.) But by deciding to 

have a tattoo, my son took a meat cleaver to my 

apron strings. He may not have wanted to hurt 

me. I hope he didn't. But my feelings, as he made 

his decision, were completely unimportant. 

The stars are not wanted now: put out every one; 

pack up the moon and dismantle the sun. 

I am redundant. And that's a legitimate cause for 

grief, I think. 
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A COUPLE of weeks ago, I saw a stranger crying 

in public. I was in Brooklyn’s Fort Greene 

neighborhood, waiting to meet a friend for 

breakfast. I arrived at the restaurant a few 

minutes early and was sitting on the bench 

outside, scrolling through my contact list. A girl, 

maybe 15 years old, was sitting on the bench 

opposite me, crying into her phone. I heard her 

say, “I know, I know, I know” over and over. 

What did she know? Had she done something 

wrong? Was she being comforted? And then she 

said, “Mama, I know,” and the tears came 

harder. 
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What was her mother telling her? Never to stay 

out all night again? That everybody fails? Is it 

possible that no one was on the other end of the 

call, and that the girl was merely rehearsing a 

difficult conversation? 

“Mama, I know,” she said, and hung up, placing 

her phone on her lap. 

I was faced with a choice: I could interject myself 

into her life, or I could respect the boundaries 

between us. Intervening might make her feel 

worse, or be inappropriate. But then, it might ease 

her pain, or be helpful in some straightforward 

logistical way. An affluent neighborhood at the 

beginning of the day is not the same as a 

dangerous one as night is falling. And I was me, 

and not someone else. There was a lot of human 

computing to be done. 

It is harder to intervene than not to, but it is vastly 

harder to choose to do either than to retreat into 

the scrolling names of one’s contact list, or 

whatever one’s favorite iDistraction happens to 

be. Technology celebrates connectedness, but 

encourages retreat. The phone didn’t make me 

avoid the human connection, but it did make 

ignoring her easier in that moment, and more 

likely, by comfortably encouraging me to forget 
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my choice to do so. My daily use of technological 

communication has been shaping me into 

someone more likely to forget others. The flow of 

water carves rock, a little bit at a time. And our 

personhood is carved, too, by the flow of our 

habits. 

Psychologists who study 

empathy and compassion are 

finding that unlike our almost 

instantaneous responses to 

physical pain, it takes time for 

the brain to comprehend the 

psychological and moral 

dimensions of a situation. The 

more distracted we become, 

and the more emphasis we 

place on speed at the expense of depth, the less 

likely and able we are to care. 

Everyone wants his parent’s, or friend’s, or 

partner’s undivided attention — even if many of 

us, especially children, are getting used to far less. 

Simone Weil wrote, “Attention is the rarest and 

purest form of generosity.” By this definition, our 

relationships to the world, and to one another, 

and to ourselves, are becoming increasingly 

miserly. 
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Most of our communication technologies began 

as diminished substitutes for an impossible activity. 

We couldn’t always see one another face to 

face, so the telephone made it possible to keep 

in touch at a distance. One is not always home, 

so the answering machine made a kind of 

interaction possible without the person being 

near his phone. Online communication 

originated as a substitute for telephonic 

communication, which was considered, for 

whatever reasons, too burdensome or 

inconvenient. And then texting, which facilitated 

yet faster, and more mobile, messaging. These 

inventions were not created to be improvements 

upon face-to-face communication, but a 

declension of acceptable, if diminished, 

substitutes for it. 

But then a funny thing 

happened: we began to 

prefer the diminished 

substitutes. It’s easier to 

make a phone call than 

to schlep to see someone 

in person. Leaving a 

message on someone’s machine is easier than 

having a phone conversation — you can say 

what you need to say without a response; hard 
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news is easier to leave; it’s easier to check in 

without becoming entangled. So we began 

calling when we knew no one would pick up. 

Shooting off an e-mail is easier, still, because one 

can hide behind the absence of vocal inflection, 

and of course there’s no chance of accidentally 

catching someone. And texting is even easier, as 

the expectation for articulateness is further 

reduced, and another shell is offered to hide in. 

Each step “forward” has made it easier, just a 

little, to avoid the emotional work of being 

present, to convey information rather than 

humanity. 

 

THE problem with 

accepting — with 

preferring — diminished 

substitutes is that over 

time, we, too, become 

diminished substitutes. 

People who become 

used to saying little become used to feeling little. 
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With each generation, it 

becomes harder to 

imagine a future that 

resembles the present. My 

grandparents hoped I would have a better life 

than they did: free of war and hunger, 

comfortably situated in a place that felt like 

home. But what futures would I dismiss out of hand 

for my grandchildren? That their clothes will be 

fabricated every morning on 3-D printers? That 

they will communicate without speaking or 

moving? 

Only those with no imagination, and no 

grounding in reality, would deny the possibility 

that they will live forever. It’s possible that many 

reading these words will never die. Let’s assume, 

though, that we all have a set number of days to 

indent the world with our beliefs, to find and 

create the beauty that only a finite existence 

allows for, to wrestle with the question of purpose 

and wrestle with our answers. 

We often use technology to save time, but 

increasingly, it either takes the saved time along 

with it, or makes the saved time less present, 

intimate and rich. I worry that the closer the world 
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gets to our fingertips, the further it gets from our 

hearts. It’s not an either/or — being “anti-

technology” is perhaps the only thing more foolish 

than being unquestioningly “pro-technology” — 

but a question of balance that our lives hang 

upon. 

Most of the time, most people are not crying in 

public, but everyone is always in need of 

something that another person can give, be it 

undivided attention, a kind word or deep 

empathy. There is no better use of a life than to 

be attentive to such needs. There are as many 

ways to do this as there are kinds of loneliness, but 

all of them require attentiveness, all of them 

require the hard work of emotional computation 

and corporeal compassion. All of them require 

the human processing of the only animal who risks 

“getting it wrong” and whose dreams provide 

shelters and vaccines and words to crying 

strangers. 

We live in a world made up more of story than 

stuff. We are creatures of memory more than 

reminders, of love more than likes. Being attentive 

to the needs of others might not be the point of 

life, but it is the work of life. It can be messy, and 

painful, and almost impossibly difficult. But it is not 



 

178 

something we give. It is what we get in exchange 

for having to die. 
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ADOLESCENCE is practically synonymous in our 

culture with risk taking, emotional drama and all 

forms of outlandish behavior. Until very recently, 

the widely accepted explanation for adolescent 

angst has been psychological. Developmentally, 

teenagers face a number of social and 

emotional challenges, like starting to separate 

http://mobile.nytimes.com/2014/06/29/opinion/sunday/why-teenagers-act-crazy.html?_r=2&referrer=#modal-lightbox
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from their parents, getting accepted into a peer 

group and figuring out who they really are. It 

doesn’t take a psychoanalyst to realize that these 

are anxiety-provoking transitions. 

But there is a darker side to adolescence that, 

until now, was poorly understood: a surge during 

teenage years in anxiety and fearfulness. Largely 

because of a quirk of brain development, 

adolescents, on average, experience more 

anxiety and fear and have a harder time learning 

how not to be afraid than either children or 

adults. 

Different regions and circuits of the brain mature 

at very different rates. It turns out that the brain 

circuit for processing fear — the amygdala — is 

precocious and develops way ahead of the 

prefrontal cortex, the seat of reasoning and 

executive control. This means that adolescents 

have a brain that is wired with an enhanced 

capacity for fear and anxiety, but is relatively 

underdeveloped when it comes to calm 

reasoning. 

You may wonder why, if adolescents have such 

enhanced capacity for anxiety, they are such 

novelty seekers and risk takers. It would seem that 

the two traits are at odds. The answer, in part, is 
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that the brain’s reward center, just like its fear 

circuit, matures earlier than the prefrontal cortex. 

That reward center drives much of teenagers’ 

risky behavior. This behavioral paradox also helps 

explain why adolescents are particularly prone to 

injury and trauma. The top three killers of 

teenagers are accidents, homicide and suicide. 

 

The brain-development lag has huge implications 

for how we think about anxiety and how we treat 

it. It suggests that anxious adolescents may not be 

very responsive to psychotherapy that attempts 

to teach them to be unafraid, like cognitive 

behavior therapy, which is zealously prescribed 

for teenagers. 

What we have learned should also make us think 

twice — and then some — about the ever rising 

use of stimulants in young people, because these 

drugs may worsen anxiety and make it harder for 

teenagers to do what they are developmentally 

supposed to do: learn to be unafraid when it is 

appropriate to do so. 

As a psychiatrist, I’ve treated many adults with 

various anxiety disorders, nearly all of whom trace 

the origin of the problem to their teenage years. 

They typically report an uneventful childhood 
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rudely interrupted by adolescent anxiety. For 

many, the anxiety was inexplicable and came 

out of nowhere. 

OF course, most adolescents do not develop 

anxiety disorders, but acquire the skill to modulate 

their fear as their prefrontal cortex matures in 

young adulthood, at around age 25. But up to 20 

percent of adolescents in the United States 

experience a diagnosable anxiety disorder, like 

generalized anxiety or panic attacks, probably 

resulting from a mix of genetic factors and 

environmental influences. The prevalence of 

anxiety disorders and risky behavior (both of 

which reflect this developmental disjunction in 

the brain) have been relatively steady, which 

suggests to me that the biological contribution is 

very significant. 

One of my patients, a 32-year-old man, recalled 

feeling anxious in social gatherings as a teenager. 

“It was viscerally unpleasant and I felt as if I 

couldn’t even speak the same language as other 

people in the room,” he said. It wasn’t that he 

disliked human company; rather, socializing in 

groups felt dangerous, even though intellectually 

he knew that wasn’t the case. He developed a 

strategy early on to deal with his discomfort: 

alcohol. When he drank, he felt relaxed and able 
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to engage. Now treated and sober for several 

years, he still has a trace of social anxiety and still 

wishes for a drink in anticipation of socializing. 

Of course, we all 

experience anxiety. Among other things, it’s a 

normal emotional response to threatening 

situations. The hallmark of an anxiety disorder is 

the persistence of anxiety that causes intense 

distress and interferes with functioning even in 

safe settings, long after any threat has receded. 

We’ve recently learned that adolescents show 

heightened fear responses and have difficulty 

learning how not to be afraid. In one study using 

brain M.R.I., researchers at Weill Cornell Medical 

College and Stanford University found that when 

adolescents were shown fearful faces, they had 

exaggerated responses in the amygdala 

compared with children and adults. 

The amygdala is a region buried deep beneath 

the cortex that is critical in evaluating and 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2664095/pdf/nihms49830.pdf
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responding to fear. It sends and receives 

connections to our prefrontal cortex alerting us to 

danger even before we have had time to really 

think about it. Think of that split-second 

adrenaline surge when you see what appears to 

be a snake out on a hike in the woods. That 

instantaneous fear is your amygdala in action. 

Then you circle back, take another look and this 

time your prefrontal cortex tells you it was just a 

harmless stick. 

Thus, the fear circuit is a two-way street. While we 

have limited control over the fear alarm from our 

amygdala, our prefrontal cortex can effectively 

exert top-down control, giving us the ability to 

more accurately assess the risk in our 

environment. Because the prefrontal cortex is one 

of the last brain regions to mature, adolescents 

have far less ability to modulate emotions. 

Fear learning lies at the heart of anxiety and 

anxiety disorders. This primitive form of learning 

allows us to form associations between events 

and specific cues and environments that may 

predict danger. Way back on the savanna, for 

example, we would have learned that the rustle 

in the grass or the sudden flight of birds might 

signal a predator — and taken the cue and run 

to safety. Without the ability to identify such 
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danger signals, we would have been lunch long 

ago. 

But once previously threatening cues or situations 

become safe, we have to be able to re-evaluate 

them and suppress our learned fear associations. 

People with anxiety disorders have trouble doing 

this and experience persistent fear in the absence 

of threat — better known as anxiety. 

Another patient I saw in consultation recently, a 

23-year-old woman, described how she became 

anxious when she was younger after seeing a 

commercial about asthma. “It made me 

incredibly worried for no reason, and I had a 

panic attack soon after seeing it,” she said. As an 

older teenager, she became worried about 

getting too close to homeless people and would 

hold her breath when near them, knowing that 

“this was crazy and made no sense.” 

B. J. Casey, a professor of psychology and the 

director of the Sackler Institute at Weill Cornell 

Medical College, has studied fear learning in a 

group of children, adolescents and adults. 

Subjects were shown a colored square at the 

same time that they were exposed to an aversive 

noise. The colored square, previously a neutral 

stimulus, became associated with an unpleasant 
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sound and elicited a fear response similar to that 

elicited by the sound. What Dr. Casey and her 

colleagues found was that there were no 

differences between the subjects in the 

acquisition of fear conditioning. 

But when Dr. Casey trained the subjects to 

essentially unlearn the association between the 

colored square and the noise — a process called 

fear extinction — something very different 

happened. With fear extinction, subjects are 

repeatedly shown the colored square in the 

absence of the noise. Now the square, also 

known as the conditioned stimulus, loses its ability 

to elicit a fear response. Dr. Casey discovered 

that adolescents had a much harder time 

“unlearning” the link between the colored square 

and the noise than children or adults did. 

 

IN effect, adolescents had trouble learning that a 

cue that was previously linked to something 

aversive was now neutral and “safe.” If you 

consider that adolescence is a time of 

exploration when young people develop greater 

autonomy, an enhanced capacity for fear and a 

more tenacious memory for threatening situations 

are adaptive and would confer survival 
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advantage. In fact, the developmental gap 

between the amygdala and the prefrontal cortex 

that is described in humans has been found 

across mammalian species, suggesting that this is 

an evolutionary advantage. This new 

understanding about the neurodevelopmental 

basis of adolescent anxiety has important 

implications, too, in how we should treat anxiety 

disorders. One of the most widely used and 

empirically supported treatments for anxiety 

disorders is cognitive behavior therapy, a form of 

extinction learning in which a stimulus that is 

experienced as frightening is repeatedly 

presented in a nonthreatening environment. If, for 

example, you had a fear of spiders, you would be 

gradually exposed to them in a setting where 

there were no dire consequences and you would 

slowly lose your arachnophobia. The paradox is 

that adolescents are at increased risk of anxiety 

disorders in part because of their impaired ability 

to successfully extinguish fear associations, yet 

they may be the least responsive to 

desensitization treatments like cognitive behavior 

therapy precisely because of this impairment. 



 

188 

 

This presents a huge 

clinical challenge since 

young people are 

generally risk takers who 

are more prone to 

exposure to trauma as a direct result of their 

behavior, to say nothing of those who were 

exposed to the horrors of the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan or the mass shootings like those in 

Newtown and Aurora. Many of them will go on to 

develop post-traumatic stress disorder, which is 

essentially a form of fear learning. Now we have 

good reason to think that exposure therapy alone 

may not be the best treatment for them. A recent 

study of children and adolescents with anxiety 

disorders found that only 55 to 60 percent of 

subjects responded to either cognitive behavior 

therapy or an antidepressant alone, but 81 

percent responded to a combination of these 

treatments. And in another study, there was 

preliminary evidence that adolescents 

responded less well to cognitive behavior therapy 

than children or adults. 

This isn’t to say that cognitive therapy is 

ineffective for teenagers, but that because of 

their relative difficulty in learning to be unafraid, it 

http://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMoa0804633
http://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMoa0804633
http://www.google.nl/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.huffingtonpost.com/renee-jain/9-things-every-parent-with-an-anxious-child-should-try_b_5651006.html&ei=lN_ZVMmLAoTKOZjSgIAB&psig=AFQjCNHKSJxxl5jYJsYKQd0COQKGwBW_cg&ust=1423651084047904
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may not be the most effective treatment when 

used on its own. 

And there is potentially something else to worry 

about with our anxious adolescents: the meteoric 

rise in their use of psychostimulants like Ritalin and 

Adderall. In theory, stimulants could have a 

negative impact on the normal developmental 

trajectory of anxious teenagers. 

According to the health care data company IMS 

Health, prescription sales for stimulants increased 

more than fivefold between 2002 and 2012. This is 

of potential concern because it is well known 

from both human and animal studies that 

stimulants enhance learning and, in particular, 

fear conditioning. Stimulants, just like emotionally 

charged experiences, cause the release of 

norepinephrine — a close relative of adrenaline 

— in the brain and facilitate memory formation. 

That’s the reason we can easily forget where we 

put our keys but will never forget the details of 

being assaulted. 

Might our promiscuous use of stimulants impair the 

ability of adolescents to suppress learned fear — 

something that is a normal part of development 

— and make them more fearful adults? And 

could stimulants unwittingly increase the risk of 
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PTSD in adolescents exposed to trauma? In truth, 

we haven’t a clue. 

But we do know this: Adolescents are not just 

carefree novelty seekers and risk takers; they are 

uniquely vulnerable to anxiety and have a hard 

time learning to be unafraid of passing dangers. 

Parents have to realize that adolescent anxiety is 

to be expected, and to comfort their teenagers 

— and themselves — by reminding them that they 

will grow up and out of it soon enough. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stolen paintings hung on Italian factory worker's 

wall for almost 40 years  
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Two works by French artists Paul Gauguin and 

Pierre Bonnard thought to be worth millions were 

bought for equivalent of £300  

 

 

In 1975 a worker at the car 

firm Fiat went to an 

auction of lost property 

organised by the Italian national railway in Turin. 

He paid 45,000 lira (£32, equivalent to about £300 

today) for two paintings that caught his eye – one 

a still life and the other an image of a woman 

relaxing in her garden. 

For almost 40 years, the man – whose name has 

not been made public – kept the pictures 

hanging in his kitchen. They accompanied him on 

his move, post-retirement, to Sicily. At no point 

until last year, Italian police believe, did he realise 

what a bargain his purchase had been. 

Now it has emerged that the paintings are stolen 

works by the French artists Paul Gauguin and 

Pierre Bonnard, and the first – a still life dating from 

1869 – has an estimated value of between €10m 

and €30m (£8m -£25m). The second, entitled La 

Femme aux Deux Fauteuils (woman with two 

http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/gauguin
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armchairs), is believed to be worth around 

€600,000 (£500,000). 

Stolen in London in 1970, reportedly from the 

widower of a daughter of one of the co-founders 

of Marks & Spencer, they were unveiled on 

Wednesday to applause at the Italian culture 

ministry in Rome. Mariano Mossa, commander of 

the Italian heritage police, admitted that the 

events leading to the recovery were "decidedly 

original". 

Investigations are under way to help establish to 

whom the paintings should be given, but the 

likelihood of any British claim is unclear. The Italian 

police understand that the works were the 

property of Terence Kennedy, an American 

author and socialite who married Mathilda Marks, 

daughter of the businessman Michael Marks. But 

both Kennedy and Marks are now dead and 

Mossa said they had been unable to establish an 

obvious heir. 

According to press reports at the time, the two 

paintings were stolen by thieves on 6 June 1970 

from Kennedy's home in Regent's Park, London. 

"Three men, posing as a police officer 

accompanying two burglar alarm engineers, last 

night stole two paintings together worth £155,000 
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from a house in Chester Terrace, NW London," 

reported the Observer the following day. The 

robbers had been let in by the housekeeper, said 

the news agency UPI. "They asked her to make 

them a cup of tea, and when she returned the 

paintings had been taken from their frames and 

the men were gone." 

The Gauguin, which police said was entitled Fruits 

sur une Table ou Nature morte au Petit Chien (fruit 

on a table or still life with small dog), still bears the 

signs of its theft, with what one officer described 

as a vertical cut just visible on the surface. 

But for almost four decades the paintings' current 

owner, Mossa said, remained unaware of their 

colourful past. "The worker, it seems clear, didn't 

know what they were," Mossa said. 

It was last year that the man's son, an architecture 

student in Sicily, was leafing through a book of 

artworks and noticed a Gauguin that bore 

uncanny similarities to the painting that had hung 

for years in his father's kitchen. It was not the same 

painting, but had unmistakably been painted in 

the same style. 

Armed with photographs of that painting as well 

as the Bonnard, the Italian heritage police began 
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working last summer to identify the works and 

establish how they had come to be where they 

were. They were soon able to verify their 

authenticity and, retracing the paintings' steps, 

they decided that the works in all probability were 

taken by the thieves by train from Paris to Turin, 

but were abandoned on board, possibly during 

border checks. 

In Turin, anonymous and unclaimed, they then 

formed part of the lost property collection that 

went under the hammer in 1975. 

What will happen to the paintings now is unclear. 

Speaking at the unveiling, Mossa said it would be 

up to the Italian judicial authorities to decide who 

had legitimate ownership, adding that, as far as 

the Italian investigators had been able to 

ascertain, Kennedy and Marks had left no direct 

heir. 

A police source told the Guardian that they were 

awaiting information from the Metropolitan 

police's art and antiques unit in London to help 

clarify the situation, and that it was still likely that 

a claim of ownership could come from a member 

of the extended family. 
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A statement by Scotland Yard said it had been 

contacted earlier this year for help in tracing the 

owners but that it had "not been possible to trace 

the records of the 1970 theft". "The unit was able 

to establish that the paintings had been sold by 

Sotheby's in the US in 1962 and advised the Italian 

authorities accordingly," it added. 

As for the ex-Fiat employee, Mossa said he hoped 

very much that the paintings would be returned 

to the former Fiat employee. 

• This article was amended to alter the caption to 

reflect that the person pictured is an Italian 

minister and not a policeman 
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Why our food is making us fat  

We are, on average, 3st heavier than we were in 

the 60s. And not because we're eating more or 

exercising less – we just unwittingly became sugar 

addicts 

 

 

Up a rickety staircase at 

the Newarke Houses 

Museum in Leicester, 

England hangs a portrait of Britain's first obese 

man, painted in 1806. Daniel Lambert weighed 

53st (335kg) and was considered a medical 

oddity. Too heavy to work, Lambert came up with 

an ingenious idea: he would charge people a 

shilling to see him. Lambert made a fortune, and 

his portrait shows him at the end of his life: affluent 

and respected – a celebrated son of Leicester. 

Two hundred years on, I'm in a bariatric 

ambulance (an alternative term for obese, 

favoured by the medical world because it's less 

shaming to patients) investigating why the UK is in 

the midst of an obesity crisis. The crew pick up a 

dozen Daniel Lamberts every week. Fifty-three 

http://www.leicester.gov.uk/your-council-services/lc/leicester-city-museums/museums/newarkehouses/
http://www.leicester.gov.uk/your-council-services/lc/leicester-city-museums/museums/newarkehouses/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/leicester/content/articles/2009/06/23/daniel_lambert_feature.shtml
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2011/feb/03/ambulance-services-adapt-larger-patients
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2011/feb/03/ambulance-services-adapt-larger-patients
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/obesity
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stone is nothing special, it's at the lower end of the 

weight spectrum, with only the 80st patients 

worthy of mention when a shift finishes. The 

specially designed ambulance carries an array of 

bariatric gizmos including a "spatula" to help with 

people who have fallen out of bed or, on a 

recent occasion, an obese man jammed 

between the two walls in his hallway. As well as 

the ambulance, there's a convoy of support 

vehicles including a winch to lift patients onto a 

reinforced stretcher. In extreme cases, the cost of 

removing a patient to hospital can be up to 

£100,000, as seen in the recent case of 63st 

teenager Georgia Davis. 

But these people are not where the heartland of 

the obesity crisis lies. On average, in the UK, we 

are all – every man, woman and child – three 

stone heavier than we were in the mid-60s. We 

haven't noticed it happening, but this glacial shift 

has been mapped by bigger car seats, swimming 

cubicles, XL trousers dropped to L (L dropped to 

M). An elasticated nation with an ever-expanding 

sense of normality. 

Why are we so fat? We have not become 

greedier as a race. We are not, contrary to 

popular wisdom, less active – a 12-year study, 

which began in 2000 at Plymouth hospital, 

http://m.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2150598/Georgia-Davis-63-stone-teens-desperate-plea-I-stand-sparks-100k-rescue-operation.html
http://m.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2150598/Georgia-Davis-63-stone-teens-desperate-plea-I-stand-sparks-100k-rescue-operation.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/7307756/Obesity-rates-20-per-cent-higher-now-than-in-the-1960s.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/7307756/Obesity-rates-20-per-cent-higher-now-than-in-the-1960s.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/7307756/Obesity-rates-20-per-cent-higher-now-than-in-the-1960s.html
http://www.earlybirddiabetes.org/
http://www.earlybirddiabetes.org/
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measured children's physical activity and found it 

the same as 50 years ago. But something has 

changed: and that something is very simple. It's 

the food we eat. More specifically, the sheer 

amount of sugar in that food, sugar we're often 

unaware of. 

 

The story begins in 1971. 

Richard Nixon was facing 

re-election. The Vietnam 

war was threatening his 

popularity at home, but just 

as big an issue with voters was the soaring cost of 

food. If Nixon was to survive, he needed food 

prices to go down, and that required getting a 

very powerful lobby on board – the farmers. Nixon 

appointed Earl Butz, an academic from the 

farming heartland of Indiana, to broker a 

compromise. Butz, an agriculture expert, had a 

radical plan that would transform the food we 

eat, and in doing so, the shape of the human 

race. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/richard-nixon
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/feb/04/usa.obituaries
http://www.google.nl/imgres?imgurl=http://www.expatliving.sg/incoming/article74978.ece/alternates/w1024/obesity-singapore-1.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.expatliving.hk/body_style/health_medical/Obesity-The-growing-problem-that-continues-to-be-a-sizeable-worry-75287.ece&h=768&w=1024&tbnid=bkGhDVkapHIzJM:&zoom=1&docid=rn3-ajZUkob1xM&hl=nl&ei=O-HZVJDfI4SdPcjVgfAB&tbm=isch&ved=0CC4QMygNMA0
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Butz pushed farmers into a 

new, industrial scale of 

production, and into 

farming one crop in 

particular: corn. US cattle 

were fattened by the 

immense increases in corn production. Burgers 

became bigger. Fries, fried in corn oil, became 

fattier. Corn became the engine for the massive 

surge in the quantities of cheaper food being 

supplied to American supermarkets: everything 

from cereals, to biscuits and flour found new uses 

for corn. As a result of Butz's free-market reforms, 

American farmers, almost overnight, went from 

parochial small-holders to multimillionaire 

businessmen with a global market. One Indiana 

farmer believes that America could have won the 

cold war by simply starving the Russians of corn. 

But instead they chose to make money. 

By the mid-70s, there was a surplus of corn. Butz 

flew to Japan to look into a scientific innovation 

that would change everything: the mass 

development of high fructose corn syrup (HFCS), 

or glucose-fructose syrup as it's often referred to in 

the UK, a highly sweet, gloppy syrup, produced 

from surplus corn, that was also incredibly cheap. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2010/sep/15/high-fructose-corn-syrup-rename
http://www.google.nl/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.youthgoogly.com/wanna-lose-weight-dont-worry-obseity-vaccine-is-on-its-way/1810&ei=beHZVKDON4fAPM2_gPgG&psig=AFQjCNEp0PWGPs37AFCJnk8WPJJpXnzrjA&ust=1423651516010950
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HFCS had been discovered in the 50s, but it was 

only in the 70s that a process had been found to 

harness it for mass production. HFCS was soon 

pumped into every conceivable food: pizzas, 

coleslaw, meat. It provided that "just baked" 

sheen on bread and cakes, made everything 

sweeter, and extended shelf life from days to 

years. A silent revolution of the amount of sugar 

that was going into our bodies was taking place. 

In Britain, the food on our plates became pure 

science – each processed milligram tweaked 

and sweetened for maximum palatability. And 

the general public were clueless that these 

changes were taking place. 

There was one product in particular that it had a 

dramatic effect on – soft drinks. Hank Cardello, 

the former head of marketing at Coca-Cola, tells 

me that in 1984, Coke in the US swapped from 

sugar to HFCS (In the UK, it continued to use 

sugar). As a market leader, Coke's decision sent a 

message of endorsement to the rest of the 

industry, which quickly followed suit. There was "no 

downside" to HFCS, Cardello says. It was two-

thirds the price of sugar, and even the risk of 

messing with the taste was a risk worth taking 

when you looked at the margin, especially as 

http://www.coca-cola.com/index.jsp
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there were no apparent health risks. At that time, 

"obesity wasn't even on the radar" says Cardello. 

But another health issue was on the radar: heart 

disease, and in the mid-70s, a fierce debate was 

raging behind the closed doors of academia 

over what was causing it. An American nutritionist 

called Ancel Keys blamed fat, while a British 

researcher at the University of London Professor 

John Yudkin, blamed sugar. But Yudkin's work was 

rubbished by what many believe, including 

Professor Robert Lustig, one of the world's leading 

endocrinologists, was a concerted campaign to 

discredit Yudkin. Much of the criticism came from 

fellow academics, whose research was aligning 

far more closely with the direction the food 

industry was intending to take. Yudkin's colleague 

at the time, Dr Richard Bruckdorfer at UCL says: 

"There was a huge lobby from [the food] industry, 

particularly from the sugar industry, and Yudkin 

complained bitterly that they were subverting 

some of his ideas." Yudkin was, Lustig says simply, 

"thrown under the bus", because there was a 

huge financial gain to be made by fingering fat, 

not sugar, as the culprit of heart disease. 

The food industry had its eyes on the creation of 

a new genre of food, something they knew the 

public would embrace with huge enthusiasm, 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/2004/dec/08/guardianobituaries1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Yudkin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Yudkin
http://profiles.ucsf.edu/ProfileDetails.aspx?Person=5291002
https://iris.ucl.ac.uk/research/personal/index?upi=KRBRU16
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believing it to be better for their health – "low fat". 

It promised an immense business opportunity 

forged from the potential disaster of heart 

disease. But, says Lustig, there was a problem. 

"When you take the fat out of a recipe, food 

tastes like cardboard, and you need to replace it 

with something – that something being sugar." 

Overnight, new products arrived on the shelves 

that seemed too good to be true. Low-fat 

yoghurts, spreads, even desserts and biscuits. All 

with the fat taken out, and replaced with sugar. 

Britain was one of the most enthusiastic adopters 

of what food writer Gary Taubes, author of Why 

We Get Fat, calls "the low-fat dogma", with sales 

rocketing. 

By the mid-80s, health experts such as Professor 

Philip James, a world-renowned British scientist 

who was one of the first to identify obesity as an 

issue, were noticing that people were getting 

fatter and no one could explain why. The food 

industry was keen to point out that individuals 

must be responsible for their own calorie 

consumption, but even those who exercised and 

ate low-fat products were gaining weight. In 1966 

the proportion of people with a BMI of over 30 

(classified as obese) was just 1.2% for men and 

1.8% for women. By 1989 the figures had risen to 

http://garytaubes.com/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/nov/15/andrew-lansley-department-big-macs
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/nov/15/andrew-lansley-department-big-macs
http://www.theobesityepidemic.org/introduction/
http://www.theobesityepidemic.org/introduction/
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10.6% for men and 14.0% for women. And no one 

was joining the dots between HFCS and fat. 

Moreover, there was 

something else going on. 

The more sugar we ate, 

the more we wanted, and 

the hungrier we became. 

At New York University, 

Professor Anthony 

Sclafani, a nutritionist 

studying appetite and 

weight gain, noticed 

something strange about his lab rats. When they 

ate rat food, they put on weight normally. But 

when they ate processed food from a 

supermarket, they ballooned in a matter of days. 

Their appetite for sugary foods was insatiable: 

they just carried on eating. 

According to Professor Jean-Marc Schwarz of San 

Francisco hospital, who is currently studying the 

precise way in which the major organs of the 

body metabolise sugar, this momentum creates 

"a tsunami" of sugar. The effect this has on 

different organs in the body is only now being 

understood by scientists. Around the liver, it 

coalesces as fat, leading to diseases such as 

type-2 diabetes. Other studies have found that 

http://www.brooklyn.cuny.edu/web/academics/faculty/faculty_profile.jsp?faculty=376
http://www.brooklyn.cuny.edu/web/academics/faculty/faculty_profile.jsp?faculty=376
http://research.tu.edu/laboratories/schwarz/staff.html
http://www.google.nl/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.dietdoctor.com/share-a-coke-with&ei=kOHZVIDTLIKIPYS2gSA&psig=AFQjCNEXifQx62eg7idhCCrxoc0ek94Gag&ust=1423651591121928
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sugar may even coat semen and result in obese 

men becoming less fertile. One researcher told 

me that, ultimately, perhaps nothing needs to be 

done about obesity, as obese people will wipe 

themselves out. 

The organ of most interest, however, is the gut. 

According to Schwarz and Sclafani, the gut is a 

highly complex nervous system. It is the body's 

"second brain", and this second brain becomes 

conditioned to wanting more sugar, sending 

messages back to the brain that are impossible to 

fight. 

The Sugar Association is keen to point out that 

sugar intake alone "is not linked to any lifestyle 

disease". But evidence to the contrary appears to 

be emerging. In February, Lustig, Laura Schmidt 

and Claire Brindis of the University of California 

wrote an opinion article for the journal Nature 

citing the growing body of scientific evidence 

showing that fructose can trigger processes that 

lead to liver toxicity and a host of other chronic 

diseases, and in March, the New York Times 

reported a study that had been published in the 

journal Circulation, which found that men who 

drank sweetened beverages most often were 

20% more likely to have had a heart attack than 

those who drank the least. David Kessler, the 

http://www.sugar.org/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2012/feb/01/tax-regulate-sugar-alcohol-tobacco
http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2012/feb/01/tax-regulate-sugar-alcohol-tobacco
http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2012/feb/01/tax-regulate-sugar-alcohol-tobacco
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/20/health/research/sugar-sweetened-drinks-linked-to-heart-disease.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/20/health/research/sugar-sweetened-drinks-linked-to-heart-disease.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/20/health/research/sugar-sweetened-drinks-linked-to-heart-disease.html
http://www.theendofovereatingbook.com/
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former head of the US government's most 

powerful food agency, the FDA, and the person 

responsible for introducing warnings on cigarette 

packets in the early 90s, believes that sugar, 

through its metabolisation by the gut and hence 

the brain, is extremely addictive, just like 

cigarettes or alcohol. He believes that sugar is 

hedonic – eating it is "highly pleasurable. It gives 

you this momentary bliss. When you're eating 

food that is highly hedonic, it sort of takes over 

your brain." 

 

In London, Dr Tony 

Goldstone is mapping out 

the specific parts of the 

brain that are stimulated 

by this process. According to Goldstone, one of 

the by-products of obesity is that a hormone 

called leptin ceases to work properly. Normally, 

leptin is produced by the body to tell you that you 

are full. However, in obese people, it becomes 

severely depleted, and it is thought that a high 

intake of sugar is a key reason. When the leptin 

doesn't work, your body simply doesn't realise you 

should stop eating. 

http://www.fda.gov/
http://www1.imperial.ac.uk/medicine/people/tony.goldstone/
http://www1.imperial.ac.uk/medicine/people/tony.goldstone/
http://www.merriam-webster.com/medical/leptin
http://www.google.nl/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://funzypics.com/board/pins/338/9624&ei=_-HZVJCANIbeONv4gSg&psig=AFQjCNED6ajy0AOcMtqkGjjGmgvqfOmyQA&ust=1423651679452647
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Leptin raises a big question: did the food industry 

knowingly create foods that were addictive, that 

would make you feel as though you were never 

satisfied and always wanted more? Kessler is 

cautious in his response: "Did they understand the 

neuroscience? No. But they learned experientially 

what worked." This is highly controversial. If it could 

be proved that at that some point the food 

industry became aware of the long-term, 

detrimental effects their products were having on 

the public, and continued to develop and sell 

them, the scandal would rival that of what 

happened to the tobacco industry. 

The food industry's defence has always been that 

the science doesn't prove its culpability. Susan 

Neely, president of the American Beverage 

Association, a lobby group for the soft-drinks 

industry, says: "there's a lot of work to try to 

establish causality, and I don't know that I've seen 

any study that does that." But it looks as though 

things might be changing. According to Professor 

Kelly Brownell at Yale University, one of the world's 

foremost experts on obesity and its causes, the 

science will soon be irrefutable and we may then 

be just a few years away from the first successful 

lawsuit. 

http://www.ameribev.org/about-aba/board-of-directors/
http://www.ameribev.org/about-aba/board-of-directors/
http://www.ameribev.org/about-aba/board-of-directors/
http://publichealth.yale.edu/people/kelly_brownell.profile
http://publichealth.yale.edu/people/kelly_brownell.profile
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The relationship between 

the food industry and the 

scientists conducting 

research into obesity is 

also complicated by the 

issue of funding. There is not a great deal of 

money set aside for this work and so the food 

industry has become a vital source of income. But 

this means that the very same science going into 

combating obesity could also be used to hone 

the products that are making us obese. Many of 

the scientists I spoke to are wary about going on 

the record because they fear their funding will be 

taken away if they speak out. 

The relationship between government and the 

food industry is also far from straightforward. 

Health secretary Andrew Lansley worked, until 

2009, as a non-executive director of Profero, a 

marketing agency whose clients have included 

Pizza Hut, Mars and PepsiCo. In opposition, 

Lansley asked public health expert Professor 

Simon Capewell to contribute to future policy on 

obesity. Capewell was amazed at the degree to 

which the food industry was also being consulted: 

the equivalent, he says, "of putting Dracula in 

charge of the blood bank". Lansley has made no 

http://www.andrewlansley.co.uk/
http://www.profero.com/
http://www.liv.ac.uk/researchintelligence/issue32/chd.htm
http://www.liv.ac.uk/researchintelligence/issue32/chd.htm
http://www.google.nl/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.omgfacts.com/lists/8380/More-Americans-die-of-obesity-than-any-other-country&ei=OuLZVJP9EMnWPazKgIAB&psig=AFQjCNED6ajy0AOcMtqkGjjGmgvqfOmyQA&ust=1423651679452647
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secret of his work for Profero, and denies a conflict 

of interest, saying that he did not work directly 

with the company's clients. And the government 

argues, not unreasonably, that it's essential to 

have the industry on board to get anything done. 

But the relationships are not always kept at arms 

length. Professor James was part of a WHO 

committee to recommend global limits on sugar 

in 1990. As the report was being drafted, 

something extraordinary happened: the US 

secretary of state for health Tommy Thompson 

flew to Geneva to lobby on behalf of the sugar 

industry. "Those recommendations were never 

made," says James. 

In New York, Mayor Bloomberg is currently 

planning to reduce soft drink super-sizing while 

last week, a former executive at Coca-Cola Todd 

Putman spoke publicly about the need for soft 

drink companies to move their focus to "healthy 

products". But it's not going to be easy to bring 

about change. A previous attempt to bring in a 

soda tax was stopped by intense lobbying on 

Capitol Hill. The soft-drinks industry paid for a new 

ward at Philadelphia Children's Hospital, and the 

tax went away. It was a children's obesity ward. 

Why has Kessler, when he has had such success 

with his warnings on cigarette packets, not done 

http://www.who.int/en/
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/trs/who_trs_916.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2003/apr/21/usnews.food
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2003/apr/21/usnews.food
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2003/apr/21/usnews.food
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2003/apr/21/usnews.food
http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2012/may/31/soft-drink-obesity
http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/former-coke-executive-slams-share-of-stomach-marketing-campaign/2012/06/07/gJQAKwgKMV_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/former-coke-executive-slams-share-of-stomach-marketing-campaign/2012/06/07/gJQAKwgKMV_story.html
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the same thing for processed foods high in sugar? 

Because, he tells me, when the warnings came in 

on cigarettes, the game was already up in the 

west for the tobacco industry. Their new markets 

were the far east, India and China. It was no 

concession at all. The food industry is a different 

matter. For one thing, the food lobby is more 

powerful than the tobacco lobby. The industry is 

tied into a complex matrix of other interests: 

drugs, chemicals, even dieting products. The 

panoply of satellite industries that make money 

from obesity means the food industry's 

relationship to obesity is an incredibly complex 

one. 

Anne Milton, the minister for public health, tells me 

that legislation against the food industry isn't 

being ruled out, because of the escalating costs 

to the NHS. Previous governments have always 

taken the route of partnership. Why? Because the 

food industry provides hundreds of thousands of 

jobs and billions in revenue. It is immensely 

powerful, and any politician who takes it on does 

so at their peril. "Let's get one thing straight," Milton 

tells me, however. "I am not scared of the food 

industry." 

And I believe her, because now, there is 

something far bigger to be frightened of. 

http://www.dh.gov.uk/health/category/ministers/anne-milton/
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Eventually, the point will be reached when the 

cost to the NHS of obesity, which is now £5bn a 

year, outweighs the revenue from the UK snacks 

and confectionery market, which is currently 

approximately £8bn a year. Then the solution to 

obesity will become very simple. 

• The Men Who Made Us Fat, 9pm, Thursday, 

BBC2. 

 

Nine things we learned from Apple's monster 

financial results  

Apple Watch to debut in April, iPhone sales have 

doubled in China, one billionth iOS device sold in 

November and more 

 

 

Apple enjoyed an 

impressive last three 

months in 2014, reporting 

record revenues of $74.6bn and a net profit of 

$18bn – the largest quarterly profit ever for any 

company, energy firms included. 

We already know about Apple’s record iPhone 

sales – 74.5m units – during the quarter, but the 

http://www.dh.gov.uk/health/category/policy-areas/public-health/obesity-healthy-living/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01jxzv8
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01jxzv8
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/jan/27/apple-record-quarterly-earnings-report-iphone-6-plus
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/iphone
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/jan/28/apple-financial-results-watch-iphone-china#img-1
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company’s earnings call with analysts after the 

results were announced yielded more information 

about its business in 2014 and its plans for 2015. 

Here are the key lessons. 

1. Apple Watch will ship in April 

 

 

“Development for Apple 

Watch is right on schedule 

and we expect to begin 

shipping in April,” said chief executive Tim Cook 

during the call. 

First unveiled in September, Apple Watch vaguely 

meant to be available in “early 2015” then 

“spring”. Now we have a specific month. 

But isn’t April a bit later than “early” would have 

led people to expect? “We sort of look at the year 

and think of early as the first four months, mid is 

the next four months and late is the final four 

months,” said Cook, when pressed by an analyst. 

“It’s sort of within the range and it’s basically 

when we thought.” 

Cook said that developers are working on 

bespoke apps, notifications and information 

http://www.theguardian.com/technology/apple-watch
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/apple-watch
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/sep/09/apple-watch-iwatch-wearable-device-smartwatch
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/jan/28/apple-financial-results-watch-iphone-china#img-2


 

212 

summaries that Apple 

calls “glances” for the 

Apple Watch. The 

company will be relying 

on third-party developers 

for that “killer app” to 

make the Apple Watch a success beyond the first 

version. 

2. Apple has now shipped more than 1bn iOS 

devices 

 

“On November 22nd we 

shipped our one billionth 

iOS device,” said Cook. 

“One billion devices is an 

almost unfathomable milestone, and we are all 

incredibly proud to be part of it.” 

A big milestone, one Google crossed in 

September 2013 and now has more than 1bn 

active Android users – nearly double the 530m it 

had a year before. 

3. The iPhone 6 is apparently an Android user 

magnet 

 

http://www.theguardian.com/technology/apple
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/ios
http://ben-evans.com/benedictevans/2013/9/8/androids-route-to-1bn
http://ben-evans.com/benedictevans/2013/9/8/androids-route-to-1bn
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/jun/25/google-io-android-cars-wearables-1bn-users
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/jun/25/google-io-android-cars-wearables-1bn-users
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/jan/28/apple-financial-results-watch-iphone-china#img-3
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/jan/28/apple-financial-results-watch-iphone-china#img-4
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Amid confirming that the iPhone 6 was the most 

popular iPhone in the final quarter of 2014, but 

declining break iPhone sales down further, Cook 

was unsurprisingly happy to blow some heat in 

Android’s direction. 

“The current iPhone line up experienced the 

highest Android switcher rate in any of the last 

three launches in the three previous years.”  

“Given there are fair amount of Android units out 

there, there is also an enormous amount of 

Android customers that could switch.” 

4. Mac growth is not hiding iPad’s issues 

 

 

Apple sold 5.5m Mac 

computers in the final 

quarter of 2014 – up 14% 

year-on-year, with record revenues for the 

company of $6.9bn. But Apple chief financial 

officer Luca Maestri revealed the iPad was not 

fairing so well with a 17.7% decline in sales to 

21.4m units in the last quarter of 2014. 

“The upgrade cycle is longer. It’s longer than an 

iPhone, probably between an iPhone and a PC,” 

http://www.theguardian.com/technology/ipad
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Cook admitted. “There is probably some level of 

cannibalisation that’s going on with the Mac on 

one side and the Phone on the other.” 

It seems tablets are less like smartphones and 

more like computers – why replace it if it works 

perfectly fine? 

5. Apple Pay is doing well (or contactless 

payments are unpopular) 

 

 

“Just three months after 

launch, Apple Pay makes 

up more than $2 out of $3 

spent on purchases using contactless payment 

across the three major US card networks,” said 

Cook. 

A two-thirds market share so soon after launch 

sounds impressive, although another way to look 

at this statistic is to wonder just how unpopular 

contactless payments were in the US when Apple 

Pay launched. Which, of course, is why this is a big 

opportunity for the company. 

“I think we’re in the first inning on it... we haven’t 

even completed the first inning yet. There’s tons 

http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/jan/28/apple-financial-results-watch-iphone-china#img-5
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of things on our roadmap of adding functionality 

to it,” he said. “We’re just in the US right now and 

so there’s tonnes of countries to go to.” 

6. Apple is big, not little, in China 

 

Revenues in China were 

up 70% year-on-year in 

the last quarter of the 

year, but according to 

Maestri more iPhones were still sold in the US: 

“Sales doubled year-over-year in China, our 

second largest iPhone market.” 

China is the world’s biggest smartphone market, 

but Apple has a battle with Samsung and the new 

upstart Xiaomi on its hands. 

“Our online revenues in China last quarter were 

more than the sum of the previous five years. And 

so it’s an incredible market,” said Cook. Apple 

opened 10 new stores in China in the final quarter 

of 2014, with plans for 40 by mid-2016. 

7. iOS developers are exploring HealthKit 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/china
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/jan/16/xiaomi-chinas-equivalent-to-apple
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/jan/28/apple-financial-results-watch-iphone-china#img-6
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“There has also been 

incredible interest in 

HealthKit with over 600 

developers now 

integrating it into their apps,” said Cook. 

“Consumers can now choose to securely share 

their health and wellness metrics with these apps 

and this has led to some great, new and 

innovative experiences in fitness and wellness, 

food and nutrition and healthcare.” 

He highlighted Apple’s work with hospitals in the 

US – Duke Medicine, Stanford Children and Penn 

Medicine – to integrate HealthKit data into their 

electronic medical records. That’s something that 

will take time (and some complex deals) to roll out 

elsewhere in the world, though. 

8. Apple is bullish about its IBM partnership 

 

Apple’s deal with IBM to 

drum up corporate 

business for its devices 

and apps appears to be 

going well. Cook said that Apple has now 

launched 10 “MobileFirst for iOS” apps for business 

http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/jan/28/apple-financial-results-watch-iphone-china#img-7
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customers in the banking, retail, insurance, 

financial services, telecoms and airline industries, 

as well as government workers. 

It plans to launch 12 more in the first quarter of this 

year – including for healthcare, energy and 

industrial-products firms – with the aim of having 

100 of these apps available by the end of 2015. 

“IBM is engaged with more than 130 additional 

companies looking to empower their employees 

with MobileFirst for iOS solutions and the list keeps 

growing,” said Cook. “We couldn’t be more 

pleased with this partnership.” It’s a far cry from 

the days when Apple and IBM were bitter rivals in 

the personal computer market. 

9. Apple has enough cash to buy 40 aircraft 

carriers 

 

 

If world domination 

through control of 

information technology 

doesn’t work, Apple could 

always go the more direct route. Its cash pile – 

now standing at $178bn – is enough to 

commission 40 Nimitz-class aircraft carriers, giving 

http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/jan/28/apple-financial-results-watch-iphone-china#img-8


 

218 

Apple more force capability than every other 

navy in the world – combined. 

Of course, it would have to construct the aircraft 

carriers outside of the US in order to continue 

avoiding tax on its foreign-cash piles. And it may 

want to keep a bit of money aside to pay for 

planes and helicopters to actually fill the ships. 

On the other hand, its margins would probably 

rise significantly in the aftermath. Who’s really 

going to say no to Cook when he’s pointing a 

100,000 tonne, nuclear powered office block at 

them? 

 

 

Vaccines and immunisation  

Comment is free  

What kind of parent wants to protect their kid from 

vaccines but not Disney?  

Sarah Miller 

http://www.theguardian.com/society/vaccines
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/commentisfree
http://www.theguardian.com/profile/sarah-p-miller
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I went to Disneyland 

once. I didn’t like it. I like it 

even less now that 70 

people, including five employees, have been 

infected in their measles outbreak. 

I didn’t like Disneyland because I don’t like rides, 

but also because I don’t like fantasy of any kind – 

especially the fantasy that a bunch of adults 

waving and sweating under 800 pound 

carcinogenic masks only to go home with barely 

enough money to buy the gas it took them to get 

to work and maybe three gallons of Sunny Delight 

counts as a “magic kingdom”.  

But I really don’t like the fantasy in which 

vaccinating your children is a private choice that 

you get to make for yourself and your family. 

Here’s the big news flash for people who don’t 

vaccinate their kids: you don’t live on an island in 

the middle of the woods in the middle of 

whatever century Laura Ingalls Wilder was born in 

which, if you wanted pork chops, you had to 

fatten the hog first. Having a cartoon drawing of 

your family on the back window of your Honda 

http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jan/22/measles-outbreak-disneyland-unvaccinated-kids
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jan/22/measles-outbreak-disneyland-unvaccinated-kids
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jan/22/measles-outbreak-disneyland-unvaccinated-kids
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jan/23/parent-protect-kids-measles-vaccines-not-disney#img-1


 

220 

Element doesn’t make you and them the only 

people in the world. Look around you. Those 

things with the heads and the arms and the legs 

are other human beings.  

I went to Disneyland once. I didn’t like it. I like it 

even less now that 70 people, including five 

employees, have been infected in their measles 

outbreak. 

I didn’t like Disneyland because I don’t like rides, 

but also because I don’t like fantasy of any kind – 

especially the fantasy that a bunch of adults 

waving and sweating under 800 pound 

carcinogenic masks only to go home with barely 

enough money to buy the gas it took them to get 

to work and maybe three gallons of Sunny Delight 

counts as a “magic kingdom”.  

But I really don’t like the fantasy in which 

vaccinating your children is a private choice that 

you get to make for yourself and your family. 

Here’s the big news flash for people who don’t 

vaccinate their kids: you don’t live on an island in 

the middle of the woods in the middle of 

whatever century Laura Ingalls Wilder was born in 

which, if you wanted pork chops, you had to 

fatten the hog first. Having a cartoon drawing of 

http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jan/22/measles-outbreak-disneyland-unvaccinated-kids
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jan/22/measles-outbreak-disneyland-unvaccinated-kids
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jan/22/measles-outbreak-disneyland-unvaccinated-kids
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your family on the back window of your Honda 

Element doesn’t make you and them the only 

people in the world. Look around you. Those 

things with the heads and the arms and the legs 

are other human beings.  

 

Also: you see those tiny 

little things that some of 

those people are carrying 

around? Those are what 

we call Other People’s Infants. (I know you know 

what Your Infant looks like because you have a 

picture of it on the same phone you use to read 

stupid crap written by absolute morons like Jennie 

McCarthy and Melanie Phillips while taking up a 

space in the Whole Foods parking lot.) Anyway, 

infants also can’t get vaccinated. This means 

that, if your children aren’t vaccinated, they 

could infect an infant (not your infant though, of 

course! Your infant is safe in your phone!) and it 

could die, and it would be your fault. 

I have said this many times to people – “an infant 

could die, and it would be your fault” – and they 

look at me like I just told them it’s raining. And then 

they go back to the “my private choice” thing, 

and I am left chilled to the bone with the 

http://www.smartplanet.com/blog/rethinking-healthcare/anti-vaccine-ad-to-run-in-times-square-on-new-years-eve/
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knowledge that whatever kind of anti-vaxxer 

freak they are – whether they’re the hippie “I think 

bone broth cures everything” kind or the urban 

“I’m so hypereducated that I’ve lost touch with 

reality” kind – they really just doesn’t care that 

their actions might hurt other people. 

 

The thing that I don’t get 

about this whole 

Disneyland thing is this: who even are these 

people? In order to not vaccinate, you have to 

be someone who fundamentally distrusts The 

System, who thinks that the Government and the 

Scientists and Big Ag are all in collusion with Big 

Vaccine to plunder your children’s well-being. 

You’d think these parents would be kind of 

worried about a huge, terrifying company that 

mostly traffics in antiquated gender roles and the 

plastic that gets wrapped around them. I just 

don’t understand how there exists a person who 

says to herself, “My child’s blood is going to be as 

pure as the driven snow to the detriment of basic 

public health standards and all that modernity 

holds dear”, and a minute later is like, “Let’s go all 

the way with this Frozen thing and let’s go to the 

Mothership to do it”. If you’re going to be an 

iconoclast, at least make it make sense. It’s bad 

http://www.google.nl/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.slate.com/blogs/bad_astronomy/2013/10/29/update_boulder_and_vaccines.html&ei=J-bZVLC2Dc6xPJz4gZgB&psig=AFQjCNFEZ-ftPaaJF66WiMXYDfq8NIe1NQ&ust=1423652770345620
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enough to put the public health at risk; now you 

also have to hurt everyone’s brain while we try to 

figure out what kind of crazy you are? 

No matter how many times you sing “Let It Go” 

alone in the car, it won’t change the fact that 

being anti-vaccine is sad and fundamentally 

violent. Yes, violent: it’s one group of people 

causing physical harm to others. If you’re that 

antisocial, that divorced from reality, and that 

incapable of understanding that there are other 

humans in the world, just stay home. The lines are 

shorter, and it’s a lot safer for the rest of us. 
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