
  
    Letter from the Editors


    Matt McAlister


    You know you've read a good piece of journalism when a writer takes you on someone else's journey and relates their experiences to you, bringing you closer to another world, perhaps opening your eyes in ways you didn't expect.


    It's not always the physical distance but also the cultural distance that good journalists are able to bridge.


    You'll find in this month's edition of Contributoria that the journalists selected by the community to write brought us all closer to places and issues that seemed really far away even by today's standards.


    Andrea Cesaro and Joris Leverink captured this beautifully in their article, Kalashnikovs and cameras on the road to Syrian freedom. The two young Syrian men they interviewed had strong views on the best path to peace and freedom for themselves, their families and their countries based on harsh experiences they both lived through. However, their opposing ideologies didn't stop them from working together in a refugee center in Istanbul.


    
      As much as violent conflicts incites hatred and xenophobia, it just as much facilitates the creation of unlikely alliances and the formation of uncommon friendships.

    


    From challenges with tourism in Iran to revolutionary street art in Mexico, Contributoria journalists demonstrated many misunderstandings brought about by people's differences both between and within cultures.


    Similarly, Michael Ertl gave voice to the child workers in Bolivia who have set up their own trade union. And Naomi Klein shared some insights in her interview with Liam Barrington-Bush on what awaits us if we break free of the cycle of consumerism that traps us.


    The art of life was also a common theme this month as Julie Schwietert Collazo demonstrated in her article about the great American gardens and the women who designed them. And Jon Bounds went on a search for answers to some of the world's most elusive questions in, Who makes the best cup of tea: George Orwell or Douglas Adams?


    These are just some of the articles backed by the community for this issue. In total there were 87 articles proposed, and 56 articles successfully reached their target. We paid over £20,000 directly to writers for their contributions. And we had a record number of 727 collaborators joining in the process here.


    While those figures are brilliant, we were thrilled to welcome so many new members this month who are helping us grow the funding pool to support the quality journalism happening via this new platform.


    On behalf of all the writers, thank you for your patronage. And don't be shy about sharing what's happening here with people you know who also care about quality independent journalism. Everyone is welcome to become a member and make a difference.

  


  
    Can a song change the world?


    Adam Pearson


    Can a song change the world? Maybe if you helped write it. And if we replace the word “song” with “30-minute space drone jam.”


    Our world faces challenges, or as C. West Churchman once said in the 60s, “wicked problems” that are accelerating and expanding in stature. The challenges I wrestle with on a daily basis occupy the environment, resource, economic, and behavioural spaces. For example, how do we create business opportunities while simultaneously meeting increasingly varied, and sometimes opposing objectives of economic growth, energy security, social inclusion, and reduced environmental impact? One doesn’t need to think long and hard to remember the other Big Global Problems in health, access to technology, and education, to start a non-exhaustive list.


    Many responses to these challenges call, if not for magic bullet miracles, then for very rapid solutions from science, technology, or entrepreneurship. If our challenges are globally interconnected but our problem solving approaches remain in silos, then the key to addressing these multi-dimensional problems is being able to understand systems and to think in a trans-disciplinary context.


    If the subjective emotional powers of music alone are not important enough to value, we must consider musicians (and artists at large) to serve a more practical function. Artistic experience is as critical to our toolset as any theoretical or practical background in technical, computing, business, or political topics.


    If we buy into the transdisciplinary innovation approach to solutions (oh my gosh, what a mouthful), we have to remember from where this approach comes. Writer, curator, and scientist Piero Scaruffi has noted that the fundamental ingredients of innovation today in Silicon Valley were hijacked from artists. Scaruffi explains that Silicon Valley owes its culture and defining characteristics to the hippie and counter-cultural tradition in the San Francisco Bay area, pointing to the corporate culture of failure, meritocracy, a casual work environment, and the garage (as a symbol for space of creativity)—all fundamentally borrowed from the ideals of art practice.


    Building off of Piero’s ideas, I would assert that the weirdo artist act of playing experimental music does three important things:


    
      	
        Empowers the individual by giving him or her the confidence to tap into his or her deeper curiosity and creativity;

      


      	
        Demonstrates the benefits of following a process and working within a framework; and

      


      	
        Draws on a common theoretical background or set of values. So being in an experimental band can be a very practical endeavour? Yes and furthermore, it’s a hell of a lot of fun.

      

    

    


    
      	For around a year I was in a band we called Xi Hammer. Every week our band would convene and “rehearse” over beers. Sometimes there were four of us, sometimes there were eight of us. Most of the time we had no plan. No start time, no end time. It was not uncommon for us to completely lose sense of time at our rehearsal space at Hunters Point—thanks both to the nature of our long-form music and to the physical location. As a former Superfund site, Hunters Point remains untouched by the wildfire of San Francisco gentrification and sits in the southeast corner of the city like some kind of portal to another dimension.

    


    Our plan of not having a plan manifested itself, in music terms, through long jams. At times our jams were aimless or directionless. Around half the time we all found something—a moment, a groove, a rabbit hole of madness that was special. In rehearsing for our “proper gigs,” we would try to go back and reshape the clay in the direction of our abstract non-figurines. This process was interesting in its own right, but there was always something more special about that improvised moment; something hair raising about a joint discovery that only we could experience in that moment, and something that could never emerge from the muck in quite the same way as it did that singular time.


    Albert Einstein once said that encountering the mysterious “is the fundamental emotion that stands at the cradle of true art and true science.” Maybe Xi Hammer’s spaced out music was not as revelatory as the theory of relativity, but I know we all were seeking the same ecstatic state as Einstein in our pursuits.


    During these moments, playing in an improvisational experimental band is transportative. In fully engulfing ourselves in the music to keep burrowing into this rabbit hole or building this “ladder to God,” as Michael Gira of Swans might say, we must completely let go and follow our intuitions. We can lose sense of normal human filters and dip into these unconscious, pure creative spaces during these moments of creativity. Pure id.


    After realizing that, yes, we created these sounds that could move and devour us, we had developed creative confidence. We had learned how to draw out the inaccessible and unlock the intangible parts of us. We had become addicted to excavating our experiences to get back to this state. And over time we could get there more quickly. In other words, we heightened our curiosity – how else can we get there? And if we put on the business world goggles again, I must therefore argue that creative problem solving comes from those who are pursuing discovery and transcendence with the curiosity and gusto that Einstein was.


    
      	The process of playing music in an improvisational group requires stepping back and stepping up. A framework to work within is important—both in music and in the material world. A process demands a give and take—in Xi Hammer, our process couldn’t have worked if everyone just soloed all the time. We needed to be able to read each other as band members, and thus non-verbal communication took on a great deal of importance. In learning to be bold and generative when it mattered, it was necessary to follow the rules agreed to: whether it is something as loosey goosey as “this one’s in A major and Argyris will start” or something more detailed, rules are necessary to unlock creativity.

    


    Patience and respect for the band (and the band process) is critical. I always approve of trying new things (for example, why not play the guitar with your drumsticks!?), but after a while in a group, we can learn some common guiding norms. Maybe it isn’t a good idea to bust out a bombastic Bruce Springsteen riff when the rest of the band is hypnotised by a very slow ambient trance. It is always best to build off of each other, rather than wildly disrupt things (just like in theatre improv).


    There is a fine line between improvisation and chaos (in the 9-to-5 world, an analogy would be one of those aimless eight-hour brainstorming sessions, sidelined by tangential discussions of petty details), and this is why structure is significant—knowing when and having a predictable cue to bring a freight train (or whirling dervish) to a stop. Without being able to predict or anticipate what our band members will do, those “ladder to God” moments could not emerge. Otherwise it’s all just a mess of cacophony.


    Therefore developing strong communication, following some simple rules, and respecting the contributions of peers are critical ingredients to enable the creative process. And again, these very “practical” or “job posting” skills of the material world of working within a framework and process can be developed quite intuitively in an improvisational experimental band.


    
      	I’ve played in other bands over the years. What Xi Hammer had that was different and special was that there was no central songwriter. Nobody standing around calling the shots. Everybody was coming from his own space. Andy was coming from indie rock, like Guided by Voices and Sebadoh. Jeremy was into late night music, trippy rhythms, and out-there electronics. Argyris loved his stoner rock and heavy bluesy stuff. These different backgrounds and experiences forced us to forge some space of agreement; a meeting point. This space of convergence was important – we found the overlap from our background and could identify collective values.

    


    A nontrivial aspect is that we all knew each other as friends, and moreover a group of friends who met a college radio station. [Side note: I once explained to my mother that the best litmus test for me (in a life partner search, or something like that) is to ask the question whether someone worked at an American college radio station. This is more important than a common religious upbringing, or some kind of other shared experience.]


    So what is it about college radio that creates such a deep bond, or inducts its volunteers into a border-line cult? I believe a college radio volunteer actually maps to something deeper: a belief that music matters. College radio DJs intuitively and deeply know that art can transform and that music can be meaningful. Furthermore, there is a humbleness that comes from being exposed to thousands and thousands of records. Meaningful music is not restricted to The Beatles, and furthermore, some of the most meaningful music is much more subtle and abstract.


    This was critical to our (non-)success in Xi Hammer. It wasn’t a didactic approach that we had. We weren’t trying to come up with “messages” or “statements”. We were respecting something greater than the sum of our parts. We had a common belief, a common vocabulary. A common unending worship of repetitive, churning, and hypnotic noise from Sunn O))) to Glenn Branca. This is how we found something fundamental that uniquely created our identity.


    This kind of collective value, or unspoken vision, was core and central to Xi Hammer. It was probably as valuable and key to a creative process (if not more) as knowing a set of design thinking methodologies or a common corporate set of values or missions. And so a common background of college radio goofiness and seriousness gave us a directed mission statement to create the kind of art we desired.


    Let us backtrack to the kinds of people developing some of the most interesting and efficient ideas to tackle the Big Global Problems: those who can think in systems, see multiple points of view, and understand how people and entities behave together. Creative confidence is essentially what makes an entrepreneur successful—they’re creative, risk-taking, bold, and generative (just like experimentalists). Effective brainstorming and solution design is enabled by patience, respect, and communicative teamwork within constraints (traits also held by experimentalists). And finally, successful businesses and problem solutions require broad overview with a deep set of guiding values (necessary among experimentalists).


    Our secret weapons are those who are curious, act gutsily, and contribute. And so it’s time to unleash the artists. Investing in the impractical is the most practical thing we can do.

  


  
    Lost to the race of modernity


    Akhilesh


    It was the last week of August when I walked into Taukalpur, a small village in Uttar Pradesh, some 410 miles south-west of India's capital of New Delhi.


    A small ghetto, dominated by mud houses with thatched roofs, of some 80-odd families stands apart from the rest of the village. It is impossible to miss the signs of poverty there.


    It was evening, the sun was setting in the west, and smoke was coming out of most of the roofs, a sign of dinner being cooked on the traditional chula - a kind of wood-fuelled stove made of mud. A few children, mostly dressed in vests and briefs, were playing some games unknown to me. When I enquired, I was surprised to find that none of them attend school.


    The ghetto in Taukalpur is home to traditional tattoo artists. Almost every home has one, in a profession handed down through the generations.


    The plight of traditional tattooists


    Traditional Hindu tattoo designs have lost out to modern tattoo art, which has become a fashion statement in 21st-century India. People now visit tattoo artists in posh studios, where you have to book an appointment in advance to get inked. Yet they shy away from shelling out few thousand rupees ($1 = Rs 50).


    The rise in modern tattoo art has had an impact on the traditional tattoo artists, who find it hard to get business.


    “This season I have only made around five dozen tattoos”, laments Imran Ali, 41 and father of 11 children. “A decade ago, I used to get such business in just two days. No one wants the designs we have mastered.”


    Ali, who looks older than his age, has taken up bicycle repairs as his full-time profession to make ends meet. Tattoo art for him is now a hobby that brings him extra earnings. His story is no different from that of other residents in his ghetto.


    Most of the artists I spoke to have a passion for their art, but as they can no longer make a living from it they are forced to take up other small-time trades such as motor mechanic, barber or washer man, etc. Some have been reduced to daily wage labour.


    Importance of tattoos


    The importance of traditional tattoos in Hindu society is reflected in a folk song from Gujarat’s agrarian Mer community.


    
      Listen, O Rama, uncle, brothers and grandfather, O Rama


      Mother and aunt and all return from the gateway, O Rama


      These tattoos are my companions to the funeral pyre, O Rama.

    


    In some communities, the tattoos represented the financial status of the bearer’s family. A woman who married without tattoos would be taunted that her parents were “mean and poor”. It was a common belief that a tattoo kept the body organs healthy and functioning properly. A tattoo on the forehead promoted the safe delivery of a child.


    In modern India, these designs are losing the meaning and myths associated with them and they are not recognised by the younger generation.


    "These tattoos have no meaning. They were made without any reasons", says Mithila Kumari, a 35-year-old amehandi artist. I met her in the first week of September outside Hanuman Temple campus in Conaught Place, a posh market in the centre of New Delhi. Mithila has one of the most common traditional tattoo designs on her right hand called Sita Ki Rasoi (Sita’s kitchen). Sita was the wife of the Hindu god Lord Rama.


    Another very common tattoo, consisting of five dots in a circular shape, represents the five Pandavas of the Indian religious epic, Mahabharata. It is a reminder for every woman to live amicably with her in-laws. Draupadi, the female protagonist of Mahabharata, was married to five brothers.


    The tipping point


    The Hindu month of Shravan, which falls between July and August, is considered to be the most auspicious time to get inked. The residents of Taukalpur's ghetto await the month throughout the year.


    But this year the excitement quickly faded away. Business was the worst ever, despite the artists cycling round all the villages and attending local fêtes. Most of them returned home disappointed.


    The advent of colour in tattoo art has also hurt the traditional tattooists. The new machines are expensive and ink is not available in rural areas, so the artists have to stick to handmade machines and are limited to black and white designs.


    Younger boys have also started to avoid getting inked since the Indian army and paramilitary forces, the biggest employer in these areas, started disqualifying applicants with tattoos.


    One evening, at the end of August, the village elders decided not to carry the legacy forward.


    “There is no point carrying out this art. We have neither the money nor the skills to take up the modern art. Its better for us to try new professions”, says Waseeb Ahemad. The overweight father of three, 43, is among a few in the village who have not taken alternative employment. His disappointment and fear of future is visible in his shining, small eyes.


    The future


    Experts say that the art has undergone transformation several times in the past. The meaning of the tattoo art has changed but has stayed relevant to the people and society in one form or another.


    “Earlier tattoos were worn for religious purposes. They then became identified with social hierarchy, occupation and then caste. Today they have become a fashion statement”, says Dr Swapna Samel on the phone to me from Mumbai. She has published research under the title “Religious Tattoos: Their Sociocultural Significance in Indian Society”.


    As the artists have decided not to continue the culture they represent, it is difficult to guess at the survival of traditional designs. But tattoo art will stay relevant to Indian society in a newer way. The artists in their posh studios will carry the legacy forward in their own way.

  


  
    Someone I met in September


    Danielle Batist


    This month, I met someone mad. I am allowed to say that, because when I met her she told me that I was just as mad as her. She roped me into a crazy and seemingly impossible project. One phone call led me to drop everything I was doing and fly over to the Netherlands to dive right in. I should have known better…


    “I know that you can hear me but I don’t care.” My neighbour had a point. I could hear her, giving out about me on the phone, just as I was giving out about her in the jail cell next door. There was a concrete wall between us but a big air vent near the ceiling transmitted our mutual rants word for word. The glassless barred window openings in the front wall of our cells meant that everyone in the corridor could hear us too. We did not stay angry for long, because -unlike prisoners- we were not confined to our cells. We just lived there, while we embarked on a life-changing adventure in South Africa.


    It was 2004 and my neighbour was Ilvy Njiokiktjien, a fellow student at the Dutch School of Journalism in Utrecht (SvJ – hence the t-shirt in the image above). We had separately applied for a semester abroad and somehow blagged our way into Rhodes University in Grahamstown. We didn’t know each other before we left, but that soon changed as we became neighbours, or ‘buurvrouwen’, as we called each other in Dutch. We also had a ‘buurman’ called Jorrit, who lived in a cell downstairs. Why on earth we had chosen a primitive former prison as our home for half a year is a whole other story, but it is where we ended up anyway.


    We sometimes fought, often laughed, and grew up a fair bit in the process. We fell in love with the place right there and then and we knew we’d be back to work in Africa one day to tell its many, many stories. I was ever jealous of the fact that she –as a photographer- could just work abroad, whereas I –a journalist- had to start from scratch in terms of writing in a new language. “Your camera doesn’t start working differently just because you crossed a border”, I told her, at a time where my English was only starting to shape up beyond high school level. The brilliant thing about Ilvy is that she doesn’t have time for self-pity. She simply looks at you with eyes that say: ‘just work harder’. And boy does she practice what she preaches.


    She won the National Geographic photo prize in the only category that would do her best work justice: people. Out of some 220,000 entries (yes, two-hundred-and-twenty-thousand) her image of two women in Mozambique was picked. Then her dream came through: her shocking reportage about a racist boot camp for South African children led her to win two World Press Photo prizes in one year. She was named the first ‘Photographer of the Fatherland’ (it doesn’t translate well, but it is an honorary title in the Netherlands). And this year, she was the first-ever woman to win the Silver Camera: the most prestigious prize for Dutch photojournalism. And she’s not even 30 yet (she will be by the time you read this, but only just about).


    
      When I saw her message appearing on my phone screen, I was prepared for anything.

    


    A decade on from those early days in the old gaol we still call each other ‘buurvrouw’, although all that is neighbouring these days is the North Sea between her country of residence (the Netherlands) and mine (the UK). When I saw her message appearing on my phone screen, I was prepared for anything. Just to give you an idea why: She rang me one night from Johannesburg, where she was wrapping up her job as a photographer for a daily newspaper. “Do you think I can throw away my return ticket?” she asked me, before calmly adding: “I want to drive back instead.” Needless to say that she did, all the way to Utrecht.


    Her question this time around was equally unpredictable. “Are you busy this month, buurvrouw?” Knowing that she was well aware of my ever-packed travel schedule, I ignored her question and asked her why. “I really need to save my project and you’re the only one I know who would be mad enough to do it.” If you did not know what the project was, you might have thought that I was indeed mad to reschedule flights, work and personal diaries and go. But the project was too amazing not to save.


    When Ilvy became Photographer of the Fatherland, she embarked on a one-year mission to capture the essence of Dutch life. She decided to find and photograph one hundred Dutch people aged 1 to 100 on their birthday. One hundred birthday parties in a year means at least one party every three days. But most people celebrate at the weekend. She ended up picturing 128 people to ensure there were roughly as many men as women, as well as a diverse cultural representation and a geographical spread. A logistical nightmare to say the least. Particularly since she kept her day-to-day freelance business going too.


    
      She decided to find and photograph one hundred Dutch people aged 1 to 100 on their birthday.

    


    By the time I arrived, she had driven nearly 50,000 kilometers up and down the country. Her office was full of post-it notes, with huge diaries on the wall, written on the back of sheets of wrapping paper. Her phone rang non-stop, a couple of birthday years were still missing and the Dutch Photography Museum needed images to start preparing the exhibition. The publisher who wanted to turn the project into a book was pressing for a completion date before the present-buying holiday season kicked in. He also urged her to rapidly launch her crowdfunding campaign, which she had not even had time to think about yet. There were hundreds of hours of photo selection and editing ahead.


    “Buurvrouw, I really don’t see how on earth we are going to do it and I don’t even think any of it is any good. I need to retake all these images or else we really cannot go to print.” I looked at her with the look she had first given me, back in Grahamstown all those years ago. She looked back and was silent for a second. Then she opened her laptop and started showing me pictures. From a prison to a monastery and from a house boat to a windmill. Thousands of stunning shots. It was all there. The people’s stories only added to the power of the images. A young guy drinking with friends turned out to be a transgender celebrating his first birthday as a man. A man lying in bed was in fact terminally ill and knew that his 43rd birthday would be his last.


    As the buurvrouw overloaded me with a year’s worth of pictures and stories, I poured myself a strong coffee and smiled. It was like ten years never happened.

  


  
    An enthographic study of group dynamics pertaining to the observance of the ritual of 'football'


    Danny_Smith


    Dress - To assimilate among the subjects I observed the meeting place beforehand. Their legs were usually covered in a denim of various shades of blue, or a loose fitting cotton blend with a series of stripes down the side - as these leg coverings look particularly suited for physical activity I first assumed these stripes indicated rank or ability, but judging from the perceived athleticism of the subjects and the seemingly disregard to social standing this was probably wrong.


    The top halves were woefully under-covered for the brisk autumn evening, normally clad in only one sleeveless thin layer of material.The front halves of theses top coverings bore a meaningless jumble of numbers and images, although common to these were a theme of place names and years.


    Hair was worn short and only in combinations of the species naturally occurring colours, I noted that this could potentially be a problem given that my hair is shoulder length and blue.


    Having approximated the mode of dress with the same denim leg coverings of my own and a torso covering which read 'New York 1982'. It is also worth noting that while this torso covering was new, the decoration was faded and cracked artificially perhaps denoting a respect or deference towards older objects. I hoped I wasn’t engaged and made to explain what actually happened in New York in 1982 and why it was important to me in particular.


    But on the day of the observation this was to prove a mistake anyway, when I arrived it seemed the subjects had decided on a more uniform dressed which differed from my own. The torso coverings had changed almost exclusively to a blue colour and the numbers had not only switched to the back but were only of single or two digits.


    The crowd were exclusively male, white, and between the ages of 18 - 50, and while there seemed no one enforcing this narrow spectrum it was rigorously adhered to.


    Habitat - The building compared to the dwellings that surrounded it was adorned with small triangular flags on a string, these were black in colour and bore the word 'Carling'. A manufactured sign of separated carved golden letters read 'The Black Horse' which was accompanied a hand painted sign that showed a black horse. During my observation the subjects showed no sign of illiteracy so one would presume the sign would be a warning for children or those unfamiliar to the language.


    Around the entrance a group of subjects stood with burning white sticks about a finger length long which they would inhales from and blow out foul smelling noxious smoke, this while unpleasant, formed a loose barrier to the inside space that was no more enforced than awkward body position and a cloud of uncomfortable smoke. A sort of symbolic boundary enforced by a trial of discomfort. It's worth noting that while no formal organisation seemed to be taking place, this guardianship of the entrance took place was constant, seemingly on an adhoc basis from volunteers.


    Inside was a series of sparse wooden furniture, stools and tables and benches. No concession to comfort had been made with these items although they appeared well worn and welcoming. The tables were covered with a sticky film so to adhere small cardboard squares. These cardboard mats seem to be placeholders for the drinks, although this wasn't strictly adhered to so some sort of decorative function also must be presumed.


    Along one wall was a series of bottles of various liquids, some of these were presented upside down. As these were never used I must presume these also were decorative of nature. In front of these bottles was a wooden barrier or altar about chest height, this not only delineated the space between for two people dressed entirely in black but also provided a surface to present drinks to the rest of the crowd. These people dressed entirely in black, a female and male, dispensed drinks from ornate spouts attached to this barrier - I suspect these were some sort of clergy or leaders of the ritual as it seems that only they were allowed into the sacred space between the barriers and wall of bottle and dispensed the yellow sacrament. The title for these abitrators is possibly 'Carling' as this name was also on their torso coverings but also on the spouts attached to the barrier.


    As well as serving the drink/sacrament the pair seemed to be enacting a psychodrama, each embodying different ends of the human spectrum. The female Carling had the suffix 'luv' was friendly and welcoming while the male who held both the rank of 'chief' and 'boss' was surly and authoritative in a pantomime of broadly accepted gender roles.


    Neither the barrier or the sacred space behind it was the focal point, all the furniture was pointed to a unremarkable wall.


    Behaviour - While everybody seemed to be acting communally welcoming, greeting and interacting superficially with the wider crowd they definitely had split into units of 3 - 5. These seemed to be more tightly knit, each group occasionally breaking into large display laughs designed to illicit the same loud barking sound from another group minutes later.


    When the first person had finished his drink a representative would go to the alter and order from the 'Carlings' by approaching the barrier and saying the number of people in the group. E.g. "three Carlingluv" or "five Carlingchief", while the rest of the group finished the drinks in preparation of the next.


    I approached the barrier and noticed what appeared at first to be unorganised had, in fact, a unspoken order, despite being randomly placed at the barrier people were being seen to in the order in which they arrived. The Carlings did this from memory and any mistakes being enforced by the crowd themselves deferring to those in front. Interestingly a young male waving his currency above his head trying to ignore this system had to wait much longer as his turn was ignored for five or six successive times. Each time making him more insistent and each time making him more culturally invisible.


    My turn came " One carlingchief" I said, they served me a yellow liquid in a glass. For which I paid a tithe. The drink was golden yellow in colour with a small amount of white foam on the surface. The first sip didn’t really taste of anything but the feeling of cold and effervescence. The second was slightly bitter and heavy on the palate but not entirely unpleasant. I drank more - the glasses hold approximately one fluid pint - and by three quarters I noticed the narcotic effect, while feeling more relaxed and pleasantly 'loose' I noticed also having my emotions a little heightened. For appearances sake I finished and went to get another.


    While waiting one of the gathered crowd shout towards the barrier. The attention of the crowd turned towards the unremarkable wall, after a pause an unseen mechanism lowered a white screen from the ceiling, first a glimpse of blue then what appeared to be a live feed was projected on it. The feed was of three elders dressed in tidier clothing, both the upper and lower covering were made of the same material and a knot of silk adorned their necks. A speaker transmitted what they were saying and while these elder must have held positions of respect after a minute or so speculation about the forthcoming performance the crowd largely ignored them and continued their conversations and loud laugh barking.


    At some unspoken signal the crowd at the barrier began to thin and everybody seemed to settle into seat facing the screen. The screen cut to a large field on that field was roughly twenty men, unlike the crowd they seemed to be made of a broad mixture of races and cultures and where of a younger age, often with severe or unusual haircuts and bearing tattoos. These performers wore shorter leg coverings and the same torso coverings as the crowd, half of the performers however wore a torso covering of a different colour.


    The performance on the projected screen started when a third carling placed a yellow orb in the middle of the field and blew a whistle.


    The performance that followed was a highly complicated and, at times, quite impassioned. Although some of the acting, especially those involving injury, was a heightened pantomime rather than acting. The yellow was the focus as the different performers propelled it from side to side (confusingly referred to as 'up and down the pitch' although there was no obvious gradient). Depending on the side of the field the yellow orb appeared correlated with the mood of the spectators. The performers dictated this mood, if the orb got to the left hand side of the space the performers would communicate jubilation, at the other, despair. These feeling would be mirrored by the spectators both at the field and in the space of the gathering i was attending.I feel the effect of the yellow sacrament being administered heightened these emotions. Despite the projection being clearly one way and the skill of the performers being far higher than the watching crowd, a few present still felt moved to offer advice and encouragement from their seats.


    Meaning - the performance is clearly some sort of symbolic ritual. If you take the yellow orb as the Sun and the performers of different colours being avatars and embodiment of good and evil, or more specifically good and evil, it can be seen that when the familiar controlled the Sun or 'day' it was cause for jubilation, a mood of excitement often crescendoing into a shared climax of emotion, but pushing against this was the unfamiliar or 'others' that same excitement and apprehension peaking into anger and disappointment.


    I feel the performance could be allegory to the constantly shifting fortunes of daily life, much like the Carlings psychodrama performance of gender roles, the onscreen psychodrama is one of highs and lows allowing a ritualised expression of frustration, excitement, disappointment, apprehension and jubilation that perhaps wouldn’t be practical to express in everyday life. Taking place in a formalised space and aided by a mild narcotic to bring out and exorcise these sometimes toxic emotional states.

  


  
    Mapping out trade policy with human values


    Fanny Malinen


    Few assumptions go as unquestioned in economic theory than that free trade is beneficial for all involved. Yet civil society has long recognised the problems this assumption gives rise to: environmental degradation and climate change, seen merely as externalities within the mainstream, are threatening our very existence. Human and labour rights violations at the far end of the commodity chain can't escape our attention in the time of globalised information flows.


    It is often assumed that there are no alternatives to free trade, and the proponents of this ideology find it easy to use that to silence critics. Simply disagreeing with something that for those in power seems like a law of science hardly gets you very far, however well-founded that criticism may be.


    This is why a document published last year by a wide range of civil society organisations is of such utmost significance: the Alternative Trade Mandate (ATM) maps out an alternative trade policy for the EU.


    "We are regularly portrayed as being ‘anti-trade’ and ‘anti everything that gives people a good life’. Which is nonsense of course as we want the vast majority to have a better life. But that means showing that the economy can be run in a different way – it doesn’t have to be about cut-throat competition, sweatshops and a race to the bottom," says Nick Dearden, director of World Development Movement, one of the member organisations of the Alternative Trade Mandate Alliance. "Trade, for instance, can actually help smaller producers and enhance workers rights and so on. But it needs to be done in a totally different way and the goal is improving people’s lives not improving big business profits." He reminds, that despite this vision of trade being very far from what we have now, countries like Bolivia and Ecuador are already experimenting with such trade relations.


    Principles of the Alternative Trade Mandate


    The Alternative Trade Mandate is built on the principles of transparency and democratic participation. It was drafted by nearly 50 civil society organisations around Europe -- from farmers groups and trade unions to women's rights and faith groups -- and clearly states that it is not a finished document but rather an invitation to join the debate.


    In many ways, the ATM reads like a mirror image of the TTIP (Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership) that is currently being negotiated between the EU and the US. The negotiations are held in secret, not even government officials from EU member states are allowed unlimited access to documents and parliamentarians from EU states are not given information of the demands of the US. This is despite the all-encompassing nature of TTIP: if realised, it would affect every aspect of life from health and education to food and intellectual property rights and open new sectors to competition.


    No wonder then that an increasing opposition describes the free trade agreement as the corporate takeover of democracy: as John Hilary, director of the NGO War on Want, explains in a briefing by Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung: "TTIP is correctly understood not as a negotiation between two competing trading partners, but as an assault on European and US societies by transnational corporations seeking to remove regulatory barriers to their activities on both sides of the Atlantic."


    In contrast, the alternative vision for trade seeks to elevate human rights as well as labour, women's and indigenous rights above corporate interests and wants European trade policy to respect the rights of countries and regions to develop local and regional over global trade -- significant not only on EU level but even more so for developing countries that for decades have suffered deindustrialisation as result of international pressures to rely on exports of commodities of little added value. Indeed, the ATM also explicitly calls for fair distribution of income within global value chains. It also demands certain sectors to be excluded from trade negotiations, be they public goods such as health, water and education or the financial industry.


    Policy recommendations: Food and climate


    The Alternative Trade Mandate is, however, not only a set of noble principles. The greatest achievement of the document is that it offers concrete policy recommendations on issues such as food production, raw materials, the financial industry, sharing the burden of climate change, protecting public services and using public procurement as a tool for social promotion.


    One of the key concerns of the #noTTIP campaign is that the trade agreement would erode European regulations for food safety to boost the market for US products. This could lead to the spread of GMO products to Europe as well as enable currently banned or restricted imports such as beef produced with growth hormones or poultry treated with chlorine.


    Currently the difference between EU and US regulations on food and chemical safety is the 'precautionary principle'. In Europe the public is protected from suspected harm and the burden of proof lays with the producer of a substance, whereas in the US new chemicals and production processes can be rolled out until a regulator proves them harmful. While the TTIP seeks to remove these kind of 'barriers' in the name of regulatory convergence, the ATM puts this principle at the heart of trade policy.


    But it also questions our trading system's entire approach to food and views it as a right, not a commodity: the idea behind the alternative vision for trade is that of food sovereignty, the right of communities to determine their own food systems.


    Rather than distorting prices and forcing trading partners to reduce tariffs through free trade rules, the EU should support developing countries protecting their markets from cheap imports. It should also become more self-sufficient in protein and oil crops and eliminate imports of biofuels, among other things; furthermore, all environmental, social and animal welfare costs should be reflected in consumer prices.


    Another crisis that the Alternative Trade Mandate seeks to tackle through lessening the reliance on corporate solutions is climate change. It recognises international trade and investment agreements as "a driving force behind the growth of energy-intensive industrial sectors and the expansion of intensive agriculture", especially biofuels. Instead, the EU needs to increase investment in green technologies and change the intellectual property rights framework that currently prevents the spread of low-carbon technologies to poorer countries. The ATM also calls for binding and more stringent energy saving targets and the dismantling of the Emissions Trading Scheme. Again, this stands in stark contrast to the TTIP that would prevent the EU from meeting its current carbon reduction targets.


    Jobs, labour rights and human rights


    The European Commission has confirmed in an Impact Assessment Report (March 2013) that the TTIP is likely to bring "prolonged and substantial" dislocation to European workers as companies would source goods and services from the US where labour standards are lower. In addition to job losses, there are concerns that labour standards such as collective agreements would be harmonised with the US.


    The Alternative Trade Mandate Alliance's vision is completely the opposite. More than just protecting existing jobs in Europe, it supports the "globalisation of decent work": guaranteeing that European corporations enable collective organising and protect labour rights in all countries they do business in. It also wants to give the EU power to hold corporations legally accountable for the consequences of their operations, be they wherever. This is necessary to stop the current race to the bottom on labour rights that puts "workers virtually everywhere in competition with each other". In practice, it would force European companies to compensate for tragedies such as factory collapses and oil and chemical spills they now largely get away with.


    States' responsibilities on their borders would also change drastically under the policy proposed by the ATM: it demands the EU to "reinforce customs' services so as to effectively track and seize goods made by child and forced labour", whereas to "guarantee the free movement of persons and the application of working and contractual conditions of the destination countries, if more favourable than those of origin."


    Where could an alternative approach to trade take us?


    The idea that trade could be about the exchange of goods and promoting development goals rather than the thrive for corporate profits is, sadly, a radical one. In addition to being important for the sake of climate and human rights, an alternative vision for trade could serve as a stepping stone to a more radical overhaul of our economic system. Could it lead to an economic system that more broadly was driven by social justice and wellbeing for the many rather than profits for the few?


    "Trade is one aspect of the bigger picture and we need to use the economy as a tool to giving people power over their lives and societies. Trade can do this by, for instance, promoting the interests of small producers and creating regional networks to allow them to wean themselves free of dependence on big business and Northern markets. But it’s absolutely vital to say that trade isn’t always the answer. Communities, countries, regions, need to develop economic systems which meet their own needs as a priority, and which do that in as democratic and equal a way as is possible, respecting the earth’s limits," Nick Dearden says.


    The ATM clearly fits with other ideas that have become popular among social movements in Europe such as reclaiming the commons or co-operatives. Although it does not mention these, it advocates for de-commodification of public goods and greater democratic participation in economic decision-making, which can be seen as stepping stones to more profound restructuring of ownership and production. The focus on distribution rather than profits could also easily fit with the de-growth paradigm that puts sufficiency ahead of efficiency.


    Dearden, too, sees more just trade rather as part of the solution than an end goal: "When building a better economy, you can never look at trade as the answer. And to get to this place you need to do a load of other stuff too: take public control of the financial sector and de-financialise the global economy, break the stranglehold of big business on all manner of basic resources from food to energy, democratise public control of these things, implement an immediate transition to a low carbon economy... It’s a massive agenda. But the problems we face are bigger still, so we have no choice."


    The greatest achievement of the Alternative Trade Mandate is undoubtedly that it shows it is possible to start that transition.

  


  
    Is Madrassa education relevant?


    Gagandeep Kaur


    When I look back at my school and college years, spent entirely in Northern India, I cannot recall more than two-to-three Muslim students in my class, which would be much below one percent of the entire class size. This has been a pattern all throughout my education. However according to the latest census, Muslims constitute a little more than 13 percent of India’s population.


    I hardly ever had a Muslim friend or classmate because a large chunk of the community does not have access to a regular school education.


    Besides a small percentage of Muslim students get education at Madrasas or Islamic religious schools. These institutes primarily teach Urdu, Persian and Arabic literature and Islamic theology. They are known to impart literary and philosophical education.


    Though there is no official data available, experts believe that there are more than 25,000 Madrasas in India. This also includes Madrasas for girls, which are far fewer in number. Madrasas are run in total isolation from the regular education system in India.


    Madrasas are generally not viewed positively in India. These institutions have been in the midst of some controversy or the other. Recently a politician claimed that Madrasas are breeding grounds for terrorism. (See: BJP MP Sakshi Maharaj courts controversy, says madarsas teaching terrorism.) A key reason for this perception is that Madrasas are an important vehicle for creating a sense of separate identity for Muslims and thus are viewed suspiciously.


    The Curriculum


    Madrasas follow a totally different curriculum and subjects from a regular education in India. Arabic, Urdu, Muslim theology, Islamic ethics and literature are some of the subjects taught at Madrasas. Some of the mainstream or modern Madrasas have started to include modern subjects like Science, Computers, Mathematics and Social Study. However, these are very few in number.


    “Madrasa education is to understand Islam and Koran [Muslim holy book]. It helps us to lead a better life,” says Mohammad Arif, 26 years old, who is studying Arabic language at Jawaharlal Nehru University. He is an alumnus of Madrasa Taleem-Ul-Quran in South Delhi.


    Most of the Madrasas in India are affiliated to Darul Uloom Deoband’s system of education. This follows the syllabus of Dars-e-Nizami, which was prepared by Mulla Nizami in the eighteenth century. There hasn’t been any major change in the syllabus since then.


    The current syllabus consists of several stages. The primary course includes subjects like Urdu, Persian, Hindi and English. Post this the students move on to the next level of Hafiz Quran, which is memorisation of Quran. This generally takes two-to-four years. This system also offers Fazil (graduate) course which takes eight-to-ten years.


    Since the curriculum is extremely religious in nature it does not equip a student for further studies or even a career in a modern world.


    “Most of the Madrasas offer simple courses of Alim and Fazil, which is a ten-year course. So far these Madrasas are not equipped to teach students how to live their modern life,” says Ghulam Rasool Dehlvi, a well-known Islamic scholar. He is associated as an Advisor with Jamia Hazrat Nizammuddin Aulia Madrasa in New Delhi. Dehlvi is also a journalist and has written extensively on Islam.


    Other Islamic scholars echo this as well. “When you talk of Madrasas in the present condition, the way they are run is not relevant for the mainstream employment opportunities as the scope and curriculum is very limited,” says S Irfan Habib, a world-renowned historian and Islamic scholar. He is currently Maulana Azad Chair at National University of Educational Planning and Administration. He has authored several books on the subject.


    It is difficult for a Madrasa graduate to go for higher studies. Most of the modern universities do not recognise the madrasa education. After completing the ten-year education at a Madrasa a student needs to clear an exam conducted by Lucknow Board, which would empower him/her for admission in a regular college or university. The students usually prepare for this examination on their own and this is their only chance to get into a regular college. Besides this a few Muslim universities like Jamia Milia in New Delhi and Aligarh University recognize certification provided by some Madrasas.


    “Lucknow Board is actually equivalent to CBSE [Central Board of Secondary Education] because they test a student in various subjects like Science, Mathematics, Geography and English. These subjects are not taught in a Madrasa and we have to prepare for these subjects on our own,” explains Dehlvi in an animated conversation in a cafeteria in central Delhi. Dressed in white pyjamas and black kurta, it is hard to miss his Muslim identity. Over two hours, he painstakingly explained the system and concepts behind Madrasa education.


    However, what really pulls a Madrasa student down is that they can hardly ever aspire to graduate in modern subjects like Science or Economic courses because Madrasas do not teach these subjects at all.


    “The students of Madrasas can get admission in most of the courses in universities or colleges but they need to clear Lucknow Board exams. However they cannot get admission in Science courses because Science is not taught in Madrasas. They generally go for advance courses in Arabic, Urdu, Home Science etc.,” says 24-year old Saima who is a teacher at Jamia-Tul-Banat Al-Islamia. She is also pursuing Masters in Urdu Literature from Jamia University in New Delhi.


    
      Definitely, social science and science subjects should be included in Madrasa education and there should be reforms in Madrasa education.

    


    Whither Jobs?


    There are very limited job opportunities after Madrasa education. Since Madrasa education focuses mainly on religious education it doesn’t really offer any concrete career skills. The main job options available are that of a Maulana (teacher in a Madrasa) or Imam (who delivers speeches or lead prayers at a Mosque). Both these options are not very lucrative.


    A Maulana in a non-aided Madrasa is likely to earn only about Rs 5000 to Rs 10,000 per month (50 to 100 pounds). An Imam or local religious leader also earns in the same range. However, the earnings are likely to be much more if the Madrasa is aided by an organization. Then a Maulana might earn upwards of Rs 50,000 (around 500 pounds).


    “A Madrasa education is not job or career-oriented. He/she is provided a good moral education. How should you live with your neighbors, what are your responsibilities etc. After a Madrasa education, a student mainly has two options: to become a teacher or an Imam,” says Mohammad Billal, 26-years-old teacher at Madrasa Taleem-ul-Quran in South Delhi.


    He is one of the few teachers who does not have a Madrasa background. He has recently completed graduation from Delhi University and has studied in a public school. He has been teaching at this Madrasa for the last six months. [After talking to him I felt that he is teaching at Madrasa only till he can find something better.]


    Taleem-ul-Quran Madrasa is home to around 350 students. This is one of the few Madrasas, which has included subjects like Science, Mathematics, Computers and English in its curriculum. Madrasa’s founder claims to include regular subjects in the curriculum till VIII standard.


    It is thanks to Madrasas like Taleem-ul-Quran that a new job opportunity has started to emerge for the Madrasa graduates. The expertise of Madrasa students in Arabic and Urdu language is adding a new opportunity for them. Many Madrasa graduates are pursuing translation jobs from Arabic-to-English and vice versa.


    “Many of them [students] are employed with multi-national companies. They are well versed in modern Arabic having good communicative Arabic, which opens up job opportunities for them. Some of them are also employed in [Urdu] media because they have a flair for writing,” explains Dehlvi while talking of the career opportunities for the students of Jamia Hazrat Nizammuddin Aulia.


    Dehlvi himself has taken advantage of the new job opportunities for Madrasa students. He was in the past employed in a Business Process Outsourcing company. A job he claims to have got only because of his expertise in both Arabic and English language.


    Winds Of Change


    Ironically, while researching for this story I didn’t meet anybody who was averse to adopting modern education. However, the the adoption of modern education education is at a very slow pace.


    “We believe in teaching English and other subjects which are traditionally not taught in Madrasas because the students have to find a vocation in the outside world. Just religious education is not enough,” says Maulana Muhammad Ilyas of Jamia-tul-Banat Al-Islamia.


    First signs of change are that a few madrasas have started to include other subjects in the curriculum much to the benefit of the students.


    “Most of the big Madrasas are now offering courses in English, computer Science, Mathematics and other subjects. However, it is not sufficient and a lot remains to be done,” says Dehlvi. “Majority of our students go to central university. We encourage them to go to modern universities for further studies. We believe that religious education is not sufficient,” he adds.


    He further explains that there has been a small increase in the number of students who want to clear exam conducted by Lucknow Board. “Students are burning midnight oil for secular education. Though the change is small but it is happening. We cannot deny that it is not happening,” says Dehlvi.


    “The point is unless the curriculum is revised and upgraded; structural and radical changes are brought about…till then Madrasa education will not become relevant for today’s employment opportunities. To do that is a huge task and whenever there is a talk to include Madrasas in the modern education, there is a reaction from the people who run Madrasas,” explains Habib.


    Recently the Government of India sanctioned Rs 100 crore fund for modernization of the Madrasas. Several such attempts have been made in the past as well. However, there is nothing much to show for the modernization.


    All this brings us to a key question: if Madrasa education does not prepare a student for a modern life or a career, then why do parents still opt for this education for their wards?


    The reasons are manifold. The most obvious and prominent problem is poverty. The rural community doesn’t have access to schools and often a Madrasa is the only available option. Some times the schools are available but they do not have the means to take advantage. Most of the Madrasas cater to the bottom-of-the-pyramid segment. Secondly, the community strongly believes that religious education is important for overall development as it teaches how to live according to tenets of Islam.


    A chronic problem in Muslim education is the high drop-out rate. “Very few boys study beyond standard Xth. Most of them drop out and take up a small-time job,” says Maulana Mohammad Qasim Rahimi, Founder and Nazim of Madrasa Taleem-ul-Quran. Dressed in all white and with matching beard he fits the image of a traditional Maulana.


    “The main problem in Muslim education is the high dropout rate. A large number of Muslim students don’t go beyond 10th standard [high school]…most of them don’t reach that also. This is mostly for economic reasons,” says Irfan Habib.


    The Madrasa Syndrome


    Madrasas have always courted controversy in India. One reason for this is the community’s apparent resistance to change or modernization. There is a negative reaction every time the Government announces a modernization project.


    A school of thought suggests that Madrasas should not be seen as be all and end all of minority education because not more than 6-7 percent of people send their children to Madrasa.


    “The Government should be bothered about the rest 93 or 94 percent of Muslim population because they are not getting any education at all. In this context is it really important to raise issue of modernization of Madrasa and bring in mainstreaming of education when only 6 percent of Muslims go there?” questions Prof Habib.


    This further implies that the Government should help the Madrasas, which are open to modernization and leave the others. “What is happening now is that because of few madrasas who don’t want to modernise, the entire system gets trapped in the Madrasa Syndrome,” says Habib.


    So, even as the community cries for reforms in the Madrasa system it is unlikely that the reforms would be adopted anytime soon.


    “There are a lot of vested interests of people managing Madrasas and they don’t allow anything [modernization] to happen. Because once they open it up or start taking money from the Government then they are answerable and they are also monitored. Right now, they can run it the way they want. It is a captive constituency right now,” explains Habib.


    However, there is one state, which has set an example for the others. The state of West Bengal has implemented a system, which has led to the modernization of the Madrasas. While in the rest of the country the Madrasas follow their own curriculum, this is not true for West Bengal.


    The state Government controls Madrasa Board. The curriculum in Madrasas in West Bengal is almost entirely like any other school and the only difference is that they have a class where they teach Islamic theology or literature. The state has thus demonstrated that it is very much possible to introduce modernization and thus paving the way for imparting proper education to the children of the community.


    And the Girls?


    If Muslim boys end up receiving just Islamic theology in the name of education, Muslim girls are further down the rung because most of the Madrasas are for boys.


    There are a very few madrasas for girls in India so their plight is even worse than Muslim boys. Located on the banks of river Yamuna, Zayed College is believed to be Delhi’s first and the largest Madrasa for girls.


    
      We believe that education for girls is very important and this is the main reason why this institute was started.

    


    "Most of the girls from this institute take admission in Jamia Milia University, because we are affiliated with them,” says Maulana Muhammad Ilyas, Chairman of Jamia-Tul-Banat Al-Islamia, which is managing Zayed College and another English school for girls.


    Since Madrasa for girls are very few in number, the teaching assignments for them are even fewer. The community believes in strict segregation of sexes so girls cannot get teaching jobs in Madrasas for boys. There are very few women Imams as well.


    In the present scenario, Madrasas seem to have lost their relevance. There is definitely a strong case to modernize the curriculum to include modern subjects so that more career opportunities are available to Madrasa Graduates. Modernization will also play a significant role in reducing the isolation and segregation of the community.


    The situation is not different today from the time I graduated about 20-years back. My 13-year old daughter has exactly one Muslim kid in her class (about 90 students in three sections).


    Let’s hope the baby steps being taken by the community to include modern subjects in the curriculum will not just transform Madrasa system but will also help in integrating the community with the mainstream.

  


  
    My long healing journey


    Giulia Loi


    I met Vitor Pordeus in London this last May, when he came to present his theatre project based in a hospital in Rio, Brazil: The Madness Hotel and Spa. Anyone would be intrigued by the name. My curiosity was especially teased when I saw a poster they’d made of Hamlet and Yorick with the quote: “Madness, yet there is Method in it”. I had just been accepted in a post-graduate research program in Medical Humanities, in which I propose to look at the agency and the socio-political determination of madness. Happy incidents just kept happening afterwards, as I attended his lecture at Goldsmiths, where he spoke of Spinoza, the biology of emotions, epigenetics, and presented the work of the Popular University of Art & Science from which he’s been operating with other groups from around Brasil for four years. When we met, he told me of a congress they were to hold in September, in honour of Nise da Silveira, rebel Jungian psychiatrist who set up an occupational therapy research unit in the 40’s, refused to use lobotomy and electroshocks, and dedicated her life’s work to proving that schizophrenics not only had emotions, but that what she called ‘catalysing affection’ could bridge the communication gap between their psyche and the outside world and produce incredible results, recoveries, encounters.


    As we arrived at the hospital, we were met by Cuban medicine students in visit. Vitor took us around the grounds and presented the projects and practices of the place. I was fascinated, enchanted, shocked and curious at the same time. Everyone we met greeted him with expansive emotion. One patient came closer behind a fenced area, pointing to the place under the trees where some of the theatre workshops run. Vitor answered the noise and gesture query: “Yes, there will be a play later my dear...”, the patient answered with a smile and put his thumb up. I got into this type of exchange straight away. During the congress, it was impressive how fast we learned to communicate with every specific language of the clients (they’re not called patients at the Hotel). Their preoccupations shaped our understanding and guessing, our sharing of what was going on for them. Living together, being active, preparing for celebrations, listening to interventions, brushing your teeth, looking for coffee… these are activities with a clear goal and doing them together with chronically ill adults helps a lot when trying to communicate. Gestures, repetition, habit and intuition create ephemeral paradigms that help us read behaviour. It is often uncomfortable to face expressions of such deep loss and pain, which is also why we accept the complete isolation of insanity and illness from our society. But breaking those barriers also puts us in direct contact with the frailest, strongest, most sacred of humanity. Sometimes of our humanity. The fear I had before arriving at the hotel, as a bipolar adult having struggled with heavy paranoia all my life, instantly dissipated after this 1st contact. No-one, schizophrenics and doctors included, thought I was weird or hiding some unnameable darkness. Instead, I rediscovered a sensibility and tenderness I have towards oscillating/ scintillating minds. Emotionally, I am still that uncontrollable wave of exploding chemicals. I am learning to balance my biology better today, I am not as afraid of my eyes looking crazy. But when I’m happy, when I feel love for a new possibility and I am so scared of losing it, I could implode in a firework of neurons, inside is a violent eruption of affection and fear, and I want to throw you and push you and hold you. Just like the movements I saw from the more or less controlled bodies of the people around me in the hotel.


    I was also shocked. The precarity of the hospital is unacceptable. The conditions in which clients, patients in the rest of the building, carers, administrators, cleaners, doctors and resident artists live and work are extremely hard and reflect the abandonment mental health is left to evolve in worldwide. The hospital, a vast complex of various buildings with entire areas abandoned, is trying to function as well as it can. It still houses the amazing collection of the Museum of the Unconscious, (started by Dr da Silveira and hosting more than 300,000 paintings drawn by schizophrenics, the largest collection of its kind in the world); painting and sculpture workshops, the Open Time Space where Lula Wanderley and his wife heal patients with objects made with Ligya Clark, the famous sculptor who exploded boundaries between art and therapy since the 80’s to develop theories of creative self-structuring body matter. Also, and mainly, the hospital is peopled with severe chronic patients who are offered less and less alternative occupational programs, and more and more medication. Quite a few practitioners I spoke to expressed the pressure they’re under from supervisors but also mostly from families to always increase the doses prescribed. A drugged adult is easier to manage. A drugged child too. The number of ill individuals abandoned to a fate of semi-consciousness is alarming.


    Everything about madness and its treatment is being questioned in Vitor Pordeus’ project. The supposed incapacity of schizophrenics to love and be affected, the distance needed between them and the outside world, the need to control their movements and thoughts be it by locking them up in hospitals or atrophying their senses with medication. Immunologist by specialisation, frustrated by the hegemonic medical industry, it is after working with street theatre that he started developing a system to work with mentally ill adults. Some results are astounding. The Madness Hotel & Spa proposes to work with severely ill mental patients mostly with chronic conditions in workshops focussing on theatre, singing, playing music, dancing, healing rituals. I would not call it drama therapy. As I discovered after arriving, the movement inscribes itself in a rich Popular Education tradition which really gained momentum in the end of the 80’s, when the dictatorship was ending. Paulo Freire is a famous name in the West too; over there he’s the guardian of a vast and dynamic movement engaged in creating knowledge interactively, developing a dialogue with every different community and context, never bringing education and politics from above. In a country where illiteracy and severe poverty is the reality for a huge chunk of the population, social workers, educators, and doctors are obviously concerned with creating conceptually practical alternatives to systems that do more damage than good.


    It has not been easy and is still a fight for the Hotel & Spa of Madness to root and grow in the Nise da Silveira Institute. Tepidly met by bureaucracy and a way to manage illness we know well to be inhumane with tired nurses, over medication, and a lack of will and possibility from carers to really interact with their patients. The communication between the rest of the hospital and the Hotel of Madness is very scarce. In most of the old premises, patients still wander behind bars, sometimes abused and beaten by their carers who look after 10 to 15 adults each. Most of the hospital professionals did not attend the congress, even if invited repeatedly. On one of our loudest days, Vitor and a colleague performed a poetic enactment of Dr Nise’s struggle right in front of the Museum of the Unconscious. Everybody laughed when they clowned around, miming patients receiving electroshocks. Satire is the sign of a healthy society. It is one of the signs we are demanding change. Doctors and archivists of the museum watched the scene, but none followed the costumed march as we continued our loud and colourful meander through the grounds of the institute, into the streets and the market, finally forming the largest dancing circle around the nearby square, laughing, singing and dancing with the wind. Clients of the hotel were with us of course, like Andre, who has grown up in the institute being interned from early childhood and doesn’t speak. He shouts, bangs on doors and drinks all the coffee he can put his hands on. He also laughs, gets angry, and says his name a lot. He adores music. My heart was beating fast as we walked out of the gates and he started dancing harder. He shook maracas, banged on bongos and basically had a riot. Participation heals. When preparing for another manifestation, it took us a while to understand that the reason Andre was upset and shouting was because he wanted to wear lipstick like he was seeing on everyone else. We painted his and a few other clients’ faces. They were ecstatic. Sergio, an elder client also mostly silent, was so happy when Oris (a legendary popular educator from Olinda, Pernambuco) started following the lines of his face with glitter; that he sat on the floor and closed his eyes, trembling slightly and pulling his face closer, as I held his back and comforted him with calming words.


    Many round discussions held during the congress about street theatre, repression, public health, the coming elections, and the need for public spaces to run these practices and develop research reminded me of the problems and dynamics I encounter in my collectives here in the UK. I would say finding public space to run consistent stable programs is the priority here. There are no free public spaces in London anymore. Most of the artists and educators I collaborate with struggle to find places to live in, let alone run projects. The repression on squatting is probably dismantling the last free space network available. We did have social help and social programs however. Illiteracy was not a problem anymore until recently. Hunger either. Finally, free healthcare still exists, for a few more months maybe? The UK is the 4th richest country in the world, and even if judging by my surroundings, the average yearly individual income is closer to 10,000£ than the official twenty; there is still room to manoeuvre to insure no one goes hungry, everyone can get an education and a dignified profession, no one is homeless and that absolutely everyone has access to free healthcare.


    Brazil is a country of intense history and poetic stories. So many people I met never knew their fathers, grew up with their grandparents or alone, lived with poverty and violence, on top of the struggle of being a post-colonial, post-dictatorship state with the humiliating label of ‘developing’ country. The sentiment against social and economic injustice is strong, elections are coming soon and none of the candidates are inspiring much trust. From Dilma to Marina Silva, power from the top tends to serve the same mixture of theft of public funds generated with high taxes and export of everything from minerals, materials, and food. Having a socialist PT government (Labour party of Brasil) is definitely much better than a neoliberal one; but the determination of educators, artists, and doctors I met to continue fighting just as viscerally regardless of who’s in power is inspiring. The fear of the police is gripping. One of the street theatre groups from Sao Paulo grieved with all of us the murder of a 25 year old colleague of theirs by the police. A sweet clown called Lua nearly everyone seemed to know.


    When the sharing of this story happened, we were all sat around what is called ‘the chalet’, a circular open space under the trees the patient behind the fence had pointed towards on my 1st day. As the story got heavier and frowns and tears started appearing, Luis, a patient in another ward joining to become client for a few days, stood next to the storytellers and started miming military salutes. Just before, we’d heard him say twice as he made his way to his spot: “Theatre is Space and Relation”; one of the singing refrains used in the workshops. His stature and movements made everyone uneasy. I had only started understanding how heavy memories of police repression during the dictatorship are, how taboo a lot of the stories, how willingly left aside a heavy past where everyone was involved in creating terror or living it. How significant and necessary then, that an ex-policeman, as he unfolded a few days later, would stand next to young theatre makers grieving the death of their companion by the hands of the police. The dictatorship did not control them directly, yet its ghosts were asking to be freed, for history to stop repeating, ‘for tragedy to be avoided’ as Vitor often says.


    And the poetry? Poetry is made by everyone. It is courageous, spontaneous, contagious, and unstoppable. Accompanied by music and claps, tears and joy, hugs and laughter, release and healing. Writing poetry and making free associations with images is what got me out of psychotic monologue so many years ago. I’m therefore not surprised Vitor and gang use it to re-humanise the world everywhere they are. It was really heartening to see all generations exchange stories, moments and methods during the elation of the congress. Vitor’s masters are strong ones. From Spinoza to Marx, passing by Umberto Maturana, Vera Dantas, Jose Pacheco, Paulo Freire, Junio Santos and Rai Lima, anyone looking for talent, strength, vision and rigorous systematisation to educate, potentialise, as I heard many times, co-create and insure a sustainable future has enough studying and experimenting to do with this lot. The meeting between Vera Dantas, Rai Lima and Junio Santos was already explosive in the beginning of this wave of sceno-poetic enactments of social questions, making creation central to education and using traditional knowledge, healing and culture to find the new. Now their expertise and proven positive records are attracting an expanding network of dedicated artists, doctors, healers and educators of all ages to create concrete alternatives to an ill society. Vera Dantas tells the story of her early desperation when, as a freshly graduated doctor, she had to face the death of twenty-five children with diarrhoea in a small town of the North. Already homeopath, she started her research and re-contextualised the curing needs of the community she was working with, joined forces with social workers, traditional healers, theatre makers and a radio; and they started theatralising healing. The medicinal successes of this new approach took her to work all around the country, every time re-contextualising the methods to the needs of her given environment, as Freire teaches. She is now in the midst of a beautiful project building a permaculture based teaching and healing open space in Fortaleza, Ceara’. Rai Lima the Bard, composed most of the songs and refrains we all learnt so fast during the congress; Junio Santos and troupe have clowned the streets for direct democracy and laughter for years. Their joy is infectious, no one resists joining in, burst a verb, shake the dust and change perspective. The younger groups are just as mighty. From Doido e’ Tu carnival Samba band, who has won the Fortaleza contest three years in a row with a group entirely constituted of mental health service users and educators, to the wonderful Trupe ProCura who’re using clowning to work in hospitals, educate about health in the streets and produce written work about their research; I was literally blown away by the quality and avant-gardism of each project.


    Looking for possible paths for contextualising this wealth of affection, creative healing and active citizenship in my reality, I find an article about healing methods that were used by women in Sardinia, Italy. Healers were called practicos and no one was believed to have special powers. It was simply a question of activating one’s potential to interact with nature and restore our divine abilities, using plants, what was around, and a lot of good will from all sides. One would heal oneself and others to better community for everyone. It’s all starting to make a lot of sense. As I said goodbye and had a last walk around the territory so familiar after two weeks, I shook hands with ‘the man of the thumbs up’ behind the fence, saw someone completely naked in the garden, a few cats lounging, the trees, the steep hill to the chalet where so many moments took over, and thought: We’re Occupying. Occupying History. Occupying Work. Occupying Utopia. Occupying Reality. Occupying Poetry. Occupying Medicine. Occupying Healing. Occupying Love. Occupying Houses, Flats, Hospitals, Schools, Universities, Markets, Squares. Parliaments, Governments, Medias, the Internets. Not to talk but to be together. Not to get lost in vagueness but to already demand the space and relation as our alternative. To Occupy Our Present. For the future of our planet.

  


  
    The other Maradona


    Gonzalo Zegarra


    To say that Maradona is a big deal in Argentina is to state the obvious. He has a day in his honour, some institutions named after him, a postage stamp with his portrait, a documentary film about his life… and he is not Diego. Dr Esteban Maradona may have been overshadowed by the football star, but he does receive recognition from Argentinian society, especially from the medicine area and philanthropic organisations, almost 20 years after his death.


    Maradona was born on July 4, 1895, in Esperanza, Santa Fe, into a large family with 14 siblings. He grew up in the countryside, but when he was a teenager his family moved to the capital. He graduated as a doctor from the University of Buenos Aires and it seemed like he was all set to get his own consulting room, but, as he admitted in several interviews recorded by his family, he was an adventurous man.


    He started to work in a hospital treating poor children infected with leprosy. He then moved to Resistencia, Chaco. But after the coup d'état in 1930, which heralded the "infamous decade", he started to give public speeches about work laws and was persecuted by the government. Then 37 years old, Esteban decided to get out of the country and go to Paraguay, but as soon as he crossed the border, he was imprisoned as a spy: Paraguay was at war with Bolivia. After some days, he was released and hired as a doctor on the battlefield, where he treated soldiers from both sides, as "pain has no frontiers".


    When the Chaco War ended (partially because of peace negotiations facilitated by him), Maradona decided to return to Buenos Aires. It seemed like he would finally find some stability as a normal doctor in the 1930s, as his family prepared a consulting room for him in an upper class area of the city, but that journey never ended; he never lived again in the capital. When his train made stopped in a little village called Estanislao del Campo, in Formosa, the neighbours asked urgently for a doctor. A pregnant woman had been in labour for a few days and her life was in danger. Maradona delivered the baby successfully, but when he got back to the station, the train was gone. The next one would pass again in three days. He stayed there 51 years. "A decision had to be made... and I took one. I stayed where I was needed", he said.


    Nicknamed Doctor God


    Maradona settled in a small house, which was also his workplace. He slept, cooked and received patients in the same room. "At first, the indians were not amused with his presence, as a foreigner, but he earned their trust. You can try and search today for a negative opinion and you will find none", says Lorenzo Boonman, a former priest who still lives in the town and had the chance to meet him closely. Even Maradona recognised that it was hard. "At first the indians tried to kill me, but I was never afraid." The tribe healer felt threatened by this new doctor, but his firm attitude and good manners to everyone changed his mind


    Maradona's work wasn't restricted to medical treatments. He lived with the indians, treating them as equals and showed true interest in their culture. He managed to get them federal lands and created an aboriginal settlement. He tried to improve their life quality in every aspect: socially, economically and in education. So much so, that those unfriendly stares evolved in admiration, until he earned the nickname "Doctor God".


    Boonman, who worked at the local school, highlights Maradona's commitment to education. "He was always around, helping the kids, enjoying the science fair. He could have been anywhere else, getting rich and living comfortably, but he found happiness in service."


    His knowledge wasn't only transmitted orally. In his book, Through the jungle, he narrated his initial experiences and reported the multiple abuses that the indians were suffering. He also elaborated a toba-pilagá dictionary, with more than 3,000 words translated into Spanish. But his real passion, as a naturalist, was the most prolific; he wrote more than 10 books about the local flora and fauna, illustrated with his own drawings.


    His work was discovered by a journalist from the newspaper Primera Plana in 1967, following which he started to receive prizes and distinctions: a recognition from the provincial government, a honorary diploma and gold medal from the Formosa Medical Federation (both in 1975), a medical scholarship in his honour for low income students, the award for "country doctor of the year" by the Argentinian Medical Association (1980) were some of the awards, but none of them cheered him up.


    "I stopped being an anonymous guy. If there's any part of merit in my work, it is limited. I haven't done anything else than to fulfil the classic Hippocratic oath", said Maradona, who donated every penny that came with the prizes and rejected a life annuity offered in 1977 by the Formosa governor.


    Saying goodbye


    After half a century of work with the community, Esteban started to feel his age. At 91 years old, he could no longer walk the grounds as before. "One day I felt like I was dying, and realised that I was in my last years. I started to say goodbye to the indians, little by little. And I felt proud and happy, because I saw they had shoes, they were clothed, they had education. I think I didn't do anything but to accomplish my duty", he reflected years later. Boonman also remembered that moment: "One day he just left, without telling anyone. Then I visited him and I understood that it was part of his personality. He just liked the low profile."


    It was June 1986. While another Maradona was creating the "Hand of God" and winning worldwide fame, Doctor God was ending his journey in the jungle. He went back to Rosario, where he spent his last years surrounded by his family. The long hours on the road affected his health and he had to be hospitalised. He declined to go to a private clinic that his family offered and preferred to be in a public hospital, "where the poor people go".


    On recovery, he again received multiple awards: the title of doctor honoris causa by the University of Rosario (1993), a medal and honorary diploma from the National Congress as a Twentieth Century Hero Civic (1994) and two nominations for the Nobel Peace Prize (1988 and 1993).


    Still, Maradona's health kept weakening. "I'm not sick. I'm old, and oldness does not have a cure", he used to say when being treated by his family. He also had time to give some glimpses into his philosophy: "I like the poverty. The richness is enjoyed by any fool."


    José Maradona, 53, is one of the relatives who enjoyed being around the doctor in the final years. For him, the healthy life Maradona had was the key to living almost a century, even if he spent several years of his old age in a harsh place. "He passed away surrounded with affection. He was beloved by us and we took the most grateful and unforgettable memories. I wish we had more time together, we would enjoy much more with his presence." Jose accepts that he would like his uncle to have more recognition, not to be forgotten, but he understands it as a natural thing, because of his attitude.


    Esteban Maradona died on January 14, 1995 and was buried in Santa Fe, in the family mausoleum. He received funeral wreaths from all over the country and the tributes were multiplied, with streets and squares being renamed after him.


    Saint-like


    Every July the 4th his birth is commemorated on the Country Doctors National Day, but not many Argentinians are familiar with his story. According to the Santa Fe cemetery's guardian, it is unusual if someone visits Maradona's tomb.


    Aida Arce, director of the Hogar Maradona Foundation, shows her devotion when she talks about the doctor, almost like she is referring to a saint. "It's inexplicable. There is no one like him", she assures me. Her husband, Julio Cantero, was a very close friend of Maradona in Formosa, and the president of the foundation until August, when he passed away. Aida is one the reasons why Hogar Maradona was created. She once arrived in Buenos Aires to do some errands, but she ran out of money. While she was waiting for her husband to send some more, she and her little baby had to sleep on the streets. As Maradona found out about this, he used his local influence and managed to get a house in the capital that today, 35 years later, still receives people from Formosa and other parts of Argentina (or even other countries) who need a roof, food or just some orientation. "It is a neighbourhood relic", says Ana, a frequent visitor and contributor.


    Arce doesn't spare any kind words when she talks about Maradona, and she even defends him against some critics. "Nowadays I've heard people saying that he was crazy, living in the dirt. They are people who don't know about humility and can't understand how someone can leave everything to serve the rest of us", she explains, as she constantly receives donations for the place, which runs without any official aid.


    Dolly Rodriguez lives in Rosario, with her big family. She is 78 years old and was born in Estanislao del Campo with no medical assistance around; her mother was about to die, until Doctor God arrived just by chance. "I never got to meet him, because my family moved when I was a baby. Maybe I changed his life, but he saved mine and my mother's. He was a role model of giving, a great man."

  


  
    Encounters with history in Berlin


    Hannah Wilson


    After five hours spent dozing on the floor of a train as it rolled its way from Prague to Berlin, I heaved my rucksack out through the doors of Berlin Hauptbanhof station. The dull resentment of the bikes in the train’s racks, which had been swaying perilously close to my face as I tried to get comfortable on the bolted, jarring floor, faded away. The sight of the mammoth city, glowing in the ochre light, brought the swelling excitement that only the prospect of an unexplored metropolis can.


    As it turned out, though, the hostel recommended to us by a friend required that we trudge back into the sprawling station, immediately dubbed Monsterbanhof, and take another train. After a while spent lost and feeling like we were in an Escher painting, we managed to board the train to Berlin Ostbanhof. This took us to the East of the city, and into the heart of what appeared to be the concrete embodiment of 1985. Walking to our former-factory hostel in the dusk, David Hasselhof’s ‘Looking for Freedom’ earwormed its way into my mind, making historically insensitive comment on the situation but lightening the mood nonetheless. I was overcome by a sudden urge to buy a light-up leather jacket.


    The next morning, tracing our fingers along the East Side Gallery and crossing through the gaping holes in what’s left of the wall, the heat of the day rose, pushing down on the backs of our necks and our weary shoulders. We wandered through the harsh geometry of the Jewish Holocaust memorial, with its concrete blocks seemingly only knee-high until you walk into its centre and realise that the ground has sloped away, and the blocks are now three times your height, framing just a thin strip of cerulean sky.


    Later we sat on the grass in front of the Reichstag building, with pleasingly official-looking documents in hand, and waited for our allocated visiting hour. The humid air settled around us and the glass dome glistened in the sunlight. We wound our way up the dome's sloping walkway as the sun bowed behind the concrete skyline.


    Then, lying back on the curved benches at the dome’s apex, clouds charged across the sky and a storm broke with whirling rain and ragged forks of purple lightening. The dome is not a closed structure, with air weaving through the gaps between different sections of its glass skeleton. Drops of rain tickled our skin and goose bumps formed along our bare arms. The virtuosity of the dome’s design was clear: the Reichstag is open to the world.


    Back at the base of the dome on our way back to our factory hostel, with the sounds of children’s running shoes squeaking and their voices squealing echoing through the structure, we paused to look at a photographic display of the building throughout its history. One photograph, of crowds gathering on the grass in front of the building for a religious service during the First World War, held my gaze. Of all the historic sites we’d seen that day, it was the fact that we’d sat on the same patch of grass, unaware of this particular historical juxtaposition, which truly awoke my sense of Berlin’s history. Noticing the date, exactly one hundred years prior to our visit, compounded my growing sense of the city, and indeed the world, as a palimpsest of innumerable events and lives. A book with story upon story scrawled on top of each other. Invisible ink which reveals itself only in the a certain light.


    We walked back through the streets with the cool city air, cleared by the storm, washing over us.

  


  
    Family welfare in Finland - a lesson for Scotland


    Helena Greenlees


    I had my child in Finland last year so I have first-hand experience of the care given to new parents, from the box of clothes the state gives every baby, to parental leave that’s the envy of most countries. I can stay at home with my child until she is three and my employer will keep my job for me, allowing me to maintain my career and raise my infant at home. I moved to Scotland to spend my maternity leave near family and have become acutely aware of the lack of support here beyond the first year of a child’s life.


    The British welfare state was once something to be proud of, raising the standard of living and lifting countless families out of extreme poverty. Welfare reforms are now eroding benefits, but within Scotland’s independence debate social justice has been high on the agenda and the "Nordic model" held up as something we might have aspired to.


    The debate highlighted the gulf between the neoliberal economics of Westminster that are increasing child poverty and a socially aware, left-leaning Scotland that naturally looks towards the Nordic countries for inspiration. Independence didn't happen this time, but change is coming as people begin to realise a better society is possible. The Finnish welfare state ensures a work-life balance for both men and women and a good start for every child. I hope this will act as inspiration for what could be achieved in Scotland.


    Finland looks after young families. A social security representative interestingly described parental pay to me as an “income already you have paid for”, rather than a benefit, suggesting a perception of welfare as a right. In the UK benefits hold a degree of stigma, even though they affect most people at some point in their lives, be it job seekers allowance, maternity pay, healthcare or a pension. As a wealthy country we can afford to ensure a minimum standard of living for all our citizens, tax-paying or not.


    Many unemployed people provide great benefits for society beyond tax revenue - the invisible unpaid workforce who volunteer or care for dependents, including children. In Finland, stay-at-home parents of under-threes are eligible for home care allowance and municipal benefit after the initial paid year, as they are not using municipal childcare, but providing the service themselves. The work they do raising children is valued by society and they are paid to do that job; in turn they are more likely to feel valued as individuals.


    Unvalued work


    In Scotland there is no home care aid. The difference in attitude is reflected not only in the lack of state support but also socially. One Scottish stay-at-home mother said she was frequently referred to as “a lady of leisure” and felt pressure from society to return to the workforce, being told “most women return to work once the child is 6 months to 1 year”. Several wanted to work but could not afford childcare and many volunteered locally running play groups or providing networking services for families, but unless work is paid society doesn't always value or recognise it as work.


    Many parents are not ready to put their children into day care when they are very young, but return to work in order to maintain their career. In Scotland, most mothers who want a career (this still predominantly affects women) are forced back to work once their child is about 1 or they will lose their jobs and therefore potentially their careers, only to have a large proportion of their pay go on childcare: strangers raise their infant but they still have little extra money. High-paid workers might afford this, but for many the cost is crippling. Lower earners simply cannot afford to return to work even if they want to.


    A Finnish mother living in Scotland said:


    
      When my daughter went to nursery here in Glasgow, 75% of my salary went towards her care.

    


    "If we'd had another child, I would not have been able to afford to work, which is insane."


    She pointed out that the situation is very different in Finland, where childcare is means-tested and inexpensive or free. Not all parents take more than the initial year off, either wanting to work or needing the income. The crucial difference is that they have a choice.


    Childcare in Finland won't seriously dent any income, unlike in Scotland where bills are higher than the average mortgage. Staying off work for three years won’t have a serious impact on a career since jobs are secure. In Scotland, parents do not have these choices; they are forced either to give up their career or pay crippling childcare bills. This leads to a very poor work-life balance. One Finnish mother who took advantage of the extended leave in Finland with both her children said:


    
      Yes, of course it helped. Without the state provision it would have been much harder to stay home and probably I could not stay with children that time that I think was needed to be.

    


    When I asked if having children had had an impact on her career, she said:


    
      In the 1990, I think yes little bit, but I could catch up quite soon.

    


    "Last time I used part of my leave to update my bachelor’s degree and I think this time it has had a positive impact on my career.*


    Asked the same question, a Finnish mother living in Scotland said:


    
      Career-wise it puts you back to square one... you have to show that you do as much work as everyone else.

    


    "I often work way longer hours by doing stuff at home in the evenings. You feel that you are perceived as a mum at work rather than as an ambitious individual."


    She also highlighted that in Scotland salaried leave is only for six months; after that it drops to statutory pay (in Finland it is closer to a year), so she was forced back to work sooner than she would have liked and long-term breast feeding was not facilitated. She is still unable to work full time because of the cost of childcare and its lack of availability in rural areas.


    Among fathers I noted a much greater degree of paternal involvement in Finland than in Scotland. In both countries, parental leave (following maternity leave) can be taken by the mother or father or a combination, allowing men to be more involved in bringing up children. Some men do become stay-at-home parents in Finland but in Scotland this is extremely rare, where paid paternity leave is only two weeks, compared with nine in Finland, and uptake of additional leave is very low.


    Most Finnish men take their paternity leave, creating a culture of acceptance for fathers. In Scotland there is still some stigma associated with men taking time off from their careers, partly because childcare is still perceived as the mother’s job and fathers fear employers won’t look well on them taking a career break to raise children. Many cannot afford to take unpaid leave or are too busy, but if colleagues don’t take paternity leave a work culture develops where new fathers are expected to continue working.


    A report by the ILM shows that less than 1% of fathers in the UK take up additional paternity leave and almost two-thirds of fathers (63%) take two weeks or less, fewer than one in 10 take any more than two weeks and a quarter take no leave at all. There is not the same stigma in Finland; a Finnish father I spoke to (a manager) felt no pressure to work beyond 3 pm when he picks up his child and spends time with his family, before catching up with work from home late in the evening. A British expat living Denmark had a similar experience and highlighted the difference in culture with Britain.


    
      The widespread take-up by fathers of parental leave has also changed the culture in many offices.

    


    "It is completely acceptable to leave at 4pm, or earlier… and to take days when the children are sick. My husband works in an expat-dominated company and it is noticeable that taking advantage of these benefits is not acceptable as part of the macho culture."


    This has the potential to lead to decreased paternal involvement in the early years, limiting bonding and engagement with children. Fathers are expected to work and employers are not always as accommodating to flexible hours for fathers as they may be for mothers because of stereotypical role perceptions, so fathers miss out on the early years.


    In Finland, by contrast, 70% of fathers take paternity leave and 9% take parental leave, sharing it with their spouse or taking months or years off, leading to better bonding and increased engagement with their children’s lives. It also means the mother has a chance to resume her career earlier if she chooses, better facilitating an even work-life balance for both sexes.


    One mother I interviewed in Finland shared her extended leave with her partner, both working half a week. She felt she was able to regain some of her life without sacrificing the needs of her child. “I come to work for a break and a rest”, she told me. Working in the career she enjoyed and being around other adults refreshed and energised her, allowing her to make the most of her time at home too. Her husband felt a greatly increased degree of family involvement.


    Maternal employment levels are low in Scotland. Mothers who work can be trapped in low-paid, low-skilled, part-time work, especially in rural areas where there are serious childcare gaps. Improving childcare and making it affordable would benefit society by allowing skilled women to re-enter the labour market or extend their working hours, enabling many to move out of poverty and reduce reliance on benefits.


    Finland is the only country with child poverty below 5% (3.3%) according to a UNICEF study. In the UK it is 10%, although the Scottish government sets the figure in Scotland at 19%. Finland spends twice as much (0.81% GDP) on childcare as the UK (0.4%). Full-time childcare for one child (42 hours) costs £9,880 in Scotland annually, 63% more than the average mortgage (£6,053). In Helsinki, the maximum full-time municipal childcare cost is €3,396 annually for those earning over €48,000, dropping until it is free for households earning below €20,052.


    The economy loses out


    Without decent childcare provision, children lose out on early education, families are unable to escape poverty because work doesn't pay and the economy loses the skills and taxes of parents and has higher welfare and administration bills.


    Finnish municipal childcare is readily available and low cost because it is subsidised. In Scotland, council childcare services and opening hours are very limited, unlike in Finland, and seldom allow for full-time work. Subsidies are targeted only at parents on very low incomes, in a complex benefits system with significant administration costs, money that could be better spent on childcare.


    Targeting subsidies at parents rather than providers means providers may see an increase in parental income as an excuse to raise prices. Free-market operation also means that if supply is lower than demand, prices go up. Many nurseries recoup losses from free hours by increasing the price of paid hours so parents are cross-subsidising free education. This market failure is failing our children.


    The assumption in Scotland that either mothers stay home with children or that grandparents will provide free childcare is outdated. Society has changed but state provision has not adapted. Men increasingly want to engage more with their children and women not only seek careers and independence, but also have to work because pay no longer keeps pace with the cost of living; one salary is seldom enough for a family.


    People increasingly migrate from where they grew up and have children later in life, so grandparents are not always nearby or physically capable. Despite this, because of childcare costs, those who can in Scotland still rely heavily on informal childcare; 51% use grandparent care for children under two (32% UK-wide), while in Finland only 1.3% use informal childcare.


    
      £10k isn't a high price to pay for the most precious thing in your life.

    


    One mother was told this by a family friend, but for many this means making significant sacrifices on food, heating or other essentials. Our children are our future; investing in them is investing in our future. Instead of targeting subsidies at parents, subsidise childcare providers so that fees are low and means tested. If Finland can, so can Scotland.


    One mother in Finland thought childcare costs were too low for parents and that “it should be higher for those that are able to pay more”. She believes that the extra funding would lead to increased salaries and motivation, although it could also lead to decreased government subsidy.


    It is parents who are judged by society when arguing whether benefits are deserved, but if parental welfare suffers, so does that of children. Unemployed single mothers are frequently attacked by the media; inexplicably, being single means they can’t do what housewives have traditionally done for decades - be there for their children as they grow up, look after them and educate them. The complaint, "scrounging single mothers should get a job like the rest of us", which I've overheard, could better be translated as “these women have failed to secure a husband to support them, live outside the accepted family unit norms so have failed society and should be punished”.


    But low earners simply cannot afford childcare, even if they earn so little that they receive subsidies. A single parent working full-time at minimum wage would still have to pay £3,510, or 28.1% of their gross salary, for childcare. Once earnings reach £17,000 the assistance plummets. They would have to earn £49,400 to be paying less than 20% of their salary for only one child.


    The OECD shows a stark difference in employment rates among sole parents in Finland, where 51.4% of parents of 3-5-year-olds are in full-time work, compared with 18.7% in the UK. Women in Scotland who take more than a year off find it very difficult to pick up their career and may find themselves out of work for longer than intended, or earning far lower wages than previously. The state loses a skilled workforce and future tax revenue.


    Empowering both parents


    Parents who choose to stay at home with their children are doing an important job for the future of society and it is a choice parents should have without sacrificing their career. Parents should also have the choice to return to work without being crippled by childcare costs. The sooner we stop seeing mothers who raise infants themselves as ladies of leisure or scroungers, the sooner we begin to see the value in our unpaid workforce and the closer we may come to providing better for young families.


    If provision is improved women will not have to make so many career sacrifices and, in turn, there will be less pressure on men to work full time. It is accepted, perhaps expected, that a woman will take at least a year off, possibly forfeit her career and stay off work until the children are in school and beyond, but men are expected to work. Even though paternity leave has improved, stigma still prevents many taking advantage of extended leave. Empower our women to make their own choices and we will empower our men too. Allow women to have the option of maintaining a career and we will facilitate giving men the option to be home carers.


    The key factors that make balancing a career and family so manageable in Finland are the three years of leave, better benefits, low childcare costs, flexible opening hours and lack of paternity leave stigma. By adopting a similar system in Scotland we could facilitate women re-entering the workforce and lift more families out of poverty, allowing families the option of a work-life balance that best works for them. By putting the needs of the child first and focusing on gender equality, it is possible to maintain standards of living for young families, generate extra tax revenue and reduce reliance on welfare.


    Society ultimately becomes better off. If children are well cared for and well educated, kept out of poverty, they in turn will contribute more to society as adults. Deprive children, impoverish them both economically and culturally, and they will face an uphill struggle regarding education and career options.


    The media may attack those who have fallen though the gaps as scroungers, but if the state gave every child a fair start in life and a decent standard of living through better provision, there would in turn be less reliance on benefits.


    Sanction a single mother on benefits, rob her and her children of food, heating and hope, and the state hasn't just punished her, but her children too and prevented the whole family from climbing out of poverty. Ultimately society is punished. In Scotland I believe we are waking up to the concept of social justice and I hope we will learn from our Nordic neighbours.

  


  
    Death by cow


    James Alexander


    Cows look benign, don't they? When you're drunk, they let you push them over. They literally piss milk. They have kind faces that say "Really? I did not know that - please, tell me more." This is a fortunate boon of evolution, for otherwise human/cow conversation would be severely lacking, as they only know one word, moo, which is, let's be honest, ambiguous.


    Don't be fooled. These are dangerous beasts. In recent years there has been a spate of attacks on ramblers and walkers, mercilessly taken out by violent hooligan cows.


    There are a variety of reasons you want to avoid death By cow: you'll never bear witness to the final calcification of Simon Cowell's increasingly immobile face; being chased to your grave by an ambling, benign cud-chewer is a dishonourable death that prevents you receiving the warrior's funeral you surely deserve; there is a significant chance your gravestone will contain the words "cow botherer".


    So, I'm going to tell you a few things that may save you tossing your life away at the hooves of these superficially harmless milk and steak containers. But first, let me tell you a little story...


    Today, I took Buddy (our dog) for a walk, and we nearly got killed. We reached the mythical second field, the one just past the first field, the one that most people don't reach, the one they talk of in whispers.


    "Oh", they say, eyes narrowing, "you're going to the second field."


    There is a good reason for this. In the first field are lots of cows. In the second field are - and I did not know this prior to today - a herd of young bullocks. It turns out that possession of inchoate testes causes a direct increase in clumsy, curious confidence when present in our bovine friends.


    We reached the second field and, scattered all over, were about 30 young bullocks - standing up, lying down - the unknowing antagonists in our story.


    As Buddy and I jogged through the long grass and buttercups like a couple of gay lovers in spring, all around, cows started to look at us.


    Then they started to turn toward us.


    The ones sitting down rose.


    The ones chewing cud paused, and fixed us in their gaze.


    They started to walk toward us.


    ALL OF THEM.


    This alarmed me somewhat - I don't know whether you are supposed to run from cows, or pet them gently on the nose, or threaten them with extreme violence, or what. I do know that I saw this storyin the news recently.


    


    Remembering this did not fill me with confidence. I edged my way past a couple of the closest cows when Buddy decided to bark at them. In the first field, Buddy had learned that when he barks, the skittish cows leap backward as though offended by an uncouth youth. In the second field, in this moment, Buddy learned something new - when he barks, the cow will mock-charge him.


    I learned something new too; when a cow mock-charges me, I shit my pants.


    Suddenly I was a soldier under fire - I crouched and moved quickly between the cows, shouting "Move! Move! Move!", dragging Buddy on the lead, heading for a bit of open ground where we could pass the herd.


    Then Buddy slipped his noose.


    Free of his lead, and being a slow learner, he reverted to type and began running in circles round the cows, treating them like large, stupid dogs.


    Oh, fuck.


    What followed is very surreal. In what seemed like an instant, all the cows formed a phalanx like the Spartans of Greece and charged him. It comes as a shock to learn that cows have mastered basic field warfare - I glanced around, checking for Lord Voldemort casting spells before concluding that this was not magic, and that instead they had surely evolved and would no doubt soon establish a rudimentary civilisation like Planet of the Apes, except, obviously, it would be called Planet of the Cows.


    I tried communicating.


    
      I mean you no harm. Nor does Buddy. In fact, it's reasonable to say that, to an extent, he worships you, as he drinks water out of your cow-pats? Do you mind the term "cow"? What is your preferred nomenclature?


      Moooo.

    


    Oh well. Worth a shot.


    Buddy initially soiled his pants at the oncoming phalanx, then resumed running around it in circles.


    At this point I was genuinely concerned and shouted frantically.


    
      Buddy, come here you little shit!

    


    Eventually he heeded my call, and headed for the open ground - where I was standing - as the cows chase behind him. Just as I bent to grab him, he sprinted straight past me, laughing, and gave me the finger. The bastard.


    I realised the cows were now heading directly for me.


    I ran after him screaming.


    Finally, I caught him, lifted him up and turned around.


    There was a stand-off.


    There were 30 bullocks - every single one in the whole, massive field had joined the formation - about 20 yards away - blocking all possible avenues of escape.


    They were in a concave crescent, bodies all fanning out from my centre - as if I were the sun, the centre of their gravity, and they were drawn to me like bovine moons.


    I looked around and realised we were trapped; Buddy and I had no choice but to cross the river. I realised I hated Buddy, and I told him so. I made an angry face and said, "Buddy, I hate you."


    He licked my face.


    It was like something out of a Hitchcock film - like The Birds, but with cows.


    I shouted at the cows:


    
      For fuck's sake, cows!

    


    Then turned and waded into the river. It came up to mid-ball-level and I gasped. It was quite deep, and I hadn't expected that.


    We reached the other side.


    I realised we were stranded on a tiny island, and in order to get off, I had to go back to the cows.


    I shouted again:


    
      For fuck's sake, cows!

    


    The cows were unmoved and stared at me like prey. As if to rub salt in the wound, Buddy started to lick his balls. I contemplated the beauty in his simplistic life and considered trying to lick my own balls.


    I could not reach them.


    I remembered I was supposed to be a Man, and Men stare fear in the face.


    I charged in the opposite direction. The trajectory of my spur-of-the-moment flee took us back into the river at top speed.


    The river was far deeper than I thought, again, and I forgot I had a lead in my hand to which Buddy was attached. I felt a strong yank, followed by a sudden drop in tension, then Buddy slingshot past me and hit the water like a skipping stone.


    Wet, and free at last, we returned to the first field.


    How to avoid death by cow


    So, I hope I've made a strong case that walking through a field of cows is not always straightforward, especially if you have a dog, and you should be on your guard.


    I was once told by a farmer to treat cows as if they are stoned Rastafarians: approach (or move around them) slowly, calmly and quietly. While this is useful advice if you're alone, it's not really practical with a dog. If you do find yourself in trouble (as I did), the best thing to do is to let go of your dog’s lead - the dog will outrun the cows and it will also outrun you. In hindsight, I was lucky that Buddy is Houdini, as otherwise I may have tried to hold onto him.


    If the cows have calves, do not enter the field, or if you must, traverse as far away as possible, do not panic and do not make sudden noises.

  


  
    Fast walking V slow walking


    James Alexander


    I am suspicious of people who walk quickly for no reason. People who are late aren't so bad, they have a reason; they are late. There's an agreeable air of bungling desperation to their briskness, distinguishing them from the wretched, reasonless fast-walker. Their flushed cheeks, alarmed countenance, agitated flouncing; things we all do with the requisite stimulus, or like I do every day, because I am late, all the time. I want to cheer late people on, to say "Comrade! I too have been late! Run, run like the wind! Actually, crap! I am late! Wait for meee!"


    My ire is for those baffling people who seemingly decide to spend their lives responding to some nebulous half-emergency. My people need me! But, not so fast that it requires running, or any form of pedal-based or motorised transport!


    Myself, I'm a head-in-the-clouds ambler. I trundle along gawking, letting the day or night's delectations wash over me like a golden shower from The Almighty, while my mind runs free in imaginary meadows made of candy floss and rainbows and unicorns bestrode by lonely Amazonian girls with pneumatic boobies. Ambling is a mind-clearer, a creative fillip, a way for your unconscious to shake loose solutions to problems intractable by active thought, bubbling them up from the deep to bob around in the sea of your conscious.


    
      Walking is the best way to go more slowly than any other method that has ever been found


      Frédéric Gros - A Philosophy of Walking

    


    Walking is meant to be slow. Fred is a philosopher, which means he knows lots of stuff. Which is good, because I can point to his quote as if it makes my argument sound, then go and stand in a corner looking superior. I might smoke a pipe and wear a hat. If you aren't already convinced, ambling looks cooler than all that rushing around. You can't look cool stomping around like you've lost your horse.


    Charlie, my fiancée, is not an ambler. If Charlie is late, the sonic boom resonates for miles. You can tell she is coming by the clouds of birds scattering in the distance. I don't even need to see her coming, I can smell the burning rubber.


    We have just returned from a wedding in Malaga. I was an usher, a key piece of information the groom forgot to tell me prior to the wedding. It is my experience that Men should not be involved in the wedding process whatsoever; my brother also failed to tell me I was his best man. I found out from a website, presumably setup by his wife. In both cases, I responded in kind, with total dereliction of duty. In Malaga I was tasked with ushering people around and taking Polaroids of all the couples. I took one. A close up of my face. Charlie wrestled it off me before I could take one of my balls. Then I got slaughtered on Sangria and flirted with the grooms Grandmother.


    From Malaga we went to Ibiza for a few days, to a beautiful, serene place called Benirras, in the North. We sunbathed and read, and drank wine, and did yoga (kind of, we were near people who did yoga) and watched sunsets, and all the other relaxing stuff you do on holiday. We met some friends and went to Pacha. A load of hippies came down from the hills and played drums and got stoned and had a beach party. It was bloody great. We returned a picture of serenity, and yet once we'd landed, Charlie reverted to type and began marching around like she was corralling troops. We were half way to the train station when I said, "What's the rush? Are you responding to an emergency?"


    "You walk too slowly," she said without looking back.


    "Yeah, but I'm carrying a suitcase and a bag, and you're-... where's your suitcase?"


    The look on her face as it dawned that she'd run off without her suitcase was glorious. Cheeks flush with the sting of shame, wide-eyed disbelief. It quickly became less glorious when she explained that I would be the one running back. I sprinted (or as close as I can get these days, a motion which has been described as not entirely dissimilar to an excited duck) into the terminal, a circle of airport staff stood around the bag talking into walkie-talkies and looking very serious indeed. As I approached them I heard the words 'stand down, stand down'.


    "Is this your bag?"


    "Ye-," I gasped between breaths, "yea, I... my girlfre-.. she left it.."


    "Good job you got here then, we were going to blow it up."


    So, there you have it. People who walk fast are terrorists.

  


  
    The town of entrepreneurs


    Aneira Davies


    Aberystwyth, a small town on the west coast of Wales, is renowned for its holidaymakers, pebbled beaches, Victorian pier, promenade and cliff funicular railway. It also has an impressive castle ruins, an old college building, an arts centre and the National Library of Wales, which houses the first ever book printed in Welsh and the first Welsh bible translation.


    But Aberystwyth is also a place for inventors and, among the pretty views the hilly town has, there are quite a few entrepreneurs. The local university, for example, has its own Dragons Den-style competition, the InvEnterPrize, which awards students £20,000 to make their business idea work. The scheme was launched in September 2012 to encourage entrepreneurship and stimulate new ideas for products and services. It is open to all Aberystwyth University students.


    For Greg Dash, a camera maker who lives in the town and was a finalist in this year's InvEnterPrize award, Aberystwyth has always been a place of meaning to him, having visited the town on family holidays when he was a child. Greg, who also works at the university part-time, says he always wanted to study in the town and came to Aberystwyth to do a PhD in wind energy. It was while studying that he made his first camera, in 2012, and he has been living in Aberystwyth now for three years.


    Greg is currently working on his newest camera, the Rhianna, a digital camera that can take Instagram-style photos. The camera has special features such as vignetting and high contrast pictures, a bit like the Diana camera produced by Lomography. The camera will also have a video option for filming retro-style videos.


    He has now made three cameras in total and sells them on his website, Cyclops Cameras. He funds each project through Indiegogo campaigns, which enables people to sponsor and donate money to his ideas. Each camera has a limited edition of 1,000 units. Limiting what he does make, Greg says, is what drives him.


    He says: "I think it's funny to tell people I'm not making any more, because they don't get it. I quite like that."


    Chance happening


    Making cameras has enabled Greg to pay off his university debts, which he did with the sales of his first camera, the Cyclops. The camera made a £64,000 turnover, enabling him to also fund further camera projects with the money.


    Greg's foray into camera making happened quite by chance; he never intended to pay off his debts in this way. He built himself a fisheye camera because he simply couldn't afford to buy one. He says, "I made it because I wanted one. I wanted a fisheye camera and so I made it using the parts of other cameras."


    Once he started using the camera in public, people took an interest in the product and Greg thought he might be on to something. He put the project up on Indiegogo and it took off.


    He says: "I thought, 'I've got a chance now to pay off my debt'."


    It was a far cry from where he was at the age of 23, seeking financial advice about bankruptcy. At the time he had nowhere to live and no money, and even now is afraid to go back into that debt. Paying his debts off has been one of the best things about making the cameras and his aim now is to live debt-free.


    He continues: "Now the pinnacle of existing is to live debt-free. That's what I'm trying to aim for."


    
      I paid off my university debt with the sales of my first camera.

    


    Greg, who is originally from Mountain Ash and lived in Edinburgh before moving to Aberystwyth, designs the cameras in his flat. He occasionally employs freelancers if there is a problem that he cannot fix and sends the cameras to be assembled in a factory. They are then sent back to him to post to buyers.


    Although the cameras have been a huge success, Greg doesn't want to make a business out of them. Part of that reason is because he wants to concentrate on his PhD and continue with his research into wind energy, but he also says that he doesn't want his camera ideas copied by others. Keeping the cameras to a small number means this is less likely to happen.


    "It's a tactical strategy", he says, "because it's just me working on the business and also because people can copy them really easily. I can't compete with the prices that would come out of China. The way I do that is by limiting the amount of stock I produce."


    The good thing about only producing a small amount of cameras is that Greg also has a personal relationship with his customers. The personal aspect is very important - Greg knows every buyer.


    "I know them all. I know their names and I chat to them on email. We talk about photography and they send me their pictures. I don't want it to be like a transaction. I don’t want to feel like I'm a machine pumping out cameras. I want people to know that they're buying and engaging with a real person. That's what I want. I want to build a relationship rather than a transaction."


    This means that he has been able to maintain all control over his cameras and can also refuse to sell to people if they are rude.


    A hackable camera


    Greg also works with local people, such as fellow Aberystwyth creative Elysia, an artist who designed the camera packaging and made his first t-shirt. The ability to work with local people, Greg says, is another positive of being in Aberystwyth.


    The cameras have been featured by the BBC, ITV and technology blogs, although Greg does admit it has been hard to get recognition for his work, and he thinks this is especially hard for Welsh businesses.


    He says: "It's quite difficult for creatives in Wales to get press recognition." However, he does believe that any limitations can be worked through and sees the benefits of working in such a beautiful town: "It's a nice place to live. I always think 'this is where people come on holidays, I live where people go on holiday'. That's quite nice."


    Greg's future plans include the Rhianna launch in November and working on the next camera, which will be hackable and enable people to experience what it's like to make their own camera.


    He is also hoping to work on a project with a local gallery, using cameras to explore the countryside, and is working on a book with some of the people who backed him on Indiegogo for the first camera.


    He says: "Every person will get a page and they can put their pictures on it. It will be a page of their experiences with the camera."


    A gap in the market


    Sam Hunt, another finalist in this year's InvEnterPrize award, found his gap in the market when he was a student. The idea for his creation, Bytedrive, an online cloud backup and file-sharing service, came about after speaking to friends about how little storage space there was for students.


    He was studying at Aberystwyth University at the time and, although there was a small amount of storage backup available on the university's shared drive, one problem that he and his friends encountered was that they were unable to store a lot of work on it. Sam also found that students often needed to transfer work between different computers and devices.


    He says: "You can't sync your files between all your devices and view on your phone, for example. Obviously this is really important, especially when you’re a student, due to how much data you store and having your files on you wherever you are. Having that is really beneficial."


    Sam found that there wasn't a product on the market catering specifically to the needs of students and priced low enough that they would pay for it, which is how he created Bytedrive. Users pay for a backup service specific to their needs. There are different options for each type of user, ranging from £5 a month for 1TB of storage for up to three computers, to £11 a month, which gives users unlimited backup and up to 2TB of sync storage where they can drag and drop files to their own account.


    Focusing on the customer


    Sam, who is originally from Solihull, is the founder and managing director of Bytedrive and set up the company in May. His initial idea, he says, was to target the product at students and give them a personal, U- based, user experience. He says: "There's actually a face behind the company and more customer satisfaction at heart." The fun design for the Bytedrive website appeals to a younger audience: "You can engage in it and it looks cool. Hopefully people will like it."


    
      Everyone associates backup as a dull and tedious task but when you've got an application to hand like Bytedrive, it just makes it easier.

    


    Although it started off aimed at students, Sam says Bytedrive is accessible to all and the service has already had some interest from businesses in the UK and abroad.


    Sam, who moved to Aberystwyth to attend university, studied for a Masters in Software Engineering. He didn't intend to work for himself and applied for jobs in London, like some of his friends did. Instead, he found he had some time on his hands and decided to focus on making his idea a business. He explains: "I thought 'I might as well give it a go now. I've got nothing to lose'."


    Sam found that there were quite a few grants for business start-ups and he was fortunate to get four different grants in total. One of those was the Ceredigion Micro Business Investment Fund, a grant for local businesses to enhance or develop new ways of creating income and jobs in the area.


    He says Aberystwyth, with its strong student presence, is the ideal place to test the waters for his idea. However, he admits that marketing his product from the Welsh town is still difficult. "It's really hard doing what I do here. There's no real industry, there's no real tech-savvy business around really. It is quite niche, I guess."


    Despite this he has had some interest through social media, such as Twitter, and earlier this year he set up an Indiegogo campaign to market Bytedrive. In response, one company, in California, has offered its help in publicising the service over there. Sam hopes that by marketing the product further he will get more sales, but he has enjoyed the process so far.


    He says: "The best part has been the whole learning curve and setting up a business from nothing. The whole learning experience has been really exciting. I suppose when it's something that you're passionate about, it's great to just go for it and then try to figure it out yourself."


    In the future, Sam hopes to expand the service and the website by creating video content, an FAQ page and a blog. This, he says, will hopefully increase the audience and bring more subscribers. For him, it's about making the experience a lot better and clearer for the customer and users are at the heart of the experience.


    But he has even bigger plans than that for his future: "Maybe a few years down the line, I'll sell it to Google and see what happens."


    Alongside the beaches, promenade, library and university, it seems that Aberystwyth is a place full of business inspiration. With the rise of businesses such as Cyclops Cameras and Bytedrive, it is clear that, despite being a town small in numbers, Aberystwyth is holding its own and even excelling in the business world. Who knows what might come out of Aberystwyth next?


    The Rhianna camera costs £65 plus delivery costs and is available to buy from Cyclops Cameras. Cameras will be sent out ready for Christmas 2014. They will also be stocked exclusively at the Photographers' Gallery.

  


  
    Israel & Ireland: Some personal reflections on conflict & resolution


    James MW


    In 1996 I found myself living in an old farmhouse on a hillside, outside Ballyshannon in County Donegal, in the Irish Republic. The hill is named Sheegus, gaelic for ‘wind of the fairies’, and was made famous by local poet William Allingham (1824 - 1889) in his poem ‘The Faeries’. The townland faces onto the Atlantic Ocean and affords a wonderful view both out to sea, and down the west coast towards Sligo and Galway. It is the rain, the unrelenting everyday rain; the swathes of Irish mist that continually shapes and softens the view ahead and drives you to shelter. The constant wash is what keeps this land so fertile, and the view of green so lush.


    I was there at a time of change for the country and the culture, in the years leading up to the historic peace agreement of the Good Friday Agreement on 1998 bringing a new level of calm between the Republicans and the Unionists in the North. This filtered out across the Irish Republic, and immediate benefits were felt in peace dividends.


    It felt like new roads were suddenly being built or finally completed, and as someone working in the arts, it suddenly became easier to access community funding for projects. In fact, Tony Blair, in the months before he won the election, paid a private visit to Ballyshannon to visit the graves of his grandparents, who had lived in the town and he had spent time there in his youth. As quite a naive young Brit, I felt nothing but goodwill and a hundred thousand welcomes during my 5 year stay in the Republic.


    Forward 9 years to 2005, and I find myself based in Jerusalem, Israel, and the view out of my front door is very different. The light in the Middle East is astounding.


    It is the clarity of the light that stays with me now, not the memory of heat, or the occasional sand storms that blitzed the entire country. The light that is the constant glare over this land: it burns the earth, sears into human souls and peels off layers of soil and skin alike. Despite some agriculture, and attempts to green the desert, the light makes human life run very differently.


    The psychological perspective of this culture is also very different – Israel and its Palestinian neigbours, in the West Bank and in Gaza, as well as with it’s northerly neighbours in Lebanon, are in a state of uneasy peace, or perhaps stasis is more accurate, after another brutal war.


    My journey to Sheegus had begun with a woman. Indeed I found myself living in both Ireland and Israel because of partners. In Ireland a short holiday for us turned into an extended stay for me, with a heartbreaking effort at reconciliation high up on Sheegus hill. But my stay there turned into creating a life, finding bits of work and an identity for myself in this rural place. The journey to Sheegus had meandered from further south, to County Cavan (time at a Buddhist retreat), but I knew I needed to stop and be grounded for a while. After 5 years I was suffering from seriously itchy feet and the realisation that despite being fit and quite resourceful, my hilltop time was done.


    Another relationship some years further down the line took me to Israel, and specifically, Jerusalem.


    For some, the holy of holies, for some an odd anomaly of a truly disjointed place. If I had 10 shekels for each time someone said the air of Jerusalem was the sweetest in the world, I might be able to afford a tiny slice of Jerusalem real estate, or more realistically, the most incredible tasting humus and falafel you can imagine.


    One of the saddest experiences of this very physical as well as genuinely spiritual City is that every year a few hundreds pilgrims here, who may already be quite unbalanced, suffer from ‘Jerusalem syndrome’, which is embodying the expectation of sanctity and holiness that so many place upon what is an earthly, physical place.


    For me, almost every day I did wake up with a sense of fascination bordering on awe that I was living in this ancient and intriguing place, and that we lived on the connecting road between the Old City and both Bethlehem and to Hebron. My perception of the heat and passion of the Middle East is the great chasm of understanding of, and interest in, the other, the neighbour, someone (anyone) outside.


    The State of Israel’s defiant building up of it’s national identity buoyed by mass inward immigration of Jews from the US and the UK making ‘aliyah’ is on the one hand an extraordinary achievement – state building and nationhood, and on the other a defiance and a closing in. I was always made welcome as an outsider wherever I went, and this appealed to my inquisitive nature. And this is a land crawling with foreign journalists after all, all keen to ferret out a story, a feeling, a mis-understanding, or an injustice hurriedly covered over.


    Over this ten year period I met many hundreds of people, from all walks of life.


    Working in the arts in Ireland I spent a good bit of time with kids in schools and youth groups, writers, men working on a FAS scheme (a Government employment scheme) building a cliff top path (where we spent most of the 6 week scheme in a portable tin hut sheltering from the rain and swapping stories), spiritual seekers, churchmen and the godless too.


    One encounter that will always stay with me is while staying in a community on the Aran Isles, waiting for the postman at the end of the path, sitting on a stone wall, admiring the view across the fields to the sea and over to the mainland. The postie trundled up, eyed me suspiciously, and perhaps he knew of another Brit on the island or could hear it in my “morning”, said: “did you vote for Thatcher, then?.”


    I worked with youth in Donegal on litter issues, and also on the legacy of the famine, getting them to go deep into their family histories and to think through what happened and the impact of the politically-caused poverty and mass emigration on today's generation. For a summer project, we built a replica famine ship and paraded it into town, half the group being the ships men offering hope of a new start overseas, and the others weighing up the options of a life staying in blight and poverty stricken 18th Century Ireland. The decaying workhouse outside this and many other towns stands as a reminder of this devastating time: a holocaust of the psyche for the tough Irish spirit.


    These kids talked of their parents telling them about recent tough years, and recent violence and bombings (and Lord Mountbatten had been blown up on his fishing boat just a few miles from this town), and yet for all of them there were outlets for their talents and interests: music, theatre, local summer jobs, festivals, university, family in the UK or America to visit, and a bit further down the line, a sparkling new leisure centre for the town.


    I also had the chance to work with vulnerable street kids in downtown Jerusalem, some of whom had been sent by their parents from the US to explore their Jewish heritage and to make a life for themselves, but this sometimes resulted in a spiral of drugs, alcoholism and homelessness and not fitting in to any of the many worlds open to them in this new, hot, manic, politically and religiously charged environment. Of all the groups I spent time with, these kids are those who I would fear for most. The teenage craziness they were experiencing was magnified in this intense religious political atmosphere, and I talked with several who had seen and heard bus bombings on the streets of Jerusalem – a very visceral experience of terrorism. I fear that they are caught up in the cycle of unwillingness to listen or understand the other living close by.


    Then also in Israel, there were the settlers, the bourgeoisie, the hippy rabbis, the sun-seeking hedonists, the Nobel prize-winning scientists and the corner shop owners, who sold me single cigarettes and chewed the cud in a snatch of various languages about the issue of the day, be it heat, terrorism, the price of fish, or how to cook a chicken.


    I had encounters with Al Gore (and the most extreme security detail I’ve ever witnessed), and playwright Tom Stoppard as they received huge prizes from a private Institution. And I hope ‘Dame’ Shirley Porter understood the venom of my look as I sat next to her at an event in the research facility she has sunk her stolen millions from the British taxpayer into, at Tel Aviv University. Some of my treasured memories are of working for odd days with olive farmers in the West Bank, and a US-born journalist turned olive farmer outside Jerusalem, and trying to create and help thrive a community allotment in a Jerusalem neighbourhood (not much thrived in that dusty sand).


    It’s almost impossible to move in Israel without being engaged in a conversation (unless you hide in the desert or the caves of Qumran). There is always talking. But often it’s shouting, orders being given or argued against, opinions tossed out. Not much listening, by many. There are visionaries, revolutionaries, mystics and ordinary kind gentle souls, reaching out, standing firm and often standing together.


    But my heart was with, and will remain with, the Bedouin of the Negev Desert. Caught between a rock and a harder place, these remnants of ancient tribes are almost stateless: they are citizens of the State of Israel, but are not granted the same resources as everyone else. The Bedouin are proud peoples, and want to remain in their tribal place, and older generations want to hold to traditions. Some of those traditions seem anachronistic to western values: patriarchy and the role of women, sheiks dispelling justice, but by living within the state, all of this is being rapidly eroded.


    Just last week, Israeli media reported on a new Government plan to evict the Bedouin tribes on the outskirts of Jerusalem and the South Hebron hills and resettle them on a specific patch of land elsewhere, away from their knowledge, their place. The Bedouin en mass live a life of ‘clinging’ to a place, holding on to roots; a once nomadic peoples used to seasonal wanderings now facing evictions and resettlements at the whim of a Government that remains alien and unhearing to their names. There are activists and leaders emerging from this community. To name just 2, Nuri El Ukbi has been a tireless non-violent campaigner for the right of his tribe to stay on the piece of land that he has documentation from pre-Mandate and Ottoman days to show connection to, if not ‘ownership’ of. Nuri regularly faces eviction from his temporary tent, and has been jailed several times for his belief in tribal belonging. Amal El Sana has created several NGO’s (and gained a PHD from a Canadian University) to promote empowerment through education and employment for Bedouin women of all tribes in the Negev. She is a shining example of someone embracing opportunities and channelling them to the most marginalised sector.


    There are others too, including 1 solitary Bedouin member of the Israeli Knesset (parliament), but there is a dis-unity amongst the various Bedouin tribes and rivalries that don’t unify them in a vision to preserve a way of life moving forward within the situation they find themselves in. I know that this is a common trait amongst Indigenous groups, and I also know that initiatives led by Bedouin academics and Israeli activists are enabling Bedouin to reach out Internationally to connect with other marginalised Indigenous communities.


    In contrast to my time with the Bedouin, a project that gave me a deep insight into Israeli culture, and a lot of personal satisfaction as well, was working with the NGO Atzum on a project interviewing the so-called ‘Righteous Gentiles’ who live in Israel. These are non-Jews who went out of their way to save Jews from holocaust atrocities in the various places the Nazi’s operated. These are peoples whose kind and often very brave acts were later documented and verified, and whom the State has taken upon itself the desire to offer them a pension and the offer of a life in Israel.


    During my year traversing the length and breadth of the country meeting them, working with a translator (in many languages – English, French, Russian, Polish and others), teasing out their stories on camera, and all the negotiations beforehand to arrange the visits (and sometimes 2 or 3 visits, and a follow-up), I visited almost every town, City or kibbutz. At this time there were 53 righteous gentiles, and I know that there are less than half of that number remaining alive now. I heard some astonishing stories, and I was taken back on every visit to some dark times in human history.


    Most of all, I learnt about lives lived way back and how they were being lived now, sometimes in both the country of origin and with 6 months or so a year in Israel.


    Often the individuals were able to collect pensions in both places, and many had 2 lives, although everyone seemed a grounded, down to earth person. Without exception all of them said that the act they had done to save or shelter lives had presented itself as necessary in the moment. Later on they had gained recognition for their acts, and my documenting their story in later life added to this, and saved the story as a piece of digital media for now, but everyone was humble, and had come to terms with the unusual consequences of their actions.


    I reflect that having made the decision at some point in their subsequent years to commit to a life or half a life in Israel, often at the invitation of those they had saved or rescued, was a kind of liminal living. They didn’t wish to be made great heroes, and for the most part had lived quiet and average lives, with this act that kept them – as a concept rather than individuals – in an unusual space.


    But the comparison with the Bedouin community ends there, as the Bedouin are a very solid physical presence, living together in large units, inhabiting a space to show their roots extend through the soil and way back and beyond.


    I wrote fiction while in Ireland: something grasped me and I listened to the stories and responded in fiction. A novel I connected with and which resonates still as a story that traverses the highs and lows of life in politics, land, and love, is Dermot Healy’s ‘A Goats Song’ – set across all the 32 Counties, it rambles into the hearts of a man and woman finding and losing each other in the Cities and in the country. It lives against the backdrop of misunderstandings, bitterness, murder, and something heartful and hopeful shines through. Dermot died recently – an extraordinary and irascible fella living against the waves of County Sligo. I honour his gift for story here.


    In the not often very holy land, the intensity of life presented as reality, often painful and always very complex, so I wrote life as I saw it, and picked up a film camera to capture it too. The place is awash with books, films, interpretations and understandings. Some of the many I’ll point to for angles and glimpses into it are Louisa Waugh’s ‘Meet Me In Gaza’, written during a year spent in the Strip – this most unknown but most focussed on tiny tiny place of contested sorrow on the planet, and the works of Amos Oz, the prolific Israeli author and peace activist, and the lesser known Israeli writer S. Yizhar, who writes movingly of land and these fragile human creatures who crawl over it. The Palestinian poet Taha Muhammad Ali will conjure the words from the hills, and walking writer Raja Shehadeh will physically take the reader over them.


    These are only reflections, based on close observation, interaction with and enjoyment of being with every one I met during this time of my life. I bring the two experiences together, in what will certainly be an ongoing reflection upon and interaction with the two cultures, to highlight the journey that nations and peoples must understand they are on before acknowledging where they may go. I pay tribute to those who are active in Israel and the Palestinian Territories: the activists who are keeping contact, who shine a light on abuse and hatred and violence, and who maintain their own hope and projects in the light of despair. The parents of the slain who reach out to the other side to understand why and to take steps forward together; the soldiers who are bravely revealing the culture within the occupying army, and the lone man from Nazareth who maintains a holocaust museum to show his fellow Arabs what the Jews have suffered.


    I’m under no illusion that the powers that be will be reading my words, but it is the leaders that must arise out of this fear, self-interest, and belief in machismo power over all. Ireland has emerged from a shadow time, and Israel could do the same. This can only be done by a new belief in it’s people, in it’s community of visions and the plethora of stories we human live through in physical reality and our emotional imaginations, and the willingness to talk meaningfully.


    Just as the cells in the human body die and new ones replace and replenish them, so will it be within a country, a state, a culture. If new movements, new parties and new issues led by new blood don’t grow within a country, a cancer, a cultural amnesia or a kind of dementia will set in. Irish history shows that hatred can be inculcated for centuries.


    I’ve my share of resolutions and conflicts too, as with these lands, these cultures, the lovers who I shared them with. Inner and outer demons. What, you may ask, of the lovers that swept me up into these places? Conflicts and resolutions indeed.

  


  
    The rise of revolutionary street art in Oaxaca


    Jen Wilton


    “Graffiti is revolutionary”, says Terrance Lindall, an artist from New York City, the birthplace of modern graffiti. “People who are oppressed or suppressed need an outlet, so they write on walls – it’s free.”


    Mexico has a long history of revolutionary art. Especially well-known are the revolution-era muralists from the early 20th century, such as Rivera, Orozco and Siqueiros. These artists painted masterpieces in public spaces, aiming to create a “public and accessible visual dialogue with the Mexican people”.


    Today, in the southern Mexican state of Oaxaca, a new street art phenomenon has taken root. When walking around Oaxaca City, the quality of art that can be found in the streets is striking. More than just beautifying these spaces, many of the pieces provide pointed sociopolitical commentary. They remind passers-by of some of the worst problems Oaxaca, and Mexico more generally, are facing right now – political repression, grinding poverty, the perils of migration, threats to Indigenous people and environmental damage, to name a few. They also point to solutions and offer inspiration to take action.


    Well-known Oaxacan artist Yescka explains the importance of graffiti and street art. “It’s an attempt to reintegrate art into society. I feel that art right now is standing outside society because it belongs to a limited sector of galleries, intellectuals and museums. I believe art is for everybody and that’s why we’re trying to create a link, so that the people can get in touch with art in their everyday lives again.”


    The birth of a movement


    Every year, as schools close down for the summer, teachers in Oaxaca strike to negotiate increased wages and better school supplies, in a tradition dating back to 1981. Unlike in previous years, however, in June 2006 thousands of police officers in riot gear were sent by the governor to break the strike, using tear gas and rubber bullets to disperse the teachers’ protest camp in the city centre. Scores of people were injured in the process.


    The violent crackdown sparked a public backlash against the state government, as people took to the streets in support of the teachers. Fresh protest camps were erected and general assemblies held to facilitate collective decision-making. In many neighbourhoods across the city, barricades were set up to control the movement of police and paramilitary groups. Mainstream radio stations were taken over by protesters as a way to disseminate information widely.


    During this time, street art was used to condemn the abuses of power that had become so prevalent in the troubled state and to publicly point to a shared reality of oppression. It was an accessible way for people to share information and rally support.


    However, in October 2006, thousands of federal police were sent to Oaxaca to regain control of the city. In the 2008 book Teaching Rebellion: Stories from the grassroots mobilisation in Oaxaca, internationally recognised visual artist Hugo recounts how he greeted the arrival of tanks and heavily armed troops by painting a message on the ground in his own blood: Ni una gota más de sangre (not another drop of blood). Three people were killed that same day – local teacher Emilio Alonso Fabián, resident Esteban Zurita López and American independent journalist Brad Will. Graffiti denouncing Governor Ruiz Ortiz as a murderer appeared throughout the city centre.


    By the end of November, a major crackdown in the city centre saw the last encampments and barricades torn down by the Federal Preventative Police, marking the end of the teachers’ occupation. Students relinquished control of a university campus they had occupied for months. Protesters and bystanders alike were assaulted, arrested and in some cases disappeared and tortured, with no way to tell family members where they were.


    For a few months the protests died down, but by the time the school year ended again in May 2007, the street art scene in Oaxaca exploded, amid ongoing peaceful protests aimed at the state government. In the 2009 book Protest Graffiti Mexico: Oaxaca, renowned Oaxacan-born singer Lila Downs said of the burgeoning street art movement at that time: “As repression continues, the symbols become stronger, and they come to life.”


    The legacy lives on


    Some quintessential images from that early period can still be found in Oaxaca today. The Virgin of the Barricades is a notable example that depicts the Virgin Mary, a central figure in Mexico’s overwhelmingly Catholic religious life, wearing a gas mask. Flaming tyres cover her veil, accompanied by the simple words "protect us", as she clasps her hands in quiet prayer.


    Many artists worked side by side, and others came together to form collectives. The Assembly of Revolutionary Artists of Oaxaca (ASARO) was born during the 2006 uprising, with an eclectic group of artists joining forces to make highly political pieces of street art. Yescka, then a young artist in the collective, also spoke in Teaching Rebellion of that early coming together.


    He explains: “It’s always been important to me to express myself freely, to make images that leave a mark, that tell a story of a time, an era or a moment that will never be erased because they live on in our memories. A lot of young people I know, myself included, had always been painting in the streets, but often without any real purpose. What I can thank this movement for is that it made us conscious, gave us reason and meaning – it opened our eyes.”


    Two other young artists, Rosario and Roberto, also channelled their creativity in a new direction during 2006. The pair created designs for t-shirts, banners and posters in support of the protests. Even after the uprising had officially been quelled, the duo continued designing and printing t-shirts for the movement. In 2007, they formed the collective Lapiztola, a play on the Spanish words lápiz (pencil) and pistola (gun), with Yankel, an architect and graffiti artist who had also been active during the 2006 protests.


    “Our style emerged from the need to express and demonstrate against what has been happening in our city”, the collective explained in a press statement. Lapiztola’s work conveys poignant ideas about place and poverty through stencil-work and graffiti. A frequent motif of their work is the portrayal of a hard-working individual juxtaposed with a flock of birds, perhaps representing freedom from life’s harsher realities.


    Like many other Oaxacan street artists, the members of Lapiztola have showcased their work at numerous exhibitions in Mexico and abroad. An adaptation of a mural titled El maíz en nuestra vida (Corn in our lives), originally painted for a festival in Cuba, recently found its way onto the streets of Oaxaca.


    The piece depicts a young woman aiming a rifle at scientists dressed in white hazmat suits, leaning over long stalks of corn. The piece links in with current protests across Mexico, the birthplace of maize, against the widespread introduction of Monsanto’s genetically modified corn.


    Internal divisions


    While the Oaxacan street art scene is made up of a diverse mix of artists and causes, a handful of the better-known collectives have recently become embroiled in a heated conflict. One artist is currently facing legal action for sexual assault and the projects he is associated with have come under fire from a group of women calling for justice to be done.


    Battle lines have been drawn. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this war has also been waged by applying paint to concrete.


    Graffiti and stencil work denouncing the artist in question can be found scattered across the city centre. The collectives associated with the accused artist have plastered statements on public walls, explaining their stance and distancing themselves from the alleged assault in February 2014.


    It seems Oaxacan street art is also being used to highlight divisions that exist within the movement itself. Even progressive social movements can mirror the wider problems of the societies they belong to. Violence against women in Mexico has reached epidemic proportions in recent decades. The very real issues of machismo and patriarchy need to be adequately addressed, both beyond and within Mexico’s social movements.


    Raising consciousness


    Author Louis Nevaer helped document the rise of street art in Protest Graffiti Mexico: Oaxaca. He says street artists have a role to play in helping to empower and lift people out of ignorance. “In Oaxaca, graffiti artists are modern-day scribes”, Nevaer writes, “passing the written word to people in rebellion against injustice.”


    While printing presses and radio stations can be shut down, street artists enjoy relative freedom to communicate with their fellow citizens. After all, graffiti that has been painted over simply becomes a blank canvas for someone else to use. “They cannot stop us, because the people are with us”, Ana Santos, a pioneer in Mexico’s graffiti movement, told Nevaer. “We are the people.”


    “In a way I feel like we revolutionised art”, says Yescka, highlighting the wider social transformation that came out of Oaxaca’s 2006 uprising. “That was when I began to understand [the true] meaning of art: making people more sensitive, raising consciousness, and creating new spaces for artistic expression.”

  


  
    Sugar: the next "tobacco war"?


    Jennifer Parker


    When you first look at a teaspoon of glistening white granules of sweet sugar crystals, you would never think that such a pleasure provider would arguably have the greatest impact on public health, the environment and a variety of other socioeconomic dimensions than any other agricultural commodity.


    With its expansion into Europe and North America after the 16th century, sugar was transformed from a luxury product into everyday use, even by the poor. However, its increased demand and over-consumption today is demonstrating some serious effects upon human health and proving detrimental to the environment.


    The sugar industry is highly lucrative for a few whose concentrated power enables control over policy-making, thereby overshadowing the abuses of human rights, health and wellbeing as well as the erosion and degradation of land, forests, water systems and air quality.


    For many countries, sugar is one of the most important sources of national income. It accounts for 70% of Cuba’s exports and 40% of exports from Belize (Fairtrade Association 2013). However, farmworkers and small-holder farmers can often fail to secure a fair return for their work and struggle to provide a decent livelihood for themselves and their families.


    Traditionally, the international trade laws that govern sugar imports have made it difficult for smallholders to access the more lucrative markets of Europe and North America. These force them into competition with more powerful, wealthy countries that have greater financial resources to dedicate to sugar production and greater political power to subsidise and promote their sugar industries (Fairtrade Association 2013).


    Additionally, small-scale producers have always faced competition for the land on which their livelihoods depend. It is evident, however, that changes in demand for food, energy and natural resources, alongside liberalisation of trade regimes, are making the competition over the means for production, such as land, increasingly global and progressively unequal resulting in the dispossession of land, further poverty and food insecurity, which ultimately leads to malnutrition, hunger, vulnerability to illness, chronic disease and death (O’Kane 2011, Human Rights Watch 2011).


    Along with greater demand for production has come a progressively concentrated ownership of land across the world, even within developed countries such as the UK. Here, farm sizes are enlarging but both variety and the number of land owners are shrinking. In places such as India and Rwanda, farmers who once managed their own farms are now having to work as labourers for big corporations, which in many cases exploit them by providing very low wages, little occupational safety and even, in some cases, carry out physical abuse, or encourage child labour.


    Such dispossession and abuses of human wellbeing lead to a host of long-lasting effects upon the livelihoods of farm workers such as injury and ill-health, which can in turn result in loss of the ability to continue work. In the case of children working the plantations, they are not only at risk of injuries, stress, exhaustion and abuse, but are also at risk of long-term respiratory disorders from inhaling smoke from cane burning to clear the fields. Contact with pesticides can cause damage to children’s skin and eyes and be detrimental to respiratory function and reproductive health over time (Fairtrade Association 2013). Such disabling health effects render workers unable to earn even the most modest living, plunging them and their families into further poverty and hunger.


    Soil, seeds, water, fertiliser, pesticides and labour are all required for the production of a profitable sugar cane crop. However, industrialised sugar crops also have a detrimental impact upon biodiversity and ecosystem (O’Kane 2011, WWF 2013, Nash 1993, Repetto and Baliga 1996, WHO 1990, WHO1992, Gleick 1993).


    The WWF reported that 5-6m hectares of cropland is lost annually because of soil erosion and degradation caused by heavy planting of sugar cane, known as mono-cropping. This is where the growing of a single crop occurs year after year on the same land, absent of the rotation of other crops. This affects future yields and the sustainability of sugar cultivation, threatening the livelihoods of farmers and those who work the farms. Soil erosion is another systemic cause of poverty, leading to hunger, poor diets and ultimately poor health.


    Malnutrition, which includes inadequate intake of calories, protein, and numerous essential vitamins and minerals, is a major disease related to environmental degradation. It prevails in regions in which the overall food supply is inadequate, where populations lack economic resources to purchase food and where political unrest and instability interrupt food supplies. In addition, rapidly expanding human populations intensify the food-supply problems by diminishing the per capita availability of cropland (Pimentel and Pimentel 1996).


    Changes in ecosystem biodiversity and invasion by exotic species caused by such changes frequently result in disease outbreaks. Several diseases identified in 1994, which emerged due to ecological damage, were coccidioidomycosis fungal infections caused by Coccidioides immitis, which effected parts of California. The number of cases increased from approximately 500 in 1990 to nearly 5,000 in 1992 (CDC 1994). With few known effective controls, this disease is expected to continue to spread in the future (CDC 1994).


    With the erosion of soil also comes the threat of sediments being washed into water systems and ruining ecosystems (WWF 2013, Nash 1993, Repetto and Baliga 1996, WHO 1990, WHO1992, Gleick 1993). Modern use of stronger chemicals in increasing amounts to kill pests contaminate these sediments, which poison the waters and surrounding resources for drinking water, causing illness (WWF, no date) - 15 out of 24 of the world’s ecosystem services are being degraded or used unsustainably, according to the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005).


    The WHO reports that 3m people suffer acute pesticide poisoning every year, causing 220,000 deaths, a figure that doesn’t account for the impacts of chronic exposure (WHO 1992, WHO and UNEP 1990). Newly developed chemicals have also increased the varieties, potencies and quantities of chemicals that are released into the air, soil, and water. These chemicals have increased ecosystem pollution and caused serious disease problems. Worldwide, an estimated 100,000 different chemicals are used each year (Nash 1993). The US uses more than 2,700bn kg of chemicals a year, of which at least 20bn kg are considered hazardous (WRI 1994).


    Even harvesting is detrimental to the environment and human health. Much of the world’s sugar cane crops need to be burned down before harvesting. Burning releases large amounts of particles and toxic gases and increases surface runoff, where it may carry suspended soil particles, dissolved inorganic nutrients and other materials into adjacent streams and lakes, reducing water quality (UoF 2009). During the burning season, smoke covers huge areas of the Amazon where it is widely grown, warming the cloud layer and reducing the updrafts that form clouds. Smoke has a lower albedo than the clouds, allowing more solar energy to enter the atmosphere and affecting the climate (UoF 2009). Crop burning has been linked to irritation of the airways (e.g. coughing or difficulty breathing), decreased lung function, aggravated asthma, development of chronic bronchitis, irregular heartbeat, heart attacks and premature death in people with heart or lung disease (UoF 2009).


    As the sugar industry is in high demand and lucrative, it is welcomed in many developing countries that hope to gain access to world markets and profits. The opening of plantations and processing plants provides job opportunities and has offered positive benefits to countries such as Columbia, where the sugar mills are a major driving force of the economy, especially in employment, taxes and GDP (Fedesarrollo 2009).


    However, farm workers are one of the most exploited segments of the working class (Majka and Majka 2000:163), with low wages, poor quality and segregated living conditions and limited benefits, and little protection from toxic work environments (Weiss 2007, SDC no date, Shiva 2004).


    In parallel is the damage to the health of those consuming it. Diets across the globe have changed drastically with the advancement of technologies, transportation and innovation. However, with the new diet of convenience and fast food, both developed and developing countries are simultaneously experiencing increases in obesity and chronic diseases such as diabetes, cardiovascular disease and cancer associated with diets high in salt, sugar and bad fats (for example, hydrogenated oil) (Neild 2014, Aeberli et al. 2007, Malik et al. 2010, FoPH 2007, CSRI 2013, Yudkin 1986).


    The average UK adult now consumes approximately 30kg of sugar a year. The WHO, however, suggests the average adult should not consume more than 10% of their daily calories from sugar (WHO 2003). Nevertheless, recent analyses indicate that children and adolescents obtain approximately 16% of their total caloric intake from added sugars (Ervin et al. 2009). Surprisingly, this sugar is not only consumed in foods that typically contain it, such as sweets and soft drinks, but is also now found in yoghurt, sports drinks, bread and processed meats.


    Today, we consume 19% more sugar than in 1970 (Park 2010). Diabetes UK’s 2011/12 report stated: "Most health experts agree that the UK is facing a huge increase in the number of people with diabetes. Since 1996 the number of people diagnosed with diabetes has increased from 1.4m to 2.9m. By 2025 it is estimated that 5m people will have diabetes. Most of these cases will be Type II diabetes, because of our ageing population and rapidly rising numbers of overweight and obese people." It may not be the consumption of sugar directly that is the cause of such chronic diseases, but it certainly has been proven to aid in the weight gain that stimulates the onset of these ailments.


    The issues compounding our failing health and increased consumption of empty calories come down to price. Consumers are looking for cheaper goods, while companies are looking for greater profits. The liberalised market encourages global trade and allows for transnational corporations to exploit the developing countries' need for opportunities to trade and profit to which they are enticed by cheap labour, relaxed regulation and access to natural resources and land. This in turn allows the rest of the world access to cheap products, but societies are certainly getting what they are paying for as these wreak havoc on their health.


    In the US, the UK and Mexico obesity rates are becoming a health epidemic. Shockingly, such epidemics are not limited to wealthy consumers who can afford to gorge. Those who are unable to afford healthy foods are also affected as fresh produce and meats are in fact expensive, whereas processed foods are cheap and more readily available in impoverished areas, income inequality being a determinant of public health (Lynch et al. 2004).


    The Food Ethics Council published that individuals with lower incomes consume more sugary soft drinks which heavily correlate to weight gain (Calder and Capewell 2013, Credit Suisse 2013). This growth in obesity and chronic disease is now occurring much more in developing countries undergoing a "nutrition transition", where consumption of foods high in fats and sugars is rising, driven by urbanisation and globalisation (Hawkes 2006, Popkin 1998, O’Kane 2011). As Meltzer and Chen (2008) outline, there is a direct correlation between wages and body weight. These inequalities not only affect the health of the poor, but disadvantage them in other aspects in life such as bad body image, eating disorders, alienation, isolation, blame, lower obtainable wages or occupational status, self-esteem, and even educational attainment (Sen et al. 2008, Moran and Tenkin 2008, Kaestner et al. 2008, Enzi 1994).


    Today, with the value of the free market placed above the health and wellbeing of humans, animals and the planet, the sugar industry has been able to carry on producing more for less, contributing to the suffering of many people and the loss of delicate ecosystems (Shiva 2010). Many countries, such as the UK, allow voluntary agreements to shed government responsibility and place it in the hands of the food industry, who are driven by profits rather than social responsibility. These types of interventions have not delivered the necessary outcomes (SDC, no date) and there is too much risk in governments not taking action and leaving the health of the public and planet in the hands of markets or personal choice.


    In March 2004, a World Bank report concluded that sugar was the most policy-distorted of all commodities and argued how multilateral reform of sugar policy could produce global welfare gains of $4.7bn. OXFAM righty stated: "European Union (EU) sugar policies hamper global efforts to reduce poverty. Export subsidies are used to dump 5m tonnes of surplus sugar annually on world markets, destroying opportunities for exporters in developing countries. Meanwhile, producers in Africa have limited access to EU markets. The winners from the CAP sugar regime are big farmers and corporate sugar refiners such as Sudzucker and British Sugar. The losers are the poor. European consumers and taxpayers are financing a system which denies vulnerable people a chance to escape poverty and improve their lives. Reforms are needed to stop European dumping and improve market access for the poorest countries."


    Increased imports to the most protected countries - the US, EU and Japan - could create jobs for millions of workers in developing countries. Such inequality of access to markets is completely against free market ideology and has kept developing countries from making much financial headway, leaving them unable to improve infrastructure and other aids such as storage facilities to better their agricultural abilities and possibly increase the benefits to workers.


    However, it is the agricultural policies prescribed by the World Bank as conditionalities of multilateral loans that have both facilitated and also driven the growing integration of such countries in the world economy. Such integration is being played out on an increasingly unequal global playing field, structured by global agricultural commodity chains and international trade, and strengthened by those very policy prescriptions. Instead of overcoming the dual economies and regulatory systems created in colonial times, people living in the region have only seen growing poverty and deepening inequality (Fortin 2005).


    Recommendations to safeguard local communities in future include making a socioeconomic impact assessment a requirement of allocating land leases and regulating negotiations between communities and investors (Veldman and Lankhorst 2011). Implementing a living wage would allow workers to support their families and create opportunities for education and advancement, thus also helping to reduce child labour. Studies show that the child labour force participation rate is negatively associated with the higher level of education of the parents as well as the children. Hence promotion of literacy at the household level by states may be an important step for reducing child labour in the country (Barman 2011).


    Some suggest that the answer is to boycott imports from these developing countries where the abuses are prevalent, but that could be disastrous for an even greater number of farmworkers. What is recommended is that retailers pressurise their suppliers to ensure that there are decent conditions on the farms that produce the products they buy and sell to their customers and to be transparent about this to consumers (Human Rights Watch 2011).


    Additionally, health and safety committees should by necessity be on plantation sites, providing information for workers, teaching safe conduct in the workplace and providing first aid to reduce injury and harm to labourers. Such efforts would help to make a more productive, healthier and motivated workforce.


    Governments also need monitor and evaluate the impact on the environment and build in costs to the agricultural sector for damage done to help mitigate the loss of biodiversity, fragile ecosystems and species.


    Many environmental programmes and policies are voluntary and have been in place for decades - some with considerable success, but many others have put into question whether a strictly voluntary approach to agricultural conservation generates sufficient environmental gains as intensive industrialised farming is ruining the health of the planet.


    It is difficult to limit the freedom of consumers' choice to reduce the amount of sugar they intake, but a more equal playing field should at the very least be created whereby health warnings and marketing of alternative healthy options should be given the same exposure. With 95% of all foods advertised on children’s television being unhealthy junk foods (Powell and Longfield 2005), it’s no wonder our societies are suffering an obesity epidemic.


    Food companies should also be given guidelines as to how much sugar can or cannot be used within products and more transparent and clear labelling should be legislated to inform consumers about what they are putting in their bodies (Pomeranz 2012, Calder and Capewell 2013, Neild 2014). Unfortunately the most common approach to tackling obesity and poor public health related to adverse diets is voluntary agreements with food companies. Many studies have shown these agreements do not work and the food industry continues to put profits over public health.


    One of the most difficult issues to tackle, however, is the systemic inequalities within societies caused by poverty and lack of opportunity. The gap between the wealthy and the poor needs to be closed and fresh and healthy foods need to be made more accessible to the poor, instead of such foods being left a luxury. Illness and chronic diseases caused by poor diet should not be a symptom of poverty and situation. Next time you reach for that sugar-laden drink or extra spoonful in your morning coffee, think about whether you need it that badly.
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    Can insects learn to love eating us?


    Jeremy Blachman


    Fellow insects, we have to mobilise.


    In August, Contributoria featured an article asking "Can humans learn to love eating insects?", describing new people-startups focused on turning our cricket and grasshopper friends into - I'm not kidding here - food.


    This is, of course, an unexpected threat. We're used to humans running from us, not grinding us up and adding us to muffin batters. Yes, they've always tried to keep us out of their homes (good luck!) and there's the occasional stomp attack, but we've generally been able to live in peaceful harmony, at least from our perspective. And yet now there are even websites with recipes. Caramel glazed cricket crunch coated flan? It sounds great - except for the crickets. Or mealworm French fries?


    Uh....


    Well, that one makes it sound like they're getting desperate, but still - we can't let emotions get in the way. If they're going to start thinking about eating us, we have no choice. As much as it may disgust us, we need to ask the question: can we learn to love eating humans? And, if not, can we at least figure out some ways to hide them in our salads?


    Our mosquito correspondent, Itchy, shared his perspective at last month's symposium at the humans' farmers' market (where we all ate our way through some amazing strawberries, by the way). All Itchy knows is their blood, but he loves it. "If the rest of whatever's inside those big bags of skin tastes like their blood, man, we have been missing out", he said, before he snacked on an unsuspecting toddler wearing shorts.


    Obviously, the rest of us don't usually venture quite so close - but we must. Itchy has worked with our Committee on the Eating of Humans to put together a quick FAQ for you all to review as we embark on this brand new initiative.


    Q. Humans are so big. Where do we start?


    A. Opinions are split. The ants tend to insist we start with the legs, since they're closest to the ground and the ants, of course, can't fly. Lice like the hair (though the rest of us aren't convinced). But it really comes down to taste as well as aesthetics. Maybe your first time you just want to crawl up a nostril and check things out. You get a good view from in there.


    Q. What's up with the modesty? Do we really want to eat something that's ashamed of displaying its own body? Who wants to have to bite through clothes to get a decent meal?


    A. First of all, our pals the moths would have an antenna to pick with you over your attitude about what the humans wear. That's their favourite part. But, yes, the rest of us may not want to fight through layers of outerwear just to get to the good stuff inside. You have to remember, though - sometimes you do have to work for your food. We need to put aside our prejudices about organisms that are more modest than we are and just go with the flow. Plus, some of those clothes can be great hiding spots. There's nothing better than camping out in a pocket until it's time for dinner, and then your meal is right there next to you. No travel required.


    Q. But they talk so much and so often when they see us they emit these terrible shrieks. It's enough to give me a headache. How do we get them to be quiet?


    A. That's easy. Eat their tongues first.


    Q. Raw or cooked?


    A. Again, it all comes down to preference. Raw absolutely offers ease of preparation - the mosquitoes are rarely wrong when it comes to these things - but cooked can offer a bunch of new sensations and flavours. Just take a magnifying glass and hold it up to the sun, get the humans in the right spot and... no, wait, that's how they cook us. Give us a little while and we'll figure out some easy cooking methods. Look for them in the next iteration of this FAQ.


    Q. But if we eat all the humans... whose picnics will we infiltrate?


    A. Ah, the age-old question. Look, there are lots of humans out there. We're not talking about making them your entire diet. We're just talking about sprinkling some here and there as a good source of protein, or, more typically with most of these creatures, fat. On top of your guacamole, mixed into tortilla chips, or just plucked off human-sized skewers. There will always be more humans. You know the old saying: for every one you see in your home, there are 100 more inventing sprays and traps to get rid of you. We're not worried about running out of picnics. I mean, if we don't stop driving our gas-guzzling insect cars, the climate may not support more picnics before too long, if you know what I mean. But running out of humans? It'll never happen. Those creatures even survived the cold war.


    In conclusion, the time is now. Close your eyes, hold your nose (or whatever sensory organs you use for vision and smell) and chomp right in. We can change insects' preconceptions and break down the prejudices, I promise. It happened with sushi, and it can happen with people.

  


  
    Lessons from the Holocaust: racism, genocide and the Gaza crisis


    Joe Turnbull


    The Holocaust was undoubtedly one of the most significant events in modern history, one that continues to influence today's geopolitical agenda. Its legacy is still hotly contested, precisely because of its political magnitude; the struggle for meanings ascribed to language and historical events is ultimately the struggle for power. Is the most pertinent lesson from the Holocaust that, as a historically subjugated people, anti-Jewish sentiment presents a slippery slope to genocide? Or is it that when the power of a militarised state is directed at a group of people based on something as arbitrary as ethnicity, this can lead to genocide and therefore should be curbed? Need there even be any polarisation of these positions and are they mutually exclusive? Of course not. But the Holocaust is repeatedly invoked by both supporters and critics of the Israeli state.


    In recent weeks a number of reports have been published remarking on an apparent rise in anti-Semitism across Europe. Anti-Semitism, like all racism, is abhorrent and unjustifiable in any circumstance, so if it really is on the rise that is an obvious concern. However, recent history is replete with examples of Israel-sympathetic media figures and lobbyists warning about "a new wave of anti-Semitism" at precisely the same time that Israel is coming under international criticism for aggressive foreign policy. Last month, The Independent's Richard Ferrer invoked the spectre of the Holocaust to give the anti-Semitic incidents an even more chilling and sinister edge. As Ferrer warned ominously in the piece: "As Europe prepares to mark the 75th anniversary of the Second World War, the warning signs from history are hauntingly familiar."


    Ferrer makes the inference as an indirect attack on pro-Palestinian protestors, citing anti-Semitic chants. In this respect, Ferrer is deliberately using the emotive power of the Holocaust to semantically discredit not just the pro-Palestinian protesters in question, or the perpetrators of the anti-Semitism described in his article, but by extension any critics of the state of Israel. Genuine concern about an apparent rise in anti-Semitism is perfectly legitimate – it simply should not be tolerated. However, invoking the horrors of the Holocaust in regards to a handful of racist slurs is not merely disproportionate hyperbole, it is a cynical and very considered attempt to shut down the debate and deflect attention away from the atrocities being carried out by the Israeli state. He describes Hamas rocket attacks as a "genocidal, psychopathic obsession with Israel’s annihilation". When you compare the three resulting deaths with the nearly 2,000 Palestinian lives taken by Israeli forces in the last few months, this assertion sounds absurd.


    Giora Eiland, a retired major general of the IDF, made an even less subtle nod to the Nazis and the Holocaust when he compared the people of Gaza to the German populace who voted for Hitler, blaming them for Israel's aggression. He said: "[Palestinians] are to blame for this situation, just like Germany's residents were to blame for electing Hitler as their leader and paid a heavy price for that, and rightfully so."


    This invocation of the Holocaust by defenders of Israel is nothing new. Professor Norman Finkelstein has described at length in his book, The Holocaust Industry: Reflections on the Exploitation of Jewish Suffering, the practice of using the Holocaust as what he calls an "ideological weapon". Finkelstein talks passionately about how reprehensible he finds this discourse, having lost several family members to the Holocaust, saying he finds "nothing more despicable than to use their suffering to justify the torture and brutalisation that Israel daily commits against the Palestinians". His contention is that the Holocaust is used to absolve Israel of any wrongdoing and furnish it with a right to defend itself by any and all means, even those considered illegal under international law.


    It seems churlish in the extreme to cite the Holocaust to attack or discredit Palestinians and those showing support for their suffering, when within the Israeli state itself there is a growing narrative both in the mainstream media and in the upper political echelons that is sincerely engaging with the idea of a genocide of the people of Gaza. The Times of Israel recently ran a blog post titled "When Genocide is Permissible", which concluded with the following question: "If political leaders and military experts determine that the only way to achieve its goal of sustaining quiet is through genocide is it then permissible to achieve those responsible goals?” After causing an outcry the piece was eventually taken down.


    In July, Ayelet Shaked, a senior member of the Jewish Home Party, part of Israel's ruling coalition, published a Facebook post that called for Israel to declare war on the "entire Palestinian people, including its elderly and its women, its cities and its villages, its property and its infrastructure", which sounds very much like a legal definition of genocide. The post specifically calls for the murder of mothers and the destruction of homes, "otherwise, more little snakes will be raised there". Similarly, Eiland wrote an op-ed for Ynet News titled "In Gaza, there is no such thing as innocent civilians"; treating an entire civilian population as enemy combatants with the full force of one of the most advanced militaries in the world would be tantamount to genocide.


    Moshe Feiglin, deputy speaker of the Knesset (Israeli parliament), even released a step-by-step plan to remove all Palestinians from Gaza, including "concentrating" the civilian population in "tent encampments" – which sounds hauntingly like concentration camps – and "exterminating" any remaining resistance. In a letter addressed to Benjamin Netanyahu, then published on Facebook, Feiglin called for "conquest of the entire Gaza Strip, and annihilation of all fighting forces and their supporters... This is our country – our country exclusively, including Gaza."


    These comments reflect an underlying position that has been apparent in the more hawkish sections of Israel's political elite for some time. But it's not mere rhetoric; some actions of the Israeli state are also deeply disturbing. Aside from the widespread killing of civilians, which the UN has warned may be classed as war crimes because of a 70% civilian death toll since the start of Operation Protective Edge, Israel has long been accused of implementing a system of apartheid. Within the Israeli state, Arabs at least are afforded legal rights and are represented politically (though they are under-represented in the Knesset, with some 11% of seats going to Arabs compared to 20% of the population). However, within the occupied territories Arabs are treated as second class citizens with few rights. Noam Chomsky described the situation in the occupied territories as "much worse than apartheid – to call it apartheid is a gift to Israel". Human Rights Watch has described a prevalence of "serious human rights violations" in the occupied territories.


    In 2012, it was revealed that Israel had calculated the number of calories the population of Gaza needed, just enough to survive, and then only allowed that amount of food to pass into Gaza, which is effectively under blockade, with Israel controlling the flow of people and goods in and out. While these combined actions don't warrant the term genocide, they do amount to repressive, almost totalitarian control, which is arguably comparable to the situation in the Warsaw Ghetto, which was of course a precursor to it.


    It's no surprise that the Holocaust remains a highly emotive issue. Commentators who draw parallels between Israel and Germany under the Nazis are roundly denounced as anti-Semitic. But this has nothing to do with ethnicity; this is a discursive battle over meanings, a power struggle over interpreting the actions of the Israeli state. So long as Israel's defenders use the Holocaust to either deflect attention away from – or worse, justify – its unfettered aggression towards the Palestinian people, its detractors will continue to contest that narrative. Any comparisons between Israel and Nazi Germany currently require a pretty large semantic leap, but they would be much easier to dismiss if people in very high positions of power within the Israeli state weren't so openly discussing the prospect of a genocide of the Palestinians, and if its actions weren't so flagrantly controlling and aggressive. As the examples above of referring to the Palestinian people as "enemy combatants" and "little snakes" demonstrate, the real danger is that the Palestinians be completely dehumanised in the eyes of the Israeli state. Once you start to dehumanise an entire group of people – as the Jews in 1930s Germany found out – anything can become "permissible". That's a lesson worth heeding.

  


  
    Newham Council and the LOBO loan scandal


    Joel Benjamin


    Are private bank loans forcing the gentrification of E15?


    The home of the London 2012 Olympics, the London Borough of Newham, has a significant debt problem, with private bank debts totalling almost half a billion pounds.


    Instead of an Olympic legacy, Newham council is dealing with a property bubble and debt burden, indicative of the problems that occur when private sector finance increasingly dictates the running of public institutions.


    Newham council has been in the news a lot lately; it has one of the highest rates of poverty of any London borough and the harsh austerity cuts resulted in the council evicting the Focus E15 mums from social housing in 2013.


    Austerity and the plight of Focus E15 mums


    At "The Spark" event on social housing earlier this year, I heard first-hand of the ongoing struggle of Focus E15 mums, who had been evicted by Newham Council and were facing intercity relocation, or long waits in London temporary accommodation while queues for social housing continue to grow.


    Focus E15 mums have a simple demand: "social housing, not social cleansing". And they need our support.


    Newham Council cut funding to the Focus E15 mums' accommodation in August 2013, saving the council a token £41,000, but forcing the East Thames Housing Association to serve eviction notices. The young women are now on waiting lists, in temporary accommodation with young children and uncertain futures.


    Twelve months after the evictions, the protests continue with the E15 mums now reoccupying the vacant Carpenters Estate to establish a social centre and attracting the attention of the mainstream media and Russell Brand.


    Newham, responding to the occupation, sent staff to disconnect the water mains, damaging pipes in the process [according to Thames Water] and denying a basic human right to the young mothers and their children.


    When I called Newham Council and Carpenters TMO (which administers the estate) on 26 September, to ask who authorised the shut-off, they denied all knowledge. Yet you can clearly see a Newham London van in this photo].


    Councils like Newham have faced central government budget cuts of some 35% since the coalition government came into power in 2010 and frontline service reductions have been inevitable. But what the Focus E15 mums are publicly demonstrating is that local authorities are no longer serving local people in need of social housing. Instead, councils are siding with corporations, property developers and the bank speculators that caused this austerity and our boom and bust housing crisis.


    For those who slip through the cracks of temporary accommodation and wind up homeless, Newham Council made a reduction of 54.7% in its single homelessness budget, when it slashed funding from £1,124,963 to £615,715 between 2010/11 and 2013/14.


    Newham said: "The government’s unfair budget cuts and welfare reforms are making [providing homelessness services] increasingly difficult."


    
      Given the “all in it together” narrative that emerged post-2008, you would expect councils to be sharing the central government-driven cost savings equally with those that caused the crisis – the banks.

    


    You would be wrong.


    LOBO loans


    When Newham Council was asked to provide 27 financial contracts for the staggering £488m in bank loans Newham had borrowed from Barclays, RBS and Bank of America (among others) via FOI request, it refused to hand them over, citing “commercial sensitivity”, despite the intervention of BBC journalists.


    Newham’s borrowing spree, via controversial "lender option, borrower option" LOBO loans, coincides with Mayor Robin Wales tenure at the council, which began in 2002. As at 2012/13 , it had the highest level of LOBO loan debt of any local authority in the UK, with £488m outstanding.


    A LOBO is a "teaser rate" loan, designed to initially sweeten the deal, featuring interest rates that can be periodically “called” higher by the bank, meaning the potential for 40-50 years of variable interest pain.


    What is perhaps more outrageous is that Newham's outstanding LOBO debt in 2014 mysteriously dropped to £398m. Falling £90m, at a time Newham claims to have no money to fund social housing? Where exactly did this extra £90m come from?


    At Brent Council where a similar £10m LOBO loan from RBS was analysed, it was found the council was paying £1.2m more for the loan from RBS, than if it had borrowed via the UK Treasury Public Works Loan Board (PWLB) - standard practice for councils. To exit the loan would cost Brent a further £3-4m in "break penalties".


    HM Treasury public sector guidelines explicitly state: "Public sector organisations may borrow from private sector sources only if the transaction delivers better value for money for the public sector as a whole." The Treasury was asked for comment but has yet to respond with its opinion on the Brent and Newham loan deals.


    Given Newham is refusing to disclose the the loan contracts, it is not possible to determine whether the loans represent better value than the PWLB. Were we to assume the £488m Newham LOBO loans are as bad as Brent's, the council could be paying £59m extra interest to the banks - taxpayer money that should be funding social housing construction and public services, not lining bankers pockets.


    Local authorities were advised by treasury management firms, such as Sector and Butlers, to hold no more than 20-30% of their borrowing portfolio in variable rate LOBOs, with the majority held in fixed-rate Treasury PWLB loans.


    The £63.9m borrowed from the PWLB represents just 13% of Newham's loans, while borrowing £488 million in LOBOs - 87% of its funds and three times the recommended limit.


    The risk for Newham is that with such a high proportion of variable rate debt, an uptick in the Bank of England base interest rates, or market instability, could result in LOBO loans being called higher, forcing it to find more money for repayments.


    Unfortunately, Newham Council is not alone - 63% of councils in the UK have LOBO loans, though few have the high levels of debt that Newham does, making the decision to suppress the FOI requests for the loan contracts all the more suspicious.


    DCLG figures put total UK local authority LOBO debt at around £11bn – the full amount of housing association lending is currently unknown.


    HM Treasury and the PWLB


    Historically, councils have borrowed to fund social housing construction via 50-year fixed-rate loans from the PWLB (recently at 3-5% interest). However, this arrangement meant council debt showed up on central government accounts.


    Local government financial experts have complained to HM Treasury that PWLB has recently failed to pass on current low base interest rates to councils.


    When George Osborne took office in October 2010, he increased the margin payable on PWLB loans to councils from 0.25% to 1% above the gilt rate - a move designed to net the Treasury an extra £1bn a year at the taxpayers' expense. In the financial year 2013/14, the PWLB reported profit of £2.8 bn. Local authorities currently owe around £63bn to the PWLB.


    Meanwhile, George Osborne has handed billions to the banks at near zero interest rates under the funding for lending scheme. This scheme is supposed to support SME lending, even though banks are not lending to SM’s and are in effect, net borrowers from the UK economy.


    
      The theory goes HM Treasury maintained higher than necessary interest-rate margins on PWLB loans to councils to either a) incentivise use of bank lending alternatives and/or b) boost its own profits at the taxpayers' expense.

    


    In 2007, HM Treasury/PWLB retrospectively changed the interest rates payable on existing loan contracts, a move that cost councils like Birmingham with large PWLB debt portfolios tens of millions of pounds. The net effect of this action is that local authority clients do not trust the government to deliver fair-price lending to councils.


    Enter the City of London and financial chemistry


    Local authorities responded to HM Treasury tinkering by borrowing from private banks, with the City of London more than willing to fill the funding gap left by the PWLB. Think of the City of London banks in this saga as the chemists in Breaking Bad. The cooks have just developed a new batch of drugs called LOBOs, which embed interest-rate derivatives of a type many people thought illegal in the UK following a landmark 1989 Hammersmith and Fulham vs Goldman Sachs ruling.


    We all know illicit drugs are illegal. But drugs are only ruled illegal once discovered and tested by authorities, and placed upon a banned substances list. Chances are, as an enterprising drug dealer, should you get caught with a new drug, you are unlikely to face a criminal penalty.


    A similar dynamic known as “regulatory front running” applies in finance. With public sector finance unregulated by authorities, the financial alchemists run little chance of ever being caught, let alone being prosecuted. In fact, chances are with the UK’s notoriously lax financial laws, none of what they have done is remotely illegal.


    For their part, local authorities are deemed to be “sophisticated investors” with professional treasury and financial managers. They should have obtained professional advice and/or known better.


    Who is to blame in all of this?


    Up until 2010, private financial firms that advise local authorities where and how to borrow and invest billions of pounds of public money were unregulated by the Financial Services Authority.


    These firms, such as Butlers, Sector, Stirling and Arlingclose, are relative unknowns, even in the financial world, but sell themselves as “independent” treasury management advisers (TMS) to councils, universities, police and fire authorities and councils. They are nothing of the sort.


    Few had ever heard of TMS firms until the banks crashed in Iceland and it was found more than £1bn of public deposits was at risk, placed in high-yielding Icelandic accounts. The firms responsible for the dodgy Iceland investment advice - Butlers and Sector - are the same firms that advise councils like Newham on taking out LOBO loans.


    
      That isn’t the half of it.

    


    Butlers is a subsidiary of the inter-dealer broker ICAP, run by former Tory treasurer Michael Spencer. ICAP offered itself as a ‘fully integrated business’, meaning you could on one hand, expect to receive "objective" investment advice from Butlers and then arrange, legally or otherwise, to execute the council loan or investment trade via parent firm and broker ICAP, earning profits for the firm on both sides of the trade. ICAP has since been fined for rigging the LIBOR and is central to ongoing investigations into rigging of the global ISDAfix benchmark.


    Sector (a subsidiary of outsourcing firm Capita), on the other hand, had an undisclosed relationship with broker Tullet Prebon, run by Tory MP Michael Fallon.


    In both cases, Capita and Butlers would attempt to ensure that their relationship broker received the local authorities' exclusive trade, meaning added profits for the firm but compromising the competitive bid process, designed to protect taxpayers from being ripped off.


    Former Barclays Capital trader Rob Carver told me the commission payable to brokers on LOBO trades was up to 1% of the total loan value. This means that on £488m of Newham LOBOs, brokers at ICAP, Tullet Prebon or RP Martin have walked away with around £5m of council taxpayers' cash for making a few telephone calls - cash that would not have been skimmed from taxpayers had the council borrowed from the PWLB.


    Next steps


    For the full story on what is happening with Newham's LOBO loan book, and why its 2014 debt levels have mysteriously dropped, the council must disclose the loan contracts, as requested via FOI, contracts that are clearly in the public interest.


    HM Treasury should step off the fence and make its opinion publicly known on LOBO loans, and reconsider the unnecessarily high margins on PWLB loans, which are deterring borrowing and house-building by local authorities.


    Given Newham's general contempt for democracy, an Information Commissioner's Office referral to obtain the LOBO loans and TMS financial advice will now be necessary.


    In the meantime, Newham will pretend there is not a problem and the Focus E15 mums and 24,000 other residents in waiting for social housing will continue to organise among their community to provide the services and care that Newham is failing to deliver its residents.


    It's time Newham Council answered the Focus E15 call: social housing, not social cleansing.


    Thanks to Ranjan Kumaran for invaluable FOI research on this story.

  


  
    Who makes the best cup of tea: George Orwell or Douglas Adams?


    Jon Bounds


    The Covered Market in Oxford is simultaneously cheap shoe shop gaudy, and hipsterific. I'm swathed in a gamey fug of meat smells, contained by the low ceiling. Each turn around a corner brings me a fresh sight of hanging flesh; that is, if I'm lucky enough not to to be blinded by a swinging rabbit carcass. If it weren’t for the prices, and the bubbling pockets of tourists, you could be stepping into almost any England of the last 100 years.


    Cardews tea merchants opened in 1948 and moved into the market just under 20 years later, and the layout can hardly have changed: tins of tea and jars of coffee beans sit on the dark wood shelves, the shelves sit behind a counter and scales sit on it. I’m here to buy tea, and I have very little idea what I’m doing.


    Luckily, on the wall near my head as I queue, there is a tariff that gives prices for different weights of tea. I pick the lowest unembarrassing order and, after embarrassing myself anyway by having to ask for an explanation of the different grades of tea leaf (finer grades make stronger tea, the young assistant told me), tuck two folded and taped white bags into my bag.


    Buying a packet of tea, across a counter, in a market feels properly English somehow. Or that may just be the uncomfortable feeling from having to have any encounter where you aren’t totally sure of your exact rank in society. I’m here because I’m doing what George Orwell told me to do. Orwell, in his 1946 essay A Nice Cup of Tea, is very firm on using leaves and is very firm that these leaves must be free to be shaken around the pot (an earthenware pot, firm of course) - and he’s equally clear on the provenance: “Anyone who has used that comforting phrase 'a nice cup of tea' invariably means Indian tea”, he says. So that’s what I got, along with a bag containing his second choice - Ceylonese leaves, which in the tea world didn’t change to being Sri Lankan until 1972.


    Tea in Britain has been a tale of empire and class, ever since the 17 century when Catherine of Braganza, wife of Charles II, popularised it and the East India Company began to import tea into Britain. Doctor Johnson loved the stuff and was reported to drink up to 16 cups in a session, but his contemporary Jonas Hanway published an essay that called on tea drinking to be “considered as pernicious to health, obstructing industry and impoverishing the nation”.


    So, while it might surprise us that Orwell thought it necessary to give us his “eleven rules, every one of which I regard as golden”, he was following both a grand literary tradition and also a British tradition of thinking it necessary to codify and control such a simple action. In 1941, the Empire Tea Bureau paid for a short film called Tea Making Tips in which one stilted and prim lady of indeterminate age tells another: “There’s no great secret to making good tea, but some people get careless.” It has six golden rules and finishes by throwing to a comedy working class lady, “And what do you say, mum?” That film was aimed at those who needed to keep the wartime effort stoked with hot wet refreshment on an industrial scale; George and I are after something more homely. But do I follow the Orwell method, or should I take a more modern approach and take the advice of Hitchhiker’s Guide genius Douglas Adams, who set out a similar, but crucially different, set of rules in the 1990s?


    Where Orwell is traditional and talks about loose leaves and country of origin, Adams is much more rooted in his time - the 1950s, at least when tea bags were first released in the UK by Tetley. “Go to Marks and Spencer and buy a packet of Earl Grey tea”, is his predictably quotidian, upper middle class solution. I got mine from Tesco in the end, as the only M&S near me is attached to a petrol station in Didcot, but most people who say they shop at Marks or Waitrose really sneak to Lidl when you’re not looking.


    Suitably armed, I repaired to my kitchen, which was to become my laboratory. And I was to stay there until the end of the experiment: there and in the lounge drinking cup after cup, and also popping to the toilet (yes, it turns out that the 17th cup of tea is a diuretic). As well as the rigours of science and all forms of confirmation bias I was battling one great problem: that the 17th cup of tea never tastes as good as the first.


    The first was made to Orwell’s recipe: pot warmed on the hob, six teaspoons of Indian tea directly into the pot, pot taken to kettle and water at boiling point poured in, a shake and you’re ready to pour. It’s strong, chewy, you can feel it coating your teeth as you drink. The earthy leaves that I spooned into the pot leave an infusion that is tangy and fortified without being stewed.


    Adam’s Earl Grey (three bags, boiling water as quickly as you can into the pre-warmed pot, stand for two or three minutes and then pour it into a cup) fills the mouth with a taste of lemons. I don’t really like it. In any real sense the experiment can declare a winner.


    The pot is a crucial stage in both of these methods: the mixing of the brew in a separate place to the cup (and as there was no other advice here I chose Orwell’s “cylindrical type of cup, not the flat, shallow type” for all tests) does seem to make a difference. The Indian tea is nicer, to my thoughts, than the Ceylon; it seems to produce fewer leaves in the mouth (George is against tea strainers). With milk is preferable to without.


    Leaves versus bags, and blends can all be a matter of time and taste but we do find one fundamental difference: Douglas says milk in first, George has a very good reason why it should be last. “My own argument is unanswerable […] by putting the tea in first and stirring as one pours, one can exactly regulate the amount of milk”.


    Both are aware of the societal pressure to put milk in last; Adams notes that “social correctness has traditionally had nothing whatever to do with reason, logic or physics” and, as he would probably have considered himself an iconoclast, it’s no surprise that he wants to go against the old order.


    In one of the later series of 50s-set British sitcom Hi-de-Hi!, the well-to-do parents of Squadron Leader Clive Dempster referred to his sometime intended bride Gladys as “milk in first”, meaning that she wasn’t of sufficient breeding to marry into the family. I’d never heard the phrase and didn’t have a clue what it meant, I don’t think at the age of 10 I’d given any thought to tea production and class. I’ve made up for that now.


    It seems that the question is the ultimate "U and non-U" signifier, and one that doesn’t need language to define it. Alan SC Ross, Professor of Linguistics at the University of Birmingham, coined the terms U and non-U in a 1954 article on the differences that social class makes in English language usage - U standing for upper class and non-U representing the aspiring middle classes. As a working class lad I wasn’t at the forefront of this battleground, but living in Oxford one can see these interplays everywhere. Should I become a "milk in last"?


    Nancy Mitford (one of the nice Mitfords) took up the usage in an essay, The English Aristocracy, and in a letter to Evelyn Waugh mentions a mutual friend who uses the expression "rather milk in first" to express condemnation of those lower down the social scale. Mitford, it seems, rather meant the whole thing as a joke, but others - including the family of Squadron Leader Clive Dempster - obviously did not.


    If I were to find an answer, the Dorchester hotel seemed to be the place to get it. One can book a champagne afternoon tea for two on the balcony for a little over £100, so I did.


    We sat on an interior balcony, overlooking the reception where wealthy Russians flow as they check in and out. A little unsure of what to do, we were shown the menu of "specially selected grand and rare teas served in our vintage Minton china set". I chose an Assam tea after Orwell, while my partner plumped for the blend that Samuel Johnson was a 16-cup fan of. Our waiter was every bit his part in the empire charade: prim, neat, knowledgeable and a foreign national led to kowtow to traditions of Englishness thanks to the still-existing economic hegemony.


    At the Dorchester, they put the milk in last. But maybe, like a stopped clock, the U were right on this one. I needed more help, and luckily I found some: back in Oxfordshire. Ross Meredith is a physicist who has studied the science of tea making. He told me: “As the milk makes contact with the hot fluid, isolated pockets of milk would reach a local equilibrium temperature above scalding point — the milk proteins will become denatured — before being cooled to the net temperature in the cup. This leads to a cup with a noticeably heavier taste."


    OK.


    "This effect can be avoided by pouring the milk in first, as rather than causing parts of the milk to reach the final temperature of the mix 'from above', the milk is warmed to the final temperature from below, as the hot tea is gradually added.”


    Brilliant, an answer.


    “But whether that affects the taste is up to the individual.”


    Damn.


    Ross, perhaps sensing my disappointment, alerts me to ISO Standard 3103: Tea — Preparation of liquor for use in sensory tests. Last reviewed in 2013, this sets out the internationally recognised method for making a cuppa. He tells me: “It's intended to standardise the material 'tea' for scientific/nutritional research rather than, say, for cafés to be judged, but you can be sure that any café I run conforms to it.”


    And it says: “If the test involves milk, then it is added before pouring the infused tea”. It feels wonderful to be right, even if I’m never going to be considered socially correct.


    Tea, as the Empire Tea Board would tell you, is ‘the cup that cheers”. Orwell said we should “feel wiser, braver or more optimistic after drinking it”. Douglas Adams thought it worth educating Americans that the British were not “generally clueless about hot stimulants”. It’s wonderful.


    Fancy a brew? Orwell-style, with the addition of a tea strainer? Of course you do.


    --
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    Birmingham's food revolution


    Jon Card


    The city's food has come on leaps and bounds in the past decade and more excitement and innovation is bound to follow, writes Jon Card


    There was no pig on a spit at the Independent Birmingham Food Fair this year, although I did try some pig's cheek with delicate slices of apple and nuts. There was also very little in the way of balti, although there was one stall with a great range of samosa and South Indian cuisine. There were artisan chocolates, craft beers, paella and breads of every variety. For sure, Birmingham did not fulfil the expectations of someone unaware of what has been happening to the city's food culture for the past decade. Its food is not dominated by working class staples and it’s certainly not all about Balti. It's an altogether more refined and eclectic affair, a mishmash of cuisines encompassing many cultures and some fusions, too. There's no single identity, except perhaps for one thing. The majority of the businesses at the fair, along with the best restaurants in the city, have all been founded in the past decade. If there's one word to describe Birmingham's food scene, it’s ‘recent’.


    City council leader Sir Albert Bore remembers what Birmingham's restaurants were like during the 1980s and 1990s. If there was a visiting dignitary in the city, "we used to take them to Stratford, there was the Plough and Harrow in the city and that was about it," said Sir Albert. Birmingham, in fact, does have a long history of food innovation, from Bird's eggless custard to Cadbury's and HP. However, none of this had translated into fine dining, or anything much remarkable at all, save for curry, until the turn of the century.


    WARM GLOW


    But in 2005, as the city centre's transformation began, something happened which caused all of the nation’s press to sit up and take notice. A Birmingham chef won a Michelin star. Glyn Purnell, then head chef at Jessica's, gained the big ‘thumbs up’ from the tyre manufacturer-sponsored guide, and the city was suddenly on everyone's culinary map. It came the same year as Simpson's moved from Kenilworth to the city, bringing with it a star of its own, and now the food critics were making journeys north.


    Still, writing nice things about Birmingham has never come easily to London-based culture writers. The words of the Daily Telegraph typified the reports: "For a city twinned with Lyon and its gastronomic delights, Birmingham has failed miserably in the dining stakes. The quality of the baltis has never been in doubt, but there was a warm glow over the city yesterday when two restaurants produced the first ever Michelin stars", it wrote.


    Subsequent reviewers of the city, be they about food or anything else, have always felt it necessary to mix any praise with disdain. The British have been slagging off Brum since the time of Dr. Johnson and they can't seem to shake the habit. It's affected the psyche of the city’s inhabitants; even the most passionate Brummies can't help but reference Birmingham's darker past when pointing to the present. When Glyn Purnell opened his second venture in the city, the cocktail bar Ginger's, he reflected on how much had changed. "I love the idea that you can open a cocktail bar in Birmingham - if you'd have told me that 15 years ago I would have laughed at you," he said.


    But good things on the food front have been happening at a pace since 2005. Two more restaurants have since gained a prized Michelin star. First there was Turner's, headed up by chef patron Richard Turner, who's all-black interior eatery is the toast of Harborne. Then came Adams, run by husband and wife team Adam and Natasha Stokes, who headed to Birmingham via Scotland after realising there was a growing market for fine dining. Potentially, there are more on the horizon, with Carter's of Moseley, Loves in the city centre and Lasan in the Jewellery Quarter all gaining favour from critics and diners but, so far, not impressing the Michelin.


    So surely now the disdain and surprise can be put on hold? "Birmingham has gone from strength to strength as a food city, but I think it still takes Brummies by surprise. Those in the food world will readily quote that we have four Michelin stars, but surprisingly many locals aren't aware," says Ahmed Ahmed, organiser of the Birmingham Independent Food Fair. Indeed, the city's food has been noted by writers and critics across the world, but this is still Birmingham and British preconceptions die hard.


    AFFORDABLE


    Food culture is much more than fancy restaurants pushing out meals at £40 per head. So thankfully, the city's food scene hasn't just blossomed at the top-end. There's also been a growth of the more affordable, mid-market places, including a reasonable number of independents, alongside the more predictable brands which can be found in cities across the UK. Recently, the restaurant known as Chez Jules rebranded to Le Truc and moved from premises near New Street to the edge of China Town. Le Truc provides good quality French cuisine to the masses and had a stall at the recent Birmingham Independent Food Fair. I was served little pots of goat’s cheese and beetroot, as well as the pig's cheek and apple I mentioned before. Just a few minutes’ walk away is Cafe Soya, which must surely be one of the most poorly presented restaurants ever to serve really good Chinese food.


    STREET FOOD


    Across from Chinatown and into Digbeth, the number of decent eateries, or indeed good places, looks limited in this bleak, post-industrial landscape. But this was actually the setting for one of Birmingham's most important developments. The Digbeth Dining Club brings food on the street on a weekly basis for the 'after work' crowd, before they head out on their Friday night revelry. The stalls are run by a number of exciting and innovative businesses selling Mexican, pan-Asian and 'soul food' of more than one variety. Ahmed says the events have impacted on the street food scene right across the city. "The street food scene, which has really blossomed, thanks to events like the Digbeth Dining Club, is focused on artisan food served informally, and together with the farmers' markets and fairs has added to the city's already strong restaurant and cafe scene," he says.


    MOVEMENT


    As I moved from stall to stall at the food fair, it was clear to see the confidence of all those presenting. This confidence could only be bolstered by the hordes of people descending and paying good money to sample the many tasty morsels on offer. The city has developed a genuine food scene and it's going to get bigger. Scenes develop from a nucleus of actors that convince others that things are possible. This attracts more and more to the centre, and soon the whole area is populated by other players doing similar things. Such a movement is already underway in Birmingham, so it should come as no surprise that more accolades and awards are being bestowed upon the city's food entrepreneurs. The critics will have to find new ways to describe the city.

  


  
    Kalashnikovs and cameras on the road to Syrian freedom


    Joris Leverink


    By Andrea Cesaro and Joris Leverink


    The contrast could hardly be more striking; the colourful children's paintings on the wall and the disorderly stacked board games on the shelves provide a strange, mismatched décor for the horrors Fadi is recounting to us. We speak with him through a translator, and while he is answering our questions in Arabic we have ample time to study his young and handsome face, his bright eyes and most of all his disarming smile — this smile never leaves his face, not even when he shows us pictures of his martyred brothers in arms, their bodies riddled with bullet holes. Above all, it is his smile that leaves us wondering; intriguing us to a point that the only question left in our mind is: "How is it possible for him to keep smiling after all he's been through, everything he's seen and all that he's done?"


    
      Ad.Dar: here we are


      
        It is early evening and we are sitting around the table in Ad.Dar, the volunteer-based community centre for Syrian and Palestinian refugees in Istanbul's busy Beyoğlu district. Despite the traffic noise drifting in from four floors down and the obtrusive smog-laced summer heat draining us of all energy, the stories of both Karam and Fadi keep us on the edge of our seats.


        Karam and Fadi are two young men from Syria, now 22 and 26 years old, who have both left their war-torn country behind. After growing up in the same Damascus suburb and sharing the same dreams of freedom and democracy when the popular uprising started, their paths diverted in the course of the Syrian revolution-turned-civil war. Now they are once again together, united in exile in Turkey's metropolis.


        Where Karam chose the road of peaceful resistance as a humanitarian activist, Fadi set out on the path of war when he picked up arms to join the armed resistance against Bashar al-Assad's regime. This contradiction between their ideologies - between peace and war; between humanitarianism and violence; between cameras and Kalashnikovs - would continue to be the common theme of all our subsequent conversations.


        To understand how Karam and Fadi both ended up in Istanbul, working as volunteers, helping their fellow countrymen and refugees to find their right place in this new environment, we have to go a few years back, to the start of the Syrian revolution.

      

    


    
      Where everything began


      Harasta, one of Damascus' largest suburbs and the site of alleged chemical attacks by the regime earlier in 2014, had been home to the two young men for many years. At the start of the revolution in the early spring of 2011, the then-19-year old Karam was busy finishing high school and preparing to become an actor. Fadi, 23 years old at the time, was working two different jobs as a nurse, one in a state hospital and one in a psychiatric clinic, dreaming of one day becoming a doctor.


      When the first protest occurred in Harasta on March 25, 2011, both Karam and Fadi were eager to join the popular uprisings aimed at overthrowing the Assad regime that has ruled Syria ever since Hafez al-Assad, Bashar's father, seized power in 1970.


      "Actually, for me, I hate Bashar al-Assad, and my whole family hates Bashar al-Assad", Karam recalls when we sit down for the first interview. "Because we, as Palestinians, we had a bad experience with his father, and with him. We are a political family."


      Now, looking back, Fadi clearly remembers his excitement at the time. During the first protests, dreams and hopes of a new Syria, a new society, inspired him to join the relatively young crowds that took to the streets every Friday after prayers. "We wanted a better life", adds a friend who joins the conversation. "That's the main reason we started the protest."


      Ignoring his parents' warnings that "Assad is not a Mubarak or a Qaddafi, and that he wouldn't [step] down so easily", Karam believed that they would occupy the central al-Marjeh square in downtown Damascus in a matter of months. He recalls the tears running down his face the first time he joined a protest, tears of excitement and disbelief that it was possible to pull off something like that in a dictatorship such as Syria's.

    


    
      When did we lose ourselves?


      Fear gripped the young men when the protests came under attack from government snipers and security forces for the first time. However, rather than having a deterrent effect the violence only hardened the revolutionary spirit of the protestors. Independently of each other, Karam and Fadi both admit that soon after the protests turned violent because of the harsh government crackdown on the weekly street rallies, they lost their fear of death. "We're gonna die, but we are dying for something. We are dying for our freedom", recounts Karam with a smile on his face.


      Karam, a dedicated pacifist and aspiring human rights campaigner, together with a small group of friends formed an informal and low-profile collective of citizen journalists and activists. Armed with video cameras, mobile phones and notebooks they risked their own lives to document the violence of the regime's forces towards the peaceful protestors and, later on, the crimes committed by the Free Syrian Army once the revolution had turned into a civil war.


      
        "We're gonna die, but we are dying for something. We are dying for our freedom."

      


      At the same time, Fadi put his skills and knowledge as a nurse to good use on the streets in providing first-aid to injured protestors. His neglect for his own wellbeing was surpassed only by his concern for his family. Even after spending over two years on the frontline of the civil war against Assad's regime, Fadi states that the scariest day of his life was when he almost lost his brother in a stampede after the police attacked a protest in Harasta.


      "The police arrived in ambulances", he tells us. "When they started to attack the protest, panic broke out and everybody ran for cover." In the ensuing chaos Fadi lost sight of his brother. After a while he found him lying on the ground, trampled by hundreds of panicked protestors. He picked his brother up and, angry with him for not staying close, he wanted to hit him. His brother, in shock, uttered: "Please, if you want to hit me, don't do it here!"


      What struck us most in these first conversations with Karam and Fadi was their determination, their willingness to sacrifice themselves for the freedom of their country. When asked about this, Karam answered: "If you cross the line you feel free and, if you are free, you can do anything you want."

    


    
      Humanitarian activism against all odds


      When the Free Syrian Army was founded in July 2011, Karam had already acquired some experience as a citizen journalist, shooting videos of the violent government crackdowns on the weekly protests and familiarising himself with online manuals on how to document human rights abuses. From the very start of the armed resistance, it was clear to him that this was not the way to achieve freedom for his people: "Everyone fights for his freedom in his own way, but me, I didn't believe in this."


      Regardless of his peaceful activities, and his refusal to take part in the rapidly escalating civil war, the regime had nonetheless singled him out as a dangerous individual. One morning in mid-July 2012, he found the military waiting for him at the checkpoint right next to his home. His hands were tied behind his back and his t-shirt was pulled over his face, he was then thrown in the back of a car and brought to the local military base.


      For the next two weeks Karam was beaten, humiliated and tortured with electric shocks. Sometimes the guards interrogated him and sometimes the beatings occurred for no apparent reason. As soon as he was caught, all he could think about was his laptop. He had carelessly left his desktop filled with anti-government propaganda, video footage of some of the protests and manuals on how to document human rights abuses. Despite his laptop having been confiscated by the military after his arrest , it was never used as evidence against him thanks to the intervention of a family friend with close links to the secret services.


      More than anything else it is the screams of his fellow prisoners that haunt him till this day: "This was the worst thing, to hear the other people being tortured." Despite suffering torture and humiliation at the hands of his guards, he nonetheless manages to see them as humans, victims of the circumstances, just like him, rather than as monsters who are killing and torturing for the sake of it.


      On the night before he was released, Karam ended up having an engaging conversation with his former tormentors. "They started talking to me, like, how is your life, and how is the life outside?" Surprised by this question, Karam replied that rather than him telling them about the life outside, it should be the other way around. When they replied that they had been in this prison, two levels underground, for nearly three months, without any contact with the outside world, Karam realised something important.


      "They are like us. They have been here for a long time, so they are prisoners too. When we are together, talking, they were like normal people. We were talking about life, university, families and areas in Damascus. They hated me before, they beat me. And then ... an enemy becomes a friend."

    


    
      Brothers in arms


      Unlike Karam, Fadi lost his hope in a peaceful solution a long time ago and now places all his hopes in the armed resistance: "The government will simply kill everybody if we don't fight back."


      Fadi learned his lesson the hard way. He recalls one particular incident that took place in the early months of the uprising. Back in Harasta, he and his friends took to the streets and they approached the soldiers who were blocking the road. From a distance the protestors chanted that the people and the military were one and urged them to lay down their weapons. When one of the soldiers smiled at them and gestured to come closer, Fadi and his friends approached. Then suddenly, when the group was in close range, the soldier cocked his gun and fired several rounds into the body of protestors, injuring one of Fadi's comrades. As he lay bleeding on the streets, it was Fadi who applied first aid, to no avail; the man died shortly after. When asked whether this is the reason why he hates the government, he corrects us: "No, I don't hate the government; it is something much deeper than that."


      It had never been his plan to take up arms and join the Free Syrian Army, but circumstances left him no choice. After being given up to Syria's notorious secret police by an old friend for supporting the uprising by applying first aid to injured protestors, Fadi was unable to return to his home. He was left with no choice but to become a "street engineer", as the thousands of homeless young men roaming the streets of Syria are generally referred to.


      
        "I don't hate the government; it is something much deeper than that."

      


      When Fadi was living on the streets, an acquaintance of his with contacts in the FSA suggested to the rebels that Fadi might need some help and that he would be a good supplement to the fighting force. The FSA then came looking for him to take him into their ranks. Being part of the rebel force gave him a sense of security, and in his eyes it had been a necessary move to take care of himself. He was happy because now he was safe. It was at this moment that he realised the time for a peaceful revolution was over and he erased the idea of peaceful resistance from his mind. The time had come to take up arms and fight back.


      The transformation from nurse to rebel fighter didn't occur overnight. After his first combat experience, in which the FSA attacked a village close to Harasta where government soldiers had killed a number of civilians, Fadi collapsed in tears as soon as the fight was over. In the attack his close friend had been killed and as soon as the adrenaline stopped rushing through his veins, his fears and emotions got the better of him. Still, as his career as a rebel fighter progressed and he saw more and more of his friends and brothers in arms being killed, he became increasingly convinced that he was doing the right thing.


      Now, whenever he fires his gun, the only thing that fills his mind is the wish an enemy dies every time he pulls the trigger. Over the course of time he grew into his new role as a combatant and a killer. "I want to keep on fighting", he states, after explaining that he is prepared to go back to the battlefield, "My goal is not to die, but if I do, it is a sacrifice I'm willing to make."

    


    
      Leaving Syria behind


      In the course of the civil uprising that slowly but surely turned into a civil war, both young men became more convinced that the different path each of them chose was the only right one. Fadi, who hadn't been particularly religious before the conflict, became more and more influenced by the Islamic narrative of the resistance. With death lurking around the corner every time he entered the battlefield, he sought refuge in religion.


      Over the course of his two-and-a-half-year career as a rebel fighter, he has switched between rebel factions several times. Sometimes he left a particular group because they were too radical in his opinion and another time he wasn't allowed to carry his gun as a medic, which was enough reason for him to pack his bags and move on to the next group. After several dangerous and exhausting fundraising missions to Jordan, Turkey and Egypt as a representative of one of the fighting factions, Fadi finally left Syria for Istanbul in the summer of 2014. Were it not for the unbearable pain in his feet caused by a congenital disorder, that forced him so seek professional medical assistance, he wouldn't have left his comrades behind.


      Karam had already fled Syria in the final months of 2012 after a disconcerting experience in the province of Idlib where he had helped set up a social centre; both the FSA and the local branch of the Al-Nusra Front had put a price on his head for his unwillingness to cooperate with either of them.


      Now, sitting around the table in Ad.Dar, both Karam and Fadi answer with a decisive "no" when asked, if given the chance, would they have done anything different in the past three years? Both young men continue to dream of a free Syria, where the people can live together in peace and have control over their own lives.


      
        "My goal is not to die, but if I do, it is a sacrifice I'm willing to make."

      


      As much as violent conflict incites hatred and xenophobia, it equally facilitates the creation of unlikely alliances and the formation of uncommon friendships. Fadi despises the likes of Karam — meaning those who refused to take up arms and left the country — just as much as Karam rejects everything that Fadi stands for: armed struggle, religious-inspired resistance and a belief in violence as a means to achieve peace.


      However, regardless of their differences, the two men enjoy a close friendship and nurture a deep respect for each other. The fact that on a personal level the two men connect with each other goes to show that there exists no inherent difference between them. External forces left them on opposing sides of the resistance against Assad's regime, but not personal dispositions on matters of violence and resistance.

    


    
      Many dreams of freedom


      In their own specific ways, Karam and Fadi dream of a liberated Syria, and to be united with their families once again. Neither has a clear idea what this liberated Syria would look like, but for Karam the ability to fulfil your dreams is more important than anything: "Life means that you have a dream. But for the [Syrian] people, they have many dreams, but they can't pursue them, so this is not real life."


      Meanwhile, Fadi's smile is still glued to his face. He explains that his reason for smiling is because he still has hope for his country, but more intriguingly, he admits that even on the battlefield he never ceases to smile.


      "I smile because I got used to the situation, to the sound of gunfire, RPGs and bombs. Even if one of my friends dies in the fighting, I feel sad, but after that I will smile because I know this friend got what he wanted, what we all want: shahada (martyrdom)."


      Struck by a plethora of feelings ranging from disbelief to admiration, we realise that for precisely this reason, the Syrian conflict will not come to an end any time soon. Over the course of more than three years of war, countless young men like Fadi have changed from nurses, fruit-sellers, high school graduates and actors into smiling militants and aspiring martyrs.


      For these changes to be reversed, a "simple" end to the fighting won't do: not before every single one of them has found his personal liberation or alternatively has achieved their goal as a martyr, either for their faith, freedom or motherland.


      If our conversations with Karam and Fadi have taught us anything, it is that any simplified explanations of the situation are among the first casualties of any conflict. Modesty is key in reporting on the stories of those involved, it is not for us to decide who chose the right path. We have attempted to put a face on the humans behind the headlines, to tell the story of two ordinary young men whose lives were turned upside down when forces beyond their control started to shape the world around them.

    

  


  
    Iran, inside out


    Joshua Virasami


    When I told my family I’d be travelling through Iran then Iraq on my way to India, my mother's unintentionally funny reply came quickly: “You want to die?” Responses generally seemed to range anywhere from intrigue to fright. When the day came it was clear that crossing from northern Iraq into Iran is no easy feat; Erbil was sombre from news that ISIS had been gaining ground and the city itself was no stranger to ISIS attacks. However, any feelings of insecurity were put on hold for the all-night fireworks that fuelled the celebrations for Kurdish New Year, PKK flags in abundance.


    The border was pretty tricky, second only to Pakistani-India. I was interrogated by the post chief's office, with some peculiar questions, but soon enough I was back out on the road. Lake Urmia, three times the size of London, soon came into view; a solitary pirogue rocked solemnly on the shore beside small hills of salt. Iran occupies a place of extremes in many people’s minds; it has been this way before and ever since Freya Stark wrote of her travels through the valley of assassins. It is either the land of ancient tales, veiled in mysteries, or it is the ultra-repressive no-go zone for foreigners. In truth, it’s positioned somewhere between the two, rarely failing to offer the undaunted traveller an opportunity to glimpse into the glorious and troubled heart of the land of four seasons,


    More than 50% of Iranians live in cities; 60 years ago this figure was half. Ideals are fast changing in Iranian society. Fast food chains are emerging and quickly displacing local restaurants while clothing styles are increasingly leaning toward the western vogues. Families in the cities are a really mixed bag; many are far from conservative, but traditional ways of living permeate all households. The youth for the most part are progressively westernised in their choice of activities, as a few let me know; every drug under the sun can be found and acquired with relative ease.


    
      Suspicions and surprises


      By some late night fortune I spent Nooruz with a family in Tabriz. Nooruz is an ancient celebration of the spring equinox and the most important festival of the year. Nothing was off the cards; we shuffled and jigged to Azerbaijani traditional folk but also to Psy’s Gagnam Style, old and young alike. We ate traditional mezze but also drank American liqueurs and when all was finished and the 50 photos with the foreigner were taken, I departed on the foreboding note to not tell anyone where I had been, for fear of their safety.


      Iranians are tentative toward tourists, to say the least. Close to the Pakistan border, in the city of Zahedan, I was almost attacked by a mob of old men who, after a warm conversation, misconstrued my scarf for that which the undercover Basij wear and turned on me. In Mount Sabalon’s purifying natural hot springs, I chatted with a family when suddenly the uncle asked, with a dead straight face, whether I was a spy. Eventually a friend explained to me that the new government administration had been televising messages urging people not to fraternise with tourists as many were foreign spies sent to undermine the nation. These messages greatly affect the national psyche, triggering insecurity on a national scale.


      I hitched down to Esfahan from Mount Sabalon with a family who were perhaps the best example of Iranian hospitality, and there were countless examples. Iran has earned the title "land of hospitality" for good reason. I travelled by land from Turkey to India and Iran came a close second for generosity, Pakistan taking gold. The family met me the next day at my hostel, having organised a personalized tour of the city's ancient Saffavid architecture and prepared three traditional dishes for my bus journey. It all countered the impressions made on an awkward car journey the night before where they condemned my love of Sufism, vowed death to the Illuminati and spoke of how Sunni Islam is a false creed, their 12-year-old son chipping in every so often.

    


    
      Desert bound


      In Esfahan I met a Russian and Croat, with whom I travelled for the next two weeks. We couch-surfed the same home and left under some of the strangest circumstances in all my travels. Our host was a hard-to-place character, his persona the opposite of its online description; our theories were plentiful. After exploring the dimly lit and inviting bazaar in the arches of Naqsh I Jahan square we headed to a basement boutique nargille café. While toking away on some fine shisha we suddenly all received a message from our couch-surf host; his online account said our host was not him, his account had been hacked and he had no idea who the host was or why he was doing this. My Iranian friend we were with at the time was adamant that our host must be an information gatherer for the government, monitoring travellers' movements. We left swiftly.


      The next evening we arrived at the tiny and remote village of Mesr. A few hundred metres long and about a hundred metres wide it was hidden in a desert the size of Scotland, Dasht e Kavir. I took my tent out to the wilderness and convinced my new friends to camp out, one of the most liberating experiences for all three of us: a joint reflection on life's spontaneity while watching ants and spiders undertake their suicidal march toward the camp fire. Soon enough we went our separate ways. I found out there was a small hippy commune where a crew of musicians, activists and creative folk lived together and made myself some sleeping arrangements. Classically trained Sufi musicians teamed up with didgeridoo players, who carved their own instruments from desert wood. We would sit by the fire waiting for the moon rise and reciting Hafez while homemade alcohol made from dates did the rounds.


      The mutual appreciation of the mysticism of Sufism, inherent in the music, songs and atmosphere never needed to be spoken; the expression on every person's face spoke volumes to whoever met another’s smile. Rohab ran the village. Both his scraggly afro and yellow keffiyeh were always a welcome sight, his smile and buzz was infectious and his classy Buick was the best ride of my life. The company was grounding but what I equally appreciated was the absolute solitude the desert offered. I would don my goggles when mild sandstorms surfaced and proceed to wade through the river of sand twisting between my ankles in chaotic eddies and vortices. Your mind and heart are transformed when you look out into endless dunes, I can’t put my finger on it but it’s like you feel more resolute as a person.

    


    
      Straight to the straits


      In Kurdish Turkey, camped out by the Tigris River, I met two Iranians travelling with no money, selling bracelets along the way. They recommended but one place: the Iranian island of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf. Hormuz is a world unto itself; red clay cliffs paint the sea bloody, abandoned factories and piers dot the barren interior and an intriguing community of Bandari islanders lived by the jetty. After almost being deported from the island for camping illegally, I gave it another shot and pitched up on a cliff edge just above an isolated beach where 10 km in either direction was no human activity save for a strange "marine research centre" that only came alive at night. Iranian day trippers would stop close by to admire the views from my cliff, often leaving behind sweets and cigarettes. I had brought food supplies to camp out for five days.


      The beach was a place of routine, swimming, walking meditation and cooking being the staple. Wild goats grazed on pockets of grass, snakes basked in the 45 degree midday heat and the sea lapped silently as gulls snapped up small hermit crabs too busy battling each other to notice. It was in this place I realised that, much like in the mystical Jewish practice of Hitbodedut, the self-seclusion of inner exploration must come to an end to become effective. Ironically, from solitude I understood that the beauty of being human is in sharing, in empathising, in being together. I left Hormuz refreshed for the city.


      Bandar Abbas to Zahedan zipped by and the next morning I woke up on the floor of the back room in a dental laboratory. Opium smoke lingered in the air as Ahmad’s brother unravelled a small sachet of potent poppy pollen fresh from Afghanistan. Zahedan was heated; the capital of Sistan ve Baluchistan, it is the home of a furious counterinsurgency by Baluchi Jundullah rebels, well taken care of by the US and Israel. But Baluchis do have a genuine grievance in the region and not much has improved for their community in recent decades. Glasgow-educated Rouhani, the president of Iran, happened to be visiting Zahedan while I was there, the man who came in on a wing, a prayer and promise to thaw relations with the west.

    


    
      Stirrings of change


      Maryam, an acquaintance I made in Esfahan, but whom I also hung out with in Mesr, is the perfect example of popular sentiment toward the government. She, like most Iranians, is deeply proud of her historic heritage and passionately wants her country to fulfil its "written in the stars" destiny, wants neither friction nor confrontation with the West and is repulsed by the kind of authoritarian brand of Islam currently in charge. As she explained to me one evening, young women especially bear the brunt of the religious repression. Maryam doesn't deny tradition but feels she must assert her rights for equal treatment - it is in this arena the government fails spectacularly.


      Freedom is the word escaping the mouths of countless youths. As I prepared to leave Iran I mulled over the countless conversations. I remembered Sorab, the brilliant young musician who had performed for the president and decided to play an anti-government ballad; he has been on the run since. The deepest impression was that Iranians have been largely unable to tell the world their side of the story; even on events like the US shooting down of an Iranian passenger aeroplane, the narrative was hijacked by the Murdoch media. Daily conversations were taken as an opportunity to sell the nation, to explain that they don't hate the US and that they, for the most part, wished more people would visit.


      I remembered the Iranian families I had encountered in Turkey as in Iran, many of whom were applying for asylum in the US, explaining how they've been squeezed out of the economy, how joblessness means they must leave their nation. Mothers with hearts of gold, children with big dreams. As the Iranian diaspora, grows, so too does the freedom movement and so does our understanding of the ancient and diverse dynamics of Iranian society. In its lived legacy, Iran has much to offer the world but we must reverse our attitudes in order to begin to take notice. For starters, I recommend switching off Fox and even BBC news and booking a trip out to the land, which is filled with storytellers waiting for the world's ear.

    

  


  
    The life of a hand-rickshaw puller


    Arpita Chakrabarty


    Under the neem shade, a sunburnt, wrinkled face takes rest in a hot afternoon in Calcutta. There is not much of breeze in this wet air; the heat is blood-sucking and the burning sun is playing hide and seek on the man’s body through gaps in the sharp, narrow neem leaves. He wears a white robin's egg blue, half-sleeve vest and a lungi folded to above his knee. He makes use of his red striped cotton cloth, with which he wipes away his sweat, as his pillow. His right arm rests on his creased forehead, while the other arm lies on his stomach, up and down with his slow breath.


    His vehicle is parked by the road. It is a 100-year-old hand-drawn rickshaw brought to British Calcutta by Chinese merchants more than a century ago. I do not wish to wake him up and would like to come in the evening for a talk, but eventually I do after considering my other appointments in the city. Clearly, he looks bewildered, and amused, when I ask him to share his life story with me. It sounded sarcastically romantic to my ears; a "fascinating" story for a journalist is a everyday struggle for someone to make ends meet in this scorching climate. Why would he pour his heart out to me? Who am I?


    After a few minutes of talking and addressing him as tumi (used informally for friends, relatives of similar age-groups and acquaintances), instead of apni (formal use for senior persons and strangers), he starts to feel at ease and asks me if I would like to have chai. The chai comes in two cups of clay, from the shop on the other side of the road, and he begins to tell his tale.


    Gopal Shah doesn’t remember his date of birth, but thinks he could be 60 years old or a little more, perhaps. He came to Calcutta with his father on a crowded train, most of the journey spent standing near the door, from the neighbouring district of Bihar when he was 17. His father was also a rickshaw puller. Because they had no major source of income at home, his father escorted him to Calcutta and took him to the rickshaw's owner, a Marwari, for a helping hand to his family at home in a village near Deogarh, a town in Bihar.


    Gopal has since spent his life traversing through the lanes, byways and streets of Kolkata, where elephant-sized buses, yellow taxis with foul-mouthed drivers and expensive cars with closed windows zip by him. While speaking, suddenly Gopal falls silent and his tranquil eyes and wrinkled cheeks start talking, as if they have more stories to tell than he carefully does, in front of an outsider.


    Over so many years, the strange big city has grown familiar to him and he is a happy man on the days when he earns Rs 150-200 ($3.20). But there are days, frequent and unpredictable, when his income is as low as Rs 80. Whatever his wages are, he pays Rs 20 daily to the owner who found him and his likes for a makeshift place to sleep at night. Gopal and his brotherhood of rickshawallas – Bahadur Shah, Dibu Shah, Bundi Shah, all from the same village – huddle together and sleep on a floor covered in torn rugs. During the blazing summers, when warm winds stir the night air, he comes out of his fanless room, happily spreads a long plastic sheet on the pavement and sleeps in the open air.


    Gearing up at dawn


    He smiles unknowingly, for the first time, and reveals his yellow, broken teeth – what a respite from the sweltering heat, even if it is for a few hours. I smile back. Each morning at dawn, Gopal washes his clothes and takes a bath under the common tap outside, some hundred metres away from his room. After he is done washing and bathing, it’s time for the others – Bahadur and Dibu – to get geared up for another sultry day. He pays his owner his due, then sets off in the hope of earning a little more than yesterday. On the road, while he waits for passengers, Gopal eats his 15-rupee meal, consisting of rice, roti, dal and sabzi. Sometimes he cooks in the evening – roti and sabzi.


    His sole assets in Calcutta are a few utensils, a small stove, a bucket, a mug and a few clothes in a plastic bag. His family – his wife, three sons and two daughters – lives in his village, which he visits twice a year. With moist eyes, Gopal says his sons no longer want to pull rickshaws because they feel it is not a respectable job. Two of them passed their 12th grade exams and are looking for jobs, while the youngest son studies in class 7. One daughter has been married off and the other one dropped out from school after class 8.


    Gopal has no land of his own, so his sons work as labourers on other people’s land, growing corn, wheat, rice and a few vegetables. He sends a large part of his earnings home; these days, he is saving more because he hopes to find a good groom for his grown-up daughter and get her married soon. You never know when this worn-out body comes to an eternal rest. Before that happens, Gopal wishes to fulfil all his family responsibilities.


    How many passengers does he carry every day? Sometimes four or five, on good days six and seven, but never more than 10. During the monsoon, when the streets get waterlogged and rainwater sometimes penetrates into people’s homes, Gopal ferries people barefoot through waist-deep water. Even if he were to go blind, he would still be able to carry passengers and loads in the area, he feels proud. After all these years of pulling his rickshaw along the same roads and lanes, manholes, cracks and fissures would be easily taken care of without being able to see.


    Legal problems


    Do the police trouble him? Yes, if he goes on the streets and the police confiscates his rickshaw because it is not registered. At the end of the day or the next day, his owner goes to the police station and pays a fine of Rs 100 as a fine and Gopal gets his rickshaw back. A day’s earnings are lost. The government stopped renewing all old licences long ago and will not issue new ones, because it now considers it is not right for a human being to pull and carry another human being.


    Who can tell what is right and wrong? What about the livelihoods of Gopal, Dibu, Bahadur and Bundi? Who will feed their stomachs and their families’ back home? Is the government providing any alternative opportunity to them? No, they only promise they will provide, but it’s been years. All such promises have fallen empty and Gopal, and his likes continue to draw rickshaws in order to barely sustain themselves.


    Gopal lost his licence more than ten years ago but to stay his hunger pangs and with no other employment opportunities at his age, he has been pulling the cart without one. Whatever journalists write, and governments promise, and unions demand, nobody thinks of them; nobody cares whether Gopal, Dibu, Bundi and Bahadur live or die. Gopal wipes the corners of his watery eyes with the red cloth. We both fall silent for a few minutes.


    Gopal, Dibu, Bahadur, all the rickshaw pullers in Calcutta, have a union, All Bengal Rickshaw Association, which apparently speaks on their behalf. The working president of the union is Sultan Ahmed, a member of India's parliament. His union has already asked the government, which is also Ahmed’s party, to create alternative opportunities for licensed rickshaw pullers but it would take a lot of time to see the fruits of that process on roads.


    For those rickshaw-pullers who lost their licences, and who form a considerable number (only 4,000 rickshaws are licensed out of 17,000 rickshaws that ply everyday on the roads of Kolkata), the union and the government have empty hands. If the government has to offer something to everyone, how will it function? A real but an arbitrary question.


    The communist government of Bengal passed a law, the Calcutta Hackney-Carriage (Amendment) Bill 2006, banning the rickshaws, terming them degrading and inhuman. Although the ban was stayed in the high court amid protests and strikes, the licences were no longer renewed.


    I do not tell Gopal of my chat with Sultan Ahmed. I do not have the courage. Scared of his reaction and fighting back my tears, I wish to change the course of our conversation to something else.


    After hours


    What does Gopal like to eat and drink? Does he like playing cards? He likes to eat rice and roti and sometimes he relaxes with few puffs of bidi at the end of the day. He likes playing cards with friends in his moholla but his fatigued body doesn’t allow it so he engages in conversation with other rickshaw-pullers on the weather, voting, strikes and their families at home.


    Gopal is going home for five days during Durga Puja, and has already purchased new clothes for his family. He doesn’t bother to buy any for himself, he doesn’t need to. He has a happy face and his eyes are lit up.


    Does he have any dreams and hopes? He only wants to pull his rickshaw till the end of his life. All he hopes for is that nobody should take his rickshaw from his hands.


    On the other side of the road, we see an elderly, bespectacled man getting down from one of those blue government buses and walking towards us with the help of a stick.


    He asks: “Gopal, will you go?”


    “Haan, babu.”


    Gopal gets up, folds his lungi and takes up his cart.

  


  
    Baluchistan on the brink


    Joshua Virasami


    
      Entering Balochistan


      “Come here, listen to this”, Ali slowly leafed through the pages of the local newspaper, “look, you see this small paragraph? This is an account from a fighter in the villages.” I asked him if he could translate. “Today we lost several fighters but we killed three Pakistani soldiers and shot down their helicopter”. I asked him whether he had visited the fighters in the Bolan Pass. “Yes, I’ve been there in my role as a government official but also as a Baloch, I negotiated with them on the release of a hostage, but I respect their fight”. We had just come down from Ali’s small mountain, he inherited it from his parents and we were now on his 7 acre farm which he had also inherited. He closed the newspaper and looked over to the mountain face, “People mark out their mountains by spelling their surname over it”, and he proceeded to point out where he had spelled out his surname, ‘Kurd’. Ali is however an ethnic Baloch.


      Everybody was napping in the summery haze and I went inside to find his small dusty library he'd told me about. A shotgun lay hesitantly against the wall, a few paces away I dug out a book on Baloch culture and history. The book verified what Ali had previously told me, that Baloch are a people and nation unto themselves, that unlike other ethnicities of the region they actually hail from further afield, the Caspian sea region, they are Kurds who travelled a little further. In fact to my surprise they shared some of the same Dravidian ancestry as me, a consequence of mixing with the indigenous Brahui people. Baloch are their own people, with their own proud culture and who, before the arrival of the British and the establishment of Pakistan, tribally administered their own vast lands which now constitutes 47% of Pakistani territory.


      I had entered Balochistan from the badlands of Iran, a porous border where Mossad/CIA backed Jundullah rebels slip between Pakistan to lay siege to the South-Eastern interior of Iran. I crossed by land from Zahedan in Iran, to Taftan in Pakistan. Once in Pakistan I was immediately assigned a levy (armed guards of the vast interior between provinces). Taftan swiftly placed me into the reality of Balochistan. No foreigner can travel alone and bus services were unavailable to me as two Czech girls had been kidnapped by Taliban a month prior, even though they had multiple levies, they're still being held in Afghanistan. Taliban, in the Quetta Shura, are a common sight and it’s long been a US fantasy to start droning them in Balochistan, as they do in N.W Pakistan. I slept in the police station a couple nights acclimatizing to the politics and weighing up my options without a bus. >Wahe Watan O Hushkien Dar. The fatherland even barren is worth anything - Balochi saying.

    


    
      This is not Pakistan


      I watched as a line of roughly 20 men were marched into the police station; they were forced to sit whilst the smaller of the guards shouted at them, as you would an infant. Another larger guard came back with a stick and beat them at random, never too convincingly, then split them into Baloch and non-Baloch for interrogation. All twenty men were then taken into a cell for two people. The guards explained to me they were trying to sneak into Iran without ID and were mostly Baloch who couldn’t find work in Pakistan, a sad reality I would hear repeatedly. Eventually I convinced the local police chief to front half of my journey costs to Quetta as I didn’t have the funds, which was true. My two new armed escorts arrived and I said my goodbyes, the station guards replied “Khoda Hafez”, exactly as they do in Iran, “You say that in Pakistan too!” I said in surprise, the new heavily bearded armed guard responded with an air of certainty, “This is not Pakistan”.


      The raging conflict between Balochi Nationalists and the Pakistani government began when Pakistan was created on 14th August 1947. At independence the British Chief Commissioners province within Baluchistan was immediately ceded to the newly created Pakistani state, however the remaining princely states of Balochistan under the Khan of Khalat did not immediately accede to Pakistan, as this was not the popular sentiment in the public. Instead they declared an independent Balochistan. The 1st April 1948 is a historic day for Balochi people, on this day the Pakistani military marched into Kalat and forced the Khan to capitulate, which he did. What ensued was the beginning of the insurgency. The Khan’s brother, prince Abdul Karim, led what is widely recognized as the first of a series of rebellions against the Pakistani state: the Karim revolts. Since the Karim revolts in 1948 there have been continuous revolts, rebellions and often full scale war in resistance to Pakistani occupation.

    


    
      Into the interior


      My journey from departure in Taftan to Quetta took roughly two days, the Taftan commissioner had duped me into believing he would front my journey to Quetta when instead I was dropped off in the remote village of Dalbandin. After a meeting with another influential commissioner, and five minutes of blagging, I landed a free trip to Quetta and my hotel for that night. His free trip was not as simple as I imagined. 15 pickup trucks, a couple of hitches, several cups of tea and three pit stop meals later we arrived into Quetta late at night in pouring rain. It was a surreal day, I had travelled with perhaps 30 different armed levies, shared traditional tea and meals with many Baluchi police, some whom I would go on to later live with and heard countless tales of cross border battles and living legends, far too many to recount here.


      Once in Quetta, and after building good rapport with my final escort, I was given the privilege of staying with a friend, 99% of foreigners must be escorted at all times in this highly volatile city. On any given day in Quetta there will be either a kidnapping, a bombing, an assassination, a discovered body and sometimes all four. The day I arrived was no different, just thirty minutes before our armoured Jeep had entered the city centre a bomb had been detonated on its outskirts. The friend I stayed with was Ali, whom I mentioned at the beginning. Ali is a local businessmen, high ranking government official, farmer, and family man. The nine days I spent living on the office floor of a school he administers were some of the most insightful times of my life. He was keen to teach me what he knew of the Balochi struggle and I was keen to learn.


      I sat in his government office and watched as he spoke at length with guest after guest, after the last one had left I asked him, how does the struggle affect you and your friends personally? He responded in absolute directness, “you see this man who just came in, he is smiling, we must all smile, but a few months ago his brother, a lawyer, went missing, a few weeks ago his body was found on the road, tortured and killed. Everybody has either, in their family or a friend’s family, lost a life to this struggle.” Ali’s position in the local government means that he is the highest authority on governmental money flows in and out of Baluchistan, on this topic he told me, “Our Balochi assembly are working hand in hand with the Pakistani government to plunder all our money and resources, no regard is paid to the ordinary Baloch, they are all thieves.”

    


    
      The Struggle Continues


      I sat in Sibi station on my 24hr train to Karachi and looked around at the shattered ceiling, the exposed metal was emerging out of rafters and the brick walls were broken. Just a week or so ago 17 people had been horrifically burned alive when Balochi Insurgents exploded a carriage whilst it was in the station. I sat down for some food in the reopened small restaurant and wondered how things could’ve escalated to such horrific acts. After 1948 the next serious rebellions were in the 1950’s which escalated in October of 1958 into a small military invasion of Baluchistan, events escalated almost uncontrollably. Pakistani army garrisons were being established on a perpetual basis throughout Balochistan in classical colonial style and sporadic warfare continued to plague the region until a ceasefire was reached in 1969.


      The third Baloch rebellions of the 1970’s were by far the most devastating and escalated into a fully blown war. Baloch people undertook a strategic move to cooperate with Pakhtoons of the neighbouring NWFP province forming the National Awami Party (NAP) in order to pursue political means to secure Balochi fate. As the Bhuttos swept up over Eastern Pakistan, the NAP enjoyed a decisive victory, winning all seats in the western provinces of Baluchistan and NWFP. Punjabi settlers from Eastern Pakistan were increasingly made targets of Balochi violence and all it took was an unfounded pretext of secrets weapon caches in the Iraqi embassy for the Pakistani army to once more lead a military attack against Baluchistan. It's also important to note that the insecurity of Pakistan was catalysed further by the bloody independence struggle of Bangladesh.


      In April 1973 Bhutto in a dangerous move dissolved the regional Balochi government under false pretences of exceeding constitutional authority, what resulted was large scale violence. Balochi guerillas of roughly 15,000 ambushed army convoys. Bhutto responded by jailing the then removed political leaders and placing the full might of the Pakistani army in Baluchistan, placing almost 80,000 troops all across the region. What brought the most disastrous blow to Balochi nationalists was the unwarranted involvement of the Shah of Iran. The Shah under the posturing of the trouble possibly spreading into Iran sent in 30 US cobra helicopters to decimate rebel hideouts, he also provided a stream of intelligence and $200 million in aid. Reeling from this significant counterpunch several Balochi leaders went into self exile and in 1977 as the war was winding down Zia-al-Huq instigated a military coup, overthrew the Bhutto regime and began a plan of appeasing the Baloch cause.

    


    
      Is there an end in sight?


      Before heading to Peshawar I decided to pay my friend Hamal-Khan a visit in his home town of Usmanabad in Baluchistan, on the border of Karachi. I met Hamal-Khan, a Balochi policeman, when catching rides to Quetta from Taftan, he invited me into his checkpoint for some simple food and ensured the levies understood my intention of staying with Ali in Quetta. I stayed with Khan, a proud Baloch, and his family, for several days, sleeping on the floor of their communal space. After a day I had an opportunity to visit a school they ran. The school was fast running into debt but provided an invaluable service to the community as they allowed each child's family to pay according to their means. The majority of the students had escaped or still live in severe hardship. Hamal-Khan introduced me to students who had fled US drone battered Waziristan and who had escaped the US invasion of Afghanistan or natural disasters in and around the region.


      In Hamal’s home I spent a lot of time talking with his cousins who were roughly my age, our conversations were a sobering opportunity to see how vastly our lives differ. His cousin Abdul explained to me how he’d only just returned from Iran a month ago and barely escaped death when being beaten by Iranian police when they inspected his documents and found nothing. They sent him back immediately. Abdul had a gentle demeanour and looked upon his hardship with humour, I struggled to do the same. I asked him about finding employment and the Balochi Liberation Front, he answered:


      “I don’t get work, when an employer hears my name and knows I’m Baloch they turn me away. I save up money to go into the city to find work and get turned down, sometimes on the way home the Pakistani police stop me and ask me for my name, when they here I’m Baloch they insist I am a terrorist, they tell me unless I pay them 500 rupees they will arrest me. I can’t afford to look for serious work any-more. The BLA offer some of us an opportunity, they say come and fight against those who hate you because you are Baloch, come and represent your people and of course they feed you, teach you and give you money for your family. I won’t go but I understand why people do.”


      I knew the state prejudices were true, I myself had heated confrontations with Pakistani police, them pointing their guns at and trying to arrest me because I look like a Baloch and am bearded. By 1990 the nationalist sentiment which had been subdued by superficial promises began to resurge, this was owed largely to the Baloch Students Organisation. The BSO runs out of Quetta University and have long been central both ideologically and logistically to the Baloch insurgency. The students are fast becoming the primary target of the Pakistani military machine. Whilst I was in Quetta they suffered a huge loss to their organisation when Pakistani soldiers stormed the union within the university compound and kidnapped their current student leader, everyone is certain that his fate is fatal.


      In 2005 Marri and Bugti, political leaders whose two tribes constitute the largest Balochi factions presented a 15 point agenda to the Pakistani government. Within a year Bugti was killed fighting the Pakistani military and the situation spiraled; his death was viewed as a martyrdom by the agitated youth, riots ensued. Since the early 2000’s until now, and particularly after 2006, Baluchis have been continually kidnapped at random by Pakistani frontier corps. Although official statistics place the missing between 5-10,000, most locals know this figure to be over 15,000. Recently a bold and brave march comprised of families of missing persons walked thousands of kilometres to Islamabad in order to demand answers from the capital.

    


    
      Make or break


      The Balochistan Liberation Force, an armed wing of the BSO, appeared on the scene in 2003 and immediately had a profound effect on the scope of combat in the region. It's leader, Dr Nazar, has become Balochistan's "Sub-Commandante Marcos," both an articulate, intelligent spokesman who pens open letters to the public and a formidable guerilla fighter who continues to take out Pakistani soldiers in a furious flurry of desert warfare. His 2006 capture led to an image of him, frail and ill on an ambulance stretcher, which went viral and brought him nationwide attention. The mounting public pressure led Pakistani authorities to then release this nascent hero an ongoing opponent of Islamabad's mandates.


      Dr Allah Nazar is the face of a new dynamic within the Balochi struggle for sovereignty, a current which sadly still retains the sometimes gratuitous violence of previous liberation groups in the region. I got an opportunity to discuss the issue of Baluchi nationalism with students in Lahore's National College of Arts, a place full of progressive thinkers. The students turned out to be of the same opinion as others I had spoken to in Karachi: that Balochi nationalism is both patriarchal and classist in its background and that the Sardar system, the traditional tribal system, is no longer representative in its current format. They are right, the tribal Sardar systems traditional values have long been warped, owed entirely to British colonisation and the allocation of absolute power to certain tribal chiefs - a recurrent theme across the empire where the sun never set.


      
        I am a doctor but I am a Baloch. I have a nation, I have a land, I have roots in my land and in my nation. I have a culture and I am connected with my culture.

      


      "I have seen the poverty. My arms are not a sign of terrorism, because my arms are bound totally by a political ideology, that ideology is to help for freedom and to seek it not only for Balochistan but for the rest of the world," Dr Allah Nazar, BLF.


      This tribal irresponsibility has only further eroded since Pakistani independence, however the newer waves of Baluchi thinking differ, Dr Nazar being case in hand. Dr Allah Nazar in response to allegations that wealthy Sardars finance the uprising has responded that, “all the tribal chiefs are in the pocket of state, all the tribal chiefs are puppets, they are playing and are an alliance of ISI and Military Intelligence”. He cites the ceaseless expansion of the Pakistani military occupation as the crux behind the necessity to take up arms. As human rights breaches accelerate from both camps, the worlds citizens cannot afford simply to ignore this conflict, which Balochi nationalists call "a deepening struggle for freedom". Although the BSO/BLF movement want Baloch to decide their own fate, Dr Allah Nazar and his companions have envisioned a just Baluchistan state, which is as follows:


      “I want it to be a democratic, secular and welfare state where every citizen – irrespective of their class, gender, religion or caste, has access to free education and healthcare. Every citizen should enjoy equal rights without any discrimination. Also, an independent Balochistan would not enter into the nuclear arms’ race and it would promote peaceful co-existence among neighbouring countries. The state would promote arts, science and literature under the policy of free-speech. I strongly believe in free-speech and it’s one thing that can guarantee the prosperity and success of a nation.”


      In Peshawar I was fortunate to stay with a wonderful Pakhtoon man called Qaisar. One evening stroll we stopped, pulled up our traditional Shalwar Khameez and crouched down in the grounds of Peshawar University, just outside of his home. He explained how some 40 years ago in this very same place the first Mujahideen fighters also crouched, discussed and brought about the birth of Al-Qaeda. As Qaisar and many others know and repeat, Pakistan is the hornets’ nest of extremism and from inside its confines it exports these homemade dangers eastwards. One eyed Mullah Omar of the Taliban famously made a home in Pakistan, Bin Laden retired to Pakistan; it is the home and haven of Islamic Extremism.


      One of the central arguments of Balochi nationalists is that an independent state of Balochistan offers an opportunity to create a physical buffer between Pakistan, Iran and Afghanistan and cap the flow of extremists into the Middle East and Africa. As getting information out of Balochistan grows harder, the global discussion is fast getting sidelined. The Balochi press clubs regularly hold protests, over 30 journalists have been killed in Baluchistan in the past 6 years, simply because Pakistan, like any occupying state, does not want an alternate version to their line escaping the region. One thing is for certain, so long as the Pakistani government continue to militarize their presence in Balochistan, to usurp their natural resources and to corrupt them from the inside, Baloch people will continue to resist and the bloodshed will deepen, we as an international community must not be silent onlookers.

    

  


  
    Ladies of the garden


    Julie Schwietert Collazo


    The origin of a garden is often invisible.


    Readers may skip bylines. Gallery and museum visitors might admire or criticise a piece of art without noticing the name of the person who created it. Concert-goers might not read the programme and learn the name of the composer, and patrons of dance may not bother to learn who choreographed the ballet they just enjoyed. Yet the creators of these works are easy enough to find should you choose to look for them.


    The garden, on the other hand, seems almost divine in its origin, an object sprung up for our enjoyment, sui generis. Visit any botanical garden in the world and it's unlikely you'll know who planned and planted the riots of flowers and rows of trees bringing you so much pleasure. In fact, it probably wouldn't even to occur to you to think about the garden as an authored work of art.


    It wasn't always this way, though. There was a time, and it wasn't so long ago, when the names of the people who designed these living works of art were as well known as the scions of industry and the socialites who hired them. Exploring that era and its luminaries was the proposition of “Groundbreakers: Great American Gardens and the Women Who Designed Them,” an exhibition at the New York Botanical Garden, in the Bronx, New York. The show, which opened in mid-May and ran until September 17, was a tribute to the work of early 20th-century American landscape designers and the photographers who documented their gardens for posterity.


    Groundbreakers was unique among botanical garden programming in that it focused not only on a collection of flowers, plants, and trees that visitors can wander past and murmur, “oh, how lovely”. Beyond the sensory pleasures imparted by Groundbreakers, of which there are many, the exhibition introduced visitors to six women who played significant roles in establishing the aesthetic of the American garden. Three of those women — Marian Coffin, Beatrix Farrand and Ellen Shipman - were landscape designers; the other three — Mattie Edwards Hewitt, Frances Benjamin Johnston and Jessie Tarbox Beals - were landscape photographers. Beginning their careers at the end of the 19th century and continuing them well into the first half of the 20th, these women were the forerunners, the "groundbreakers" among a group of peers who were forging careers for themselves in two fields that, according to Cynthia Zaitzevsky, author of the book, Long Island Landscapes and the Women Who Designed Them, had been dominated — as most professions were at the time — by men.


    “I had to make my [own] living”, said Mattie Edwards Hewitt when asked why she became a photographer. Divorced from her husband, who was a photojournalist, Hewitt was able to do just that. She was in high demand among the wealthy, who commissioned her to shoot house interiors and gardens. If having a portrait painted of oneself or one's family or home was once a status symbol and a reflection of an individual's wealth, the nouveau riche of the early 20th century affirmed they were well to do by hiring photographers to produce pictures of their homes and gardens. So much the better if those photographers also had a publication history, their work appearing in magazines such as Town & Country and House & Garden.


    Benefactors and stewards


    The sudden interest in showpiece gardens was new to the US, but its emergence was no coincidence. As the titans of industry built and profited from factories and the infrastructure that sustained them, including railways, they began to seek respite and refreshment in nature, typically in the form of lavish gardens planted on the spacious grounds of their estates. They also began to see themselves as benefactors and stewards who were responsible for establishing a culture of beauty and refinement that could be considered on a par with Europe. Gardens, both public and private, were at the centre of the beautification movement spearheaded by industrial leaders such as the duPonts, Rockefellers and Vanderbilts, as well as their wives, who were often responsible for laying out a vision for the gardens and overseeing the design and planting of them.


    Such was the case with Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, who worked directly with landscape designer Beatrix Farrand to create an Asian-inspired garden at the Rockefellers' coastal Maine estate, The Eyrie. The garden was an ambitious project, remembered by Abby's son David as the "greatest expression" of his mother's "deep appreciation for Asian art". Rockefeller and her husband, along with one of their daughters, Babs, took a grand, three-month tour of Asia in 1921, visiting Japan, China and Korea. Feted by the continent's most prominent political, social and cultural figures, the Rockefellers were introduced to Asia's finest artistic traditions. When they returned to the US, they were accompanied by trunks of porcelain, robes and other textiles, furniture, prints and statuary acquired on their journey. The statuary, in particular, inspired the garden designed by Farrand, which also incorporated yellow wall tiles produced by the same factory that had for centuries been making tiles for the Forbidden City.


    Farrand started designing the garden in 1926 and continued working on it, along with her numerous other commissions, for nearly a decade. She developed the initial planting list with Rockefeller's input and their ongoing collaboration appeared to be a close one. In the fall of 1926, Aldrich Rockefeller wrote to her sister: "I am having great fun with the new garden. Mrs Farrand is helping me; fortunately, she likes Chinese sculpture."


    The Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Garden at The Eyrie was not solely for the enjoyment of the Rockefellers; it was opened to visitors in 1930, who came in even greater numbers after the Garden Club of America named it a garden worth visiting during the proceedings of its national convention in 1934. The garden was evoked in the Groundbreakers exhibition in the display "Mrs Rockefeller's Garden" that was planted in the Enid A. Haupt Conservatory. In addition to creating borders consistent with those Farrand planted (and which have been changed with each season of the exhibition), "Mrs Rockefeller's Garden" featured a wall and arches that recreated Moon Gate, a circular doorway that opened to a Buddha statue in the original garden at The Eyrie.


    Persistence, pluck and technical skill


    Farrand's gardens weren't limited to Maine; she, like her peers, worked throughout the north-east. It was there where the industrialists lived and retreated to summer homes; as the patrons of both the landscape designers and the photographers who captured images of private and public gardens, the majority of paying work was concentrated in this region. Though women's professional opportunities were still quite limited, the possibilities for success in landscape design and photography were promising in the north-east. Fully half of the gardens designed for and planted at private estates on Long Island between 1890 and 1940 were conceptualised by professional landscape designers who happened to be women, wrote Zaitzevsky in her book. In addition to Marian Coffin and Ellen Shipman, the designers featured in the Groundbreakers show alongside Beatrix Farrand, there were nearly two dozen others, including Ruth Dean, Annette Hoyt Flanders and Martha Hutcheson. Their gardens are significant, wrote Zaitsevsky, because women of that era "were rarely offered even small-scale public work". In addition to their work on the grand estates of Long Island, these landscape designers tended to commute among clients all along the north-east corridor, from Boston to New Jersey.


    While it's true that many of these women were born into relative privilege - several had even earned university degrees, including Coffin, who studied at Massachusetts Institute of Technology - their privilege didn't ensure a primrose path to success. Persistence, pluck, and technical skill were all required, as was the willingness to buck convention with respect to traditional gender roles, both in society and within their own families. A certain degree of business acumen was required, too, and a close look at the biographies and records of these women proves they had plenty. Coffin is a particularly representative example; her insistence that clients pay her the same fees as her male colleagues were earning proves she was no shrinking violet. Coffin provided prospective clients with a "Method of Practice" document, in which she outlined her responsibilities and those of her clients. She would not, for instance, pay a nursery for plants, nor assume financial responsibility if the plants failed to grow.


    "Money, manure, and maintenance" were the components of Coffin's formula for a successful garden and career, wrote Nancy Fleming in her biography of Coffin. Coffin sent a "Schedule of Professional Charges" even before booking initial consultations, which were not complimentary; they started at $100. Her rates ranged from $250-500 for preliminary plans. Planting plans and lists ranged from $100 to $500 and "personal supervision" would run a client $50 per day, plus $25-35 per diem if Coffin required an assistant. "All travelling expenses... long distance telephone calls, and telegrams are charged to the client" the schedule concluded. Before starting work, she required a signed contract confirming her commission.


    Coffin also supplemented her respectable salary by parlaying her skills into multiple income streams, as did many of her peers. Writing magazine articles and books about landscape design, giving lectures and teaching photography were just a few ways the groundbreaking women solidified their reputations and ensured their own financial independence. Most of the women were able to buffer themselves from the hardships of the war years and the Great Depression as a result of their hard work and their carefully crafted business models.


    Botanical legacies


    By the mid-20th century, most of the groundbreakers had died. Their botanical legacies lived on at places like Dumbarton Oaks, Longue Vue, and Winterthur, though as generations passed, fewer visitors to these gardens knew the names of the women who designed, photographed and brought them to prominence. And if they did know these women's names, they likely knew little, if anything, about their significance to gardening history and, indeed, to women's history.


    The Groundbreakers exhibition, then, was important because its educative mission was as central to the show as the pretty flowers were. "Our goal is to make gardening, horticulture and plants exciting to as many people as possible", says Karen Daubmann, executive vice-president of exhibitions and visitor engagement at the New York Botanical Garden. "One of the ways we do that is by treating the garden as if it's a museum, a living museum."


    The experience of walking through Groundbreakers, as with all of the Garden's marquee shows, was enhanced by a rich range of multimedia materials. An iPhone app visitors could download for free provided literal snapshots of the original gardens, creating a type of overlay experience that allowed comparison with the Garden's interpretations of the designers' creations. Carefully selected music was piped into the Conservatory, relevant poems were posted in English and Spanish, and a whole programme of events, from talks and lectures to concerts, poetry walks and photography workshops.


    Groundbreakers is one example of how an exhibition of flowers offers multiple points of entry into a subject or idea that is related to horticulture but which, she explains, is ultimately much bigger than a collection and display of plants. Next year, the Garden will be unveiling another, that may be still more ambitious than Groundbreakers. Frida Kahlo's Garden, slated to open on May 16 and run until November 1, 2015, is likely to appeal to a large and diverse group of people, including, Daubmann hopes, many who have never visited the Garden before. The floral displays will feature recreations of the Mexican painter's studio and her garden, as well as explore the roles of botanicals in Kahlo's art. "It will be the first solo Frida show in New York in 25 years", Daubmann says excitedly, "and so far, we've confirmed 14 of her works that will be on exhibit here."


    Unlike most Frida exhibits, which focus on her illnesses or the artist's turbulent relationship with her husband, the Mexican muralist Diego Rivera, Frida Kahlo's Garden will invite visitors to meet Frida anew, through her intense patriotism and her love, above all, of Mexican flora. Expect a Mexican food market, music performances and an epic Day of the Dead celebration.


    Daubmann represents the new generation of groundbreakers, professionals who are reimagining what the experience of visiting a garden can be and what longer-term impact it can have. No longer the exclusive domain for men and women of means, the garden, says Daubmann should be a place that is accessible to anyone who shows an interest in it, and every day she strives to make sure her garden - the New York Botanical Garden - is.


    Julie Schwietert Collazo


    writingjulie@gmail.com

  


  
    Naomi Klein: “We’re not who we were told we were”


    Liam Barrington-Bush


    Naomi Klein rose to international acclaim in 1999 by explaining how big corporations were exploiting our insecurities to convince us to spend money we didn’t have, on stuff we didn’t need (No Logo). In 2007, she masterfully dissected the ways those steering the global economy use moments of social and environmental crisis to justify transferring public wealth into the hands of the ultra-rich (The Shock Doctrine). Less known, though, are the alternatives Klein spends much of her time witnessing, documenting and digging into, from the spread of fossil-fuel divestment to community-owned energy coops and resistance to tar sands pipelines.


    On the eve of the publication of her new book, This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs the Climate, Klein sat down with Liam Barrington-Bush at the People's Social Forum in Ottawa, to talk about where she finds hope in a world that can sometimes feel very bleak. She reminds us that in a culture that treats people as consumers and relationships as transactions, "we’re not who we were told we were".


    LBB: In your recent piece in The Nation, you wrote: “Because of the way our daily lives have been altered by both market and technological triumphalism, we lack many of the observational tools necessary to convince ourselves that climate change is real — let alone the confidence to believe that a different way of living is possible.” What has helped you to believe that a different way of living is possible?


    NK: I think part of it is just having been lucky enough to have seen other ways of living and to have lived differently myself. To know that not only is living differently not the end of the world, but in many cases, it has enabled some of the happiest times of my life.


    I think the truth is that we spend a lot of time being afraid of what we would lose if we ever took this crisis seriously. I had this experience when I had been living in Argentina for a couple of years; I came back to the US because I had agreed to do this speech at an American university. It was in Colorado and I went directly from Buenos Aires, which was just on fire at that moment; the culture was so rich, the sense of community was so strong. It was the most transformative experience of my life to be able to be part of that.


    So I end up staying at a Holiday Inn, looking out at a parking lot, and it’s just so incredibly grim. I go to this class and I do my spiel. I was talking about Argentina and the economic crisis. At this point the US economy’s booming and nobody thinks anything like this could ever happen to them. And this young woman says, “I hear what you’re saying, but why should I care?”


    And it was so funny because people don’t usually say that out loud. They may think it, but she was like: "I don’t understand why I should care, because, I mean, I have a really great life. I drive to school and I drive to Walmart and I drive home." And I just thought, that doesn’t sound like that great a life, you know?


    Arundhati Roy tells Americans that she feels sorry for them; that she feels like "you’re staying in your house to protect your washing machine". The truth is, if you have been exposed to other ways of living that have more community in them, where doors are more open to one another, first of all, you want to shop less, because you’re not shopping to fulfil all these other needs you’re not getting fulfilled. You’re not shopping for identity and you’re not shopping for a sense of community.


    There’s a virtuous cycle that sets in when we build community, whether we build community in movements or in other ways, because I do feel like we are shopping to fill this void a lot of the time. I always find the only thing that makes you not want to constantly fill that void is if something else is filling it, you’re just too busy, you forget.


    So that lack of imagination just has to do with what we’ve been exposed to. That’s why Occupy Wall Street, for all its flaws, was such a transformative experience for so many people. Because it was that moment where it’s like, "Oh! We’re not who we were told we were!" It was that feeling of surprise that there are so many other people in this city who just want to talk to strangers and connect in this way, unmediated.


    LBB: In the same article you wrote, in reference to your own "rootless" life, that the poet Wendell Berry encouraged you to “Stop somewhere. And begin the thousand-year-long process of knowing that place.” How do you see the relationship between a sense of place and the solutions to something as massively daunting as either climate change or capitalism?


    NK: Since the 70s, the icon of environmentalism has been the globe, the earth from space. And it was a really deracinated relationship with the earth, it was literally the astronaut’s view of the planet – this god-like posture – we’re looking down at earth.


    A lot of the mistakes of the Big Green groups, I think, can be traced to this idea that environmentalism is about this whole planet. So if it’s about the whole planet, you can offset your carbon pollution in Richmond, to a carbon-offset in Honduras. The world becomes this chessboard.


    
      I don’t think you can love a whole planet. I think what’s driving the most powerful resistance movements is love of particular places.

    


    I don’t think you can love a whole planet. I think what’s driving the most powerful resistance movements is love of particular places. And those places happen to have the largest pools of carbon underneath them and those places, because of technology, are linking up with other places.


    That’s why Wendell Berry says "each of our job is to love our place more than any other place". And if everybody did that we’d be fine. Nobody needs to love the whole world.


    LBB: I was in Perth, Ontario recently. In some ways, Perth is just another North American small town, but it is also a place where a strong localism is bringing together a real mix of people: elements of the traditional farming community, hippie back-to-the-landers, off-grid survivalists, transition towners, traditional food bank volunteers, alongside those working on more participatory and sustainable ways of addressing the community’s food needs. Do you think this kind of place-based solution has the potential to bridge some of the political divides that have made so many larger scales of change impossible for so long?


    NK: I don’t know if it holds solutions, but it certainly has potentials that are harder to realise in cities. Especially, I think, in farming communities you can definitely overcome left-right divides, because often you’re drawing on a tradition and a history of stewardship. So there’s a real disconnect between that philosophy, which has very deep roots, and modern capitalism, which is so "use it up and throw it out".


    Also around climate organising, people often find that if you’re able to speak to and revive that conservative tradition of stewardship, it’s an opportunity to cross political lines. And even if those conservative farmers don’t even believe climate change is real, they still believe in the principles of protecting the land and protecting the water, and the responsibility to leave the land better than you found it. So if you believe in that, it doesn’t even really matter if you believe in climate change, because you’re not going to frack your land.


    LBB: Are there any particular stories you have heard or experienced in your travels that give you hope for us getting out of the current mess?


    NK: I think the movement that I have found most inspiring in recent years is the movement against the Northern Gateway tar sands pipeline in British Columbia. That’s not because it’s more inspirational than other movements, I just found it to be – and still find it to be – one of the most positive and beautiful movements I’ve ever been a part of because it is this amazing combination of resisting something that people don’t want, but also just a total celebration of place.


    I really felt so lucky to witness this process where people in that very special part of the world really fell more deeply in love with their place and created these incredible coalitions to defend it, like the Save the Fraser Declaration, which more than 100 First Nations signed.


    Fighting these extreme extraction projects becomes a real space for historical healing. We use these words and we have these symbolic marches around reconciliation between settler and Indigenous peoples and it’s very empty. But what actually played out in BC is the very concrete realisation among non-indigenous British Columbians that they are tremendously lucky that so much of their province is on unceded indigenous land.


    Against this backdrop and history of conflict – which still exists – you would hear a non-native farmer say: "I’m so grateful to my First Nations neighbours for never giving up these rights and defending these rights, because this is going to be what protects my water."


    
      We understand that our fates are truly interconnected.

    


    So that’s extraordinary! I can’t believe how much I’ve seen my country change in such a short time. It’s that indigenous and non-indigenous people are fighting for what is most essential – they’re fighting for their children’s health, they’re fighting for their water, they’re fighting for their land and they understand – we understand – that our fates are truly interconnected.


    So these words that we use, like solidarity and all of this, suddenly become really concrete. It is literally that if we do not deal with this past, of who created this crisis and who is largely responsible and how’s that going to translate into policy and resources, then ultimately we’re all cooked.


    Another movement I’ve found inspiring this past few years is just how quickly the fossil fuel divestment movement has spread in campuses and cities. I think it speaks to the fact that people understand that there are power dynamics at play in the climate fight that a lot of the "big green" NGOs have tried to paper over. Where the discourse was just like, "we’re all in this together, everybody’s going to do this, the billionaires are going to join together with the Hollywood celebrities, are going to join together with ExxonMobil and the Nature Conservancy and we’ll fix this together!"


    So what was really inspiring about being part of the launch of that movement was realising that people were so up for this! It was like they were just waiting for someone to ask.


    I don’t think that this tactic is going to bankrupt ExxonMobil or change everything, by any means, but what I found inspiring was seeing the readiness of large numbers of people to use tactics that are significantly more confrontational than the ones that the traditional green movement had been offering. So I think that that’s a really hopeful sign for the future.


    LBB: Are there any particular themes or patterns you’ve picked up between these and other sources of inspiration, that you think could offer hints to people wanting to take action themselves?


    NK: I think another inspiring movement is the rise of renewable energy in Germany. That is a really important case study because this is a post-industrial, Western, large, very powerful economy that in the past decade has made a dramatic shift towards renewable energy, primarily wind and solar.


    
      Energy democracy isn’t just about switching from fossil fuel to so-called green energy, it’s also a power shift in who owns and controls the source of the power.

    


    But what’s really interesting about it, is that it is the small-scale, decentralised, cooperatively owned aspect of the transition that is fastest-spreading, that has people most excited. That’s an important pattern. Energy democracy is a phrase more and more people are using to describe this sort of phenomenon, where it isn’t just about switching from fossil fuel to so-called green energy, it’s also a power shift in who owns and controls the source of the power, where the resources go.


    So what is driving the movement in Germany is not just that people don’t want nuclear power, they don’t want coal; it’s that they want to have control over their energy, they want their resources and the profits to stay in their communities. And this is happening in the age of austerity, where it’s a big deal if you can actually get resources to communities. So these are very much pro-democracy movements. They’re not just about where your energy is coming from and what colour it is, it’s really about self-determination and community control.


    And there are ways of designing government policy that decentralise power. So you look at Germany; none of this would be happening if Germany didn’t have a bold national feed-in tariff plan. You couldn’t just do it ad hoc, at the local level. That would not get you to what Germany has done, which is 25% of their electricity coming from renewable energy and that’s going to keep expanding.


    You need those bold policies and you also need to say no to fossil fuels, you need regulation. So you need to have a relationship with government in order to win those policies. That doesn’t necessarily mean you need to be in government, by the way, because German prime minister Angela Merkel is no lefty, but the anti-nuclear movement and the climate movement in Germany is strong enough that they have won this, which is extraordinary.


    Similarly, I look at what’s happening in Spain with this transition from the street movement of the Indignados to [Podemos](http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Podemos_, a political party that is intersecting with traditional politics, but in a new way. So I think that’s another pattern that we’re starting to see, of finding ways to intersect with policy, with the state, but at the same time to decentralise power and deepen local democracy.


    Liam Barrington-Bush is an activist, facilitator, and author of the book, Anarchists in the Boardroom. He tweets as [@hackofalltrades](https://twitter.com/hackofalltrades), blogs at morelikepeople.org and posts stuff on the more like people Facebook page.

  


  
    Income inequality: how big is the gap between Ireland's rich and poor?


    Mark O'Brien


    In July of this year, 39 families were made homeless in Dublin, Ireland’s capital city. In that same month, a report found that one in every 40 people living in the same city could be classed as a millionaire. While the criteria for measuring millionaires in that report may have its flaws; on the face of it, it would seem that with so many wealthy residents and so many residents who are being made homeless due to their financial situation, Ireland has a problem when it comes to income equality.


    While we have turned a corner in terms of unemployment statistics and we have a welfare system that is effective at preventing people from falling into poverty, there are some warning signs that Ireland is failing some of the most vulnerable members of society, including children and those who are living with disabilities. These issues need to be addressed if Ireland is ensure that we do not become like New Zealand, a country of similar size to our own in terms of population. New Zealand’s income gap grew significantly in the 1980’s and 1990’s and there are some who argue that this gap is yet to be closed.


    After sweeping economic reforms and deregulation of labour markets in the 1980’s and 1990’s, the gap between New Zealand’s rich and poor began to climb significantly. This has led to New Zealand being ranked 20th among the 34 OECD countries in 2010 in terms of income inequality. As a consequence of this, New Zealand now has high rates of mental illness, drug use, teenage birth rates and levels of imprisonment in comparison to other OECD countries. There are organisations, such as Closing the Gap who are working to highlight this issue in New Zealand but as yet in Ireland, we do not have such organisations. So is it time that we took a closer look at addressing Ireland’s income inequality issue, or is the issue as bad as it seems at first glance?


    There are a number of positives that Ireland has in its favour according to Dr. Donal de Buitléir, Director of PublicPolicy.ie, an independent body that carries out research on public policy issues that affect the citizens of Ireland. “We have a very progressive tax system,” he says, before going on to add that, “Before the tax and transfer system comes into operation, half the people in the country are at risk of poverty. After that system operates it is one in six.”


    This is a good sign and Dr. de Buitléir is also very keen to point out that Ireland’s social welfare system is one of the most effective in protecting against poverty. While this is encouraging to hear when one is worried about income inequality, his colleague Cormac O’Sullivan explains that this is necessary. “We have an incredibly, by European standards, unequal distribution of market income,” explains Cormac, before going on to add that, “We’ve got a very progressive tax system and we’ve got a decent welfare system that’s good at preventing poverty but we need to have a very progressive system and a very good welfare system to counteract our natural unequal distribution of market income.”


    Dr. de Buitléir is also sceptical of the report that claims one in every 40 people in Dublin is a millionaire. “The plain fact is we have no information on personal wealth in this country,” he says. However this could well be addressed soon as the Irish Central Bank are currently carrying out a survey on people’s personal wealth. This will allow PublicPolicy.ie and others to properly analyse the finanical situation of Ireland’s citizens for the first time. At the moment, as Cormac explains, “When we’re looking at inequality, we can only look at the income component and then of course you’ll say something about income inequality and people will say ‘well what about people with high mortgages?’ They might have high income and be alright in the income equality statistics but you might have a high mortgage. So for the first time we’re actually going to have information on people’s asset positions.”


    This is sure to make for an interesting study when the figures are available and it may well give a clearer picture of Ireland’s income distribution. As Dr. de Builtéir explains, there is a big difference between a person earning €30,000 per year but is paying a large mortgage and another person who is earning the same amount but inherited their home from a parent. For this reason, Dr. de Buitléir says that he is in favour of an inheritance tax in Ireland although he acknowledges that this would be difficult to implement in a country where farmers have historically passed on land to their children. Although he also points out that, “The evidence is that land that is passed on is much less efficient than land that’s bought.”


    When looking at the statistics, it would seem that Ireland is broadly in line with the rest of Europe. “On the two numbers on the Gini we, after the tax and transfer system, we’re actually not too far off the EU average. On the quintile ratio we’re pretty much bang on, slightly better,” says Dr. de Buitléir. What he is speaking of here is the Gini Coefficient, which measures the degree of inequality in the distribution of family income in a country. 100% on the Gini Coefficient would imply complete inequality, with one person in the country holding all of the wealth. The EU average Gini Coefficient score is 30% and Ireland’s score currently stands at 31%. However, as Cormac explains, the Gini Coefficient only shows the overall picture of inequality and doesn’t show where that inequality exists, for example, is it between the top earners and the middle income earners or the top earners and the bottom earners? This is why the quintile ratios are also important as they measure the differences between different income groups in a society. In Ireland, as Donal explains, “Its 5.0 and the EU average from memory is 5.1.” So would it be fair to say that Ireland is in a pretty good place when it comes to income inequality? “I don’t think the data would support that it’s worse than anywhere else,” says Donal before adding, “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be better.”


    Cormac agrees that there are encouraging signs for Ireland. “The jobs figures so far have been really encouraging and in terms of social policy, in terms of protecting people from poverty, in terms of decreasing inequality that’s a really good sign,” he says although he also notes that, “We’re going to join the rest of Europe as it were in sort of worrying about working poor and those issues but that’s a better place than where we are now when we have non-working poor.”


    This evidence seems to show that Ireland, although still with its problems, is not the most unequal society and we are in a pretty good place in terms of tackling income inequality. But increased levels of homelessness and protests at water charges that are going to heap more financial burden on to already stretched families seem to tell a different story and Donal and Cormac point out a statistic that may explain why so many families are so stretched. This is the jobless household figure, or very low work intensity. “The percentage of persons aged between 18 and 59, excluding students, who are in households which are working less than one fifth of the time in Ireland in 2012 was 23.4% which is the highest in the EU by a distance,” says Dr. de Builtéir. “These are people who don’t necessarily turn up in the unemployment statistics because the unemployment rate is 11.2% so they might not be caught in that statistic,” explains Cormac.


    What is even more alarming is that, according to the Work and Poverty in Ireland, 2004-2010 study carried out by Dorothy Watson, Bertrand Maitre and Christopher T. Whelan, of those in the jobless household figures;


    “Eighteen per cent are adults with a disability and 41 per cent are people who live in a household with one or more adults with a disability. In almost one third of cases, the householder had no educational qualifications, or was unemployed. A quarter of all children are in jobless households, and they represent one third of the total jobless household population”


    It would seem that while Ireland may not be the most unequal society in the world, we may be letting down those who are in the most need of our help.

  


  
    Child labour in Bolivia: "Let us work"


    Michael Ertl


    The kids who clean shoes and sell cigarettes on Bolivia’s streets are not your typical political lobbyists. Yet after the child workers set up their own trade union and took to the streets to campaign for their "right to work", Bolivia has become the first country to allow children as young as 10 to work. Will this help to protect them from being exploited?


    With his hands black from newspaper ink, Ruben Gutierrez takes a small wooden casket out of his worn-out backpack. His brown eyes glance up at the audience in the dim meeting room at the back of a church in Potosí, Bolivia. It is dark outside and the children sitting around Ruben have moved together to protect themselves from the cold Andean wind streaming through the leaky windows.


    Ruben hesitates for a second, then opens the box and pulls out some carefully folded papers, newspaper articles. A timid smile flickers across the young man’s lips. “This was the moment when everything changed,” the 16-year-old says. His voice trembles.


    Ruben now has everybody’s undivided attention. The inconspicuous boy with his pimpled face is one of Bolivia’s many union leaders, but the workers he represents are different. All of them are children. “We tried to march onto the main square”, he says, looking at pictures of the protest, “but police wouldn’t let us.”


    “Weren’t you afraid?” a boy with a dirty white cap asks him, raising his hand as if he was in class.


    Ruben scratches his face. “I was”, he answers. “They pushed us back and teargassed us.” His voice sounds shaky again, this time in condemnation for the yellowed newspaper pictures of Bolivian policemen with riot shields. He takes a moment to look at the 15 union members who are gathered in the room. “For all I can say now, it was worth it.”


    He is disappointed that so few of them have shown up today, Ruben says, still proudly holding the articles about last year’s protest march. He represents Potosí’s branch of UNATSBO, Bolivia’s union of child and adolescent workers. In this city of 150,000 people, an estimated 7,000 children work, many of them illegally because they are too young or because they have jobs that, according to the law, are too dangerous for them.


    “Making child labour illegal puts kids at risk of being exploited”, says Luz Rivera, a social worker who has been helping the children in Bolivia for more than a decade. “What can they do if they don’t get paid or are forced to work longer hours?” Ruben agrees. There should not be a minimum working age at all, he thinks.


    
      A typical day for child workers


      The union meeting marks the end of a strenuous day for Ruben, a typical day. He gets up at 6 am to collect the newspapers he will later sell in the bustling streets and markets. He says he earns 1 boliviano per newspaper and usually sells between 40 and 50. That makes roughly €5 a day. On weekends more, on cold days less.


      Child labour is commonplace in Bolivia. A study conducted in 2008 by the International Labour Organization (ILO), the Bolivian government and the United Nations Fund for Children (UNICEF) found that 850,000 children between the ages of five and 17 were working, or one in four.


      Children clean shoes on the Andean country’s dusty roads, sell sweets, juice or cigarettes in its bars and street markets, work as maids or in the mines. In the countryside, they harvest sugar cane or work on fishing boats.


      
        I work because I want to, but it’s important to look at the individual stories of child workers.


        Ruben Gutierrez

      


      In the morning, Ruben wears navy blue fingerless gloves his mother knitted for him. Winter can be freezing in the city, which is at an altitude of more than 4,000m. When it is cold, the shops open later and he has to wait longer, Ruben says while sorting the sports supplements into the local newspaper. But today he is confident: “Sports always sell well.”


      He thinks his union can make a difference: “For a long time nobody listened to us, but after the protest the press reported our cause and the politicians had to hear our arguments.”

    


    
      Meeting the president


      The reason why they protested last December was a bill that would have fixed the minimum working age at 14. After clashing with the police in La Paz, the capital, Ruben and other UNATSBO delegates were invited to meet Bolivian president Evo Morales.


      They discussed the bill and Morales, the country’s first indigenous president, promised them his support. Having worked as a trumpet player and shepherd from an early age himself, the head of state argued that working contributed to the children’s “social conscience”.


      Ruben proudly shows a picture he took at the president’s palace with his mobile phone. Some of the younger union members, who have not seen the photo yet, gather around him. “Is that the president?” Luz, the social worker, tells them not to push.


      Juan Carlos Espinoza nods; he knows the story. The 14-year-old started working at the cemetery in Potosí almost four years ago. His brother brought him to the first union meeting. “I didn’t know so many children were working as well. It really surprised me, that’s why I stayed”, he remembers. Juan Carlos’ mother left the family when he was four years old. His father could not pay the bills for the small house in the city’s outskirts, so Juan Carlos and his three brothers had to help.


      
        The youngest one at the cemetery is 9. He cannot carry the heavy ladders, but we all help together.


        Juan Carlos

      


      “The first days at the cemetery were really hard. I didn’t know how to clean and I didn’t know how much to charge”, he says, waiting for customers at the cemetery's stone gate. In Bolivia, a predominantly Catholic country, children are said to have a close relationship to God because they have only been on earth for a short while. Wealthy people pay the children to scrub the brass frames of the graves with an acidic paste, put down flowers or pray for the deceased.


      It has been a good day so far for Juan Carlos. It is sunny and many of the cemetery visitors have brought empanadas and are playing a mix of cumbia and Latin American pop songs on their mobile phones. On other days, Juan Carlos sits at the entrance with his friends for hours, shouting, "I clean tombstones". He just wants to join his friends for a football match with an empty juice box when an elderly woman approaches him, a crimson, embroidered shawl wrapped around her neck. Like many indigenous women, she wears a small black bowler hat, originally imported for rail workers in the 1920s but now an indispensable feature of traditional Bolivian clothing.


      She examines Juan Carlos for a couple of seconds. “You should be tall enough. It’s in the highest row.” He smiles and fetches an old ladder with 10 steps. “No problem, that will do”, he says and follows the woman. This time, he only has to put flowers and small offerings, a miniature coke bottle and a key ring with a car pendant, behind the small glass window of the family’s grave. There are hundreds of these little windows next to and on top of each other. The woman pays Juan Carlos a little less than a euro. “When I clean the frames, I get more, especially when they are very dirty.”

    


    
      The mountain that devours its children


      It is hard to find work for many Bolivian adults and their families rely on the money their kids bring home to make a living. Although the economy picked up speed under Evo Morales’ government, Bolivia remains one of South America’s poorest countries. Potosí is a special case. It once was one of the richest towns in the world. The nearby Cerro Rico, the "Rich Hill", and its silver mines bankrolled the Spanish monarchy in the 16th and 17th centuries. Nowadays, only colonial estates and numerous churches stand as a reminder of the city’s past wealth.


      Up to 8m miners have died in the Cerro Rico since silver was discovered in 1545. The locals say the mountain “devours its children”. But miners still risk digging for silver and tin, although the Cerro Rico’s resources are almost depleted. After centuries of mining, a huge crater has formed at the peak and scientists fear the whole mountain could collapse.


      The union in Potosí started when children and young people working in the mines organised themselves. Now the union represents 18 different groups of child workers: the shoeshiners on the market, the kids from the cemetery, the street sellers, the miners, the tailors and so on. Luz say it is a very bottom-up process: “Obviously every group has their own demands for their line of work, but they managed to find a consensus – here in Potosí and on a national level. What unites them is that they want to work in dignity.”


      Ruben does not want to work in the mine. “It pays well, but it’s too dangerous”, he says. “You have to respect the kids working there, they do a very hard job”. He does not want to keep selling newspapers either. "We are all responsible for our own future." His voice now sounds firm. Being a union leader has given him confidence. Before that he was very shy, Ruben admits. He wants to study political science and is saving all his money to go to university.


      After the UNATSBO meeting with the president, a new round of parliamentary consultations started. And this time the child workers’ opinions were taken into account, says Senator Adolfo Mendoza, who is responsible for Bolivia’s new child labour legislation. Mendoza is the type of senator who prefers to wear a T-shirt with a Karl Marx print on it rather than a shirt. He was familiar with the child workers’ union way before the protests. His constituency, Cochabamba, in the east of the country, is home to the biggest union branch.


      The changes Mendoza’s commission proposed were signed into law this August. The new legislation does not officially lower the minimum working age of 14 years, but adds some exemptions. With the permission of their parents and the authorities, children can work independently from the age of 10 and enter employment from the age of 12 if this is necessary to sustain their family. NGOs say this practically means legalising child labour from that age.

    


    
      Dilemma or balance?


      Mendoza’s interpretation is different. He says the law strikes a balance between international treaties that set the minimum working age at 14 and the reality of his country. “We will never open the door to the exploitation of child labour, but we will not be able to eradicate the fact that many children work overnight.”


      According to the law, children in employment will have two hours off to do their homework. They will be entitled to the minimum wage and the same healthcare as adults. “It is essential that working does not harm our children’s physical or mental health or their education”, Mendoza says.


      
        Child labour is a cultural topic as well. Many communities in Bolivia regard working as a part of growing up.


        Luz Rivera, social worker

      


      A five-minute walk from the impressive Senate building in La Paz, a man wearing a balaclava cleans a policeman’s leather boots. His name is Javier, but everybody around here knows him as Babas. “Done, like new.” He takes a few bolivianos in coins. People say there is no job without dignity, but that is not the reality, he says. “I’m wearing a mask so that people can’t recognise me. And I only work here, far from where I live.” Most shoeshiners on the streets of La Paz wear similar balaclavas. Babas says somebody recognised him when he was eight years old and had just started working. As a result, he dropped out of school and started to work full time. “When I didn’t earn enough, I was afraid my mother would yell at me and beat me”, he says, “so I decided to live on the street when I was 12.”


      Now Babas is 32. He is married and has two children. Apart from occasional construction work, he still cleans shoes on the Prado, La Paz’s main avenue. He uncovers his mouth with his dirty fingers, encrusted with shoe polish: “My son has to help me as well when I can’t make ends meet. I don’t feel good about it because it can be dangerous, especially at night when drunks refuse to pay.”


      Bolivia’s new child labour law does not allow children to work after 10 pm, alongside a list of 20 other forbidden "dangerous activities". Mining, harvesting Brazil nuts and commercial fishing are on the list. However, the country employs only 78 child labour monitors to control 850,000 child workers.


      International organisations have warned that lowering the working age would not only breach international conventions, but also put children at risk. The ILO says child labour cannot be justified as a “necessary evil” and a means to developments. “Numerous studies and analyses show the intergenerational cycle of poverty and child labour”, the ILO said in a statement.


      Worldwide, 167 nations, equally industrialised and developing countries, have ratified the ILO convention, 138 setting their minimum working age at 14 or older. Mendoza says Bolivia does not infringe any convention by adding exemptions to the working age. He hopes that Bolivia’s new model will serve as an example for other countries.

    


    
      “We will continue to fight”


      In Potosí, Ruben tells his local union branch that their action had a real impact on Bolivia’s child labour laws. The newspaper seller holds a small book in his hands, the union’s manifesto. “All of us have the right to work in dignity – no matter if they are 16, 12 or six. That’s what we need to fight for.”


      “But not today.” Ruben’s eyes looks tired. He puts his newspaper articles back into his treasure box.


      “Are you going home?” Juan Carlos asks.


      “Yes”, Ruben answers, “I have some homework left”.


      He has to get up in a few hours – to work.

    

  


  
    Investigating reports of rising antisemitism


    Mischa Wilmers


    Over the summer, as Israel's military actions in Gaza claimed the lives of over a thousand Palestinians, reports flooded in concerning rising levels of antisemitism in Britain. With politicians warning of the dangers that could lie ahead if the trend is allowed to continue, Mischa Wilmers talks to leading experts in antisemitism and asks: how concerning is the current trajectory?


    In recent months nearly every national mainstream media outlet has run reports concerning mounting antisemitism within the UK. Following the chaos of the conflict in Gaza over the summer many of these reports warn that a new strain of antisemitism is on the rise, with leading Westminster politicians joining forces to condemn those responsible for increasingly frequent verbal and physical attacks on British Jews.


    The statistics cited by the press can be traced to the Community Security Trust (CST) - an organisation which has been documenting antisemitic incidents reported to it by the public since 1984. At first glance they are indeed shocking. In July CST recorded 302 antisemitic incidents representing a 400% increase over the 59 incidents recorded in the same month last year. A further 150 cases reported in August.


    Last month the issue garnered widespread media attention as David Cameron and Michael Gove both reacted to the news publicly. “Today, across Europe, there has been a revival of antisemitism which the enormity of the Holocaust should have rendered forever unthinkable,” warned Gove, “…The virus is spreading across other European nations. We must all remember where this leads, now more than ever. And we must not think that Britain, gentle, tolerant, civilised Britain, is immune.”


    Gove’s strong rhetoric and suggestion that the recent spike is connected to a wider trend across Europe echoes much of the media’s coverage of the issue. Yet while many articles assert that antisemitism has reached record levels in the UK, on closer inspection the matter appears more complex. Long term trends suggest antisemitism in Britain has actually been in decline for several years and, though it is cause for concern, the latest surge in incidents is not unprecedented.


    “What happened this summer is something that has happened in the past,” explains Dave Rich, Deputy Director of Communications for CST. “When there is a flare up in the conflict in Gaza as there was this summer we get more incidents taking place…A lot of the incidents make direct reference to what’s happening in the Middle East. Then after the fighting over there finishes, the spike in incidents declines so in that respect it’s short term.”


    In January 2009, Israel launched ‘Operation Cast Lead’ in Gaza - a conflict lasting 22 days which resulted in the death of around 1400 Palestinians. That month CST recorded a surge in antisemitism involving 289 reported incidents – very close to the July 2014 figure (302). In the years since then, however, the number of incidents reported to CST has dropped steadily, and in its latest annual report for 2013 the organisation recorded 529 incidents - the lowest number of annual incidents since 2005.


    CST has also noted that antisemitism trends in Britain appear to be at odds with other parts of Europe such as France, where reports of violent attacks on Jews have been increasing in frequency over the past few years and where a synagogue was firebombed in July. Violent attacks in the UK are by comparison quite rare with the most common form of antisemitism recorded by CST described as 'random verbal abuse by passers-by at visibly Jewish people in the street.'


    “In the last two or three years the trajectory in Britain has been very different to that in France and we had taken that as a positive sign that things were working,” says Rich, “This summer has set us back quite considerably but having said that it’s set back France even worse.”


    
      Jews are fearful at the moment and there’s absolutely no doubt that's made worse by the sorts of headlines that are coming out... Antony Lerman

    


    Rich’s approach to analysing the state of antisemitism in Britain seems more measured than many of the media reports which rely on CST’s figures for their stories. But the sensationalism with which antisemitism tends to be reported – often invoking the Holocaust as a terrifying reminder of the worst case scenario – has led to criticism by some Jews who believe that spreading fear is largely counterproductive. Among them is Antony Lerman, a British writer specialising in the study of antisemitism and the former director of the Institute for Jewish Policy Research.


    One of the publications Lerman singles out for criticism is the Jewish Chronicle – Britain’s leading Jewish newspaper – which ran a headlinein August titled ‘63% question the future of Jews in the UK.’ The newspaper conducted a straw poll of merely 150 Jews – a small sample on which to base such a bold statement. “To blast a headline like that across the front page of the main Jewish newspaper in the country...is this a sensible thing to do? Are you just feeding people’s fears of antisemitism?” Asks Lerman, “I think there is a lack of responsibility on the part of Jewish leaders and certain people involved in the business of monitoring antisemitism.”


    Lerman extends his criticism to CST and questions whether the organisation risks conflating political opposition to Israel with antisemitism in its analysis. In particular, the BDS (Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions) movement - which calls for economic and political pressure on Israel to end its occupation of Palestinian territories - has been the subject of some debate.


    As a charitable organisation, CST is restricted from expressing political opinions and officially the organisation claims to uphold this requirement. However, in September the organisation's Communications Director, Mark Gardner, released a statementpublished in several newspapers in which he appeared to criticise the effect that boycotts of Israeli goods were having on British Jews.


    “Anti-Semitic incidents will subside along with the images on people’s television screens, but the long term damage to Jews of anti-Israel boycotts will persist...One consequence of this war will be a lot more boycotts, either through choice or intimidation. Just as Israel is being singled out for scrutiny and boycott, so many Jews are going to feel the same way.”


    This sentiment was reiterated by Michael Gove who stated in his speech: "We need to remind people that what began with a campaign against Jewish goods in the past ended with a campaign against Jewish lives."


    But Lerman and others see these comments as highly problematic. "The boycott may be wrong, it may be counter productive but to label it antisemitic is a big mistake," he says.


    In response, Dave Rich says that CST does not regard boycotts alone as antisemitic. For an incident to be classed as antisemitic it must be deemed “a malicious act aimed at Jewish people, organisations or property where there is evidence that the victim or victims were targeted because they are or are believed to be Jewish.” Boycotts against Israel do not meet this threshold and are not included in official figures but, he claims, some polls suggest around two thirds of Jews do think someone who boycotts Israeli goods is probably antisemitic and CST has a duty to report their fears.


    Despite these disputes all parties are agreed on one thing. While the recent spikes must be monitored closely and treated seriously, the trajectory of antisemitism in Britain over the past few decades has in many respects been positive - a viewpoint which is seldom mentioned by the press.


    "Yes there is a level of antisemitism and it hasn't gone away. But on the whole it's not at all bad in this country," says Lerman, who has been studying the matter since the 1980s.


    "There's a lot of work to be done but there's a lot of work that has been done," concludes Dave Rich. "In terms of policy, government action and police action we're in a much better place now than we were 20 years ago, so when events like this summer happen I think it's important not to just write all that off."

  


  
    Magic mushrooms for depression, MDMA for PTSD: the 21st century revolution in psychedelic psychotherapy


    Monthrie


    It does not seem to be an exaggeration to say that psychedelics, used responsibly and with proper caution, would be for psychiatry what the microscope is for biology and medicine or the telescope is for astronomy.


    Stanislav Grof (1980)


    From the CIA’s secret experiments with LSD on unsuspecting "participants" in the 50s and 60s, to psychotherapists who studied and used LSD extensively while it was legal to do so, through to clandestine therapists who continued to use LSD (and other psychedelics) after its ban in the late 60s, research into psychedelic drugs has a long and complicated history.


    But talk to people in the field, and they will rightly insist that this time round it’s different rigorous scientific enquiry has taken over and it intends to take psychedelic research into the mainstream.


    Psychedelics are increasingly proving their worth as tools in psychotherapy. But, as Charles Grob - a professor of psychiatry and researcher of the psychopharmacology of hallucinogens and MDMA at UCLA - explains: "At this point [we don’t] have a definitive answer as to the specifics of central nervous modulation."


    So no-one quite knows exactly what is going on at the moment, but that shouldn't stop us approaching this tricky but fascinating topic with a broad brush explanation.


    
      This time round, rigorous scientific enquiry has taken over, and it intends to take psychedelic research into the mainstream.

    


    Broadly speaking, there are two major avenues of psychedelic research in the modern era: direct studies into the value of psychedelic drugs as tools for psychotherapy; and brain imaging studies seeking to understand the neurobiological mechanisms that underlie the psychedelic brain state. We might (simplistically) characterise the former as asking whether psychedelics are useful tools for psychotherapy, and the latter as how they might be useful.


    To bridge the explanatory gap between these two areas of study, let's look at the neurological mechanisms that might underlie the potential effectiveness of psychedelic-assisted therapy in patients with depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).


    
      The building of the mind


      Let’s start with an analogy - as with all analogies, its ability to highlight certain material means that it necessarily fails to highlight everything.


      Imagine a small, windowless building above ground. It is equipped with extraordinarily sophisticated recording equipment, strategically placed around the external walls. These cameras, olfactory sensors, heat monitors and touch receptors, among a plethora of other sensory gadgets, are able to convey a sense of the "world out there" to its inhabitant. When the camera films something, the information is sent for interpretation and converted into an image that is displayed on a giant projection in front of the building’s main occupant: Norman (yes, we are calling him Norman). Something similar happens when the microphone picks up a sound, and when the olfactory sensors "smell" something. The narrative that has been presented to Norman is then sent to a media unit, where it is processed, condensed and sent away for storage.


      Below this building lies a vast multi-floor basement. It is almost unimaginably complex. With the help of the administrator (more on him later), this "depot" organises and stores decades' worth of information that it receives, in part, from the media processing unit. The complexity, speed and dynamism of this basement would make a FedEx sorting depot look like the early stages of a slow game of hot potato). As a result of the sheer amount of information being exchanged, the administrator finds practical ways to increase efficiency – this means that over time, the basement moves towards patterns of information exchange that are repeatable and efficient.


      Sitting between the ground floor and the basement is a trapdoor; this is where the administrator sits. In addition to his other duties, he acts as gatekeeper to the basement, ensuring that only the most necessary exchanges take place between Norman and the floors below him. So, part of his job is to communicate with Norman in order to determine which files or constellation of files should be sent up for him to make use of.


      This structure is the human mind (and its accompanying sensory paraphernalia). Norman represents the small part of our brain that makes up our conscious awareness; the basement is our unconscious, or subconscious mind. But the bit we are really interested in is the administrator. This we can give many names: the self, the ego, the regulator, or to use the jargon of modern neuroscience: the default mode network (DMN). It can be described in various ways (and fulfils various rolls), but it is essentially a top-down control mechanism that determines how various parts of the mind communicate with each other – it is the gatekeeper of the subconscious and the regulator of experience.


      Dr Robin Carhart-Harris - who, as part of the Beckley/Imperial Psychopharmacological Research Programme is conducting the first ever brain imaging study with patients under the influence of LSD, boldly puts it into plain language for us: "The default mode network … is really YOU."


      It helps to think of the DMN as a "reducing valve" (a term Aldous Huxley presciently coined in The Doors of Perception), or a pragmatic filter designed for survival in an inherently overwhelming world. Imagine how impossibly tricky life would be if we were always constantly aware of all the memories and experiences that we had formed over our lifetimes, or if every time you sat down in a crowded bar to talk to a friend, you couldn’t help but tune in to all the conversations going on around you. This is a necessary filter for our normal functioning in the world.


      So far, so good. So where do the psychedelic drugs come in? The answer has to do with the unusual activity of the DMN - and therefore the brain as a whole - in those people with particular pathologies.


      Depression


      From a neuroscientific perspective, we know that people with major depression are unable to reduce the activity of the DMN in certain contexts, such as when trying to engage in externally focused tasks. Their DMN essentially works overtime, in a way that tends to manifest as entrenched and rigid patterns of introspective negativity (inescapable and deep-seated negative thoughts about oneself).


      Based on information garnered from brain imaging studies, Carhart-Harris suggests that in depression, "the brain gravitates towards states that can become very entrenched and stereotyped, and it’s these states that are very difficult for patients to remove themselves from…”


      This might be seen as the administrator being a little over-officious. It is useful to have access to efficient patterns of thought for various activities within our daily lives, but if the processes of our mind become too structured, too rigid and too introspective, we lose the possibility of accessing a broader range of brain states, which, in a damaging spiral, makes escaping these negative and entrenched patterns of thought particularly difficult.


      So, cognition in depression can be characterised as entrenched, inflexible and negatively introspective. Brain imaging studies suggest that this is strongly correlated with the increased activity of the DMN.


      Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder


      In normal circumstances, our experience of the world is processed before it is stored as memory in one of the rooms in the basement (the hippocampus). But when we experience a particularly extreme and traumatic event (like those that can give rise to PTSD), it can overwhelm the mind's innate ability to process. Instead of being stored as a normal memory, the experience bypasses processing and is locked away in the basement of the mind as a sort of raw, unprocessed experience. This is a poisonous prisoner to have locked in the psyche.


      Sensing this memory and its potential escape as a constant threat, part of the DMN (specifically, the amygdala) works very hard to suppress it, to keep it locked up. And this is where it stays… most of the time.


      However, the suppression is far from perfect, so when something consciously or otherwise associated with the initial trauma occurs, the raw memory comes flooding back and the patient is forced, to some extent, to relive the experience of the original trauma. This can also happen without the influence of obvious external stimuli and can result in nightmares, terrifyingly realistic flashbacks and an ambiguous but very real sense of constant threat.


      Psychedelics and their therapeutic potential


      So, how can psilocybin (the primary active ingredient in magic mushrooms) help people with depression and how can MDMA 1help people with PTSD?


      One of the major discoveries in the world of psychedelic science over the past decade or so has come as something of a surprise to many researchers. Measuring blood flow in the brains of volunteers who have been given psilocybin intravenously, researchers working in the Beckley/Imperial Research Programme discovered that rather than increasing the flow of blood (and thus the capacity for increased neuro-activity), psilocybin actually decreased the flow of blood to a particular area - the DMN.


      The potential implications of this discovery for the study of consciousness, psychology and psychiatry are difficult to overstate. Here we have a substance that can temporarily knock out the regulator of the mind, the gatekeeper of the subconscious. No longer functioning at full capacity, the gatekeeper leaves the door open and loosens its grip on some of the rigid patterns of thought for which it is normally responsible.


      
        Under the influence of psilocybin, the gatekeeper of the subconscious leaves the door open and loosens its grip on the mind...

      


      Treating depression with psilocybin


      Given what we know about the biological underpinnings of depression, it is clear, in a superficial sense, why temporarily disabling the DMN might be helpful as an aid to therapy for depression. More specifically, Carhart-Harris explains that these substances seem to "increase the flexibility of the brain … increasing the range of states which the brain can visit".


      This is difficult to conceptualise, but if we imagine that part of the cognitive problem in depression is being stuck with one particular way of seeing the world and one's role within it, psilocybin seems to offer a new perspective, a way out of this rigid pattern of thinking. This descriptio,n though, seems to unable to encapsulate the characteristically numinous experience of so many subjects in experiments with psilocybin. Grob points out that researchers administering psilocybin can "reliably replicate mystical states", and that "positive therapeutic outcomes appear to correlate with having had a strong psycho-spiritual experience". Can there be a better description of a truly new way of experiencing the world than through the lens of a mystical or spiritual brain state?


      There does seem to be something even more special going on. Patients who undergo therapy with psilocybin seem to show signs of improvement a long time after the psychopharmacological effects of the drug have elapsed. There are early signs, from studies on animals, that psychedelic drugs may induce a plasticity of the brain's neural pathways, but in terms of explaining their impressive enduring impact, Carhart-Harris warns there is still a "huge amount of conjecture" about how this might work. More studies are needed.


      Treating PTSD with MDMA


      Standard treatment practices for PTSD often involve attempting to allow the patient to recall the original trauma in such a way that it can be therapeutically processed and re-stored as a more normal memory, thus removing the horrific PTSD hallmark of being forced to relive the trauma.


      Without the aid of psychedelic tools, though, PTSD is exceptionally difficult to treat for at least two reasons. First, the initial memory resides deep in the subconscious, and is being held there by the amygdala as part of a powerful but imperfect protective mechanism. Second, being forced to relive or recall the experience, if this becomes possible, is likely to be so overwhelmingly upsetting or stressful that processing it in a therapeutically useful way may be impossible.


      With these two problems in mind, we consider MDMA, which seems to do two incredibly useful things as an aid to treating PTSD. Firstly, because of the reduced blood flow to the DMN, the area responsible for the suppression of the traumatic memory - the amygdala - is partly disabled. This action alone might actually be counterproductive, as it might simply allow for the PTSD symptoms to come instantly to the surface, overwhelming the patient and inducing a fearful response.


      But MDMA does something else. By increasing the levels of the neurotransmitters serotonin and dopamine in the brain, it gives the patient a powerful sense of security and emotional warmth, making them more trusting and open and, crucially, allowing them to experience the world - including the recollection of memories - in a more positive (or less negative) light. Ideally, this allows the patient to access an unusual "sweet spot" of memory reprocessing: the memory is allowed past the slumbering administrator, through the trapdoor to conscious awareness and, when it reaches that point, it is perceived as being less overwhelmingly negative, allowing the patient a crucial period in which they can process it in a way that wasn’t possible first time round.


      In a recent MAPS sponsored pilot study, 83% of the subjects receiving MDMA-assisted therapy no longer met the criteria for PTSD at a two-month check up. By any standard, this is an incredible indication of the potential value of MDMA therapy, although many further studies are required before any regulator could consider it safe and effective.


      Although we have only looked at psilocybin and MDMA, and their potential utility in therapy for depression and PTSD, it seems that there is a remarkable commonality that pervades across the spectrum of psychedelic tools, including, for example, ayahuascaand LSD.


      Unlike most normal psychiatric medicines currently in use, psychedelic-assisted therapy seems to be addressing the causes and not just the symptoms of these pathologies. At the risk of sounding a bit new-age about it all, after much research, it struck me as possible that psychedelic drugs help us to tap into an innate healing ability. I put this to Charles Grob, expecting to receive a stern warning about not mixing up science with guesses and nonsense. To my surprise, he seemed to agree: "Yes… we may have the latent capacity to access innate neurobiological and psychological mechanisms that facilitate healing."


      That’s worth repeating; humans may have an inbuilt ability to heal their own psychological complications, and the administration of psychedelic drugs, with the help of skilled therapists, may be one of the keys to accessing it.


      
        We may have the latent capacity to access innate neurobiological and psychological mechanisms that facilitate healing.

      

    


    
      Why should the world care?


      Part of the reason that all of this matters, is the sheer number of people we are talking about. In both cases, the numbers seem likely to rise.


      PTSD affects men and women from across the world. Military personnel are by no means the only people affected, but for obvious reasons, they are commonly at risk for PTSD.


      Military veterans make up around 10% of the US population. The Department for Veteran Affairs (VA) estimates that PTSD afflicts nearly one in three US veterans from the Vietnam war, one in five from Iraq and more than one in 10 from Afghanistan. A recent VA report shows that in 2012, the number of US military veterans dying from suicide had increased from 18 to 22 a day in less than a decade; this is likely to be an underestimation. That’s one US veteran committing suicide every hour in 2012. President Obama has referred to suicide among veterans and soldiers in the US forces as an "epidemic".


      US government bodies continue to spend billions of dollars trying to treat veterans suffering with PTSD, while doing absolutely nothing to lower the incredibly high barriers to studying MDMA as an aid to therapy.


      No matter what statistics you look at, depression is reaching epic proportions in some parts of the world. In a number of countries, doctors are writing antidepressant prescriptions for more than one in 10 adults (in the US, the figure is around 11% of those aged 12 and over). In 2013 in the UK, 53 million prescriptions for antidepressants were issued. This is a 92% increase since 2003. Whether this represents a growing depression epidemic, or inappropriate prescription practices is not always clear. Regardless, the WHOputs the point starkly - "depression affects more than 350 million people" and "is the leading cause of disability worldwide". It's a pretty big deal, however you look at it.


      
        Depression affects more than 350 million people ... and is the leading cause of disability worldwide.

      


      MDMA and psilocybin cannot be patented and they will never be prescribed as "take home" medicines. No one will become rich producing these substances for a regulated medicinal market, which means that pharmaceutical companies have no incentive to pay the remarkable costs involved in jumping through all the relevant regulatory hoops to bring them to market. By far the biggest hurdle in getting these studies to fruition is funding, or the lack of it.


      If you want to help get this research to the next stage, please consider checking out the websites below. Even talking about the topic, sharing this article, will help move the world towards an understanding that psychedelic drugs are – in the right hands – potentially powerful tools for psychological healing. This alone will be a major boost for this fascinating and crucial area of study.


      Footnotes


      1 "MDMA isn’t a psychedelic!" I hear you cry. The truth is, the term psychedelic is not a hard and fast classification. The etymology of the word is a combination of Greek words that together mean "mind manifesting". In this broad sense at least, it seems reasonable to refer to it as a psychedelic, especially when being used in this particular therapeutic context. Inevitably many will disagree, but this is an argument about terminology without a broad academic consensus. My dirty little secret: I prefer the term entactogen, but it would have made the title much more of a mouthful.


      www.BeckleyFoundation.org [twitter: @BeckleyDrugs]


      www.PsychedelicScience.org


      www.MAPS.org [twitter: @MAPSnews]

    

  


  
    A juicy affair: 3D fruit and other printed foods


    Rich McEachran


    Eating fruit needn't be a daily chore. Dovetailed is perfecting a new technique that it hopes will make it a seriously sexier experience – using a combination of 3D printing and molecular gastronomy.


    The Cambridge-based company has developed a way to make fruit that extends the spherification technique previously used by Harvard professor David Edwards to create his WikiPearl products (bite-sized foods with an edible casing) and more recently, three London students who designed an edible water bottle. The process involves droplets - in this instance, of freshly squeezed juice mixed with alginic acid - being dripped into a petri dish of cold calcium chloride, and the chemical reaction that takes place in the dish results in flexible skins forming around the droplets. Early demonstrations suggest that the printing procedure is painstakingly slow, but the technology's ability to alter the design of fruit could change how we eat it and how much of it.


    “Because our technology allows control over the shape, texture and flavour of food, it's possible to create fruits that are tweaks of their natural counterparts, such as a seedless pomegranate,” explains Gabriel Villar, chief inventor at Dovetailed. “Combinations of familiar foods can also be created, such as a strawberry that contains a central core of cream [and we can] create entirely novel foods, like our hexagonal 'honeyberry', which is composed of honey and has the texture of a blackberry.”


    Villar says that 3D fruit can retain the levels of nutrients provided by natural fruit. He believes that presenting fruit in this unique way is likely to be more attractive, particularly to children who have a sweet tooth, and their parents who may avoid buying certain fruit juices because of their bloated sugar content. But winning over everyone could be a tough job. For some, eating fruit is a chore; for others, breaking from nostalgia and tradition is harder and there's nothing quite like chomping down on a pear and the juice going everywhere. And then there's the apple. It's said that one a day keeps the doctor away.


    Dovetailed sees no reason though why printed fruit can't eventually be more popular than the traditional alternatives and improve the dietary habits of the general public. And the potential for the spherification technology to be applied to any liquid (such as "cream, soup or medicine") means that it could have a positive impact on how palatable food is delivered in different scenarios, like to elderly people who have difficulty swallowing and to people receiving disaster relief aid. The EU has invested nearly €3m (£2.35m) in a project called PERFORMANCE, which is working to develop 3D-printed 'smoothfood' for care homes, catering for people with health problems related to mastication. If Dovetailed's soft, jelly-like printed fruit was able to provide required nutrients in a spoonful (like the one in the photo), then it could be significant.


    Food futurologists agree that eating behaviours need to change as food demand increases, and designers and researchers are continuously looking for new ways to present foods, even through artificial means. Printing food may mean less time preparing meals, but it'll cost a lot to research and develop. For now, 3D fruit may be no more than a culinary quirk that, says Villar, gives gourmet chefs "unprecedented creative freedom to provide a unique, on-demand experience" for diners.


    
      Printed breakfast in bed


      To go with your 3D strawberries, you might like to print your own pancake. Miguel Valenzuela has developed an open-source printer, the Pancake Bot. “It was inspired by my daughters Lily and Maia … to teach and inspire them to learn about engineering, electronics and programming,” says Valenzuela. Originally, the robotic printer used Lego and ketchup bottles to squirt and cook the batter. The updated model is more sophisticated though and hasn't been made with Lego.


      Technology aficionados will love Valenzuela culinary contraption. But amateur cooks (and anyone who dislikes the idea of printing and robotics taking control of what we eat and how) needn't worry – the robot is yet to learn how to flip a pancake. The printer isn't available to buy, but anyone can download instructions from the website to build their own Lego version. “I think it is absolutely fantastic and I hope that people will learn to connect technology with food,” says Valenzuela of the possibility of people being printing their food from the comfort of their kitchens in the future. “It could yield so many benefits for the world, as well as inspire future generations.

    

  


  
    Meat the future


    Rich McEachran


    We can brew our own beer, curd our own cheese and one day we may be able to grow pork from a pig living in our garden. This is the vision of Koert van Mensvoort, who heads the Amsterdam-based think tank The Next Nature Network.


    Van Mensvoort and his colleagues recently published a cookbook exploring what a lab-grown meat future would look like from a design and engineering perspective. It also discusses the possible societal and ethical impact. The cookbook was published in August, nearly one year to the day since the first lab-grown burger was unveiled in London by its creator Mark Post, head of Maastricht University's Cultured Beef programme.


    The recipes in the book sound slightly absurd – from magic meatballs, a futuristic twist on the beef meatball made from animal proteins, fats and vitamins, to meat powder, a ground form of in vitro meat that can used in baking or added to soup and salads. But van Mensvoort is hopeful that such recipes can change food consumption habits and make people rethink what they think know about artificial meat. The books also adds weight to the discussion on the future of meat.


    
      Can I have some fries with that?


      Van Mensvoort believes that we might see the recipes being recreated in kitchens within 10-20 years. Lab-grown meat, cultured using animal cells, has yet to make the jump from petri dish to supermarket shelf but Post believes it won't be long before the technology is adopted on a commercial scale.


      Elsewhere, Beyond Meat's range of plant-based chicken strips have made the jump and are available from selected Whole Foods stores in California. The company, backed by Bill Gates and the founders of Twitter, produce a meat substitute made from soy and pea protein and other ingredients such as carrot fibre. The recipe was created by Fu-Hung Hsieh, a biological engineering professor at the University of Missouri, who sold licence rights to the US company.


      “It doesn’t taste much like chicken, but since most white meat chicken doesn’t taste like much anyway, that’s hardly a problem”, wrote Mark Bittman, food columnist for the* New York Times, about a Beyond Meat product. The texture of the meat and how it shreds and feels in the mouth is a more crucial element. “When you sink your teeth into a strip, it gives like chicken”, said Clint Witchalls writing in the Independent*.


      Those investing in artificial meat admit that it may be some time yet before the taste can be successfully replicated. To do this requires getting the perfect balance of protein and fat. But having control over the production of meat does mean that it's likely to contain more vitamins and goodness and less artery-clogging saturated fats.

    


    
      Is it suitable for vegetarians?


      It's a tricky one. Peta has praised artificial meat for the technology's potential to reduce suffering to animals. But unlike the plant-based approach, the cultured burger unveiled by Post and his team of Dutch scientists last year was produced from cells that were harmlessly extracted from living cows. These cells were then grown using foetal bovine serum, which, put simply, is the blood of unborn calf taken from a cow that has been slaughtered. Post says that process drastically reduces the number of animals that require slaughtering.


      Whether vegetarians will see cultured burgers as a champagne moment will depend on whether they follow vegetarianism for moral reasons (the treatment of animals and the impact on the environment) and whether they can stomach it knowing that it contains a by-product of the bodily fluid of an animal foetus. Post delivered his own verdict on the matter at the launch of his burger. “Vegetarians should remain vegetarian. That's even better for the environment”, he said.


      For those with a queasy stomach, Beyond Meat will soon be rolling out its meatless vegan burger, dubbed the “The Beast”.

    


    
      How will I be eating my meat in the future?


      Researchers are consistently looking for new ways to provide protein, with concerns about increasing food demands as the world population rockets towards 9 billion by 2050.


      Post has admitted that the number of cells that can be extracted from cows is limited, and that slaughter is currently the more efficient method. He's confident that in 20 years we might see meat grown from a herd of donors - a bit like van Mensvoort's vision of "a pig in the garden" - that could provide much more meat through cell donation than through being slaughtered.


      The process of using plants to culture meat is more animal-friendly, but critics might argue whether artificial meat (lab-grown or plant-based) needs to look like meat – or even be called meat – if it hasn't been made from it, unless the aim is to convert vegetarians and vegans to consume meat alternatives.


      Beyond the aesthetics, a possible scenario is that artificial meat could be presented in nondescript forms. The US company, Modern Meadow, uses a 3D printer to produce its meat. Stem cells are multiplied in a petri dish and then inserted into a bio-cartridge that prints out the mixture in the required portion size. It means that the protein of the future may be (though as it stands, it's technically impossible) consumed in the form of a pill or sweet, similar to Willy Wonka's meal in a stick of chewing gum. Van Mensvoort's meat powder could potentially be mixed with cream cheese or other foods and then printed into any desired form.


      Finding novel ways of producing food can have a significant impact on meat consumption in developing countries where protein intake is low. “Bypassing the animal for the production of meat is one that could enable greater access to reliable sources of protein in developing and emerging economies”, Brent Taylor, co-founder of Beyond Meat, told me, for an article I wrote the Guardian earlier this year. Taylor hopes to see a 25% reduction in worldwide meat consumption by 2020.

    


    
      A slight caveat


      I treat myself to a burger from well-known fast food chains once every few months. I know it's greasy, I know it's full of fat and cholesterol, which artificial meat professes not to be, but I buy it because it's tasty. The challenge for companies like Beyond Meat and researchers like Post is how they can influence eating behaviours. We have something of a Taoist conflict with our food. We like nostalgic things, but we also find it hard to break from tradition. We eat food that is bad for us even though we know we shouldn't. Part of artificial meat's success will be down to whether it can successfully replicate the taste without ruining the cathartic experience of chowing down on a Big Mac cheeseburger.

    

  


  
    Who's taking care of protecting your privacy?


    Basile Simon


    Several times this year, I found myself in a room with other guys, discussing our latest ideas to “save the world”, to “make it a better place.” As you might imagine, the revelations of former NSA contractor Edward Snowden about mass-surveillance, eavesdropping, and interception led us to reconsider the secrecy of our communications, and of privacy in general.


    I personally never considered my communications safe from interception, but:


    
      	I imagined that these things were targeting individuals in particular,


      	I thought I wasn't worth the trouble,


      	And I was preaching the “I've got nothing to hide” theory.

    


    Snowden, Greenwald, the Guardian, and all the others proved all this wrong.


    Despite all our worthless chit-chats, not-so-worthless pro-privacy campaigns, and prestigious prizes awarded to outstanding journalistic reportings on the matter, nothing much has changed since last summer, when the world discovered with more of less interest and indignation what the US's NSA and the UK's GCHQ, among others, were doing with their citizens' data.


    Still, for many people around the world, your privacy is worth fighting for. Some are even smart enough to think of ways and to design software to help you protect yourself a little better.


    "Basile?" I hear behind my back. I am standing outside Lausanne station, in Switzerland, after a 40 minutes train ride from Geneva. A beautiful train ride, I might even say, although I reckon that not everybody loves trains as much as I do; on the right-hand side, the massive Lake Léman, and on the left-hand side, gigantic modern design houses.


    The man I am not waiting for anymore is Frédéric Jacobs, from Open Whisper Systems, who is a student at the prestigious Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL). I had no reception on my phone, and the sole clue he had was that I was wearing a blue polo shirt. We exchange salutations in French, despite our previous communications in English. "Shall we speak French?", he asks, without any kind of Belgian accent.


    It's a marvellous sunny day, and we settle on the terrace of a restaurant. The conversation starts right away about SS7, the protocol used by all mobile providers to handle texts. According to Frédéric, it is simply completely broken, and offers no security whatsoever to its users, i.e. every mobile phone user in the world. Companies even establish themselves in Eastern Europe to register as (fake) phone providers to obtain a license to connect to this network, monitor its usage, the users' geo-localisations, and the content of these texts... to sell it - to whoever is ready to buy, explains Frédéric. Talk about a proper start.


    We both order the cheeseburger. While I resolve to give a shot to the local beer, the Lausannoise, he gets an apple juice. I finally get to have a closer look at this young 22 year old, with already a great reputation in the cryptography and infosec communities. He is proudly displaying a black crow on his t-shirt - the Open Whisper Sytems logo. We are wearing the same Pebble smartwatch, and his half-long golden hair remind me of my brother who studied in the same school.


    Frédéric is in practice still a student at EPFL's Computer Science department, currently in his Bachelor's last year. He earns roughly half of his university credits by taking regular classes, and the other half by doing research at EPFL's Cryptography Lab.


    He is also co-leading the iOS development of Open Whisper products, which include TextSecure, an app encrypting texts, and Signal, an app encrypting phone calls. He made no mention of a packed schedule, though, which I take as a sign that he can handle several occupations as well as he manages to eat his burger while providing long and detailed answers to my questions.


    He enjoys doing research. "Plus, cryptography may be one of the rare spots where academia is more advanced than the industry." How advanced? To the point of designing algorithms capable of resisting attacks by quantum computers, a project he is taking part in.


    "My background in Computer Science is actually pretty useful: it makes me think about implementation and usability rather than in terms of pure maths." Frédéric, and Whisper Systems in general, insist on delivering a "usable cryptography", one that can be used by everybody. Without even talking about the old PGP protocol (which stands for Pretty Good Privacy), which he considers outdated and even insecure to a certain extent, the key to a more massive adoption of advanced cryptography solutions is usability.


    But even considering that there would be an "ideal" solution on the market, the idea of protecting one's privacy online must also make his way. I told Frédéric the now classical argument given by those who dismiss privacy concerns: "I've got nothing to hide." He reaches over the table, palm facing the sky: "Then, can you give me your phone?"


    
      You use your phone for everything, from talking to your friends, your girlfriend, to very often do your job.

    


    "Are you sure you never sent credit card or bank information by email? Would you mind if your private conversations appeared online?"


    Having the NSA scandal in mind, I provoke him by replying that I trust my State and civil servants not to steal from my bank account should they gain access to it. There are no mentions of such cases in the Snowden leaks (as far as I know).


    But Frédéric warns that it is important to be very well aware that there are multiple threats, and that the NSA might not be the biggest. "If an intelligence agency can steal your data, gain access to your devices or account, so can some other people." No, the NSA would probably not leak your private pictures online. But evil or irresponsible hackers might (I insist on the adjectives here). That is precisely what happened a couple of weeks ago to a dozen of celebrities.


    The fact that these threats are real is a given. As he told last year to Apache], there are several ways to react and to handle these: the first one is passing legislation that prohibits practices as such revealed by Edward Snowden. However, the citizen is protected neither against abuses made by the administration, nor against those willing to break the law.


    The second one, cryptography, is the only way to protect yourself against these threats by making sure that whatever data you possess or send cannot be read and used by somebody who intercepts it.


    Frédéric came to computers quite young, and started his journey to becoming an influential figure in the community by being active in the iPhone jailbreaks space. "Not for piracy, just because the phone was not usable in my country, and I wanted it."


    Then came the Arab Spring, and these episodes would greatly influence the very knowledgable man walking with me down the hill to the shores of the majestic Léman. He became active in Telecomix, a decentralised structure that he describes as "Anonymous who grew up." He followed closely the uprisings in Libya and Syria, and deployed structures on the ground to anti-regime protesters.


    
      My objective is to provide cryptography for those who need it the most.

    


    He speaks without any arrogance of helping protesters under authoritarian regimes and journalists around the world do their job. As it was normal.


    He also travels a lot, to train activists to secure communications. For their security and his, he chose not to tell me much about it. Still, he explained how he starts his training sessions: he tells the audience that it is okay to use their phones and laptops while he is talking, and sniffs the whole network for five minutes. "It is incredibly easy to do," he promises to my amused eyes. Then, he shows his audience everything he collected: "See, I read all your emails, and oh, I can log in to your Instagram account because you used it - should I delete all your photos?"


    "Trust me," he adds to convince me when it wasn't necessary at all, "there's one thing you ask: how can I protect myself, now?"


    Open Whisper Systems aims for a somehow different goal: "When you have a look at all the money Google and Facebook invest in UX (user experience), it's not possible for us to compete. We're doing the best we can, but what we want is to promote our cryptography, or a strong cryptography, as the industry-standard." It's not a start-up reaching for the stars and dreaming of jousting with the huge players, it is about demonstrating a credible, viable alternative.


    It is also responding to this new post-Snowden demand for privacy, and these new concerns arising from the sudden realisation that nothing we do is private. "I know tons of persons who started working in September last year, a month or so after the Guardian started publishing the leaks. Give them two or three years of hard work and there will be very serious alternatives on the market."


    Although these new talents are today in the spotlights (Edward Snowden recently announced his official endorsement and support to Whisper System), cryptography remains a playground for the elite. "There are maybe 300 cryptographers who read and understood the implementation of the OTR protocol (for Off The Record)." So it is sometimes a matter of trust, says the very man who explained in details how little could be trusted nowadays.


    As we contemplate the French side of the lake, and the green slopes of Evian, which seems at the same time very close and so far away because of the height of the surrounding mountains, I take a moment to snap a few pictures of the landscape.


    Frédéric just explained to me how the Broadcasting Board of Governors, an independent federal agency of the United States government, indirectly supports Whisper Systems through Radio Free Asia, which itself supports the Open Technology Fund.


    The Snowden leaks were not a surprise for Frédéric: "It just brought proof and evidence to what everybody already knew. No, the only real surprise was the depth of these practices, the point they're ready to go to. Look, they're boycotting cryptography themselves, for their internal comms and documents, not to encourage its use and spread... so they can continue to break it!"


    We talk for a while about intelligence and government. His activism and his job oblige him to be cautious when travelling. That means having several laptops, or ignoring the password required to unlock the data he's carrying. Although the system itself can be a bit ridiculous sometimes: "I once traveled with radioactive material sent to me by the Catholic University of Louvain (in Belgium). They thought my Geiger counter was a decibel-meter... So they let me go."


    He keeps on smiling when we talk about what he is going to do in the future. There does not seem to be much pressure on this front, as he receives many offers. If working in the intelligence isn't a possibility he entertains, he would like to maintain a relationship with them, as it offers a possibility to bring change from within:


    
      I could explain to them why one might want to use Tor, and that not all Tor users are criminals.

    


    "That you shouldn't have your home raided by the police because you are hosting a Tor exit node."


    This article is the first of several profiles I intend to write about people like Frédéric. Hopefully, I will have the opportunity to publish some more with the support of the Contribiutoria community.

  


  
    Unusual design: Objects being fashioned from food


    Rich McEachran


    "It is a mistake to think you can solve any major problems just with potatoes," wrote Douglas Adams in Life, the Universe and Everything. Now, though, a generation of young product designers and researchers are finding new uses for the humble potato.


    Chinese designer Ivy Wang has experimented with potato cell wall to come up with a range of accessories. Elsewhere, Harry Yoell has developed a herb pot from starch. For Yoell, choosing potato as the base material for a plastic with a contemporary approach was an obvious choice. “I found it the most natural way to create a plastic,” he says. “Plus it's incredibly cheap compared to bioresin formulas [commonly used in disposable packaging]." Through a process of heating the starch, Yoell created a material that was flexible and could be cast around a cup for the desired shape; he also ensured he had a truly organic product that could be returned to where it came from – the ground – once it had served its purpose. “Rather than the pot being thrown away it can become nutrients for the garden... due to its natural biodegradable qualities,” he adds.


    Futurologists are aware of the need to find new bio and nanotechnologies to address the burgeoning issue of landfill waste. Recent art graduate Johanna Schmeer envisaged a future where traditional food is replaced by synthetic foods produced from enzyme-enhanced bioplastics. Though we might be some way off that concept becoming reality, it's becoming increasingly popular to fashion products out of food – potatoes are just the thin edge of the wedge when it comes to this. Here are four other foods that are being applied unconventionally to product design, that can redefine our relationship with the material world and help us rethink food entirely.


    SALT


    Doctors say we eat too much of it, but geologists say it's in abundance. So what do we with all the salt that we could eat but probably shouldn't? Build structures out of it like they do in the Middle East and South America. There's a bit more to it than that, but salt does have its properties. “It's translucent, durable... and inexpensive,” says Ronald Rael, co-founder of Emerging Objects and an associate professor of architecture at University of California, Berkeley. Emerging Objects focuses on printing architecture from materials that are renewable or from industrial waste.


    The US design studio has previously created an igloo-like structure built from salt panels, made up of salt polymers, and layers of glue. The process of constructing the aptly-named Saltygloo was similar to the way salt crystallises and deposits.


    Salt is unlikely to be the long-term solution to the housing crisis – it's more likely to be applied to interior design, such as furniture and lighting. According to Rael, its potential as a material offers “a beautifully glowing future of techno-salt products that naturally return to the earth”.


    BACON


    Bacon products are quite the rage, from air fresheners to toothpaste – there's even bacon-scented biodiesel. It makes sense then that someone would design bacon-based jewellery.


    The science behind it is more complex than turning a piece of bacon on a string into a necklace. The jewellery, designed by Amy Congdon, was engineered from tissue extracted from rashers – bought from Tesco, according to an interview she gave to last month's Wired. The back and streaky bacon went through a process called decellurisation, where the meat was treated with a chemical solution and the resulting material was tanned, dyed and weaved.


    Congdon's approach is slightly utopian. The idea is that, like artificial meat could be grown from animal cells treated in a lab, everyday products could be fashioned from materials grown from cells rather than fabrics.


    BREAD


    Tonnes of bread is thrown out every year. Sometimes when we can't finish a loaf, we feed it to the ducks. An Italian company useDesign has found a novel (and more duck-friendly) use for stale bread – creating tableware. Realising its strong structural resistance, useDesign mixed bread crumbs with flour and salt and natural resins to produce a dough with a malleable consistency that could be moulded into the required shape.


    Similarly, Studio Rygalik turned stale baguettes into tables as a starting point for a conversation on food waste. The Polish designers realised that the table wasn't scalable, but wanted to show what happens when you take something out of its context and reapply it to a new environment.


    The answer to their experiment was that stale bread is best used for products with short lifespans that aren't subject to wear and tear. Once a product has come to its end, the bread could be composted or even sent to biogas plants where it can be converted into electricity.


    SHELLFISH


    A team of researchers at Harvard's Wyss Institute has developed a fully biodegradable bioplastic from discarded shrimp shells. Chitin - a natural compound found in the shells of shellfish - is typically treated as a waste product during the industrial process of shelling the crustaceans. It was found to be a better alternative to most cellulose and starch-based plastics, which take longer to break up and degrade – sometimes it's a matter of months or years.


    “You have like all these components out there that … we are basically treating as waste, while nature is able to use them in really strong and tough structures,” Javier Fernandez, who led the team, told Fox News.


    The team has come up with a way to print the material into 3D objects, but so far the process has only been applied to small products like cups and egg cartons. Meanwhile, London-based designer Jeongwon-Ji has taken the concept a step further and imagined how the material could be used to produce casings for electronic gadgets. Ji extracted her chitin polymers from crab shells and says that her bioplastic has an advantage. "Although production time is longer, this nontoxic process can improve the work life of those who manufacture our electronics,” she writes on her website.

  


  
    Wanted: Congolese entrepreneurs to turn peace into profit


    Sarah Hartley


    It's unlikely many all-American youngsters "rock up" in Congo looking for fun. By his own admission, Sean Carasso arrived in the region as a result of that strange mix of wanderlust and naivety that comes from having a background that includes a certain level of comfort and privilege that young men in the US can take for granted.


    “Before I got there I had spent three months just having a great time. I had gotten a job right out of college with an entrepreneur and it was pretty amazing.


    “I got to see how the wealthy of the world live and so I got to see the 1% and I wanted to see the other 99% so was travelling through Africa having a good time. I was, and am, a bit impulsive I guess."


    But that was six years ago, and a lot has happened in the meantime. This month marks a remarkable end to the journey that started in such an unlikely way for Sean - the charity he founded to campaign for peace in Congo moves from the US to Europe and starts a whole new programme of work to build business in the region.


    That charity is Falling Whistles, so named after Sean heard about the horrifying role that whistleblowing children were forced to undertake in the war-torn area. Issued with whistles to make noise and scare enemies in a similar tactic to armies using bands and bagpipes in wars centuries past, these noise creators were no warriors; they were just too young and their hands too small to bear arms. No matter what happened to them, their tiny bodies could always be piled up and used as makeshift gun positions for the bigger boys if they fell.


    
      The war is an economic war its a war for control of the resources, or the trade of the resources.

    


    "Congo's estimated value is somewhere around $24tn; that's why it's one of the deadliest places in the world, the deadliest war in the world. It's been fought over for 120 years, right.”


    Using the powerful symbol of the whistle, the charity set about whistleblowing itself with initiatives to raise awareness about what was happening in Congo and raising cash for projects on the ground by selling whistles - items that became a political fashion statement back home with people such as legendary hip-hop duo Mobb Deep and US singer Lissie.


    During the intervening six years, that activity funded schemes such as education for street kids.


    Their activity has continued against a backdrop of major shifts in the politics surrounding the world's approach to Congo too. Effectively putting it onto the world stage, US President Barack Obama said back in January 2013: “And how do I weigh tens of thousands who have been killed in Syria versus the tens of thousands who are currently being killed in the Congo?”


    In response to that changing landscape, the charity is reshaping too, and has just started a whole new chapter that involves the British former Saatchi and Saatchi director turned entrepreneur Mike Beeston.


    Carasso says: “Global policies in the region have shifted towards actually solving these problems, with special envoys appointed from all corners of the world to focus on sustainable peace. We actually see that the dream of peace in Congo might become a reality, so for us to keep on working on awareness and advocacy doesn't make sense any more. Those things will happen if we do it or not, so what makes sense then is to help the people of Congo build an alternative to war. Having some high-powered people signing an agreement saying there's peace doesn't really change the life for the people in the region. It's critical is to find entrepreneurs in this war-torn region.


    “We have come increasingly convinced that the political structure is necessary to create baseline security but if you want to ensure that you go beyond that, which the Congolese have not been able to for some time, the most important thing is to have alternatives. Ways for people to make money that don't involve war, ways for people to sort of keep their core capacities... We are now working with entrepreneurs across Congo to create conflict-free industries."


    The original founders will still be on hand as part of an overseeing trust structure, but now one of the charity’s early supporters, tech entrepreneur Anders Olsson, is taking over the reins and heading off in a new direction - supporting sustainable businesses in the region, with mentoring on hand from Beeston, who has a track record of setting up successful companies such as Fjord.


    Beeston was invited to visit the country in 2013 and says his interest has since grown: “For me, this means providing financial support and practical advice to people living in the KIvu region of DRC who have a business idea that will benefit their community. This ranges from coffee exporting to brick making. It’s not always easy but I like the people and their courage.”


    Following a noisy launch in Olsson’s home city of Stockholm, the pair and their band of supporters are starting work to identify potential entrepreneurs, focusing particularly on eastern Congo near the border with Uganda and Rwanda, where fighting has been particularly fierce.


    Their ambitious target is to raise $10m in five years to support enterprises with an emphasis on sustainability and transparency. It’s about creating "beacons of hope", says Olsson.


    “We are finding entrepreneurs inside the local communities with ideas of how to make their communities better and create sustainable businesses. Then we move in and help them with financing and mentorship with connections. We help them build sustainable businesses that provide an alternative to war and provide people with a job. Creating these beacons of hope shows another possibility is out there.”


    I shall be donating the fee that Contributoria members backed for this article to the Falling Whistles initiative and hope to be able to revisit this story at some point in the future to find our more about the enterprises they support.

  


  
    Context, Conflict, & Historical Consciousness: Pondering the Meaning of Ukraine


    Spindoctorjimbo


    The Dead Past Lives in Ukraine: What History Reveals About Current Conflicts


    OVERTURE


    What if we wrote about the United States but forgot to mention that slavery was once standard operating procedure? Or about England with no mention or consideration for Charles’ losing his head at a certain point in time? Or about France with neither admissions concerning nor interest in Napoleon? Or, even more pertinently, about Germany with a blithe unconcern for Hitler’s having once been Chancellor and more?


    One would imagine that such horrendous contextual gaffes, such hideous historical blindness, might elicit a critique sooner or later. And yet precisely such obtuseness or willful ignorance or hidden agendas govern almost all of the corporate mediation that comes from the United States, England, France, and Germany regarding today’s evolution of Ukrainian crises that could completely eviscerate civilization or even humanity itself.


    This article first and foremost offers a corrective to such decontextualized, ahistorical emptiness. These initial remarks give some concrete examples of what has so far been universally absent.


    For instance, our narratives of Ukraine must account for the fact that Nikita Khrushchev emerged from the coal mines of Donetsk to grow into one of the world’s most powerful leaders-- a true working class hero, at the same time that emigrant scions of substantial wealth moved to England, and Canada and the United States both to flee comrade Khrushchev’s ascendancy and to disparage the diminutive Nikita’s life and work; our stories of Galicia and Kiev must make sense of the truth that Leon Trotsky was as much as a seventh generation Ukrainian from a poor Cossack family simultaneously as Stepan Bandera came forth from a small farmstead near the Polish border to achieve National Socialist prominence.


    Additionally, our conception of the meaning of Ukrainian must not only show the palpable interconnections of such countless undeniable polarities of the relatively recent past, but it must also bring into the light and explain more or less exactly how these events and people and days of life and strife evolved into a current context of similar yearning and struggle, in which miners’ militias chase the hapless mercenaries of mammon out of their lands, and airliners full of helpless innocents explode in midair to litter the fields around Luhansk with the bodies of strangers.


    In other words, our thinking about this blessed, cursed land must become more than either a projection of latter-day British imperialists, or a fantasy of American billionaires who insist that they know what’s best for the world, and all others should just shut up and do as they are told. Our beliefs about Ukraine must illuminate matters in these ways, that is, unless we intend our mental emanations to be mere scraps of propaganda, intellectual detritus to serve the power agendas of ‘leaders’ who, apparently, would sacrifice as large a swath of humanity as every single living human being in order to maintain their dominance.


    This essay seeks to honor these directives. It does not pretend to be comprehensive; it never promises expertise; it reflects no political itinerary other than that of knowledge, no social project other than that of seeking wisdom. It is mostly accurate and fully honest in its statements.


    Mistakes, in any case, are easy to correct. If its interpretations represent error, however, then readers should show how and where and why and provide a more robust explication of the litany of facts that appear here as well as of the innumerable eventualities that are not in these lines. Otherwise, a rational participant in this discursive process will have no choice but to think that the presentation here is persuasive and plausible, whatever truth in all of its rotund completeness ultimately turned out to be.


    A Bit of a Preface


    Werner Heisenberg was a fascist sympathizer, even though he never joined Germany’s Nazi party. Even as we grapple with his leadership of Germany’s nascent nuclear weapons project, we note that his math and science remain critically important. In particular, his uncertainty theorem contains key comprehension for grappling with any attempt to attain knowledge.


    His point about certainty was both simple and intuitively obvious. One cannot simultaneously know a particle’s location, frozen in the time-space continuum, and its momentum, the product of multiplying acceleration times mass, while the little bit of matter scoots along at sub-light speeds.


    Journalistic, narrative corollaries of Heisenberg’s postulate ought to be obvious. Try as annalists might, attaining an awareness of certain things precludes adequate focus on other matters.


    Nevertheless, just as the fact of uncertainty does not eliminate the need for and utility of scientific investigation of location and momentum and more, so too must historical or social scientific thinkers persist in seeking credible contextualization, despite the ambiguity and speculation inherent in such enterprises.


    Introductory Matters


    Basically, this section will consider deep paradoxes and noticeable patterns that characterize Ukraine’s experience. The following points, very briefly, are among those that observers ought to note.


    
      	
        The deep geo-historical background of the region shows the inherent power of Ukrainian geography. Alexander the Great’s conquests during the 4th century BC focused in part on Crimea, as did Tatars almost exactly a thousand years further along; Jewish settlers first arrived on these fertile plains during Hellenic times. A sense of fortuitous placement, this realization that the realm was an irresistible waystation and a fertile swath of soil and rain and sunlight, has thus constantly defined this place on Earth.

      


      	
        The ebb and flow of conquerors and their impact on societies and cultures, in turn, emanated from this confluence of a more-or-less immutable geography and geology. Alexander, the Persians, the Romans, Byzantine rulers, Viking invaders, Rus royalty, invasions of Mongols and Tatars and other Central Asians, Ottoman and then Russian and then British incursions provide just a partial listing of the vast array of opportunistic interlopers who have first vanquished and then intertwined with earlier social components of this place.

      


      	
        The longstanding presence and role of Jewish culture and thinking also marks Ukraine. Its presence was at once independent of, and adjoined to, conquerors whose ‘glory’ and import seem on the surface to have greater potency, yet these more memorable contributory elements have no more defined contemporary Ukraine than have Talmudic threads.

      


      	
        The rise over the last four centuries of Austrian and Russian hegemony, in which Galicia fell under the sway of one empire and Kiev and Crimea and the East identified or bowed down to Czars and Slavic princes, represents the most recent expression of these intertwining patterns.

      


      	
        The simultaneous presence of nationalist, ultra-nationalist, socialist, communist, anarchist forces, as much so as, or perhaps more so than, anywhere else on Earth flows naturally from this sense of Ukraine as simultaneously a cradle and an abattoir of human development.

      

    


    Each of the points above might coax dozens of stories—novels, monographs, articles, films, plays, music—from bards and thinkers and citizens. However, the point of their presence here is different. They proffer for readers a sense of intricacy and multidimensionality, a background of vast scope that undergirds the narrative focus ahead, which for its part zeroes-in on periods of revolution and World War on the one hand and reaction and World War on the other hand.


    Quarter-Century of Revolution


    Near the start of the twentieth century, all of these contradictory tendencies and elements in Ukraine’s past again attained a level of ripeness that necessitated explosive development and transformation. While this presentation does not attempt anything like a complete telling, several groups of occurrences absolutely impress themselves on what was possible for Kiev and its surroundings over the following periods of time, to the present pass and beyond.


    Restive Rebels & an Irresistible Impetus to a Reconfigured Social Scheme


    Contemporary U.S. accounts of the region’s past point to the agrarian and peasant predominance not only of Russia, but also of Ukrainian lands as a special ‘breadbasket,’ as if that alone explained anything. In fact, a twisted skein of rebellious and revolutionary organizations manifested tremendous social power in Ukraine as the Nineteenth Century became the Twentieth.


    A key ingredient in the uprisings that characterized Kiev’s dominions in this period of time was the massive Russian famine of 1891-92, accompanied by cholera and the ultimate deaths of plus-or-minus a million people, mainly peasants and poor Cossacks. A subtitle of a chapter about the disaster speaks volumes: “The Demonization of the Nobility.”


    The result of this practical instruction in class hatred also presented itself in the region’s cities, where anarchistic and communistic and nationalistic youth from the devastated rural areas congregated. Armed robbery of banks and post-offices was a common and popular method for financing activities against the State in all its manifestations.


    Under these circumstances, that Ukrainians played an important part in the events of the watershed year 1905 would surprise only the ignorant. And while many of these militants were nationalists first, these incipient practitioners of pogrom never constituted the majority, which always consisted of socialists, anarchists, and communists. That is why these to-the-ramparts rebels have consistently won out over time.


    An exemplar of this fact went by the nom-de-guerre Marusya. Maria Nikiforova left home at sixteen and began to bomb courts and city buildings and rob banks in between baby-sitting and factory jobs, on the one hand to dismay the authorities and on the other hand to pay for the costs of organizing and fighting. She became a powerful military and political leader, an Atamansha, though both sexism and a visceral hatred of anti-nationalist radicals by ‘patriots’ who have often enough risen to the top to write ‘official histories’ leave her now a barely known entity.


    “Nikiforova was a Ukrainian and her activities in the Russian Revolution and Civil War took place mostly in Ukraine but she has been largely ignored by Ukrainian historians. She was anti-nationalist and, like the Ukrainian anarchist movement in general, she couldn't be assimilated to a nationalist historical perspective.”


    Leon Trotsky himself, though a political opponent of the anarchists, was in alignment in opposing nationalism and insisting on a popular uprising to put into place an anti-imperialist and socially just governing structure. He also wrote the definitive book on the so-called ‘First Russian Revolution, in which he reflected both his Ukrainian roots and his unswerving communistic tendencies.’ He made clear that radicals of all stripes recognized the direct line between “Red October,” 1905 and the more effective version of the same name twelve years later.


    Both emanated from a failed war, against the Japanese in 1905, and opposed to the Germans in 1917. In fact, the excrescences of this initial case of martial-glory-gone-awry led to one of the most storied narratives of this period. Eisenstein’s film about events at the Crimean port of Sevastopol and the carnage in Odessa’s harbor is merely a dramatic account of what was in fact and deed ‘proletarian internationalism’ writ large, even as the outcome of the seamen’s Potemkin uprising was dispiriting at best.


    The entire affair not only took place primarily in Ukraine, but it also stemmed from the leadership of a Ukrainian skilled worker who was a member of the Czar’s Navy. “Into this epic drama stepped … Afanasy Nikolayevich Matyushenko, a hot-tempered torpedo machinist from the Ukraine. The peasant boy who had taught himself to read was like a Russian Joe Hill, preaching resistance to czarist oppression. …He conveys a tragic inevitability to the collision between the seamen who can't take it anymore and the officers (often the dregs of the nobility) who can't imagine doing anything other than beating, whipping and starving their men. ‘The myth of the Potemkin uprising is that the sailors rebelled because they were forced to eat maggoty meat. …(But the more complex reality is that) the ship's captain ordered the men to eat the stew or be executed…. Thirty sailors were herded for execution, and a tarpaulin—Eisenstein's famous tarpaulin—was brought on deck to soak up the blood. An enraged Matyushenko shouted, ‘Brothers! What are they doing to our comrades? Enough of [the captain’s] drinking our blood!’ The execution squad turned its weapons on the officers.”


    And when one strident commander killed Matyushenko’s “dearest comrade,” the enraged draftee assaulted this murderer and threw him overboard, where the sailors shot him while he floundered in the water. In the aftermath, discussion and clarification of what took place and what it meant occurred constantly among the seamen.


    The sailors on the Potemkin, in other words, were both situationally and politically radicalized. They stood for and actively fomented revolution. They did not generally hearken back to a ‘fatherland’ or any such rubric of exclusion. They were internationalists, ready for a world that workers ruled. The case of the Potemkin was an iconic expression of human longing for justice and insistence on empowerment, as well as depicting items of a particularly Ukrainian cast.


    Not all who rose up against the Czar and capital stuck around their Ukrainian environs for the next phase of lynch mobs and retribution. Communists, anarchists, and socialists all fled to evade capture, or they faced dire prison conditions or dangling in life’s final throes at the end of a rope.


    Marusya was just one such case. Sentenced to die for her robbery and conscious ‘terror against the rich,’ she was of such ‘tender years’ that she elicited a commuted sentence in Siberia, from whence she escaped and trekked to Japan, Russia’s recent partner in the eternal bourgeois war-dance. She made her way from Osaka to the U.S., and after a suitable round of adventures there, snuck back to the Ukraine.


    Jacob Abrams is another such peripatetic radical wanderer. Born into a Jewish working class family, circa 1887, he lived through mass starvation and purgative pestilence to grow into a thoroughgoing social anarchist. He detested Czarists and nationalistic patriots with equal diligence. He flew from the noose after he roused himself and whatever ‘rabble’ were at hand to dispose of rulers one and all in 1905.


    In the event he ended in New York, about more of which a bit later, where his views and behavior pleased promoters of Palmer Raids and American reaction as little as it excited Nicolas’ henchmen. Back to the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic they sent him packing, but he didn’t fare well among Bolsheviks either and absconded with himself once again in 1926, eventually taking himself to Mexico , where he had tried to escape following the announcement of the Supreme Court’s rejection of his appeal nearly a decade before.


    Ultimately, as Stalinism and fascism thinned the anarchist ranks and dispersed their persons, he reunited with his equally radical Ukrainian comrades, Molly Steimer and her soulmate, Senya Fleshin, in and around Mexico City, where they all ended their days. Steimer’s story, like Maria Nikiforova’s and Trotsky’s and more, could provide the fodder for all the films ever made from this day forward.


    Only twenty-one years old when the raid that netted Jack Abrams also ensnared her, she spent nearly two years in an Ellis Island prison before her deportation. Then, she found herself severely disenchanted with the Soviets and left Russia once again. Then the Nazis almost managed to have her executed.


    The words that she wrote to a friend from her cell in New York harbor could serve as testament to human hope and grit. “Yet she refused to despair. In a letter to Weinberger she quoted from a poem by Edmund V. Cooke: ‘You cannot salt the eagle’s tail, Nor limit thought’s dominion; You cannot put ideas in jail, You can’t deport opinion.’” Whatever the ‘crimes’ of Soviet Russia, whatever the faults of anarchists and social democrats and humanists who reject fascism and chauvinistic patriotism, these words would serve to unify such principled fighters.


    Lest one give in nevertheless to the temptation to accept the load of manure that all these radicals were as ‘different as night and day’ and shared little in common, one might reflect. Cossack genius and international communist extraordinaire, native too of the realm ruled from Kiev, Leon Trotsky also found himself an exile in Mexico, where he played chess regularly with none other than Jack Abrams, his “ideological enemy,” who became a close friend.


    Where one finds an even more striking unanimity, in a similar vein to that which prevailed among variously shaded ‘Reds,’ is among the established authorities. Capitalist and landed, aristocratic and bourgeois, all agreed that rooting out these hideous monsters of democratic upheaval was a priority of the first order. Their chroniclers shovel out the largest portion of the period’s annals.


    One might write innumerably more volumes on this topic. However, the story of a single man provides an excellent précis of the point at hand, both in terms of the vile, visceral violence that elites visited on their ‘inferiors,’ and in terms of the way that those ‘subhuman’ strata took matters decisively in hand. An especially incisive summary of a prototype of the stalwart Czarist civil servant, Pyotr Stolypin, comes forth in Edward Crankshaw’s The Shadow of the Winter Palace, which lionizes the bureaucrat’s firm resolve to commit as many homicides as necessary to ‘save Russia’ and suppress revolt.


    Stolypin for some time worked as the Czar’s secret-police and ‘security’ enforcer, “Minister of Internal Affairs” and more. He oversaw mass executions in Kiev and throughout both urban and rural regions of Mother Russia and ‘Little Russia’ both. In Ukraine’s cities, partisans referred to the fate of the noose as gifts a of a “Stolypin’s necktie.”


    ‘Liberals’ railed against the executions of thousands of dissenters. Stolypin’s reply that such action was above the law was worthy of Henry Kissinger or Heinrich Himmler. "’But courts-martial are not a legal institution,’ Stolypin replied. ‘They are a weapon of struggle. You want to prove that this weapon is not consistent with the law? Well, it is consistent with expediency. Law is not an aim in itself. When the existence of the state is threatened, the government is not only entitled but is duty bound to leave legal considerations aside and to make use of the material weapons of its power.’"


    But ‘official’ sanction was never the primary means of the political reactionaries and social revanchists. The “Black Hundreds” gangs that enforced order with methods perfect for the ruling class were putatively independent expressions of patriotism and nationalism, much as the ‘Right Tendency’ killers today present the same face to public scrutiny, much as the bands of Stepan Bandera and his ilk served fascist Germany and reactionary ‘White’ counterrevolutionaries in turn.


    However, just as today these fascists and ultra-nationalists are indistinguishable from the International Monetary Fund and its hangers-on, so too in the early Twentieth Century these aggregations of thuggish viciousness were part of the police’s tactical response to upheaval. At a trial in Moscow that was dealing with violence against radicals and Jews, an investigator of the court “states that pogrom proclamations, which Witness Statkovsky alleges never to have seen, were actually printed at the print-works of the secret police, where Statkovsky is employed; that these proclamations were distributed all over Russia by secret police agents and members of the monarchist parties; that close organizational links exist between the department of police and the Black Hundreds gangs.”


    One could easily write thousands of monographs on this subject. But the point is clear. Pyotr Stolypin and his ilk represented the conscious murdering agency of class repression in Russia and Ukraine.


    As such, he met an end that fit this role. In 1912, at the Kiev Opera House, where he was attending a celebratory performance for the Czar, with Nicholas in an adjacent box, a social revolutionary police double agent shot him dead. At no level were these fighters pacifists; neither among the proponents of capital and nobility nor among the people’s champions, whose actions largely, perhaps overwhelmingly, took place to serve a class rather than a nation.


    In this context, splitting up the revolutionaries of Kiev and Kharkov and what we now call Donetsk, and so forth, from the insurrectionists who called Moscow or the Caucasus home, or wherever, makes no more sense than stating that the hydrogen in the water of the great lakes is a more special or unique brand of the lightest element than what prevails in the Black Sea. These revolutionaries were the ones whom the majority of the people admired and followed.


    Leon Trotsky’s early life, whether one views the recounting from detractors or admirers, illustrates this perfectly. Ukrainian Cossacks and Jews and nationalities of all sorts were likely to be internationalist and radically rebellious both in their outlook and in their actions.


    Nikita Khrushchev also completely illustrates this point. His memoirs should be required reading for all those who want a license to talk about Ukraine. He began reading Marx and Lenin and Trotsky because of a sympathetic teacher whose revolutionary proclivities he extols decades later. A key step in this process was his conscious rejection of his mother’s passionate religiosity. His teacher, an atheist, encouraged his agnosticism and materialism.


    Following his father into the mines, he joined a union and participated in his first strike at the age of eighteen, which resulted in his sacking. His pipefitting skills—the same as my grandfather’s —nonetheless made his services indispensable, and because of this, he avoided the call to the carnage of the frontlines in World War One.


    He refused the continued occupational sinecure of the mines when the nascent Nazis of the White Army rose against the Bolsheviks, however. Fighting at first in the far Eastern regions of Siberia, he ended his part in the successful destruction of the counterrevolution near home, where he experienced nation building first hand, as readers will soon enough discern. The point is that this son of Ukraine was a fighter and a worker and a socialist and a Russian and an internationalist, at the same time that he was deeply and intrinsically Ukrainian. His first wife died of malnutrition-related disease there, his children came into the world there, his family roots remained there.


    We might find not scores or hundreds or thousands of such examples, but millions. A failure to countenance this is willful ignorance, which unfortunately goes hand-in-glove with mass collective suicide and ought to be something that we discard.


    A final example to consider among these countless instances is that of Rodion Malinovsky, a machine gunner in World War One, a stalwart soldier who rose through the ranks in the Red Army during the civil war, and a key leader during Russia’s annihilation of the Wehrmacht during the 1940’s. His story began like those of many others, humbly and in straitened circumstances, in the city of Odessa.


    His father was murdered. His mother, nursing soldiers of the Russo-Japanese War, met a countess who liked her. She married a more genteel servant of royalty, who soon sent young Rolion packing. His stepfather “did not like Rodion and had no intention of adopting him. So the little boy had to start work at the age of 13, first, at a nearby farm and then, after his relatives from Odessa took him in, as an errand boy in a general store. In 1914 Rodion, then 15 and too young for military service, became a solider on his own initiative. He simply hid inside the train with troops on their way to the frontline. He was found as soon as the train reached its destination. However, Rodion managed to convince the commanding officers to enlist him as a volunteer in a machine-gun detachment. His first battles took place on Polish soil. In March 1915 he received his first award, the Cross of St. George, for fighting off a German attack – he was promoted to the rank of corporal.”


    Nothing here suggests a fierce revolutionary commitment, but at the cessation of World War One, his proclivities did show up —he was in France at the time, and he stayed to the end in part because France would not permit soldiers to return to the swaddled babe of the Soviet Union. He had to use his own initiative once more to find his way through Japanese-occupied Vladivostok to join the Communist forces.


    Again, countless other narratives would permit the same conclusion. Any assessment that Russia was the problem that most Ukrainians experienced, that patriotism was their response, or that revolution was foreign to them, is at best patent nonsense. Not only was the reality of Ukrainian experience vastly more complicated than such a tidy view, but the facts are also indisputable that something like a majority of residents either joined or followed the leadership of rebels and internationalists, rather than adhering to the fantasies and tricky hidden agendas of those for whom nationalistic fervor was paramount.


    World War One typifies this complexity. With the help of agents from Russia, Austria, Germany, and France in particular, those who professed aspirations to nationhood and Ukrainian identity rose to control the State at times. Kiev was, after the treaty of Brest-Litovsk, in the hands of such reactionaries.


    But the uprisings of the civil war against the occupation of Crimea and other parts of Southern Ukraine, by French, Greek, and Turkish invaders who helped the White Army’s attempts to ‘smother the Red babe in its crib’ soon swept away these followers of the fancies of the past and the itineraries of the rich. Their hold on popular consciousness was never more than chimerical.


    The writings of Nestor Markho, the insightful and ruthless anarchist opponent of counterrevolution, reveal these tendencies brilliantly. He pointed out how the attacks on Jews that at this point presaged what was to come two decades hence were almost one hundred percent the machinations of the super-patriots and the ‘fatherlanders.’ And when an anarchist or a Bolshevik participated in such an atrocity, “they were without exception summarily shot.”


    Marusya, after having ascended to the leadership of her own anarchist army in the service of the Red Army, died at the end of White army hemp. Her compatriots called her the “Joan-of-Arc-of Anarchy.”


    Before her struggles ended however, she had repeatedly ventured behind enemy lines and convinced Cossacks to defect to the Communists. “Cossacks, I must tell you that you are the butchers of the Russian workers. Will you continue to be so in the future, or will you acknowledge your own wickedness and join the ranks of the oppressed? Up to now you have shown no respect for the poor workers. For one of the tsar's rubles or a glass of wine, you have nailed them living to the cross.”


    In this complicated, often contradictory, multidimensional and many-sided mélange of repression and rebellion, war and civil war, the different regions of Ukraine underwent varied experiences during these first decades of death and devastation and insurrection. But whether one examines Crimea; or further West along the coast in Odessa; or inland at Kiev or Kharkov or what was then Ekaterinoslav; or snug up to the lands of the Don Cossacks in the industrial and coal regions of the East; or Westward into Galicia, the threads are indisputably the same. A dominant radicalism vomited on Czarist Russia not because it was Russian but because it oppressed the common people. The nationalists and the super-patriots, often surreptitiously in league with their erstwhile upper-crust ‘enemies,’ were always in the minority, though naturally they ended up being exceedingly popular among the powers that be.


    And with very few exceptions the views of those ruling elites overwhelmingly held sway among the large landholders, the bankers, the substantial merchants, and the industrialists. Moreover, and especially pertinent in apprehending the present pass, these local gentry identified ideologically and connected tangibly in both political and economic fashion, with the upper strata of ‘Western’ capitalist society generally.


    Fascist Seedlings That Followed Red Triumph: Twin Crises of Russia & Capitalism


    Even the briefest examination of these events, as here, shows unequivocally an architecture of interconnection between Ukraine and Russia. No doubt, further and deeper assessment would yield additional nuance, marvels of paradox and the unexpected, in addition to mountains of data to support the primary thesis here, concerning this intertwined history and the radical identification that accompanies it.


    Another point to note, as this essay develops additional paragraphs about the years 1921-1933, is that crisis bounded previous happenings, dire straits for both Russia and capitalism. Thus, hunger and cholera joined ‘great depression’ at the outset, while typhus and flu and starvation and unparalleled mass murder and social collapse conjoined financial panic and economic ruin at the culmination.


    The rout of the so-called White Armies, though they demonstrated Bolshevik political mastery and, at least tentatively, social ascendancy, did not mean that the basis for capital’s detestation of Boshevism had receded. After all, this ‘White Army’ only existed because of Western support—both arms and funds, not to mention spies and advice.


    Nor did the battle involve only—or even primarily—such advisory assistance. Probably fewer than one in a hundred citizens of the United States, and only a slightly larger proportion of Western Europeans, know that England and its Commonweal comrades, along with Greece, France, the United States, Japan, and even some remnants of the former enemies of the ‘Triple Entente’ joined together to invade the Soviet Union, to seek to end the ‘madness’ and threat that communism seemed to hold out to the agents of the world’s imperial imprimatur.


    Winston Churchill, as much as any other leader, embodied the ferocity of this hatred. He spoke quite explicitly: “We must strangle the Bolshevik infant in its cradle.” He congratulated Italy’s Il Duce. “(Italy under Mussolini) has provided the necessary antidote to the Russian poison. Hereafter no great nation will be unprovided with an ultimate means of protection against the cancerous growth of Bolshevism.”


    H.G. Wells’ Outline of History spoke forthrightly against what he viewed as this insane rage and loathing. He believed that the United States may have evinced this pathological fury to an even greater degree than Britain.


    Certainly, as clever an arbiter of investigation as Upton Sinclair would have agreed with him. In his deeply reported skewering of American media in the first decades of the Twentieth Century, the author of The Jungle noted, “But the perfect case of journalistic knavery … ‘the case which in the annals of history will take precedence over all others, past or present,’ is the case of Russia. …’All the lying power of our journalism was turned against the Russian Soviets; and if you have read this book without skipping, you know what that lying power is. No tale was too grotesque to be believed and spread broadcast.’”


    This detestation led to all manner of tactics against the young Soviet regime closer at hand too. Agents from the war period merely adjusted their caps slightly and continued spying and provoking and so forth. Economic warfare occasionally manifested in trade and such, but especially Germany desperately needed any relationships that was not immediately worth less as a result of reparations; this dependency on Bolshevik New Economic Policy commodities and currency fostered Soviet growth and survival.


    Both this inherent need for connection and the infiltration of spies that it permitted affected Ukraine, at once beneficence and affliction. Soviet food supplies in any event depended on this fertile region of large and productive farms. And the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, including the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, moved forward, which mortified and further infuriated the upper reaches of capital’s ruling classes no end.


    Thus, ignoring counsel to the contrary to show some patience and bide its time, the Polish State, weeks after its creation, with tens of thousands of its citizens languishing from Typhus and a million and a half of its children eating from the bread bowl of the American relief fund, decided to invade the Soviet Union and seize Moscow, though in the event, the Poles decided to seize Ukraine first. Before the Red Army routed these attackers, they gained the outskirts of Kiev, as things then transpired just managing to repulse the revolutionary forces’ counterattack from overwhelming Warsaw, at which juncture both sides were ready to sue for peace.


    “Learn Commerce!” Lenin told Khrushchev. But this was not an easy row to hoe in the context of one dirty trick after another, one attempt and then something even more sinister to cause the entire prospect of socialism to come crashing down in a twisted heap of unworkable rubble.


    Even the Americans, who had abjured the lure of the Versailles Treaty and the temptations of ‘reparations’ in the form of colonial and imperial perquisites squeezed from the carcass of the Ottoman Empire or the fragile young Soviet States, took an interest in Ukraine. Our Man in the Crimea tells the tale of an adventurer, Hugo Koebler, a precursor to the Cold Warrior agents who financed ‘freedom fighters’ a generation later, and ‘Maidan fascists’ three generations down the pike.


    No less a diligent Cold Warrior than George Kennan himself, in his Russia and the West Under Lenin and Stalin, noted this obsessiveness and the passionate hatred that accompanied it. Artifice, plot, and conspiracy were all part and parcel of this view that Bolshevism was at least as despicable as espousing the ascendancy of Satan.


    Moreover, though the Communists won the civil war, the state of Russia was a mess. Famine was common in Ukraine during 1922 and 1923, for example. And without trade, both incoming and outgoing, this downward productive spiral would conceivably prove irreversible.


    Lenin’s New Economic Policy flowed directly from these exigencies. Muscovite trade bureaus thus became hotbeds of spies in London and Paris and more. And agents of capital poured into Russia, in particular to the Russian South, where Caucasan petrol and Ukrainian coal and grain were ever-fungible commodities.


    And just as the Soviets sent spies and provocateurs with its legations, such men and women waltzed into Moscow’s and Kiev’s territory as part of the given necessity of exchange. Relatively obscure monographs and treatments have delved this topic, utilizing the mostly now declassified holdings of the KGB, the American State Department, and the hydra-headed labyrinths of English intelligence in particular.


    Moreover, the remnants of the defeated ‘White Army,’ now ensconced throughout Europe and the Americas, remained committed to reasserting their rule and regaining their property and perquisites. In fact, one of the more famous capers of espionage lore involved a Soviet trick, the Trust, promising that all faithful counterrevolutionaries would discover armies of malcontents at their beck and call should they return.


    And return they did, to encounter firing squads, bullets in the back, or long and bitter imprisonment. One of England’s storied agents, allegedly the pattern for Ian Flemings 007, was Sydney Reilly, the “Ace-of-Spies,” who had plied the English agenda in regard to oil and commerce in favor of his adopted country from Baku through Crimea and the Ukraine and the Baltic Republics.


    He favored the Russian South in part, no doubt, because of the oil and other natural resources, but he could have had other reasons: some sources suggest that he originally hailed from Odessa; in any event, he was certainly Russian of some stripe. He had become a ‘spy in the cold’ by the early 1920’s but continued his organized subterfuge against the Bolsheviks, nonetheless, with or without the backing of British Intelligence.


    He too walked into a trap, thinking that resources and manpower to lead an uprising awaited him, instead of days of dire interrogation in a Moscow basement of NKVD. In the end, a bullet in the back of the head, in woods outside of the Kremlin’s lairs, was his fate.


    The up-and-coming Comrade Khrushchev, only thirty years old in 1924, encountered both the internal and the external aspects of these matters, difficulties that flowed both from Ukraine’s own almost impossible array of dynamics and from Western ‘interests’ that hoped to undermine or even overthrow communism; that such hopes existed is the only plausible explanation for the unheard of delay in the recognition of the Soviet State: the U.S. did not accede to the Communist’s victory until 1933.


    As to what the youthful functionary from Donetsk’s coal fields encountered, we might listen to his own recollections. He left his own heartland reluctantly, but his proficiency as an administrator in the coal mines and factories that he knew so well was threatening his boss.


    And he ventured to the Ukrainian capitol. “I’d never been to Kiev before. My own hometown of Yuzovka was a tiny village” in comparison. Straightaway, suitcase still in hand, he went to stand on the Dnieper’s storied banks.


    Still, his task was daunting. “The Kiev organization was not considered a very secure outpost of the Party. In fact, the area was notorious as a stronghold of Ukrainian nationalist elements, and its reputation was well-deserved. The local proletariat was weak and unstable; and the intelligentsia…centered around the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences…led…by a nationalist….There was also a formidable contingent of Trotskyites in the area (all of whom) were sure to regard me as a hopeless ‘Rusak.’”


    In fact, much of the tangible trouble that Khrushchev encountered evolved out of tensions between Kiev and the industrial East. Unemployed in the capitol, clerks and other wage-earners paraded with red banners, demanding jobs. When Khrushchev met with them, he pointed out that huge demand for labor existed where he had just left. The response was telling. “’We’d rather be out of work in Kiev than employed in the Donbass.’”


    In all of these situations that portray the give and take, the push and pull, between Moscow and Kiev, what was also transpiring were various deep games in which Western policies and its agents—both public and private—sought to undercut or even destroy Soviet power. In Ukraine, this pattern was as prevalent as, or even more pronounced than, it was anywhere else in the vast expanse of Soviet Russia.


    Despite these remaining legacies of the deepest sorts of contrariety and disagreement, however, for a brief span of years, as much as a decade, things flowered, relative to the previous chaos and cataclysm. Literature, film, music, dance, all of the arts and cultural expressions of modern life mushroomed in Kiev, in Kharkov, in Odessa.


    And children in the merest village had schools. They learned to read and write and think and plan. The party provided mentors to its up and coming members. A key ally of Stalin, Dmitrii Manuilskii, advised young Nikita Khrushchev, as he was finishing his tour-of-duty in Kiev. The pair were fellow Ukrainians, from similarly salt-of-the-earth backgrounds, but the elder communist, an intellectual and trained writer, instructed his junior about the overview that one had to struggle to obtain, and undertones that one had to strive to notice, in order to thrive as a proletarian leader.


    The period that Bolsheviks encountered at this juncture, in contrast to the carnage of World War, contained a respite from the intense mayhem that characterized the prior pass. Soon enough, at the finish of the decade or so following the Soviet consolidation of political power in Russia and its outlying regions, the dynamic of decline again appeared unstoppable. But before this vortex of pain repeated its body blows to social equanimity, a time of relative calm, of optimism, even if full of struggle and difficulty, prevailed.


    In the Ukraine, though one might examine many participants’ lives as typical of this pattern, one would find few likelier candidates for exemplification than the aforementioned Nikita Khrushchev. Though Moscow under Stalin’s rule was, as noted above, highly suspicious of Kiev, in this case , the young rising party star had a good year or so in Central Ukraine, his homeland.


    “Despite my forebodings, I must admit that my year in Kiev turned out to be very satisfactory. I have many pleasant memories of that period. I found it easy to work there. The people seemed to like me and trust me. I’d even say they respected me.”


    But the boon of this brief interlude of relative harmony, in which amid the fermentation that has typified Ukraine at every period equilibrium was more pronounced, affected much more than politics. The shooting of Eisenstein’s film in Odessa, in which the movie master made of his crowds a ‘caviar’ of the masses, which he then brought into focus with his extreme close-ups, exemplifies this interweaving of play and politics and culture.


    “The force of ‘The Odessa Steps’ arises when the viewer’s mind combines individual, independent shots and forms a new, distinct conceptual impression that far outweighs the shots’ narrative significance. Through Eisenstein’s accelerated manipulations of filmic time and space, the slaughter on the stone steps—where hundreds of citizens find themselves trapped between descending tsarist militia above and Cossacks below—acquires a powerful symbolic meaning. With the addition of a stirring revolutionary score by the German Marxist composer Edmund Meisel, the agitational appeal of Battleship Potemkin became nearly irresistible; when the film was exported in early 1926, it made Eisenstein world-famous.”


    Filmmaking and literature and art and theater enjoyed an upsurge during these years as intense as any earlier renaissance. In a sense, a cultural fertility that matched the fecundity of the land came to the fore as never before. As Ukrainians joined Russians in a communist experiment, vistas opened and walls came down, quite the opposite effect from what observers have come to expect of ‘comrade Stalin’ and so forth.


    These things did not happen like Bolshevist comic books, but they did happen. The life and art and career of Oleksander Dovzhenko was illustrative. His stories and drawings nearly matched his movies at the time as popular expressions. He found Ukrainian folklore captivating, and drew both filmic and written narratives from these sources. Criticized for overt nationalism, the party shortened his leash, and he ended up in Moscow. But he never abandoned the themes of conflict and polarity that defined his birthplace. One of his most popular novels was Ukraine in Flames, published in 1943.


    Nor was his even close to a unique example, though as early as 1927, film studios named in his honor opened in Kiev. Hundreds of performers, producers, writers, and artists of all sorts flowered under the Soviet regime in Ukraine. Many were Jewish, as in the case of Grigori Kozintsev. He excelled at both theater and film, his still-captivating most masterful achievement an iconic production of Hamlet that he had directed theatrically and made into a film. Others who turned to art were Romanian, or Polish, or Cossack, or Russian, though Ukraine took them all in. Nationalism was palpable, and it was also a façade, a chimera, fatuous nonsense.


    Kozintsev summed up these points incisively himself in 1965, speaking of his youth in theater near Kiev. “What we were doing then we were doing in the cold and famine of a devastated country. The conditions of life were very hard. The State, occupied with a full-scale civil war, was undergoing enormous difficulties. Yet the dominant sentiment was the affirmation of life. The young artists felt life in all its richness and color, and artistic forms seemed naturally to take on the artistic forms of a great popular carnival. In the middle of every kind of privation a sort of fair was going on. The young artists bore the common fate gaily, so fine did the time in which they lived appear to them. If this atmosphere is forgotten or neglected, then the art of those times remains incomprehensible.”


    Education, too, developed explosively. In part, this was, as always defined the background—and occasionally the foreground—of Russian life after 1921, a result of Party decisions and inputs and supports, which applied in Ukraine equally as in Moscow or Siberia or Korea.


    Most to the fundamental point, both primary and secondary education far surpassed what had transpired under the gaze of nobility and factory owners. The careers of some of the world’s top writers and filmmakers and scientists are just a few of the tangible expressions of this massive transformation in the community strength that communism brought to education’s foundations in Ukraine.


    Kira Muratova came of age in Kiev during World War Two and went on to world renown as a screenwriter and director. Stansilaw Lem, a pathfinder in literature, grew up in Lvov in the 1920’s and ‘30’s and went on to an iconic status as a storyteller and master of science fiction.


    Moreover, the same expansionist dynamic applied to college and technical education. New academies flourished. More venerable universities expanded, even as the Party saw in them hotbeds of nationalism. This upsurge of capacity-building and empowerment certainly completely differentiated post-revolutionary from Czarist Ukraine.


    Meanwhile, industry advanced apace. In part this reflected Russian concern at what, almost before the ink on the Versailles treaty was dry, Soviet leaders viewed as the inevitable coming of another World War. A key focus in these industrial expansions lied in Eastern Ukraine, as noted above. But the real acceleration of development was largely across the board throughout the region.


    This emphasis of industry obviously dovetailed perfectly with the theory and practice of communism, which in actual fact completely depended both on enlarging the presence of workers, of wage earners, of commodity producers, and on fostering their social, economic, and intellectual contributions. This increase in the number and power of workers happened everywhere, perhaps less so in the Ukrainian fields than elsewhere, but nonetheless an identifiable pattern in the coal and metal trades in the East, in the cities, and along the many waterways overseen by Kiev.


    All was not sweetness and light, however. Despite the dynamic institutional and organizational growth that Soviet rule facilitated in the arts and sciences and humanities, systematic ideological errors were clearly possible. No case illustrates this as does that of Trofim Lysenko, who was a Ukrainian, both academically tied to Kiev’s scientific circles and fanatically devoted to Stalin—who praised the biologist frequently. To prove his bogus theories that supported a ‘socialist view,’ Lysenko invented results that set Soviet biology back decades.


    As Lysenko’s impact to an extent illustrates, behind the scrim of this staging of a better life, of happier times, of open passion and human affection, however, lurked difficult political circumstances. Fulfilling Lenin’s prescient warning, Stalin manipulated more and more the varying threads of all the power strands of Soviet life.


    As the expansion of the 1920’s reached a zenith and portended horrendous deflation and the mire of recessionary times once more, the still relatively young Georgian, now the CPSU Central Committee Chair, having expelled one Ukrainian in the person of Trotsky and recruited many others such as Malinovsky and Khrushchev, foresaw the looming rise of fascism and war as clearly as anyone else on Earth. And for whatever reasons outside this clear-sighted vision, the paranoid Georgian dictator insisted on a period of planned production and collectivization that resulted in horrific consequences in Ukraine.


    Stalin’s Ascendancy & Its Effects


    Most people who support ‘free markets’ reflexively, who champion ‘freedom’ generally without much critical distance from the meaning of the term, conflate everything Bolshevist into one primal, nasty stew. Thus, Trotsky is Lenin is Stalin, and so on down the line.


    This tarnishing brush often enough applies retrospectively as well, so that Marx and Engels equal Stalin. The miasmic cloud extends to any related concept, at least in the mindset that sees the Wall Street Journal and its ilk as ‘balanced’ and ‘fair.’ Thus, socialism also elicits Stalinism.


    And the annalist who would wholeheartedly defend ‘Uncle Joe’ either has a monumentally sized heart or a supremely strong stomach. At the same time that Stalin’s story is a complex one, and much of power and merit emanated from Russia under his leadership, the conclusion is difficult to resist that he was a world class criminal, guilty of dastardly felonies and nasty misdemeanors and, quite likely, crimes against humanity.


    Perhaps we might just listen again to Nikita Khrushchev, whose On the Cult of Personality totally condemns Josef Stalin as a leader and admits the many thousands, or more, of murders and other vicious crimes that resulted from his ascendancy to the pinnacle of Soviet power. “Comrades, the cult of the individual acquired such monstrous size chiefly because Stalin himself, using all conceivable methods, supported the glorification of his own person.”


    Khrushchev continued, “This is supported by numerous facts. One of the most characteristic examples of Stalin's self-glorification and of his lack of even elementary modesty is the edition of his Short Biography, which was published in 1948. This book is an expression of the most dissolute flattery, an example of making a man into a godhead, of transforming him into an infallible sage, ‘the greatest leader,’ ‘sublime strategist of all times and nations.’ Finally no other words could be found with which to lift Stalin up to the heavens.”


    Khrushchev amplified these remarks, summarizing much of his speech, in his memoirs, Khrushchev Remembers. His recognition of the horror and tragedy of Stalin’s imprimatur was palpable. He lost so many dear friends because of the ‘glorious leader.’


    No doubt one might make the point that this is a flaw of Bolshevism. But making that point does not make it altogether true. For example, another element in Stalin’s own downfall was his reliance, almost absolute, on Lavrentiy Beriya, whom Comrade Nikita characterizes like this.


    “This unbelievable suspicion(paranoia) was cleverly taken advantage of by the abject provocateur and vile enemy, Beriya, who had murdered thousands of Communists and loyal Soviet people. The elevation of Voznesensky and Kuznetsov alarmed Beriya. As we have now proven, it had been precisely Beriya who had suggested to Stalin the fabrication by him and by his confidants of materials in the form of declarations and anonymous letters, and in the form of various rumors and talks.”


    A trial found Beriya, this mass murderer of Ukrainians and others, guilty of being an “agent of imperialism.” He suffered the same fate to which he had condemned thousands, his entire career that of a murderous ‘enforcer,’ Stalin’s fifth such hitman, though prior to that he had led various Soviet intelligence agencies. “Beria was yet another of these murderers, and in one of his first actions upon ascending to the head of the NKVD, Lavrentiy ordered the execution of five officials high in command in the Ukraine.” He also personally dispatched Trotsky’s murderer on his mission.


    Furthermore, we could also recall what Lenin—whose maternal grandfather was a Ukrainian Jew, by the way—had to say about his subordinate’s rise to chairing the Soviet Central Committee. “Stalin is excessively rude, and this defect, which can be freely tolerated in our midst and in contacts among us Communists, becomes a defect which cannot be tolerated in one holding the position of the Secretary General. Because of this, I propose that the comrades consider the method by which Stalin would be removed from this position and by which another man would be selected for it, a man, who above all , would differ from Stalin in only one quality, namely, greater tolerance, greater loyalty, greater kindness, and more considerate attitude toward the comrades, a less capricious temper, etc.”


    Whatever the case may be, the terror and murder attendant on agricultural collectivization under Stalin created a context of victimization and revenge that continues till the here-and-now. The purges , the blatant, self-serving lackeys who impelled much of Stalin’s vaunted paranoia, all the hideous excrescences that the opponents of Marx and Lenin and Trotsky and socialism trot out, are undeniable, but they also are a story that has yet to have its complete telling.


    For many current citizens of the Ukraine, particularly those in rural areas, forgiveness will never happen. This does not change the fact that many there still support communism, socialism, the entire ‘Marxian Project,’ as it were.


    And whatever the case may be, the situation was never as simple as the Stalin, bad; Capitalism; good’ school of thought would have it. The reader might listen to the brilliant filmmaker Dovzhenko, whose expulsion from Ukraine for nationalism would not make him a biased witness in favor of Stalin.


    Yet his benchmark production, Earth, about the collectivization, that bloody success, did tell a revolutionary story: “Thus, Dovzhenko is belittling not only the landed gentry, but also the church – something not uncommon in Soviet films of this time (see, for example, Strike and Pudovkin’s Storm Over Asia [1928]) – and truly establishing how all pervasive the new workers class is. The fact of a baby being born at the very end cements the idea of the birth of this new order, this new life for all, which the subsequent return to shots of the landscape, and particularly of apples in the rain (cleansing, washing away the old), relates back to the natural order, the natural cycle. Truly has man found his place in the world.”


    Industrialization and the preparation for further war, meanwhile, also established capacities that contributed to Soviet ability to resist Germany’s invasion. In the event, the facilities in the Ukraine fell into German hands. Stalin’s distrust, of course, had caused him to make certain that networks remained behind to sabotage and undermine what his stern leadership had brought to pass at such cost.


    And this preparedness was soon enough to prove crucial. The section to come tells that tale.


    In the meantime, one might reflect about a character such as Stalin, or about an underling such as Beriya. Who gained from their placement atop Boshevism’s operation ? As Khrushchev’s impassioned outcry made clear, the answer was not, “the Russian and the Ukrainian people.”


    One particular Individual Topic of Note


    Just as Kiev’s denizens in fact came to inhabit everywhere on Earth, fleeing high-handed Czars and crazy dictators alike, so too in literature observers find much of Ukrainian origin that is powerul and insightful. This piece of the present narrative concentrates on one specific instance of Russian literature in this regard, along with a few other examples from around the world.


    Jorge Amado’s Gabriella, Clove & Cinnamon, an irresistible novel of wild love and cacao commerce at the end of the gangland days in Bahia, introduced a cast of characters as memorable as it was vibrant and full of lusty abandon. One of them, just slightly more than a walk-on part, was Gregor-the-Russian. Only he wasn’t from Russia. His home had been Kiev.


    Barbara Kingsolver’s work has spanned the globe. Her stories often seem quiet, until they explode repeatedly. One of theseunassuming yarns that ends up gripping with a fierce stranglehold is her fairly recent, Lacuna. It tells of a man from Asheville, North Carolina who, through strange twists of fate, ends up cooking for and otherwise serving Frida Kahlo and Diego Riviera.


    Through them, he ends up working for Trotsky, a truly great man in history and the novel, a leader and undying believer in humanity and justice. Undying he was, even after his assassination at the hands of Stalin’s hitman.


    Others too may join this list, as further research adds to what this author has personally read recently. No matter what, Ukraine’s ‘infiltration’ of the world is clearly a fact, both in reality and in the realm of story.


    However, the utility of literature as evidence is perhaps nowhere more potently apparent than in Mikhail Sholokhov’s And Quiet Flows the Don, a novel of such sweep and power that it carries a reader along to laughter and weeping again and again, till the ragged ending lets us resume our ways in life as if we’ve lived through World War One and revolution with the Don Cossacks and their Ukrainian neighbors.


    Ukrainians repeatedly appear and play key roles in the novel, while much of the fighting that forms a central element of the plot takes place in Central Ukraine and Galicia. The main character’s transformation into a communist results from his Ukrainian roommate at the hospital where both are recuperating from wounds to their eyes. Through relentless factualization of their pass and reasoning about it, this wry resident from Little Russia is a fulcrum for the entire story.


    “Most terrible of all, Grigory began to think Garanzha was right, and that he was impotent to oppose him. He realized with horror that the intelligent and bitter Ukrainian was gradually but surely destroying all his former ideas about the tsar, the country, and his own military duty as a Cossack. Within a month of the Ukrainian's arrival the whole system on which Grigor’s life had been based was a smoking ruin. It had already grown rotten, eaten up with the canker of the monstrous absurdity of the war, and it needed only a jolt. That jolt was given, and Grigory's artless straightforward mind awoke.”


    Sholokhov’s symbolic turn would be useful for many people today to consider. Grigory, who ranks as one of the most flawed and sympathetic heroes of the canon, was at risk from his wounds of going blind. His understanding of the fraudulence that he had accepted as truth helped him to see again.


    Few writers, not Crane, not Conrad, not Hemingway, surpass Sholokhov’s ability to describe the horrors of the warfare that Nazis and nationalists so blithely embrace. These words too could help readers not to forget or forego this fact of martial engagement, this carnage of conflict. “His entire face was a cry; bloody tears were raining from his eyes that had been forced out of their sockets. …(O)ne leg, torn away at the thigh, was dragged along by a shred of skin and a strip of scorched trouser; the other leg was gone completely. He crawled slowly along on his hands, a thin, almost childish scream coming from his lips…. No one attempted to go to him.


    ‘Both legs gone!’


    ‘Look at the blood!’


    ’And he's still conscious.’ Uryupin touched Grigory on the shoulder…. (and) drew Grigory along by the sleeve…. Under Zharkov's belly the pink and blue intestines were steaming. The tangled mass lay on the sand, stirring and swelling. Beside it the dying man's hand scrabbled at the ground.”


    The aftermath of this event is equally telling. The war’s mayhem, for the Cossacks and Ukrainians, occurred largely on the terrain of ‘Little Russia.’ The survivors of the above engagement, having seen half their number literally cut to pieces by Austrian machine-gunners in Galicia, returned to find Golovachev, the Division Chief-of-Staff, showing off snapshots of the action that he had taken and developed. A lieutenant struck him in the face and then collapsed in sobs. “Then Cossacks ran up and tore Golovachev to pieces, made game of his corpse, and finally threw it into the mud of a roadside ditch. So ended this brilliantly inglorious offensive.”


    
      In the work of Amado, Kingsolver, and Sholokhov, a radical has plenty to watch out for. The businessmen of Bahia might drop an anarchist in a pit after blowing his brains out. Trotsky, in Kingsolver’s astounding work, meets the same end that actually happened to the sixty-one year old Ukrainian-cossack commie internationalist; death by an ice-pick in the brain.

    


    
      And the Cossacks from the Don region of both Russia and Ukraine felt the ever-looming threat of immolation, whatever side they picked. But their choices did not flow from ideology or patriotism to one or another icon—czarist or Ukrainian, but from chances that represented the hardest sorts of decisions, that might lead to damnation whatever direction one selected.

    


    
      These Scylla-or-Charybdis encounters in turn emanated from the mortal combat over the world’s first State that sought to put wage-earners in charge, that elevated toilers over property owners and inherited wealth. The looming shadow of a Hitler or a Mussolini, the invitation to install a Franco or any number of other reactionaries, had already at the end of this quarter century of revolution in Ukraine assumed a tangible form, revealing the shape of a social monstrosity that needed only a dire enough economic climate in order to manifest itself completely.


      The Rise & Fall & Rise of Fascism; from World War Two to 'Containment'


      Stalin’s depredations, in retrospect, both resulted from and fed into the evolution of fascism as a strategy to impede and destroy the Bolsheviks specifically and communism more generally. Most pointedly, the central element of the dynamic from the perspective of Russia—and the very substantial pro-Soviet citizenry in Ukraine—was the preparation for resistance to bourgeois incursions and the Nazi terror that the ‘propertied classes’ had prepared consciously to unleash. On the other hand, from capital’s point of view, in the capitol’s of Europe particularly, the essential component of the process was to foster developments that would eviscerate the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.


      In this context, a war of barbaric proportions might appear inevitable. In any event, the capitalist economy did what it always does—collapse—and war drew nigh; when it came, it brought with it slaughter on a scale that dwarfed the starvation that attended agriculture’s and industry’s embrace of ‘planning,’ the intention of which had always been the creation of an industrial capacity equal to the pending tasks of self-defense.


      Instead of Nazi destruction of Red Russia, however, the opposite took place. Russian Communism defeated Hitler and the racialist fantasies of an ‘elect Germanic Volk.’ As always, Ukraine’s part in this bloodbath was multidimensional, almost impossibly complex and almost unfathomably dialectical at the same time. The following sections reveal currents in the flow of what happened from the mid-to-late 1930’s to 1950 or so.


      Nurturing Nationalism & Fascism, & Soviet Responses


      While a decade-long fertilization of the fascist curse was occurring in the West, moreover, a parallel seeding of the ground took place on the fringes of Russia. Even inside the Soviet state, agents operated to lay the basis both for upheaval in the present, and, whether intended at the time or not, for future collaboration with Nazis.


      England’s ‘safe houses’ in the Ukraine were a good example. They provided escape routes for agents or ‘assets’ that Western governments and leaders of empire wanted to debrief after their missions or interview about their dissatisfactions, longings, and so forth.


      From Poland, Austria, Hungary, Romania, as well, and especially Germany too, agents arrived whose purpose was to appeal to nationalism, to make promises of freedom and riches, to vow to honor God’s grace again and return it and obedience to a ‘legitimate’ order to their proper places at the social center. Always, these sallies looked upon Russians and communists and Jews altogether as the enemies to vanquish, as the parties to blame and victimize.


      The memories from the prior period made such concerns palpable to those who lived under Soviet imprimatur. After all, Poland’s invasion had only happened a decade or so before. The Soviet Trust scheme, moreover, had only worked due to the way that expatriate elites, supported by their European patrons, had fiercely committed themselves to disparaging and destroying the Soviet Union.


      This was the context for the emergence of one of the most ‘heroic’ Nazis in the annals of the aficionados of race and nation and Volk. Stepan Bandera actually incubated in Poland—though now Ukrainian territory—the movement that continues its supremacist actions to this day in Ukraine. He organized almost as relentlessly against the Poles as he sought to undermine and assault all that was communist, any who espoused Marx and Lenin and Stalin, as well as those who were Jewish or otherwise ‘impure’ in their roots and blood.


      Nor was Bandera a lone wolf or some sort of unique giant of this social strain. Various other groups, parties, and actors were also prominently present in and around the land putatively ruled by Communist Kiev. In fact, these reactionaries spent nearly as much time arguing with and challenging each other with angry debate as they did in undermining or attacking Reds and Jews and other ‘imperfect’ specimens. Thus the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists bickered incessantly—at the same time that it collaborated in pogroms and murder—with the Ukrainian Insurgent Army, or the UPA, which was an OUN offshoot in the first place.


      Also pertinent at this juncture were the ways that Germans and their functionaries, who often turned out to be businesspeople of diverse nationalities, facilitated these processes. These were years in which Teutonic ‘tourists,’ about whom spies elsewhere even then joked because the schemers dispatched from Munich/Berlin were so obvious, ambled about taking revealing pictures and seeking contacts with the right sorts of dissenters and disaffected folks.


      In any case, in different ways, the Soviets responded in kind. They penetrated and sought to subvert or destroy the fascist bands. They made gestures of solidarity and support to ethnic and religious populations that the Nazis targeted. Not only did Russian agents reach out to fascist targets, but they also threatened those to whom the nationalists were appealing.


      Furthermore, they sent their own, Red operatives abroad, to Berlin and Vienna and Paris and London and Miami and New York. In this way, these ‘prewar’ years continued the ‘postwar’ grappling of the 1920’s and readied for the storms that loomed on the horizon, foreshadowing the chill of ‘cold-war’ to come.


      In this shadow-boxing struggle, among the pugilists in the ring of history, so to speak, were the organizations, many of them exclusively Ukrainian and almost all of them inclusive of members from Crimea or Kiev or Kharkov, of émigrés in far-flung locations around the world. These networks occasionally ventured to plant operatives in Ukraine or made ‘cultural visits’ or in some way or other sought to make contact and advance plans to weaken Soviet power.


      In the midst of all this, at the other end of Europe, Spain’s Republican government was collapsing as a result of hidden German and Italian support for the fascist Franco. Under the leadership of Dmitri Manuilskii , a member of the Politburo, the Soviet Union, in addition to providing armaments and military advisers, both backed Solidarity Brigades in support of the Republican state and offered homes to Spanish refugee children and orphans.


      Manuilskii was Ukrainian, from the other side of the Polish border near where Stepan Bandera came into the world, from a poor family whose paterfamilias was an Orthodox priest, whose son became a chief leader and intellectual of the atheistic Soviet Union. In 1937-8, Comrade Manuilskii oversaw the placement of the Spanish youth, a substantial portion of whom came to Ukraine to start, a few of whom stayed there. He was also an ardent Stalinist, having penned The Great Theoretician of Communism in Stalin’s honor.


      Such motifs, signatures of a dialectical dance of animosity and belligerence on one side, opposed to solidarity and networking on the other side, defined the region as the Autumn of 1939 approached. While the world witnessed blitzkrieg for the first time, when industrial ordnance and delivery systems field-tested in Galician Spain made the attrition of 1916 obsolescent in Galician Ukraine—then part of Poland—Russia out of desperation and Germany out of opportunism made a devil’s bargain.


      The Soviets shipped over a million Poles to Siberia. They put comrades and Jewish activists and party members, mainly from Ukraine, in charge of the realm that had threatened to overrun Kiev a mere eighteen years prior to that early Autumn. They fought off and retaliated ruthlessly against Ukrainian nationalists, whether they belonged to one of the chief organizations or were merely independent minded about their identities.


      Though everyone with a brain then knew—and how much more so now must a modicum of intelligence make this point clear—that Slavic blood and Teutonic blood would soon spill in a death match between the Communist and Nazi systems, the two sides parlayed both to ‘carve up’ Poland and Finland and the Baltic States and in general to offer to the world the pretense of a conjunction between Capital and What Is To Be Done, on the one hand, and Mein Kampf and International Jewry, on the other hand.


      But of course such an alliance was no more real than a fighter’s feint of vulnerability and trusting confidence that invites a killing blow, only to elicit a deadly counterpunch in reply.


      War & the Eruption of Unparalleled, Systematic Brutality & Mass-Murder


      Even before the façade of the Ribbentrop pact came to pieces, in fact, and for years prior to that, the German Abwehr had been organizing Ukrainian nationalists of any stripe as future militias during the battles to come. And as soon as the Nazis turned the German war machine toward Moscow, all these nationalist factions, but especially the OUN, initiated uprising in Ukraine, particularly in the West, an outburst of nationalist frenzy aimed at Jew and Communist Party member alike. The resulting upheaval and desperation and flight of millions of people, as thousands and tens of thousands died, greased the skids for the Germans as the invasion proceeded, at the same time that the Germans rejected the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists goal of a state of their own.


      In July, 1941, as the OUN-orchestrated “Ukrainian Revolution” was unfolding along with German military advances, the Nazis detained Bandera and held him as a ‘friendly prisoner’ under house arrest, at first in Berlin and then at a stockade adjacent to a concentration camp for Jews. While he was under lock and key, through 1944, his comrades-in-arms back in the field formed militias to liquidate Poles, Jews, and Communists.


      As one commentator pointed out, “The OUN pursued a policy of infiltrating the German police in order to obtain weapons and training for its fighters. In this role they helped the Germans to implement the Final Solution. Although most Jews were actually killed by Germans, the OUN police working for them played a crucial supporting role in the liquidation of 200,000 Jews in Volyn in the second half of 1942(although in isolated cases Ukrainian policemen also helped Jews to escape). Most of these police deserted in the following spring and joined UPA,” a competitor-nationalist force with which the OUN both often disagreed) and occasionally joined to carry out joint operations.


      Yet another wrinkle in this already wildly complicated fabric tied together with gut string and bloody sinew was the fate of Ukraine’s and Poland’s Catholics. These adherents to Rome had hated Communist Russia but in Poland, where many of the Galician Ukrainian papists had settled, they had been socially well-placed.


      With the arrival of the Soviets, this comfortable placement quite quickly disappeared. Thus, the elderly archbishop of the region and his ‘flock’ initially welcomed the Wehrmacht. But as the hundreds of thousands of victims of pogroms and decimation mounted, as many as half were Catholic.


      In a deal worked out with the Vatican, though, this gory situation eased slightly. The Church was to become both a booster of Nazism in the event of good tidings in the war and a safe harbor in the event of defeat. This infuriated many nationalists and of course isolated Catholics from Orthodox and Jews and stained the Papists , willy-nilly, with the blood of the dead who either resisted or had the marks—ideological or religious—that branded them for elimination.


      Ukraine at that point had one of the largest Jewish populations in Europe. Indeed, the identification of Judaism with socialism and the Bolshevik victory had deep roots in fascist thinking. Not only did mass slaughter occur when nationalist rebels assisted the Nazis in their efforts at annihilation, however, but, at Babi Yar and Odessa, local sympathizers and bigots also aided Germans in the former case and Romanians in the latter instance to murder as many as 30,000 Jews and Communists in two days outside Kiev and 50,000 Jews and assorted others over the course of a week on the coast in the Fall of 1941.


      Some historians maintain that the nationalist thugs helped the Germans to perfect the logistics and organization of these mechanized homicidal operations, which would have seemed admirable, perhaps, were they processing chickens instead of producing human corpses. These collaborators included police officers, the theretofore disfranchised landowners and merchants who had not fled with the White Army when it retreated in defeat, and ‘ordinary’ citizens willing to participate in mass murder in a context that has witnessed at least its fair share of such mayhem. This furious pace of brutal killing did not continue; it could not.


      But as Hannah Arrendt recorded in her witnessing of the trial of Adolph Eichman, this viciousness was part of the German policy in ‘the East,’ where the extraction from the population of the maximum product, of wheat and meat, and labor, in the coal mines and metal works, hinged on a practice of terror and brutality that no other period in history has ever surpassed. And these practices of summary execution and arbitrary attacks did persist until relief came.


      In the event, some several hundred thousand Jews, mainly Ukrainian, ventured forth with the Red Army in its retreat, many of whom now lie in unmarked graves, others of whom received only leftovers for food and bare or completely inadequate necessities of life as they fled. Conditions were dire, and the enemy was not a benevolent conqueror. The Soviet military capacity could not trade body blows with the world’s second largest industrial producer, nor did liberal conceptions of ‘human rights’ hold sway as the S.S. slit the throats and splattered the brains of whomever they chose to butcher.


      In no way had the Soviet retreat abandoned the field of battle, however. In fact, all during the years of German occupation, different bureaus of Russian intelligence ran networks of partisans that made German life ‘at the rear’ as tense and often nearly as dangerous as existence on the frontlines. Soviet-led groups of Jews and other combatants would emerge from the woods and slaughter entire villages that cooperated with the occupying authorities.


      They would assassinate or ambush and execute Germans in carefully planned assaults that guaranteed that the Nazis would retaliate massively against the locals. Recruitment to join the underground armies in the trees increased apace.


      The life expectancy of these partisans, who included Jews and gypsies and anarchists and peasants as well as more or less dedicated Marxist-Leninists, was never lengthy. Even women would enlist to fight, and they shot and stabbed and punched and played their martial part with as much fervor and deadly effect as their brothers and cousins and other strange men with whom they found themselves embedded.


      They fought without hope. They fought without expectation. They gloried in the ability not to expire with a whimper but to exact a cost for each drop of blood that they shed in dying.


      But they didn’t have that long to wait, in the scheme of things, despite the terrible toll of even an hour of such horror and oppression. The siege of Stalingrad marked one of humanity’s turning points. For Ukraine, the late Spring and Summer of 1943 would mark another welcome conjunction of Mother Russia and Little Russia. Leading the liberating Red Army divisions was a Ukrainian whom we’ve met earlier, Rodion Malinovsky.


      “In February 1943 Malinovsky again took command of the Southern Front - as in 1941. In March Stalin promoted him to the rank of Army General and gave him command of the Southwestern Front, which would later be renamed the 3rd Ukrainian Front. Malinovsky would stay in this position until May 1944. He drove German troops away from eastern Ukraine, an area rich in coal and other mineral resources. He also once again showed his ability to come up with unusual decisions that could be striking and devastating to his opponents. When his Southwestern Front was taking hold of the Ukrainian city of Zaporozhye in October 1943, Rodion Malinovsky carried out a massive night assault with the help of three armies and two corps – it had never been done in military practice before.


      As Commander of the 3rd Ukrainian Front he smashed Nazi troops near the towns of Melitopol and Nikopol, crossed the Southern Bug River and liberated his hometown of Odessa. Malinovsky managed to isolate German forces in the Crimean Peninsula from the rest of the enemy’s troops. For these heroic deeds Malinovsky received the title of Hero of the Soviet Union.”


      The turnaround changed history. “The annihilation of the Sixth Army, which had conquered Paris and invaded huge areas of Russia, Belorussia and the Ukraine, marked the beginning of the end for Hitler and the start of the Red Army’s advance towards Berlin. ”


      But the cost staggers the imagination. Such sacrifice is beyond the ken of most inhabitants of the ‘free world.’ “The colossal total of nearly 27 million Soviet military and civilian dead in the Second World War was more than twice the death toll of all Americans, Britons, Commonwealth, French and even Germans combined.” And a minimum of five-to-six million of this sum were human beings from Ukraine.


      In other words, though, the Russian army’s losses amounted to such an extensive bloodletting that only by conscripting hundreds of thousands of Ukrainians could the battle against the Nazis continue. And more than occasionally, Ukrainians proved willing conscripts.


      By late Fall, 1944, the final crushing of the Nazi colossus was at hand, with Russian and Ukrainian soldiers leading the way, joined by partisans at each step whose forebears still overwhelmingly loathe Nazism even as prominent and favored minorities, excused by former Soviet allies, will trot out one or another of the Austrian Corporal’s collaborators now and again. Of course, this is precisely what has happened recently in Odessa and the Donbass, even though people in those places still recall Babi Yar and the fall of Berlin both.


      Rescuing Nazis & Cold War As an Intended Consequence of ‘Allied’ Victory


      Western Europeans remember Anzio, Normandy, and the obliterating tonnage of industrial bombing against the German heartland. And these were mighty expressions of the human capacity for war and destruction. But all who study the Second World War will acknowledge that the attrition of the struggle in the East was what defeated Hitler on the battlefield, just as the communist-organized resistance movements—for which Ukraine was one template—slipped a sharp blade between the third and fourth ribs of the Nazi system behind the lines.


      One might recoil in horror or nod in wry recognition that, even in the midst of this victory—as Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill and Josef Stalin planned the postwar order at the Czar’s Winter Palace in Crimea, one of the supreme ironies of all time was coming to pass. This entailed the already mentioned pre-ordained Catholic sanctuaries, which hid top Nazis away from Soviets’ grasp, in conjunction with the British and Americans, who had espionage networks throughout Ukraine and Eastern Europe that were, for the English, decades old.


      The spies and Ivy League gentlemen of the U.S. Office of Strategic Services, though newer to the territory, showed themselves to be quick studies, with ready access to money and resources that locals found more than modestly attractive after years that saw cannibalism compete with starvation. These three ‘stakeholders’ joined hands, while civilians struggled to stay alive and soldiers still faced imminent death by trauma or disease, to usher from Ukraine and elsewhere in Europe tens of thousands of Nazi leaders, scientists, and functionaries.


      Why did this happen? Why did Roosevelt delay bargaining at Yalta, in the Crimea? Why did Truman, who took Roosevelt’s place, abrogate the deals that his predecessor had made there? Why did several hundred thousand Japanese face instant death by incineration, or slow demise from radiation poisoning, or a combination of sudden end and torture from blunt trauma? The answer to all of these queries is the same. The United States’ leaders of finance and industry and politics, even if Churchill’s dream of an eviscerated Soviet Union had not quite come true, intended to rule the roost in the aftermath of some hundred-odd million corpses, and these very tough minded men wanted as little communism to follow in the lee of the decimation as they could arrange.


      If skilled actors, who had recently committed genocide and killed U.S. and English citizens and followers of the ‘one true faith,’ could help, so be it. If duplicity and fraud and corruption had to accompany such eventualities of dominance and hegemony, so be it. If, even as the stench of death and decay still rose fresh from mass graves and killing fields, the grounds for the next war had to be made ready, by God, so be it.


      In this context, the Marshall Plan was another weapon, psychological in nature, so that starving Ukrainians in 1947 would see the largesse of America. The Cold War was a strategy instigated by the United States, whose key tactic, ‘containment,’ operated on the basis of a nuclear weapons monopoly the overwhelmingly primary purpose of which was to check any notion that Stalin might have had to advance beyond where his soldiers had bled and hacked their way to stand in place.


      Harry Truman and his advisers in government and academia and industry, including a few White Russians, had thought such things out. Gar Alperowitz’s Atomic Diplomacy is no longer controvertible in this regard. The circumstantial and direct evidence is overwhelming.


      President Truman, “(e)ven before taking over the Presidency, …had given the problem (of maintaining control over Eastern Europe and Asia)considerable thought. In a May 16(1945)discussion with the Secretary of War, he recalled at great length talks he used to have with his friend Senator Elbert Thomas of Utah—‘I would point to a map of Europe and trace its breadbasket, with Hungary a cattle country and Rumania and Ukraine as the wheat area” along with plenty of coal on the Donbass border.


      One might develop these points at even greater length. The Central Intelligence Agency’s role, the rise of military Keynesianism, the willful promulgation of warfare among war weary people in Ukraine, the support for nationalistic and patriotic visions that inherently promoted the very sorts of relationships that had ended in such a death spiral, these and other points—and uncountable stories and vignettes and incidents as wild and passionate and bizarre as Ukraine itself, might yet be forthcoming.


      But I’ll hope, though providing these additional details would be enjoyable and would serve to teach even more what is happening and what is at stake, that we’ve seen enough for now. The links are obvious. Nationalism is not some high-flown sweet ideal; it is one way of looking at things. Russians are Ukrainians and vice versa at least as much as they are their own unique categories of identity.


      Communism and social democracy are equally as valid as pretend ‘free-market,’ bourgeois profiteering, and, without a single doubt, these more economically equitable means are quite definitely as popular as ‘naked capitalism’—at least on the part of the Earth’s surface that considers itself Ukrainian. For both of these qualities—one about cultural cohesion, one about social organization, quite a few folks in this part of the world will ‘go to the mat.’


      Fascism has never won through democratic means. Its deployment is always violent and cynical. Yet it does serve a purpose for those who would continue to ply their trade and extract a healthy profit. Thus, this devilish deal is once again in front of our eyes.


      It has penetrated to the center of things because those who would manage the world according to ideological fantasy and fatuous propaganda, all in order to extract the maximum return on a dollar and maintain the maximum extent of their empire, have decided, along with Victoria Nuland, “Fuck the EU!” In light of what we’ve learned here, does that seem like a sound approach?


      In the Nature of Concluding Something


      Unlike in the natural sciences, where a lack of involvement can mean that an actor cares little more about uncertainty than about the upshot of the curiosity that impelled a look, in the social sciences an ignorant citizen can quite often desperately need to pay attention and seek answers. Ukraine, in the course of a busy afternoon, could be the source of the elimination of every human being from our fair planet.


      Most importantly, the relationships and complications that characterized the past live on. What Faulkner said about the American South applies with especial force in Ukraine. “The past here isn’t dead; it’s not even past.” Today’s developments, whatever manifestations ultimately predominate, can only result from intersections with and contextualization of these past decades that now seem to have passed away and yet remain potently present.


      In such a network of intertwined threat and depredation, willful ignorance counts as more than inexcusable, to become, truly, a crime against humanity. Whereas absolute assurance of truth may be ever elusive, those folks who hope for human thriving and survival must seek out honest ideas and information about Ukraine, be willing to discuss these matters fully and openly, and then seek to act with each other to salvage our skins if not our souls.


      AFTERWORD


      Big plusses attend thinking in real terms about the past and its connection with the present. For example, one receives a powerful boost in trying to make sense of multiple contemporary strands that might otherwise seem opaque at best. The following cases are illustrative.


      
        	
          MH-17 is the situation that most troubles people. The recent report about this particular mass murder makes clear that Russians have cooperated fully with the investigation, whereas outside interests—the same ones that arrogated to themselves the right to invade and otherwise terrorize the ‘infant’ Soviet Union, interests then as now well aware of the social pressure points and rich bonanzas attendant on control of Ukrainian space—have neither shared data nor cooperated much with the process; at the least, this should cause a high degree of skepticism about the allegations against Russia that are purposely empty of content.

        


        	
          Russia’s annexation of Crimea is another obvious point to ponder. This was the home where the crew of the Potemkin rose up not so long ago, led by Ukrainians; the land where one of history’s storied yet little-told heroines, also Ukrainian, sacrificed her life, beside her Ukrainian husband on the gallows, in order to drive off local bourgeois and gentry and support the revolution that Bolsheviks had led; and on and on ad infinitum. The notion that this place, somehow, has a grudge against Russia and would only join under threat or vicious manipulation, is at best absurd.

        


        	
          The Maidan uprising and its interlaced factors of hidden agendas, Nazi agents, and fiery rhetoric are additional cases in point. If readers do not see the close correspondence, to the point of identity, between these recent events and a past in which a complex dance that involved more mutuality than aversion occurred between Russia and Ukraine, with various other ‘partners’ looking on greedily, then these perusers need to reread what shows up above.

        

      


      Another, related advantage is that one gets a very powerful bullshit detector. In relation to Ukraine, corporate media have explained all sorts of recent events in ways that are at best nonsensical, given what we know now about the history of the region and how this intertwines with present. Again, a few unfolding developments are instructive.


      
        	
          Just as a nuanced explication—one that at least recognized the possibility that present conspiracies fit patterns of past racketeering— of what likely transpired with the downed Malaysian jet might be quite satisfying, so too the ‘standard’ mediation of corporate enterprise is laughably inadequate.

        


        	
          A similar conclusion is possible in relation to Crimea, Sevastopol, and so forth.

        


        	
          Nor does the overall ‘establishment’ contextualization of the past year or so escape such a critique. The tropes that show up in America’s ‘Paper-of-Record’ or Jeff Bezos’ new plaything in the District of Columbia most clearly exemplify this fatuous and self-serving reportage. While the reporting of England’s press, perhaps particularly the Guardian—full disclosure: I will receive payment for this writing from Guardian Media—is slightly more robust and less biased, particularly the British Broadcasting Corporation comes close to equaling the foolishness on the other side of the Atlantic. One might make similar observations as one proffers about the better English papers and websites about the French, particularly Le Monde, and the German for-profit media.

        

      


      Finally, one gains, by tying together the five decades that happened half a century ago with the present situation a capacity to think about what might be coming down the pike, so to say. Once again, a couple specific scenarios are useful to examine, even though many other possibilities also exist.


      
        	
          The first plausible outcome would mirror what has twice come to pass already—world war of the most total variety; such a thought is, to say the least, bracing. The United States is now on track to spend plus-or-minus another trillion dollars in the next decade or so making its present nuclear weapons strike forces even more daunting. Coincidentally, America’s initial choice to wage the world’s first atomic war also had a Crimean connection; Truman’s diaries and other records show his poker-playing strategy—after the Trinity Test replaced with triumphant pride —while he and his staff were meeting at Potsdam, delaying and preparing to renege on agreements with Stalin when the Manhattan project delivered what soon enough came to pass at Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

        


        	
          The second reasonable expectation is that citizens and all of the so-called ‘stakeholders’ will form some sort of critical mass of empowered action to yield a very different result from what World War One or World War Two ‘special-delivered’ to our kind; though this seems to offer a reassuring potential, clearly, this reassurance only adds up to more than fancy if people are willing to give voice to critical thinking and act toward accomplishing an agenda that fits such an intellectual stance, vocalization and critical thought that are only possible in the context of a deeper and more honest explication, particularly regarding history, than folks have thus far shown the willingness to engage.

        

      


      One further benefit of contemplating the world in the fashion that this narrative does has nothing to do with Ukraine. It concerns the way that media and storytelling and consciousness form an evolving neural capacity in the citizen’s brain, in an observer’s heart, in a reader’s overall awareness.


      If we fail to tie things up with a bow and package that includes a past from which all our present problems and prospects spring, then we have truly understood nothing. And isn’t such a narrative aptitude, when we are ‘on our game,’ as it were, just what we normally attempt? Inquiring minds ought very much want to cogitate about this inquiry, if only because thriving and survival these days may require such an orientation.


      Image map - "Ukraine OCHA" by UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) - Ukraine Locator Map (ReliefWeb), ESRI, UNCS. Licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons - http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ukraine_OCHA.png#mediaviewer/File:Ukraine_OCHA.png

    

  


  
    Why is the British government arming Israel?


    Steve Rushton


    Since 1967, Israel has occupied, bombed and persecuted the people of Gaza, part of a broader colonisation of Palestinian lands. Throughout this time, with a few exceptions, Britain has sold Israel weapons and given it political backing. Between 2008 and 2012 arm sales amounted to £130 million, including drones and parts for Apache and F16 jet weapons that were pivotal to Israel’s latest assault on Gaza, called Operation Protective Edge.


    This offensive began on 8th July and lasted for 50 days, killing over 2,100 people in Gaza, including 490 children. Palestinian health officials assert most were civilians; Israel claim 750 deaths were fighters. During the same period Hamas killed 64 soldiers, 6 civilians and 1 child. The imbalance of deaths reflects the situation of Gaza. Israel, the occupying force, is a nuclear armed state and one of the most militarised in the world. This fights against a non-state force with relatively rudimentary weapons, Hamas, and against civilians in one of the most densely populated areas on earth.


    Israel’s recent attack on Gaza has caused global protests and outcry, including 300 Holocaust survivors and descendants who condemned Israeli for committing “genocide of Palestinian people”.


    Historically, Israel has broken international law on multiple occasions; such as occupying land with settlements, ethnic cleansing Palestinians and with its nuclear weapon programme, which received implicit UK support. Supporting and arming Israel makes Britain actively complicit. Britain and other Western powers have even blocked attempts to charge Israel for war crimes, invited Israel to make an Israel Pavilion at the biannual London arms fair DSEi, and in May 14 gave Tzipi Livni, Israel's justice minister, special immunity so she could visit the UK without being arrested for war crimes, all further showing its backing.


    The reasons behind British arms sales and state complicity with Israel’s actions is both simple and complex. Crudely, the arms industry sells to whoever it can to make profits. David Cameron pushes weapons as a focus for the economy, building on a British tradition of arming despotic regimes like Gaddafi’s Libya and Mugabe’s Zimbabwe during Blair’s tenure and Hussein’s Iraq, Suharto’s Indonesia and Pinchot’s Chile during Thatcher’s governments.


    The UK also has a track record of promoting internationally banned weapons.


    Yet the longevity of British support for Israel’s occupation of Palestine makes it stand out.


    From a British strategic perspective, the UK along with the US and Europe has supported Israel to enable the west to dominate the region for its oil. For instance, Israel this year bombed Syria. Israel also fired scud missiles during the Western invasion of Iraq (1991) and there is strong evidence it pushed for the latter Iraq invasion.]


    The complexity of British support for Israel also ties to a legacy of over a century of socio-political history, beginning with the emergence of Zionism: calls for a Jewish state in the Middle East. After centuries of Jewish persecution in Europe culminating in the Nazi Holocaust, Israel was (and still is) supported as a safe haven for Jews. But this narrative erodes that this haven was already the land of Palestinian people.


    One reason why Israel has been able to brutalise the people of Palestine for so long is that criticism of its actions is often labelled anti-Semitic. But it is important to recognise that criticising Zionism or the actions of the state of Israel is not anti-Semitic. Instead, any reporting based on negative stereotyping or persecuting Jewish people is anti-Semitic.


    From its conception, those backing Zionism had a range of motives. Complicated and at times contradictory, an Israeli state was encouraged by some Europeans on anti-Semitic grounds: they wanted Jews to leave Europe. In an equally racist way, support for Israel is found from within racism against Arabs and Muslims. An additional layer of motivation is that some Christians, particularly neoconservatives, believe a Jewish Holy state will usher in a Second Coming.


    Yet these diverse motivations, held by some, do not explain why Britain’s arms sales for 50 years have not caused an insurmountable public outcry. Additionally, it seems crucial to consider how have the arms companies and government been able to integrate so tightly into Israel’s military machine.


    Mainstream media pro-Israel bias


    In solidarity with the people of Gaza, around 150,000 people assembled at the BBC studios, Portland Place, during the Protective Edge offensive. The starting point’s message was BBC coverage is biased, in effect creating public sympathy towards Israel that could be considered to substantiate the arms sales. A given example is claims the state broadcaster downplayed UN official figures about the number of Palestinian civilian deaths, which substantiates the Israeli narrative that the Palestinians are aggressors.


    In November 2012, Israel launched a similar attack on Gaza called “Pillar of Defense.” Reviewing the coverage, again the BBC pushed the line that Israel is the ‘reasonable victim’. “Israel trying to avoid Gaza civilian casualties, says PM Netanyahu,” reads a BBC headline.


    Uncritically this article repeats Israel’s claim that Hamas is committing “’Double war crime’ of firing at Israeli civilians and hiding behind Gaza civilians.” In many senses, the article reads like an Israeli press release. At the bottom of the piece, a map gives the impression that many Israelis are in grave danger. But this neglects how Palestinians are in far worse danger.


    By the end of Israel’s offensive, 4 Israeli civilians and 2 soldiers were killed, compared to Gaza, with 62 fighters killed, 7 extra-judicial killings and 87 civilians. 11 Palestinians who died roles as civilians or fighter were undetermined.


    Accurate reporting would give the impression that civilians in Gaza die more frequently than in Israel, as was again the case in Cast Lead, an Israeli offensive in 2008.


    During the 2012 offensive the BBC reported how it started with the assassination Ahmed Said Khalil al-Jabari, but failed to explore claims that al-Jabari was on the verge of brokering a peace deal.


    The whole mainstream media’s broad neglect to explain the situation was highlighted by a comprehensive academic report in 2004. It asserted that the ‘20 second sound-bites’ format of news without contextualisation often left viewers confused. Additionally, it stated how the mainstream media often gave a pro-Israeli perspective, portraying the Israelis as victims and the Palestinians as aggressors.


    A decade on, a study of media coverage shows how Israeli voices vastly outnumber Palestinians. It points to how the occupation causes massive suffering for Palestinians, even when in the period when there is no offensive that is rarely mentioned in news coverage. Examples include the admission by Israeli officials that a food blockade was aimed to keep Gaza "on the brink of collapse while avoiding a humanitarian crisis.” Eminent academic Noam Chomsky has described Gaza as the “world’s largest open air prison.”


    It is conceivable that if the mainstream media focused more on the reality of the lives of the people of Gaza, there would be even more outrage at the UK government continuing to arm Israel.


    But this creates another question: what is the driving force behind this pro-Israeli narrative?


    The power of the Israeli media machine


    Akin to its military supremacy, Israel dominates the media battle. In great part this fermented by organisations such as BICOM and the Zionist Federation. BICOM (Britain Israel Communications and Research Centre) members on occasion write the news directly. In the New Statesman their senior Research Fellow Alan Johnson attempts to justify the recent annihilation of Gaza on the basis that Hamas leaders have called for the annihilation of all Jews; this ignores that fact that Israeli politicians have made equally genocidal anti-Palestinian calls.


    Another manner of shaping a pro-Israel bias is to pressure any journalists to think twice about writing critical pieces. This is what happened to a historical piece about the 1967 war by Jeremy Bowen. Jonathan Turner from the Zionist Federation complained to the BBC trust that it was anti-Israel, which led to a lengthy investigation. The complaints of bias were rejected, yet the message was sent out ‘don’t criticise or even contextualise Israel.’


    The Israeli state also takes it upon itself to directly intervene. Its actions include calling critical journalists anti-Semitic, and black-listing critical journalists from entering Israel and the occupied territories.


    On occasions the Israeli state combines with the pro-Israel media organisations. In 2006, the Guardian published a piece comparing Israel to Apartheid South Africa.


    A detailed investigation by Peter Oborne and James Jones explains this resulted in a meeting held at the Israeli embassy. After this, Henry Grunwald from BICOM with Gerald Ronson went to berate the Guardian’s editor Alan Rusbridger. Ronson is chairman of the Community Security Trust, another pro-Israel think tank. Rusbridger suggests this tactic of pressuring journalists and editors often silences criticism of Israel.


    The pro-Israel media lobby also works to push their narrative on journalists, funding trips aimed both at mainstream journalists and bloggers.


    In the political sphere the pro-Israel political lobby employs similar tactics, taking MPs on all expense trips to Israel. These are often orchestrated by Conservative Friends of Israel (CFI), and similar Labour and Liberal Democrats groups.


    The pro-Israeli political lobby machine


    “I am proud not just to be a Conservative, but a Conservative Friend of Israel; and I am proud of the key role CFI plays within our Party,” David Cameron has said, quoted on the group’s website.


    Cameron’s words embody the idea that the CFI is regarded as one of the most powerful lobbying groups in Westminster. It boasts that 80% of Conservative MPs are members. Like the Conservatives, Labour friends of Israel is also an influential group, both Gordon Brown and Tony Blair were members.


    Political donations from all CFI members and their business were calculated to exceed over £10 million between 2001-08, according to the Channel 4 documentary Inside Britain’s Israel Lobby.


    Robert Halfon MP is a frequent flyer on CFI sponsored trips. He has also accepted donations from David Meller, co-Director CFI Ltd and Tory peer Stanley Kalms - one of the party's leading donors. Earlier this year Meller became George Osborne’s Parliamentary Private Secretary, he also hosted the launch of the Friends of Israel Initiative.


    The political leverage of these donations was highlighted in the Channel 4 documentary. In 2006 CFI member William Hague criticised Israeli bombing in Lebanon as ‘disproportionate’. The programme reports, Hague was then threatened to have his funding removed by CFI donors, in reaction Cameron promised such critical language would not be repeated against Israel.


    Political donations also link the Conservatives to the media lobby. For instance, David Cameron personally accepted a reported £15,000 donation from BICOM Chairman Poju Zabludowicz. This was via his company Tamares Real Estate Investments.


    There are also close ties between CFI and BICOM. For instance BICOM’s Public Affairs Manager, Stefan Kerner, worked in senior roles for CFI and the Zionist Federation.


    A Spinwatch research document about BICOM cites how “according to Peter Oborne there is ‘a huge amount of co-ordination’ between BICOM and Conservative Friends of Israel: ‘Many of BICOM’s key figures also play roles in the CFI: Trevor Pears, Michael Lewis and Poju Zabludowicz are driving forces behind both lobbies.’”


    The power and influence of the media and political lobbies go a long way to explaining why Britain has armed Israel. But pivotal players, both inside and outside these organisations, should be held with particular responsibility.


    Why is Britain arming Israel?


    In 2012, the retired chair of weapons maker Elbit, General Richard Applegate was secretly recorded stating that they could use CFI to ‘gain access to particular decision-makers.’


    Elbit is an Israeli company that manufactures drones in Shropshire, UK. These drones have been called the 'workhorse' of Israeli offensives against Gaza.


    A core link between Elbit and the Conservative government is Stuart Pollock. Pollock is director of Conservative Friends for Israel, a major Conservative donor and founding partner of the Westminster Connection, a political lobby group that includes Elbit amongst its clients.


    In the secret recording, the former-Elbit chairman added how the Westminster connection allowed him discreetly influence government policy, from the 'Prime Minister down.'


    Ran along the same lines as CFI, investigative reporter David Cronin explains how Pollock was a key instigator in the European Friends of Israel, a group made up of Brussels MEPs. Cronin asserts how at the groups launch included Geoffrey Van Orden MEP, who sits on European Committees with oversight over security, defence and foreign affairs. Cronin suggests that Van Orden has close ties to the arms industry, and has admitted meeting with Bill Giles, whom he describes as “Brussels point-man for BAE Systems”, another arms company.


    Cronin notes how CFI and European Friends of Israel are both secretive about where there funding comes from. Of the €400,000 donated to it in 2010, the only named contributor was billionaire mining baron Alexander Machkevitch.


    Machkevitch is important as an example, as it is not the case that the Israeli lobby is solely bankrolled by arms companies. In a similar vein, arms dealers make direct political donations, completely disconnected to the Israeli lobbying organisation.


    Tory donor and JCB Chairman Lord Bamford is one example, JCB equipment was used to build the wall that encloses Palestinians and violates international law, and to destroy Palestinian homes.


    Another example is BAE, who make the head-up displays for F-16 jets and military equipment the UK sells the world over.


    To answer why is Britain arming Israel, a core part remains to make profit. As Israeli paper Haaretz reported about Pillar of Defence this offensive has revived the “economic security of those who feed off of the ‘war and peace’ enterprise.”


    There are vast complexities towards a peaceful future for the people of Palestine. But surely their situation is made worse with a media and political landscape shaped, in part, by people that stand to profit from the ongoing death and destruction.

  


  
    #altbeebies: Modern day kids TV through the eyes of silly grown ups


    Stuart Parker


    Taking the role of stay-at-home parent for the best part of five years, I can't say my social interaction skills were tested much for a good few years. Not that i'm really inclined that way anyhow. Enduring stints of toddler TV became the norm and after a while, having viewed with my kids, quite innocently, things started to change… Matrix style.


    I found myself investigating (in my head) just how disconnected these shows were from reality. How little they mirrored real, everyday life. Of course they're not going to, it's kids TV, we don't want them scarred for life. Perhaps it was something to do with the lack of sleep most parents of toddlers endure. I ignored all this and continued watching like some inspector of reality, picking holes in the fantasy fabrications and letting the subsequent smugness ease me into another thirty second nap. What was going on? I turned to social media and posed the question, "am I alone?"


    Social media, the tool of choice for preaching to the converted. Sometimes though, there's nothing more comforting than adding opinion to an echo chamber, knowing that your whimsical ephemera will swiftly disperse and nobody really cares or listens that much. It just so happened that there were other parents out there with the same nagging thoughts in their own heads. The #altbeebies hashtag via Twitter provided an outlet to share, in short sharp bursts (which worked just fine), parents own interpretations of what they experienced while watching TV with their kids.


    
      Ra Ra The Noisy Lion is such a dickhead. Never seems to make any progress on his narcissism from one episode to the next - Steve Lawson, June 2012

    


    "I think it was a coping mechanism, at first." Ponders Jon Hickman. Easily the biggest #altbeebies contributor to date. "You're sat there and you're confronted with this whole new world and it's utterly weird. I needed to reclaim it and reframe it to make it something I could understand again. It didn't take long for it to become something much more meaningful, a space where I could talk with other parents who were in on the joke. Knowing others were out there and wondering what Me Too! was even for made 6:30am a much safer place for me."


    "#altbeebies offered a sense of accessible community and solidarity in the face of extreme sleep deprivation..." Says fellow parent Jenny Drew. "As I doubted my ability to string a coherent sentence together as well as my judgement, it was one easy way of checking/testing out my thoughts and observations at times when it was difficult to physically leave the house let alone have a lengthy "Is it just me?" conversation with anyone. "


    
      Yikes. Max appears to be doing a Jimmy Savile impression on the Tweenies. How did THAT survive the BBC purge? - Stuart Harrison, January 2013

    


    Stuart Harrison, another #altbeebies regular picks up on the sleep issue."I overthink most television, and, in my most sleep-deprived moments as a dad to a pre-schooler, watching CBeebies is a catalyst to some of my most twisted flights of fancy. It's fun to see a sanitised, squeaky-clean world and imagine a hitherto undiscovered layer of darkness, or even just muse on how Postman Pat is still in his job, given he messes up his deliveries EVERY TIME."


    The commentary built up a reasonable following giving it a bit of reach and life. Glancing over the stats reveals sustained commentary from the first tweet back in March 2011 through till about mid 2013. Over this time there were a number of regular contributors mixing it up with recent converts. It all went a bit mainstream when TV bod, Rufus Hound joined in the fun for a few tweets. Even the official Cbeebies gang noticed we existed but engaged pretty much at arms length as Jon Hickman explains, "What was fun was that after a while some of the actors who played roles within Cbeebies started to interact with us. I had some genuinely great banter with the guys that write the Zingzillas tunes (gutted, they're a manufactured band after all!) and the guy who writes the poems for rhyme rocket. That one came after this dig: The Rhyme Rocket: "its engines run on rhyme / poems are its fuel" and tautology is its design flaw.


    
      Why is Mr Tumble trying to fly? Why does he have a helicopter hat? LSD - Rufus Hound, march 2012

    


    There's a bit of comfort in knowing that social media isn't all abuse and trolling. #altbeebies was a refreshing example of how the public can interact using humour without being offensive (and yet still quite dark at times). We all love Cbeebies and it was never about trolling, in any sense. Steve Lawson sums it up best...


    "...Comedy, diversion, community: something to do while watching the absurdity and brilliance of CBeebies."

  


  
    Women risk everything in fight for human rights


    Tania_Haas


    On a muggy June day in Cairo, Yara Sallam, 28, joined dozens of other Egyptians to rally against a new anti-protest law and the hundreds of people arrested under it over the last eight months. Witnesses said Sallam, an award-winning lawyer and researcher with one of Egypt’s leading human rights organisations, stepped away from the protest not long after it began and walked toward a street vendor to buy a bottle of water. It was then that men and police in civilian clothes swept in, armed with clubs and knives, and dispersed the crowd.


    Sallam was one of 23 activists arrested on accusations of illegal assembly and other crimes under the protest law she was disputing. The Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights Authorities said authorities interrogated Sallam extensively about her organisation’s work.


    Egypt's Law 107 of 2013 sets heavy prison sentences for protests and other actions deemed offences because they are perceived to attempt to influence the course of justice without seeking permission from the Interior Ministry. The law also permits security officials to forcibly disperse or ban any protest on vague grounds.


    “The detention of Yara Sallam raises concerns that authorities want to intimidate and silence Egyptian rights activists who have bravely criticised this law and other rights violations that have become routine since the military takeover last July”, says Joe Stork, deputy Middle East and North Africa director of Human Rights Watch.


    The risks of being a human rights defender are inherent. Exposing government deficiencies or highlighting the neglect of those in power is like repeatedly poking the eye of a dragon. Defenders publicly demand more of politicians and police, when these are often the very authorities that allow or encourage the violence or injustice in the first place. Activists like Sallam are deemed provocative, a nuisance or a threat.


    In Egypt, and around the world, women like Sallam are seen by many in their community to transgress social norms. Female human rights defenders are often vocal and assertive. Their priorities stretch beyond the immediate family to the wider community. They publicly pronounce their values of freedom, independence and fairness, and urge others to do so as well. And for this, and many other reasons, they are threatened or punished.


    On September 13, 84 days since her arrest and detainment in a prison on the outskirts of Cairo, Sallam had some time before an Egyptian judge. Because foreign media and observers were banned from the court, all information has not been confirmed.


    According to the Observatory for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders, a joint programme of the International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) and the World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT), who received new information: "The hearing was held in the deliberation chambers. Two videos were shown, on the request of the defendants' lawyers. The judge tried to identify the defendants in the videos; however, none of them appeared in them. In addition, no weapons appeared in the videos. The prosecution also submitted a report on a video that was not shown during the hearing. The defendants' lawyers requested that this video be shown, accompanied by an expert report. All the defendants remain in custody pending trial despite the defence's request to release them. The session was once again held in private as only the defendants' lawyers were allowed to attend."


    Unnamed sources say the hearing was postponed to October 11. Many of the #freeyarra tweets contain a photo that appears to depict Sallam and some of the other female prisoners at the hearing on September 13.


    That we have a small and seemingly truthful peak into Sallam and the other women's experience is significant. We can push for change, and offer our support. But thousands of other women human rights defenders around the world who are targeted, imprisoned or hurt alone, and without witness. How do we support them?


    Women activists face gender-specific risks


    The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders recognised that authorities specifically target women activists. In a January 2012 note to the Egyptian government, the UN representative wrote that with regards to the allegations of violence by the military against women human rights defenders who took part in the Cairo protests of November and December 2011, "these cases do not constitute isolated events, but represent an ongoing pattern of violence against women peacefully taking part in protests by Egyptian security forces".


    According to the Rapporteur, such women are increasingly targeted by security forces to prevent them from participating in the public sphere through the use of physical harm, intentional humiliation and sexual assault, accompanied by social stigma against such "deviant behaviour".


    Many North Americans were first made aware of the pattern of gender-specific violence in Egypt with the high-profile assault of CBS journalist Lara Logan on February 11, 2011. Sallam walked the same streets where women were assaulted and Logan was attacked.


    “I do have the right to be in the public space. My right is to be safe. My right is to be equal with everyone else and that my gender is not used against me through gender-based human rights violations because I am a woman”, said Sallam in a video posted by the Pan-African Human Rights Defenders Network in November 2013 after she was awarded for her pioneering work and bravery.


    At 15, she was politically active and went on to earn degrees from Cairo University, the Pantheon-Sorbonne in Paris, and Notre Dame University in the US #FreeYara trended on Twitter and spurred campaigns to shame the Egyptian government into releasing Sallam and the others. But to challenge those in power, and to do it publicly, is an affront to custom.


    Challenge custom, face dire consequences


    “Custom and tradition count for a great deal (…) When a woman gets involved in defending human rights, she’s regarded as defying custom”, said Justine Masika Bihamba, a Congolese activist and coordinator of Synergy of Women for Victims of Sexual Violence, in a March 2014 report published by the Association Women’s Rights in Development (AWID).


    
      Defending rights is a dangerous business in many parts of the world. In the context of increasing militarisation and the rise of fundamentalism, we see an increase of attacks on women who step outside traditional female roles or who stand up against the dominant culture.

    


    Women who defend human rights are much more likely to face sexual violence: restrictions on their ability to leave the home or travel; conviction of "moral" crimes; threats and violence against their children; slurs on their role as mothers and wives; gender-based attacks on their reputation; and social isolation”, says Sarah Marland of the Women Human Rights Defenders Coalition.


    One example of this gender-specific state opposition would be June’s closure of Sudan’s Salmmah Women’s Resource Centre. Founded in 1997, the centre advocated for legal changes to offer adequate protection to rape victims, who can be punished for committing adultery under the criminal law. The organisation also challenged Sudan’s restrictive dress code law and fought to raise the legal age of marriage. Authorities closed it without notice or explanation in June.


    Canadian organisation Interpares says Salmmah is just one of several organisations that have been closed by Sudanese state authorities over the past two years. Furthermore, there have been credible reports by other organisations of harassment and intimidation. Fear of reprisals often keeps these groups from issuing public statements.


    Members of Russia’s Pussy Riot are devoted to not letting fear or imprisonment silence them. Two members of the feminist punk protest band are suing the Russian government in the European Court of Human Rights over their conviction and jail sentence for attempting to perform a protest song in a Moscow cathedral in 2012. Maria Alyokhina and Nadezhda Tolokonnikova served 21 months in remote prison colonies.


    Russia convicted these two Pussy Riot members of hooliganism. But many of Russia’s critics saw the trial as the government’s kangaroo court and punishment towards anyone who challenges the Kremlin’s authority or acts in anti-national way.


    Samira Hamidi, former leader of the Afghan Women's Network, told the Woman Human Rights Defenders International Coalition that in Afghanistan women activists are often accused of being spies or representing the interests of the West, and of being against religion, culture and values.


    Online and offline threats


    “My children were threatened with death and torture by six armed soldiers for having helped women victims of sexual violence to fill in forms to take part in proceedings at the International Criminal Court”, said Bihamba in an AWID interview.


    Threats against women activists also bleed into the online world. According to a 2013 global survey conducted by the Association for Progressive Communications, about half (51%) of the women human rights activists (including advocates, scholars and policy-makers) working on sexual rights (like reproductive health and rights, LGBT rights, access to safe abortion, sexual violence and rape, and sex education) had at some point received violent messages, threats or [offensive] comments while working online. About one-third of the sample mentioned intimidation (34%), blocking and filtering (33%), or censorship (29%).


    
      For anyone who publishes online, negative comments and trolling is an unfortunate reality. But for many women campaigning for social change, often in authoritative or undemocratic countries, those threats foretell a more visceral response.

    


    Female blogger Razan Ghazzawi was put on trial in 2012 for her online writing and use of social media to denounce the crimes committed by the Syrian regime. The trial was an attempt to crack down on free speech. She was eventually released but cannot travel out of the country. She has gone underground to continue to write. She publishes posts about human rights cases and campaigns for the release of political prisoners.


    In September 2013, the website of the Latin America and Caribbean Women’s Health Network was hacked and disabled. The attack took place immediately after the launch of several campaign activities supporting access to safe and legal abortion in the region.


    The Women Human Rights Defenders International Coalition called these online attacks a “deliberate attempt to silence legitimate feminist voices, suppress dissent and stifle women’s political participation in the public sphere on these issues by stigmatization and sabotage.”


    According to the Association for Progressive Communications, the aim of these online attacks is the same as violence offline - to keep women out of spaces that men feel belong to them, to silence their voices and to stop their participation in an increasingly important sphere.


    AWID recorded an offline case from Colombia, where some individuals broke into the home of a female human rights worker. The only thing that they took was her underwear.


    Of course, death is meant to be the ultimate silencer. In Libya, also in June, Salwa Bugaighis, a leading figure in women's rights in the country, was killed in her home after voting in the general election. Sadly, these type of cases are not rare, with feminist advocates targeted around the world.


    Strategies to protect female human rights defenders


    Front Line Defenders and other advocate groups say there are tangible ways to protect female human rights defenders. In a guideline report for members of the European Union, Front Line Defenders urges states to make public statements against abuses, observe trials, witness demonstrations or protests, and visit imprisoned defenders. Behind the scenes, it helps when influential states raise cases of human rights defenders with authorities and bring them up during political dialogue.


    Encouraging examples include efforts in Colombia and in Guatemala where the government is recognising patterns of attacks against human rights activists and creating legal and other types of recourse to prevent them from continuing.


    “I think the biggest success is that women around the world still risk their lives to defend human rights. They have not been silenced. The recognition of these struggles is now happening at a global level. In 2005, over 200 women from all over the world met and spurred the creation of the Women Human Rights Defenders International Coalition. Nearly 10 years later, the coalition is still going strong”, says Marland.


    As Sallam’s supporters await yet another hearing, they may take comfort in words from another woman human rights defender once imprisoned.


    “If anything happens to me", wrote Razan Ghazzawi, "know that the regime does not fear the prisoners, but those who do not forget them.”

  


  
    How many people have to die before we open our minds to mental illness?


    Thomas Roden


    On August 11, an odd phenomenon occurred all across the world: silence. The kind of silence that only comes when absolute shock renders you completely speechless. Actor and comic legend Robin Williams had died, and it was believed to be suicide.


    Media outlets tripped over one another to link the cause of this apparent suicide to the depression Williams had, with even his publicist pointing people in that direction by stating that "he had been battling very severe depression" in the time leading up to his death. And it opened a dialogue that had long been largely neglected - if Robin Williams, a man who released comedy and humour from every pore in his body, could be that depressed, couldn't anyone?


    This dialogue didn't last long though. Within 48 hours of the news first breaking, newspapers traded their united 'it was due to depression' message to point the fingers elsewhere. From financial difficulties to a recent diagnosis of early stage Parkinson's disease, the idea that mental health problems at all contributed was long forgotten. And with it were the adult conversations people were almost having about mental health.


    This is just one of the problems that is continually faced by those who have mental health problems - nobody seems to be ready to have any sort of real conversation about it. This begs the question: how many people have to die before we're ready to talk about this seriously? >We need to normalise the conversations about mental health.


    "Everyone needs to understand that it's okay to not be okay, and that being silent is not being strong."


    


    
      Time to talk:


      There are a lot of charities and campaigns that try to bring this dialogue to the fore. Time To Change is one such campaign. It is a mental health anti-stigma campaign run by charities Mind and Rethink Mental Illness, and it aims to educate people in the truths about mental illness.


      "People often think that mental health problems aren't common, when in fact one in four of us will experience a mental health problem in any year," a Time To Change spokesperson tells me. "Even now, nearly nine out of ten people with mental health problems say they face stigma and discrimination as a result."


      Time To Change largely goes about educating people through the sharing of very personal stories, as "it's through people's individual stories that we can learn the most about mental illness." Time To Change does this largely through blogs on the campaign's website.


      But bringing the discussion to the fore is just the first step in changing our attitude towards mental health problems. As Rachel Clare, deputy director of male suicide prevention charity CALM (Campaign Against Living Miserably), says "We need to normalise the conversations about mental health, remove the fear of those conversations and treat sufferers of mental health problems in the same ways as those with physical health problems".


      But how exactly can we change the attitude towards mental health problems? "Media portrayals and reporting are extremely powerful influences on attitudes towards mental health, both good and bad", says a spokesperson for Time To Change. And to help make sure that mental illnesses are not portrayed incorrectly in the media, the campaign has its own media advisory guidelines.


      But despite these guidelines keeping media from inaccurately portraying mental illness and perpetuating misinformation, there is still a lot of public confusion about mental health.

    


    
      The public opinion


      I conducted a street poll and interviewed 27 members of the public, 13 male and 14 female. Surprisingly, only 10 people (roughly 37%) of people asked had a reasonable understanding of mental health problems. From the other 43%, there was a lot of recurring themes.


      When asked if they could identify any characteristics in behaviour of people suffering from mental health problems, roughly 30%* used the word "unstable". This is something that Time To Change hear regularly. "One of the biggest misconceptions we hear is that people with mental health problems are usually violent and unpredictable, when in fact people with a severe mental illness are more likely to be a victim than a perpetrator." It's just one of many myths that persist.


      
        You wouldn't tell someone with pneumonia to 'pull themselves together', depression and other mental health disorders should be treated in the same way.

      


      Another that seems to repeat itself a lot is the confusion between "mental health problems" and depression, with 33%* of people making assumptions that depression is the only mental health problem. Even so, 40% of the people thought this believed depression to be something people could just "recover from if they have the strength of mind to."


      This is a point of view echoed very recently by controversy-flirting outrage android Katie Hopkins, who tweeted "Doctors need to spend less time signing sick notes and more time dispensing some strong words of advice. Such as 'get a bloody grip'", "Once I was given a sick note and a prescription for anti-depressants. I threw the note in the bin, ripped up the script & went back to work."


      "Depression is not simply a case of feeling ‘a bit sad’, and is as real as any physical illness. It is not a choice. You wouldn’t tell someone with pneumonia to ‘pull themselves together’, you would urge them to go to the GP or hospital," says CALM's Rachel Clare on the subject. "Depression and other mental health disorders should be treated in the same way."


      "Depression is not really a case of feeling 'a bit sad'. I think that one of the biggest misconceptions is that mental health disorders are somehow indicative of a weakness in the sufferer."


      When asked about how common mental health problems are, almost all people in the street poll were unaware that one in four people will have a mental health problem in any year. And it's this kind of obliviousness that stands in the way of the dialogue. While people are unaware of how common they are, many will put mental illness down, wrongly, to weakness.


      "We need to normalise the conversations about mental health," says Rachel Clare. "Everyone needs to understand that it's okay to not be okay, and that being silent is not being strong. By talking about these things we can dispel myths and misunderstandings about mental health and work towards supporting those who need it."


      *= % of street poll interviewees, and may not reflect that of the public as a whole.

    

  


  
    Travel stories from the pink city


    Trisha Bhattacharya


    Popularly known as the pink city, Jaipur, the capital city of Rajasthan, is a comparatively quiet and traditional city of India. Not as urban as some of the other metropolitan cities of the country, it still has immense appeal, for it houses within itself, a strong and prosperous history, which make the city, a frequently travelled-to-destination. It has an aesthetic charm unique to the royal rule it has been a witness to. The city houses many forts, palaces, museums and temples, and other buildings of major historical and heritage value and significance that speak volumes of the many real stories, personalities and legends that make the city. Names like Nahargarh Fort, Jaigarh Fort, Amber or Amer Fort, Hawa Mahal, Jal Mahal, and various other such heritage sites, make for an eclectic historical journey through Jaipur, while one absorbs the cultural affluence of the city.


    Many of the old city walls are painted a rusty shade of pink and hence the name pink city. The markets of the city are eloquent and will tell any traveller many stories about the culture and beliefs of the communities that live here. Many intricate fabric-work, cloth-work, gems and jewellery - from shoes, Rajasthani puppets to traditional clothes to other folk art, make Jaipur bazaars and fairs - colourful and beautiful places-of-exploration. They are crowded, many-hued-within, article-filled, with locals selling a variety of items - and these bazaars provide one an authentic look at the regional art and craft, traditions, and partially, a look into the soul of the city - because here reside the imperial and local flavours of the state, in myriad forms.


    To see Jaipur up close, the following passages in detail elucidate the experiences of a couple travelling from the United States to Jaipur. Alan and Sonia have shared their wonderful stories from the city, taking us into their individual personal accounts of how they viewed Jaipur. It is interesting to note how even though they were visiting together; they still had different perspectives on the same city. From their varied experiences, one can only imagine how versatile the pink city of Jaipur is and how it can evoke wide-ranging storytelling from every single traveller.


    Here is the first very absorbing, empathic and observant story from Alan:


    “My girlfriend had been to India before and had read about interesting and beautiful places to visit. She recommended places in the land of kings, Rajasthan, so that we could see the glories that the powerful and rich kingdom of Samarkand had brought to India hundreds of years before. And, after meditating twice a day—once first thing in the morning and once before dinner—almost every day since the late 90s, I was excited to visit India, the ancient home of my transcendental meditation practice. We were in Jaipur three nights and two full days, arriving by air from Delhi and leaving by train to Udaipur. It was my first trip to India. On this trip, we decided to see some of Delhi, where Sonia had been in a weeklong education meeting and workshop, then Varanasi, one of the holiest sites for Hindus, and finally cities in the Land of Kings, namely Jaipur and Udaipur, where the history and architecture are known to be very rich.


    Our first impression of Jaipur, on riding from the airport to the Haveli hotel is that it was larger than anticipated, with much of it newer, and lying outside of the old pink city. Then, on second glance, a little night walk through the gate next to a Hindu temple and a few blocks into the pink city revealed a lively place, full of sweets, milk and flower vendors (you will have to guess through which gate we entered). Our third glance, from a hillside fortress overlooking the city, revealed a pretty lake and a huge metropolis that has greatly expanded - and now stretches for miles in all directions away from the central pink city's walls. A local guide told us how fast the city had developed—like all cities around the world—with continuously more people moving from the countryside looking for work and a better life; at the same time adding to the chaos consisting of people and traffic competing for a bit of space, peace and calm.


    Powerful Mughal armies had, taking advantage of local Indian rivalries, invaded and brought riches from the Samarkand Empire to build their impressive architectural gems and culture here.


    We could call Jaipur a "Place to stimulate all of the senses."


    The beautiful art and architecture of our Haveli hotel and large beautiful room was delightful, even if refurbished over the years. The combination art and architecture in the palaces, fortresses and the pink city layout are truly impressive remains of a wealthy and powerful past, and remind us of how predictably all empires grow and then fall. It is just a matter of time. This is akin to the universe's inevitable construction or growth followed by destruction or loss of whatever was; also similar to the cycle of life, like the remnants and reminders of constant change at work.


    Finding three or four Lassi Wallas next to each other was humorous, as one had justifiably become famous, followed by some "me-toos" who adopted or stole the same business name. Right next to the original one, the me-toos were trying to ride the reputation of the real Lassi Walla or Lassiwala. Many out-of-town customers likely knew the name, but not the difference between them (but our guidebook wisely pointed us to the original Lassi Walla business who had wisely responded to the "Lassi Walla Impostors" by putting his own name on his sign). Unique drink and good food were central to our visit to Jaipur.


    Having our noses and taste buds stimulated by incredible Indian dishes, spices and flavours were other highlights of the trip.


    One morning, when we learned what the "climbing fee" to some of the forts in Jaipur was, we agreed to pay it—we hired a tuk-tuk driver outside our haveli. Soon we found ourselves winding upwards, climbing along a road to the top of a big mesa overlooking the city. Our destinations: Jaigarh and Nahargarh Forts. When we arrived and entered the Jaigarh Fort, a large group of local schoolchildren were standing in a long line on their way to the famous giant cannon—the biggest in the world. As soon as the children saw us they lit into big smiles and started shouting "good morning" and "hi" while their ever-attentive teacher, guides tried to hush them—all the while trying their best to look gracious and polite to us. It was very humorous, and as we passed the long line, all the kids wanted to shake our hands, which drove their teacher, minders to distraction. One minute the minders would look kindly at us, and when we looked away, they looked admonishingly at the excited children. The entire scene and experience was even more interesting than the old but impressive cannon, inside the Jaigarh fort.


    People here are very telegenic and most do not mind their pictures being taken. In fact, some people welcome it. While at Jaigarh Fort, we saw a group of Gujaratis, all in white outfits and turbans. When they noticed us taking photos of them, they all lined up for a group photo and kindly posed for us.


    My advice and recommendation for travellers to Jaipur would be—If affordable, travel off-season or "shoulder season" the time between high and low seasons, and stay in a beautiful Haveli hotel. The extra beauty is well-worth it. This is one place to not go 'on the cheap' as it were—spend and enjoy.


    The old but beautiful forts, palaces on the mesas overlooking the city are highlights not to be missed, climbing fee notwithstanding. Amer Fort and Nahargarh Fort are outstanding for their beauty, more like castles than fortresses. It is interesting that places designed to fight, defend and protect the local 17th-century populations—were so well ornamented in architecture and art. There is ‘art for defense and war’ here. Fortresses in other parts of the world were very utilitarian—simple blocks of stone and mortar, while these emperors of Rajasthan decided to adorn their fortresses with beauty.


    Dive right in through the old pink city walls and walk the market streets for some local flavor and shopping. Take in the colorful sights and smells. Take photos to your heart's content—people are not shy. Eat in local restaurants and enjoy the wonderful, authentic tastes like we can only rarely get in our home countries.


    As a traveller, I would probably try to see other places and cities in India when I next come for a visit. Next stop will likely be in Kerala, this winter, for a lovely week of Panchakarma.”


    -Alan Schroeder, originally from rural New York State where the Unadilla and Susquehanna Rivers meet, now resident of Virginia, works as an international agriculture and environment consultant.


    The next story is from Sonia, who had her own beautiful and perceptive take on Jaipur:


    “This was my second trip to India. I had visited Delhi, Agra and cities in the South of India before. I was interested in visiting Rajasthan as I had heard that the area was one of the most colorful destinations in India. The pink city came up in books and I had seen pictures of some of the places to visit. Coming from the airport into the city, at first, Jaipur looked big, modern and busy. As we approached the historic center, the city was more than I had expected: impressive architecture, the wall that surrounded the center gave it an inviting look and the bazaars were fascinating. I loved the diversity of people, the smells, the colors, the variety of textiles, spices, foods, flowers and the many activities people were involved in.


    I do not know a whole lot about Jaipur’s history, but I have read that Jaipur was named after one of the Maharajas (Jai Singh) who was interested in astronomy. He planned the city and built an observatory. The city was painted pink to receive the visit of royalty from the UK. Jaipur was also a wealthy place where forts and palaces of incredible architecture were built. I found Jaipur a worthwhile place to visit. We stayed in a haveli and that made the visit even more interesting as I was able to imagine the people who lived there before, and the kind of lifestyles they had.


    One of my favorite things in Jaipur was being able to walk inside the city and being surprised by events or unexpected things – like seeing an elephant walking in the middle of the road among cars, motorcycles or tuk-tuks.


    I enjoyed seeing the food section of the bazaars and tasting the sweets and seeing the piles of spices, peppers and tea. Visiting historical sites such as the forts, palaces like the Hawa Mahal, and the observatory - the Jantar Mantar, and the museums were excellent to complete the experience.


    The day we visited the Jaigarh Fort we ran into school children and their teachers visiting the area. The sight of a long line of children wearing uniforms along the old fort structures was incredible. The contrast of the colorful saris worn by the teachers was amazing. As we got closer to them, they greeted us and their faces lit up with smiles, and they said, “good morning auntie… hello auntie”. The children wanted to talk to us and say hello, while their teachers wanted them to be well behaved. They wanted to shake our hands and have their pictures taken. Their beautiful smiling faces were a sight I won’t forget.


    The night before we left Jaipur we took a tuk-tuk to our haveli. The young man who took us (Shriniv was his name, as far as I remember) started talking to us and asked us how well we knew Jaipur and where we had been. We told him about the places we had seen, to which he responded, “You haven’t seen the real Jaipur. The real Jaipur is not in the guidebooks. It is where the people like me live. You can see how we live in the slums, how we share our lives in a community and then you will see the real Jaipur." He told us he was a musician and then he burst into the reggae song Buffalo Soldier by the late Bob Marley. Suddenly I found myself joining him in song, and singing along with him as loud as possible, until we made it into our haveli. I wished I’d had enough time to see the real Jaipur with him.


    Walking in the old city late one afternoon, we heard some music coming from nowhere. A crowd was approaching and then here was a corpse covered in colorful cloth and flowers being carried by a couple of men making their way through the crowd towards a temple. It was a funeral as I had never seen before. Walking in the old city we also heard a bell and then we saw people going in and out of a temple. As we stood outside the temple, a wooden cart was outside as if waiting for something. Then we saw people coming out of the temple bringing trays of food and putting them in the cart. We figured the food was being blessed before being taken away. I do not know if that was the real reason, but it was nice to think it was true.


    We were in Jaipur for a few days. This was my first visit. I would like to return to see the “Real Jaipur.”


    My advice for others travelling to Jaipur would be to take several days to first see the sights that every tourist sees, but then to also take time to see other things and relax and walk around more. I would also advise travellers to get on a tuk-tuk and ask the driver to take them to non-tourist sites for a couple of hours. The places they must definitely see are inside the city walls. I'd tell them to walk as much as possible, to get lost in the city and to try the local foods.


    I loved the lassi at Lassi Walla served in a clay cup. I will always remember that flavor and texture and would like others to try it as well. We took the train from Jaipur to Udaipur and would suggest travellers to try the experience. It was unforgettable. It was hot (because there were no seats left in the AC compartments) and long, but it was wonderful to share food with Indian families, to try hot chai from vendors who sold it at a couple of stops, to see the countryside, to see musicians who came aboard and sang for tips, and to see how Indian families travel together.”


    -Sonia Ortega, Biologist, originally from Nicaragua, currently living in the United States.


    The pink city has an enigmatic pull and has thus enamored many enthusiastic travellers in the past and will continue to. Intelligent and experienced travellers like Alan and Sonia enjoy their travels, mainly because they also understand the diverse richness of different communities and cultures like those in Jaipur and are able to weave in and out of situations that occur.


    Delineating the city would not be complete without mentioning its residents, who are generally quite helpful and their behaviour and mannerisms are steeped in tradition and culture. Apart from its local life, every fort, monument, temple, museum; bazaars like Bapu Bazaar, Johri or Johari Bazaar, Badi Chopad or Chopar, Chhoti Chopad; and several other traditional buildings are the highlights of Jaipur. Exploring the bazaars would be an adventure in itself. I would also personally suggest going to Nahargarh fort in the evening, if circumstances permit, to see the entire city lit up from a much higher vantage point. Every monument in the pink city has their own history and a story to tell, and they are always something worth further discovering when one is in Jaipur.


    One can also see peacocks aplenty on the way to Nahargarh and Jaigarh forts, or peacocks perched on the top of some of the Jaipur residences if one keeps a watch. Apart from the sights and sounds of the city, also look for good food here. Rajasthani cuisine is delectable, and those who fancy spicy food, would do well to try out mirchi vada (fried large chilly doused in chickpea flour), pyaaj ki kachori (similar to an onion fritter), mawa kachori (sweet) and varied other such dishes. The list of food items of Rajasthan available in Jaipur could just go on.


    Be it eating typical Rajasthani food, purchasing semi-precious jewels, artificial jewellery, colourful fabrics and clothes, folk creations; engaging in a variety of inexpensive or expensive shopping one wishes to do here, or the many other ethnic, urban or traditional experiences one wants to bring back as memories, the city has a lot to offer. On a final note though, before heading to Jaipur - learn about the places to see in detail, gather information from experienced travellers, know where to go and what to see, so that one can explore to their hearts' content.
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    Working close to nature


    Trisha Bhattacharya


    A lot of people choose to work away from a fast-paced city life, of concrete facades, technical labyrinths and such. They work close to nature, near forests, near oceans, also in wildlife reserves and other natural habitats. Three such avant-garde individuals briefly share their reasons, for choosing a life away from the city and their experiences in such locations.


    Mountaineer


    Paul Keleher, an avid mountaineer, has been climbing mountains since early 2011. He always wanted to climb the Mount Everest. “I set myself a challenge, to plan and prepare for an attempt on this iconic mountain in a year. This dream became a reality when I summited Mt Everest on 25th May, 2012. Since then I have been captured by this sport, and it has become an obsession!”


    Describing a day in the mountains, he says, “You cannot generalize a day in the mountains. Some days you are on the hill for two-three hours and at other times, four-six days. We eat, drink and sleep, but there's no set routine for these.”


    What keeps Paul so close to the mountains?


    
      In the beauty of the ever-changing scenery, no day is ever the same. You feel free in this magical world.

    


    Comparing working near the mountains to the city, he says, “In the mountains, your target is to summit and get down safely; there are no deadlines to meet. If you don't succeed, it's not a failure, the mountains are always there. You’re not judged and you’re not judging others. You’re not hassled, only you know how far you want to push for success.”


    Paul would never change mountaineering for anything, 