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It can start with something as trivial as a
small cough that will not go away. But of-

ten lung cancers cause no symptoms at all
until it is too late. Ask Graham Thomas,
who in 2014 found that hiding behind his
pneumonia was a lung cancer at stage IV of
its development. Stage IV is medical jargon
for a tumour which has spread to other
parts of the body. There is no stage V. 

Mr Thomas now speaks out as part of a
campaign by the Roy Castle Lung Cancer
Foundation, a charity, to raise awareness
about the illness in Britain. He started
smoking at 14, and says people think he
brought his illness on himself and that it is
the cancer least deserving of sympathy. But
he argues that perhaps it should not be, be-
cause it is the cancer that kills the most. 

One reason lung cancer is so deadly is
that at the moment of diagnosis three-
quarters of people have, like Mr Thomas,
already arrived at stage IV. In Europe the
five-year survival rate following diagnosis
is around 13%, with little variation between
countries. Finding tumours earlier would
permit them to be treated before they
spread—improving outcomes and reduc-

ing medical bills. Yet a lot of places which
happily invite people to participate in
screening programmes intended to uncov-
er cancers of the breast, bowel, prostate
gland and cervix have resisted extending
the idea to cancers of the lung. 

Screening screening
The question is whether such screening
would do more good than harm. Screen-
ing’s history shows the answer is not obvi-
ous. In 1985, for example, Japan began a
mass-screening programme for neuroblas-
toma, a rare tumour of the infantile ner-
vous system. The programme unmasked
337 such tumours in its first three years, but
two decades later there was no evidence
that this had reduced the number of chil-

dren dying. The effort had mostly picked
up slow-growing tumours which were un-
likely to have had harmful outcomes. Yet
the discovery of these tumours had
prompted much unnecessary treatment. 

Prostate-cancer screening is similarly
plagued. The current test often raises con-
cern over a possible cancer which turns out
not to be there (a false positive). Finding
that out, however, involves tests such as bi-
opsies which are invasive, painful and may
cause infection. If a group of men aged 55 to
69 is screened regularly for more than a de-
cade, 12% will experience such a false posi-
tive and may therefore undergo an unnec-
essary biopsy. Conversely, prostate-cancer
screening misses 15% of men who actually
do have cancer (a false negative). 

Moreover, even when prostate screen-
ing gets it right, by flagging up a tumour
which really is there, that tumour is often
one that would not have shortened a pa-
tient’s life, because he would have died of
other causes before the tumour killed him
(overdiagnosis). Yet all men who screening
suggests have cancer are offered treatment,
and many take it, risking side-effects such
as incontinence and impotence. According
to Bob Steele, a professor at the University
of Dundee who is chairman of the uk Na-
tional Screening Committee, “You have to
treat 30 men to save one from dying.” 

The first evidence that screening for
lung cancer might be beneficial, despite
these sorts of concerns, came from an
American study called the National Lung
Screening Trial (nlst), which was conduct-

Lung cancer

Gathering the evidence

Screening for lung cancer is surprisingly controversial, but evidence to support
doing it is growing
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ed between 2002 and 2009. The nlst en-
rolled about 53,000 people aged between 55
and 74 who had a smoking history of 30
pack-years or more (one pack-year is the
equivalent of one packet of cigarettes per
day for a year). It tested standard chest x-
rays against low-dose computerised to-
mography (ct)—an enhanced x-ray-based
technique. Participants were screened
once a year for three years, and appropriate
treatment was offered to those whose
scans suggested the presence of tumours.
At the end of the trial those who had been
ct-scanned were 20% less likely than those
who had been x-rayed to have died from
lung cancer. This was equivalent to three
fewer deaths per 1,000 people screened,
and also showed up as a decline in all-
cause mortality of 7%.

The nlst established ct scanning as the
route to take. As Hilary Robbins of the In-
ternational Agency for Research on Cancer,
part of the World Health Organisation, ob-
serves, that trial still raised concerns about
false positives because it flagged up 356
people in 1,000 as needing follow-ups. But
improvements to the protocol used, which
now ignores the smallest anomalies be-
cause they are rarely cancerous, have seen
false-positive rates halve (see chart)—and
the number of people suffering complica-
tions has fallen as well.

The latest trial, nelson, was conducted
in Europe. It took ten years and involved
four annual scans. Although it has not yet
been published formally, its main conclu-
sions were announced last year and were
extremely encouraging. 

Two-thirds of cancers found in the ex-
perimental arm of the trial were at stage I or
II of their growth, and thus eminently
treatable. In the trial’s control arm, by con-
trast, two-thirds were at stage III or IV.
Moreover, nelson had a more nuanced ap-
proach to the problem of false positives. If
something potentially sinister was seen,
the protocol employed was to order a three-
month follow-up scan. Only if a growth had
expanded in the intervening period was it

deemed likely to be cancerous and treated
accordingly. Screening, the researchers be-
hind nelson found, decreased mortality
by 26% in men and 61% in women over the
course of the study. 

Evidence such as this has convinced
some (though by no means all) that screen-
ing for lung cancer is worthwhile in some
circumstances. And in one part of the
world that conviction is being translated
into action. There are now plans for more
than half a million people in England who
are current or former smokers to be of-
fered, over the next four years, the chance
to attend a lung-health check at a local clin-

ic. This follows a pilot project in Manches-
ter which screened 2,541 people and found
61 patients with lung cancer—80% of
whose cancers were at an early stage. 

There is of course the question of cost,
which some say is too high. Economists
measure the efficiency of medical technol-
ogy by how much health is gained for the
money spent. The unit of health-gain used
is the qaly (quality-adjusted life year,
which attempts to factor in a patient’s ex-
perience as well as increased life expectan-
cy). By this measure, the study in Manches-
ter was extremely efficient. It cost £10,069
(about $13,000) per qaly—a third of the
sum set by the nhs as the maximum for a
procedure to be regarded as cost-effective. 

Though some sceptics still argue that
money spent on screening would be better
deployed trying to stop people smok-
ing—or, better still, preventing them from
starting in the first place—the case for
screening smokers for lung cancer now
seems a good one. There is a wrinkle,
though. Focusing screening on smokers
will certainly achieve the best outcomes.
But that will leave out the one in five suffer-
ers from the illness who have never
touched a cigarette in their lives. To be
cost-effective, screening needs to be fo-
cused on those, like Mr Thomas, who have
knowingly put themselves in peril. Every-
one else will be excluded from the process.
What an irony. 7

Screen time
If 1,000 eligible individuals are scanned three times for lung cancer

Source: International Agency
for Research on Cancer

779 will have normal scans
13 will need 
an invasive 
procedure 
to rule out
lung cancer

4 cancers would never have caused
the person harm (overdiagnosis)

3 will not die
as a result

180 will need an extra scan 
but will not have lung cancer

41 will be diagnosed with lung cancer

Thomas edison believed in the power of
trial and error. “I have not failed,” he is

alleged to have said. “I’ve just found ten
thousand ways that won’t work.” After re-
jecting many alternatives, Edison’s team
discovered the carbon filament and thus
revolutionised electric lighting. 

Trial and error of this sort is a long-
winded way of making discoveries. It is
still, though, surprisingly common. The
pharmaceutical industry has speeded
things up by employing robotic devices
that handle trays containing hundreds of
test tubes or plates, permitting researchers
to test, simultaneously, the effects of many
potential drugs on cell cultures. But in oth-
er areas, notably materials science, tests
are still done one at a time, by hand—and
progress is often painfully slow. This is cer-
tainly true of the quest for better ceramics
for body armour. 

And it is something Michael Golt of the

United States Army Research Laboratory
(arl) is acutely aware of. America’s Con-
gress has, he says, requested a 20% reduc-
tion in the weight of the body armour worn
by the country’s troops. But historical
trends suggest this improvement will take
decades to achieve. Fortunately, Dr Golt has
a plan to speed things up.

Modern body armour is made of ceram-
ic plates up to a centimetre thick. These
plates are stronger and lighter than steel—
strong enough to stop a rifle bullet. They
are made by mixing powdered ceramics,
typically silicon carbide or boron carbide,
with small quantities of binding agent and
then heating the mixture until it fuses. Ex-
perience shows that minute variations in
the details of the composition, mixing and
cooking involved in these recipes can
make a big difference to the finished pro-
duct. But, though theory suggests it should
be possible to make ceramics more robust 

How to speed up the testing of new materials

Materials science

Ask questions first. Shoot afterwards
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Primates’ trichromatic colour vision,
with its red-, blue- and green-sensitive

cone cells in the retina of the eye, is better
than that of most mammals, which have to
limp along dichromatically. It is thought to
have evolved because primates are general-
ly arboreal frugivores, and fruit are often
brightly coloured. Some lemurs, however,
are exceptions. They do indeed live in trees
and consume fruit. But they have only two
sorts of cone cell and are therefore unable
to distinguish what other primates see as
red and green, even though close relatives
are trichromatic. That might be expected to
make it hard to pick out red fruit, in partic-
ular, from a green, leafy background.

The assumption until now has been
that these lemurs have been unlucky and
have lost part of their colour vision by
chance at some point in the past. But Ra-
chel Jacobs of George Washington Univer-
sity, in America, disagrees. A paper she has
published in Behavioral Ecology and Sociol-
ogy argues that these lemurs’ loss of the
ability to see red, as it were, is no accident. 

Colour-blind lemurs all belong to the
genus Eulemur, meaning they are closely
related. That suggests they descend from a
single individual, alive in the fairly recent
evolutionary past, in which the pertinent
mutation happened. To find out more, Dr
Jacobs and her colleagues collected blood
from 142 animals belonging to ten species
of Eulemur and analysed the dna of the

cells therein to search for this mutation.
Two of the ten, they found, had no rele-

vant mutation, and presumably retained
trichromatic vision. The others were, in-
deed, mutated in a way that made them di-
chromatic. But, to their surprise, not all in
the same way. Seven of the eight shared one
particular mutation. The other, Eulemur ru-
briventer, had a different one. Colour blind-
ness has thus evolved twice in this group,
meaning it is probably no accident. But if it
is not an accident, then how does it help a
lemur to have what is, on the face of things,
a diminution of its visual capability?

To find out, Dr Jacobs and her col-
leagues, who were already studying Eule-
mur rubriventer, spent eight months fol-
lowing nine troops of them through the
Madagascan forest. They noted every item
of food the animals consumed and used a
spectrometer to measure the amount of
light each food type reflected.

The result of this arduous travail was
the discovery that Eulemur rubriventer is in-
deed adept at finding red fruit. The crucial
point was that unlike their primate cous-
ins, monkeys and apes, which are mainly
diurnal, lemurs come out at night. The ad-
vantage of trichromy disappears in dark-
ness, when colours are hard to distinguish.
But the spectrometer data showed that
fruit still stand out against a leafy back-
ground because they reflect more light
than leaves do, and therefore look brighter.

These observations suggest that colour
vision ceases to be an advantage at night.
But Dr Jacobs goes further. She proposes
that full colour vision might actually hin-
der the animals’ night sight, by interfering
with perceptions of brightness. This will
require further testing. But, if true, it would
be enough for evolution to reverse itself
and favour the dichromatic mutations that
members of Eulemer now sport. 7

Why have some lemurs lost their
colour vision?

Primatology

When less is more

Vision on?

than those which already exist, in practice
tinkering with existing successful recipes
usually makes them worse.

The challenge, therefore, is finding the
right recipe for improvement among the
zillions of possible wrong ones. And, at the
moment, the only way to do this is to test
plates by firing bullets at them—which is
literally a one-shot process. Every variation
in testing conditions, for example in the
velocity or calibre of the bullet, requires a
new plate, so gathering information is both
time- and money-consuming.

Dr Golt’s better way is to probe a ceramic
plate’s source of strength—its particular
granular structure—before firing anything
at it. This is not a new idea per se. But the
obvious way of doing it, which is to look at
the grains through a microscope, has in
practice proved a poor predictor of how
well a plate can withstand a shot. Instead,
Dr Golt probes the plates’ grain structures
electrically. He and his colleagues at the
arl’s Aberdeen Proving Ground, in Mary-
land, have developed a test in which they
apply alternating currents of various fre-
quencies across a plate. 

Plates’ electrical properties, it turns out,
are different at different frequencies, de-
pending on their grain structure. More-
over, they vary in a way that is closely relat-
ed to a plate’s ballistic performance. This
gives an indication of how effective that
plate is likely to be, and thus whether it is
worth testing. Crucially, this electrical test
can be automated in a way similar to the
way that drug testing is automated, so that
many plates, of many different composi-
tions, can be tested quickly. And, better
still, information from these tests can be
run through a machine-learning system
that permits researchers to explore the ef-
fects of slight changes in manufacture
without having to test every possible com-
bination with actual bullets. Only the most
promising changes need to be turned into
plates, to confirm that the software’s pre-
dictions were correct. 

This process is thus a vast improvement
on the Edisonian approach of blindly test-
ing everything. It has already helped the
team produce plates which outperform ex-
isting versions. But Dr Golt would like to
introduce a further tweak. A continuous
feedback loop, in which the results of each
ballistic test are used to adjust the manu-
facturing process automatically, would
produce successive generations of new ce-
ramics, each generation having superior
properties to the last.

Nor is Dr Golt’s technique necessarily
restricted to ballistics. Applying it else-
where could help uncover all sorts of new
and improved ceramics for things like elec-
tronic devices, heat-resistant components
in car engines and the blades of wind tur-
bines (which have ceramic cores). Edison
would surely have approved. 7
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Fed up with watching professional
golfers humble historic courses,

tournament organisers have lengthened
holes, dug deeper bunkers and grown
thicker rough to make things harder. But
traditionalists—and there are many—
complain of vandalism to beloved ven-
ues. So what is a golf official to do?

Some change the par of the holes—the
number of strokes a good golfer should
need to complete a hole. Par allows a set
number of shots to reach the green, and
then two putts to sink the ball. For men,
holes over 430 metres (470 yards) are
typically assigned a par of five. Those
between 230 and 430 metres are par four.

To make long holes seem trickier
several courses have relabelled a par five
as par four, so elite golfers over the years

have played these holes as both. And that
sets up an intriguing natural experiment.
Did those golfers try harder when they
played them as par fours? If so, they
would be showing what behavioural
economists call loss-aversion bias:
working harder to cling to something
they already have (their status as par
players of that course) than they did to
get it in the first place.

To find out, Ryan Elmore and Andrew
Urbaczewski of the University of Denver
looked at scores from the us Open, a
major tournament. They focused on two
holes—the second at Pebble Beach and
the ninth at Oakmont. Both have been
switched in the past from par five to par
four. And both courses hosted the Open
at least twice in the years before and after
the switch.

The researchers’ analysis, posted on
ssrn, a preprint site, is as startling as an
alligator emerging from a water hazard.
Unsurprisingly, players’ scores relative
to par on these two holes got worse when
they were par fours. But their absolute
scores improved, by an average of a
whole shot over a tournament (during
which the golfers play the same course
four times). That can be the difference
between winning and losing. Scores on
other holes did not change, so the im-
provement was not explained by general-
ly better play, better equipment or better
weather. It seems to have been caused by
players trying to protect par.

That is not a rational response. Golf-
ers play against each other, not the
course. The player who takes the fewest
shots wins. Individual performance
against par is irrelevant—except that,
apparently, it isn’t.

It’s all in the mind
Sports psychology

How hard a hole at golf is does not depend solely on how hard it is

Par what, you said?

Of the many memorable things about
Stephen Hawking, perhaps the most

memorable of all was his conversation. The
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis that confined
him to a wheelchair also stopped him talk-
ing, so instead a computer synthesised
what became a world-famous voice. 

It was, though, a laborious process.
Hawking had to twitch a muscle in his
cheek to control a computer that helped
him build up sentences, word by word.
Others who have lost the ability to speak
because of disease, or a stroke, can similar-
ly use head or eye movements to control
computer cursors to select letters and spell
out words. But, at their best, users of these
methods struggle to produce more than ten
words a minute. That is far slower than the
average rate of natural speech, around 150
words a minute. 

A better way to communicate would be
to read the brain of a paralysed person di-
rectly and then translate those readings
into synthetic speech. And a study pub-
lished in Nature this week, by Edward
Chang, a neurosurgeon at the University of
California, San Francisco, describes just
such a technique. Speaking requires the
precise control of almost 100 muscles in
the lips, jaw, tongue and throat to produce
the characteristic breaths and sounds that
make up sentences. By measuring the brain
signals that control these vocal-tract mus-
cles, Dr Chang has been able to use a com-
puter to synthesise speech accurately.

The volunteers for Dr Chang’s study
were five people with epilepsy who had had
electrodes implanted into their brains as
part of their treatment. He and his col-
leagues used these electrodes to record the
volunteers’ brain activity while those vol-
unteers spoke several hundred sentences
out loud. Specifically, the researchers
tracked activity in parts of the brain re-
sponsible for controlling the muscles of
the vocal tract. 

To convert those signals into speech
they did two things. First, they trained a
computer program to recognise what the
signals meant. They did this by feeding the
program simultaneously with output from
the electrodes and with representations of
the shapes the vocal tract adopts when
speaking the test sentences—data known
from decades of study of voices. Then,
when the program had learned the relevant
associations, they used it to translate elec-
trode signals into vocal-tract configura-

tions, and thus into sound.
The principle proved, Dr Chang and his

team went on to show that their system
could synthesise speech even when a vol-
unteer mimed sentences, rather than
speaking them out loud. Although the ac-
curacy was not as good, this is an important
further step. A practical device that might
serve the needs of people like Hawking
would need to respond to brain signals
which moved few or no muscles at all.
Miming is a stepping stone to that. The
team have also shown that the relationship
between brain signals and speech is suffi-
ciently similar from person to person for
their approach to be employed to create a
generic template that a user could fine-

tune. That, too, will ease the process of
making the technique practical. 

So far, Dr Chang has worked with people
able to speak normally. The next stage will
be to ask whether his system can work for
those who cannot speak. There is reason
for cautious optimism here. What Dr
Chang is doing is analogous to the now
well-established field of using brain-com-
puter interfaces to allow paralysed individ-
uals to control limb movements simply by
thinking about what it is they want to do.
Restoring speech is a more complex task
than moving limbs—but sufficiently simi-
lar in principle to give hope to those now in
a position similar to that once endured by
the late Dr Hawking. 7

How to give voice to the speechless

Medical technology

A real brain wave
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By its own lights, this book fails. And
yet, as a meditation about a world on

edge, it is also well worth reading.
Jared Diamond sets out to construct a

diagnostic framework for political systems
in turmoil. What enables some societies to
cope with a crisis but condemns others to
mayhem? Do past crises reveal patterns
that could guide today’s leaders as they
gaze into the contemporary abyss? Mr Dia-
mond readily acknowledges that his book
is just a first stab at answering these ques-
tions. He hopes that “Upheaval” will en-
courage other scholars to take up his ideas
and mould them into something more rig-
orous. It may instead convince them that
the project is doomed.

Even so, the journey towards failure, via
seven countries at turning-points in their
pasts, is enjoyable and informative. Mr Di-
amond is the doyen of a class of scientifi-
cally literate, anthropologically aware and
culturally astute thinkers. He is an enlight-
ened guide and a sympathetic observer.
Though “Upheaval” cannot achieve its im-
plausible goals, this quixotic effort illumi-
nates what it means to learn from history.

The idea at the heart of “Upheaval” is
that the insights which help people cope
with personal crises, such as crushing dis-
appointment, divorce or bereavement, can
also shed light on those that afflict states.
Therapists seek to get their patients to ac-
knowledge that they are in trouble and that
they are empowered to do something about
it. Individuals can learn from the behav-
iour of others. They can identify what it is
about them that needs to change—and
what should remain the same.

Countries are not people, of course. But
Mr Diamond believes the parallels are in-
structive. Are a country’s politicians and
media honest about their situation? Do
they take responsibility for fixing a pro-
blem, or simply blame others? Can they
learn from what has happened elsewhere?
Are they willing to adapt, even as they
cleave to what makes their society work?

As the spectre of nationalist populism
hovers overhead, “Upheaval” develops this

framework by examining such crises as the
modernisation of Japan after Matthew Per-
ry’s black ships sailed into Tokyo bay in
1853, the mass slaughter when Indonesia
put down a communist revolt in 1965 and
the coup against Salvador Allende in Chile
in 1973.

Finland’s dealings with the existential
threat from the Soviet Union during and
after the second world war are another
good example. Mr Diamond reckons that
Finnish leaders displayed many of the cop-
ing characteristics of resilient individuals.
They were brutally realistic about their vul-
nerability. Finland is a small place that
could not depend on help from other coun-
tries; its best chance of remaining inde-
pendent was to persuade the Soviet Union
that it was not worth conquering. That
meant fighting to the last man when Soviet
troops invaded during the war, but then
working closely with Moscow in peace
time, even though Stalin had just ravaged
eastern Finland. By following this prag-
matically deferential policy—which came
to be known as “Finlandisation”—Finns
conceded what they had to, but would not
compromise over their independence.

Here Mr Diamond’s method tells you
plenty about Finland’s travails in the 20th
century. But as an exercise in political sci-
ence it falls short. You cannot compress
history into a self-help guide. For one
thing, even if the grand sweep is relayed ac-
curately, it is a superhuman task to gather
the underlying facts—even the assiduous
Mr Diamond labels Finland “Scandina-

Learning from the past

The psychology of nations

A bold overview of major crises illuminates the slipperiness of history

Upheaval. By Jared Diamond. Little, Brown
and Company; 512 pages; $35. Allen Lane; £25
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vian” when Finns call themselves Nordic.
For another, the notion that individual psy-
chology can be projected onto nations is
fanciful. People talk about a “national char-
acter”, but it is a slippery metaphor that
leads to cartoonish over-simplification.

Most of all, Mr Diamond’s approach de-
pends upon a flawed understanding of
what history is. For his scheme to succeed,
he needs to be able to pin history down to
an interpretation, as if it were a laboratory
specimen. History is not so compliant. In a
scientific sense it is unique—an experi-
ment without controls. In another way it is
too abundant, overflowing with facts that
might or might not be salient. The past is
endlessly open to interpretation, as histo-
rians rifle through it for the perspectives
that grab them. 

To crown it all, supposing you can agree
on the meaning of the past, Mr Diamond’s
method requires a consensus about the
challenges of the present, too. Good luck
with that in Westminster or Washington.

Those who do not want to repeat it
should learn history. Mr Diamond is right
about that. But the lesson it teaches comes
as a parable, not an algorithm. 7

“In what new skin will the old snake
come forth?” The abolitionist and for-

mer slave Frederick Douglass posed this
question in 1865, a month after America’s
civil war ended. Slavery was dead. Hopes
soared—and were soon dashed. As another
great African-American intellectual, W.E.B.
Du Bois, put it: “The slave went free; stood a
brief moment in the sun; then moved back
again toward slavery.”

The post-war history of civil rights in
America was dismal. Reconstruction—in
which the North tried to rebuild and re-
form the South—lasted only a dozen years.
It included some triumphs; for example,
roughly 2,000 black politicians entered
government in the late 19th century. But
when Ulysses S. Grant, a racially progres-
sive president, left office in 1877, the North
tired of browbeating the South. White su-
premacy returned in force during a period
shockingly known (by some) as “Redemp-
tion”. The discrimination and segregation
of Jim Crow took hold; black people were
oppressed and denied the right to vote. 

“Stony the Road”, the new book by Hen-
ry Louis Gates junior, a professor at Har-
vard, is a concise, powerful account of Afri-
can-Americans’ efforts to resist the
rollback of their rights. It describes the on-
slaught of degradations they faced and
their leaders’ valiant, if flawed, bid to re-
verse bigoted perceptions, highlighting the
role of literature and the arts. It is an impor-
tant addition to America’s evolving view of
its own history.

The cultural and scientific assault on
African-Americans was relentless. They
were seen by many whites as subhuman,
consigned to inferiority by pseudo-sci-
ence. Theirs was a “childlike” race (though
according to the propaganda, black men
were also prone to savagely raping white
women). In white literature, blacks were
nostalgic for slavery and its supposed pro-
tections. A story of 1893 featured a character
known as “little Mammy” who “grieved, as
she crept down the street, that she had nev-
er mounted the auctioneer’s block.”

Such representations were everywhere,
serving the political goal of keeping black
Americans out of power—for who would
trust a beast or a child to make laws? Mr
Gates includes dozens of searing images:
cartoons showing black men eyeing white
women, “Sambo art” lampooning blacks as
imbeciles, and grotesque postcards distri-
buted to celebrate lynchings.

Well-to-do black people fought back.
But so ingrained were the dehumanising
stereotypes, all those Mammies and Uncle
Toms, that the only solution seemed to be
separating themselves from the impover-
ished masses. Enter the “New Negro”, a
term adopted by the black elite of the late
19th century. Whereas the “Old Negro” was
“degraded” or “degenerate”, Mr Gates sum-
marises, the New Negro was sober, classy
and sophisticated. The rebranding culmi-
nated in the Harlem Renaissance (original-
ly known as the New Negro Renaissance),
which showcased the talents of the starri-
est African-Americans.

From today’s perspective, the glitch is
obvious. As Mr Gates writes: “You might

say that its own formulation embedded its
own critique.” The existence of the New Ne-
gro implied the inadequacy of the old. In its
own way the strategy adhered to white
standards, as some African-Americans ob-
served at the time. In the end, as Mr Gates
notes, some of the richest elements of Afri-
can-American culture—jazz, blues and
spirituals—arose from the grassroots, rath-
er than descending from the elite.

The New Negro was ultimately a “vain
attempt to confect positive images of noble
black people powerful enough to brace
against the maelstrom of excruciating im-
ages that the white supremacist imagina-
tion had spawned”. But the enterprise still
mattered. This was the era in which anti-
lynching campaigns began and the naacp
was formed. Eventually, says Mr Gates,
such acts of resistance grew into the civil-
rights movement of the 1960s, when real
and lasting change occurred—a century
after Reconstruction. 

Even so, as he laments, the awful imag-
ery of the Redemption period still “drifts
like a toxic oil slick” through contemporary
culture. Far as America has travelled, the
road remains stony. 7

American history

A kind of freedom

Stony the Road: Reconstruction, White
Supremacy and the Rise of Jim Crow. By
Henry Louis Gates junior. Penguin Press; 320
pages; $30 and £25 At the end of the 19th century much of

Europe was transfixed by the body of a
woman that was pulled from the river in
Paris. L’Inconnue de la Seine became a sym-
bol of inscrutable beauty. Linda Grant’s
shimmering new novel opens with an echo
of that episode, as a female corpse retrieved
from the Thames is buried in east London
in 2016. But only Pete, a policeman preoc-
cupied by the case, and Alan, a documen-
tary film-maker, pay their respects. 

“A Stranger City” is not a mystery; its
real quarry is not a missing person. In place
of a linear plot it follows the London lives
of Pete, Alan and Chrissie—an Irish nurse
who crossed paths with the dead woman
just before her supposed suicide—and oth-
ers in their orbits. Recovering from cancer,
Pete’s wife resolves to escape the teeming
city he loves. Alan marries a woman from a
Jewish Persian family for whom “life was a
perpetual game of snakes and ladders”.
People covet and renovate properties, as
Londoners do. For Chrissie, life is “a load of
obligations to other people and trying to
find the good times in them apart from all
the boring shite”. Yet when her patients die,

Love in the time of Brexit

Up from the depths

A Stranger City. By Linda Grant. Virago;
336 pages; £16.99
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2 she realises as dawn breaks that “they’d
missed it for ever now and you were still
here with everything in front of you”.

Collectively these characters run a
gauntlet of 21st-century urban horror: ter-
rorism, racist violence, social-media vitri-
ol. A viral video generates an alternative,
online version of Chrissie, even as, in the
physical world, the drowned woman re-
mains unclaimed. Brexit-era xenophobia
crescendoes. From a recognisable post-ref-
erendum present (“Aren’t you going home
now?” a classmate asks the daughter of
Alan’s German neighbours), the references

modulate to an imagined sequel of mass
deportations and prison ships in the
Thames estuary. The meticulous detail of
Ms Grant’s observations lends credibility to
her dystopian leaps.

Amid these dramas, the unknown
woman comes to seem symbolic, like her
French counterpart. As Alan says, “She
looked like anyone…a kind of blurred per-
son.” She stands for the anonymity of mod-
ern cities and the effacement of identities
by the internet—or for a society losing its
sense of itself. She is everywoman; it seems
almost that she was never truly there.

Until it turns out that she was a real per-
son after all. Almost in spite of itself, mean-
while, Ms Grant’s book is as much a love let-
ter to London as a lament, an ode to pink
skin after sunny days and lost gloves wav-
ing from railings. London is indestructible,
those German neighbours think: “too ab-
sorbed in its own individual business, too
intent on getting to work and going shop-
ping and having dates and affairs”. “It was
impossible”, Alan reflects, “to tell London’s
story; it was too large, too ancient…too con-
tradictory”. Perhaps, but Ms Grant has
made a pretty good fist of it. 7

Johnson Speaking in tongues

Foreign languages ought to be an asset for politicians—not a liability 

It seems hard to imagine, but once a
British prime minister could not only

aim to put Britain “at the heart of Eu-
rope”; he could say so in fluent French to
the Assemblée Nationale. Today, even if
Theresa May, a successor to the Euro-
phile Tony Blair, could emulate him, the
politics of patriotism might require her
to hide it. In the nationalistic climate,
many people in the Anglophone democ-
racies seem to consider the ability to talk
to foreigners in their own languages
distasteful, even suspect.

Foreign-language skill has become
yet another cultural-political divider: it
is associated with despised liberal elites,
like a fondness for sushi or a passport
full of stamps. And like the general dis-
gust with those elites, this attitude cross-
es the left-right divide. Pete Buttigieg, the
young mayor of a medium-sized city in
Indiana, is enjoying a surprise moment
in the sun as a presidential candidate—
and nearly every profile of him mentions
that he speaks seven foreign languages:
French, Spanish, Italian, Maltese (his
family’s heritage tongue), Norwegian,
Arabic (from which Maltese is descend-
ed), and Dari, a language of Afghanistan.

The way Mr Buttigieg’s skills are
regarded betrays a lack of understanding
of what learning a language means. Mr
Buttigieg is not fluent in all of them, as
he admits. He conceded that “I just ran
out of Norwegian” after several well-
delivered sentences in reply to a Norwe-
gian journalist. He struggled in an an-
swer to an Italian. Asked how many
languages he speaks, he said: “It depends
on what you mean by ‘speak’.” 

Spoken like a linguist. How his abil-
ities are described often says more about
those doing the describing. The left likes
to see itself as the brainy wing of politics,
in contrast to science-bashing conserva-

Though Mitt Romney speaks good
French, he made little of it while running
for president in 2012. Marco Rubio and
Jeb Bush were unusual in speaking some
Spanish on the campaign trail in 2016,
but not without controversy. Ted Cruz
took a swipe at Mr Rubio, a fellow Cuban-
American, over an interview he had
given in Spanish. Donald Trump said that
Mr Bush should “set the example by
speaking English in the United States”.
The party is known for pushing English-
only laws across the country, as if tolerat-
ing another language necessarily en-
tailed insufficient pride in your own.

Elsewhere in the Anglophone world,
Canadian politicians are usually bi-
lingual as a matter of course, and New
Zealanders are rediscovering a fondness
for Maori. Kevin Rudd, an Australian
prime minister, was fluent in Mandarin.
But most leaders know they can get by
with only English. Not so those in office
in other places. Besides learning English,
continental European leaders often
know a couple of each other’s languages.
Multilingualism is a national virtue in
multi-ethnic countries such as Singa-
pore and Switzerland. Angela Merkel can
speak to Vladimir Putin in Russian, and
he can reply in German. 

It is a short-sighted shame to be dis-
missive of language ability. The link to
xenophobia in America and Britain is
obvious, but too easy an explanation:
after all, such resentment is rising else-
where, too. Just as importantly, as people
the world over learn English, so Anglo-
phones are spending less and less time
acquiring foreign languages. That is sad
for politicians and everybody else, as
even xenophobes should see. Even if they
believe that foreigners are the enemy,
doesn’t it make sense to know what they
are talking about?

tism. Yet that has not stopped some on the
left from attacking Mr Buttigieg for his
signature aptitude. To Nathan Robinson,
writing in Current Affairs, Mr Buttigieg’s
polyglottery is of a piece with his time as a
consultant at McKinsey; a slick trick, an
ability to tell people what they want to
hear. Another left-wing outlet, Jacobin,
sarcastically headlined its unflattering
profile: “Have you heard? Pete Buttigieg is
really smart.”

All the same, languages remain more of
a Democratic than a Republican trait. Of
this year’s Democratic presidential candi-
dates, Beto O’Rourke speaks good Spanish
(Julian Castro’s and John Hickenlooper’s is
rather less good); Kristen Gillibrand has
some Mandarin, and Kamala Harris con-
versational French. Barack Obama man-
aged a few phrases in Indonesian on trips
to the country where he spent some of his
youth. John Kerry, the Democrats’ nomi-
nee in 2004, proudly spoke French; his
wife Teresa addressed the national con-
vention in a string of languages. 

On the Republican side, it is not so
much ability as attitude that differs.

   "What's News" VK.COM/WSNWS



78 Books & arts The Economist April 27th 2019

The adage that “writing about music is
like dancing about architecture” has

been ascribed to Elvis Costello, Laurie An-
derson and Thelonious Monk, among oth-
ers. Undaunted, in “Why You Like It” Nolan
Gasser attempts to explain the ineffable
ways music produces sensations in listen-
ers’ brains: its power to move people to
tears, evoke awe and induce involuntary
toe-tapping. Plus the odd proclivity of sad
songs to seem uplifting.

Mr Gasser rose from playing the piano
in American malls to featuring in Steve
Miller’s backing band; he has a phd in mu-
sicology from Stanford. But his analysis re-
lies most on his stint at Pandora, a pioneer-
ing music-streaming service. He presided
over an algorithm that, by recommending
new tracks based strictly on the musical
characteristics of users’ favourites, pur-
ports to sift out ulterior considerations
such as fashion. One listener was aghast at
the results: “Oh my God, I like Celine Dion!”
“Why You Like It” is similarly clarifying.

Human beings really can feel the
groove, Mr Gasser writes; “individually and
communally” they have a unique ability to
lock into a beat. This propensity for “en-
trainment” may be an evolutionary advan-
tage, enhancing as it does the “capacity for
collaboration”. Likewise, he explains, peo-
ple are suckers for repetition. Most kinds of
music, from pop and rock to jazz and clas-
sical, rely on the repetition of melodies,
harmonies and so on. 

Why? Repetition allows people not
merely to “listen to the music, but listen
along with it…by virtue of the fact that on
some level…we know what’s coming next.”
This in turn explains how surprise governs
musical responses. Composers play on
emotions by “thwarting, delaying or grant-
ing…what our ears expect to hear.” Recall-
ing the words of John Peel, a dj, on the at-
traction of The Fall, a post-punk band—
“They are always different, they are always
the same”—Mr Gasser concludes that fans
“want to hear material that is at once fresh
and familiar”. 

He takes on “the paradox of negative
emotions”. Scholars speculate that sad mu-
sic spurs secretion of prolactin, a consol-
ing hormone produced at times of mental
torment (and by lactating mothers). The
payoff is heightened by the “absence of an
actual sad event”. In other words sad songs,
like other kinds of tragic art, appeal as a

source of safely vicarious sentiment.
This is a work of staggering erudition

and breadth. Mr Gasser extols the artistry
of Taylor Swift beside that of Cheb Mami,
an Algerian singer; he advises hip-hop fans
to check out Haydn. It ought to be read in
the company of a streaming service and the
tracks it dissects—as a 21st-century version
of the best-album guides prized by musos
during vinyl’s heyday. In taxonomising the
responses music elicits, Mr Gasser identi-
fies the peak high as “frisson”, character-
ised by “thrills and chills”. Fewer than one
in three listeners report feeling this, he
writes, but “it is far more common amid
avid music lovers”. “Why You Like It” is a
gateway to this exalted state. 7

How music works

The beat goes on

Why You Like It. By Nolan Gasser. Flatiron
Books; 720 pages; $32.50

As dusk falls, Manuel da Costa scans
the university garden for an unoccu-

pied plastic chair. He shakes a student’s
hand, waves at a politician and winks at a
playwright as a meeting of Guinea-Bissau’s
only writers’ club begins.

Since October 2013 an eclectic mix of
around 30 writers and literature enthusi-
asts have gathered every month in Bissau,
the country’s capital, to hear new work, de-
bate the latest political crisis, and gossip. “I
was shy at first, but then I got used to read-
ing out poetry and expressing my feelings,”
says Mr da Costa. For its members, the
Guinea-Bissau Writers Association is a rare
chance to hone and promote their craft.

The legacy of Portuguese rule, and the
failures of the African Party for the Inde-
pendence of Guinea and Cape Verde
(paigc), which has governed almost unin-

terrupted since independence in 1974, have
left Guinea-Bissau desperately poor.
Among other deprivations, there is no
functioning, state-funded library. Poverty
is compounded by crime. In 2008 the coun-
try was labelled a narco-state by the un;
diplomats say the crooks have diversified
into people- and arms-trafficking. 

Mr da Costa confronts these problems
in his writing. In his novel “Mare Branca
em Bulinia”, Latin American drug cartels,
in league with shadowy figures in the local
armed forces, overrun a fictional west Afri-
can country. It is a story he is well-qualified
to tell: as well as being a writer he is a re-
tired lieutenant-colonel. 

He leads a surprisingly large contingent
of soldier-poets. “Most of us in the military
have seen a lot, and that’s why so many are
writers,” Mr da Costa explains. Many Guin-
eans proudly recall that Amilcar Cabral, a
murdered guerrilla leader, was a fine poet
as well as an independence fighter. Samuel
Fernandes, a serving army colonel, bor-
rowed the title of one of Cabral’s most fam-
ous poems, “Regresso”, for one of his own.
It laments the desire of many young Guin-
eans to leave the country at the earliest op-
portunity and urges them to return: 

Because love of country
Is better than beautiful buildings
Pretty avenues and modern cars

Mr Fernandes says his first verses were
odes he sent home to a girlfriend during a
Soviet-era stint in Leningrad (now St Pet-
ersburg). Today China is the main sponsor
of student exchanges for Guineans.

Along with politics, the divisive issue of
language frequently crops up at the writers’
get-togethers. Portuguese is Guinea-Bis-
sau’s sole official language, but around
90% of the population of 2m do not speak,
read or write it. The adult literacy rate is be-
low 60%; roughly half of children do not go
to school. Those who do are often taught by
teachers who barely know Portuguese
themselves. The principal lingua franca in
a patchwork of ethnic languages is Creole,
which is influenced by tribal dialects, Por-
tuguese and (in some places) French.

Edson Incopte—an up-and-coming
poet who spent part of his youth overseas
and works for a Portuguese ngo—resists
choosing between the two tongues. “When
I need to write to Guinean people, and ex-
press Guinean things, I write in Creole,” he
says, but he publishes in both languages.
Odete Semedo, a more established poet, re-
calls the prejudice she once suffered as a
student in Portugal. Creole, she says, is “the
language of my heart”. 

Despite serving as the spokeswoman of
the paigc, Ms Semedo accepts that the
hope of “a happier and more equitable soci-
ety” after independence has not been real-
ised. “The despair of the poets”, she says,
“chimes with the despair of the people.” 7

B I S S A U

An evening with the soldier-poets of
Guinea-Bissau 

Literary camaraderie

Brothers in art
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