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The world’s climate scientists are
charged with a difficult task: to create a

crystal ball with which to skry a future that
promises to be hotter than today. But exact-
ly how much hotter depends on innumera-
ble factors, both natural and human. Creat-
ing the crystal ball is thus a two-stage
process. First, you have to build a simula-
crum of how Earth’s climate works. Then,
you try to perturb this simulacrum with
plausible future human actions, to see
what picture appears.

Modern magic being what it is, the crys-
tal balls are actually supercomputers run-
ning programs with 1m or more lines of
code. These programs are models that di-
vide the planet’s atmosphere, ocean and
land surface into grids of cells—many mil-
lions of them. Land cells are flat. Atmo-
sphere and ocean cells are three-dimen-
sional and are stacked in columns to
account for the effects of altitude and
depth. A model calculates what is going on,

physically and chemically, inside each cell,
and how this will affect that cell’s neigh-
bours, both sideways and, if appropriate,
above and below. Then it does it again. And
again. And again. 

That is a complicated process. A model’s
code has to represent everything from the
laws of thermodynamics to the intricacies
of how air molecules interact with one an-
other. Running it means performing quad-
rillions of mathematical operations a sec-
ond—hence the need for supercomputers.
And using it to make predictions means
doing this thousands of times, with slight-
ly different inputs on each run, to get a
sense of which outcomes are likely, which
unlikely but possible, and which implausi-
ble in the extreme.

Even so, such models are crude. Mil-
lions of grid cells might sound a lot, but it

means that an individual cell’s area, seen
from above, is about 10,000 square kilo-
metres, while an air or ocean cell may have
a volume of as much as 100,000km3. Treat-
ing these enormous areas and volumes as
points misses much detail. Clouds, for in-
stance, present a particular challenge to
modellers. Depending on how they form
and where, they can either warm or cool the
climate. But a cloud is far smaller than even
the smallest grid-cells, so its individual ef-
fect cannot be captured. The same is true of
regional effects caused by things like topo-
graphic features or islands. 

Uncertainty principals
Building models is also made hard by lack
of knowledge about the ways that carbon—
the central atom in molecules of carbon di-
oxide and methane, the main heat-captur-
ing greenhouse gases other than water va-
pour—moves through the environment.
Understanding Earth’s carbon cycles is cru-
cial to understanding climate change. But
much of that element’s movement is facili-
tated by living organisms, and these are
even more difficult to understand than
physical processes.

Plants absorb carbon from the air dur-
ing photosynthesis and then return it dur-
ing respiration. Animals that eat those
plants also respire. Bacteria and fungi sim-
ilarly break down dead plants and animals
to pillage materials and energy from them,
releasing carbon dioxide and methane into 
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the atmosphere as they do so. Some organ-
ic matter, nevertheless, gets buried rather
than broken down, and is thus removed
from climatic consideration. But, over
time, this buried material is transformed
by heat and pressure into oil, gas and coal—
substances pertinent to the climate in the
context of one particular biological agent,
Homo sapiens. This species uses them to
power its civilisation, taking mere decades
to fill the air with carbon that took hun-
dreds of millions of years to accumulate
underground. 

Organic matter may also be trapped in
ice: on land in areas of permafrost, and at
the bottom of the sea in molecular struc-
tures called clathrates. On top of all this,
the oceans themselves contain vast
amounts of dissolved carbon dioxide, and
many sea creatures draw on that reserve to
build themselves shells and carapaces out
of calcium carbonate. Not all of this materi-
al is recycled. Some ends up on the seabed
and eventually turns into limestone. 

Changes in temperature are also a con-
sideration. The relationship between
warmth and carbon-dioxide concentration
in the atmosphere is a two-way street.
Warm water holds less of the gas than cold
water. During past ice ages, oceans there-
fore drew carbon dioxide out of the atmo-
sphere as they cooled, amplifying the pro-
cess of cooling. Today’s warmer oceans still
act in aggregate as sinks for CO2. The warm-
er they get, however, the less that will con-
tinue to be true. 

Sensitive information
A further problem in model building is that
uncertainties about feedback loops like the
one between ocean temperature and CO2

absorption also underpin uncertainties
about a parameter called climate sensitiv-
ity, which is crucial to models’ predictions.
This is a measure of how responsive the cli-
mate is to changes in CO2 concentrations in
the atmosphere. Basic physics suggests the
air should warm by approximately 1°C for a
doubling of CO2 levels relative to pre-in-
dustrial times. (So far, CO2 levels have risen
by about 50%.) Add feedback loops and es-
timates of temperature increase range
from 1.5°C to 4.5°C. There have, moreover,
been suggestions that climate sensitivity
may itself be subject to a feedback loop,
causing the climate to become yet more
sensitive to CO2 as it warms, thus promot-
ing warming still further.

To test predictions such as these against
reality and adjust models accordingly re-
quires better data for, until recently, most
parts of the globe lacked decent observa-
tions. Satellite records of the area covered
by ice in the Arctic, for instance, stretch
back only to 1979, and it was not until 2002
that researchers were able, courtesy of
some new satellites, to estimate how the
thickness of that ice varies over time and

from place to place. Applied to land-cover-
ing ice sheets as well as the floating ice of
the Arctic Ocean, this revealed that Green-
land was losing more than 200 cubic kilo-
metres of ice (though only 0.007% of its to-
tal volume) a year—three times previous
estimates. 

Other parts of the globe suffer from a
similar lack of observations. The oceans,
for example, are reckoned to absorb more

than 90% of the heat trapped by man-made
greenhouse-gas emissions. But serious
collection of data on the marine processes
that underpin this, using networks of au-
tonomous buoys, began only in the early
2000s. Swathes of the Southern Ocean,
which plays an important role in storing
both heat and CO2, are still not monitored,
and there are parts of the Arctic Ocean
where no man has ever dipped a toe, nor
machine a sensor. 

Data from even inhabited parts of the
world can be sparse, with unfortunate con-
sequences. West Africa’s monsoon, the
failure of which in the 1970s and 1980s led
to drought and famine, is poorly simulated
by models, leading to fuzzy predictions for
how it will change as the world continues
to warm. Parts of east Africa where models
had predicted an increase in rainfall have
instead experienced a decrease. And heat-
waves are rarely recorded on that conti-
nent, even though they would be expected
to occur there.

A further source of uncertainty is what
scientists refer to as non-linear effects.
These are big, rapid shifts that occur in re-
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Throughout history, people have
viewed springs as mystical. From the

warm pools of Roman Bath, whence
sheets of lead inscribed with prayers
have been recovered, to the gassy waters
beneath the Oracle of Delphi that are
thought to have stimulated the visions
experienced by Apollo’s sacred priest-
esses, these sites have been sought out
for purposes of divination. With a mod-
ern twist, this is still happening, for
Jason Ricketts of the University of Texas
at El Paso thinks the remnants of ancient
springs can be used to help monitor
climates of the past by dating when
warm and cold periods occurred.

Dr Rickett’s starting point is his as-
sumption that, as ice ages end and the
world warms up, underground water
flows will increase simultaneously all
around the planet. Moreover, as water
travels through the ground it dissolves
and picks up minerals, particularly
calcium carbonate. When it subsequent-
ly bubbles to the surface, it deposits
these minerals as a type of limestone
called travertine, which has bands in it
that reveal by their thickness approxi-
mately how long the water which created
them was flowing. The age of a band can

be determined by analysis of the radioac-
tive isotopes within it, particularly those
of uranium and its decay products. Dr
Rickett therefore predicted that the
thicknesses of bands of travertine of the
same age from all around the world
would be correlated, and that those
thicknesses would decrease and increase
with the coming and going of ice ages.

To test this idea he and his colleagues
searched the scientific literature for all
the previous studies of travertine they
could find. By doing so, as they report in
the Journal of Quaternary Science, they
discovered the ages of 1,649 deposits of
the rock, scattered across every con-
tinent except Antarctica. To his delight,
when Dr Rickett plotted these ages
against the thickness of the bands re-
ported, he found that those thicknesses
did indeed rise and fall in step. 

To his further delight, the dates he
deduced for warm and cold periods
matched those from the existing way of
dating them, which measures the ratio of
isotopes of oxygen in fossil teeth—for
this ratio is temperature dependent. That
different dating methods have arrived at
the same conclusion in this way is a
useful confirmation that palaeoclimatol-
ogists’ dates for events in the past few
hundred thousand years are correct.

Prophetic waters
Palaeoclimatology

Ancient climates, too, are under study
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2 sponse to small changes, and may be irre-
versible, at least in the short term. Many in-
volve ice changing into liquid water. The
collapse of ice sheets on parts of Greenland
and Antarctica could happen with mere de-
cades of warming, but would take millen-
nia of cooling to reverse. The melting of
permafrost might be worse: not only irre-
versible, but releasing vast amounts of car-
bon dioxide and methane to boost tem-
peratures further. 

Ocean currents also look susceptible to
non-linear effects. These currents are pro-
pelled by a phenomenon called thermo-
haline circulation that depends, as its
name suggests, on the salinity and tem-
perature of seawater, and thus its density.
Cold or saline water sinks, while warm or
fresher water rises, and large bodies of
sinking or rising water provide the engine
that drives currents around the world.
There are signs that the North Atlantic con-
veyor belt, which drives the circulation of
water through the depths of the world’s
oceans, is slowing down—probably as a re-
sult of melting ice from Greenland fresh-
ening the water. Since the ocean’s currents
are all connected, this local slowdown
could also have effects far from north-west
Europe (an area it has long been known to
warm), such as on the Intertropical Con-
vergence Zone, a weather belt that brings
rainfall to the tropics.

In spite of all this uncertainty, climate
models have done a pretty good job of pre-
dicting what has happened so far. But they
also have to cope with the biggest uncer-
tainties of all: how rapidly, and in what
ways, human beings respond to the threat
they face (see chart on previous page). 

The most important human uncertain-
ty is how quickly and completely people
will stop using fossil fuels, and thus stop
transferring carbon from Earth’s crust to
the air. This transition will be driven by a
mixture of economics, politics and techno-
logical change. Already, some countries
(such as Britain) have more or less aban-
doned using coal, the most carbon-inten-
sive fuel, to generate electricity. It helps
that natural gas, which is less carbon-in-
tensive, is also often cheaper. But zero-car-
bon power generation by wind and sun is
competitive with coal, too, in a growing
number of places. Add electrically powered
vehicles to the mix and an optimist might
say, “problem solved”. 

The human touch
Well, not exactly. Though profitable tech-
nological change can happen fast (in Amer-
ica, the shift from horse-drawn carts to en-
gine-driven vehicles took place within a
decade, between 1903 and 1913), it would be
going some to convert all the world’s elec-
tricity production (which would mean
scrapping vast amounts of installed capac-
ity) by the deadline of 2050 that has been

proposed, by the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change, for the elimination of
man-made greenhouse-gas emissions.
Other means will be needed as well.

Most routes to the goal of avoiding 1.5°C
of warming, the target agreed at a un cli-
mate-change meeting in Paris in 2015, in-
volve some amount of “negative emis-
sions”, whereby carbon dioxide is removed
from the atmosphere. This can be as low-
tech as reforesting land, or as high-tech as
using chemical engineering to purge the
air of undesirable substances. There are
also ideas around to capture at source the
CO2 released by processes such as cement-
making, of which the gas is an inevitable
chemical by-product, and then bury it
somehow underground—a plan known as
carbon capture and storage.

Both negative emissions and carbon
capture and storage could work in princi-
ple. But, unlike alternative ways of generat-
ing electricity, which, once mastered, will
be profitable, they offers little prospect of
turning a profit without subsidy. Given the
threat, asking for such subsidies is per-
fectly reasonable. Taxpayers are called on
to pay for wars against human enemies, so
might be expected to stump up for one
against a less tangible foe. But predicting
how rapidly and in what quantity cash for
such a war will arrive is a mug’s game.

Other human-induced uncertainties
could be even greater. Some, for instance,
talk of solar geoengineering—intercepting
a portion of the incoming energy from the
sun and returning it to space before it has
had a chance to warm the atmosphere.
There are several ways this might be done,
from deploying fine mists of particles in

the stratosphere to building mirrors in
space. Such methods might conceivably
stop warming within a few years, or even
cool things down. That might look attrac-
tive to some, if emissions are not drastical-
ly reduced soon.

As to the political will needed to jolly
the process along, and arrange payment for
those parts of the programme that will not
pay for themselves, this can push both
ways. America’s approach to climate policy
and regulation has see-sawed from George
W. Bush’s obstructionism to Barack
Obama’s efforts to work with China and in-
troduce domestic policy and regulations,
and now Donald Trump’s roll-back from
those positions. Some countries, however,
seem to have arrived at more of an internal
consensus. Earlier this year, for example,
Britain adopted what it says is a legally
binding target to reach “net-zero” emis-
sions by 2050 (though what “legally bind-
ing” actually amounts to is not exactly
clear). Britain’s current contribution to
greenhouse-gas emissions is about 1%, so
this will, by itself, make little difference.
But it may encourage the others. 

France, a country with an economy
about the same size as Britain’s, is also aim-
ing for net-zero by the middle of the cen-
tury, and it, too, says this target is legally
binding. Denmark has joined in as well.
Germany and Chile are considering doing
so. And California and Sweden have
pledged to outdo the others by reaching net
zero by 2045. How important all this is, is
hard to guess, and almost impossible to
model. Some game theorists are, neverthe-
less, trying to do so. Their games suggest
that in international climate negotiations
a small group of nations could create a “tip-
ping set” that has the power, perhaps
through financial sanctions, to induce oth-
er governments to join them on a path to
net zero.

Ultimately, tackling climate change will
require all of these pieces—the political,
the economic, the technological and the
social—to come together. But if they do, a
solution may yet be possible. Earlier this
year, Britain’s Committee on Climate
Change published the results of its own
crystal-ball gazing, a report on what a net-
zero United Kingdom might look like.
Homes in this paradise would be heated by
decarbonised electricity. Ships would be
powered by ammonia. People would eat
more vegetables and less meat. Parts of the
country would once again be covered by
forests. And there would be a new pro-
gramme to capture and store CO2. 

As an objective, this all sounds quite at-
tractive—reminiscent, perhaps, of William
Blake’s vision of a New Jerusalem taking
over from a land of dark, satanic mills. But
whether such promised lands will, in the
end, be built remains the biggest uncer-
tainty of all. 7
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What to wear to dine on the ocean
floor? The invitation warned of the

“changing weathers” of Scotland’s west
coast. Oilskins and a sou’wester might
have been appropriate. Or wellies. Or per-
haps just bare feet. Over ten days in Sep-
tember 2017, Alon Schwabe and Daniel Fer-
nández Pascual, the former an Israeli-born
dancer and performance artist, the latter a
Spanish architect, served meals with a
message to anyone who, at low tide, was
prepared to walk out into Bayfield Bay, off
Portree, the capital of the Isle of Skye, to eat
at their “oyster table”.

The tabletops and benches that were the
set for their performance were actually
metal cages filled with oysters (pictured).
At high tide they were completely sub-
merged, and drew in seaweed and assorted
molluscs. When the tide went out, the
mesh became a dining room. Surrounded
by their guests, the two artists, who work
under the name Cooking Sections and call
themselves “spatial practitioners”, set to
work shucking shellfish and handing
round kelp lasagne, nori crackers and
scones made from sea lettuce and seaweed

butter, all the while keeping up a practised
storytelling routine. 

Their theme was how diets should be
updated in response to climate change. In-
stead of herbivores or carnivores, the pair
say, people should consider becoming “cli-
mavores”—eating more locally sourced
food and changing menus according to the
season. Their interest in the idea began
with a project among the Inuit in Alaska in
2014. Later this year they will perform at the
Venice Biennale; next year they will set out
their stall at Tate Britain in London. 

Ice and fire
For centuries artists generally saw nature
as the work of God. Today many discern the
hand of man behind polluted seashores
and vanishing species. But making art out
of climate change, rather than from nature
itself, has not proved straightforward.
While it is useful material for apocalyptic
films, climate change makes a tough sub-
ject for painting and sculpture. The scale
and complexity mean that depicting it in
visual terms is hard—as the bedraggled
rubber squid and limp flora on show at
Venice inadvertently attest. Equally chal-
lenging, for those whose aim is didactic, is

finding the most fitting artistic way to raise
awareness of the crisis. 

The world’s best known climate-change
artist is Olafur Eliasson. He began his ca-
reer at 15, selling gouaches of landscapes he
had encountered on walks with his Icelan-
dic father, a painter. Later he photographed
shrinking glaciers and polluted rivers. But
it was his experiments with geometry and
architecture, beginning in his late 20s, that
led Mr Eliasson to make big conceptual
pieces that use light, water and varying
temperatures to create sensory experi-
ences for his audiences. The “Weather Pro-
ject” (2003) employed a vast “sun” to flood
the Turbine Hall at Tate Modern in London
with yellow light, hinting at a future of ever
higher temperatures. Audiences threw
themselves into the performance. They lay
on the floor, made star shapes with their
bodies and took endless selfies—forms of
engagement that have since become the
norm at exhibitions around the world. 

The “Weather Project” was the first
large-scale effort to deal with climate
change in contemporary art. Fifteen years
later, Mr Eliasson brought 24 massive
chunks of ice from Greenland to the banks
of the Thames in a work called “Ice Watch
London”. As the ice melted outside Tate
Modern, performance and protest fused. “I
believe in challenging people’s perspec-
tives and the numbness of the political
sphere,” Mr Eliasson says. He notes that far
more people saw the installation in Lon-
don than would have done in Greenland—
but some critics pointed out the cost in en-
ergy of transporting the ice across the At-
lantic (there were installations in 
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2 Copenhagen and Paris, too).
Less well known, but in their own, qui-

eter way as effective, are the growing cadre
of artists who are developing pieces that
engage directly with communities. “Cli-
mate-change art doesn’t have to be shouty,”
says Aaron Cezar, director of the Delfina
Foundation in London, which has arranged
the performance-art programme in Venice
this year. “It’s about making complex ideas
simple, and about connecting.” 

You are what you eat
Consider, for example, “The Edible Hut” in
Detroit, Michigan. The hut is a community
and performance space with an edible roof
made of plants, erected by Mira Burack,
who works under the name Matterology. Or
Renzo Martens, a Dutch film-maker and
conceptual artist, who works in Congo,
drawing attention to the ecological impact
of the palm-oil industry. Or Vivien Sansour,
a film-maker and storyteller who has col-
laborated with farmers in Honduras, Uru-
guay and the West Bank. Through her nar-
ratives she encourages them to grow
heritage varieties of vegetables and share
their seeds, thereby earning the nickname,
the “Seed Queen of Palestine”.

This is the expanding niche—between
big-time pyrotechnics and the struggle of
figurative art to capture the scope and peril
of climate change—in which Cooking Sec-
tions operate. Their climavore project was
commissioned by Atlas Arts, a Scottish cul-
tural agency, which stumped up £150,000
($186,000) of public subsidy. The artists
wanted to draw attention to the particular
problems of the seas around Skye: increas-
ing acidification and toxic algae blooms
caused by rising temperatures, as well as
the harm done to the ocean floor around
the island by intense salmon farming that
continues to grow. 

As part of the performance, they asked
Ben Oakes, a local scallop-diver, to give
talks focused on the damage inflicted by
scallop-dredging. A seaweed forager spoke
of the many possible uses for kelp, includ-
ing flavouring gin. Three of the island’s
best-known chefs undertook to stop serv-
ing farmed salmon, creating special “cli-
mavore” menus instead. Cooking Sections
themselves gave a number of workshops in
the local high school about cooking with
foraged ingredients; three school-leavers
are being offered “climavore” apprentice-
ships each year in nearby restaurants.

The project has succeeded, the artists
believe, because it has engaged with locals,
as well as with some of Skye’s 500,000 visi-
tors a year. “It has injected a real energy
into the conversation, about how people
might do things differently in the future,”
Mr Schwabe says. Mr Eliasson’s verdict on
climate activism in art is more oracular.
“The madman of yesterday”, he says, “will
be the visionary of tomorrow.” 7

It is a dry name for what may prove the
heist of the century. The 1mdb affair, in-

volving the alleged theft of $4.5bn from the
Malaysian state development fund of that
name, has felled a Malaysian prime minis-
ter, ensnared Goldman Sachs and embar-
rassed Hollywood bigwigs. An impeccably
researched book on the scandal—by Tom
Wright and Bradley Hope of the Wall Street
Journal—came out last year. But not in Brit-
ain, thanks to its strict libel laws and the ef-
forts of its fearsome “reputation-manage-
ment” industry. That omission was
rectified on September 12th with the de-
layed publication of the British edition,
even as legal threats continued to fly.

“Billion Dollar Whale” focuses on the
role of Jho Low (pictured), a baby-faced Ma-
laysian playboy who American prosecutors
allege was the mastermind of the misap-
propriation. Mr Low, a fugitive sought by
Interpol (and believed to be in China), has
been charged with money-laundering-re-
lated offences in America and Malaysia. He
maintains his innocence. His spokesman
says the book is “trial-by-media at its
worst” and “guilt by lifestyle”. Among other
extravagances, Mr Low threw lavish parties
for bankers and celebrities, showering
them with gifts, including a Picasso (since
returned) for Leonardo DiCaprio.

The problems for the book’s British re-
lease began when the local arm of its pub-
lisher, Hachette, declined to distribute it
on behalf of the company’s American divi-
sion because of legal threats from several
people it mentioned. Scribe, a plucky inde-
pendent house that also published an un-
flattering portrayal of the billionaire Koch

brothers, later picked up the baton.
The other source of discouragement

was a campaign led by Schillings, a British
law firm acting for Mr Low. In a move
unusually aggressive even by British stan-
dards, Schillings bombarded not only the
publisher but also distributors, in Britain
and elsewhere, with threatening letters.
Several booksellers received reams of mis-
sives, some hand-delivered, which advised
that suggesting Mr Low was guilty of fraud
was “outrageously defamatory”. Selling the
book would potentially interfere “in the
proper administration of justice in the Un-
ited States”. Some vendors were warned
against categorising the book as “true
crime”. Many distributors were spooked.
Amazon decided against selling the book
in Britain (and some other European coun-
tries) after Hachette refused to indemnify
it against legal action.

Free-speech campaigners have be-
moaned this assault on bookshops, not
least because Schillings’s threats appear to
rest on shaky legal foundations, even in
Britain. The Defamation Act of 2013 states,
in effect, that distributors cannot be target-
ed unless it is impossible to go after the
publisher, author or editor. For all the bom-
bast, Mr Low is not believed to have sued or
tried to sue Hachette, Scribe, Messrs
Wright and Hope, or anyone else involved.
Schillings declined to comment. But this is
the only known case of lawyers in Britain
targeting book distributors on defamation
grounds since the law of 2013 was passed.

In the run-up to the British release,
Scribe issued a statement reassuring Brit-
ish booksellers that they are on safe legal
ground. Most, including Amazon, are now
willing to stock “Billion Dollar Whale”. (A
few brave shops have done so already, us-
ing copies ordered from America.) Sarah
Braybrooke of Scribe says orders from Brit-
ish outlets are “excellent”.

Publication in the spiritual home of the
libel complaint does not, however, mean
Mr Low will necessarily consider his efforts
wasted. “Knocking a few stockists out of
the loop for a time by maximising pressure
on them may be the best he could have
hoped for,” says one media lawyer. The
campaign, he reckons, was probably al-
ways more about damage limitation than
legal redress. “It’s not clear to me how
someone on the run, facing criminal char-
ges and wanted by Interpol, is able to do
this,” Ms Braybrooke observes. 

The fight goes on. Schillings continues
to fire off letters, recently sending another
batch to bookshops around the world to co-
incide with an updated edition. Scribe has
received ten letters in the past six weeks,
mostly demanding that it comply with
data-protection laws by handing over all
personal information it holds on Mr Low.
“It’s intimidating,” says Mr Hope; “but it’s
also good publicity for our book.” 7

A controversial book about 1mdb is
published at last in Britain
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In august 2013 a devastating chemical-
weapons attack on the Damascus sub-

urbs killed some 1,400 people. Faced with a
clear breach of the red line he drew a year
earlier, President Barack Obama had to de-
cide what to do. He blinked. Rather than or-
dering reprisals against the regime of Syr-
ia’s president, Bashar al-Assad, he opted to
ask for Congress’s permission first. And
Congress, it turned out, was not keen. 

Samantha Power, Mr Obama’s new am-
bassador to the United Nations, faced a
choice, too. She had spent her professional
life arguing for a more assertive American
response to atrocities. She believed her
boss should punish this horrendous crime,
and indeed earlier ones, with air strikes.
Now her idealism confronted the complex-
ities of government. Should she resign, as
some critics urged her to do?

She opted to stay on. Yet she also reject-
ed the choice once put to her at the un by
Mexico’s ambassador there: that she had to
decide whether she was a diplomat or an
activist. Instead, as she describes in this
engaging memoir, she tried (at times un-
easily) to be both. Although her time at the
un was quite recent, from mid-2013 to early
2017, her account of her hyperactive global
engagement is a fascinating description of
a different era of diplomacy. President Do-
nald Trump sets little store by the un, al-
lowing most of this year to pass with only
an acting American ambassador there.

During the courtesy calls she made to all
her fellow un ambassadors (except North

Korea’s), Ms Power was keen to learn about
their personal histories. Her own is as un-
likely as any. She was born in Ireland. Her
gifted but alcoholic father used to take her
to a grubby Dublin pub; he died when she
was 14. By then she had already left for
America with her ambitious mother and
supportive stepfather, both doctors. She
loved sports; while helping out on a base-
ball broadcast at a local station in Atlanta in
1989, she saw the raw video feed of events
in Tiananmen Square, where Chinese
forces attacked protesters. She found her-
self wondering what America’s govern-
ment would do in the face of such brutality.

The same question returned with a ven-
geance when, after Yale and an internship
at a Washington think-tank, Ms Power be-
came absorbed by the deepening crisis in
the Balkans. She chronicled its horrors as a
freelance journalist in Bosnia, for this
newspaper among others. In 1995, back in
America and on her way to Harvard Law
School, she cried with relief on hearing
that nato was launching the air strikes that
would break the siege of Sarajevo.

Friends like these
One killing spree was over, but not Ms Pow-
er’s obsession with the subject. Friends
joked that she was “all genocide, all the
time”. Her book, “A Problem from Hell”,
won a Pulitzer. She coined the word “up-
standers” (as opposed to “bystanders”) to
describe those who tried to take a stand
against genocide; it found its way into the
Oxford English Dictionary. And, after
meeting Mr Obama over dinner in 2005,
she found her way onto the staff of the
young senator from Illinois.

Her friendship with Mr Obama survived
the embarrassment she caused during his
presidential run when, in an unguarded
moment, she called his rival, Hillary Clin-
ton, a “monster”. Through the campaign
she met her husband, Cass Sunstein, a law
professor and author. After Mr Obama’s
victory she got the chance to apply her ac-
tivism in government, first handling un-
related matters at the National Security
Council, then at the un itself in New York.

The second half of Ms Power’s memoir
is an insider’s account of foreign-policy-
making, and an intensely personal one.
Her own life as a diplomat involved jug-
gling the demands of her job and those of
her two young children. She thought John
Kerry, as secretary of state, surprisingly
warm, and was distressed to find Aung San
Suu Kyi, Myanmar’s heroine, a bad listener.
Her most intriguing relationship was with
Vitaly Churkin, Russia’s veteran ambassa-
dor at the un (who died shortly after her
time there). It developed into “something
resembling a genuine friendship”. After
one argument, she told him she knew he
had mixed motives, half sincere and half
ulterior; no, he shot back, “we are fully sin-

cere about achieving our ulterior motive.”
Not surprisingly, given the growing antag-
onism between Russia and the West, the
near-friendship yielded limited results.

Despite the frustrations, Ms Power can
claim that her wins mounted up. Many
were low-key, such as a hands-on cam-
paign to free a number of women political
prisoners or the successful defence of
benefits for un employees in same-sex
marriages. A bigger deal—though its im-
pact is questionable—was the agreement
she helped negotiate with Churkin to re-
move Syria’s chemical-weapons stocks.
Better, involvement in the Central African
Republic “led some to claim that we helped
avert a genocide”. Mobilisation of efforts to
combat Ebola in west Africa was “an exam-
ple of why the world needed the United Na-
tions, because no one country…could have
slayed the epidemic on its own.”

The activist-turned-diplomat regrets
that America did not do more on Syria. But
she firmly believes in the power of Ameri-
can diplomacy to do good: “On issue after
issue, either the United States brought a
game plan to the table or else the problem
worsened.” Through it all is her abiding
sense of wonder: that this girl from Dublin
could be sitting behind the “United States”
sign at the un, speaking for America. 7

American diplomacy

Absolute Power

The Education of an Idealist. By Samantha
Power. Dey Street Books; 592 pages; $29.99.
William Collins; £20

An ambassador at large

Emma donoghue specialises in odd
couples. Even before her international

bestseller, “Room” (2010), in which a socio-
path keeps a mother and her young son
prisoner in a soundproof shack, Ms Do-
noghue was writing short stories and nov-
els (set in her native Dublin) about rela-
tionships and households that defy
conventional definitions of family. “Akin”,
her spirited, highly accomplished new
book, indicates, by its title at least, that al-
though this time her characters inhabit a
different milieu, her theme is a familiar—
and familial—one.

Noah Selvaggio, a widower and retired
scientist, is nearing his 80th birthday. He
lives in an Upper West Side apartment
crammed with works by his French grand-
father, a world-renowned photographer
who practised under the pseudonym Père
Sonne (“No One”). Memories of Noah’s late
wife, Joan, and his younger sister, Fer-
nande, crowd in. Noah is childless; his only
nephew, Victor, died of an overdose at 26. 

Families in fiction

Kids these days

Akin. By Emma Donoghue. Little, Brown;
352 pages; $28. Picador; £16.99
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Johnson First among equals

Which is the best language? You decide

Maurice druon of the French Acad-
emy once proposed that French

should be made the principal legal lan-
guage of the European Union. He argued
that its logic and precision rendered it
the judicial language par excellence.
Others chortled. How very French of him!

The French are hardly alone in believ-
ing that their language is especially
poetic, emotional, logical, precise, acces-
sible or rich. But it turns out that the
things people prize in their own lan-
guages can often be the same things
foreign learners hate. Take the formal-
informal distinction in words for “you”.
German and French have du and tu for
friends and family, and Sie and vous for
unknown adults and formal speech.
Natives of those languages miss that
distinction when speaking English.
Those whose languages (like English)
don’t make it in the first place often
resent having this choice forced on them
in French or German.

A dictum among linguists is that
languages differ not in what they can
express, but in what they must. Given the
time and willingness to explain or coin
basic terms, any language could be used
to talk about anything. But they vary
wildly in what they insist speakers say,
with the tu-vous distinction just the tip of
an iceberg. Washo, a native language of
Nevada, has four past and three future
tenses, depending on how distant an
event is in time. Tariana, from Brazil, has
“evidentiality”: speakers choose one of
five verb-endings to show how they
know what they aver to be true. Jarawara,
also from Brazil, distinguishes “we (in-
cluding you)” and “we (without you)”. 

The many different things a language
can and must do are the subject of “Are
Some Languages Better than Others?”, a
book from 2016 by R.M.W. Dixon of James

syllables is low (think ka, ru, to, etc).
Other languages (like English) have fewer
constraints, so that a single syllable may
be as complicated as strengths. All things
being equal, one syllable chosen among
English’s thousands will carry more
information than one picked from Japa-
nese’s dozens. But the study finds that
this imbalance is counteracted by speech
rate: speakers of Japanese get in many of
their simple syllables more quickly than
English-speakers do their complicated
ones. Overall information density turns
out to be the same across hugely differ-
ent tongues.

In short, languages are governed by
trade-offs. One that avoids making cer-
tain information mandatory may be easy
to speak, but leaves the listener to fill in
the gaps. It may be simple to learn but
less expressive. Some languages have
lots of redundant elements: in los tres
gatos negros están mojados (“the three
black cats are wet” in Spanish), all six
words indicate a plural. Marking the
plural just once (as Chinese does) would
be enough. But redundancy has a virtue:
emphatic communication is more likely
to survive a noisy environment.

Languages, Mr Dixon says, are like a
Western-style house. There are a few
rooms you must have (kitchen, bedroom,
living room, bathroom), and some dis-
cretionary options (office, guest room).
On a fixed budget, you can’t have all the
extras. He does not crown a “best” lan-
guage. In the end, he says, readers should
make their own list of desirable features,
and then closely examine a few lan-
guages to decide whether one has more
of them than another. But the list of
advantages, he concedes, is itself a mat-
ter of judgment. For all his scientific
criteria, in the end the verdict is in the
ear of the beholder.

Cook University in Australia. Mr Dixon
dispels old colonialist prejudices that
European languages are sophisticated and
indigenous ones primitive. Indeed, many
of the most nuanced discriminations are
required not by French or German but
among isolated traditional communities.

In answering his title’s provocative
question, Mr Dixon finds that requiring
distinctions (formal or informal “you”,
inclusive or exclusive “we”, evidentiality),
is useful. The more information, the bet-
ter. But not every language can require
every distinction: a language that had
them all would be too hard for members of
the community to learn, to say nothing of
outsiders. There may be an outer limit to
how complex languages can get, con-
strained by the brain’s processing power.

Into the argument about whether some
languages are superior comes a recent
paper on information density in speech,
by François Pellegrino and his colleagues
at the University of Lyon. Some languages,
like Japanese, have few distinct sounds
and tight rules on how syllables may be
structured, so that the number of possible

Still mentally and physically active, he is
terrified of extreme old age. An unusual be-
quest from Fernande of old photos taken by
their mother, Margot, during the Nazi oc-
cupation of Nice, leads him to plan a trip to
the city of his birth to uncover their prove-
nance—and learn more about his family’s
wartime past. 

Into this grand scheme is rudely thrust a
hitherto unknown great-nephew, Michael.
Sparky and vulnerable, the 11-year-old is the
offspring of the deceased Victor and Am-
ber, who is in jail for alleged drug-dealing.
The relative with whom Michael had been

living in a gritty part of Brooklyn has died,
and his options are stark: Noah or the so-
cial services. Reluctantly, Noah agrees to
take him in temporarily—which will mean
Michael going with him to Nice. 

The pair bicker from the start. Michael
is potty-mouthed, a seemingly endless
consumer of junk food and addicted to
violent video games. He is also bright, wit-
ty, endearing—and scared. He wets the bed
at night, and scoffs at Noah’s vain attempts
to inject some culture, and vegetables, into
his mind and body. 

“How could anyone bear to be a parent?”

Noah marvels. “Like contracting to love a
werewolf.” The two become unlikely detec-
tives as Michael’s technological nous, and
Noah’s learning, lead to the slow revelation
of Margot’s role in the real-life Marcel Net-
work—an underground movement that
saved hundreds of Jewish children in
1943-45. Whether Margot was a collabora-
tor or resistance heroine is not revealed
until the end of the novel. As well as this
fascinating slice of European history,
“Akin” offers a subtle, entertaining portrait
of the relationship—and friction—be-
tween age and youth. 7


