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Walid Raad’s majestic
new show catalogues
the traces of the
region’s past through
its art. Kaelen Wilson-
Goldie wanders
through the archives

In 1953, Robert Rauschenberg paid Willem de
Kooning avisit. The younger artist arrived at the
older artist’s studio in New York with a bottle
ofliquor and an audacious request. Rauschen-
berg was, at the time, boyish, mischievous and
almost entirely unknown in the art world. De
Kooning, by contrast, was 21 years older and
hitting the high notes of his career. Rauschen-
berg was there to ask de Kooning for a drawing.
But he didn’t want to cherish the drawing; he
wanted to erase it, to destroy it and clear out a
space for himself and his generation.

“Theyounger artistwas engaged in a symbolic
actof generational and Oedipal murder, at once
comic and deadly serious,” write Mark Stevens
and Annalyn Swan in their Pulitzer Prize-win-
ning biography of de Kooning. “He was rid-
ding himself of a burdensome father.... He was
declaring that, for ambitious art, de Kooning
stood in the way. He must be erased.”

This story is the stuff of art-world lore. It is also
a favourite of the Lebanese artist Walid Sadek,
who turns it around brilliantly in the installa-
tion Love Is Blind. That piece, which was fea-
tured in the 2006 exhibition Out Of Beirut, con-
sists of ten white labels mounted on either side
of a freestanding white wall, each identifying in
English and Arabic a painting by the early 20th-
century Lebanese painter Mustafa Farroukh in
much the same style as a museum tag - title,
date, medium, collection.

Above and below each label, additional texts
are affixed directly to the wall. Their placement
corresponds to the dimensions of the indicated
painting. These texts are evocative and poetic
but at the same time incomprehensible. And
aside from those labels and texts, there’s noth-
ing. Most glaringly, there are no paintings by
Farroukh to match to the lyrical Lebanese land-
scapes mentioned on the labels. Sadek’s desire,
perhaps, was to erase Farroukh as Rauschen-
berg had erased de Kooning. But the piercing
effect of “Love Is Blind” is to reveal Farroukh’s
absence. Sadek couldn’t reach him. Rather
than access Farroukh’s work, Sadek could only
disclose its apparent disappearance.

Two years after Sadek first toyed with the story
of Rauschenberg and de Kooning, the artist
Walid Raad has given it another turn in a piece
created for his first solo exhibition in the Mid-
dle East, which opened yesterday at Beirut’s
Galerie Sfeir-Semler.

Raad, continued on 4 =»

From On Museums by Walid Raad, an installation
ondisplay at Galerie Sfeir-Semler in Beirut.
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Memory palace: Waiters at the Iranian restaurant face an uncertain future. The kitchen staff are relocating to the two new restaurants planned for Al Ain. Stephen Lock / The National

The last supper

A Corniche culinary institution prepares to give way to the bulldozers of progress

The Iranian restaurant Pars Pal-
ace is located on the ground floor
of a squat building just off the Abu
Dhabi Corniche. When it was built,
itwas a prime building with a beau-
tiful, unimpeded ocean view.
Now, thanks to marine reclama-
tion technology, there is alittle less
ocean and a little more land, and
that sea view has been replaced
with the unchanging backside of
the spaceship-like Corniche Tow-
ers. Soon the little building will
be torn down and replaced by a
modern high-rise structure more
capable of profiting from the
neighbourhood’s popularity. Thus

Pars Palace will lose its home of six
years, and Abu Dhabi will lose one
ofits finest restaurants.

On a recent Monday night, the
restaurant’s large dining room
looked as it usually does: clean,
welcoming and deserted (most of
its business is takeaway).

As always, large oscillating fans
created a pleasantly non-air con-
ditioned breeze. The waiters stood
clustered by the cash register, and
two Emirati men sat at a corner
table. Ayman Ghannam, the res-
taurant’s Lebanese manager, sat
alone ataround, family-sized table
with a few stacks of papers, a cal-

culator and alarge hardcover book
called Hotel and Restaurant Design.
Every few minutes, he took a call
on his mobile phone about the two
new Pars Palaces being planned in
Al Ain. His core cooking staff will
move there with him; most of the
waiters will not.

“I don’t feel too positive about
this,” he said, resting his head on
his hand. “Iwish 1 could stayin Abu
Dhabi. It’s more modern than Al
Ain. People go out more, and there
are more nationalities, which is
more potential for customers.” So
why not stay, and find a new loca-
tion? “It’s too expensive. We can’t

And that's magic!

A strange gathering is in the cards for Dubai

Born into a culture in which men
traditionally wear white, 26-year-
old Omar Sharif prefers black:
black skull T-shirt, black shoulder
tattoo, black talons through his
many tribal piercings. And when
he gets together with his friends
on Thursdays and Saturdays at
the Rydges Plaza Hotel in Dubai
to play Magic: The Gathering — a
fantasy-themed collectible card
game - there’s no mulling what
color cards he will use to construct
his deck.

“I don’t do blue or white cards,”
says Sharif, who by day is a kandu-
ra-clad customs agent at the Dubai
airport. “It’s not my thing. I prefer
mostly red and black. Why should
I play with a fairy, when I can play
with a dragon?”

Such a colour choice will affect
the style of spells he can cast on
his opponents in the game - black
is best at making adversaries dis-
card cards, but often backfires
and hurts the “wizard”, or player,
casting the spell - and ultimate-
ly whether he walks away from
the five-hour tournament with a
prize. The spoils usually consist of
more Magic cards, and occasion-
ally a tablecloth featuring some

fantastical creature, the better to
intimidate one’s adversaries the
next time around. Only two of the
10 players locked in combat in the
hotel’s poolside breakfast room
last Saturday evening brandished
such mats, but that’s likely to
change as the group grows.

“We had been struggling for
the last two years, and then two
months ago, we just sort of explod-
ed,” says Derek Pennell, a boyish-
looking 35-year-old Briton who
organizes the tournaments. Like
many of the players, he got into
the game soon after it came out
in the early Nineties, but stopped
playing when “family and work
and things got in the way”. He
never expected moving to Ajman
towork for the offshore marine in-
dustry would reconnect him with
his old hobby.

“I've been here for seven years,
but it took me three years to find
out where the gaming was going
on,” he says. Today, in addition
to organising Magic matches, he
plays the table-top game Warham-
mer in the car park outside the Al
Safa Park N Shop - the de facto
centre of Dubai’s gaming culture.

Rydges has become another gam-

ing haven thanks to Dave Barnes,
a 38-year-old Sydney native with
three dragon tattoos who DJs at
the hotel bar and procured the
venue. He used to play Dungeons
and Dragons, the fantasy role-
playing game created in the 1970s,
but today prefers Magic because
it’s more competitive, “like a cross
between poker and chess”.

The top ranking in the room be-
longs to Zach Espera, a 24-year-old
Filipino with a pony tail and a hip-
ster slouch, but he’s quick to point
out that he’s only number two in
the country. The number-one
ranking, according to the interna-
tional website, belongs to a myste-
rious figure who has never shown
up for any of the tournaments.

The UAE cannot hold official na-
tional Magic competitions until
it amasses 32 players - a daunt-
ing goal for a game that, as Sharif
points out, even fanatics will deny
playing in the presence of women.
“It’s not the sort of thing that you
tend to advertise to people when
you first meet them,” said Lachlan
Sutherland, a 28-year-old Austral-
ian who also serves as the local
dungeon master for players of D
& D (as Dungeons and Dragons is

pay Dh4,000 per square metre.”

Not everything on the menu was
available (most tragically the start-
er dish of walnuts), but the night’s
shortages mostly served to rein-
force the restaurant’s strengths.
The international plates had been
crossed out entirely. No loss, that:
who goes to an Iranian restaurant
for hotel food? No shrimp dishes
were available, but that wasn’t so
bad either.

Pars Palace has been, above all, a
place to enjoy perfectly done plates
of beef, lamb and rice, which re-
main available and amazing to the
end. “Hunger is the best sauce,”
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Card sharp: Omar Sharif plays Magic: The Gathering with friends at Rydges Plaza every week. Randi Sokoloff / The National

commonly known).

The universal challenges posed
by life as a geek are compound-
ed by cultural ones unique to
the Emirates. At least one of the
group’s members has been stuck
at airport security having to ex-
plain that the cards in his bag are
neither for gambling nor - despite
what the text printed on them may
say - for actually casting spells.

wrote Cervantes, but wistfulness is
pretty good too.

Towards closing time, Ghannam
became more talkative and reflec-
tive. “When I was 19, I never even
considered that I would turn 37
someday,” he said. “But it seems
it’s a fact. I was raised in Beirut. I
moved to Saudi to open Al Dente,
the best Italian restaurant in Jed-
dah. After Beirut, Saudi was like
being taken from a hot and hap-
pening oven and dropped into a
freezer. Then I moved to Qatar,
where people are more friendly, to
manage Layali, the most famous
Lebanese restaurant in Qatar. And

Sharif, mindful of such supersti-
tions, remembers the uproar when
Pokémon was banned in the re-
gion when he was a teenager. Now
he worries what will become of the
Magic community should it grow
large enough to sustain national
tournaments.

“If it got famous, and they didn’t
have a proper local sponsor with
connections, it will get banned,”

N!tion!|

then I came here with my brother
and sister, and now I have to move
again.”

After finishing their meal, the two
Emirati men in the corner sat sip-
ping Iranian tea with sugar cubes.
“It’s closing?” asked one, sur-
prised. “Our waitress said that, but
we thought maybe she was joking.
We’ve been coming here for five
years. Why?”

I explained. “Well,” he said, “if
the building’s going to be built
again in a new way, that’s good
—isn’tit?”

% Peter C Baker

he says. “Pokémon didn’t have
anybody in the Arabic community.”

Sharif, whose father used to work
for the ruler of Dubai, is consid-
ering becoming that somebody.
“Most people who are UAE nation-
als don’t have a lot to do when we
areyoung,” he says. “This is some-
thing people of all ages can enjoy.”

% Keach Hagey
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Talk of the town: A BBC Arabic reporter dutifully brandishes the American presidential campaign’s outrage du jour.Chris Kleponis / Bloomberg News

Going on offence

As America’s endless election circus plumbs new lows in
manufactured outrage, Jonathan Shainin begs for mercy

Last week at breakfast an Iraqi
journalist suggested something
I've often wondered about: given
the increasing global projection
of American power and influence,
shouldn’t the whole globe be enti-
tled to vote in elections for what we
used to call “the leader of the free
world”? “After all,” he laughed, “if
you’re an American, what differ-
ence does it make? Soyour taxes go
up oryour taxes go down. Butif you
live in Afghanistan, it’s like, ‘Does
my village get bombed or not?’”

Considering thatlast week Barack
Obama found himself flayed for
making the apparently controver-
sial suggestion that American stu-
dents might benefit from studying
foreign languages, I think it’s safe
to say that most Americans don’t
have much interest in what the rest
of the world has to say about who
gets to grab the steering wheel of
the world’s last empire.

But I happen to think America is
doing the world a big favour. If the
citizens of Iraq - or Iran, or Paki-
stan, or whatever country is next in
the crosshairs - had any experience
with the mind-destroying tedium
of the two-year-long process by
which America elects its president,
they would thank the Americans
for sparing them the misery of par-
ticipating.

Pointy-heads have probably been
bemoaning the vapid stagecraft of
presidential campaigns since the
dawn of the television era, com-
plaining that “the issues” have
been shunted aside in favour of
endless frivolities concerning the
candidates’ wives and haircuts,
their favourite foods and sport.

But in recent years - the era of
round-the-clock cable news, blogs
and YouTube - elections ceased to
be merely an insult to our intelli-
gence and became an ever-present
menace, battering our senses with
a daily deluge of insipid arguments
about nothing.

Decades earlier the media real-
ised that the stagecraft itself was
actually the main event; that mas-
tery of the process of running for
president - rather than some no-
tional qualifications — determined
the winner.

But it is only recently that the
press, in full acknowledgement of
this reality, began to depict cam-
paign managers like celebrities and
cover the election like the Super
Bowl, dissecting strategies, criti-

quing tactics, offering game plans,
all to whet the apparently bottom-
less public appetite for sport-like
entertainment programming. The
issue is no longer merely which
candidate is more likeable - but
which campaign plays the game
best, which operatives are most
successful at engineering fawning
coverage for their guy and harshest
scrutiny for the competition.

The curse of contemporary Amer-
ican life is that everything in it
has turned into a copy of its most
potent export - a television pro-
gramme. The presidential election
is like a preposterously long 500-
part mini-series, parcelling out
juicy new titbits of scripted conflict
every single day.

Reporters speak with a straight
face about the need to “control the
news cycle” as if it were a territory
tobeinvaded and pacified bya con-
quering army, and not a figment of
theirimaginations. Thisis a trench
war fought by “rapid response”
press releases, photo ops and con-
ference calls, a panoply of staged
events, fake triumphs and phoney
blow-ups that provide feed for the
gaping maw of the insatiable news
monster from daybreak to mid-
night.

There are many ways to win the
news cycle, all of them essentially
bogus: you can catch your oppo-
nent in a position you construe
as inconsistent with some prior
public statement (the dreaded
“flip-flop”); strategically deploy
the release of positive poll num-

bers or massive fund-raising hauls
(after “downplaying expectations”
for these numbers to surprise the
press with the actual figures); or
you can land your candidate (or his
wife or children) a gauzy soft-focus
interview with Oprah, Larry King,
or some lesser purveyor of enter-
tainment.

The most potent weapon in this
year’s arsenal, however, has been
the hair-trigger explosion of um-
brage, the calculated exclamation
of false outrage directed at any
off-message statement emanating
from the opposing camp, their as-
sociates, their supporters, or loud-
mouth TV gasbags. The aggrieved
party puts out a wounded press
release, convenes a conference
call for reporters, and dispatches
surrogates to the cable shows to
furrow their brows and sigh “How
dare they?”

This new tactical template was re-
fined to an art during this primary
season - and not just among the
Democrats - with maudlin cries
of victimhood spreading like wild-
fire across the plains. An inventory
of these ludicrous episodes of of-
fence-takingwould be unspeakably
vast, but the contours of each day’s
plotline are remarkably consistent.
The illicit remark is uttered, the
wounded response issues forth, the
talking heads judiciouslyweigh the
degree of offence, and - pending
their consensus - the guilty party is
fired or resigns magnanimously for
the good of the cause.

But nothing that has come before
prepared us for thisweek’s unique-
ly insane spectacle, in which both
candidates sputtered with out-
rage at the cover of a magazine,
fulminating over a New Yorker il-
lustration depicting Obama and
his wife garbed in the smears and
stereotypes that have provided the
kindling for so much prior out-
rage. The Obama campaign was
quick to condemn; an expected, if
lamentable, sign of humourless-
ness - though the press would have
second-guessed their tactics had
they failed to do so. But the McCain
people - their condemning and de-
nouncing trigger-finger apparently
very itchy after all these months
- also felt a puzzling need to ex-
press their outrage and dismay.

New Yorker-gate burnt up the
airwaves at an opportune time
for Obama. It was presumably a
welcome relief from the narrative

of last week’s losing news-cycle,
in which the press wondered if
Obama could convince voters he
is not a flip-flopper after the press
spent several weeks depicting
Obama as a flip-flopper.

Today’s knock on Obama is that
he’s a politician. Yesterday’s knock
(during the primary) was that he
wasn’t enough of a politician to say
nasty things about Hillary Clinton
in order to get himself elected.

Our politics are defined these
days by an aversion to the very prac-
tice of politics - the very word has
a sinister ring to it, reeking of back
room deals, insincere glad-hand-
ing, intrigue and manoeuvring.
(Consider the disdain directed at
“office politics”.)

The politics themselves - beliefs
and ideas, plans and policies - are
window dressing, a meaningless
subplot necessary to frame the nar-
rative but easily discarded thereaf-
ter. They give us an ostensible ex-
cuse for turning on the television,
butit’s merely pretext.

What is really important is which
candidate is “authentic”. Who is
“believable” and “real”. Which one
doesn’t seem like a “professional
politician” who will say “anything
to get elected”. (Isn’t that what
campaigns are supposed to be
about? Saying what will get you
elected?)

Men and women of sincerity and
authenticity don’t parade them-
selves in front of cheering crowds
kissing babies and making promis-
es, and are therefore rather unlike-
ly to find themselves presidents,
senators, congressmen, mayors,
or even sheriffs. America wants its
politicians to be anything but poli-
ticians - it wants honest men and
women who are just like the man
on the street, except wearing suits
and sitting in the Senate contem-
plating runs for the presidency.

But only a politician is going to
suffer through the innumerable in-
dignities an American election vis-
its on its participants. The winner
is whoever remains standing, the
candidate who retains some shred
of sanity and composure after two
years of debasement. The captain
who is not only willing but eager to
go down with the ship. Which may,
after all, be an apt job description
for the next man who steps into the
White House.
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The world’s largest garbage dump

I had never been so excited to see garbage in my life. I was actually
giddy. After flying from Los Angeles to the Big Island of Hawaii, I
hitched a ride on the research vessel Alguita as it did a shakedown
cruise, readying to set sail to traverse the massive Eastern Garbage
Patch, which lies between there and California. This rubbish-strewn
patch floats within the North Pacific Gyre, the centre of a series of
currents several thousand miles wide that create a circular effect, en-
snaring trash and debris. Around and around: bottles, plastic bags,
fishnets, clothing, lighters, and myriad other man-made items, held
until they disintegrate, make their way to distant seas, or merely bob
among the waves before washing up on someone’s beach.
Ilearned about the Eastern Garbage Patch, also called the
Great Pacific Garbage Patch, from studies the Al-

galita Marine Research Foundation, based in '
Long Beach, California, has conducted while
trolling it seven times over the past decade.

The foundation’s fieldwork has revealed

an ever-growing synthetic sea where &% ——&\i__

particles concentrate by season,
trash commutes in the currents
from far-off places, and plastic
outweighs zooplankton, retard-
ing ocean life. Fascinating stuff.

Thomas Kostigen
Discover Magazine
discovermagazine.com

Standing up for your country

I'had no objections to an award from my high school whose admin-
istration and teachers I have the utmost regard for - or atleast had
until the Americans’ actions of June 18. However, the presence as
chief guest of the American ambassador (who is basically the Bush
administration’s representative in Pakistan) presented a rare op-
portunity to me for making known my concerns as a patriotic Pa-
kistani. It was in the US, more specifically at Harvard, where I had
learned to voice my dissent peacefully and non-violently, to stand
up for what I believed in and to speak for those who could not have
their voices heard, and I thought of putting some of these very val-
ues to good use.

After thinking of all the possibilities and consequences, I decided
to attend the ceremony and refuse the award politely in order to
record my protest and make it known to the world that Pakistanis
will not let their sovereignty be compromised. Osman Bhai, my ever
trusted mentor and oracle, helped with his priceless advice and we
worked out a 20-second speech. Any shorter might not have made
an impact and a longer one may have resulted in security removing
me from the hall.

Samad Khurram
The International News
thenews.jang.com.pk

lllustrations by Sarah Lazarovic

Know of any terror plots? Bag a reward

People who provide police with evidence of a “major security threat”
to the Beijing Olympics could receive a reward of up to 500,000 yuan
($73,000), Beijing media reported on Friday.

The tip-off must include accurate and detailed information about
a planned terrorist attack, possible sabotage by an illegal organisa-
tion, such as the Falun Gong, murder of Olympic-related personnel
or foreigners, or some other major crimes, a notice jointly issued
by the city’s police bureau and public security comprehensive man-
agement committee said. The notice said the rewards would range
upwards from 10,000 yuan and be determined by the value of the
tip-off. The offer will be in place until Oct 31.

The rewards are designed to “mobilise the masses to maintain pub-
lic security, as well as to eliminate hidden dangers to the Games”,
the notice said.

The payout scheme is the city’s latest move to ensure a safe Games.
In Beijing, police rewards for major tipoffs are usually below 10,000
yuan, with a maximum of 100,000 yuan for information regarding
serious crimes.

Staff Writer
China Daily
chinadialy.com.cn

Can Bush fight sex trafficking without
his administration?

From 2002 to 2006, I led the State Department’s efforts to monitor
and combat human trafficking. I felt my job was to nurture a 21st-
century abolitionist movement with the United States at the lead. At
times, mywork was disparaged by some embassies and regional bu-
reaus that didn’t want their host countries to be criticised. I didn’t
win every battle, but the White House always made it clear that the
president supported my work and thought it was important.

Imagine my surprise, then, when the Justice Department started
a campaign against a new bill that would strengthen the govern-
ment’s anti-human trafficking efforts. In a 13-page letter last year,
the department blasted almost every provision in the new bill that
would reasonably expand American anti-slavery efforts.

Should the State Department’s annual report on trafficking,
which grades governments on how well they are combating mod-
ern slavery, consider whether governments put traffickers in jail?
The Justice Department says no. Should the Homeland Security and
Health and Human Services Departments
streamline their efforts to help foreign
trafficking victims get visas and care?
No. Should the Homeland Security,
Health and Human Services, State
and Justice Departments pool
their data on human trafficking to
help devise strategies to prevent it?
Amazingly, no.

2T}

JohnR. Miller
The New York Times
nytimes.com
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Car bombs detonated in L.ebanon
between 19/5 and 1991
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' Raad,continued from 1

The show marks the first public
presentation of a new project en-
titled A History Of Modern And
Contemporary Arab Art. Enlisting
the help of alocal trompe l’oeil art-
ist, Raad has reproduced Love Is
Blind as a large-scale mural based
on photographs of Sadek’s instal-
lation. The perspective is rakishly
tweaked, the texts deliberately dis-
torted. But the gesture is dialogic
rather than destructive, generously
fraternal rather than harshly patri-
cidal. After all, one of the questions
that most troubles Raad’s genera-
tion of artists (including Sadek) is
not how to kill the father butwheth-
er there is any father atall.

Raad, 41, is a multimedia artist
who divides his time between Bei-
rut and New York, where his is an

associate professor at the Cooper
Union’s School of Art. He has been
producing videos, literary texts,
installations of photographs and
other visual materials, presenta-
tions and lectures since 1993. He is
closely associated with the curator
Christine Tohme and the arts asso-
ciation Ashkal Alwan, which Tohme
cofounded in 1994 and directs to
this day. (Over the past nine years,
Ashkal Alwan has either produced
or presented a number of Raad’s
single-channel videos and ephem-
eral performance pieces in Beirut,
Istanbul, Sao Paulo and London).
He is also a member of the Arab
Image Foundation, established in
1997, whose mandate is to locate,
collect, preserve and study the re-
gion’s photographic heritage from
1860 to 1960.

Over the past five to 10 years, Raad

has become one of the most criti-
cally acclaimed artists of his gen-
eration. But at the same time he
remains known only within small
circles — be they local, regional or
international - in part, because
of who he is, what he does and the
fact that what he presents in lec-
ture form or places within the walls
of galleries and museums is not al-
ways legible as art proper.

As befits an artist who moves
around, Raad’s studio is essentially
hislaptop. His creative process con-
sists of three distinct phases. The
first is research - collecting docu-
ments, amassing images, conduct-
ing interviews, collaborating with
fellow artists and writers and film-
makers, taking photographs, re-
cording video footage and rooting
around in existing archives, both
personal and institutional. The sec-

A sample plate from Walid Raad’s 2004 series Already Been In A Lake Of Fire. Courtesy of Galerie Sfeir-Semler

ner there

ond is production - synthesising
and manipulating his material on
screen, and occasionally crafting
installations and wall works with
the assistance of former art and
architecture students. The third is
presentation — delivering the com-
posed artworks to an audience in a
manner thatis carefully orchestrat-
ed and meticulously mapped out.
Raad’s aesthetic is both pris-
tinely ordered and accumulative.
His works often exist in multiple
versions, such as a series of photo-
graphic plates, an installation that
incorporates additional objects
and a presentation that meshes
everything together into a narrative
inreal time. The presentations play
out like artists’ talks or academic
lectures, with Raad seated at a table
in front of a screen and behind a
microphone and his laptop, gently

But Raad is the
antithesis of an
artist as
fame-seeking diva.
He keeps a low
profile, opts out of
as many endeavours
as he joins and
politely declines
any and all requests
to have his portrait
taken

clicking through slides that build
in visual texture and complexity.
The installations and plates involve
objects and images that seem ran-
dom, marginal or simply odd until
one reads the accompanying titles
and texts that tell what is, in es-
sence, a story.

In 1999, Raad initiated a long-
term project known as the Atlas
Group, and most of his work until
recently has been authored under
that name. According to its mis-
sion statement, the Atlas Group ex-
ists to “research and document the
contemporary history of Lebanon,”
and it maintains an archive of the
various documents, texts, images,
objects and videos that have been
found, donated or produced.

Already Been In A Lake Of Fire:
Notebook 38, for example, consists
of plates that reproduce pages of
a notebook that belonged to the
civil war historian Fadl Fakhouri.
The pages bear cut-outs of automo-
biles, surrounded by handwritten
notes in Arabic, that are said to cor-
respond to the exact make, model
and colour of every vehicle used as
a car bomb during Lebanon’s civil
war. Missing Lebanese Wars: Note-
book 72 features plates of more
notebook pages, also attributed to
Fakhouri, that show photographs
of horse-race finish lines, annotat-
ed with descriptions of the various
figures who bet on the races - plac-
ing their wagers not on which horse
would win, but on the discrepancy
between when the horse crossed
the finish line and when the track-
side photographer exposed his
film. Various works grouped under
the title My Neck Is Thinner Than A
Hair include photographs culled
from Lebanese newspaper archives
depicting the engines that were
ejected from exploding vehicles, a
scale replica of a crater left behind
by ablastand avideo thatimagines
a police investigator, Yussef Bitar,
and a photojournalist, Georges Se-
merdjian, collaborating on a tire-
less inquiry into Lebanon’s long
history of can bombs.

Raad’s work may sound dryly me-
thodical, obsessively analytic and
overwhelmingly unsexy. But the
Atlas Group enterprise, while un-
doubtedly cerebral and emotionally
austere, is shot through with playful-
ness, humour and literary flair. Vid-
eos such as Miraculous Beginnings,
billed as a rush of stills Fakhouri
shot every time he thought the civil
war was over, and I Only Wish That I
Could Weep, described as a sequence
of footage made by a secret service
agent who got distracted from his
surveillance duties and filmed Medi-
terranean sunsets instead, are heart-
breaking above all else.

The premise of the Atlas Group
is to collect the traces that have
been left behind by various events
and episodes that constitute Leba-
non’s civil wars (always plural,
never singular). Raad studies them
and considers the forms that they
take, in addition to the ideas, con-
cepts, facts, fictions, stories, ru-
mours and testimonies that they
produce. In the process, he decon-
structs notions of power, memory,
experience, history and narrative.
The traces are in essence the Atlas
Group’s documents, and in works
like My Neck Is Thinner than a Hair,
they attempt to answer the ques-
tion: “What are the particular no-
tions of time and space that events
like this give rise to that do not nec-

essarily wither once the roadblocks
are taken down?” says Raad.

“Traditional history is written as
a chronology of events or a biogra-
phy of participants. We are not say-
ing history should not include this.
We are certainly saying that history
cannot be reduced to this,” he says.
“We’re trying to find those other
stories that people tend to believe
in a fundamental way, even if they
have nothing to do with what re-
ally happened. Traditional history
tends to concentrate on what really
happened, as if it’s out there in the
world, and it tends to be the history
of conscious events. Most people’s
experience of these events is pre-
dominantly unconscious, and con-
centrates on events, facts, objects,
experiences and feelings that leave
traces that should be collected.”

And despite the relevance of
Lebanon as a toxic cocktail mix-
ing the Middle East’s many con-
flicts, Raad’s work may also seem
inextricably local. Yet what has so
fascinated critics, curators and col-
lectors is not the information the
Atlas Group provides - after all, the
archives cleverly thwart expecta-
tions of making sense or reducing
Lebanon’s conflicts to digestible
bits - but rather Raad’s approach
to documentary, history, memory,
power, the slippage between fact
and fiction and manipulations of
the past for the sake of the present
and, perhaps, the future.

Three major galleries current-
ly represent Raad’s work: Paula
Cooper in New York, Anthony Rey-
nolds in London and Sfeir-Semler,
which has branches in Beirut and
Hamburg, Germany. The artist has
participated in Documenta, the
Whitney Biennial, the Venice Bien-
nale and the Home Works Forum in
Beirut. His works have entered the
permanent collections of the Muse-
um of Modern Art and the Guggen-
heim in New York, the British Mu-
seum and Tate Modern in London,
Centre Pompidou in Paris and Am-
man’s Daratal Funun, among other
institutions. He has won a slew of
awards, including, most recently,
the 2007 Deutsche Bérse Photogra-
phy Prize. His curriculum vitae is, at
present, 13 pages long and already
certain sections have been abbre-
viated, and a nearly mathematical
system of organising information
has been deployed.

But Raad is the antithesis of an art-
ist as fame-seeking diva. He keeps
a low profile, opts out of as many
endeavours as he joins and po-
litely declines any and all requests
to have his portrait taken. Though
he speaks of his work with magnet-
ism and charisma, he reveals little
of himselfin interviews. Countless
reviews of his work may tell you that
Marcel Proust is his favourite nov-
elist, but this is almost too perfect
to believe. A rudimentary Google
search may tell you that his favour-
ite colour is baby blue, but you can
be fairly certain this is a lie, a joke
or an aberration of open-source in-
ternet platforms.

In many ways Raad epitomises
the so-called “documentary turn”
in contemporary art. He is not a
painter, he is not expressive and
he doesn’t concern himself with
beauty or the sublime. There are no
physical gestures in his work. His
tool kitis anything that existsin the
world - high art, low art, material
that has no status asartatall - to be
used to illustrate, probe or respond
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The price, In dollars, of one of Robert
Rauschenbergs works at an auction
neld two days aft

Walid Raad’s A History Of Modern And Contemporary Arab Art, Part I, Chapter 1, Section 139: The Atlas Group (1989-2004) is amodel of the entire Atlas Group enterprise, inexplicably reduced to miniature size. Mitchell Prothero for The National

to theoretical, psychoanalytical or
philosophical concepts. The ef-
fect of his art is to reconbgure, for
example, how Lebanon exists as a
body of knowledge in the popular
imagination, how a violent past
continues to rupture into a precari-
ous present and the consequences
of conflicts for those who endure
them. Raad rallies art to read and
respond to politics.

In a review of RaadOs work fdihe
Village Voice, the notably populist
art critic Jerry Saltz reached a sur
prisingly scathing conclusion: OAs
poignant as several of these pieces

taining to the event from a 53-day
period around the explosion, near
the headquarters of the Phalange
Party in theneighbourhood of Furn
al Shubbak, which killed 20 people
But just when it seemed that the
Atlas Group would continue indebp-
nitely B and expand to include the
254 volumes on car bombs, of which
My Neck Is Thinner than a Hair: 21
January 1986 was the first b Raad
began producing work under his
own name. In 2005, he presented a
lecture-performance piece called
Feel a Great Desire to Meet the Mass-
es Once Again, which delves, among

are, 10m not really sure Raad is an other things, into the phenomenon

artist. He®s more of a social scien
tist usmg art or examining power

of extraordinary rendition by US
authorities in the context of the so-

D which is fine,O writes Saltz. OButcalled war on terror.

thereOs not a lot of alchemical en
ergy to what he does. His work is
smart, doctrinaire, and poetic, but
formally itOs very nth generation
conceptualism.O

This ties into what is, by now, a
rather tired debate over what con
stitutes contemporary art. Cer-
tainly, Raad traces his own artistic
lineage back to Marcel Duchamp
by way of Sherry Levine, in which
everything placed in an art space
passes and appropriation is always
fair game. For Raad and many of
his peers, the function of art is not
limited to the provision of aesthet-
ic pleasure. It serves, among other
things, to change the terms of po
litical debate, to alter the forms and
expressions of political subjectivity
and to carry the weight, like Atlas,
of an unkind history.

Where such art-historical dis -
course matters most, though, is
not necessarily among pavement-
pounding gallery goers in New York
but rather among the residents
of Beirut, Cairo, Amman or Abu
Dhabi, who are currently witness
ing the sudden creation of cultural
institutions. Across the Arab world,
new museums, funds and founda-
tions have inadvertently exposed
a glaring rift between artists of an
older generation who paint and
sculpt and artists of a younger gen
eration who research and collect.
RaadOs current exhibition in Beirut
appears to be a serious attempt to
make the work of a younger genera
tion visible to an older generation
that refuses to see it, and vice versa.

When the Atlas Group first ap
peared, audiences frequently took
it to be a real foundation, a brick
and mortar building with a preser -
vation mandate geared toward the
public good not dissimilar from
that of the Arab Image Foundation.
To this day people still occasion
ally ask where they might bnd the
physical archives of the Atlas Group
in Beirut, as if something along the
lines of a municipal library were
waiting in a hidden corner of the
Lebanese capital to welcome them.

But by 2003, Raad had revealed
the Atlas Group B along with fig
ures such as the gambling histo
rian Fadl Fakhouri B as a figment
of his imagination. He continued
with the project and produced a se
ries of incredibly ambitious works,
such as the multimedia installa-
tion The Truth Will Be Known When
the Last Witness Is Dead: Documents
from the Fakhouri File and My Neck
Is Thinner than a Hair: 21 January
19860 Pan obsessive account of a
single car bomb blast, for which
Raad collected all the press clip
pings, book excerpts, audio files
and video tapes he could bnd per

Now, it seems, Raad has set poli
tics aside to consider art itself. A
History of Modern and Contempo-
rary Art is, like the Atlas Group, a
long-term project that is set to un-
fold through lectures, installations
and publications. RaadOs exhibition
at Galerie Sfeir-Selmer delves into
the first chapter, originally con -
ceived under the title Lebanon and
later changed to Beirut. The work
ing title of the next chapter is The
Gulf, which is likely to be amended
to Abu Dhabi. What is interesting
is that if, in Beirut, Raad is examirn
ing an art scene that was orphaned
from the start, left to its own devic-
es with no father bgure to be found,
then in Abu Dhabi he will be dealing
with an art scene that is being built
and funded by a patron whose pres
ence, though not artistic, looms
large. The difference between the
two experiences is, of course, the
persistent intrusions of violence
into the former, which may or may
determine subsequent forms of
artistic expression but which deb-
nitely suggest that RaadOs current
project is not actually a retreat from
politics at all.

A History of Modern and Contem-
porary Art, PartI, Chapter 1: Beirut,
1992-2005 is RaadOs brst solo exhi
bition in the Arab world, and his
Prst opportunity to unveil a project
exploring the advent of a contem
porary arts infrastructure, which
he situates within the artist Jalal
ToubcOs concept of the Owithdraw
al of tradition past a surpassing
disasterO Bhe erasure of the past
that accompanies eras of violent
upheaval.

RaadOs show consists of six new

works installed in five rooms that
were specially built for the exhibi-
tion at Galerie Sfeir-Semler. The
work takes the conceptual struc-
ture of a book: a preface followed
by chapters, appendices, indexes
and plates. There is a large-scale in
stallation (of the entire Atlas Group
project reduced to miniature size),
the wall mural reproducing yet dis-
torting SadekOs work, another work
that runs a list of artistsO names
in barely visible vinyl around the
contours of a room, a 19th-century
museum building embedded into

a wall of an otherwise resolutely
white-cube-style gallery and a series
of huge, colourful and apparently
formalist triptychs.

OItOs as if one is picking out parts

from a larger body of work, and
youOre picking from the chapters
themselves and from the appendi

ces and indexes,O explains Raad.

That larger body of work is, as the
title would suggest, an overarch
ing history of modern and con-
temporary art in the Arab world.

But just as no debnitive history of

LebanonOs civil war exists, neither
does the source from which Raad is
working.

A few years ago, Raad began col
lecting material related to the pro-
duction, distribution and consump -
tion of artists and artworks in the
Middle East Db articles, theoretical
texts, exhibition catalogues, art his-
torical theses and dissertations, art
market data, museum proposals, art
school mission statements and so
on. Then he began mapping out the
infrastructure that has been and is
being built. The artworks on view at
Galerie Sfeir-Semler use this mate
rial, these maps, as building blocks
for new images and elements of telf
ing another story that grapples, once
again, with past and present.

might accidentally resurrect not
tradition but the counterfeit, the
double or the fake.

For Raad and his peers B who came might be available again. HeOs

to their respective practices through
the study of visual culture and criti-
cal theory rather than through the
Pne arts per se b the paintings and
sculptures of the previous genera
tion of artists in Lebanon were nev

er accessible. They couldnOt eventhis change is because of all that

when he is saying: Ol canOt accest listen to me tell my old stories,

Farroukh,® the mere fact that he

is saying it means that Farroukh

thinking about Farroukh and heOs
making a work that, in part, refer-

ences Farroukh. IOm making a work

that, in part, references Walid.

OThis seems to me to indicate that

something has changed. Whether

see them, so they certainly couldnOt has happened in Lebanon, geope

make works that referenced them.
Following Toubc, then, they could
assume that they had been with
drawn. But something changed,
says Raad, with Walid Sadek@sve
IsBlind.

five or ten years ago, truly having

As is the case with RaadOs bestdifficulty accessing [the older art-

works, there are layers and layers
of meaning inserted into A History
Of Modern and Contemporary Arab
Art. The exhibition considers the
political, economic and ideological
dimensions of a new cultural in-
frastructure. But at the same time
it considers how art and artworks
have been materially and imma
terially affected by the wars that
have been waged in this part of the
world. This is where TouficOs con
cept comes in.

In his 2000 book Forthcoming,
Toubc proposes that one of the con
sequences of a surpassing disaster
b a string of catastrophes such as
those experienced in countries like
Bosnia, Lebanon, Rwanda, Iraq
b is the withdrawal of tradition, and
that it is the responsibility of writ -
ers, artists and thinkers who be-
long to the community that has ex-
perienced the surpassing disaster
prstto disclose the withdrawal, and
second to resurrect that which has
been withdrawn. The risk, however,
is that writers, artists and thinkers

ists® work]. Who made an artwork
based on [the early 20th-century
Lebanese painter] Omar Onsi? |

don®t know. Somebody did. | didnOt.
Maybe we cared [about them] as
historians or teachers, but we never
made an artwork like Rauschen

litical developments in the region
or in the Gulf, the fascination with

to submit his poems for my consid-
eration, 10l be justiped,O says M
ples of the younger poet. OHe nev
came back.O .

The similarities between Bola—00O
and RaadOs approach b the narrat
testimonies, the imagined charac-
ters, the search for documents, the
orphans without fathers in pursuit
of a compelling artistic lineage that
can be invented and created ane\
when the bgures who are found fa
to inspire B suggest that while ce:

the Arab world post-9/11,0 he says, tain forms of RaadOs work may |
Ol canOt tell. But itOs clear to me thaspecibc to Beirut, underlying ques
we are no longer where we were bve tions are not. The huge and appat
years ago. So while weOre noting theently unbridgeable gap that exist:

OWhat happened with us,O says withdrawal, | think weOre not justin between older and younger genere
Raad, Ois that we might have been, the withdrawal. WeOre in another tions of artists in Lebanon and the
stage where weOre starting to make Arab world may not be a conditior

artworks that are referential again.

of the city, country or region at al

Or whose sole reference is not the but rather a product of time, a rela

civil war.O

tionship to modernity and contem -

OAll poets, even the most avant- porary reality as the raw material o

garde, need a father. But these po

cultural expression.

ets were meant to be orphans,0 says 1tOs worth noting that whei

Manuel Maples Arce, one of more
than 30 characters whose narra

bergOs. We never made an artwork tive testimonies about the imaged

that was contingent on or even
remotely related to [the painters]
Hussein Madi, Paul Guiragossian,
Daoud Corm or Mohamad Rawas.
OThat might have been then. Te
day, we seem to be doing some
thing. That gesture, the making of
a work of art whose fundamental
reference is another work of art

characters Ulises Lima and Artuna
Belano constitute the late Chil-
ean novelist Roberto Bola—0O%he
Savage Detectives. Belano, Maples
recalls, had paid him a visit to ask
about the history of a long-forgot-
ten movement of radical poets
known as the stridentists. Belano,

a poet of the self-styled visceral re

b itOs not about the civil war, itOsalist school, was looking for docu-

not about the depression, itOs not
about, | donOt know, anything extra-
art-historical, its only meaning can
be accessed if you understand de
Kooning, who de Kooning is, that
genealogy, and then to make an art
work contingent on that reference
b was a gesture that fascinated me,

ments, old magazines, literary
journals and anthologies, and par-
ticularly for any material related to
Cesarea Tinajero, thecentrepiece
of the movement who, of course,
never existed outside of the realm

Rauschenberg showed up at d
KooningOs studio, the older ar
ist made the younger artist suffer
He Ripped through three folios of
drawings before he found a tougk
one B compositionally complicat-
ed and covered with charcoal an
lead D that took Rauschenberg tw
months to erase. It is difbcult to im-
agine any of LebanonOs elder stats
men of the arts taking the time,
thought or generosity to meet suct
a challenge from a younger coun
terpart. Though he would never ad
mit this, t oday it is Raad who is pre
paring to play the role of the father
waiting for the even-younger artist
who will one day sit down with Raa
over coffee and ask, brazenly, to i

of Bola—0oOs book. OlIf he comes backsert a memory stick into his laptop.

to see me, | thought, 101l be justi

in the sense that Walid said;: OThis is fied, if he shows up here one day, Kaelen Wilson-Goldie reports from
a work | wish | had done.O So evenwithout calling prst, to talk to me,

oy i o e

—ry “".-"""" '|
%L-T e e -
e L iy v ey o —
g et et ., e
||

T .t?. 1
T T T TR T T rrrrieL e

From Walid Raad's 2003 series Civilizationally We Do Not Dig Holes To Bury
Ourselves, part of the Fadl Fakhouri file. Courtesy of Galerie Sfeir-Semler

Beirut for The National.
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The general who investigated Abu Ghraib now says the Bush administration is
guilty of war crimes. But will anyone take notice? Spencer Ackerman reports

If the era of unconscious American patriotism that be-
gan on September 11 ended in April 2004, when CBS
News and the New Yorker magazine published the in-
famous torture photographs from Iraq’s Abu Ghraib
prison, then perhaps the hangover of euphemism that
clouded America’s understanding of its post-September
11 wars began to lift on June 18, 2008. On that day Phy-
sicians for Human Rights released a report document-
ing the experiences of 11 men who had been tortured in
US prisons in Iraq, Afghanistan and Guantanamo Bay.
The humiliation, degradation and violence had broken
them, the report showed, and the men endured sub-
stance abuse, psychological afflictions and even suicidal
tendencies long after their release.

As difficult to read as the report itself is - it speaks in
matter-of-fact terms about the ruined lives of men who,
among other things, confess to being raped by US troops
-inasense, it is less important than its short foreword.
Init,arespected militaryleaderissued a starkjudgment
on America’s turn to what Vice President Dick Cheney
euphemistically called “the dark side” in the days after
the September 11, 2001 attacks.

“After years of disclosures by government investiga-
tions,” wrote US Army Major General Antonio Taguba,
“media accounts and reports from human-rights organ-
isations, there is no longer any doubt as to whether the
currentadministration has committed war crimes.”

War crimes. This was not the verdict of a left-wing uni-
versity professor. Nor was it the pronouncement of an
overheated member of the political opposition. It was,
instead, the considered judgment of a man who spent
35years in the US Army, who had become only the sec-
ond American of Filipino descent to achieve the rank of
Major General, and who had his career ended for the sin
of investigating the torture at Abu Ghraib. Taguba didn’t
seekthe assignment, but he did his job thoroughly, with-
out fear, favour or euphemism. For that, in January 2006,
he got a phone call from the Army’s Vice Chief of Staff,
Gen. Richard Cody, telling him, “I need you to retire by
Januaryof2007.”

Taguba has not given interviews to any reporter except
The New Yorker’s Seymour Hersh, who broke the Abu
Ghraib story. A spokesman for Physicians for Human
Rights told me that I would not be an exception. Pub-
licity cost Taguba his career, so garnering more of it ap-
pears not to be on his agenda.

But perhaps hisindictment of the Bush administration
and its conduct becomes all the starker by his refusal to
explain or qualify his remarks. Unfortunately, the few
mainstream US media outlets that did cover the release
of the PHR report largely declined to mention Tagu-
ba’s “war crimes” remarks. But inside Washington’s
national-security and intelligence community - the
people whom the Bush administration ordered to, in
some cases, violate both their consciences and the law
- some viewed Taguba’s judgment as a clarion call for
the country to come to terms with what has been done
in its name, even if they express scepticism that such a
reckoning will actually occur.

“Does it show America to be a maturing nation?”
mused Martin Lederman, an attorney who worked for
the Justice Department’s influential Office of Legal
Counsel from 1999 to 2002. “Yes, slightly.” But will it
make any difference? After all, John McCain, the Re-
publican nominee for president — and America’s most
prominent torture survivor — believes the CIA should
retain the right to torture detainees even as he opposes
the continued use of such tactics by the military. “Not

unless the next Administration takes steps to repudiate
the CIA’s torture techniques and the legal opinions un-
derlying them,” Lederman notes.

Malcolm Nance agrees. “The implications of General
Taguba’s remarks are profound, but will never be acted
upon,” said Nance, who has spent 25 years as part of the
intelligence and Special Forces communities pursuing
al Qa’eda and other terrorist groups. “The procedures
and techniques that the Bush administration has se-
lected to ‘take the gloves off’ in the immediate aftermath
of the 9/11 attacks were a headlong leap into choosing
criminal acts over a forceful but dignified response.”

A fewweeks ago, Milt Bearden, who ran the CIA’s op-
erations backing the Afghan mujahideen in their fight
with the Soviet Union, added his voice to this small but
growing chorus, accusing the Bush administration of ly-
ing about the effectiveness of its war crimes.

“Throughout this ugly drama, US leaders have assured
the public that the extreme interrogation measures used
on detainees have thwarted acts of terrorist and saved
thousands of American lives,” Bearden wrote in The
WashingtonIndependent. “The trouble with such claims
is that professionals who know something of interroga-
tion or intelligence don’t believe them. This is not just
because the old hands overwhelmingly believe that
torture doesn’t work - it doesn’t — but also because they
know that torture creates more terrorists and fosters
more acts of terror than it could possibly neutralise.”

There has not, atleast thus far, been any kind of nation-
alacknowledgement of the scope of these illegal acts, no
coming-to-terms moment when the public forswears
atrocities committed in its name. “The issue,” said
Nance, “is will America accept or reject the corruption
of our greatest core values —honour and justice. We have
dishonoured all who have suffered torture at the hands
of the unjust. Itis here, at this point, that the balance of
justice must be restored and American brought back
into the pantheon of righteous nations.”

Butif America hasn’tyet returned to that pantheon, it
may be because the full scope of the illegal deeds has al-
most certainlynot been revealed.

Much, of course, is known. The world is aware, firstly, of
the horrific pictures of detainees cowering in fear, pain
and humiliation at Abu Ghraib. Thanks to numerous
investigations, it is aware that the interrogation tech-
niques used at Abu Ghraib were the result of instruc-
tions given by Lt. General Ricardo Sanchez. Sanchez’s
instructions, in turn, came from Maj. General Geoffrey
Miller, then the commander of the detention complex
at Guantanamo Bay - where, President George W Bush
fatefully declared, the Geneva Conventions’ protections
against abuse do not apply. Not only did Miller travel to
Iraq to “Gitmo-ize” detention operations at the behest
of senior Pentagon officials, but throughout 2002 and
early 2003, Pentagon and White House officials leant
heavily on Guantanamo Bay officers to make interroga-
tions more brutal.

The last several weeks have seen more information
about the origins of this torture come to light than any
period since the initial disclosures that followed the
revelations from Abu Ghraib in 2004. Last month, the
Senate Armed Services Committee held a watershed
hearing that detailed how deeply senior Bush admin-
istration officials laid the legal and policy groundwork
foran architecture of torture. Jim Haynes, general coun-
sel to then-Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, spent
much of 2002 requesting information from the mili-
tary’s Special Forces schools about how US troops were

trained to survive torture in foreign countries. Haynes
- along with other administration attorneys like David
Addington, consigliere to Vice President Dick Cheney
- then delivered information derived from the so called
“SERE” program (Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape)
to Guantanamo Bay for transformation into an inter-
rogation regimen. At the hearing, it was revealed that a
lawyer from the CIA’s Counterterrorist Center, Jonathan
Fredman, gave Guantanamo officials guidance about
how to waterboard detainees - that is, strap them to
boards and pour water into their mouths and nostrils
to drown them. “If the detainee dies,” Fredman said in
September 2002, “you’re doing it wrong.”

Yet much is still unknown - and will continue to be if
McCain is elected president in November. While Mc-
Cain fought bravely against President Bush in 2005 to
bring US military interrogation methods backinto com-
pliance with the Geneva Conventions, his ambitions for
the presidency led him to soften his position. Lastyear,
he assented to an executive order that left the door open
for the CIA - which subjected three detainees to forced
drowning and held at least a dozen more incommuni-
cado for four years - to continue its brutal activities. If
McCain becomes president, he will need to placate a Re-
publican Party that distrusts him, rendering it unlikely
that he will declassify information implicating his erst-
while allies in what Taguba called war crimes.

In a profile of Taguba published in 2006, Hersh de-
scribed what the world has yet to see from the prison.
“Ilearnt from Taguba that the first wave of materials in-
cluded descriptions of the sexual humiliation of a father
with his son, whowere both detainees,” Hersh reported.
“Taguba said that he saw ‘avideo of amale American sol-
dier in uniform sodomising a female detainee.’”

But the administration has furiouslyresisted Congres-
sional subpoenas forinformation about torture. Nor has
it agreed to demands for independent investigations.
Instead, it has insisted that any “abuses” were isolated
cases as opposed to the demands of policy.

The stonewalling has been extensive. The week after
the Senate Armed Services Committee held its water-
shed hearing, a subcommittee in the House of Repre-
sentatives welcomed Addington and John Yoo, a contro-
versial former Justice Department lawyer, for testimony
about torture. Both men contend that the Constitution
grants the President of the United States extraordinary
powers during wartime. Both men played key roles in
devising legal rationales for torture.

And both men refused to answer questions from
elected members of Congress. Yoo claimed an inability
to remember the intricacies of debates that occurred
sixyears ago. Addington brushed aside questions with
relish, happy to dodge what he considered impertinent
questions of responsibility. When asked, for example, if
he was involved in an infamous memo written by Yoo in
August 2002 that allowed for any interrogation practised
that stopped short of producing “organ failure, impair-
ment of bodily function, or even death,” Addington re-
plied, “Didn’t have nothing to do with it, but you asked
ifThad a hand in drafting it,” explaining that he merely
approved of the idea that a memo on torture and the law
oughtto be written.

Similar stonewalling has occurred at the CIA, the
agency responsible for much of the worst torture. Ironi-
cally, many senior CIA officials fought hard - and early
—to stop the CIA from getting back into the torture busi-
ness, but the willingness of then-CIA Director George
Tenet to please President Bush ultimately prevailed. The
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military has held over a dozen internal investigations
into torture, but the CIA has held none. When the CIA’s
inspector-general, John Helgerson, began investigating
the practice of kidnapping terrorism suspects, sending
them to countries that torture, holding them incommu-
nicado, or torturing them itself, CIA Director Michael
Hayden began his own investigation - of Helgerson.

Bringing an end to the cover-ups, the stonewalling and
the secrecywill not come easy. If McCain is elected, he’ll
be unlikely to open investigations thatwillimplicate his
political confederates in the Republican Party. And if
Barack Obama, the Democratic nominee for president,
is elected, he’ll face pressure from inside the CIA and
the military—which, through selective leaks to the press,
can damage his presidency by attacking his national-se-
curity credentials - to let sleeping dogs lie. The bravery
of a General Taguba is arare thing.

So the effect of clear, non-euphemistic declarations
like Taguba’s is unclear. “The American people, who
are good and fair minded, have been so inured with the
false ‘debate” of over whether torture is acceptable from
the neoconservatives and echoed in the media that they
are only beginning to awake to the damage. There is no
debate. Torture is wrong and should be banned,” said
Nance. “The main issue is not if the administration or-
dered war crimes; that will be found out in time.”

Unless itwon’t. Seven years after September 11, the US
isall but a rogue nation, guilty of much of the behaviour
it professes to abhor in its enemies: torture, disappear-
ances, sexual humiliation, endless wars of aggression.
But the US - like all empires—has never been good about
learning its uncomfortable lessons. Rather than look at
how US policies in the Middle East gave bin Laden a pre-
text to inspire others to terrorism, Americans preferred
to believe they were hated for being virtuous, for being
just, for being free. As agonising as the US descent into
national criminality has been, the awful truth may be
that we can’t handle the truth. That usually comes - as
the post-imperial experiences of Britain, France, Japan,
Holland and Spain indicate - only after the empire falls.

Spencer Ackerman is a senior reporter at The Washing-
tonIndependent, where he covers national security
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In from the surf: American soldiers landed in Beirt;t on July 15 1958 with explicit orders “not to disturb the swimmers on the beach.” Courtesy United States Marine Corps

D-Day with bikinis

Fifty years ago this week, Dwight Eisenhower ordered 14,000 American troops into Lebanon —and onto a
beach packed with sunbathers. Alasdair Soussi re-examines the history of an odd invasion

Itwas July 15,1958, and Second Lieutenant Simon L Leis
Jr was nervous. As he waited for orders aboard the USS
Taconic, he peered across the rough waters of the Medi-
terranean towards the yellow sands of Khalde beach, just
five miles south of Beirut. Like the other members of the
United States Marine Corps that day, Leis was preparing
for battle. Briefed to expect the possibility of a hostile re-
ception, the young leatherneck from Cincinnati, Ohio,
knew little of the complexities surrounding Lebanon’s
predicament. But when the call to arms finally came, he
was ready. As whoops of anticipation and nervous ten-
sion rang out across the ship’s sun-scorched deck, Leis,
togetherwith his fellow comrades from the 2nd Battalion
of the 2nd Marine Regiment, clambered into a waiting
landing craft below, and immediately set off for an am-
phibious assault on “Red Beach” at Khalde, some 500
yards from their position.

“We left for the beach at three o’clock in the afternoon,”
recalls Leis, who was among the first wave of Marine land-
ings. “And that was the first time in the history of the Ma-
rine Corps that alanding was started in the middle of the
afternoon. Landings like this were always done first thing
in the morning, which gave us all day to unload the ships.
Nevertheless, we were told that we were going into com-
bat,and so that’swhat we expected.”

Leis, who, at 23 years old, was one of the oldest mem-
bers of the landing force, didn’t have long to ruminate,
yet what little time he did have he spent thinking about
home.

“Iwas a married man for only about two months before
being shipped out,” remembers Leis, then on his first mil-
itary campaign. “And as the landing craft surged towards
the beach, I thought, ‘Hell, 'm too young to die!’”

Minutes later, when the steel ramp of the landing crafts
hit the deck, Leis and his 2000-strong battalion stormed
the beach, an angst-ridden moment somewhat temper-
ed by the sight of bikini-clad girls, sunbathers, ice-cream
vendors and other interested observers, who found the
presence of such alarge, and fully-armed, body of men a
mite bewildering, if not a little exciting.

Carrying some 901bs of battle gear, including Tommy
guns, grenades and bazookas, and surrounded by the
roar of amphibious tractors and the thunder of naval
planes overhead, the men - all sweltering under the 90-
degree heat - scrambled up the glistening shore towards
their goal - Beirut International Airport. As some observ-
ers waved and cheered, the surreal nature of the landing
was compounded further when a number of local boys
made for the water’s edge in an attempt to help the Ma-
rines drag their heavier equipment through the surf.

And that was how the Eisenhower Doctrine came to
Lebanon.

The US intervention in Beirut arose from the roiling
political tensions between Arab nationalists and the
Lebanese government of Christian Maronite President
Camille Chamoun. As pan-Arabism swept the Middle
Eastin the mid-1950s - spurred on by Egyptian President
Gamal Abdel Nasser, whose ties to the Soviet Union un-
nerved the Western powers - Chamoun signed up to the
anti-Soviet Eisenhower Doctrine in 1957, which declared:
“The United States is prepared to use armed forces to as-
sist any nation or group of such nations [in the Middle
East] requesting assistance against armed aggressors
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Beach party: US Marines pose after landing in Beirut,

among them R_od LaPearl (back row, 5th from the riéht): who_ sayS:
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“The armed rebels were obviously more afraid of us back then than many of them are today.” Courtesy Rod LaPear|

from any country controlled by international commu-
nism.” Chamoun’s covenant with the US was a direct af-
front to Lebanon’s Muslims, who were already fuming at
his refusal to sever diplomatic ties with Great Britain and
France in the aftermath of the Suez crisisin 1956.

The forces of Arab nationalism, seen by the US - dubi-
ously - as communist-inspired, came to a head in Febru-
ary 1958 when Egypt and Syria united to form the United
Arab Republic (UAR). Lebanon’s Sunni Muslim popula-
tion called on the Chamoun-led government to join the
newly-created union, which was widely welcomed by the
Middle East’s Muslim majority. Civil unrest - exacerbated
by substantiated rumours that Chamoun hoped to serve
a second-term in office by changing the constitution -
quickly spread, as those loyal to the ruling administration
clashed with the largely Sunni Muslim-led opposition.

Lebanon’s internal fracas might have remained as such
were it not for a military coup d’état in Iraq on July 14,
which led to the murder of the country’s king and prime
minister - Chamoun’s allies in opposition to the forces
of Arab nationalism. The bloody revolution in Baghdad
was too much for Chamoun, and his appeal to the United
States forimmediate assistance led US President Dwight

The real thing didn’t look much
different from a rehearsal except
for the hazard offered by Arab

families sunbathing on the sand
Dickey Chapelle

D Eisenhower to unleash the full force of the US military
the next day.

Dickey Chapelle, a journalist who came ashore in the
third wave of Marine landings, later wrote “that the real
thing didn’t look much different from a rehearsal except
for the hazard offered by Arab families sunbathing on the
sand.” Chapelle, one of the world’s first female war cor-
respondents, who was later killed while on assignment
in Vietnam, also recalled one of the strangest commands
ever given to any Marine landing in the history of the Ma-
rine Corps: “You will make every effort in this assault not
to disturb the swimmers on the beach...”

She observed: “All of us had considered it the most ex-
traordinary order to a moving assault force we could im-
agine, and historically I later learnt we were right to be
astounded.”

AsLeis and his company moved swiftly towards the capi-
tal’s airport, Private First Class John E Dreisbach,a Morse
Code Operator and a member of the Naval Gunfire Team,
moved inland to set-up acommand-post.

“When we landed, what hit me immediately was the
heat,” recalls Dreisbach, then only 19-years-old. “While
the line companies went to secure the airport, we dug in,
and although that nightwas pretty quiet, itwas still sovery
hotand large mosquitoes buzzed all around us.”

The following day, as the initial deployment was rein-
forced by further Marine landings - others from the Air-
borne Division would arrive within days - the Pennsyl-
vania-born Dreisbach joined the long military push into
Beirutitself.

“On the long column - containing tanks, amtracks,
trucks and jeeps - that entered Beirut, I was sitting on a
jeep fender,” remembers Dreisbach. “There were thou-
sands of people lining the streets, half of whom seemed
to welcome us. The looks of the others made me get off
the fender and jump into a truck, as they didn’t look that
friendly. I was also uneasy about the buildings, which
seemed to be damaged by explosives. A lot of one town,
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The reward, iragi dinarso'ered for
the capture of IragOs Prime Minister
after he was overthrown in 1958

which I knew as a resort town, was damaged pretty bad-
ly.”

USinvolvementin Lebanon in the 1950s would prove far
less troublesome and less costly than many other Ameri-
can anti-Soviet ventures. Such measures, of course, domi-
nated US foreign policyin the age of the Cold War, a rivalry
that only ever turned “hot” in the form of third-party con-
flicts and proxy wars — of which the 1958 Beirut landing is
one particularly quixotic example. Indeed, when the US
Marineslanded on the shores of Beirut on July 15,1958, it
was nearly five years to the day since the end of the Korean
War in which over 35,000 American troops were killed.
The subsequent US intervention in Vietnam - perhaps
the most demoralising and debilitating war in American
history - would go on to claim the lives of some 58,000 US
combat personnel.

In Beirut, by contrast, it soon became clear that Eisen-
hower had used a boulder to crack a nut. Lebanon’s first
civil war never did portend the stirrings of international
communism, whichwas the real target of the Eisenhower
Doctrine. Lebanese internal affairs of 1958 can best be ex-
plained as a battle of political wills - as a reaction against
Chamoun’s excessive pro-Westernism and his Machiavel-
lian approach to politics - rather than as a religious, sec-
tarian or strictlyideological conflict. (Those termswould,
however, characterise the subsequent and devastating
1975-90 Lebanese civil war.) Indeed, the Muslim popula-
tion opposing Chamoun was joined by many disaffected
Christians, including four ex-foreign ministers and the
Christian Maronite Patriarch himself.

The American presence, while giving the warring parties
an excuse to stand down, did little to enhance US credibil-
ityin theregion. Italso gaverise to accusations that Chris-
tiansin the Middle Eastwere anti-Arab. And the ease with
which the US entered and occupied Beirut almost certain-
ly led to the mistaken impression that Lebanon had no
stomach for a real war - a myth that would be mercilessly
debunked in 1983 when a suicide bomber killed 241 US
Marines in Beirut.

The three-month 1958 campaign ended (with only one
US casualty) when Chamoun finally saw sense and re-
signed, removing the sting from the crisis. Until then, the
US troops spent most of their time in Lebanon puzzled,
not only by the lack of opposition — military confronta-
tions were few and sporadic - but also by the politics be-
hind their presence. Many even wondered what theywere
doing there atall.

“We didn’t know anything,” recalls Dreisbach. “We just
did what we were told to do, and I don’t even think we
asked anyone about it. To this day, I bet the Marines that
landed in Lebanon then still don’t know why they were
there.”

But Pennsylvania-born Rod LaPearl, then a 17-year-old
Private in the 187th Airborne Infantry and 24th Airborne
Brigade, does know one thing. “The armed rebels were
obviously more afraid of us back then than many of them
are today.”

Middle East interventions just aren’t what they used to
be.

Alasdair Soussi is a journalist specialising in Middle East-
ern affairs. Based in Beirut and Cairo, he is writing a book
entitled Lebanon:A Land of Consequences.
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Number of acres the new campus
will cover. The old campus is /8 acres

Out of Downtown: The American University of Cairo is moving to the outskirts of the city to acampus 29 times bigger than its old site. Courtesy of the American University of Cairo
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What will happen when the American University in Cairo moves out of Cairo? As the university shutters its
downtown campus for a desert wonderland of marquee architecture, Ursula Lindsey weighs the costs

Last month, students and faculty
at the American University in Cairo
bade farewell not only to each other
but to their campus. Over the sun
mer, the university is abandoning its
historical downtown location and
moving to a new campus on the out
skirts of the city.

The offices of professors and ad
ministrators are cluttered with
packed boxes. The library shelves are
empty. And workers are toiling day
and night in the desert outside Cairo
to have the new campusbwhich will
be 29 times bigger than the old one
Pready by the time classes start in
September.

the AUC Press was the brst to trans
late the Nobel laureate Naguib Mah-

fouz into English. The PressOs ofbces

are in a narrowBelle fpoque build -
ing directly across from the universi-
tyOs main gate. Its entire inner stair
well was painted, over the course
of many months, by the renowned
Cairo artist Anna Boghigiuan.

Over the decades, the university
gradually and somewhat haphaz

Oltds a very rare opportunity for aardly expanded into the surround-

university to rebuild itself and up -
grade to extraordinary levels all at
one time,O says Phil Donoghuejce
president for planning and adminis -
tration, of the move to the new state-
of-the-art campus. But others are
concerned that by leaving CairoOs
downtown and moving to the sub-
urbs, the university will lose an im-
portant connection to the city and a
cornerstone of its identity.

The American University in Cairo
was established in 1919. Its main
building is a neo-Islamic palace on
the capitalOs central Tahrir Square.
The university, commonly referred
to as AUC has become a fixture of
CairoOs Downtown, alongside the
squares, cafes, cinemas and book
stores that are landmarks in the cap
italOs history. As one professdahere
puts it, OAUC is part of the texture
and morphology of the cityO

The university has long played a sig
nificant role in CairoOs intellectual
and cultural life. ItOs here that a large
per cent of the countryOs upper-class
sends their children (First Lady Su
zanne Mubarak and her son Gamal
Mubarak are both AUC graduates).
[tOs here that visiting dignitaries like
Condoleezza Rice and international
academic stars such as Edward Said
have given speeches to packed au
ditoriums. The university owns the
Hassan Fathi collection, a priceless
trove of the architectOs documents;

ing neighbourhood, buying, build -

ing and renovating various proper-

ties. Meanwhile, the neighbour-

hood evolved to accommodate the
universityOs needs, providingafes,

photo-copying shops and a legion of
parking attendants that dexterously

triple-parked studentsO cars.

But all the ingenuity of the univer-
sity and its neighbours couldnOt sw
mount some serious shortcomings:
overcrowding, shortage of parking,
lack of facilities. OAnyone whoOs-fa
miliar with the facilities Downtown
will recognise they are woefully inad

tious process that took placeover a
series of meetings in Mexico City,
Boston and Cairo.

The prime architect s for the cam-
pus came from the American-Egyp
tian partnership between Sasaki
Associates, Inc. (Boston) and Abdel
Halim CDC (Cairo). They left the
strongest mark on the schoolOs over
all look, designing a number of its
main buildings in a neo-Islamic style
meant to reference the old campus
as well as CairoOs millennial archi
tectural heritage.

The architects made a point of us
ing Egyptian materials and refer-
encing the local architectural lexi-
con. The buildings are covered with
striped sandstone quarried in Upper
Egypt. They incorporate modern

equate,O says Donoghue. Ten yearsversions of mashrabiya (wooden

ago, the university began planning
the move to a new campus.

That campus, now almost com-
plete, is in New Cairo, a booming
suburb in the desert north-east
of the city. On the road to the new
university, one sees nothing but
half-built residential developments
btens of thousands of rococo villas
lined up across the sand dunes.

The new campus sits on a 260-acre
plot, ringed by trees and shrubbery
that mostly hasnOt sprouted yet. It in
cludes a track andfootball stadium,
a 40,000 squaranetre athletic facil -
ity, student residences, a 200Gspace
car park and various large perform
ance and lecture halls.

The campus was designed by five
different architectural firms, in a
collaborative and at times conten-

window screens), malkafs (wind
catchers) and shukshaykhas (vented
domes). There are numerous inner
courtyards, fountains and small pas-
sageways, all meant to reference Otra
ditional Islamic urbanismO, accord-
ing to the campusO plannersYet in
reality, the campus suggestsafairly
standard international architectural
languageaccentedwith some point-
edly OlocalO touches. The overall-ef
fect is tasteful if a bit bland.

The campus iscentred on a curving,
kilometre-long pedestrian walkway.
Moving along it, one passes through
a number of archways, courtyards
and plazas. The different spaces
each come into view graduallycreat-
ing an enjoyable sense of discovery.
(Having five architects gives each
area its own feel,O notes Ranya Bo

raie, who works forthe universityOs
communications and marketing of-
bce and has been giving tours of the
new campus.

The library, designed by Stephen
Johnson, is particularly striking.
Johnson took the idea ofmashrabiya
and gave it a sleek and original inter
pretation, wrapping two sides of the
glass-walled library with a giant per
forated sun screen.

Equally arresting is the work of the
Mexican father and son team Legor
reta + Legorreta, who designed the
Residential Village and the Campus

ment Center. Most of the building s
are only three stories high, making
elevators unnecessary. And the uni

new campus is projected to be su
rounded by a population of 3 mil-
lion people. The city is growing ou
to us. What you see at the momer
isnOt what youOll see in two or f
years. It will be completely and ut
terly developed. It will be another
Downtown.O Some AUC facul
and students have expressed regr

versityOs planners believe the use of that the university didnOt choose t

traditional cooling techniques will
allow the university to reduce air
conditioning and heating expenses
by 50per cent.

After the move takes place, most of
the universityO®buildings Downtown
will be sold. AUC will keep its main
building on Tahrir Square, using it
for administrative offices and con-
tinuing education. A new cafe and
university bookshop will be located
there, to maintain the Overy impor
tant cultural link between urban
Cairo life and AUC,O says Donoghue.

But some see that link as already
lost. Ol was impressed by the facii

invest the $400 million it spent on
the new campus into upgrading
and expanding its Downtown loca-
tion. But Donoghue says stayin
downtown would have been Ototalll
impracticalO. He cites the impossi-
bility of acquiring contiguous plots
and the high price of real estate ir
the area. No matter what, he say
an upgraded campus would have
been Odivided by the noisy, incres
ibly dangerous streets ofDowntown
CairoQ

Riham EI Houshi shares this view
The AUC student calls the new carn
pus Oa huge improvementO and s:

ties and the expansion,O says Asmaa of the downtown location, OHere yol

al Gamal of the new campus, Obut |

have to face street-crossing and be

Center, a 200-seat meeting space. hated the location. They already say gars and valets and everybody y«
OTheyOre known for their use of bold that AUC students Olive in a bubble.Ohave to deal with. ItOs annoying. At

colours,O notes Boraie. The warm
reds of the stucco student housing
and the shining blue tiles that wrap
whole surfaces of the Campus Cent
er stand out dramatically from the
rest of the campusO sandy palette.
The new campus® planners are
particularly proud of the environ -
mental consciousness of their de-
sign. The campus isorientated to
take advantage of the prevailing
north-easterly wind. This wind pass
es through the university garden Ba
green promenade that will run par-
allel to the main walkway Pand then
into the main areas of the campus,
whose 27 fountains and pools also
serve to cool the air. The water in the
campusO fountains is recycled. The
landscape designers Carol R Jones
and Associates shied away from
lawns, choosing instead to plant
a variety of indigenous trees and
shrubs, most of which come from
the universityOs own Desert Develep

Being physically isolated will make
it worse.O Gamal, whoOs the editor
in-chief of the student newspaper
The Caravan, says part othe univer-

even if it wasnOt annoying, | don
think itOs bebptting to AUC.O

This viewb that thecity is a toxic
environment to be escapedbis wide-

sity®s charm has been that OyouOrepread. Increasingly, the Cairene ug

in the heart of the city, interacting
with other people that are part of
the cityQ

The new campus is not only distant

per class is Beeing the pollution anc
crowds of the city centre in favour
of spacious developments on its
outskirts. AUCOs move seems to

from the cityOs core; thereOs also nopart of this trend: the Bourishing of

public transportation to reach the
area. The university will provide a
fleet of shuttle buses for students
and faculty, but it will be difficult
for anyone without a car to reach the
campus. Organising guest lectures
and field trips will require more
planning.

OThe new campus is beautiful like
amirage,O says Mona AbazanAUC
sociology professor. OhereOs noth
ing around.O

But AUC administrators say that
wonOt be the case for long. OWithin

desert suburbs at the expense of th
ever more dilapidated Downtown.
How people view the universityC
move has a lot to do with their view
the cityOs current development. OT
ideology is: Downtown is getting
rundown, so letOs moveutward,(
says Abaza, who speciades in Cai
roOs urban development. But Owt
we were offering was thédowntown,
the Egyptian popular life.O

Ursula Lindsey is a freelance journal-
ist based in Cairo. She writes the cul-

five years,O says Donoghue, Otheture blog The Arabist Review.
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Masha Gessen opted for a double mastectomy after learning that
a gene mutation left her almost certain to develop breast cancer.
Robin McKie considers the power and peril of genetic science

Think of genetics as a two-way mir
ror. We can hold it up to reRect on
our pasts and peer back in time to
pinpoint genes that link us to pre-
vious generations. Or we can use
it as window into the future to see
how our own lives will be shaped
by predispositions inherited from
our forebears.

The former application of genetic
research can be diverting. We can
seek, and sometimes find, con
nections between ourselves and
Vikings, African princesses, Saxon
invaders or soldiers of Attila the
Hun. A couple of years ago, a group
of geneticists even discovered a
snip of genetic material, carried
by thousands of men in Scotland,
Ireland and America, that is dis-
tinctive of a lineage begun by the
5th century Irish king, Niall of the
Nine Hostages. Descent from a
Celtic warlord: itOs a nice idea.

By contrast, the second form of
gene analysisDwhich allows us to
forecast how an individualOs health
might unravel B is a far more ser
ous business and can often bring
grim and unsettling news: an en-
hanced risk of neurological iliness,
a predisposition to heart disease,
or a propensity to contract a partic
ular cancer. And althoughthe Rus-
sian-born journalist Masha Ges
sen usesBlood Matters to explore
both areas of genetic research, in
cluding investigations of her own
Ashkenazi roots, there is no doubt
she is primarily concerned with
the more important issues raised
by the predictive use of genetics.
How are people going to cope with
the medical powers that are being
developed by DNA researchers, she
asks? It turns out to be an inquiry of
particular urgency for the author.

A distinguished foreign corre-
spondent for Western and Russian
newspapers, Gessen discovered in
2004 that she carried a distorted
version of the gene BRCA1, a mu
tation that increases her chance of

getting breast cancer to more than
85 per cent. At the same time, her
risk of ovarian cancer could reach
40 per cent or more, thanks to that
same mutation. Nor was it hard
for Gessen to work out how she
acquired that gene. Her mother
Dbalso a talented writerbhad died
of breast cancer at the age of 49.
Q found out that | got everything
from her, including the flaw that
killed her, Oshe says.

This diagnosis was disclosedover
the phone by agenetic counsellor
who told her, very simply:O'he re-
sults of your tests have arrived. In
the BRCAL1 gene, you have a delete
rious mutation. IOm sorryOGessen
was shocked and began a desper
ate re-evaluation of her life, one
that eventually sent her on a quest
to determine how she should act to
save her own life and to understand
the decisions facing others who re
ceive similar diagnoses.Q belong
to a generation that grew up believ
ing we were shaped by love, care,
or lack of it Bor perhaps even the
number of books on our parentsO
bookshelvesOshe states@ut now
we will go to our graves believing
that it is a combination of letters in
our genetic code that determines
how get there and whenO

to learn from the author and all
the other Gnutants O(her phrase)
that populate her intriguing nar -
rative: families bedevilled by fa
tal neurological ailments such as
HuntingtonOs Disease; individuals
whose forebears suggest they b like
Gessenbcould be at high risks of
breast or ovarian cancer; isolated,
inbred communities where cou -
ples face losing children to rare in-
herited diseases; and doctors and
researchers who have laboured
for decades to show how men and
women are at the mercy of their
genes.

In this last category, the story of
Henry Lynch is rightly accorded

Matters. Things are different to-
day, however.We live in times
dominated by the growing power
of the geneticist. Lynch is now
revered among oncologists and
hailed as the father of hereditary
cancer studies.

Not all of the stories in Blood
Matters are so uplifting, of course.
Indeed many are harrowing: par
ents who have had to watch their
children sicken and die of baf-
fling, wasting inherited disor -
ders; women who are born into
matrimonial dynasties in which
great-grandmothers, grandmoth -
ers, mothers, and sisters have died
of cancer in early middle age.Q
have talked to young women who
would rather adopt a child with an
entirely unknown health history
than risk passing on the possibil-
ity of breast cancerOGessen tells
us. Q have talked to older women
who are wracked with guilt over
having passed on the mutation. |
have talked to a woman who hates
her 84-year-old mother for being
cancer-free while she and all her
sisters, who have inherited the mu
tation, have developed cancerOlt

special status by Gessen. As a is striking stuff, to say the least.

trainee hospital doctor in Indiana
in 1961, he interviewed a patient
suffering from delirium tremens.
Why the destructive drinking,
Lynch asked him? The man ex
plained that every member of
his immediate family had died
of cancer. He was merely await
ing his turn, he added Bhence his
drinking. So Lynch investigated,
and uncovered a web of cancers
that did indeed run through his
patientOs close relatives. Then the
young medic looked elsewhere
and traced several other families

As Gessen makes clear, we are afflicted by inherited tumours of

now in the throes of a revolution
that is transforming the work of
doctors and changing the defi-
nition of what it means to be ill.
Once a business of reacting after
patients got sick, medicine is be-
coming a process of pre-symptom
intervention guided by genetic
screening tests.QJnderstanding
my accidental role in this rehearsal
of the future was part of what made
me want to write this book,OGes
sen says. The key point, she adds,
is that what is happening today is
an approximation of the rules by
which future generations will run
their lives.

We therefore have a great deal

the colon, breast and ovaries.

In this way, Lynch became the prst
researcher to describe the phenom
enon of familial cancer and, later,
the prst doctor to suggest that pre
ventative surgery could be offered
to sufferers so that their Gat-riskO
organs, breasts or colons, could be
lopped off before tumours devel-
oped in them and spread to other
parts of their bodies.

In the Seventies and Eight-
ies, such ideas were not popular
among scientists. Environmental
factors were reckoned to be the
prime cause of cancers in those
days.O'hey thought | was crazyQ
Lynch admits to Gessen inBlood

Yet GessenOs narrati¥#expressed
succinctly and elegantly as one
would expect from an author of her
reputation B constantly veers to the
hopeful and stresses that although
gene diagnoses can bring disquiet
ing news, these forecasts are not
necessarily death sentences. In
many cases, positive outcomes are
still possible, a point illustrated by
the example of Gessen herself. By
opting for surgical removal of her
breasts and her ovaries, she would
go along way to reducing her risk
of suffering cancer, she was told by
doctors.

(Being able mentally to reduce
oneOs own body to a collection of
parts creates a powerful sense of
control, Othe author adds.CGCancer

Ne genetic
Necy

oophorectomies B ovary removal
b are associated with increased
risks of heart disease, hip fracture
and depression. Balancing risk

against counter-risk was difbcult

and experts and counsellors were
far from united in their advice.

O'he psychologist told me breasts
were essential to my identity as a
woman but | could get over losing
them. The genetic counsellor told
me to sacrifice ovaries and keep
the breasts.OIn the end, Gessen
plumped for a full mastectomy
b the removal of both breast®but
not the excision of her ovaries, even
though their presence in her body
would leave her at risk of develop
ing cancer there.Qn my mangled
maths, the 40 per cent risk of ovar
ian cancer was knowledge | could
live with, and the 87 per cent risk of
breast cancer was notOshe states.

GessenOs case is important be
cause it demonstrates B in a de
tailed, lucid manner Bthe benebts
and the perils of the brave new
technology we are now embracing.
Yes, we can pinpoint individuals
who are predisposed to severe il
ness and in some cases we can use
that knowledge effectively. For ex
ample, phenylketonuria (PKU) is
an inherited disorder that leads to
mental retardation in childhood
but can be spotted at birth so that
infants can be placed on starch-
free diets that block the diseaseOs
development. On the other hand,
for severe neurological condi-
tions like HuntingtonOs Disease,
patients will invariably go on to
suffer dementia and death despite
doctorsO efforts. A diagnosis of the
disease brings no prospect of treat
ment or of hope.

In between these extremes there
are cancers like those that have af
flicted GessenOs family. Spotting
a mutated gene makes it possible
to offer treatments of some kind,
though expertsO advice is often

is oneOs own cells gone awry. Gut confusing and contradictory and

ting out the potentially offending
organ before it has a chance to be
tray you shows the body who is boss.

the ethical issues blurred, as we
have seen. This is not to say that
modern genetics is anything other

The greater oneOs fear of cancer, thethan a boon to society. Itis just that

greater the temptation to cut.O

At least, that is how seemed at
prst. Closer examination revealed
a more complex picture, however.
Surgery carries drawbacks, Gessen
discovered. Mastectomies D breast
removal B can have a considerable

its benebts B in the form of treat
ments, not just diagnoses b may
take a while to reach us. They will
materialise, nevertheless. The view
through the glass may be blurred
Bbut it is encouraging.

psychological impact on a wom-  Robin McKie is science editor of the

anOs physical self-esteem while

ObserverinLondon.

Blood Matters

A Journey Along
the Genetic Frontier

Blood Matters: A Journey Along the
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Number’s up for six sisters

The young Chinese sisters who pick their next daughter in TwoOs place, but Three the migrant workers who are fuelling

assistant in a spa. She realises that if she

way through this deceptively gentle tale has seen enough. Determined to avoid ChinaOs economic miracle B Three bnds listens carefully, she can learn far more

have numbers for names. So lowly are the fate of a chopstick, she runs away, mostly kindness. Helped by her uncle
they in their father Li ZhongguoOs esti
mation, that he calls them Three, Five
and Six. Having somehow got around the
countryOs strict one-child policy, he con
tinues to despair of his wife for having ports detailing the sorry fate faced by

borne him half-a-dozen girls and not one
son B a shame that sees him demoted in
status below his younger brothers and
sneered at in the village as a man who
cannot Oplant eggsO. Boys grow up strong
as the roof-beams that support a house,
he tells his growing brood, while women
are like chopsticks B utilitarian and eas

ily snapped.

Having married off the eldest, One, to
a widower who is a good decade older
than himself but of high rank in the local
Communist Party, Li Zhongguo arranges
for his daughter Two to be engaged to the
regional headOs crippled son. He senses
his much-mourned pride coming back
to life, but then Two Kills herself, drown -
ing in a well on a chilly winterOs morning
rather than marrying her fatherOs choice
of groom. Li Zhongguo tries to offer his

joining the exodus from rural China and
journeying to Nanjing.

Unlike most tales of country mice come
to the big city B and unlike countless re

in the village.
On a visit home, the crisp pile of bank-
notes that she hands her father alters the
way he sees her and her sisters. He still
doesnOt admire them in their own right,
but he grudgingly admits that their suc-
cess could win him back a modicum of
respect. Homely Five and clever Six must
accompany Three back to Nanjing, Li

Zhongguo decides.
Six bPnds herself a job as a waitress in a of glossing the political slogans that Xin-

teashop pblled with books. She yearns to
become a librarian, and is astonished
that city folk manage to line their small
homes with so much literature. Back in
the village, she would lie awake listening
out for the sound of rats gnawing on her
school textbook D Oilliterate country rats

just loved the taste of wordsO.
Meanwhile, Five, the family dunce,
wins acceptance and even praise as an % Hephzibah Anderson

% _ from the stories that surround her than
and a person known as the OTofu LadyO,anyone ever tried to teach her at school.
whose heart is Owarmer than her wok of
boiling 0ilO, she secures a job in a restau
rant, earning far more than anyone back

The adventures these three sisters en
compass everything from falling in love to
understanding ObignosesO, as westerners

are known, whose version of Chinese his

called OchopsticksO.

tory differs so radically from their own.
Translation from Chinese into Eng-
lish is an exceptionally tricky task, lin-
guistically and culturally. The different
sounds in Mandarin are relatively few,
making puns easy, while folk sayings
that have been condensed into four or
bve characters take rambling English to
explain. And then there is the challenge

ranOs characters throw around so lightly.
Esther Tyldesley has made a deft job of
it, rendering this nuanced portrait of a
country in Bux in agile, characterful Eng-
lish. While it overlooks plenty of ChinaOs
urban ills, it captures the mobility that
is bringing hope to a generation of so-

Xinran
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The Nature of Monsters
Clare Clark

Penguin
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A sooty evocation of London’s
1666 Great Fire opens this sturdy
historical novel. In the sky, “birds
wheeled and shrieked, twisting
arcs of flame,” and a church tower
topples in “an explosion of red-
gold and black, throwing thou-
sands of brilliant fire-feathers
into the air”.

The air is thick with smoke and
the streets thronged with pan-
icked crowds, among them a
young woman, heavily pregnant.
She escapes to give birth to a baby
who grows up to become Grayson
Black, a cruelly disfigured apothe-
cary whose fate is bound with that
of another young woman with
child, the narrator Eliza Tally.
Tally is a shrewd country lass who
has been undone by passion, a
spoilt rich boy and her conniving
mother.

Sent to London to become
Black’s apprentice and wait out
her shame, she finds herself em-
broiled in a gothic melodrama.

Black is an opium addict, ob-
sessed with proving a link be-
tween a pregnant woman’s expe-
riences and her child’s nature and

oo i owm germs

appearance. His simple-minded
servant Mary is key to his mon-
strous “research”, and despite
herself, Tally becomes the girl’s
saviour. Clark’s debut, The Great
Stink, paid homage to Peter Ack-
royd’s vividly imagined London,
and this second novel unfolds
against an equally labyrinthine
backdrop, streaked with mystery
and intrigue and an occasional
flash of literary brilliance.

»* HA

Stage Mum
Lisa Gee
Hutchinson
Dh88

Does every parent have an inner
stage mother? Down-to-earth
Lisa Gee thought herselfthe least
likely candidate for the role, but
then her six-year-old daughter,
Dora, unexpectedly aced her first
ever drama audition. Sitting with
the other parents in the waiting
room, Gee finds herself more
anxious than she ever could have
imagined. “An unfamiliar urge
was bubbling up in my stomach,
provoking nausea enhanced by
a wishy-washy sense of right-on
liberal shame,” she confesses. “I
was silently willing Dora to open
her throat and wow 'em”. Dora
doesjust that,landing herself the
role of Gretl in a West End pro-
duction of The Sound of Music
So begins this faithfully chroni-
cled whirl through theatreland,
complete with crazy rehearsal
schedules, chaperones, and lots
of waiting in the rain outside the
stage door. Dora sails through,
“bubblier than a can of shaken
lemonade”, but the authoris con-
stantly wrestling with the pushy
stage mother within. Except on a
couple of occasions (one involves
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Number of houses destroyed in four days
during LondonOs Great Fire of 1666

L1SA GEE

Julie Andrews) she triumphs,
though the spectres of mums
who shoved their kids onstage
forall the wrong reasons are con-
jured up through a series of inter-
views. Like all parents, showbiz
and otherwise, Gee is convinced
that every tiny detail about her
child is fascinating. This makes
for some staggeringly banal pas-
sages in a mostly fascinating be-
hind-the-scenes tour.

* HA

The Paradise Trail
Duncan Campbell
Headline Review
Dh58

When Anand unexpectedly in-
herits his uncle’s hotel in Cal-
cutta, he imagines an elegant
European-style inn, the kind of
place that serves croissants at
breakfast, wins glowing notices
in the New York Timesand at-
tracts literary types looking for
a quiet place to polish their no-
vellas. It is, after all, called the
Lux Hotel. But far from being
Calcutta’s answer to Algonquin,
Anand’s bequest turns out to be
a crumbling, rat-infested build-
ing squatting at the end of an al-
leyway.

As an Anglophile recently grad-
uated from the London School of
Economics, he’s baffled by the
Lux’s clientele of “heads” and
“freaks” and other strung-out
hippies obsessed with Herman
Hesse.

There’s the Scottish dope smok-
er and the American dope smug-
gler. There’s the guy who speaks
in Bob Dylan lyrics and the hen-
na-haired Aussie couple. Yet
times are changing: the year is
1971 and India’s prickly relation-
ship with neighbouring Pakistan

Paradise
Trail

can Ca

Caloufta 1571

has flared up into all-out war.

More locally, a brutal murderer
is at large. Could he be among
them? This lightly comic debut
novel ambles along, clocking
the era’s craziness and its nasti-
ness, sympathising with its bet-
ter dreams. The “whodunit” el-
ement takes some 30 years and
a few too many pages to unfold,
but there’s plenty to distract
along the way.

* HA
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Al Jazira Club, Abu Dhabi, 2008 | Photograph by André Forget
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| was at the Al Jazira Club stadium, shooting the first international women’s
volleyball tournament in Abu Dhabi. | was sitting behind a young guy, and he
had these two mobile phones glued five inches in front of his face; he was
watching football. | give him five points for venturing into unknown territory
with women'’s volleyball, but obviously football was foremost on his mind.

Not just a river in Egypt

Returning home after six months away, Youssef Rakha finds his fellow citizens happily drowning themselves in the waters of denial

On the flight back from Cairo to Abu Dhabi, Iwatched
arecent Egyptian comedy about a young man who lives
in a tin pitcher.

Not literally - but that is the way he describes himself.
Because rather than buying all the unaffordable bever-
ages of which he and his little brother keep dreaming,
he fills his vessel - the traditional poor man’s drink-
ing cup - with tap water. Then, holding the wide end
carefully to his mouth, he closes his eyes, takes a deep
breath and, quaffing, invokes the coveted taste and pre-
tends to relish it.

The scene is a metaphor for the life of the hero, Zaza,
played by the comedian Hany Ramzy as a variation on
his trademark role: the young Egyptian everyman who,
through some implausible accident, ends up brush-
ing shoulders with the powers that be, has irresistible
temptations in the process, and ultimately chooses
good over evil. Dispossessed but tenaciously contented,
almost masochistic in his capacity to embrace misfor-
tune, Zaza , like many real-life Egyptians, is the living
refutation of despair. These limitations seem inherent
to the Egyptian psyche, and while Egyptians are suffi-
ciently aware of the problem to joke about it, they sel-
dom attempt to transcend it.

One Egyptian legend tells of a poor man who missed
meat so much that he bought a loaf of bread and stood
by the kebab seller, next to the grill. Before each bite of
bread, he would inhale the aroma, filling his lungs with
kebab, allowing the flavour to seep into the bread as he
chewed it.

Itwas the next best thing. And it worked (so people will
tell you, a wry expression on their faces, barely conceal-
ing their bitterness).

But Zaza’s kouz, the aforementioned tin pitcher, takes
the idea even further: instead of making any such at-
tempt at approximating the experience of which he has
been deprived, the subject stays systematically clear of

it. He chooseso depend solely on the power of his mind.
Sothelink between dispossession and contentment be-
gins to seem deliberate.

This disavowal of fulfilment is not confined to the hun-
gry, and in the case of those who don’t lack for food and
beverages, we could just as easily illustrate the condi-
tion by reference to citizenship rights, financial means
or political participation.

Zazais no different from dozens of star-comedian
vehicles which, having introduced a good idea in the
opening sequence, fail to develop it in any meaningful
way. Though the hapless young man goes on to run for
president in a wildly doctored election, winning voters’
hearts by speaking truly as one of the people, his prefer-
ence for passivity - the tendency to favour the kouz over
the struggle to obtain mango juice - is nevertheless de-
picted entirely as a consequence of his poverty.

No action or reaction gets to the bottom of the pitcher,
where dishonesty and inertia have been brewing for
centuries to deliver a debilitating draught. So it was
ironic that I should watch Zazaon the way back from
my firstvisit to Egypt in six months, with an overdose of
that potion still coursing through myveins.

Homecomings are always difficult, but this one was
particularly unsettling; for the first time I saw Egypt
with a clarity I can only describe as disturbing.

After aweek of driving through the streets and catch-
ing up with friends, reading the newspapers and debat-
ing regional affairs, settling legal matters and spending
time in cafes, offices and the houses of relations, I spent
a day at my former workplace. And that was enough to
convince me that the country’s inviolable problems,
which I saw anew at every step, in every possible form,
were not merely the result of either unfortunate circum-
stances or moral and material corruption. They had Za-
za’s kouz written all over them.

It was not so much the palpable dilapidation of the

place, its broken machinery and cracking furniture, nor
the idle atmosphere, the absence of so many employees
in the middle of the day, nor the profusion of evidence
that the quality of the work being produced was irrevo-
cablyin decline.

What struck me far more than any of these things was
the sense of utter complacency with which the con-
cerned parties accepted them, together with the realisa-
tion that, were I still among them, I too would be com-
placent. Knowing in my heart that there was little to be
done, Iwould whip up the kouz in which the office ap-
peared, magically, as a perpetually busy and adequately
equipped workplace. (“As busy and as adequately as one
could reasonably expect!” I would have reassured my-
self,adding: “under the circumstances”). And quaffing,
Iwould dowhat I had to do, for aslong as ' had to do it,
feeling inefficient, disengaged and worst of all, content
—ascontentas Zaza.

Evidently, all it takes to appreciate kouz theory is six
months away. Then the fragile scaffolding holding to-
gether the fiction of an alternative to advanced capital-
ism suddenly collapses. You understand that disposses-
sion, contentment, dishonesty, inertia, Zaza’s tin pitch-
er and the inviolable problems of Egypt - once seen as
the inconvenient side effects of a beloved and particular
Egyptian uniqueness - all come back to the kouz.

The secret thread that weaves the fabric of society, the
alpha and the omega of present-day Egyptianness, that
iswhat theyare about: denial.

Even now it is hard to understand how Zaza could put
up with this situation, but once you consider the power
of denial - over and above intellectual weakness, moral
flaccidity, general laziness and openness to depend-
ency at every level - the process makes perfect sense. It
also becomes clear, sadly, why there is no way out of the
Egypt’s current political and economic dilemmas. The
nation of Zazas is happily ensconced in their kouzes.

This cold reality became painfully clear only a few
hours before I departed. One of my former colleagues,
an intellectual and former left-wing activist, had devot-
ed her life until age 45 to opposing the regime. At that
point she began her present job, a move not without
some considerable compromise, as my former work-
placeis a department of that regime.

When I saw her at the office, she explained that while
she had just been offered a desirable job in the private
sector, she had refused.

She had refused, in spite of her dissatisfaction with the
present situation, in spite of the sizeable pay raise.

Why? She had rejected the job offer, she said, because
she had moral integrity. She was too old to compro-
mise her clear oppositional record now. After all, she
explained, invoking a Nasserist paradigm that can only
turn your stomach if you are Egyptian, she was working
for the country - the same country on whose behalf she
opposed the regime. That working for the country nec-
essarily entailed working for that same regime seemed
not to trouble her conscience.

Never mind that the government was systematically
selling out to the private sector, never mind that it was
infinitely more corrupt and inefficient than any private-
sector company. Never mind that the prejudice against
the private sector had emerged in part because of the
profitable alliance its leaders forged with the govern-
ment.

No, my colleague would not compromise her integrity.

Towards the end of the flight to Abu Dhabi I fell asleep
and had a dream. In it Zaza appeared in my colleague’s
office holding his kouz. She was lying back in her chair
sipping hot chocolate and exclaiming in praise of the
cocoathatwentinto it. He was telling her that the cocoa
he had in his kouz tasted even better.
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