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HABEAS CORPUS

As JoNATHAN sHAW’s thoughtful article
observes (“The War and the Writ,” Janu-
ary-February, page 24), the courts and
Congress recognize that the Constitution
allows for the suspension of habeas cor-
pus “in Cases of Rebellion or Invasion.”
But Shaw does not explicitly distinguish
these limited situations from what the ar-
ticle variously refers to as “war,” “terror-
ism,” “times of crisis,” “armed conflict,”
“periods of crisis” and “hostilities.”

There are meaningful distinctions be-
tween this nation’s distinguishable secu-
rity activities at home and in such foreign
countries as Iraq, Pakistan, and Afghan-
istan. Unfortunately, the Bush adminis-
tration shielded these various activities
from scrutiny by placing them under the
broad protective screen of a “war on ter-
rorism.” But the courts, the Congress, and
the public need to make distinctions if
the judicial and political processes are to
work.

A war is not necessarily a war for legal
purposes because the president and ar-
guably even the Congress choose to name
it as such. We should not suspend the
WTit, congressional inquiry, or common
sense every time a political leader runs up
a “war” banner.

RoserT H. SAND 58, ].D. *61
Brooklyn

» o«

IN HIs BRILLIANT study of twenty-first
century terrorism and our response, vel
non, thereto, Philip Bobbitt (Terror and Con-
sent, 2008) notes at the outset that “among
well-informed persons, a number of dubi-
ous propositions about twenty-first cen-
tury terrorism and the Wars against Ter-
ror are widely and tenaciously held.” He
then lists 22 of these, more or less all of

which are reflected in the opinions and
proposals voiced by the “well-informed
persons” quoted in Shaw’s article. They
all might be better informed, and better
able to offer credible contributions to the
dialogue revolving around this subject, if
they first read his book.
Jon~ Ricnarbson, LL.B. 60
Orford, N.H.

Two HUNDRED and fifty men held with-
out trial at Guantanamo: this is a drop in
the bucket considering that there are
thousands of dangerous terrorists in Pak-
istan, Afghanistan, and Iraq, to say noth-
ing of those in Palestine, Lebanon, even
Europe. Let them go: send them back to
their countries of origin except for those
whose countries of origin are dangerous
for them. They won't make much differ-
ence in the “War on Terror.” Even if every
one of the Guantanamo detainees is dan-
gerous, they will simply disappear into
the sea of terrorists. The Bush administra-
tion was not really afraid of these men;
they have no magical powers. But they
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might testify against the United States in

the information war for status and re-
spect in the world.

Mary M. SmiTH *61

South Portland, Me.

PHILIP HEYMANN’S description of Guan-
tanamo as “only a small-scale detention
problem” may be true, but only if one
views Guantanamo as sui generis. In fact,
however, the United States holds hun-
dreds more prisoners at Bagram Air Force
Base in Afghanistan and thousands more
in a variety of prisons in Irag, not to men-
tion the unknown number still held in
black sites around the world. None of
these groups have captured the attention
of the media or the public as have the
prisoners held in Guantanamo, but all
share the same denial of habeas corpus
rights (and those held in other locations
lack even the meager rights that have
been tenaciously won for the Guanta-
namo prisoners by courageous lawyers).
David Remes asserts that anyone who
“threw a grenade at an American soldier
or shot at an American convoy” has
clearly “attacked the United States.” But
that’s only true if the American soldier or
convoy was legally present in the country
where the attack occurred. Since U.S.
forces invaded both Afghanistan and Iraq
illegally, surely anyone in those countries,
be they members of the armed forces or
civilians, has the legitimate right of self-
defense. Describing such actions as an
“attack on the United States” is akin to a
rapist demanding “justice” after being
stabbed by a woman he had assaulted.
STEVEN PATT, PH.D. 75
Cupertino, Calif

[ WRITE IN APPRECIATION of Jonathan
Shaw’s article on detention without
criminal charges and offer a supportive
footnote. At the time of the American
Revolution, leaders of the independence
movement were aware that the conserva-
tive British jurist Lord Mansfield had de-
cided in 1772 that an African slave pur-
chased in Virginia, bound for Jamaica,
but temporarily detained in British terri-
torial waters, must be set free.
Remarkably, in its recent decisions to
the effect that so-called “enemy combat-
ants” at Guantanamo Bay could use the
writ of habeas corpus to protest their in-
definite detention without charges, the
justices of the U.S. Supreme Court turned

Dear Readers,

For many years, alumni like you have supported publication of Harvard Magazine
by making small donations. These contributions—along with advertising sales
and a University subsidy—have enabled the magazine to keep you in touch with
the community, prepare intellectually engaging articles, and provide objective
coverage of Harvard today.

The rapid decline in advertising (historically the magazine’s largest source of
revenue) and rising pressure on other funding sources during the past six
months now force us to make many adjustments, even as our staff continues to
work as hard as possible on your behalf.

The most significant change you will notice, beginning with this issue, is a
smaller publication: fewer pages translate into immediate, urgently needed sav-
ings on paper, printing, and postage—the principal costs in delivering your mag-
azine. (Internally, we have cut costs across the board, including compensation.)

We will complement the printed Harvard Magazine by posting even more content
on our website, www. harvardmagazine.com (see page 6). There you will find
regularly updated news about the University and its people, multimedia materi-
als accompanying articles, and carefully selected reports about alumni and
developments affecting Harvard from around the world. The website maintains
the same rigorous editorial standards and the same focus on serving you that
have been at the core of the magazine’s mission for more than 100 years.

Now more than ever, publishing a Harvard Magazine of the highest quality—
and keeping you informed about the University at a truly turbulent moment—
depend on gifts of any size. In the past, we have asked for such support
annually. Now we are making an extraordinary appeal for your contribution;
it will be put to immediate good use. Please make a secure donation online at
www.harvardmagazine.com/donate or use the envelope in this magazine.

We welcome your comments and thank you for your support during
challenging times for all of us.

Celtteend Cod Si
Catherine A. Chute John S. Rosenberg
Publisher Editor

For a full report on Harvard Magazine finances,
visit www. harvardmagazine.com/report.
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historian and twice cited the more than
230-year-old decision by Lord Mansfield.
Sommersettv. Stewart, 10 How. St. Tr. 1, 79-82
(K.B. 1772), cited in Rasul, et al. v. Bush, et al.,
542 U.S. 466, 481, n.11 (2004), and again—
this time in the text, not in a footnote—
cited in Boumediene, et al. v. Bush, et al., 128
S.Ct. 2229, 2248 (2008) (“a petitioner’s sta-
tus as an alien was not a categorical bar to
habeas corpus relief”).

The writ of habeas corpus, originating
at Runnymede in 1215, strengthened and
made more explicit during the English
Civil War of the seventeenth century, is
the foundation of criminal law in Great
Britain and the United States. As my Har-
vard classmate Robert Bellah has demon-
strated, Harvard played an inglorious role
during the McCarthy years after World
War II. It would warm the hearts of many
old alums if Harvard and its magazine
were to step forward and stand fast in de-
fense of the writ of habeas corpus.

StaueHTON LYND 50, PH.D,, J.D.
Niles, Ohio

I WAS DEEPLY SHOCKED by the article on
habeas corpus—not shocked by its con-
tents but by the date of its publication.
Why has this article not appeared years
ago? Why does Harvard Magazine have to
wait safely until after the election of
Barack Obama, when it can be sure to be
with the tide of mass public opinion, to
produce an article on such an important
moral issue? Is this intellectual timidity,
conformity, or both?
ANN GoprrEY, M.D.S. 96
Palo Alto, Calif

Editor’s note: We first assigned coverage
of this subject in 2006, but did not receive
a publishable article then, nor during a
subsequent attempt in 2007. This article
was published as soon as it was com-
pleted by a staff writer. Related issues
were raised in “Understanding Terrorism”
(January-February 2002), which dis-

SPEAK UP, PLEASE

Harvard Magagzine welcomes letters
on its contents. Please write to “Let-
ters,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware Street,
Cambridge 02138, send comments by
e-mail to yourturn@harvard.edu, use
our website, www.harvardmagazine.-
com, or fax us at 617-495-0324. Letters
may be edited to fit the available space.

cussed concerns about tribunals, privacy,
information-gathering, and civil liberties.

I HAVE CONTEMPLATED with growing
horror the abuses of basic human rights
and violations of international law that
our government has been perpetrating in
the prisons of Guantanamo, but have felt
that eventually our legal system would
deal with the issue. I would like to state
that I do not want torture techniques,
such as “waterboarding,” done to prison-
ers in my name, even for the protection of
the United States. The one sure way that
our enemies can destroy us is to get us to
descend to their level of barbarity.

But I take issue with the statement of
Anthony Lewis. The Taliban can in no
way be considered a legitimate govern-
ment, given the abuses it perpetrated
upon most of its hapless citizens. But
treating their soldiers as “agents of ter-
ror” because they were opposing us on
the battlefield is nonsense. As in most
wars, most of them are just grunts, with
no control over their situation.

Howarp ToBUREN *60
Lynnwood, Wash.

DIVERSITY DEFICIENCY
THE cHART showing the Crimson con-
tingent in the upcoming Congress
(“Crimson in Congress,” January-Febru-
ary, page 60) should not be a comfort to
the College leadership. It displays very
graphically how Harvard and other Ivy
League institutions have contributed to
and perhaps even caused the toxic politi-
cal polarization of this country. How can
an institution which proclaims as its
goals leadership, excellence, and diversity
have 93 percent participation in one party
in a country balanced between two par-
ties? Surely half of America will come to
despise institutions which appear will-
fully to have created such polarization.
Bruck P. SHIELDS °61
Wolcott, V.

GETTING TO GREEN

PRESIDENT FAUST is right when she re-
minds listeners that the world’s current
turmoil represents a systematic crisis that
has arisen from a failure of “wider vision”
(“Educating Professionals,” January-Feb-
ruary, page 58). Connect the dots. Al Gore
asks his audience (“Gore Boosts a
Greener Harvard,” page 58) to substitute
renewable energy for carbon-based ener-
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gy in order to control global warming.
Turn to page 61 for Elizabeth Gudrais’s
report on the development of heating,
lighting, and plumbing in low-cost homes
in Latin America (“For Santiago’s Poor,
Housing with Dignity”). Astute readers
may spot the great dilemma of the
twenty-first century. How can nations re-
duce the use of carbon-based fuels while
lifting the poor out of poverty? When
leaders combine a social-justice agenda
with their environmental-protection con-
cerns, there’s hope for humanity. When
the desire to save “Mother Earth” over-
rides human-rights concerns, brace your-
self for a time of troubles.
RoserT F. MURrPHY, M.D1V. ’05
Falmouth, Mass.

I DETECTED no note of irony in the report-
ing that “The consciousness-raising during
Harvard’s Sustainability Celebration in-
cluded lots of giveaways...” (page 58). Do
Harvard students need stickers to remind
them to reduce food waste? Are they gen-
erally without T-shirts? When are we
going to recognize that sustainability
means “less stuff” and that self-styled
“green” swag is actually not “green” at all?
HEeLENE S. York °83
San Francisco

SECRETARY PERKINS

Your EXCELLENT profile of Frances Per-
kins (Vita, by Adam Cohen, January-Feb-
ruary, page 32) was accompanied by a stock
photo of her with “steelworkers construct-
ing the Golden Gate Bridge.” Ms. Perkins, a
friend of organized labor, would have
known they were “iron workers.” Steel
workers make steel, iron workers erect
steel buildings and bridges. This would be
trivial, except that it kills a little history.
The first metal buildings and bridges were
built of iron, often small pieces of cast iron.
Those iron workers adapted to the new
steel technology, moving from low-rises to
skyscrapers (the Empire State Building, et
al.), but they kept their hard-won and
proudly spoken union name. So, for an-
other example, do the Teamsters who now
drive a team of cylinders, not horses. And
you and [ are not “automobilists,” as we
first were known, but we have reverted
and become “drivers,” like our predecessors

on stage coaches and buggies.
M.R. MonTtcomERY, M.A.T. 65, NF "84
Lincoln, Mass.
(please turn to page 69)

“| was interested in helping to make
Harvard affordable for students
because | received financial aid.
But | also needed to be sure | had
enough money for retirement.”

K. DANIEL RIEW, M.D. AB '80
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NATURE, NURTURE, NARCOTICS

Our Psychotropic

E LIKE to think that as

humans, we are some-

how above biology—

capable of self-restraint
and subverting base urges. But professor
of history Daniel Lord Smail argues that
for humans and animals, life is by and
large a quest to feel good. We may be re-
sponding to biological urges that are
complex and sophisticated, but they are
biological urges all the same.

In his most recent book, On Deep History
and the Brain (University of California
Press), Smail posits a new view of human
history in which physiology and culture
evolve symbiotically in a process driven
by brain chemistry and psychotropic
effects. Seen from his perspective, we are
all hooked on the hormones and neuro-
transmitters that signal pleasure and re-
lieve stress.

In popular usage, the term psychotropic
refers to drugs—prescription or recre-
ational—that radically alter conscious-
ness. But the technical definition includes
all substances that act on the central ner-
vous system—including caffeine, alcohol,
and anesthesia. Smail has coined an even
wider definition, referring to psychotro-
pic “mechanisms”—not only substances
that we ingest, but also actions that affect
the balance of hormones and neurotrans-
mitters in our bodies. The list includes
exercise, sex, gossip, even skydiving,

He argues that the way we define ad-
diction is arbitrary and artificial. We stig-
matize addicts, considering them on the

Hlustration by Mark Brewer

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, conta

wrong side of a fallacious dividing line
that changes location from one culture
and one epoch to the next. Why do we
wholeheartedly endorse pursuit of a “run-
ner’s high,” equivocate about caffeine and
alcohol, and condemn cocaine use? In
eighteenth-century Europe, Smail points
out, the list of addictive substances to be
used with caution included books. With
the rise of the novel and the spread of lit-
eracy, a new fear of “reading mania”
gripped the populace. He quotes one
scholar’s account that young women
were seen as particularly vulnerable, be-
cause they might “grow addicted to the
pleasures induced by novels..have their
passions awakened, and form false expec-
tations about life.”

ct Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 6
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The expanding Harvard universe

Lives

Perhaps, then, what differentiates hu-
mans from animals is the very ability to
intentionally self-medicate? Not so fast,
says Smail, who notes multiple examples
of animals doing the same thing, including
birds that “get drunk” by gorging on fruit
that has begun to ferment as it decays. He
argues that evolution pays attention to
psychotropy, noting that in breeding dogs
to enjoy human contact, we have created a
class of animals “addicted” to petting, in
the sense that they crave and seek out the
hormonal response it generates.

Evolution attaches pleasing chemical
signatures to behaviors that confer ad-
vantages in survival and reproduction; it
is obvious enough why sex and eating
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would be pleasurable. But when we find
ways to trip the same circuits with other
activities (for instance, by activating the
exhilaration of the fight-or-flight re-
sponse through skydiving), those behav-

iors have their own evolutionary and his-

For humans and

animals, life is by
and large a quest
to feel good.

torical consequences. Smail does not
think it mere coincidence that the in-
creasing accessibility and popularization
of products such as coffee and spirits in
Europe (the proliferation of coffeehouses,
the influx of rum from the Caribbean and
Brazil, the gin craze of the mid-eigh-
teenth century) coincided with declining
attendance at religious services, and in
some places, transitions from monarchi-
cal states to democracy. “Where individu-
als once relied on religion and ritual as
sources of dopamine and other chemical
messengers,” he writes, “they turned in-
creasingly to items of consumption, giv-
ing up God in favor of Mammon.”

He divides psychotropic mechanisms
into two categories: dautotropic (altering
one’s own mood) and teletropic (altering
someone else’s mood). In eighteenth-
century Europe, he writes, there was “a
tectonic shift away from teletropic mech-
anisms manipulated by ruling elites to-
ward a new order in which the tele-
tropies of dominance were replaced by
the growing range of autotropic mech-
anisms available on an increasingly un-
regulated market.” Here he sees the seeds
of our modern consumerism: the coffee,
chocolate, and spirits habits of earlier
centuries stemmed from the same ethos
as today’s “retail therapy.”

To support his argument that pre-mod-
ern societies’ rigid class structure, as op-
pressive as it might have been, was also
soothing, Smail draws evidence from evo-
lutionary biology: researchers have found
that baboons feel less stress (as measured
by their hormone levels) when they live in
groups with clearly delineated rank
order. If rank order is less clear, the rules
that govern interactions—such as which
one should step out of the way when two
baboons cross paths—require constant

negotiation, and the uncertainty seems to
induce anxiety.

The book is less a thorough exposition
of ideas than an open invitation to con-
sider them. Smail (a medievalist by train-
ing) began writing it as the introduction
to another book—a “deep history” of hu-
manity, on which he is now working.
Both projects grew out of his frustration
with perceived shortcomings in the way
history is taught and studied. Historians,
he complains, tend to act as though his-
tory begins with the first written texts.
He aims to write an authoritative, unified
history that reaches all the way back to
the Paleolithic era and integrates evi-
dence from anthropology and evolution-
ary biology. And it isn't a one-way street:

Smail, who also teaches a course on the
history of emotion, believes biologists
might gain insights from analyzing the
descriptions of emotional states found in
ancient texts—traditionally historians’
domain.

In this scholarly space where disci-
plines merge, “we can finally dispense
with the idea, once favored by some his-
torians, that biology gave way to culture
with the advent of civilization,” he
writes. “Civilization did not bring an end
to biology. Civilization enabled important
aspects of human biology.”

~ELIZABETH GUDRAIS

DANIEL SMAIL E-MAIL ADDRESS:
smailg@fas.harvard.edu

BOOSTING BONDS

Save Yourself

s THE Obama administration

advances a stimulus approach

it hopes will reinvigorate con-

sumer spending and restore
lending, many households need to focus
on an opposite strategy: how to break the
cycle of debt and begin to build savings.
In recent years, the U.S. savings rate has
hovered at or near zero, as Americans and
financial institutions have grown ad-
dicted to a borrow-and-spend economy.
For low-income families, this trend has
particularly dire implications: a job loss
or health calamity may wipe out a child’s
future educational prospects or, worse,
lead to immediate homelessness.

Peter Tufano, Coleman professor of fi-
nancial management at Harvard Business
School, has proposed a public-policy
change that would encourage poorer
Americans to save by allowing them to
purchase U.S. savings bonds with a por-
tion of their federal income-tax refund.
The suggestion results from several years
of research conducted by the Doorways
to Dreams Fund, a nonprofit research and
development lab that Tufano founded in
2000 to develop creative ways to meet a
range of financial-service needs among

This 1918 "Joan of Arc" poster marketed
savings stamps that could ultimately be
exchanged for a war bond.
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the poor. “Although low-income people
have plenty of access to check-cashers and
credit,” he says, “they have little access to
savings products.” Even large mutual-
fund companies, he points out, require a
minimum deposit of $2,500 to $3,000.

In contrast, federal savings bonds offer
an ideal vehicle for the small saver. They
are available to anyone with a Social Secu-
rity number (including those with poor

2 SAVE YOUR COUNTRY
Buy WAR SAVINGS STAMPS
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‘Global health leaders Paul Farmer,
HMS ’86, and Howard Hiatt, HMS 48, |
have been spearheading efforts to
improve medical care in poor countries
for decades while also working to
develop better health care systems

{s]d ind}gent people here at home.
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credit), come in small denominations
(starting at $25), charge no fees, may earn
an inflation-adjusted interest rate, and
guarantee no loss of principal. Their only
limitation: they must be held for at least
one year, and redemption before five years
results in a loss of three months’ interest.
Although widely available through much
of the twentieth century, especially during
wartime, savings bonds faded from view in
recent decades as the Treasury pursued
more efficient means of raising money.

Last spring, Tufano and his colleagues
conducted a study to determine whether
the introduction of savings bonds at tax-
assistance sites would increase the likeli-
hood and level of saving among low-in-
come tax filers. The experiment focused
on 31 H&R Block tax-preparation offices
located in Schaumburg, Illinois, and in
Boston. Four of the sites offered only
standard H&R savings products (such as

“Easy Savings” and the “Easy IRA”). The
remaining 27 sites offered clients savings
bonds alongside the company’s products.

The findings proved highly significant.
The fraction of refund recipients who
chose tax-site savings was 8.5 times higher
in “treatment offices” than in “control
offices.” The availability of the savings
bonds not only produced new bond sales,
but increased the demand for savings
overall. Among those who purchased
bonds, nearly two-thirds were first-time,
small savers, who reported having no
other money saved or invested at the time
of purchase. Individuals with more depen-
dents had an increased likelihood of sav-
ing when given the option of bonds, even
though they had revealed low intent to
save at the outset of the study. Moreover,
many of the bond purchasers chose to
“gift” savings to relatives (often a child)
and expressed a preference for the bonds’

redemption constraints, indicating that
they planned to hold the bonds for five to
10 years or more.

Based on their research, Tufano and his
collaborators at Doorways to Dreams
have called on the Treasury to reintro-
duce the savings-bond option on tax
forms, to give low-income refund recipi-
ents a simple way to put money aside for
the future. Filers would simply check a
box directing the Treasury to keep a por-
tion of their money. “Saving bonds have
always offered a way for families to take
care of themselves and, at the same time,
to invest in the country,” Tufano says.
“This certainly can’t be a bad thing in the
current environment.”  ~~ASHLEY PETTUS

PETER TUFANO E-MAIL ADDRESS!
ptufanog@hbs.edu
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HE INTERNET, argues Cass Sun-
stein, has had a polarizing effect
on democracies. Although it has
the capacity to bring people to-
gether, too often the associations formed
online comprise self-selecting groups with
little diversity of opinion, explains the
Frankfurter professor of law. This con-
founds the constitutional vision of the
founding fathers through a perversion of
the notion of free speech. Such environ-
ments reinforce preexisting viewpoints,
undermining the constructive dialogue
that promotes progress in democracies.
Speaking on September 17—Constitu-
tion Day—Sunstein (who is bound for
Washington; see Brevia, page 51) said the
founders made only one “truly original
contribution” to constitutional thought.
Their predecessors, influenced by Mon-
tesquieu, thought that successful self-gov-
ernment required everyone to be alike. The
founders, in contrast, believed heterogene-
ity and diversity constitute a creative
force. “When Hamilton explained the sys-
tem of checks and balances with what he
called ‘the jarring of opinions’ in the leg-
islative branch,” Sunstein noted, “he said

MIRROR ME

that it promotes circumspection and de-
liberation, and serves to check the ex-
cesses of the majority.” This idea “turns
traditional republican thought on its
head.”

Protection of free speech is one element
allowing Hamiltor’s “jarring of opinions”
to succeed. But Sunstein worries that the
conception of free speech emerging in
today’s communications market empha-
sizes “an architecture of control..by
which each of us can select a [cus-
tomized| free-speech package.” Google

he Internet: Foe of Democracy?

publics of like-minded individuals of the
sort Montesquieu preferred, but the
founders considered “destructive of self-
government....”

Sunstein buttresses his argument with
data from three studies he has worked on
in the last decade. In the first, he and col-
leagues assembled a group of liberal-
minded citizens from Boulder and a sepa-
rate group of conservatives from Colorado
Springs to discuss climate change, same-
sex civil unions, and affirmative action.
“We were particularly interested,” he says,

Like-minded groups became more extreme and
the internal diversity of views “evaporated.”

News asks, “|Why not set up your pages
to show you the stories that best repre-
sent your interests?” The New York Times
offers “Mytimes”; Amazon and Netflix
employ collaborative filtering to ensure “a
kind of personalization...by which your
communications universe can be yours.”
(MIT’s Nicholas Negroponte first iden-
tified this “daily me.”) The resulting self-

segregation creates numerous small re-

“in finding what would happen to the pri-
vate, anonymous statements of views ex-
pressed” before and after the discussions.
On each issue, the like-minded groups be-
came more extreme and the internal di-
versity of views “evaporated,” Sunstein re-
ports. Pre-deliberation, for example, some
liberals wanted to know more about the
costs, especially for the poor, of an agree-
ment to reduce greenhouse gases, and
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some conservatives were open to
same-sex civil unions. Post-delib-
eration, the diversity of views on
all three issues dropped precipi-
tously.

Sunstein found a similar effect
within juries, and even among
federal judges on courts of ap-
peals panels. When comparing
the voting records of judicial
appointees, the split between
Democratic- or Republican-ap-
pointed judges increased from
10 percent on mixed panels to
30 percent on panels consisting
exclusively of single-party ap-
pointees.

These findings suggest, he
says, that free speech is not
enough to ensure a healthy
democracy. Important as well
are “unchosen serendipitous,
sometimes disliked encoun-
ters with diverse ideas and
topics,” as well as “shared
communications experiences
that unify people across dif-
ferences.” Public spaces such
as city parks and sidewalks
provide the “architecture of
serendipity” that fosters chance encoun-
ters with a “teeming diversity” of ideas.
Newspapers, magazines, television, and
radio—which Sunstein calls the “great
general-interest intermediaries™—played
a similar role in the twentieth century. “If
you are reading a daily newspaper, not
online, the real thing,” he says, “chances
are your eyes will come across a photo-

graph or a headline that will attract your
interest, produce curiosity, make you
read maybe a paragraph, and eventually
an article and conceivably change your
life>—the sort of thing your Google News
feed filters out.

The shared “general-interest inter-
mediaries” not only exposed readers to
diverse topics and points of view, but

RIGHT NOW

created “a shared experience, a so-
cial glue,” Sunstein believes. In
their absence, the current sys-
tem of self-sorting—only 2 per-
cent of Daily Kos readers,
for example, are self-identi-
fied Republicans—dimin-
ishes the serendipity that
alerts us to “the occasional,
maybe infrequent legitimacy
of the concerns of our fellow
citizens.”

Yet the “new technologies
here are more opportunity
than threat,” Sunstein sug-
gests, “and what is limiting
the realization of the oppor-
tunity is the absence of rele-
vant ideals in the minds of
the people who are using and
developing and innovating
[these] technologies.” For a
partial solution to the prob-
lem, he says, Americans must
“recover our constitutional
aspirations as citizens and as
providers of information.”
While not denying market
| pressures—*“the information
we receive is a product of
what information we demand”—Sun-
stein advises seeing the notion of the
“daily me” as “a kind of science-fiction
story rather than as a utopian ideal.” And,
he says, we should create twenty-first-
century equivalents of the kinds of public
spaces and institutions where diverse
people will congregate.
~JONATHAN SHAW

SUBVERTING

STEREOTYPES

Laughing

N HIs 1997 book Rock This! the black co-
median Chris Rock sends up the
“Uncle Tom” stereotype of a sub-
servient African American who kow-
tows to the majority culture. Rock affec-
tionately describes his gay uncle, whose
name is Tom. “We call him Aunt Tom,”
he writes, adding, “I love my Aunt Tom. I
know that if T was in a fight, Aunt Tom
would take off his pumps and whip

some ass.”

at S

avery

This example appears in Laughing Fit to
Kill: Black Humor in the Fictions of Slavery, a
new book by Glenda Carpio, associate
professor of African and African Ameri-
can studies and of English. The book—
six years in the making—describes how
slavery has provided both a backdrop and
a wellspring of raw material for much
African-American humor.

Some of the book’s examples are hilari-
ous, others disturbing, but the analysis is

dead serious throughout. “I don’t treat
humor lightly, though I enjoy it,” Carpio
says. She shows how black comedians,
artists, and writers have “conjured” slav-
ery-based stereotypes and themes, resur-
recting images, characters, and events
from the past to re-examine them in the
present, often through the lens of comic
imagination, to transform deep suffering
into cathartic laughter and insight.

The comedian Dave Chappelle, for ex-
ample, once played the slave Kunta Kinte
in a parody of the 1977 miniseries Roots
during an episode of his Chappelle’s Show
(formerly on Comedy Central). “[A]s
Kunta, he receives interminable lashes for
refusing his new, slave name,” Carpio

Illustration by Stuart Bradford
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writes. “But just as the lashing begins
to become unbearable, Chappelle’s
Kunta suddenly frees himself from the
post to which he is tied, runs to the
overseer, and proceeds to beat him.
‘What did I tell you about getting out
of hand? yells Chappelle, turning his
back to reveal the thick padding that
protected him from the lashes all
along.

“Chappelle employs classic post-
modern techniques to measure the
distance from his subject,” the passage |
continues. “Not only are his scenes
representations of representations,
but they also flaunt their seams, thus
bringing attention to the process of !
making fiction while commenting on
the overt familiarity of the scenes they

Comedian Richard Pryor
= sends up the image of a
“primitive” in this 1968
photograph, which
appears on the cover of
Laughing Fit JPo Kill.
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parody.”

Besides discussing modern comic
artists such as Chappelle and Richard
Pryor, Carpio ranges back to seminal
black fiction writers like William
Wells Brown (1814-1884) and Charles W.
Chesnutt (1858-1932). Laughing Fit to Kill
also conducts probing analyses of several
major figures, including modern painter
Robert Colescott, visual artist Kara
Walker, novelist Ishmael Reed, and
dramatist Suzan-Lori Parks, who, in 2002,
became the first African-American
woman to win the Pulitzer Prize for
drama, for her play Topdog/Underdog. “I
wanted to make the connection between
high and low, polite and popular culture,”
Carpio explains, “to show how the legacy
of slavery is treated from both ends.”

She also writes to “critique the knee-
jerk reaction we have to stereotypes, that
they are simply bad,” Carpio says.
“They're also seductive. Artists invite us
to examine why stereotypes persist, and
to consider the power they have. We
protest against them, but something is
keeping them alive. The conjuring artist
says, Tm going to bring these things fully
alive in front of you, and make them bigger
and louder and get you to ask what it is
that drives these stereotypes.” The major
ideology of slavery—that the human body
is a commodity—persists in the mar-
ketability of racial stereotypes now.”

Even a figure with the gravitas of Fred-
erick Douglass “was a really good mimic,”
Carpio says. “In his lectures, he could imi-
tate the slaveholders and the mockery
they made of basic human institutions
like marriage and family—fathering chil-

dren they would then own.” Douglass
eventually gave up such burlesques in the
years just before the Civil War.

In 2005, Chappelle made a very differ-
ent renunciation, but one that may have
drawn on similar principles. His show
had been a huge commercial success: the
DVD of its first season sold more than
three million copies, setting a record for a
television program. Yet Chappelle turned
down a $50-million offer from Comedy
Central to write and perform two more
seasons. “He was worried that the audi-
ences were not laughing in a critical
way—that they were just consuming
these stereotypes, not thinking about
them,” Carpio explains. “Sometimes peo-
ple dor't get the hu