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Let everything happen to you:

Beauty and terror.

Just keep going.

No feeling is final.

– Rainer Maria Rilke, The Book of Hours

I believe if there’s any kind of God it wouldn’t be in any of us, not you or me but just this little space in between. If there’s any kind of magic in this world it must be in the attempt of understanding someone sharing something. I know, it’s almost impossible to succeed, but who cares really? The answer must be in the attempt.

– Richard Linklater, Before Sunrise

How can I begin anything new with all of yesterday in me?

– Leonard Cohen, Beautiful Losers




Knowing Everything

I was punched repeatedly in the head by Andy Hunt and James Ward when I was fifteen. They beat me up during a Duke of Edinburgh’s Award trip to the Brecon hills, while I cowered in my Daffy Duck sleeping bag, trying to protect my face. I spent the next three decades despising them both. And then, recently, I heard that the adult Andy had suffered a brain haemorrhage, and after a lengthy ensuing depression, tried to kill himself by cycling into an oncoming truck. Andy had somehow failed in the attempt and instead only caused further damage to his brain. When I was told this story, thirty-three years of loathing dissolved instantaneously in my blood. Here was a bully, now bullied by fate, and a lingering childhood narrative had proved to be desperately and naively out of touch with merciless reality.

Between the ages of fifteen and forty-eight, the name ‘Andy Hunt’ had functioned for me as private rhyming slang. He and his cohort had sniffed out the jasmine-tinged redolence of the nascent poofter, and such was my capacity for shame in those days that I didn’t entirely blame them for taking a swipe. But I had no doubt that they were nasty, and nothing since had served to assuage my conviction. However, Fortune had so greatly overstepped the mark in redressing the balance that the hatred I had been carrying with me felt grossly inordinate.

Aren’t our worst moments generally characterized by behaviours that spring from a certainty in our judgements that turns out to be naive? The violent disgust and superiority felt by a powerful kid towards an effete one, and the weaker boy’s ensuing thirty-three-year hatred of his tormentor, were both made monstrous by personal narratives that scorned any mitigating facts or nuance, such as how events might have later developed when we weren’t looking. Conviction is all, and we suffer from an abundance of it when we need to feel strong. Not, note, when we actually feel strong. Those times are usually typified by a generosity of the soul. But when we must gather ourselves in the face of something mighty, or against whatever scares or repels us, we eagerly cling to whatever available fiction is most fortifying.

I have, for as long as I remember, been shy to voice such certainty of judgement in company. Unless I’m with someone I fancy or am quickened by a second Old Fashioned, I am commonly paralysed by an awareness that I only know my small share of the story. Perhaps for this reason I’ve never beaten anyone up, but neither has it made me noble or humble. It is allied to the difficulties I sometimes experience when I find myself among others, especially those headstrong types who make no effort to meet one halfway. I note with disappointment my overeagerness to please, and a somewhat diffident, avoidant personality. Part considered Stoic and part mere spineless dodger of conflict, I am skilled at circumnavigating stress, but company often reduces me to something deferential, courteous and boring. So I see the traps in what follows through the next couple of chapters, which is my attempt to advocate a greater appreciation of nuance and ambiguity. Perhaps, as a popular teenage punchee, it is no more than a defence of a particular weakness to which I am constitutionally disposed. But perhaps all philosophies are.

I began writing this book in New York in 2019 and finished it back home nearly two years later, following a house move, a fiftieth birthday, the death of a loved one, and a global plague. Life, it turns out, can be difficult. But I presume that most of my experience of it is in essence unremarkable. Thus I hope that many of you feel the same types of unease, or will at least find some use for the thoughts I offer here. I’ll draw on the lessons I have gleaned from my own ruminations, as well as the lunacy of those two years, and the great ideas of others to whom my work has led me. Partly with a view to making life a little easier, partly in an effort to worry less about difficulty. And to unearth new pathways to empathy.

The eagerness for certainty, then, is the starting point of our journey. Our destination, by contrast, is a little murky: a place between places that has never been adequately named. Some call it the Considered Life, but that strikes a note of lofty contemplation I’m not sure does it justice. ‘Wisdom’ is too grandiose, and I cannot offer myself as a guide to such a venerated terminus when this morning I spent ten minutes looking for AirPods that were in my ears. Perhaps, as with all great journeys, the travelling itself is the whole point, and the anticipated destination might be no more than a place to take your coat off and rest. So wherever you arrive, if along the way you’ve found an easier relationship with some of life’s obstructions and new opportunities for compassion – towards both yourself and others, of course – then you know you’re at the right place.

Certainty and taking offence

Excessive conviction is a trap our natures have set for all of us, and its scarlet distension is usually evident on both sides of any dispute. When I wrangle with my partner over who has more neglected the pile of Thursday’s plates with their yellowed and bumpy terrain of stiffened Port Salut, and whether the more contemptible crime is omitting to load the dishwasher or forgetting to unload it, I engage in a join-the-dots exercise in selective storytelling. In my tale, my responsible nature emerges as self-evident, a kind of constitutional benevolence punctuated by forgivable, even endearing oversights. My partner’s pattern, on the other hand, is one of persistent hypocrisy and neglect, and his rare moments of dependability are welcome but bafflingly incongruous.

I conjure this exaggerated contrast in our natures not because I actually believe it, but because my response to an accusation is to twitchily secure all doors and windows, blocking any access to the shame that comes with admission of fault. We argue because we are both affronted, each scrabbling to present the more compelling fiction. In anger or defensiveness, honest ambiguity is the enemy; we are fortified by the certainty that only comes with fiction. We concoct stories regarding the motivations of even those we are supposed to love the most – tales that may bear little relation to reality.

Increasingly we have seen that in terms of public offence, what matters now is not so much what was meant as what has been perceived; and when ill feeling is caused, how many mercurial voices can be roused in sympathy. The forces of mass near-anonymity afforded by our online world, where one can signal risk-free allegiance to one’s in-group, have rendered public outrage almost effortless to foment. Hence expressions of indignation in a tweet have been shown to lead to far wider online contagion than anything pleasant: fake news and outrage spread six times faster than non-outrage, according to Tristan Harris, the president of the Center for Humane Technology, whom we will meet again later. Our online landscape so often resembles a pitch-black oily slope that draws us inevitably into a mire of discomposure. The greater the tension around an issue, the less of a place there is for nuance, which is the enemy of a good clear story.

Effect, then, has become more important than intention in matters of offence. Take a story outlined in Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt’s 2018 book The Coddling of the American Mind. The authors describe the case of Olivia, a student at Claremont McKenna College in California whose parents had emigrated from Mexico before she was born. Olivia wrote an article to the effect that she felt marginalized, and believed she had been admitted to the college only to fill a racial quota. She sent the essay to the academic staff, and Mary Spellman, the Dean of students, emailed her a response. The authors quote the Dean’s reply in its entirety:


Olivia –

Thank you for writing and sharing this article with me. We have a lot to do as a college and community. Would you be willing to talk with me sometime about these issues? They are important to me and the staff, and we are working on how we can better serve students, especially those who don’t fit our CMC mold.

I would love to talk with you more.

Best,

Dean Spellman



Olivia took exception to the word ‘mold’. She took it to mean that the Dean was telling her she did not fit in. Olivia publicized her offence on Facebook: ‘I just don’t fit that wonderful CMC mold! Feel free to share.’ The Dean later explained she employed the word empathically, because marginalized students had often used it when describing to her their own experiences. Still, furious demonstrations followed, and students demanded that Spellman resign. Two went on a hunger strike, and eventually the Dean was forced to step down. The effect – the impact – of that one word was what came to matter; her intention became irrelevant.

The Dean was hoisted on an essentially literary petard: the misuse of metaphor. The question of whether the use of ‘mold’ was an unwitting revelation of insidious, systemic racism throughout the echelons of the university, and/or was simply exposed to a cynical, least-charitable interpretation on Olivia’s part, is an interesting one. It points to the ambiguous nature of a linguistic snare which now lurks in the marshy grasses of any public discourse. Politicians and TV personalities are daily humiliated for their use of an unfortunate comparison or turn of phrase. Excruciating similes can be particularly unforgivable, but metaphors are more subtle. As Laurence Scott describes in his beautiful book Picnic Comma Lightning, a good metaphor ‘brings two things together according to a certain commonality, illuminating shared ground’. One aspect of a machine mould, stamping out repeated, indistinguishable figures on a conveyor belt, seems appropriate when we consider what we presume to be the worrying problem of under-representation among the CMC alumni. Other aspects are not highlighted in the same way: there is an intentionality of design implied by the image of a factory mould, which Dean Spellman is most likely not implying (the tenor of her email suggests a personal intention to preserve and increase diversity, although if we assume a deeper historical problem, this may be of little comfort). Thus one aspect of a mould is ‘illuminated’, and in its glow we note the weighting of the academic system. But ‘on either side of the spotlit, shared ground … the metaphor preserves two darknesses’. The many aspects of a factory mould that do not resemble the university system are to be murkily excluded, as are, ‘in the second darkness’, those qualities of the academic soul-shaping which cannot helpfully be compared to an industrial die-cast template.

The inherent ambiguity of shaded areas and floodlit spots within these language games is important, because we are creatures who think by comparison. As I consider this, I am sitting in the appropriately dappled semi-light of a tree-lined spot in the grounds of Manhattan’s Lincoln Center, now looking up from my MacBook screen to watch a sample of locals pass by. It is 2019, and New York is buzzy and busy. Directly in front of me, right on cue, and upon an ergonomic concrete ripple of a seat, alights a bird-like older lady of the New York City type: stick-thin, brutally stylish with severely chopped white hair, and supporting a pair of round, glossy glasses of such monumental diameter they threaten to topple her. In her hands she clutches two revealing objects: a programme of the Center’s events for this season (led by a new production of Porgy and Bess) and an open Filofax overspread with wheeling ballpoint handwriting, hinting at a still-rich life of friendships and engagements.

As I watch her darting, avian manner, I pigeonhole this pigeon of a woman. Something reductive in me scans snapshots of similar souls I’ve retained from the Upper West Side, where I am living while I perform my Broadway show. I see them tanned and draped in summer white, accented with spattered patterns of chunky black and red bijouterie; standing in line at the pharmacy holding baskets of potions in cadaverous arms; crossing roads, diaphanous at a distance, before the shock of seeing the face-paint in close-up as they hobble by. I skip over her humanity in a heartbeat and she is reduced to a conventional type, another example of the classification I hold in my mind for East Coast Biddies.

But now, again as if prompted, she stands up, having consulted her itinerary for the day, and I am startled by an inconsistency. As she moves in the direction of the box office, her feet are revealed to me for the first time and I see that she is not sporting the white sneakers de rigueur among her ancient tribe. My breezy expectations are crushed by the sight of a black, built-up orthopaedic boot. A shiver runs through me, prompted by the very individual experience of a broken foot so late in life. I imagine her falling in her kitchen: neat, glossy, I see my own parents’ kitchen, but it is she who twists to the floor by the hob and suffers the audible snap of a metatarsal. All other old ladies vanish from my mind.

The sight of that boot flips me from a bright, gaudy cliché to a searing sense of her unlit uniqueness. Yet as I look at the other denizens meandering around the Lincoln Center’s rectangular pond, I am still distracted by the obvious totems. A skinny teenager passes, wearing tracksuit trousers with white stripe and a reversed baseball cap. A young, gossamer Asian woman flourishes a similar cap, this time boyishly juxtaposed with a lacy cream dress of the nineteenth-century style, diagonally intersected by the pencil-thin strap of a tiny Louis Vuitton purse. Across the water, a large man is promenading with two fat bulldogs, and outdistancing him, a misplaced hipster strides, ankles to the wind. No matter how hard I try to see the individuality of these people, it shifts in and out of focus, overlaid by faint ghosts of others who have come before. I can fully hold on to neither the general nor the specific.

Like the way in which the idea of a factory mould (with its implications of intentional design) intersects with the problem of college diversity to form an illuminated area, these people seem to shift and overlap with their predecessors, like two spotlights finding and crossing each other in the night. My Unconscious Taxonomy of the Public at Large has its uses: it prepares me to approach people as appropriately as I can, to recognize signals of status or preference, to shift my presumptions, to not make a fool of myself. I must compare these people to the spectral forebears I have selected for them, in the same way that when I approach a new situation I am obliged to draw upon my experiences in previous, similar environments to find the best suggestion of how to act. We are seekers of resemblance, a fact that permits us to navigate our environment by utilizing shortcuts, avoiding things that look dangerous, recognizing what is frail, forming rapid assessments of people based on a few cues: in short, maintaining our particular model of the world. We must shift constantly between the particular and the universal, the present and past, in order to secure any chance of a comfortable future. Where have I encountered this before? What does this remind me of? Who have I met like this?

We consistently work by metaphor, via these overlapping, time-crunching, mutually illuminating comparisons of people, places, things. We live analogously to our own history. Thus the very fabric of the world meets us in a way that is fundamentally fluctuating, and to navigate it we must force its living contours into some recognizable shape. We reduce a vibrant complexity that envelops and includes us in its activities to a simplistic model of life that feels predictable but which has somehow cast us out from the role of participant to that of observer. Thus positioned, we forget we are caught up in the maelstrom, as malleable and unreasonable as the rest of them, and are ourselves, on occasion, a great source of pain.

Craft ales and political partisanship

Take the certainty of our political views. In his earlier book The Righteous Mind, Jonathan Haidt set out a compelling idea that differing moral ‘tastebuds’ correspond with how we identify politically. An increased sensitivity to threat, for example, has been identified as a classic right-wing typifier. If we are part of a group that has that sort of sensitivity, then we are likely to sanctify certain objects or ideas, to grant special status to symbols that might help marshal everyone against outside threat. Such figurative consecrations – such as that of one’s national flag, the monarchy, or a particular religious idea – amount to ways of keeping the group strong. These charged images help everyone call upon a shared fiction when they need to conjure a Herculean, ‘groupish’ mindset in the face of the enemy. Such measures also help preserve the status quo. From such ‘conservation’ we of course draw the word ‘Conservative’.

On the other hand, the Left’s own particularly sensitive tastebud – and therefore a powerful trigger point when it comes to liberal rhetoric – is that of compassion for the weak. Traditionally among the Left there is little or no emphasis on symbols of authority and preserving the social order; in fact characteristically there is a progressive urge to overturn such things. Developing this distinction, Haidt demonstrates that our political leanings may well be traceable in large part to a genetic predisposition to seek out or avoid new experiences. This in-built personal proneness then acts like a ‘first draft’, before it meets a world which will encourage or frustrate it in a myriad of ways.

When I met Jon for lunch in a hotel near New York’s Washington Square Park, I told him of an experiment I conducted with my team, drawn from his and colleagues’ work, as part of the audition process for Sacrifice, a special of mine on Netflix. We plugged groups of righties and lefties into sensitive equipment that could read their autonomous systems – sweating, heart rate etc. – and then showed them a series of carefully selected, purposely provocative images. The data crunching confirmed that the Liberals were unconsciously triggered by images of the weak and helpless (kittens and the like) while the Conservatives fired up when shown images of threat (monsters, ghosts, etc.), precisely as Haidt and others have shown.

Then, in a second experiment to explore the delicacy of our political convictions, we wanted to see if we could change social-political views, at least temporarily, by priming right-wingers to feel less threat and lefties to feel more. Haidt’s research had demonstrated that Liberals can be induced to think more conservatively when interviewed next to a smelly rubbish bin. The danger of contamination, he had shown, is another form of threat. Wariness of contamination sits deep in our evolutionary psyche, most likely from a time when eating poisonous food was a very present danger.

We set up our room with a puddle of fake vomit, a lingering stench of faeces, and detritus scattered throughout. As the left-wingers entered, we apologized for the environment, and explained there had been something of an accident with the previous group. We then asked them to take part in a visualization of what happens when the human body decomposes after death. All this was to encourage feelings of disgust. After this visceral priming, they were required to fill out a form which asked for their views on several hot topics. Sure enough (we could compare their answers to those they had given to very similar questions earlier in the day), the left-wingers now gave more traditionally right-wing responses. Inducing repulsion had been enough to cause a notable change. It’s no coincidence that the metaphors of right-wing racist rhetoric have often summoned up images of filth and contamination, encouraging xenophobic group-think by stirring up a primeval feeling of threat.

Conversely, and in a separate session that day, the right-wing group were asked to imagine they had the superpower of invincibility. This was a recreation of an experiment by John Bargh, outlined in his book Before You Know It: The Unconscious Reasons We Do What We Do. The result of this preparation was to reduce feelings of threat, and sure enough the Conservatives’ answers following this priming were demonstrably more liberal.

Experiments like these do seem to show the ambiguous, pliant nature of what we like to think of as unshakeable, rationally derived political certainties. We are very far from rational or certain when it comes to our political views. Jon describes the image of our rational mind as a rider sat atop an elephant, believing himself to be steering the lumbering beast (which signifies the emotional unconscious). In truth the elephant merely leans one way and the rider is pulled along. Our intellect then engages in a post-hoc rationalization of our actions, thinking it made a decision. Consider those times you’ve been asked to do something you don’t want to do, and quickly found excuses as to why you can’t, often fooling even yourself that they were genuine reasons. How readily, for example, the excuse of needing to protect an elderly parent during a convenient pandemic springs to mind when you don’t want to spend time in someone’s company.

Understanding the differences in these Left and Right moral urges is helpful when trying to convince the other side of a contentious issue. The climate crisis, typically seen as more pressing by those on the Left, is often communicated to all through images of desperate suffering, particularly the plight of those in badly affected countries. But this is a framing born of the Left’s compassionate urge, and again and again it misses its mark, as the Right returns with what appears to be a baffling cynicism and indifference. The vital step, discussed by Haidt and only of late realized by policy makers, is to use language that will press the groupish threat-button of the conservative-minded. Headlines describing flooded coastal regions and decimated wildlife are unlikely to trigger action from the Right. ‘Here is How Climate Change Threatens the American Way of Life’ is more likely to hit the mark in the US.

In another experiment upon which our own was built (designed by sociologists Rob Willer and Matthew Feinberg from Stanford and Toronto universities respectively), a group of Conservatives were exposed to a message that encouraged people to protect the environment from ‘desecration’ and to safeguard ‘the contaminated purity and value of nature’. This phrasing tickled at those moral sensitivities around contamination. Afterwards, compared to a group that had been shown language evoking the more familiar ‘do no harm’ principle, they reported more positive attitudes towards climate change legislation, and even a greater belief in global warming, even though the message hadn’t mentioned any evidence or information along those lines.

I find myself drawn to examples of how threat affects our views because they demonstrate to me how our (and therefore my) seemingly considered convictions are in truth malleable and multi-faceted. Back in an economically fitful 2009, I had read that our buying habits lean towards the conservative when we feel less sure of ourselves. Unfamiliarity breeds discontent. Tropicana, I remembered, had been forced to revert to its longstanding image of a straw stuck into an orange after finding that a flirtation with a fearless new emblem (a daring glass of orange juice) had upset the breakfasting public seeking the familiar at a time of instability. ‘When the brands that we use every day suddenly change in the middle of a recession, they’re changing what is safe, what is comfortable for us,’ writes Martin Lindstrom in Buyology: Truth and Lies About What We Buy.

Cutting forward to the first British lockdown of the 2020 pandemic, I was interested to see the pattern repeated. In the decade before COVID, the imbibing populace had grown plucky. Booze shops stocked up on obscure artisan ales, home-brewed lagers, and a million hipster gins distilled in the subway-tiled backrooms of gentlemen’s grooming salons and local pop-up blacksmiths. Too hip for the customary hop, we now rolled our eyes at the familiar labels. Big Beer was under threat: in retaliation, the behemoths tried to look small, or started to buy up the artisan labels that were endangering them. The modest Cornish brewery Sharp’s, known best for its dried-fruit-laden ale Doom Bar, was swallowed in 2011 for £20 million by Molson Coors, who count among their many other brands Carling, Cobra, Foster’s, Grolsch, Peroni and Sol. The industry giants began setting up their own small breweries with fresh and exciting labels, masquerading as craft but in fact craftily mass-produced. At the same time, some appealed to their traditional customers by sneering at the male artisan sipper with the derision of the boys’ changing room: in a defensive expression of its own uncertain status, Budweiser’s 2016 Super Bowl commercial bragged over a hammering beat that it was ‘not soft’ and ‘not a fruit cup’.

Surveys since have delivered the unsurprising finding that craft beers are the favourite of the political Left, and macro beers the preferred beverage of the Right. And those suspect leftie sippers have been classified (by the investment bank Demeter Group) as ‘explorers’ with ‘non-linear taste preferences’ – an apt description of the liberal mind. Combined with 2017 research at the University of South Carolina which intimated that the shopping tastes of drinkers are predisposed when it comes to seeking out new experiences, these findings neatly resonate with Jon Haidt’s notion of liberalism growing from a genetic predisposition towards embracing new adventures.

Digging deeper, I saw that in 2013 the Washington Post had reported on consumer data suggesting that ‘Democrats prefer clear spirits, while Republicans like their brown liquor’. The difference in colour is due to tiny impurities, or congeners, which commonly come from the wood during barrel-ageing. They darken our malts and cognacs, augmenting the hangovers of the traditionalists. These drinks, with their marketing language of rich mahogany, age, tradition, maturity and patience, evoke all that is conservative: a nostalgia for a once great and now lost world, since surrendered to a bunch of fruitcups – the arch narrative of the Right.

After the confidence of exploration came the 2020 plague. Despite an initial spike in home-drinking, alcohol buying overall dropped drastically as we confined ourselves at home: sales of beer tumbled around 80 per cent in the UK following the enforced closure of pubs, according to the Society of Independent Brewers. Most small breweries, reliant on social activity and events to attract attention, were forced to close. The thunderclap of threat sent us, like the Tropicana drinkers of the noughties, back into Safe Mode. Even the wine industry noted the shift towards conservative drinking: research agency Wine Intelligence anticipated ‘a renewed focus on domestic and local wine in wine-producing countries, reflecting national populations becoming more inwardly-focused and protective’. Rarely has wine sounded as right-wing.

Threat has us crank up the drawbridge, revert to groupish patterns, and pull together under the canopy of broad and certain narratives. Whether it’s beer or politics, we avoid the threat of the unfamiliar. We look for safety in numbers. A reluctance to experience the new might be in our DNA or merely a temporary response to the smell of sick, but what passes as a Left or Right political identity (and, we like to think, the stuff of rational consideration) turns out to be a touching expression of our ambiguous needs to sometimes change the world and sometimes hide away in it.

When we need to grasp the comforts of convention to our blimpish bosom, its totems (such as that Star-Spangled Banner) are deemed holy and thus off-limits to criticism. It’s a fascinating mark of our times that this religious mode has crept around to the far Left with fresh vigour. On both edges of the political spectrum, like a Möbius strip that folds around on itself, the quasi-religious mindset of sanctification identified by Jon Haidt emerges when – majority or minority – we want to keep our group strong and protected from the enemy without. As lines are drawn on both sides, narratives are mistaken for gospel, the ambiguity of nuance is lost, and opportunities for understanding soon dispensed with. Increasingly on the Left, dissenters who raise nuanced questions that threaten the prevailing and loudest-preached narratives are commonly met with wild-eyed damnation, and face the eternal torment of social media stake-burning, or worse. We have been made aware of the Original Sin of inherited privilege, which damns us from birth like Adam’s dark legacy, regardless of our circumstances. There is in the air a devout mindset, a drawing up of Good and Evil, aided by the proselytizing opportunities of social media that spread outrage faster than anything. Not surprisingly then, this stark polarization has its roots in the dark days of the old gods.

Good and Evil

In the sixth century before Christ, one of the oldest religions in the world, Zoroastrianism, made the bold move of dramatically reducing the varied pantheon of gods revered in Ancient Persia to a streamlined, cost-effective set of two. One god of this mystical binary deified the destructive, chaotic principle, while the other was bounteous and creative. The dualist theme was developed later in the third century AD by the Manichaean religion, which drew on a cosmic struggle between Good and Evil, now equating the former with the Spirit and the latter with all things worldly and corporeal. Mani, its founder, fused aspects of Zoroastrianism and Buddhism with an underpinning of early Gnostic Christianity (which favoured mystical knowledge over the traditional authority of the Church). According to its narrative, Darkness was a contaminating force that defeated Light, and seized control of certain of its aspects, creating the heavens, our world, and the first of us humans. We thus are congenitally contaminated by evil. Light meanwhile fights to regain dominion over these darkened areas. As human beings we are to understand that our souls are of divine origin, but they have become incarcerated in evil physical bodies. It is up to us to divorce ourselves from these ignoble frames and from the world, and seek a purely spiritual communion.

This religion proved very popular, penetrating the Roman Empire and becoming a strong rival to nascent Christianity. Awkwardly, Mani taught a ‘corrected’ form of Christianity, and preached that salvation from evil could be achieved through contemplation and a more profound knowledge of reality (gnosis). He made an enemy of the priesthoods of both Rome and Byzantium, who had no interest in sharing their prized and secret knowledge. Mani, the missionary, was tortured and flayed to death by the Persian ruler Bahram I. His body was cut into two, in a cleaving of morbid irony, and his severed head impaled on the gates of the Sassanid Empire’s capital city, Gundeshapur.

The legacy of these paradigm-shifting religions, and the compelling narrative of Manichaeism in particular, has been to make it very easy for us to reduce conflict in the world to a fight between good and evil, right and wrong. America is frequently criticized for its Manichaean tendency to see its motives as self-evidently good, and any resistance from outside as bizarre, aggressive and presumed to be undergirded by methodical cunning. The language of goodies and baddies has threaded through US foreign policy rhetoric at least since the time of the Cold War. The theme of Good v. Evil was harnessed then to demonize the Soviets, again employed in Bush’s invocation of an Axis of Evil and his attack on Terror, and more recently Trump’s divisive tub-thumping stirred up domestic soil. At home, our own foundering relationship with Europe, shrilly evoked through the headlines of the Daily Mail, has seen much of the same. ‘Enemies of the People’ screamed my parents’ copy of the paper when our judiciary deemed that a successful vote in Parliament would be necessary to trigger Brexit. In their defining mode of apoplectic outrage, one judge was damned as an ‘openly gay ex-fencer’.

A Manichaean world view is identifiable when one sees one’s cause as naturally Good, and anyone who questions it as Bad.
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