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Of the innumerable species on the planet, just a bare handful have evolved to
have one of the most counterintuitive adaptations possible. In a small number of
animals,  all  big-brained mammals,  we see something that should not,  at first
glance, be of adaptive value: animals that have lived past the ability to reproduce.
This is so clearly contra the main aim of any living species, which is to survive and
reproduce, that evolutionary biology has been forced into entirely new theoretical
directions in order to explain one of the most baffling phenomena in science:
grandmothers.

Why should grandmothers cause such a stir? As humans, we tend to think of them
as a natural part of life—and women who are past reproductive age are in fact a
critical part of our societies. Most of the women who hold positions of power and
respect around the world, be it in politics, culture, family life, or other aspects of
society, are at a point in life where they are not involved in the time-consuming
business of physically reproducing. But however common we might think women
of a certain age are, there is no getting around the fact that they are virtually
unknown in the rest of the animal kingdom. One of the hallmarks of evolutionary
theory is that success for a species is measured by offspring. Offspring are how
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genetic  material  passes itself  through time,  and any species that  reproduces
through combining genetic material is going to have to focus on offspring if it
wants to continue. The idea that we deliberately turn off our potential to have
children flies in the face of a basic tenet of evolutionary success—that doing well
is measured by having children. Yet, even though reproduction is the absolute key
to the survival of a species, in humans we give up on reproduction well before the
individual itself is done.

It is worth noting that this odd adaptation to living beyond reproduction is really
only  seen  in  females.  We talk  about  the  oddity  of  grandmothers  but  not  of
grandfathers, because, technically, grandfathers do not outlive their reproductive
potential. Despite reduced reproductive success with age, males do not have the
same vertiginous shift in hormonal production that females do, and they do not
stop producing male gametes (sperm) in the same way that females stop releasing
eggs. We know from a vast amount of scientific research on human female fertility
that our species really does call time on releasing eggs that can turn into embryos
sometime in our fifth decade. Producing those eggs is something that actually
happens before we are even born; 7 million potential egg-forming cells (oocytes)
in utero become 2 million by the time we are born and are down to about 400,000
before puberty and the hormonal mechanisms even start that would let oocytes
become pregnancies.  About  a  thousand  oocytes  self-destruct  each  menstrual
cycle,  but  we  start  with  such  high  numbers  that  we  could  in  theory  keep
producing  them  for  70-odd  years  after  puberty—but  we  don’t.  Something
intervenes in our species—and only in biological females—to turn off the entire
process. The million-dollar evolutionary question is: why?

Up until this year, only humans and a few whale species had ever been shown to
have post-reproductive individuals alive and well in their societies—and all  of
them female. This has led to a flurry of theorizing about what elements of whale
and  human evolution  might  have  conspired  to  create  such  an  extraordinary
adaptation as a grandmother. Much of the theoretical background on why these
few species, and only these few species, have individuals that happily live on after
reproduction is no longer possible has centered on the role those individuals play
in promoting group fitness. The aspect of evolutionary biology that has come in
for  considerable  attention  in  the  issue  is  the  role  of  alloparental  care.  An
alloparent  is  any  animal  that  does  a  bit  of  substitute  parenting,  be  they  a
biological relative or just another group member. Alloparenting is thought to be
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evolutionarily  advantageous  as  it  allows  for  a  wider  support  base  for  group
offspring. This support can come in many forms: from providing protection and
resources  to  offering  more  teachers  and  playfellows.  In  social  species—like
whales and humans—having extra hands is part and parcel of growing up. And for
humans,  the most well-known explanation of  the utterly unlikely existence of
grandmothers was first laid out in exactly those terms.

In  1978,  researcher  Kristen  Hawkes  and  her  collaborators  proposed  “The
Grandmother  Hypothesis.”  Based on Hawkes’s  own research with  the  Hadza
people, who are mobile within Tanzania and largely forage food rather than farm,
she noted that grandmothers had a very special role in Hadza society because
they are expert foragers and carers with years of experience. What’s more, they
don’t  have  children  of  their  own who  eat  up  all  those  resources.  Hawkes’s
contribution was to note that in families where grandmothers were around to help
their own children provide for their children—particularly their daughters—those
grandkids grew better. Even more important from an evolutionary standpoint was
that not only did grandmothers enhance the ‘fitness’ of their grandchildren, but
their support also meant even more grandkids. Here was a proposal that made
sense:  the adaptive value that  allowed for  the evolution of  post-reproductive
individuals is the contribution of those individuals not only to the next generation
but also to the generation after that.

The discovery of post-reproductive whales seemed to add weight to the idea that
post-reproductive females are a way to get the benefit of older females without
the drain on resources that having children entails. Female orcas, false killer
whales, and pilot whales all have been observed to have long periods of life after
ceasing reproduction, and all species are highly social, with survival depending on
the success of  each social  unit,  thought to be mostly led by females.  But in
whales,  the  benefit  appears  immediately,  to  the  whales’  own children:  adult
whales with living mothers do better than those without. For both humans and
whales,  it  seems  that  post-reproductive  females  are  valuable  assets  who
contribute significantly to the survival of their families. This led to two different
ways of theorizing the evolutionary role of grandmothers: that they are adaptive
because of the contribution of alloparental care (as in humans), or simply because
their  knowledge  and experience  make them better  resource-gatherers  (as  in
whales).

In 2023, a group of particularly long-lived chimpanzees waded into the debate. In
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the  group  of  chimpanzees  living  at  Ngogo  in  Uganda,  many  of  the  females
survived for quite some time beyond the age of 50, which is the usual point at
which chimpanzees stop giving birth. A lack of births in these older individuals
combined  with  hormonal  evidence  from urine  samples  that  shows  the  same
hormonal changes associated with menopause allowed researchers to suggest
that  these  individuals  really  are  post-reproductive.  However,  in  chimpanzee
society, grandmothers do not live in the same group as their daughters and so
could not help out the same way Hadza grandmothers do. The adaptive benefit to
the  chimps  is  less  clear,  but  the  researchers  have  argued  that  it  is  the
grandmothers themselves who benefit by not having to compete to reproduce.
Their work suggests maybe the reason we haven’t  seen grandmother chimps
before is that in most chimpanzee groups, life expectancy doesn’t go beyond 50,
but at Ngogo, the group has been very successful, with abundant fruit and meat
available and most predators (particularly leopards and humans) no longer a
threat. This gives us a fascinating insight into the conditions that could have
driven our own evolutionary process. Perhaps grandmothers, with their additional
resources and valuable experience, are the result of species success—and their
success becomes the success of their children, their grandchildren, and their
species.
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Socialism’s  Self-Criticism  And
Real Democracy

Richard D. Wolff

Democracy is incompatible with class-divided economic systems. Masters rule in
slavery,  lords  in  feudalism,  and  employers  in  capitalism.  Whatever  forms  of
government  (including  representative-electoral)  coexist  with  class-divided
economic  systems,  the  hard  reality  is  that  one  class  rules  the  other.  The
revolutionaries who overthrew other systems to establish capitalism sometimes
meant and intended to install a real democracy, but that did not happen. Real
democracy—one person, one vote,  full  participation, and majority rule—would
have enabled larger employee classes to rule smaller capitalist classes. Instead,
capitalist  employers  used  their  economic  positions  (hiring/firing  employees,
selling outputs, receiving/distributing profits) to preclude real democracy. What
democracy did survive was merely formal. In place of real democracy, capitalists
used their wealth and power to secure capitalist class rule. They did that first and
foremost inside capitalist enterprises where employers functioned as autocrats
unaccountable to the mass of their employees. From that base, employers as a
class purchased or otherwise dominated politics via electoral or other systems.

Socialism as a critical movement, before and after the 1917 revolution in Russia,
targeted the absence of real democracy in capitalism. Socialism’s remarkable
global  spread over  the  last  three  centuries  attests  to  the  wisdom of  having
stressed that target. Capitalism’s employee class came to harbor deep resentment
toward its employer class. Shifting circumstances determined how conscious that
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resentment became, how explicit its expressions, and how varied its forms.

A  certain  irony  of  history  made  the  absence  of  real  democracy  in  socialist
countries an ongoing target of many socialists in those countries. More than a few
socialists commented on the shared problem of that absence in both capitalist and
socialist countries notwithstanding other differences between them. The question
thus arose: why would the otherwise different capitalist and socialist systems of
the late 20th and early 21st centuries display quite similar formal democracies
(apparatuses of voting) and equally similar absences of real democracy? Socialists
developed answers that entailed a significant socialist self-criticism.

Those answers and self-criticism flowed from a recognition that in both capitalist
and  socialist  systems,  business  enterprises  (factories,  offices,  stores)  were
organized overwhelmingly around the dichotomy of employer and employee. This
was  and  remains  true  of  private  enterprises,  whether  more  or  less  state-
regulated,  and  likewise  of  state-owned-and-operated  business  enterprises.  In
parallel fashion, much the same was true in slave economic systems: the master-
slave organization of  productive activities prevailed in both private and state
enterprises. Similarly, the lord-serf organization of production prevailed in both
state (royal) and private (vassal) feudal enterprises.

Real democracy proved equally incompatible with slave, feudal, capitalist, and
socialist  systems  in  so  far  as  the  socialist  systems  retained  the  prevailing
employer-employee  structure  of  their  enterprises.  In  fact,  the  three  kinds  of
modern socialist systems all display that employer-employee structure. Western
European social democracies do so because they leave most production in the
hands  of  private  capitalist  enterprises  that  were  always  built  on  employer-
employee foundations. Moreover, when they established and operated public or
state-owned-and-operated  enterprises,  they  copied  those  employer-employee
structures.

Soviet industries—chiefly publicly owned and operated—positioned state officials
as employers in relation to employees. Finally, the People’s Republic of China
comprises a hybrid form of socialism combining a mix of both of the other forms,
a roughly equal split of private and state enterprises. China’s hybrid socialism
shares  the  employer/employee  organizational  structure  in  both  its  state  and
private enterprises. All three kinds of socialism—social democratic, Soviet, and
Chinese—broke in many important ways from the capitalism that preceded them.



But  they  did  not  break  from  the  basic  employer-employee  organization  of
enterprises, that relationship which Marx’s Capital pinpoints as the source of
exploitation,  that  appropriation  by  employers  of  the  surplus  produced  by
employees.

All  three  kinds  of  modern socialism remain  crucially  incomplete  in  terms of
having not yet gone beyond the employer-employee organization of production. It
follows that socialists’ self-criticism—that actually existing socialist systems fell
short  of  their  standard  of  real  democracy—may be  linked  crucially  to  those
systems’ retention of the employer-employee relationship at their economic core.

Employers and employees are, together, defined by a specific class structure.
They are its poles, the two possible positions individuals hold in production. They
emerged with capitalism out of the disintegrations of previous systems. Such
prior systems included (1) feudalism and its economic structure’s two positions of
lord and serf, and (2) slavery and its economic structure’s two positions of master
and slave. Because masters, lords, and employers are usually few relative to the
numbers of slaves, serfs, and employees, and because they live off the surplus
extracted  from those  slaves,  serfs,  and  employees,  they  cannot  allow a  real
democracy as it would directly threaten their class positions and privileges. In
actually existing socialist societies, real democracy’s incompatibility with class-
divided economic systems is encountered yet again.

Because this time it is many socialists who make the encounter, they ask why
modern  socialism,  a  social  movement  critical  of  capitalism’s  lack  of  real
democracy, would itself merit a parallel criticism. Why have socialist experiments
to date produced a self-criticism focused on their inability to create and maintain
authentic democratic systems??

The answer lies in the employer-employee relationship. It always was the key
obstacle to real democracy, the cause and literally the definition of those classes
whose oppositional  existence precludes  real  democracy.  Those socialists  who
faced the problem of real democracy articulated it as a definition of/demand for
“classlessness.”  Without  classes,  no  ruling  class.  If  the  employees  become,
collectively, their own employer, the capitalist class opposition disappears. One
group  or  community  replaces  two.  Absent  a  class-divided  economic  system,
efforts  to  bring  real  democracy  to  a  society’s  economy  and  politics  could
anticipate success.



Socialist  self-criticism can enable  a  solution  to  real  democracy’s  absence  by
advocating for a transition from an employer/employee-based economic system to
one based on workers’ self-directed enterprises (or “worker coops” in common
language). The incomplete socialisms constructed in the 20th century need to be
upgraded by making that transition. That would get those socialisms nearer to
completion, nearer to real democracy, and further from capitalist systems whose
undying commitment to the employer-employee relationship precludes them from
ever getting closer to real democracy.

By Richard D. Wolff
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Vijay Prashad

On December 3, 2023, a large number of registered voters in Venezuela voted in
a  referendum  over  the  Essequibo  region  that  is  disputed  with  neighboring
Guyana. Nearly all those who voted answered yes to the five questions. These
questions asked the Venezuelan people to affirm the sovereignty of their country
over Essequibo. “Today,” said Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, “there are
no winners or losers.” The only winner, he said, is Venezuela’s sovereignty. The
principal loser, Maduro said, is ExxonMobil.

In 2022, ExxonMobil made a profit of $55.7 billion, making it one of the world’s
richest  and  most  powerful  oil  companies.  Companies  such  as  ExxonMobil,
exercise an inordinate power over the world economy and over countries that
have oil reserves. It has tentacles across the world, from Malaysia to Argentina.
In  his  Private  Empire:  ExxonMobil  and  American  Power  (2012),  Steve  Coll
describes how the company is a “corporate state within the American state.”
Leaders of ExxonMobil have always had an intimate relationship with the U.S.
government: Lee “Iron Ass” Raymond (Chief Executive Officer from 1993 to 2005)
was a close personal friend of U.S. Vice President Dick Cheney and helped shape
the  U.S.  government  policy  on  climate  change;  Rex  Tillerson  (Raymond’s
successor in 2006) left the company in 2017 to become the U.S. Secretary of
State under President Donald Trump. Coll describes how ExxonMobil uses U.S.
state power to find more and more oil reserves and to ensure that ExxonMobil
becomes the beneficiary of those finds.

Walking through the various polling centers in Caracas on the day of the election,
it was clear that the people who voted knew exactly what they were voting for:
not so much against the people of Guyana, a country with a population of just over
800,000, but they were voting for Venezuelan sovereignty against companies such
as ExxonMobil. The atmosphere in this vote—although sometimes inflected with
Venezuelan patriotism—was more about the desire to remove the influence of
multinational corporations and to allow the peoples of South America to solve
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their disputes and divide their riches among themselves.

When Venezuela Ejected ExxonMobil
When Hugo Chávez won the election to the presidency of Venezuela in 1998, he
said almost immediately that the resources of the country—mostly the oil, which
finances the country’s social development—must be in the hands of the people
and not oil companies such as ExxonMobil. “El petroleo es nuestro” (the oil is
ours), was the slogan of the day. From 2006, Chávez’s government began a cycle
of nationalizations, with oil at the center (oil had been nationalized in the 1970s,
then  privatized  again  two  decades  later).  Most  multinational  oil  companies
accepted the new laws for the regulation of the oil industry, but two refused:
ConocoPhillips and ExxonMobil.  Both companies demanded tens of billions of
dollars  in  compensation,  although the  International  Center  for  Settlement  of
Investment Disputes (ICSID) found in 2014 that Venezuela only needed to pay
ExxonMobile $1.6 billion.

Rex Tillerson was furious, according to people who worked at ExxonMobil at that
time.  In  2017,  the  Washington  Post  ran  a  story  that  captured  Tillerson’s
sentiment:  “Rex  Tillerson  got  burned  in  Venezuela.  Then  he  got  revenge.”
ExxonMobil signed a deal with Guyana to explore for off-shore oil in 1999 but did
not start to explore the coastline till March 2015—after the negative verdict came
in from the ICSID. ExxonMobil used the full force of a U.S. maximum pressure
campaign against Venezuela both to cement its projects in the disputed territory
and to undermine Venezuela’s claim to the Essequibo region. This was Tillerson’s
revenge.

ExxonMobil’s Bad Deal for Guyana
In 2015, ExxonMobil announced that it had found 295 feet of “high-quality oil-
bearing sandstone reservoirs”; this is one of the largest oil finds in recent years.
The giant oil company began regular consultation with the Guyanese government,
including pledges to finance any and every upfront cost for the oil exploration.
When the  Production  Sharing  Agreement  between Guyana’s  government  and
ExxonMobil was leaked, it revealed how poorly Guyana fared in the negotiations.
ExxonMobil was given 75 percent of the oil revenue toward cost recovery, with
the rest shared 50-50 with Guyana; the oil company, in turn, is exempt from any
taxes. Article 32 (“Stability of Agreement”) says that the government “shall not
amend,  modify,  rescind,  terminate,  declare  invalid  or  unenforceable,  require
renegotiation of, compel replacement or substitution, or otherwise seek to avoid,
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alter, or limit this Agreement” without the consent of ExxonMobil. This agreement
traps all future Guyanese governments in a very poor deal.

Even worse for Guyana is that the deal is made in waters disputed with Venezuela
since the 19th century.  Mendacity by the British and then the United States
created  the  conditions  for  a  border  dispute  in  the  region  that  had  limited
problems  before  the  discovery  of  oil.  During  the  2000s,  Guyana  had  close
fraternal ties with the government of Venezuela. In 2009, under the PetroCaribe
scheme, Guyana bought cut-price oil from Venezuela in exchange for rice, a boon
for Guyana’s rice industry.  The oil-for-rice scheme ended in November 2015,
partly due to lower global oil prices. It was clear to observers in both Georgetown
and Caracas  that  the  scheme suffered from the rising tensions  between the
countries over the disputed Essequibo region.

ExxonMobil’s Divide and Rule
The December 3 referendum in Venezuela and the “circles of unity” protest in
Guyana suggest a hardening of the stance of both countries. Meanwhile, at the
sidelines of the COP-28 meeting, Guyana’s President Irfaan Ali met with Cuba’s
President  Miguel  Díaz-Canel  and  the  Prime  Minister  of  St.  Vincent  and  the
Grenadines Ralph Gonsalves to talk about the situation. Ali urged Díaz-Canel to
urge Venezuela to maintain a “zone of peace.”

War does not seem to be on the horizon. The United States has withdrawn part of
its blockade on Venezuela’s oil industry, allowing Chevron to restart several oil
projects in the Orinoco Belt and in Lake Maracaibo. Washington does not have the
appetite to deepen its conflict with Venezuela. But ExxonMobil does. Neither the
Venezuelan nor  the Guyanese people  will  benefit  from ExxonMobil’s  political
intervention in the region. That is why so many Venezuelans who came to cast
their vote on December 3 saw this less as a conflict between Venezuela and
Guyana and more as a conflict between ExxonMobil and the people of these two
South American countries.

This article was produced by Globetrotter.
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We Can  Have  Either  Billionaires
Or Democracy. Not Both.

Sonali Kolhatkar

The only way to steer American democracy to safety is to wrest money out of the
claws of the wealthiest elites, who now control finances rivaling the economies of
whole nations.

As we count down toward the 2024 general election, we should expect to hear
from media pundits about candidates and their viability, swing states and the
electoral college, likely voters and poll results, and much more. Occasionally we
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may hear about some issues of importance. Most likely, we will hear little about
the urgent need for wealth redistribution in the United States. Extreme inequality
remains an invisible scourge underlying so much of what ails society and, even
when  discussed,  is  touted  as  an  unavoidable  and  inevitable  outcome of  our
economy.

However, there is abundant evidence that wealth inequality is the product of
intentional design and the idea that what is good for billionaires is good for
society. Nothing could be further from the truth.

The  Switzerland-based  global  bank  UBS  just  released  its  2023  Billionaire
Ambitions report and concluded, “For the first time in nine editions of the report,
billionaires  have  accumulated  more  wealth  through  inheritance  than
entrepreneurship.” Benjamin Cavalli,  Head of Strategic Clients at UBS Global
Wealth Management said, “This is a theme we expect to see more of over the next
20 years, as more than 1,000 billionaires pass an estimated [$5.2 trillion] to their
children.”

That’s more than the economy of the entire United Kingdom. It’s more than the
economies of Canada and Mexico combined.

The UBS report  was not a critical  one and hardly blinked an eye about the
obscenity  of  wealth being hoarded in dynasties.  About half  of  all  billionaires
around the world use UBS’s banking services, so the bank merely analyzed the
investment habits of its most important clients. It did so candidly, referring to
“the great wealth transfer” from one generation to the next, avoiding mention of
the wealth transfer from the majority of the public to an elite minority.

The report also declared with pride that intent on “continuing the current family
legacy, 60% of heirs want to enable future generations to benefit  from their
wealth.” Of course, they meant future generations of their own families, not in
general.

But this wealth transfer is directly the result of tax codes written to benefit the
uber-rich. ProPublica’s 2021 analysis of the tax returns of the richest Americans
found that they paid an average of 3.4% in taxes, employing armies of lawyers to
exploit every loophole carved out to offer special advantages to wealthy elites.
Meanwhile, middle-class and working-class Americans pay double-digit tax rates.
What this amounts to is collective theft from government revenues.
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It’s  time to reverse this  trend by resorting to a  concerted project  of  wealth
redistribution.  It’s  time to wrest  billions,  if  not  trillions,  out  of  the hands of
billionaires and their heirs and pour it back where it belongs: to the rest of us.

Call  it  socialism—which  is  what  the  pro-rich  rightwing  GOP does—or  call  it
progressive taxation, or economic justice. It doesn’t matter; the nation’s fiscal
conservatives will demonize any ideas of wealth redistribution and will attempt to
instill baseless fears of creeping communism, no matter what specific language
we use around fairness. So, we might as well start spelling it out instead of trying
to appease the right. After all, there’s a reason why conservatives and wealthy
elites want the public to be afraid of socialism: they’re terrified that Americans
might  be  thrilled  to  embrace  policies  such  as  wealth  redistribution  through
taxation.

And if we need any more reasons to put a bullseye on billionaire wealth, it turns
out they are vicious, dangerous fascists, whose children are an even more callous
lot than their parents.

Billionaires don’t need the protections that democracy offers: earned benefits like
Social Security or Medicare, access to free or affordable health care including
abortion, labor and wage protections, and due process (they can buy the best
legal help when they get in trouble).

In fact, democracy is a threat to their wealth hoarding, which is why they are
backing the most dangerous demagogue to have ever occupied the White House:
Donald Trump. Economic analyst and former U.S. Labor Secretary Robert Reich
lists  the  numerous  billionaires  backing  Trump  for  a  second  term  and  cites
Trump’s promise to wealthy elites, that he plans to “root out the communists,
Marxists,  fascists  and  the  radical-left  thugs  that  live  like  vermin  within  the
confines of our country.” Wealthy elites helped bring us Trump’s first term, and
they’re itching for a second.

Why wouldn’t  billionaires  back fascism? It  benefits  them in  ways democracy
doesn’t. Indeed, billionaires exist as a design flaw in democracy. The greater the
number of billionaires and the greater the wealth they hoard, the weaker the
democracy that binds them.

Legislation like Senator Ron Wyden’s Billionaire Income Tax is what they fear if
democracy trumps fascism. Wyden’s bill is so modest that it doesn’t target wealth,
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only income, and would affect fewer than 1,000 Americans, trimming off tiny
slivers of their unprecedented hoardings, leaving them as fabulously wealthy as
before. After all, is there a real difference between being worth $10 billion versus
$9.9 billion?

As to the children of billionaires being worse than their parents, there is a small
mention in the UBS report of how heirs of billionaires are far less philanthropic
than first-generation billionaires: “while more than [two-thirds] (68%) of first-
generation billionaires stated that following their philanthropic goals and making
an impact on the world was a main objective of their legacy, less than a third
(32%) of the inheriting generations did so.” One could conclude that empathy
among children of the ultra-wealthy drops by half each generation. This could be
a generation even more determined to fund and fuel fascism in order to protect
their riches compared to their parents.

The wealthy are so secure in the protections they have from democratic curbs on
their financial power that their biggest worries, as per the UBS report, include
“geopolitical  tensions,”  inflation,  recession,  and  higher  interest  rates.  Fears
around a “tight jobs market” and “stricter sustainability rules,” fall low on their
list.  In  other  words,  they feel  secure against  threats  of  wage rebellions and
government regulations.

And so, as we hurtle toward authoritarian aristocracy, we must normalize the idea
of wealth redistribution. There is no good reason against it, not a single one. We
can have either billionaires or democracy, not both.

By Sonali Kolhatkar
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The Cradle Of Humanity

G r o t t e  d e  L a s c a u x  –  I l l s . :
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What reading Georges Bataille could teach you about the birth of art—and of
humanity.

Why should we explore caves and excavate fossils? Why should we seek more
information about our origins? And what can the first women and men tell us
about the human condition? Reading Georges Bataille (1897-1962) answers these
questions profoundly. The French writer considerably influenced authors such as
Michel  Foucault,  Jacques  Derrida,  Jacques  Lacan,  and  Julia  Kristeva,  with
provocative novels and essays exploring love,  grief,  economic theories,  social
structures, and systems of beliefs. He was also fascinated by prehistoric art and
culture, a topic he wrote about in many essays, reviews, and books, including his
1955 book Prehistoric Painting: Lascaux or the Birth of Art. Recent discoveries in
paleontology, ethnoarchaeology, and anthropology confirm how relevant some of
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his ideas about our Neolithic ancestors were.

Bataille’s writings on the topic resulted from much research and by following a
scientific methodology. He studied the discoveries of Henri Breuil, Claude Lévi-
Strauss,  and  other  specialists  in  the  1940s  and  1950s  when  social  sciences
flourished.  Like  his  peers,  he  was  very  cautious  toward  a  topic  that,  he
understood,  we  can  only  partly  apprehend.  We  lack  most  references  to
scientifically analyze what we are excavating, so prehistory remains, in many
ways,  an  “abyss.”  He  also  knew  how  difficult  it  is  to  surpass  our  cultural
perceptions and projections.  In “A Meeting in Lascaux,” a 1953 essay in the
posthumously published collection of Bataille’s works The Cradle of Humanity:
Prehistoric Art and Culture, Bataille writes:

“After more than ten years, we are still  far from having fully recognized the
magnitude of the discovery of Lascaux… They are within the provinces of both
science and desire. Would it be possible to discuss them the way Proust discussed
Vermeer or Breton discussed Marcel Duchamp? Not only is it inappropriate to fall
under their spell when near them, in the disorder of a visit, lacking the time to
collect  ourselves,  but  prehistorians  also  bid  us  to  keep  in  mind  what  these
apparitions  meant  to  the  men who animated them and who,  unintentionally,
bestowed them on us.”

Bataille’s approach to prehistory also comes from a very personal, almost intimate
experience. He got permission to visit the Lascaux caves in southwestern France
alone and would stay there indefinitely, amazed by the prehistoric wall paintings
he saw.

The discovery of Lascaux is now part of its legend: on September 12, 1940, 18-
year-old Marcel Ravidat and a few other teenagers were the first known to have
ventured  into  the  labyrinthine  tunnels,  pits,  and  caverns  of  Lascaux  after
rediscovering a cave entrance. Their lamp illuminated depictions of thousands of
figures,  including some heretofore unknown species of  animals,  humans,  and
mysterious  abstract  figures  that  were,  until  the  discovery  of  the  Lascaux
paintings, not known to have even existed.

Bataille marvels at the moment of Lascaux’s rediscovery, connecting the young
human witnesses in 1940 to the art made circa 15,000 B.C. He also exclaims
about  the  significance  of  prehistoric  humanity’s  divergence  from  nonhuman
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animals through the means of art-making, while still being subject to compete
against nonhuman animals for survival: “What we now conceive clearly is that the
coming of humanity into the world was a drama,” he writes in “The Cradle of
Humanity:  The  Vézère  Valley,”  the  eponymous  1959 essay  in  The Cradle  of
Humanity.

A Changing Understanding of the ‘Pit’ Scene
One scene in particular depicted on the walls of a pit in Lascaux appears to have
fascinated and even obsessed Bataille. He brings it up repeatedly throughout the
works collected in The Cradle of Humanity. The scene depicts, on its left-hand
side, a wiry human, drawn faintly and in straight lines. This man’s penis is erect,
and he is wearing a bird mask. He appears to be drawn at an angle, as if he is
falling to the ground (“It seems like this man is dead,” writes Bataille), and we
imagine that he has been knocked down by the bison that appears on the right-
hand side. The bison appears wounded, gutted by a spear. Next to the man, a bird
hangs on an elongated object—maybe a stick. Further out, in the distance, a
rhinoceros is moving away.

This scene, also known as “the pit,” “the well,” or “the shaft,” has been the object
of endless interpretation by prehistorians, writers, and philosophers over the last
80  years.  Those  who  have  had  the  chance  to  observe  it  in  situhave  been
fascinated by the mysterious protagonists it depicts but have also expressed their
discomfort  with  its  violence  and  sexuality.  Who  is  this  man?  Has  he  really
wounded the animal? Why does he have an erection? Why is he wearing a bird
mask? Does it have anything to do with that other bird on the strange stick,
turning his back to this scene?
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Bataille initially refused to interpret the scene, preferring to express his “heavy
indebtedness” to the analyses provided by the prehistorians of his day, such as
Henri  Breuil,  Hans-Georg  Bandi,  and  Johannes  Maringer.  Though  they  had
different understandings of what was going on there, they shared a “utilitarian”
or “functionalist” view that cave paintings were created to “facilitate the work of
the hunt,” as Stuart Kendall, one of the translators of Bataille’s work, puts it in his
editor’s introduction to The Cradle of Humanity: “Prehistoric hunters attempted
to provoke the actual appearance of their prey by painting apparitions of the
animals on the cave walls. Painted arrows wounded the icons in anticipation of
the actual hunt.” Bataille added some observations made by Claude Lévi-Strauss
and other anthropologists to this view while studying tribes of hunters in various
parts of the world. “Expiation for the murder of animals killed in the hunt is a rule
for many tribes of hunters,” Bataille writes in his 1957 book Erotism. “The act of
killing invested the killer, hunter, or warrior with a sacramental character. In
order to take their place once more in profane society, they had to be cleansed
and purified, and this was the object of expiatory rituals.” So, the scene taking
place is one of murder and expiation for Bataille. The bird-man chimera is a
“shaman… expiating, through his own death, the murder of the bison,” Bataille
writes in Erotism. His bird face is a mask, which forms part of this ritual.

Recent discoveries by archaeological researchers and chemists have analyzed the
principal pigments in the Lascaux caves. This scientific progress partly discredits
how we have understood the pit scene. The rhinoceros, for instance, is made from
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a different formula than the one used for the other protagonists. The rhinoceros
might have nothing to do with the possible hunting and ritual expiation going on
with the bird-man and the bison. On the other hand, pigments from this formula
were discovered on the painting of a horse, which is situated on the opposite wall,
and that was not previously interpreted as being part of the pit scene. “All the
observers  were  fooled  from  the  start,”  affirms  Jean-Loïc  Le  Quellec,
anthropologist and emeritus director of research at the French National Center
for Scientific Research (CNRS). “We are looking at this wall with images and
consider it a scene. We frame it as if we were in a museum. But what proves these
images were created to compose a scene? It’s not because they are juxtaposed
that they were meant to be read together.”

The Chauvet Cave and the Lascaux Cave
Prudence should always guide us when we look at  these cave paintings and
interpret  them  with  our  subjective,  contemporary  gaze.  Our  analyses  of
prehistoric discoveries are only relevant until contradicted by a new cave, a new
fossil,  and  a  new site  being  excavated.  These  discoveries  often  cause  us  to
reevaluate  and  sometimes  contradict  a  previously  held  notion,  as  scientific
progress in all disciplines is made.

When  Bataille  was  writing  about  Lascaux,  the  Chauvet  cave  hadn’t  been
discovered yet. Found in 1994, the Chauvet cave is still considered one of the
most  significant  prehistoric  sites.  Radiocarbon  dating  estimates  some  of  the
Chauvet cave’s earliest samples to date back to around 32,000 years ago.

Are Bataille’s prehistoric writings outdated then, and not worth reading? I don’t
think so. We can say that the people who made the paintings at Lascaux and those
who made the ones at Chauvet, even though they are 20,000 years apart, “belong
to the same world,” as art historian Rémi Labrusse tells me over the phone.
Paleoarchaeologists are discovering caves every year that reveal a full-bodied
artistic tradition that goes as far as the Aurignacian. As much older artifacts are
excavated, the similarities between the two caves become clearer. Although more
colors are used in Lascaux, the styles, shapes, and executions of the Chauvet and
Lascaux caves are relatively similar.

The  Birth  of  Humanity  Among  Nonhuman  Animals:  Prehistoric  Hunting  and
Modern Warfare
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Bataille approached prehistory in a philosophical dimension. He never pretended
to describe the factual truth of scientists. What interested him in Lascaux was
what the cave represents: “The name Lascaux is the symbol of those ages which
knew the passage from the human beast to the slender, sharp, and agile being
that we are,” he writes. For Kendall, “Bataille does not think that Lascaux records
the birth of art, only that Lascaux participates in the moment of that birth, a
phrase in which the word ‘moment’ may and almost certainly does refer to a
period of tens of thousands of years. And this moment retains a preeminence
among historical moments.”

It  is  worth  mentioning  here  that  the  French  philosopher  had  studied  with
Alexandre Kojève, whose class on Hegel’s aesthetics had a major influence on
French thinkers of the time. In German ideology and “[f]or Hegel, [as explained
by Kojève,] human history is the history of ‘thought’ as it attempts to understand
itself  and  its  relation  to  the  world.”  Bataille  also  viewed  prehistory  as  that
moment of transition from animality to humanity, which announced the birth of
the subject, the birth of the human community, the “we.” But it’s a tragic birth, as
art historian Labrusse explains it:

“For Bataille,  the singularity of the human being takes place in the mode of
loss—loss of animality, loss of presence. As soon as you are not immersed in life
like the animal was and look at it from the outside, you feel that your being is
outside of you, and you create images. You superimpose a fictional world on a real
world, and that’s the birth of art. But it’s a tragic birth.”

Here is the “drama” to which Bataille was referring in The Cradle of Humanity.
The emergence of man’s awareness that he is no longer an animal is tragic.
Lascaux, on the other hand, reveals for him traces of that precious time when
men and animals were still alike in many ways and much more in tune than ever
after. It “offers [the] earliest traces of nascent yet fully human consciousness—of
consciousness not yet fully separated from natural flora and fauna, or from the
energetic  forces  of  the  universe.”  Indeed,  most  of  Lascaux’s  cave  paintings
represent  animals,  while  almost  no  human  appears  on  those  walls.  Many
prehistorians interpret this by describing an “animal-man fusion,” as Carole Fritz
puts it. The researcher at CNRS reminds us of a time when the first individuals
that women and men encountered in their immediate surroundings were none of
their kind, but wild creatures running free.
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That’s  what  is  at  stake  in  the  pit  scene,  according  to  Bataille.  He  cites
rituals—“for the men of primitive times, as for men of the modern day whom we
rightly or wrongly call  primitives”—of asking for forgiveness before killing an
animal to eat it. He sees the man in the pit scene “concealing his humanity behind
an animal mask.” “We cannot be sure that the men who lived in Lascaux… asked
the bovine that they killed for forgiveness,” he specifies later on. “[B]ut we don’t
have much reason to doubt a feeling on their part that corresponded to this
behavior. In fact, what is certain is that the images they left us amply testify to a
humanity that did not clearly and distinctly distinguish itself from animality, a
humanity that had not transcended animality.”

Still trying to understand this scene, Bataille refers to ethnologist Éveline Lot-
Falck, who studied the Siberian hunting rites. According to the Yukaghir people,
Lot-Falck writes, “like man, the beast possesses one or several souls and one
language… The bear could speak if he wanted, but he prefers not to, and the
Yukaghir [people] see this silence as proof of the bear’s superiority over man.”
Bataille’s meditations on the “silence of the beast” are hence related to what he
sees as the greater respect for the animal shown by “the men of primitive times,”
compared to our modern way of industrially killing in slaughterhouses. He cites
Jean de La Fontaine, whose fables “help remind us of former days, when animals
spoke.” Indeed, we know that nonhuman animals are creatures who often can’t
express pain in ways that humans can readily understand and thus suffer in
silence.

The complex relationship between silence and violence is a constant motif  in
Bataille’s work. It echoes his doubts about our ability to express our feelings with
words. “Everything I’ve asserted, convictions I’ve expressed, it’s all ridiculous and
dead. I’m only silence,  and the universe is  silence.” As Kendall  puts it:  “His
writing  aspires  to  the  condition  and  experience  of  revelation:  to  capture  in
language that which cannot be expressed in words. His goal as a writer is the
proliferation of silence.” The French philosopher also liked to say that he was
writing to silence others’ voices in him. “But what would it be to forget, in the
silence and isolation of the cave, one’s solitude?” wonders Kendall. “Can there be,
today, a community of the cave?”

What Makes Us Human?
Bataille’s reflections on the possible origins of humanity also correspond with the
intensified threat of its possible extinction. His pessimist views about humanity in

https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5eBFvbSKrVs-2FV4xjD-2Fs9BCsxGXaIkgAw2ywQYp-2BBdb1uzBVvza5dM17P7Uwo6Z5yJI68oiH09-2BcaGD8KfIgBFEP2msBGxS38-2FvDs36iDDR79trbXF-2BHg-2By0Fs9IRb-2BG-2FK-2FAnS3OFuMFbkSYXhZTSp-2Fg-3DW7Nv_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfIDorKP2rA71QyrG6WzdGv97zJv-2FpXM0TWU3y8oiwSXkXb-2FOtZCZIedci71NCsXFcFMORTyxClaILZGIXX2FmG-2BfAb4uZ6Sz8pvnvVSpSwAlaudW1OfPgeSeUrYuTVKmweD4xXoDoO1kRFb9EoexUzc-2BqaT94qbLiqyE0-2Fg5AkOGrOJ1PdaHdNDHxXOQHot4LY2b-2FilSzxzQxZW9-2Fw86AFGCk1KuP74XtWdQKmcobYYTCRlIod8R7A-2FUMCBTATJKS5IGt4z-2FHp3nHgNNL2k2nJwpi-2FXudcQs-2B3NQgqlHD7eD0Zp8ZxP7wBOpWVnQC9CkBo3ix-2Bm-2BgT0v4OeraYSlZw174VEpHD-2BqqOmxXD49IlTCswBnOz2SWnM1RttyAyTkjAzuUjlv-2BxYl-2F7j1XZ8ulpSDozEnelKLdp0Lc0TUFPI8TLDcoX-2FucnC-2BedetqsMEBNCAKJuK5RzVb8TNq0lENln-2BSr2NTP0puke-2Fc-2FApS0Ep93kUZFQ8-2BQA9dFKP6R2h0IIOEkWsINkvS5jHzJiFEUzF5wumkTr-2FmW3NM4PzNHVKTmnbBJGYr43Z91EgCTjQihjJVHoQ69hsbI8ZafKxv-2F49LB-2Bum64x4r0KGJ5iwUq45GW0Ab2OWNtBr-2BfFfJTUNWhG8BGkdUfXg51QpRl-2BLNi6-2F-2BylrcG57yGwm-2FzekJRyiewwU-2F6gJmUToFvAoo0QNQ-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5VLW9qDWvIhemh9skjzb7SfpYJuPLeuLbt8SGg1DD4X8UcYkGOuy0idvU4ckC4Y8hQ-3D-3Du3W4_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfIDorKP2rA71QyrG6WzdGv97zJv-2FpXM0TWU3y8oiwSXkXb-2FOtZCZIedci71NCsXFcFMORTyxClaILZGIXX2FmG-2BfAb4uZ6Sz8pvnvVSpSwAlaudW1OfPgeSeUrYuTVKmweD4xXoDoO1kRFb9EoexUzc-2BqaT94qbLiqyE0-2Fg5AkOGrOJ1PdaHdNDHxXOQHot4LY2b-2FilSzxzQxZW9-2Fw86AFGCk1KuP74XtWdQKmcobYYTCRlIod8R7A-2FUMCBTATJKS5IGt4z-2FHp3nHgNNL2k2nJwpi-2FXudcQs-2B3NQgqlHD7eD0Zp8ZxP7wBOpWVnQC9CkBo3ix-2Bm-2BgT0v4OeraYSlZw174VEpHD-2BqqOmxXD49IlTCswBnOz2SWnM1RttyAyTkjAzuUjlv-2BxYl-2F7j1XZ8ulpSDozEnelKLdp0Lc0TUFPI8TLDcoX-2FucnC-2BedetqsMEBNCAKJuK5RzVb8TNq0lENlnRJTZojWaXGih3StVcrwyva6GCwUJENgKtrSC5UNoI-2FPKVZLN6FzWcHVQlVCmsPnp3BMIUqkYicK0cwW2PuOsawuXo2GM2J8qJuBCclvVfAeBcPmjsFflH4MHQq2rGFkIDo72z8h5oeGwU6mzvwsR31FoKV2BDsg-2BEsABkSlYo68xtddCfOcNQwGST6dgd0thzttPU89NbUyxH7NlOAe2bJopq-2BHTan1TyBy12HcrfiQ-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5SkG5ZW-2FWrMbYt9Z-2BErW6a-2F44HL0VMBKwYivRX2nTkFzdrqNaFhK1lKtPnl-2FqxyRsQ-3D-3DaVcE_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfIDorKP2rA71QyrG6WzdGv97zJv-2FpXM0TWU3y8oiwSXkXb-2FOtZCZIedci71NCsXFcFMORTyxClaILZGIXX2FmG-2BfAb4uZ6Sz8pvnvVSpSwAlaudW1OfPgeSeUrYuTVKmweD4xXoDoO1kRFb9EoexUzc-2BqaT94qbLiqyE0-2Fg5AkOGrOJ1PdaHdNDHxXOQHot4LY2b-2FilSzxzQxZW9-2Fw86AFGCk1KuP74XtWdQKmcobYYTCRlIod8R7A-2FUMCBTATJKS5IGt4z-2FHp3nHgNNL2k2nJwpi-2FXudcQs-2B3NQgqlHD7eD0Zp8ZxP7wBOpWVnQC9CkBo3ix-2Bm-2BgT0v4OeraYSlZw174VEpHD-2BqqOmxXD49IlTCswBnOz2SWnM1RttyAyTkjAzuUjlv-2BxYl-2F7j1XZ8ulpSDozEnelKLdp0Lc0TUFPI8TLDcoX-2FucnC-2BedetqsMEBNCAKJuK5RzVb8TNq0lENllRNrGvbL-2B2obv1H639QZi5an92lwj0x0QsUwA1DVGmuSZl0vqnxWD1EEA2-2Bu-2BrshHuwInUZjSrRSxZErU6nk1mkWm12Ma8eMUJtKohe0wlzXMdloAIgO777NjesMNNIfJqc-2FEFZLYAb4rNfeLL8-2FfMikq7BDGY-2FxnwzgE2x3YD7-2FMiGA91UUtYsko2Uy10pRNEBRfj7hh88i97W3erpt-2F5L7zeVnmES6xZhdtWeF9LEg-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5eBFvbSKrVs-2FV4xjD-2Fs9BCsxGXaIkgAw2ywQYp-2BBdb1uzBVvza5dM17P7Uwo6Z5yJI68oiH09-2BcaGD8KfIgBFEP2msBGxS38-2FvDs36iDDR79trbXF-2BHg-2By0Fs9IRb-2BG-2FK-2FAnS3OFuMFbkSYXhZTSp-2Fg-3Dcd0J_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfIDorKP2rA71QyrG6WzdGv97zJv-2FpXM0TWU3y8oiwSXkXb-2FOtZCZIedci71NCsXFcFMORTyxClaILZGIXX2FmG-2BfAb4uZ6Sz8pvnvVSpSwAlaudW1OfPgeSeUrYuTVKmweD4xXoDoO1kRFb9EoexUzc-2BqaT94qbLiqyE0-2Fg5AkOGrOJ1PdaHdNDHxXOQHot4LY2b-2FilSzxzQxZW9-2Fw86AFGCk1KuP74XtWdQKmcobYYTCRlIod8R7A-2FUMCBTATJKS5IGt4z-2FHp3nHgNNL2k2nJwpi-2FXudcQs-2B3NQgqlHD7eD0Zp8ZxP7wBOpWVnQC9CkBo3ix-2Bm-2BgT0v4OeraYSlZw174VEpHD-2BqqOmxXD49IlTCswBnOz2SWnM1RttyAyTkjAzuUjlv-2BxYl-2F7j1XZ8ulpSDozEnelKLdp0Lc0TUFPI8TLDcoX-2FucnC-2BedetqsMEBNCAKJuK5RzVb8TNq0lENlkuqpDkqWIdanXcCzkyCCiAQKcbbdup7Kppc7YBNzGNeG04gFjQFn1YfVSsWMNXC7-2BVxtvRp-2BPEA9cxOo3fNihB-2F-2BqZVd-2FMPLl86PHWpyLrxCoQglQdFMvjVAzemJCKX-2BJzdeDEPVi5y9-2BV0JlIH-2FJfDsl5jpXzCssw0LTzLuKuTQTyDLhWPSP44aCXg7C8A28V319imomofw6KGVJJS9RfgetviMGQLRIsHIFr-2BH68XA-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5eBFvbSKrVs-2FV4xjD-2Fs9BCsxGXaIkgAw2ywQYp-2BBdb1uzBVvza5dM17P7Uwo6Z5yJI68oiH09-2BcaGD8KfIgBFEP2msBGxS38-2FvDs36iDDR79trbXF-2BHg-2By0Fs9IRb-2BG-2FK-2FAnS3OFuMFbkSYXhZTSp-2Fg-3DUgOd_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfIDorKP2rA71QyrG6WzdGv97zJv-2FpXM0TWU3y8oiwSXkXb-2FOtZCZIedci71NCsXFcFMORTyxClaILZGIXX2FmG-2BfAb4uZ6Sz8pvnvVSpSwAlaudW1OfPgeSeUrYuTVKmweD4xXoDoO1kRFb9EoexUzc-2BqaT94qbLiqyE0-2Fg5AkOGrOJ1PdaHdNDHxXOQHot4LY2b-2FilSzxzQxZW9-2Fw86AFGCk1KuP74XtWdQKmcobYYTCRlIod8R7A-2FUMCBTATJKS5IGt4z-2FHp3nHgNNL2k2nJwpi-2FXudcQs-2B3NQgqlHD7eD0Zp8ZxP7wBOpWVnQC9CkBo3ix-2Bm-2BgT0v4OeraYSlZw174VEpHD-2BqqOmxXD49IlTCswBnOz2SWnM1RttyAyTkjAzuUjlv-2BxYl-2F7j1XZ8ulpSDozEnelKLdp0Lc0TUFPI8TLDcoX-2FucnC-2BedetqsMEBNCAKJuK5RzVb8TNq0lENlmyILY6sTNPVv1CNsWAaOMh-2B-2Fs8zVNBkWPaMl-2B6yG0XXHjsWVgHYqlBcuR095-2BJK19JBbrByUd3MUxLgolckA09yroc-2FcI8faeT7V7kg-2Fm5I7hWrID1JEaO5vridiMQuIX764sYuXYAWByPdambw-2FpMKg3tPfJuwSAsBz9s1ACgHXt6QEHnGyH4mzSspq5iOYAiNva28a2O1N32NBA-2BMnhMNjOJlj0-2Fnq-2BuXBk-2FgSekbQ-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5eBFvbSKrVs-2FV4xjD-2Fs9BCsxGXaIkgAw2ywQYp-2BBdb1uzBVvza5dM17P7Uwo6Z5yJI68oiH09-2BcaGD8KfIgBFEP2msBGxS38-2FvDs36iDDR79trbXF-2BHg-2By0Fs9IRb-2BG-2FK-2FAnS3OFuMFbkSYXhZTSp-2Fg-3DGuAO_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfIDorKP2rA71QyrG6WzdGv97zJv-2FpXM0TWU3y8oiwSXkXb-2FOtZCZIedci71NCsXFcFMORTyxClaILZGIXX2FmG-2BfAb4uZ6Sz8pvnvVSpSwAlaudW1OfPgeSeUrYuTVKmweD4xXoDoO1kRFb9EoexUzc-2BqaT94qbLiqyE0-2Fg5AkOGrOJ1PdaHdNDHxXOQHot4LY2b-2FilSzxzQxZW9-2Fw86AFGCk1KuP74XtWdQKmcobYYTCRlIod8R7A-2FUMCBTATJKS5IGt4z-2FHp3nHgNNL2k2nJwpi-2FXudcQs-2B3NQgqlHD7eD0Zp8ZxP7wBOpWVnQC9CkBo3ix-2Bm-2BgT0v4OeraYSlZw174VEpHD-2BqqOmxXD49IlTCswBnOz2SWnM1RttyAyTkjAzuUjlv-2BxYl-2F7j1XZ8ulpSDozEnelKLdp0Lc0TUFPI8TLDcoX-2FucnC-2BedetqsMEBNCAKJuK5RzVb8TNq0lENlmKo-2FFQfqiQ-2BG-2Fw-2F-2Bd0f79-2Bv0OKIGGaStasXR5771xCNPTxSeZixPwhHI5CdBldgHnpOoU6-2FEJ-2BlSe-2BRZLWSbcWGdEhvP7jqK8eeyQVq7LdV6pbAgh-2FjrChsAaxMpXC5WhyIIi7gzQQ2O08riVqdPa2Pb-2Bw1fLlB62FSqqVuZQstk21snM6aLVnHxtz5dotapPwknT8iqrSoKi8L-2BwvRuiynkX7yexk7MAcs3ljMFqXJg-3D-3D
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5eBFvbSKrVs-2FV4xjD-2Fs9BCsxGXaIkgAw2ywQYp-2BBdb1uzBVvza5dM17P7Uwo6Z5yJI68oiH09-2BcaGD8KfIgBFEP2msBGxS38-2FvDs36iDDR79trbXF-2BHg-2By0Fs9IRb-2BG-2FK-2FAnS3OFuMFbkSYXhZTSp-2Fg-3D80QQ_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfIDorKP2rA71QyrG6WzdGv97zJv-2FpXM0TWU3y8oiwSXkXb-2FOtZCZIedci71NCsXFcFMORTyxClaILZGIXX2FmG-2BfAb4uZ6Sz8pvnvVSpSwAlaudW1OfPgeSeUrYuTVKmweD4xXoDoO1kRFb9EoexUzc-2BqaT94qbLiqyE0-2Fg5AkOGrOJ1PdaHdNDHxXOQHot4LY2b-2FilSzxzQxZW9-2Fw86AFGCk1KuP74XtWdQKmcobYYTCRlIod8R7A-2FUMCBTATJKS5IGt4z-2FHp3nHgNNL2k2nJwpi-2FXudcQs-2B3NQgqlHD7eD0Zp8ZxP7wBOpWVnQC9CkBo3ix-2Bm-2BgT0v4OeraYSlZw174VEpHD-2BqqOmxXD49IlTCswBnOz2SWnM1RttyAyTkjAzuUjlv-2BxYl-2F7j1XZ8ulpSDozEnelKLdp0Lc0TUFPI8TLDcoX-2FucnC-2BedetqsMEBNCAKJuK5RzVb8TNq0lENlkgIwMaFjTzgJLpFdxJngLTXbVnqUBJ59VpXpC1xbAAzCVk3LtPMDQVXiV06mDBPdyisNaezDSLvv-2BOLGakhiyLNyMGX38C6r-2F6nrQnVuK8KKXvK0CXdgAaY-2FxfehULLicSm8Ot6okh1nfMxl8Jo2ZGqEJ9eNxdLWDGK5XM0wwZcVM6TLTDuTJplbNwKbdg5d03pD-2ByhFLvUczFxZcPR1IEvjoiDYoJPMBCpREd6hlKIg-3D-3D


the 1950s, when he wrote his major texts on prehistory, were partly due to the
traumas caused by the Second World War. “It has become commonplace today to
talk about the eventual extinction of human life,” he writes in a 1955 lecture on
Lascaux. “The latest atomic experiments made tangible the notion of radiation
invading the atmosphere and creating conditions in which life in general could no
longer thrive… I am simply struck by the fact that light is being shed on our birth
at  the  very  moment  when  the  notion  of  our  death  appears  to  us.”  As  the
description for The Cradle of Humanity explains, “the discovery of Lascaux in
1940 coincides with the bloodiest war in history—with new machines of death,
Auschwitz,  and  Hiroshima.”  “To  write  a  poem after  Auschwitz  is  barbaric,”
famously wrote Theodor Adorno, “and that corrodes also the knowledge which
expresses why it has become impossible to write poetry today.” Bataille struggled
with  a  similar  moral  dilemma.  Obsessed  by  the  question  of  violence  as  an
undeniable part of human nature, he was also very cautious about the dangers of
ideology, hence his ethical gesture of retreating into silence.

But  exploring  these  caves  taught  him  something  new.  It  became  a  unique
possibility of reconnecting with the better part of our humanity. “At a very young
age,” he writes, “we learned to see what is lacking in the animal and to designate
with the word ‘beast’ those among us whose lack of reason made us ashamed.”
He writes further, “Lascaux asks us to no longer deny what we are. We denigrate
the  animality  that,  through  the  men  of  these  obscure  caves,  who  hid  their
humanity beneath animal masks, we have not ceased to prolong.” The horrors of
the final solution and the atomic bombs were for him syndromes of our modern
times,  a  humanity  controlled  by  its  hubris,  reduced  to  its  purely  efficient,
technical superiority over other species.

Could it be that the Neolithic women and men were more knowledgeable than we
are today about animals’ skills? Have we lost something that studying prehistory
could remind us of? The ongoing quest to unearth the earliest art often overlooks
our  current  understanding  of  human  origins.  It  also  fails  to  consider  the
substantial  evidence  showcasing  artistic  tendencies  and  skills  among  both
primates and ancient humans. Many animal behaviors testify to this, the artistry
that our primate ancestors had and still carry, starting with chimpanzees. They
create rock piles under trees, routinely throwing stones at certain hollow trees, as
an international team of researchers observed in Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia,
and Côte d’Ivoire.  They make dolls  out  of  sticks,  according to a 2010 study
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published in the journal Current Biology. They also wear objects as a fashion
statement.

“Anthropology abandoned the idea a long time ago that art was a useful social
category,” says paleoanthropologist at New York University Randall White during
a  conference.  Georges  Bataille,  for  his  part,  rejected  neither  philosophical
abstraction nor the specificities of anthropology or the history of art. Kendall
describes the “general economic style of his [Bataille’s] writing” by the word
“drama” that he uses “to designate both the moment under consideration and the
form of his complementary style of description.”

Prehistory is universal history par excellence, understood Bataille. It is the history
of a human community before it separated into nations and races. To look at
prehistory is  to  seek to  apprehend shared structures,  functions,  actions,  and
symbolic  processes  while  constantly  reinventing  them,  in  the  absence  of
sufficiently clear documents to interpret them. In The Blind Spot, the Spanish
writer  Javier  Cercas  writes:  “Writing  a  novel  consists  of  asking  a  complex
question, and not in order to answer it… writing a novel consists of plunging into
an enigma to render it insoluble, not to decipher it.” This is also what Bataille
achieved with  his  poignant,  grasping,  moving descriptions  of  prehistoric  art,
which belong to literature as well as to philosophy, and social science. Read him
and you’ll be transported into those caves, this eternal “abyss” that prehistory will
always remain, at least partly, for us all.
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Far Right Win In Dutch Elections
Shows How Quickly The Right Is
Rising In Europe

Geert Wilders – Photo:
nl.wikipedia.org

Geert Wilders’s election is an ominous harbinger. The hour has come for Europe
to stymie the spread of the far right.

The dramatic victory of the far right provocateur Geert Wilders in the recent
Dutch elections is yet another extremely worrisome sign that Europe is shredding
the  veil  of  tolerance  and  becoming  more  brazenly  exclusionary.  Indeed,  the
spread of  far  right  radicalization across the continent  signals  that  Europe is
engulfed in a profound political, social and moral crisis.

Wilders’s Party for Freedom, or PVV, which has been on a long ascent, took 37 of
the 150 seats in the Second Chamber. This was 20 more seats than it won in the
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2021 elections, while the other parties lost seats, making the extreme right the
largest party in the national parliament. The radical left was hit the hardest,
losing nearly half of its elected representatives.

Wilders’s political career has been built around anti-Islam and anti-immigration
rhetoric. In fact, in 2016 he was charged with inciting hatred and discrimination
against Dutch Moroccans. He always had a solid base of voter support, though it
was never previously strong enough to allow him to become a power broker in
Dutch politics. Obviously, the political dynamic has now changed, and Wilders is
in the process of seeking possible governing coalitions. Eager to become prime
minister,  Wilders said he is willing to moderate his positions, but that’s only
because he is having a hard time luring partners to form a coalition government
with his far right party.

As  undoubtedly  one  of  Europe’s  most  blatantly  racist  politicians,  Wilders’s
campaign called for an end to asylum for all refugees, the “de-Islamization” of the
Netherlands and a Brexit-style referendum on the European Union (EU). He was
seen as a political outsider, but pollsters got it wrong. Nonetheless, that more
Dutch voters turned to Wilders’s message at this point in time should not come as
a surprise to anyone. Across Europe — north, south, east and west — far right
parties have broken into mainstream political consciousness as many voters are
fed up with establishment parties. Italians were hardly surprised when Giorgia
Meloni’s radical right Brothers of Italy won a clear majority in Italy’s 2022 snap
general election.

Once considered fringe organizations destined to political invisibility, Europe’s far
right movements and parties have gained ground with frustrated working-class
and disappointed middle-class citizens, including youth voters. Moreover, they are
having an impact as both right and center-left mainstream parties have adopted
an anti-immigration stance while they push the neoliberal agenda even harder,
catering to the needs and interests of the rich and the business class. The result
of all this is that more voters turn to the far right as anti-immigration policies gain
increased support and neoliberalism shreds the social safety net and widens the
gap between the haves and the have-nots.

The Netherlands endured 13 years of neoliberal rule led by the People’s Party for
Freedom and  Democracy,  or  VVD,  a  center-right  party  which  promoted  the
interests of private enterprise and big business and paid little attention to the
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needs of the average citizen. A scandal over government efforts to reduce child
welfare payments by subjecting thousands of low- and middle-income families to
scrutiny  and falsely  accusing them of  obtaining benefits  illegally  alienated a
sizable  segment  of  voters,  as  did  the  Groningen  gas  affair,  in  which  the
authorities put gas profits before the safety of surrounding communities. Such
scandals,  along  with  rising  concerns  about  the  cost  of  living  and  housing
shortages, played a major role in the growing mistrust of the government and
fueled  the  perception  that  a  wind  of  change  was  needed  in  Dutch  politics.
Moreover, the VVD had decided to make immigration a key campaign issue, so
one should not be surprised, as Dutch author and editor Auke van der Berg told
me  over  email,  that  many  voters  ultimately  opted  to  select  “the  original
(PVV–Wilders) and not the copy.”

Naturally, Wilders’s victory stiffened other far right leaders’ resolve to carry on
with  their  campaign  against  a  cosmopolitan  and  multicultural  Europe.
Congratulations  poured  in  from  Hungary’s  Viktor  Orbán;  the  Italian  deputy
minister  and leader  of  the extreme-right  party,  Matteo Salvini;  and France’s
Marine Le Pen. But as French Minister Bruno Le Maire said of Wilders’s election
win, this was a consequence of “all the fears that are emerging in Europe” over
immigration and the economy.

Indeed, while fearmongering around immigration is surely a factor behind the rise
of the far right in Europe, economic issues such as declining standards of living
and economic inequality may in fact be the key driver behind the spread of anti-
immigration sentiments. The European Union integration project has long been
seen by  large  segments  of  the  continent’s  citizenry  as  undermining national
sovereignty  and  strengthening  neoliberal  economic  policies  harmful  to  the
working  class.  Still,  we  can’t  ignore  the  role  racism and Islamophobia  have
played, as it is specifically migration flows from non-European countries that have
been touted as a threat, and none more so than Muslim migration. The unjustified
fear among those who are calling for tougher immigration laws, as many Dutch
citizens have been doing over the years, is of Islam. The problem, for them, is that
the immigrants  are Muslim,  not  that  they are immigrants.  Europe welcomed
Ukrainian refugees. But as political scientist Lamis Abdelaaty said, “Europeans
see Ukrainians as White and Christian, similar to the way that many in European
countries see themselves.”

At this point, the question is not whether the far right is surging in Europe, but
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rather how national governments and the EU alike intend to counter fascism and
far right extremism. Fear of the “Other” and the consequences of neoliberalism
(economic insecurity, poverty, inequality and deteriorating living standards) are
among the main causes behind the increasing public support for far right parties.
Left unaddressed, and especially amid organizing conducted via the internet and
social media, hard right politics will only grow, and far right violence will likely
increase. What took place recently in Dublin, where hundreds of radical right
rioters went on a rampage over unconfirmed reports on social media that three
children had been stabbed by an “illegal immigrant,” may be a prelude to what
the  future  holds  for  Western  societies  unwilling  to  address  the  factors  that
contribute to the spread of far right ideologies.

The rising tide of the far right is terrifying and monstrous, but it’s still possible for
effective resistance to interrupt this nightmare. Europe’s far right ideologues mix
nationalistic and social stances, just like their predecessors did in the 1920s and
1930s. The answer to the threat they pose in the 21st century is clear: tackling
the root causes of economic inequality and ensuring that no one is left behind.
The return of the social state and the expansion of democracy are the best tools
available for fighting fascism and far right extremism. They worked in the past
and can still work today.

The far right is a menace to decent society. The hour has come for Europe to face
the monsters.
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