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For Janna Sweenie, who refused to sit down.



"I'm sitting! But in my mind I'm standing up!”
a child, made to buckle her seatbelt, complying under her father’s order

"Eppur si muove.” ("And yet it moves.")
words Galileo Galilei most likely never said, that we have needed him to
say for four centuries
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A Note on Method

Every factual claim in this book that a reader could test has been
checked against a primary source or against peer-reviewed scholar-
ship before it was set down. Dates, figures, and quotations were
fixed at the point of writing rather than carried forward from
memory or from a planning file. Encyclopedia entries were not
treated as sources; the book rests on scholarly editions and mono-
graphs, which the bibliography sets out. Where the scholarship is
divided, the book says so and names the dispute instead of settling
it in silence. The interpretation built on those facts, the anatomy
of the gap and the reading of what a demand to recant reveals
about the power that issues it, is the author's own, argued from
the documented cases rather than carried over from a prior theo-
ry. Direct quotation has been reserved for the rare line whose ex-
act words carry legal or historical weight, kept short and attrib-
uted, and paraphrase has done the rest. The contemporary cases
are drawn from across the political spectrum, so that the argu-
ment answers to the phenomenon itself and belongs to no fac-

tion.



INTRODUCTION

The Gap

A girl of four or five is standing on the passenger seat of a moving
car, both hands flat on the dashboard, watching the city come at
her through the windshield. Her father is driving through heavy
traffic, one eye on the brake lights ahead and one on the small
body beside him that is not strapped into anything. He tells her to
sit down and put on her belt. She ignores him. He says it again,
louder, in the voice that ends conversations, and this time she
hears the edge in it and obeys. She drops into the seat. She drags
the belt across her lap and snaps the buckle shut, and her face goes
hot, and the tears arrive, and then, in a fury that has nowhere else
to go, she throws back at him the truest sentence she will say all
year. "I'm sitting! But in my mind I'm standing up!"

She has no idea what she has just done. She has performed the
oldest move in the long history of power and the people it cannot
quite defeat, the move that every empire and every church and ev-
ery committee of inquiry has demanded from someone who
would not yield any other way, and she has performed it flawless-
ly, including the part the empires always fail to notice. Her obedi-
ence is complete. Her body is in the seat, the buckle is fastened,
the order has been carried out to the letter. And in the same
breath she has informed her father, and the windshield, and the
indifferent traffic outside, that her obedience reaches exactly as far
as her skin and no further, that the part of her that counts has re-
fused to move at all. The word for what she did is recantation. She

will spend the rest of her life watching grown people do it under



threats she cannot yet imagine, and being asked, more than once,
to do it herself.

Consider now a second scene, from the summer of 1633, in a
hall belonging to the Holy Office in Rome. An old man, the most
famous natural philosopher in Europe, kneels on the floor in the
white shirt of a penitent and reads aloud a statement that has been
written for him. He swears that he abjures, curses, and detests the
error he has held and taught, the error being that the sun sits at
the center of the world and the earth moves around it. He prom-
ises never to say or write such a thing again, and he signs his name
to the page. The instruments of the Inquisition have already been
shown to him, and he knows what waits for a relapsed heretic,
and he is sixty-nine years old and unwell, so he says the words that
are required of him. The earth, he agrees before the tribunal, does
not move. Galileo Galilei gets to his feet, and the most powerful
institution in the Western world has won.

The legend says that as he rose he muttered, under his breath,
three words. Eppur si muove. And yet it moves. The legend is
false, or as near to false as the evidence ever lets us say. No one
who stood in that room wrote the words down, the trial record
does not contain them, and the line surfaces for the first time
more than a hundred and twenty years later, in 1757, in a book by
a literary man named Giuseppe Baretti who had not been born
when Galileo died. Every account we are entitled to trust has the
old man rising in silence and going home to a house arrest that
ended only when he ended, nine years on. He said nothing aloud.
He went quietly. The earth, for the official record of the Church,
stood still.

And yet the line refuses to die, because we will not let it, and
the reason we will not let it die is the reason for this book. The al-

ternative is unbearable to us. We cannot accept that he simply



lost, that the truth was ordered to be quiet and was quiet, that one
of the great minds of the age walked out of that hall having said
the opposite of everything he knew and added not one syllable of
his own. We need the muttered defiance, and we need to believe
that beneath the surrender, somewhere the power could not
reach, the mind stayed on its feet. So we invented the words, and
we have guarded them for centuries, and we hand them to school-
children as history, because the fiction consoles us about the price
of being right in front of people who can hurt you. Here is the
joke the centuries have played. The four-year-old in the car gave
us, for free and at full volume, the exact thing we spent so long
forging for Galileo and pinning to his coat. He probably never
said it. She actually did.

That sentence, shouted by a child who lost an argument about
a seatbelt and imagined into the mouth of the father of modern
physics, is the subject of this book. Set the two scenes beside each
other, the kneeling astronomer and the strapped-in girl, across the
centuries and the ocean of power that lie between them. Mea-
sured by stakes, by danger, by what the world stood to lose or
keep, the distance runs the whole way from a domestic squall to
the architecture of the heavens crushed by the architecture of
Rome. Measured by what is actually happening inside the act, the
distance is nothing at all. In each case a person caught in a force
they cannot beat says the words the force demands and holds back
the belief the force was hunting. In each case the mouth gives way
and the mind does not. The space between the two, between what
is spoken and what is kept, is the thing I want to follow through
history. I will call it the gap. I will argue that it is the most conse-
quential and least examined territory in the whole record of hu-
man coercion, and that we have charted nearly everything around

it while leaving the center of the map blank.



The word itself carries the act inside it. To recant comes from
the Latin recantare, to sing again, to take back a song by singing a
new one over it. The image is exact and a little cruel, because it
captures the demand that the heretic do more than fall silent, that
he perform the opposite tune in public, in a clear voice, where the
others can hear. Institutions that mastered the demand under-
stood this and built machinery for it. Across the medieval and ear-
ly modern centuries the Inquisition graded its abjurations like
grammar, a lighter form for the lightly suspected and a heavier
one for the gravely suspected, each with its set words and its
choreography of kneeling and signing and reconciliation, the
whole apparatus designed to turn an inward state that no one
could see into an outward act that everyone could witness. Cen-
turies later the secular regimes that imagined they had left the
Church and its rituals behind would reinvent the same machine
almost part for part, the public hall, the prepared statement, the
audience, the signature, the reabsorption of the chastened back
into the body of the faithful. The form is old, and it travels, and it
does not much care what costume it wears.

We should be precise about the act, because it hides inside sev-
eral others that resemble it and are not the same. Recantation is
the public reversal of a stated belief, performed under threat, by a
person who still holds that belief. Each clause earns its place. The
reversal has to be public, because a private change of heart needs
no audience and endangers no one, and the performance in front
of others is the entire point of the exercise. What gets reversed is a
belief, an account of how the world is, set apart from a simple
promise about how one will behave. The reversal is produced by
threat, which is the engine of the thing and its whole difference
from an ordinary change of mind. And the belief survives the re-

versal, which is the strange and defining fact, the gap that every-



thing else here turns upon. Strip out any one of these and you
have a different act with a different name. Keep all four together
and you have the coerced word, the performed disbelief, the sen-
tence a person speaks against their own conviction because the al-
ternative is worse.

The act that recantation most resembles, and the one it is for-
ever confused with, is confession, and the two are close to oppo-
sites wearing the same coat. Confession is the avowal of some-
thing the speaker takes to be true, most often something about
themselves, and the long tradition that runs from the early
Church through the interrogation room to the analyst’s couch
treats it as a road toward relief and even toward freedom, the lay-
ing down of a truth the self has been carrying in secret. The same
Augustine who wrote a book of reconsiderations had earlier writ-
ten the Confessions, and the gap between his two titles maps the
whole distinction: the Confessions pour out what he believes to
be the truth about his soul, while the reconsiderations correct
what he no longer thinks is true at all. The penitent in the box, the
suspect across the table, the patient on the couch, the memoirist
at the desk, every one of them is understood to mean what they
say. That assumption, that the confessing person and their words
point the same way, is precisely why there is a deep and serious
body of scholarship on confession and almost none on recanta-
tion. Confession can be studied as theology, as law, as literature,
as the making of the modern self, because in confession the word
and the belief travel together. Recantation pulls them apart on
purpose and by force, and scholarship has mostly averted its eyes
from the place where the seam tears. The library on the confessing
animal is vast. A shelf on the animal compelled to deny what it
knows is nearly bare, and that emptiness is the room this book

moves into.



A hard piece of evidence sits inside the confession tradition
that points straight at the difference, and it is the modern prob-
lem of the false confession. We now know, from a long and
painful record of overturned convictions, that an innocent person
under enough pressure in an interrogation room will confess to
crimes they did not commit, will sign the statement, will some-
times even supply convincing detail, and will do all of it while
knowing they are innocent. The false confession is recantation’s
twin born in the police station, a person saying the thing the pow-
er demands against the truth they hold, to make the pressure stop.
It tells us something the rest of this book will keep confirming.
The mouth can be made to say almost anything. Reaching the be-
lief behind the mouth is a different and far harder task, and most
of the time the power that extracts the words never manages it at
all.

The remaining neighbors are quicker to clear away, and clear-
ing them sharpens the picture. An apology concerns conduct, a
regret for something done, and the question of inner conviction
barely enters, since one can be sorry for an act and believe nothing
in particular about the cosmos. A conversion is a change of alle-
giance, and the convert, at least in the account they offer the
world, has genuinely come to hold the new thing, so the gap clos-
es rather than opening. A scientific retraction concerns a claim
shown to be wrong, and there the author and the truth have come
back into agreement, which is the system working as designed and
the reverse of coercion. Repentance, in its honest form, is interior
and freely given. The cleanest edge of all is that book Augustine
wrote near the end of his life, the Retractationes, in which he
went back through his own earlier writings and marked the places
where he had since decided he was wrong. He took back dozens of

his own positions, and no inquisitor stood over him while he did



it. That is the boundary line. Remove the threat and what remains
is an honest revision of one's views, the most ordinary and healthy
thing a thinking person ever does. Put the threat back, and the
same outward gesture becomes its dark cousin, the thing I am call-
ing recantation.

So the threat is the condition that brings recantation into be-
ing, the single thing that separates it from an honest change of
mind. A reversal made freely is a revision. A reversal made under a
blade is a recantation, and the blade is always somewhere in the
frame, even when the room is quiet and the language is courteous.
Every reversal in these pages was preceded by a direct threat to one
of four things, and those four make the spine of the book. First
comes the threat to life, the stake and the firing squad and the
camp, the oldest and crudest lever of all, the threat that produced
the heretics burned for relapse and the whole peoples ordered to
convert or die, who then spent generations reciting prayers they
did not believe while teaching the older faith to their children in
cellars and in code. Then the threat to livelihood and standing,
the loyalty oath and the blacklist and the license pulled and the
position withdrawn, where ruin steps in for death as the price of
holding firm. After that, the threat to belonging, expulsion from
the group, the congregation, the party, the movement, the feed,
the human creature's terror of being cast out of its tribe sharpened
into an instrument. Last, and nearest to every reader, the threat to
home, to a family, to a parent’s love, to the safety of the kitchen
and the bedroom and the table. The book descends through them
in that order, from the most public and lethal to the most private
and intimate, and the descent has a destination. It ends in the car.

The seatbelt is the gentlest version of the last of these, and the
home runs the same machine in harsher forms. It runs when a

child is marched across a room to apologize to a sibling for a fight



the sibling started, and says the words with a face that means the
opposite. It runs when a teenager is made to take back a true ac-
count of where the evening was spent, because the true account
would cost too much. At its sharpest and most frightening, it runs
when a child is told to say that nothing happened, that everything
at home is fine, that there is nothing to tell. The kitchen runs the
procedure the courtroom runs, and it runs it first, on a person too
young to have any word for what is being asked of them, which is
the whole argument of the chapter that waits at the bottom of the
descent. Long before a state or a crowd ever demands the coerced
word, a child has already learned, at the table, how to give it.
Before going down, one case breaks the comforting story we
tell, the story in which the recanter at least buys his life with his
words. In the spring of 1556 the old Archbishop of Canterbury,
Thomas Cranmer, faced the fire under a Catholic queen who had
every reason to want him gone, and he did what frightened men
do. He signed a recantation, and then another, and another, six in
all, until nothing of his Protestant convictions was left on paper.
By the rules then in force a heretic who recanted was to be spared.
The queen burned him anyway. Brought to a church to read his
recantation aloud one last time, he stunned the room by taking it
all back, and at the stake he held the hand that had signed into the
flame until it burned to a cinder, crying out that this was the hand
that had offended. A later chapter tells the scene in full. Cranmer
is the warning that opens onto the whole book. He gives the lie to
the idea that recantation reliably saves you, since the power that
takes the surrender can still take the life, and he shows, in the most
literal way a man can manage, that the only vindication left to him
came through unsaying the surrender, paid for in his own burn-
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Galileo's surrender bought him something Cranmer's did not,
and the contrast is the reason the book refuses a single verdict on
the coerced word. He went home to a villa at Arcetri, watched by
the Church, forbidden to teach the thing he knew to be true.
There, under house arrest and going blind in his last years, he
wrote the book that mattered most, the one on the two new sci-
ences of motion and strength, which laid a foundation under all
the mechanics that came after him. The manuscript reached a free
press abroad, beyond the reach of the men who had silenced him.
The recantation that humiliated him also bought the years in
which his most durable work got done, and a dead Galileo would
have written none of it. So the two old men stand at the head of
the book as its twin truths, held together and never collapsed into
one. Recantation can fail to save the person who gives it. Recanta-
tion can also purchase the time in which the real work, the work
that outlives the persecutor, finally gets made. A book that pre-
tended only one of these was true would be a book of propagan-
da, and this is not one.

Here is the claim the whole book is built to carry, and it runs
against the grain of how we usually read these scenes. The recanta-
tion that a power extracts in order to display its strength is the
surest evidence of its fear. Confident authority does not trouble
itself with the inner beliefs of the people beneath it. It ignores its
heretics, because power that is sure of itself can afford to be indif-
ferent to what a few stubborn minds privately think. The demand
for a public reversal appears only when a belief has become dan-
gerous, when it threatens the story the authority tells about itself
and the world, and so every forced recantation is a kind of confes-
sion against the will of the one who forces it. In the act of suppres-
sion, the powerful announce to everyone watching that here is an

idea frightening enough to be worth the trouble of crushing. The
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Church did not weaken Copernican astronomy by silencing
Galileo. It advertised the astronomy, and turned a technical quar-
rel about the motion of a planet into the single most repeated sto-
ry in the Western imagination of authority stamping on evidence,
a wound to its own credibility that the banned book could never
have inflicted if it had simply been left on the shelf to be read or
ignored. More than three centuries would pass before Rome con-
ceded, in careful and reluctant language, that the men who tried
him had erred, and by then the concession reached the dead idea
and walked past the dead man. The lesson had been sitting there
the whole time for anyone willing to read it. The reversal the pow-
erful demand to prove they have won is the document by which
history later convicts them of having been afraid.

In the twentieth century this machine was built at a scale the
Inquisition could not have dreamed of, and the lesson held. When
Stalin's state staged its great show trials in the nineteen thirties and
made its own old revolutionaries stand in open court and confess
to fantastical conspiracies they had never joined, the purpose was
to demonstrate total control to the watching world. What the tri-
als actually demonstrated, the moment anyone understood that
the confessions had been scripted and extracted, was the regime's
terror and its fraudulence, and they became the lasting emblem of
both. A few years on and a continent away, the Chinese revolu-
tion refined the technique into a daily practice, the self-criticism
and the struggle session, in which a person was made to denounce
themselves before the assembled group, again and again, until the
denunciation was judged complete. Each of these systems pro-
duced rooms full of people saying what they did not believe, and
each produced a population that learned to perform agreement
while privately holding something else, and that habit is a slow

poison. A society that runs on coerced words is teaching itself to
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lie in public as a condition of survival, and over time it loses the
ability to tell the assent it has frightened out of people from the as-
sent it has actually earned. Such a regime can look total and be rot-
ten at once, its citizens reciting the official truth in the street and
believing none of it at home, until one day the whole apparatus of
performed belief simply stops, and everyone discovers in the same
hour that no one had meant a word.

There is a second way the weapon turns in the hand, quieter
than the advertisement and far slower to show. The recantation
has to name the thing it renounces. An abjuration writes the
heresy down in order to reject it, dates it, files it, and so the act of
suppression produces a permanent record of the forbidden idea,
stamped and preserved by the authority that wanted it gone.
Galileo's signed abjuration is also a signed description of exactly
what he was made to deny, and it survives for the plain reason that
the Church kept it. The inquisitor who demands the reversal be-
comes, against every intention, the archivist of the belief he is try-
ing to erase. Centuries on, the historian opens the file and finds
the heresy waiting there in the persecutor's own hand, certified
and dated, lodged in the one place it was sure to be saved. A belief
left alone might have died of simple neglect. A belief solemnly re-
nounced in a document built to outlast everyone in the room has
been handed a kind of permanence by the same people who set
out to kill it, which is one more reason the demand so often de-
feats the hand that makes it.

This is what recantation is built to protect, and what it costs
the one who demands it. The authority is protecting a fiction, the
appearance of consensus, the comforting picture in which no seri-
ous person holds the forbidden view and the matter is settled and
the world agrees. That fiction is hollow at the moment it is manu-

factured, because everyone present knows the reversal was bought
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with a threat, and a confession purchased under duress persuades
no one of the thing confessed. It persuades them only that the au-
thority was frightened enough to buy it. So the cost to the re-
quester is delayed and enormous. The cost to the recanter is im-
mediate and personal, the loss of a good name, the suspicion that
will trail them, the private knowledge of what they said and why.
He pays at once, in the currency of self-respect, and is sometimes
destroyed regardless, as Cranmer was. The requester pays later, in
the slow leak of legitimacy that begins the moment the coerced
word is recognized for what it was. Recantation is a weapon that
wounds the hand that wields it, and it does its deepest damage to
the one who reached for it first.

From that single engine, four arguments drive the book. The
first holds that the demand to recant is almost always a sign of a
particular weakness in the one who issues it, the insecurity of a
power that cannot let a rival belief stand, and that the spectacle is
staged for everyone except the accused, whose private mind the
power cannot enter and does not, in truth, much care about, since
what it wants is the show of submission for the crowd. A second
argument holds that recantation can be an art, that the person
cornered into it may satisfy the letter of the demand while keep-
ing, and even quietly signaling, the belief underneath, and that
this craft is real and worth the careful attention I mean to give it,
on the firm condition that we never forget it is the craft of some-
one with a blade at the throat. Third comes the claim that recanta-
tion rarely delivers what it promises, that the recanter is frequent-
ly ruined or killed regardless, that vindication when it arrives
comes too late and settles on the idea rather than the person, and
that surviving and winning are different things that are often not
even neighbors. The fourth and weightiest argument holds that

the coerced word corrodes the power that compels it, in the near
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term by broadcasting the forbidden belief and in the long term by
training a whole people to say in public what it does not hold in
private, the habit that dissolves the shared sense of truth on which
any durable authority must finally rest.

It helps, when reading these scenes, to climb inside the choice
rather than judge it from the safety of a chair. The demand to re-
cant rarely arrives as die or lie in those bare words. It comes
dressed in reason, a small signature, a brief statement, a chance to
put the whole unpleasant business behind you, a reminder that
your family is waiting and that nothing about this needs to be dif-
ficult. The cornered person does the arithmetic that anyone
would do. What do I lose by signing, what do I lose by refusing,
who else pays for my refusal, how long can I hold out, and what
exactly is the belief worth when set against a life. Most readers,
honest with themselves, would sign, and this book is not written
from a height above them. The interesting question is never only
whether a person signed. It is what they managed to keep while
their hand was moving across the page.

There is a reason this gap between the mouth and the mind
keeps surviving the worst that power can do, and it is closer to a
finding than to romance. Pressure can compel speech with great
reliability, and it can compel behavior, but the evidence from a
century of studying coercion and persuasion is that forcing the
belief is a different order of problem. People threatened into
agreement comply outwardly while holding their private view
nearly untouched, and the distance between the public perfor-
mance and the private conviction can be measured and has been.
The heavier the threat, in fact, the more intact the private belief
tends to remain, since a person who yields to a gun knows exactly
why they yielded and feels no need to persuade themselves the
gun was in the right. The child shouting that she is standing up in

14



her mind is reporting, in the plain language of a four-year-old,
something that turns out to be largely true of grown adults under
far worse duress. Her mouth is reachable. The half-inch behind
the eyes, most of the time, is not. That fact is the quiet ground be-
neath every chapter, and it is what makes the gap a real space and
not a hopeful figure of speech.

The gap matters far beyond any single person, because it is
what makes coerced agreement so much more fragile than it
looks. When a belief is driven out of the public square and into
the private mind, it goes into storage and waits there, intact, for as
long as it has to. A regime can hold the lid down for a generation
or longer, and sometimes the pressure does wear a belief away or
outlast the people who held it, but the holding is a permanent ex-
pense, and the day the grip relaxes the stored conviction has a way
of climbing back into the open, often in the mouths of the chil-
dren who first learned it in whispers. Forced consensus is costly
and unstable for exactly this reason, while the truth it suppressed
is patient and cheap to keep, asking only a few minds willing to go
on holding it in the dark. The earth went on moving through ev-
ery year of Galileo's silence. The idea he was made to deny sat
waiting in his own sealed manuscript and in a hundred other
minds across Europe, and it walked back into daylight the mo-
ment the Church's grip weakened. A regime can win the recanta-
tion in the room. Winning the belief in the country is a far longer
war, because the gap hands the loser a place to keep the truth safe
until the weather changes.

A book that travels from the Roman Inquisition to a struggle
session to a family car invites two reasonable objections, and I
would rather meet them on the first pages than let them lie in
wait. The first objection is that to set the child in the car beside

the prisoner in the dock is to cheapen the prisoner, to imply that
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their sufferings are somehow equivalent. They are not, and I will
never claim that they are. The scolded child and the executed min-
ister live and die in different worlds, and the gulf between what
each of them stands to lose is one of the most important facts in
this book. What joins them is a mechanism rather than a fate, the
same machine running at scales that share nothing else, a superior
power, an intolerable belief, a threat, a demanded reversal, and a
gap left behind. The point of placing them in the same study is
the reverse of leveling them. It is to show that the vast public ver-
sion is assembled out of the same parts as the tiny private one, and
that the child who learns at the kitchen table to say whatever
keeps her safe is being fitted, years in advance, for the larger de-
mands a state or a crowd will one day make of her. The family is
where the capacity is trained. That is a claim about lineage and in-
heritance, about where the larger thing is first rehearsed, and it
carries no suggestion that a scolded child suffers what a murdered
dissident suffers. The reader who keeps those two ideas apart will
have no trouble here. Anyone who fuses them will misread the
book from the first chapter to the last.

The second objection is that a study organized around famous
cases is merely a gallery of them, a slow march past Galileo and
Cranmer and the Moscow trials with nothing new added to sto-
ries already told a hundred times. I have tried to write the opposite
of a gallery. The cases are here as evidence, each one admitted be-
cause it carries a specific piece of the argument, and where a famil-
iar story appears it appears in order to make a point that outlasts
the story and that the story alone has never been asked to make. A
reader who already knows how Galileo died will find, I hope, that
these chapters put the well-worn death to a fresh use, asking what
it teaches about survival and its price rather than recounting it

once more for its own sake. The anecdote is the vertebra. An argu-
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ment is the spine that the vertebrae are strung along, and without
the spine the bones are only a heap.

There is a third thing I owe the reader, and it is less an objec-
tion than a warning I have had to keep giving myself. This book
takes seriously the idea that recantation can be done well, that
there is skill in the reversal that preserves its reservation, and admi-
ration is a perilous response to any scene built on a threat. I have
worked to keep the craft from ever floating free of the coercion
that produced it. When I praise the way a cornered man chose his
words, the threat that cornered him stays visible on the page, be-
cause the cleverness means nothing without the blade behind it,
and to lose sight of the blade would be to turn an account of force
into an appreciation of style, which would betray everyone in
these pages who had no good options at all. The art I am describ-
ing is always the art of the trapped, and the trap is never offstage.

If recantation is the choice most people make under threat, the
book would be dishonest without the people who made the other
choice, and they form its counterweight. Some refuse, and the re-
fusal costs them everything the recanter was trying to save.
Thomas More, ordered to swear to a thing he would not swear to,
declined to speak at all and made of his silence a kind of legal art,
betting that a man could not be condemned for words he had re-
fused to say, and he lost the bet and his head and won an argu-
ment that outlived the king who killed him. Four centuries later a
Czech playwright would describe a greengrocer who hangs a
regime's slogan in his shop window every morning, a slogan he
does not believe, because hanging it is the safe thing to do, and
who one day stops, and takes the sign down, and steps into what
the playwright called living in truth, knowing the cost will come.
Refusal moves the price from the reputation to the body, and it

moves the long advantage from the power to the one who refused,
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because the recanter discredits the belief while the martyr discred-
its the persecutor. The clever tyrant, who understands this, would
rather have the surrender than the corpse, which is exactly why
the surrender is what gets demanded. The refusers are rare, and
the book does not pretend that refusal is always the right or the
possible choice, since a dead man writes nothing and protects no
one. But they mark the edge of what the coerced word is, and they
show that the demand can be met with a no, and that the no,
though it usually ends in fire, has a strange durability that the
powerful have never managed to burn away.

A word about how the book is built. Where the record exists, I
have gone to it, to the trial documents and the letters and the tran-
scripts and the laws, and I have preferred the careful work of his-
torians to the warm glow of legend, which is why the most fa-
mous quotation in this introduction turned out to be a fabrica-
tion. Where a confession’s meaning is genuinely disputed, where
scholars cannot agree whether a prisoner in the dock was broken
or was leaving a coded message for the future, I have said so plain-
ly and let the dispute stand rather than flatten it into a verdict the
evidence will not bear. A book about the distance between what is
said and what is true cannot afford to be careless about that dis-
tance in its own pages, and I have tried to invent nothing and to
verify everything a reader could check.

None of this belongs only to the past, and I have not written it
as a tour of a closed museum. The coerced word is alive and ordi-
nary in the present, in the forced public apology that a crowd ex-
tracts from a stranger over a sentence taken out of context, in the
loyalty performance a movement or a party requires of its mem-
bers as the price of remaining in good standing, in the recorded
confession of error that circulates online until the next one comes

to replace it. These episodes arrive from every direction of our
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politics, demanded by the left against the right and by the right
against the left and by whoever holds the floor against whoever is
nearest, and I have refused to make the book a weapon for any of
those camps, because the moment recantation becomes a stick
that only the other side wields, the argument collapses into the
same tribal performance it is trying to understand. The machine
does not care about the content of the belief it suppresses. It runs
the same whether the heresy is religious or scientific or political or
merely unfashionable, and the only honest way to study it is to
follow the form wherever it appears and to name the coercion on
every side of the room.

Two limits on the archive should be admitted at the outset.
The first is geographic. The cases that follow are drawn largely
from the Western and Mediterranean world, from Christian Eu-
rope and the countries shaped by it, with necessary excursions to
the crypto-faith of Spain and Portugal, the hidden Christians of
Japan, and the struggle sessions of Maoist China. This is not a
global census of every coerced reversal, and a fuller accounting
would travel further than these pages do. The second limit is
harder, because it is built into the record itself. The recantations
history has kept are mostly the recantations of the famous, and
the famous, across most of this history, were mostly men. Galileo
and Cranmer and Bukharin left trials and documents and libraries
behind them; the women and servants and poor who were made
to take back what they believed left, for the most part, nothing a
later reader can recover, their submissions absorbed into a silence
the sources do not break. This book works with the cases it can
see. The reader should hold in mind that the cases it cannot see
were the more numerous, and that whose recantation gets written
down is itself one of the facts about power this book is trying to

describe.

19



Our own moment has added something the Inquisition never
had to reckon with, and it changes the weight of the coerced
word. The old abjuration was spoken once and then it faded, be-
cause memory was short and paper rotted and the crowd dis-
persed and went home. A modern recantation is recorded, and
the recording does not fade. The forced apology lives on a server,
searchable and replayable, attached to the name forever, available
to be produced again whenever it suits someone to produce it.
Power once needed you to recant in the town square so that the
town would remember, and the town's memory was the limit of
the punishment. The square is now permanent and global, the
memory does not dim, and a single coerced sentence can be
played back against a person for the rest of their life and beyond
it. Threats of this kind are older than writing itself. The perma-
nence of the result is new, and the book returns to it, because it
has quietly raised the stakes of every demand to say what one does
not believe.

The book has three movements. An opening movement asks
what recantation is and how the machine runs, and it does the
work the rest depends on, laying out the anatomy of the act, the
reason power reaches for it, and the evidence from psychology
that force can compel the mouth and never quite reach the belief.
The second movement, the longest, is the descent through the
four threats, and it is where the cases live. It begins with the threat
to life across three chapters, the heretic at the stake and the whole
people forced to convert and pass its faith down in secret and the
modern prisoner in the show trial, then moves to the threat to
livelihood in the loyalty oath and the blacklist, to the threat to be-
longing in the struggle session and its online afterlife, and down at
last to the threat to home, to the family that is the first place any

of us learns to say what keeps us safe. A third and final movement

20



climbs back out and asks what all of it means. It looks at why the
recanter is so seldom vindicated and why we manufacture the
consolations we do, at what the novelists and playwrights under-
stood about the coerced mind that the historians overlooked, the
darkest of them imagining the one outcome this book argues
against, a mind tortured until it believes that two and two make
five and the gap is finally closed. It traces how the weapon keeps
wounding the hand that holds it, and it ends with the people who
refused, and with the price and the worth of their refusal.
Underneath every page lies the gap, and the wager of the whole
book is that the gap is the last free space there is. A power can take
your liberty, your work, your friends, your family, and at the end
your life, and there have been powers in this history that took all
six from the same person in a single season. The one thing no
power has ever reliably seized is the inward place where a person,
having said the words that were demanded, privately decides what
to go on believing. That space can be pressured, frightened, ex-
hausted, and in the rarest and most terrible cases, as the darkest of
the storytellers foresaw, it can be broken into and emptied, so that
the victim comes to believe the lie itself. But for almost everyone
in almost every case across this long record, the gap held, so far as
the inward can be judged from the outward at all. Galileo, if the
documents are honest, held it in silence and carried it home to
Arcetri. The little girl in the car held it out loud, with her face wet
and her belt fastened and her whole small self in revolt. The mea-
sure of any society, I have come to think, is how hard it must
work to make the mouth deny the mind, and how much of itself
it is willing to burn in order to close a gap it can never finally
reach. I'm sitting, the child said, and she meant it, and she obeyed.

But in my mind I'm standing up.
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CHAPTER ONE

Sing Again: The Anatomy of a
Recantation

The word hides a song inside it. To recant is, by its Latin root, to
sing again, from re, meaning back or again, and cantare, to sing,
the same family of sound that gives us chant and incantation and
enchant, the descant that rides above a melody, the accent that
shapes a syllable, and the cantor who leads the singing in a syna-
gogue. The old dictionaries keep the stranger meanings alongside
the plain modern one. To recant once meant to sing back, to re-e-
cho, to repeat in song, and, most suggestively of all, to charm back
or away, the way a spell that has been sung over someone can be
unsung, the incantation reversed, the charm lifted by being sung
in reverse. When the word entered English in the fifteen thirties,
in the first heat of the Reformation, it carried that buried music
with it, and the music is worth listening to, because it tells us what
the act is. A recantation is a song the singer is made to perform
backward. Someone with the power to require it has decided that
the first song was wrong, or dangerous, or unbearable, and has de-
manded that the singer stand up and sing the opposite, unsaying
with his own mouth the thing he once said, lifting with his own
voice the charm he once laid down. Greek has the same word,
palinode, from palin, back or again, and ode, song, and the Latin
recantation translates it root for root, back for palin, song for ode.
The act has been called a backward song in two of the founding

languages of the West for as long as either has had a name for it,
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which tells us the act is old, that it was recognized early, and that
the people who named it grasped something we have half forgot-
ten, that to be made to recant is to be made to perform, in your
own voice, the undoing of yourself.

The English language keeps the connection between recanta-
tion and enchantment closer to the surface than we usually no-
tice. To enchant is to sing a spell onto someone, from that same
cantare; to disenchant, to break the spell, is the work a recantation
performs in reverse, a charm laid down and then sung back up.
English even keeps a hard, cynical word in the same neighbor-
hood of sound, cant, meaning the hollow, formulaic, insincere
speech of someone mouthing pieties he does not feel, which is ex-
actly what a forced recantation produces, language emptied of be-
lief and recited for effect. The act has a sworn cousin as well. To
abjure, the word used for Galileo's renunciation, comes from the
Latin for swearing away, ab and jurare, to forswear under oath,
and the oath adds to the bare reversal the weight of a violated con-
science, because the abjuror takes back his words and swears, be-
fore God or the court, that he means the taking back, compound-
ing the lie with a vow he knows to be false. Forswear, abjure, re-
cant, retract, disavow, disown, unsay; the language has accumulat-
ed a thick vocabulary for the act, which is itself a sign of how of-
ten human beings have needed to name it. And the oldest layer of
that vocabulary, the singing layer, is the one that sees furthest into
the thing. A recantation is a performance, a thing done with the
voice for an audience, a song and not a silence, and the power that
demands it is staging a concert in which the one forced to sing
must perform the cancellation of his own first music while every-
one watches.

The first recantation in the Western record is, fittingly, the

work of a poet. Sometime in the sixth century before the common
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era, a Greek lyric poet named Stesichorus composed verses that
blamed Helen for the Trojan War, that laid the slaughter of a gen-
eration at the feet of one woman and her faithlessness. According
to the tradition that has come down to us, the poet was struck
blind for the slander. He read the blindness as a punishment and a
demand, and he answered it the only way a poet can, by compos-
ing a second poem that took the first one back. The palinode, the
back-song, denied the whole charge. There was no truth in that
story, the surviving fragment runs, you did not go in the
well-benched ships, you never reached the towers of Troy. In the
boldest stroke of the recantation, Stesichorus claimed that Helen
had never gone to Troy at all, that only a phantom made in her
likeness sailed with Paris while the real Helen waited out the war,
faithful, in Egypt, so that the whole war had been fought over an
image, a thing that was not there. And the tradition reports that
when the poet had sung his song backward, when he had recanted
the slander and restored the queen'’s honor, his sight was given
back to him. He sang again, and he could see.

The story reaches us in good part through Plato, who set it
down in the Phaedrus, and Plato used it for a purpose that dou-
bles its meaning. In that dialogue Socrates delivers a speech attack-
ing love, then stops, declares the speech a blasphemy against a
god, and announces that he must purify himself the way Stesicho-
rus did, by composing a palinode, a recantation, before his sight is
taken from him too. He then gives a second speech praising love, a
back-song to cancel the first. So the founding text on recantation
in our tradition is itself a staged recantation, a philosopher unsay-
ing his own words inside a story about a poet unsaying his, the act
folded into the document that preserves it. The detail matters be-
cause it shows how early and how deeply the form was under-

stood. Plato grasped that there are two roads to a reversal, the road
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of fear and the road of conviction, and he made his Socrates take
the second, recanting because he had come to believe the first
speech was false, with no threat anywhere near him. That is the
clean version, the honest about-face, and it throws into relief the
version this book is concerned with, the one performed under
threat, where the person who reverses himself has changed noth-
ing in his mind and is lying to save his skin.

Hold the legend of the blinded poet up to the light, because it
is the whole machine in miniature, the working model of every-
thing this book examines, assembled more than two and a half
thousand years ago by people who had no theory of it and needed
none, because they could see it plainly. A power moves through
the story with the capacity to inflict a devastating cost, the divine
force that takes a man's eyes. An utterance offends that power
past bearing, the slander of Helen. The threat is made good in the
blindness. A demanded reversal follows, the palinode, the public
unsaying of the offending song. And the strangest element of all
sits at the center, the one the myth resolves with a happy ending
that history almost never grants, the question of what the recanta-
tion is actually worth, answered here by the gift of restored sight.
The legend is a fairy tale, and like all fairy tales it smooths over the
part that real life leaves raw. But it has the bones right. Strip away
the magic and what remains is a structure that recurs, without es-
sential change, in a Roman courtroom and a Moscow dock and a
workplace loyalty hearing and a kitchen at dinnertime, a structure
with five parts, and the work of this chapter is to take it apart and
name them, so that the rest of the book can put the pieces to use.

Before taking the machine apart, it helps to see how widely it
has run, because the breadth is itself part of the argument. Recan-
tation belongs to no single faith, age, or ideology. The medieval

and early modern Church extracted it from heretics by the thou-
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sand, the formal abjuration a standard instrument of the inquisi-
tions of Spain, Rome, and the Low Countries, with set formulas
and graded penalties for those who would recite them and the fire
for those who would not. The Reformation churches, having suf-
fered the demand, turned and made it of dissenters of their own,
so that the persecuted of one decade became the persecutors of
the next without altering the mechanism at all. Revolutionary and
totalitarian states of the twentieth century industrialized the
thing, the Soviet show trial and the Chinese struggle session man-
ufacturing coerced confessions on a scale the old inquisitors could
only have dreamed of, complete with scripts, rehearsals, and audi-
ences foreign and domestic. The democracies were not innocent
of it either, demanding loyalty oaths and public disavowals from
teachers, screenwriters, and civil servants whenever fear ran high
enough to make dissent look like treason. Religious and political
communities of every description have required the wayward to
stand before the assembled group and renounce their errors
aloud. And beneath all of these, running quietly in every house-
hold in every century, the family has required the child to take
back the angry word and perform the apology she does not mean.
The settings could hardly differ more from one another, the
stakes ranging from the stake itself down to a withheld dessert, the
powers ranging from empires to mothers. The structure under-
neath them does not vary, and that sameness, holding across such
distances of time and place and magnitude, is the first clue that we
are looking at one thing rather than a loose family of resem-
blances.

First, the thing itself, because recantation is easy to confuse
with its neighbors, and the confusion wrecks the analysis. A re-
cantation is the coerced public reversal of a belief the speaker still

holds. Each word in that sentence carries weight. Coerced, be-

26



cause the machine turns only under compulsion; a reversal a per-
son reaches freely is a change of mind, and a change of mind is one
of the glories of a thinking person rather than a wound. Public,
because the power that demands the reversal wants it witnessed,
wants the unsaying performed where it can be seen, though there
is a private version, met later in this book inside the family, that
needs no audience at all. Reversal, because the act undoes a prior
commitment and takes back what was given. And still holds,
which is the heart of it, because the person who recants does not
stop believing the thing he has been made to deny. This is what
separates recantation from confession, where the speaker accepts
what he admits, and from conversion, where one conviction gen-
uinely replaces another, and from the honest retraction of an er-
ror a person has come to recognize. In all of those the inside and
the outside agree. In recantation they pull apart, the mouth saying
one thing and the mind holding another, and the space between
them is the subject of this entire book. Thomas Cranmer, the
Archbishop of Canterbury who recanted his Protestant faith un-
der threat of burning and then, at the stake, took it all back,
named that space more exactly than any theorist has managed.
The things he had written, he said in his last hour, were written
with his hand contrary to the truth which he thought in his heart.
Contrary to the truth which I thought in my heart. There is the
gap, named by a man about to die in the fire for having opened it,
and there is the line between a recantation and every other kind of
reversal. Now to the parts.

The first part is a superior power. A recantation cannot be de-
manded between equals, because equals can only argue, and argu-
ment is the opposite of what is happening here. The demand re-
quires an asymmetry, a party able to impose a cost the other party

cannot afford to bear. The Inquisition could imprison and burn.
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A totalitarian state could shoot a man and destroy his family. An
employer can take a livelihood, a community can cast a person
out, a parent can withdraw the love a small child cannot live with-
out. The power wears many faces across the chapters of this book,
and the face it wears matters enormously to the person standing
in front of it, but the structural requirement holds steady. There
must be someone or something able to make the demand stick,
able to attach to refusal a price the refuser will go a long way to es-
cape. And here the anatomy reveals the first thing common sense
tends to miss. The power need not be right. Nothing in the ma-
chine requires that the party demanding the reversal hold the true
position. The Church that made Galileo abjure the motion of the
earth was wrong about the motion of the earth, catastrophically
and famously wrong, and it made him recant regardless, because
being right was never the point and was never required. The single
requirement is being stronger. A recantation measures the distri-
bution of force in a situation rather than the distribution of truth,
and the two have no necessary relation to each other. Often, as the
later chapters show, a power demands the reversal precisely be-
cause it is losing the argument on the merits and has nothing left
to reach for except its strength. The superior power is the precon-
dition of the whole transaction, the element without which there
is only disagreement, and disagreement, however bitter, leaves the
mind free.

The forms the power takes can be arranged on a scale, and the
scale is the architecture of this book. At the top sits the power that
can kill, the state and the church in their lethal modes, able to end
a life outright or take it apart by inches in a cell. Beneath that sits
the power over a person’s work and standing, the employer, the
professional body, the licensing board, the guild, able to cut off

the means of living and the name a person has built. Lower still
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comes the power of the group over the one who needs to belong
to it, the community, the movement, the congregation, the scene,
able to expel a person into a loneliness that can feel like a smaller
death. And at the bottom, least in what it can inflict and greatest
in its reach, sits the power of the family over the child, able to
withdraw the love on which a small life wholly depends. The
quantity of force available falls as the scale descends, and the inti-
macy rises in exact proportion, until at the lowest rung the power
making the demand is also the first love the person ever knew,
which is why its lessons go deepest and last longest. What does not
change down the entire length of the scale is the basic relation, a
stronger party able to make a weaker one pay for refusing to say
the words. Wherever that relation holds, the demand to recant be-
comes possible, which is to say it becomes possible almost every-
where two human beings stand in unequal power, which is to say
almost everywhere.

The second part is an utterance the power finds intolerable.
Most of what a person believes draws no demand to recant; the
bulk of our opinions meet indifference, or argument, or mild fric-
tion, and pass unpunished. The demand arrives only when a be-
lief touches something the power cannot afford to have touched,
and what it cannot afford reduces, in nearly every case, to one of
two things, the power's legitimacy or the power's version of reali-
ty, which are usually the same thing in different dress. Galileo's ac-
count of the heavens was unbearable to the Church less for the ar-
rangement of the planets in itself than for the right he had
claimed, to say how Scripture should be read where Scripture met
physical fact, a claim that, if allowed, dissolved the Church'’s mo-
nopoly on the interpretation of its own sacred text at the moment
when Protestant Europe was tearing that monopoly apart. The

belief threatened the legitimacy. Bukharin's plain innocence was
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unbearable to the Soviet state because the entire apparatus of the
show trial rested on the fiction of a sprawling conspiracy, and a
visibly innocent defendant threatened the official version of reali-
ty on which the terror ran. The belief threatened the story. In
both cases, and in the cases throughout these pages, the offending
utterance carries real weight. It is a true thing, or a sincerely held
thing, that the power cannot allow to stand because its standing
exposes a weakness the power needs to hide. This is why the be-
liefs people are made to recant are so often the ones that turn out,
later, to have been right. A demand to recant is a reliable signal
that someone has said a thing a power could not answer and could
not bear, which is frequently a way of saying that they have said
something true.

Why some truths and not others draw the demand is worth
one more moment, because the pattern is revealing. A power
leaves alone the beliefs it can absorb or ignore, and persecutes only
the ones that expose it. The intolerable utterance is almost always
a truth the power half knows already and cannot afford to have
said aloud, which is a different and more dangerous thing than a
mere falsehood. A lie can be answered with the truth and dis-
missed. A truth that undermines a power can be answered only by
force, because there is no argument against it, and the absence of
any available argument is exactly what drives the power to reach
for the threat. This is why the demand to recant so often attaches
to the person who has simply described reality accurately, the as-
tronomer who reports what the telescope shows, the economist
who names the policy that is failing, the witness who says what
was done in the dark. The power is not confused about the facts.
It frequently knows the heretic is right, which is the source of its
fury, and the recantation it extracts is its attempt to make the

shared world agree to pretend otherwise. What it cannot abide is
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accuracy rather than error, the accuracy that strips its legitimacy
or punctures its official story, and the savagery of its response
tends to rise with the truth of what was said rather than with its
falsehood.

The third part is a threat. An intolerable utterance and a supe-
rior power produce nothing on their own; the machine turns only
when the power attaches a cost to refusal and shows that cost to
the one who must choose. The threat is what divides this whole
proceeding from persuasion, and the division is the moral center
of the matter. Persuasion works on the mind. It offers reasons, ev-
idence, argument, and when it succeeds it produces a genuine
change of belief, a new conviction honestly held, the inside and
the outside moving together. The threat touches none of that. It
works on the body and on everything the body needs and loves,
on the prospect of pain or death or ruin or exile or abandonment,
and it produces a change in behavior while leaving the belief ex-
actly where it sat. Here is the deepest fact about coercion and the
reason it can never do what persuasion does. You can make a man
say the earth stands still by threatening him with torture, as the
Inquisition threatened Galileo, and he will say it, and the earth
will go on moving, and so will his understanding of how it moves.
The threat reaches the mouth and stops. It cannot cross into the
place where belief actually lives, and its inability to cross is no tem-
porary limitation that a cleverer threat might overcome. That in-
ability is permanent, a feature of what minds are. The catalog of
available threats forms the spine of this book, arranged from the
most extreme to the most intimate, the threat to life, the threat to
livelihood, the threat to belonging, and the threat to home, four
pressures of falling magnitude and rising universality, and the
thing they share is that every one of them bypasses the argument
and goes straight for the cost.
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The line between persuasion and threat is worth holding firm-
ly, because powers work hard to blur it, dressing the threat in the
language of reason and calling the coerced agreement a meeting of
minds. A genuine argument leaves the other person free to remain
unconvinced, and that freedom is the mark of it. The moment a
cost is attached to remaining unconvinced, the argument has end-
ed and the coercion has begun, however many reasons go on be-
ing recited over the top of it. Galileo's judges gave him reasons,
quoted Scripture at him, staged a show of theological debate, and
behind the reasons stood the threat of torture, which is what actu-
ally settled the question. The reasons were the decoration, and the
threat was the engine. A useful test, whenever an agreement is
reached under a power, is to ask what would have happened to
the person who declined to agree, and if the answer involves a cost
the person could not afford, the agreement was no agreement at
all, only a surrender wearing the costume of one. Persuasion
changes minds and leaves them free. The threat changes conduct
and leaves the mind exactly where it stood, which is why no quan-
tity of coerced agreement ever amounts to one mind genuinely
changed, and why a regime that rules by the threat is perpetually
astonished to discover, the moment its grip loosens, how few of
its subjects ever believed a word of it.

The fourth part is the demanded reversal, the recantation it-
self, and its features give away the purpose of the whole exercise.
A power could, in principle, settle for silence. It could forbid the
heretic to speak and leave matters there. It almost never does.
What it demands is speech rather than silence, the active unsaying
of the forbidden thing, and it demands that the speech issue from
the heretic's own mouth. This feature reveals the most. The In-
quisition wanted more than a verdict against Galileo. It required

Galileo himself to kneel and recite a formula written for him, to
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swear that with a sincere heart and unfeigned faith he abjured and
cursed and detested his own errors. The same held for Cranmer,
made to sign his recantations in his own hand, six times over, and
scheduled to repeat them aloud before a crowd. A power wants
the believer to be the instrument of his own undoing, to perform
the destruction of his own position in his own voice, because a re-
cantation in the heretic's mouth accomplishes what a mere an-
nouncement of the heretic's error cannot. It stages the spectacle of
a mind defeating itself. It manufactures, for the watching world,
the image of the dissenter conceding, the troublemaker folding,
the rebel admitting he was wrong the whole time, and that image
is the product the machine exists to make. The reversal is also, in
nearly every public case, scripted and ritualized, performed to a
formula the power supplies, because the power does not want the
heretic's own words, which might smuggle in some trace of the
heretic's own meaning. It wants its words in the heretic's mouth,
the abjuration it has written, recited on cue. And it wants an audi-
ence, the assembled cardinals, the gallery of correspondents, the
congregation in the church, because the recantation is a message
and the message is aimed past the person reciting it at everyone
else tempted to hold the same belief. The reciter is the medium,
and the recantation is the broadcast.

The scripting deserves a closer look, because the fixed form is
doing work of its own. A power that merely wanted the heretic si-
lenced would not trouble itself about the exact words; a power
that wants the spectacle of self-destruction troubles itself a great
deal, which is why the recantation is so often a set liturgy the ac-
cused must recite or sign without alteration. Galileo's abjuration
was written for him, and he read it out on his knees. A defendant
in the Moscow trials confessed in a vocabulary handed to him by

his interrogators, down to the phrases of self-loathing, so that the
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confessions of men who had never met rhymed with one another
like verses of a single hymn. The participant in a struggle session
denounced himself in the approved language of the campaign, the
same language his neighbors had used to denounce themselves the
week before. Such fixed forms serve the broadcast, because a stan-
dardized confession is legible to the audience, recognizable at a
glance as surrender, and because the standard form strips away
any individual coloring through which the accused might smug-
gle a private reservation into the public act. The power wants a
clean, repeatable, recognizable shape, the same shape every time,
so that the watching world learns to read it instantly and to grasp
what it means, that resistance ends here, in these words, and that
anyone still holding the forbidden belief had better prepare to re-
cite them in turn. There is a reason the abjuration and the loyalty
oath and the self-criticism all carry the dead, boilerplate sound
they carry, the sound of language with the life pressed out of it.
That deadness is the point. A form letter is built to be sent to ev-
eryone, and a recantation is a form letter the heretic is made to
sign in his own blood.

The fifth part is the gap, and the gap is what this book is
about. When the first four parts have done their work, when a su-
perior power has bound an unbearable threat to an intolerable be-
lief and pulled from the believer a scripted public reversal in his
own voice, something is left over that the machine cannot
process, and that remainder is the gap. It is the space between the
words the person has been made to say and the belief the person
goes on holding. It is the distance between Galileo's abjuration
and his understanding of the heavens, which the abjuration did
not move by a single degree. The same distance opens between
Cranmer's signed recantations and the truth he said he thought in

his heart. It is the last private ground that no power in the history
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of the world has found a way to enter, the one room that stays the
prisoner’s own no matter what is done to the body that houses it.
The gap is exactly what separates recantation from its honest
cousins. In a true conversion there is no gap, because the belief has
actually changed and the inside matches the outside. In a sincere
confession there is no gap, because the speaker accepts what he
says. The gap opens only when the reversal is coerced, when the
mouth has been moved by force and the mind has refused to fol-
low, and it is the signature of the whole phenomenon, the feature
that makes a recantation a recantation rather than a change of
heart. It is also, and this is the one consolation in an otherwise
grim subject, the proof that coercion meets a limit it cannot pass.
The existence of the gap means that the most total power, having
taken everything else, has still failed to seize the one thing it most
wanted, which was the belief and not merely the words. Those
words it can have for the asking, with a credible enough threat.
The belief stays where it was, in the dark, intact, sometimes for a
lifetime, sometimes long enough to outlast the power that de-
manded its surrender.

A reader who knows the literature of power will hear in the
gap an echo of a distinction the political scientist James C. Scott
drew in 1990, in Domination and the Arts of Resistance, between
the public transcript that the powerless perform before the pow-
erful and the hidden transcript they speak among themselves, oft-
stage, out of earshot. The two ideas are kin, and the debt is worth
naming plainly. What recantation adds to Scott's account is the
particular violence of the coerced reversal. His hidden transcript is
the ordinary offstage life of the dominated, the grumbling and the
mockery the public face keeps out of sight; the gap this book fol-
lows opens at a sharper point, where the public transcript is a re-

versal wrung from the believer's own mouth rather than a mask he
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chose to wear, the demand that he perform, aloud and before wit-
nesses, the unsaying of what he privately holds. Scott describes the
room the subordinate keeps for himself. This book describes what
a power does when it forces that door and makes the man recite,
in front of everyone, that the room is empty.

It is worth pausing on what the gap actually is, because it is the
most important thing in this book and the easiest to lose sight of.
The gap is the seat of the self under pressure, the small sovereign
territory that stays a person's own when everything else has been
commanded. A human being can be made to kneel, to sign, to re-
cite, to perform any outward act a sufficient threat can compel,
and through all of it some inner point of view persists, watching,
judging, declining to be convinced, and that persisting point of
view is what we mean, at bottom, by a person. The tyrant who
takes the words and fails to take the belief has run up against the
edge of what one human being can do to another, the place where
coercion exhausts itself. The existence of the gap matters as much
as anything in this book, because it is the quiet center of human
dignity, the proof that there is something in a person that force
cannot reach and so cannot own. Every account of inner freedom
ever written, from the Stoic in his chains to the prisoner in the
modern cell, rests on the same discovery, that the body can be cap-
tured entire while the judging mind stays free, and the gap is that
discovery seen from the side of the one who is forced to recant.
He gives them the words. He keeps the thing the words were
about. And as long as he keeps it, the surrender, however com-
plete it looks from outside, has left the essential person standing.

The gap is also where the cost is paid, and the cost is heavy,
which the heroic way of talking about these things tends to skip.
To hold a belief in secret while denying it in public is to live divid-

ed, to carry a second self that can never be shown, and the division
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exacts a price that the later chapters of this book will trace in de-
tail. Some who recant are eaten by the shame of it. Others build a
whole interior life in the space the gap opens, a private kingdom
richer than anything the compliant exterior suggests. Some lose
track, over years of saying what they do not believe, of the line be-
tween the performance and the truth, until the mask begins to
fuse with the face. The gap keeps the self alive, and keeping it alive
is exhausting, a labor that runs underneath an ordinary-looking
life like a second job worked in the dark. The person who has
been made to recant has not simply lost an argument and moved
on. He has taken on the permanent work of being two people, the
one the power can see and the one it cannot, and that work does
not end when the ceremony ends. It follows him home.

There is a temporal strangeness to recantation that sets it apart
from an ordinary lie, and it sharpens one of this book's central
ironies. A recantation is always aimed at the past. Its target is a pri-
or act, something the person already said and the world already
heard, which the recantation tries to reach back and cancel. The
Church wanted more than Galileo's future silence; it wanted the
Dialogue unwritten, the claim unmade, the heresy reached back
into the record and erased as though it had never been advanced
at all. And this is precisely the one thing a recantation cannot ac-
complish, because the original statement is already loose in the
world, already read, already lodged in other minds, and no reversal
can call it home. Worse for the power, the recantation itself be-
comes part of the permanent record, a document testifying that
the forbidden thing was said and that the saying of it frightened
the powerful badly enough to demand its retraction. The abjura-
tion meant to bury the heresy ends by preserving it, dating it,
stamping it as something that was once dangerous enough to re-

quire this ceremony. Centuries later the historian reads the recan-
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tation and learns two things from it at once, what the heretic be-
lieved and how much the establishment feared the belief, and
both of those were supposed to disappear. A forced recantation is
therefore a peculiar kind of monument, raised to destroy a memo-
ry and serving instead to fix it in stone. This self-defeating quality,
the way the weapon turns in the hand that swings it, runs through
every chapter of this book and gathers, near the end, into one of
its governing claims, that the demand to recant tends to advertise,
archive, and immortalize the thing it was meant to suppress.

This points to the machine's deepest ambition, the thing the
most total powers reach for when a mere recantation will not sat-
isfy them. The gap is a defeat for the power, the visible sign that
the reversal was a performance and the belief survived, and a suffi-
ciently ambitious power is not content to leave the gap standing.
It wants to close it. It wants the heretic to believe the earth stands
still, to feel the confessed conspiracy as a real guilt, so that no pri-
vate self is left holding the forbidden truth in reserve. This is the
line where recantation shades into something worse, where the de-
mand to unsay a belief becomes the demand to actually surrender
it, and the apparatus stops being a courtroom and becomes a labo-
ratory for the remaking of minds. The effort almost always fails,
because minds resist being rebuilt from the outside, and the gap
proves stubborn past the reach of any threat. But the most total
regimes of the modern age have made the attempt anyway, have
pursued the genuinely altered conviction rather than the coerced
word, the confession that the prisoner has come to feel as true.
The most chilling image our literature has produced of this ambi-
tion is the demand, extracted under torture, that a man believe
that two and two make five down where belief actually lives, and
that he be grateful for the lesson. That image waits at the far end
of this book, the dark twin of everything in it, the picture of the
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gap finally closed and the second self extinguished. For now it is
enough to mark it as the frontier. Ordinary recantation takes the
words and leaves the belief. The worst powers want the belief it-
self, and the difference between those two demands is the differ-
ence between a lie and a lobotomy.

Once the five parts are laid out, a question rises that the rest of
the book keeps answering, and it deserves to be asked plainly here,
at the start, because the answer overturns the ordinary way of see-
ing these events. The question is why. Why does a power that can
kill or ruin or exile a person bother to extract the words at all? If
the Church could imprison Galileo, why did it need him to kneel
and recite? If Stalin meant to shoot Bukharin regardless, and he
did, why stage an elaborate trial to wring a confession from him
first? The cost of refusal has already been established as terrible;
the power has already shown it can simply destroy the heretic.
The recantation adds nothing to the power's physical control of
the situation, since a man who has been shot is exactly as silent
whether or not he recanted beforehand. So why is the reversal de-
manded with such consistency, across such different powers and
centuries, as though it were the main event rather than a footnote
to the punishment? Here is the first of this book's central claims,
and the anatomy is what makes it visible. The demand for a recan-
tation is a confession of weakness on the part of the one who de-
mands it. A power genuinely sure of its truth and secure in its le-
gitimacy does not need its opponents to agree. It can simply be
right, hold its ground, and let the dissenter be wrong in a corner,
because a confident power feels no threat from the bare existence
of disagreement. The demand for the reversal betrays that this
confidence is missing. It exposes a power that cannot win the ar-
gument on the merits, cannot abide the visible fact that someone

thinks otherwise, and so reaches for the coerced word as a substi-
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tute for the persuasion it is unable to achieve. The recantation is
what a power produces when it has run out of reasons and has
only force left. It is the manufactured look of an agreement the
power could not earn, staged to cover the awkward reality that the
heretic was never convinced and that the power knows it. Every
forced recantation is therefore a small monument to the failure of
the power that extracted it, an admission, dressed as a triumph,
that the argument was lost and only the muscle remained.

This inversion repays attention, because it cuts against every-
thing the spectacle is designed to make us feel. The recantation is
staged to look like the power's victory and the heretic's defeat, the
rebel brought to heel, the error corrected, the order restored. Yet
the anatomy shows the truth is closer to the reverse. The need to
stage the scene at all is the tell. A teacher who is sure of the answer
does not make the doubting student announce, in front of the
class and against his own judgment, that the teacher was right; the
teacher gives the correct answer and moves on, and the student's
private doubt costs the teacher nothing. Only an insecure authori-
ty needs the performance of agreement, needs to watch the
doubter's face arrange itself into assent, needs the words said
aloud so that an appearance of unanimity can paper over the ab-
sence of the real thing. Powers reach for the recantation in pro-
portion to their weakness rather than their strength, which is why
the most elaborate and theatrical recantations in history cluster
around regimes and institutions that were frightened, embattled,
and unsure of the loyalty they commanded, and not around those
genuinely secure in their authority. The Church staged Galileo's
abjuration in the middle of the Counter-Reformation crisis, with
its authority bleeding away to the Protestant north. Stalin staged
the Moscow trials at the height of a paranoia that measured exact-

ly how little he trusted the loyalty he commanded. The recanta-
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tion is the sound a power makes when it is afraid, and learning to
hear it that way, as fear rather than confidence, is among the
things this book is for.

There is a backhanded tribute buried in the demand, and the
people who have suffered it have sometimes found a cold comfort
in seeing it. To be asked to recant is to be told that what you said
mattered, that it reached something, that a power with every ca-
pacity to ignore you discovered it could not. The bore and the
crank are never asked to recant, because their errors are harmless
and may be left to wither on their own. The demand falls instead
on the person whose words carry force, whose argument landed,
whose example threatened to spread, so that the abjuration be-
comes a certificate of significance issued, against its own will, by
the authority trying to stamp the significance out. Galileo's
judges, by the elaborate trouble they took, testified that Galileo
was right enough to be dangerous. Stalin's prosecutors, by the vast
machinery they assembled around one broken man, testified that
Bukharin still counted for something even in defeat. The demand
to recant is the establishment's involuntary confession that the
heretic has won the only victory available to him under the cir-
cumstances, the victory of having proved impossible to ignore.
That is a thin consolation, and it has warmed many a condemned
heart on a cold morning before a hard day, and it is, for once in
this grim history, entirely and verifiably true. A power that was
unafraid would have said nothing, and the silence of genuine con-
fidence is the one thing the heretic never gets to enjoy.

The last feature of the anatomy is the one that justifies the
whole shape of this book, and it comes to this, that the machine is
the same at every scale. Those five parts assemble identically
whether the stakes are enormous or trivial, whether the power is a

state or a parent, whether the threat is the fire or a frown. A supe-
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rior power, an intolerable belief, a threat, a demanded reversal,
and a gap left behind; the structure does not change as the magni-
tude shrinks. This is why a book about recantation can travel,
without changing its subject, from the heretic burned at the stake
to the worker signing a loyalty oath he despises to the child made
to apologize to a sibling she is certain deserved what she got. The
stakes in those three scenes differ by orders of magnitude, and the
difference is real, and matters morally, and will be insisted on
throughout these pages. But the mechanism is one mechanism.
The same five parts turn in the kitchen as in the cathedral, which
is the claim that the descending chapters of this book set out to
demonstrate, following the machine down from the threat to life
through the threat to livelihood and the threat to belonging until
it reaches the threat to home, the smallest stakes and the most to-
tal reach, where the first recantation any of us ever performs is
taught to us by people who love us, before we have a word for
what is being done. That anatomy is the constant across all of it.
The chapters that follow are the demonstration, at four magni-
tudes, that the constant holds.

A word about the word is owed here, before the descent be-
gins, because the cases just named differ in kind as well as in de-
gree, and a reader entitled to precision will want to know how
strictly the term is meant. Recantation, in its exact sense, is the co-
erced public reversal of a belief the speaker still holds, and that
strict sense is the spine of the book. Around it stands a family of
nearby acts that share its mechanism without being identical to it.
The false confession admits a deed rather than reverses a belief,
and the man who says he placed the bomb he never touched in-
vents a fact rather than unsays a conviction. A loyalty oath looks
forward rather than back, swearing a future allegiance instead of

withdrawing a past belief. The forced apology asserts a feeling,
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contrition, that the speaker may not feel, while dissimulation, the
crypto-faith of a later chapter, conceals a belief instead of recant-
ing it, holding the inside still as the outside conforms. An honest
retraction, met already, reverses a belief because the evidence
changed and carries no coercion at all. These are cousins rather
than twins, and where the book uses recantation for the whole
brood it does so as a shorthand the reader should hear as such, the
precise name for the family being the coerced word, the thing a
power extracts from a mouth against the mind behind it, of which
recantation proper is the central and clarifying case.

One more distinction sharpens the rest. The beliefs at the cen-
ter of the loudest cases in this book are claims about how the
world is, the earth moves, the bread is only bread, the accused is
innocent, and a claim of that kind answers to evidence and can be
true or false independent of anyone's wish, which is why coercing
its denial leaves so clean a gap, the mind able to go on seeing what
the eye reports while the mouth says otherwise. Not every de-
mand fixes on a belief of that kind. Some fix on a value or a loyal-
ty, the demand to say you love the uncle you fear, to swear an alle-
giance you do not feel, to call a cruelty kindness, and a value does
not track evidence the way a fact does, cannot be checked against
the world and found to hold or fail, so that the gap it leaves is
murkier and the question of whether the speaker has betrayed
himself is harder to settle. The book follows the factual cases first,
because in them the gap shows at its clearest, the wall is green and
the prisoner knows it and no torment can make the wall red. It
turns to the demands on value and allegiance in the later chapters,
the oath and the apology and the family, where the line between a
belief coerced and a self deformed runs less visibly and matters no

less.
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Return, at the end, to the song. To recant is to sing again, to
perform the song backward, to lift with your own voice the
charm you once laid down, and the oldest meaning of the word,
to charm back or away, turns out to describe the act with an accu-
racy the centuries have not improved. The power that demands a
recantation is demanding a reverse incantation, a public unsing-
ing, and it wants the unsinging in the singer's own voice because
only the singer can lift his own spell. Stesichorus sang his palinode
and was given back his sight, and that ending, the reward for com-
pliance, is the part the legend invented and the part history with-
holds, because the recanters in this book mostly received no sight
restored, no reprieve, no peace. What they kept instead was the
gap, the held note, the first song still sounding somewhere the sec-
ond song could not reach. The body sang what it was told. The
voice performed the backward song on cue, for the power and for
the watching crowd. And underneath the performance, in the
one place the music could not get to, the original song went on,
unsung aloud and unrecanted in fact, waiting, the way a small girl
sits in her seat with the belt fastened and her whole self in revolt,
complying in the only language her body has and refusing in the
only place that is finally hers. I am singing your song, the recanter
says, with his hand on the document and the crowd looking on.

Butin my mind I am singing my own.

44



CHAPTER TWO
The Theater of Submission

On the thirtieth of June, 1680, in the Plaza Mayor of Madrid,
fifty thousand people gathered to watch a show. Two great wood-
en platforms had been raised in the square, one for the inquisitors
and the dignitaries of the crown, seated high, and one for the ac-
cused, a hundred and eighteen of them, who had spent months or
years in secret cells and now reappeared before the city dressed for
their parts. They wore the sambenito, the yellow penitential tunic
painted with the marks of their alleged crimes, and on their heads
the coroza, the tall conical cap of shame, and they walked barefoot
and bareheaded into the square carrying unlit candles, the extin-
guished flame announcing that the light of faith no longer burned
in them. A procession had wound through streets hung with ta-
pestries, led by guards and priests with crosses and banners. There
was a mass, and a sermon. Then came the long, deliberate reading
of the sentences, and the abjurations, the public unsayings, each
penitent reciting on cue the renunciation of the belief that had
brought him to the platform. The whole apparatus had been
planned for months and staged at great expense, and the verticali-
ty of it, the inquisitors raised above the penitents who were raised
above the crowd, declared the hierarchy of the world in the geom-
etry of the seating. The Spanish called it an auto-da-f¢, an act of
faith. What it was, in every particular of its design, was theater.
The word theater comes from the Greek theatron, a place for
seeing, and the recantation, when it is performed in public, is

built to be seen. This is the feature that the bare anatomy of the
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previous chapter does not fully capture, the fact that the public
recantation is a staged dramatic production, with a stage and a
script and a director and a cast and a costume and, above all, an
audience, and that almost everything strange about it becomes
clear the moment it is understood as theater. The auto-da-fé is the
most literal case, a play performed in a public square before tens
of thousands, but it is not the exception. The show trials of
Stalin's Moscow were called, in the original Russian, demonstra-
tion trials, processes that show an example, and observers who
watched them described a grand theatrical production in which
everyone, judges and prosecutor and accused alike, was acting a
part. Mao's struggle sessions were stagings too, the victim placed
before a shouting crowd in a courtyard or a stadium, costumed in
a dunce cap and a placard, made to recite his crimes. Across three
continents and four centuries the same instinct holds, that the re-
versal must be performed, that it must be witnessed, that it must
be made into a spectacle, and the reason for that instinct is the
subject of this chapter. A power does not stage a play for no rea-
son. It stages a play because there is something a play can accom-
plish that a private confession cannot, and to understand the re-
cantation we have to understand what the theater is for.

Like any durable form of theater, the recantation has a plot the
audience knows in advance, a sequence of expected beats that the
production hits in order. There is the accusation, the naming of
the offense before the assembled crowd. A show of resistance fol-
lows, the defendant's initial protest, which the form requires pre-
cisely so that it can be overcome, since a surrender means nothing
without a prior holding out. Then comes the breaking, the turn at
which the resistance gives way. The confession itself is the central
aria, in which the accused names his crimes in the supplied lan-

guage. And last comes the coda, the part the modern observer

46



finds hardest to credit, in which the broken man praises the sys-
tem that has destroyed him, thanks the court, affirms the justice
of his own sentence, and asks that the lesson of his fall be taken to
heart by others. The Moscow defendants reached this coda with a
regularity that gave the game away, confessing their treachery and
then, in the same breath, extolling the greatness of the Soviet or-
der and the wisdom of the leader who was about to have them
shot. The auto-da-fé had its version, the reconciled penitent re-
ceived back, weeping, into the bosom of the Church that had bro-
ken him. A struggle session had its version, the victim agreeing
aloud that he deserved his treatment and pledging to remake him-
self. An audience that has seen the play before knows that this
coda is coming, and its arrival is the signal that the production has
succeeded, that the heretic has been silenced and then made to rat-
ify his own silencing, to perform gratitude for the boot on his
neck. The coda is the form's masterstroke, because it converts a
victim into a witness for the prosecution against himself, and it is
the beat at which the gap between the performed words and the
held belief yawns widest, since no one, having been ruined by a
power, is grateful to it in his heart.

Begin with the audience, because the audience is the key that
unlocks the rest. The first question to ask of any performance is
who it is for, and the answer for the recantation is the one thing
the spectacle is arranged to obscure. The performance is not for
the heretic. He has already been defeated; his belief is already
known to be unwanted; making him say the words changes noth-
ing about him that the threat had not already changed. Nor is the
performance for the power in any direct sense, since the power al-
ready knows it has won the physical contest and gains no informa-
tion from the recital. The performance is for the watching crowd,

the thousands in the square, the readers of the next morning's pa-
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pers, the citizens who hear that the great heretic has folded. Itis a
message, and the message is aimed past the person reciting it at ev-
eryone else who might have been tempted to think as he thought.
The Russian name says it without embarrassment. A demonstra-
tion trial is a trial staged to demonstrate, an example made of one
person for the instruction of the many, and the scholarly defini-
tion of a show trial turns on exactly this, that its focus rests on the
audience observing rather than on the defendant in the dock. The
auto-da-fé was understood by the men who staged it to exist for
the populace, to impress and instruct them, to teach the watching
city what happened to those who strayed and what was expected
of those who did not. The defendant is only the occasion; the
crowd is the target.

‘What is the lesson the crowd is meant to absorb? T'wo lessons,
working together. The first is fear, the plain deterrent message
that this is the cost of dissent, that the power can reach anyone,
that the cells and the platforms and the fire await whoever holds
the forbidden belief and is unlucky enough to be noticed holding
it. A public recantation is a threat addressed to the audience, de-
livered through the body of the one who failed to escape it, and
the more eminent that one is, the louder the threat, because a
power that can break an archbishop or a hero of the revolution
can as easily break a schoolteacher or a clerk. The second lesson is
consensus, the manufactured appearance of a world in which ev-
eryone agrees. When the heretic stands up and recites the official
truth, the spectacle produces, for the watching crowd, an image
of unanimity, of a society in which even the former dissenter now
affirms the correct view, and that image is designed to make the
private doubter feel alone. If even he has come around, the
doubter is meant to think, then I am the last holdout, isolated, ec-

centric, and wrong. The theater of submission stages the death of
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opposition so that the opposition will believe itself already dead.
It is a lie about the state of the world, performed in public to
make the lie come true, and the audience is both its target and, as
we will see, its raw material.

The manufacture of consensus is the subtler of the two lessons
and the more corrosive, because it works on the audience's sense
of reality rather than merely on its fears. Human beings take their
bearings from one another; a person deciding what is true and
what is sayable looks around to see what those nearby appear to
believe, and adjusts accordingly. A power that can fill the public
square with the spectacle of agreement, that can make the visible
world consist entirely of people affirming the official line and
heretics recanting their errors, can persuade the private dissenter
that he is a minority of one. He does not know that the man be-
side him in the crowd harbors the same doubt, because the man
beside him is also performing assent, also afraid, also silent about
what he thinks, and so each doubter, surrounded by what looks
like unanimous belief, concludes that he alone is out of step and
had better keep quiet. The theater of submission engineers this
loneliness on purpose. It does not need to change what people be-
lieve in order to control them; it needs only to control what they
think other people believe, because a dissenter who imagines him-
self surrounded by true believers will silence himself more reliably
than any censor could silence him. The recantation is the center-
piece of this machinery, the public proof that even the boldest
have come around, and its work is to leave every remaining
doubter staring at an apparent wall of consensus and concluding,
in isolation and in error, that resistance is dangerous and, worse,
pointless, since no one else shares his view. The cruelty of it is that
the wall is hollow. Behind every face performing belief may stand

a mind performing the same private reservation, and the whole
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structure of apparent agreement may be a crowd of solitary dis-
senters each convinced that he is alone.

Consider next the script, because the words of a recantation
are almost never the heretic's own. The power supplies them.
Galileo did not compose the abjuration he read on his knees in
1633; it was written for him, and he recited it. The defendants in
the Moscow trials confessed in a vocabulary handed to them by
their interrogators, and the confessions of men who had never
met one another rhymed, following the same rigid structure, the
same formulas of self-accusation, the same ritual praise of the sys-
tem that was about to shoot them. A participant in a struggle ses-
sion denounced himself in the approved phrases of the campaign,
the language his neighbors had used the week before and would
use again the week after. The recantation is a text the actor must
deliver, and the power cares about the exact wording for two rea-
sons that the theater makes plain. One is legibility. A standardized
confession is instantly recognizable to the audience as surrender;
the crowd has seen the form before and knows what it means, the
way an audience knows what a deathbed scene means without be-
ing told. The other is control. The heretic's own words might
smuggle in some trace of the heretic's own meaning, some inflec-
tion or reservation through which the private self could slip a sig-
nal to the watching crowd, and the formula exists to strip that
possibility away, to leave nothing in the performance that the di-
rector did not put there.

A stranger fact about the script is that it must be rehearsed,
and rehearsed toward an effect that the rehearsal would seem to
destroy. The defendants in the great Moscow productions were
coached, drilled in their lines, made to repeat their confessions un-
til they could deliver them smoothly, and the goal of all this

preparation was verisimilitude, the appearance of a man confess-
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ing freely and from the heart. Here is the first of the theater's deep
paradoxes. The performance must look spontaneous, and so it is
rehearsed; it must look sincere, and so it is scripted; it must look
like the unforced overflow of a guilty conscience, and so it is engi-
neered down to the pause and the catch in the voice. All the ma-
chinery of the rehearsal exists to manufacture the impression that
there was no machinery, that the audience is watching a real man
break down under the weight of his real guilt rather than a
coached performer hitting his marks. The recantation aspires to
the condition of a play so well acted that the audience forgets it is
a play, and the labor of the director goes entirely into hiding the
labor, so that the artifice can pass for the truth.

Every theater fears the bad actor, and the theater of submission
fears him in a particular way, because its performances can fail at
either extreme. A recantation delivered too woodenly, in the flat
affectless voice of a man reciting under duress, advertises the coer-
cion and spoils the impression of free confession the production
is straining to create. A recantation delivered too smoothly, too
eagerly, with too much relish in the self-accusation, tips over into
the grotesque and reminds the audience that no innocent man
performs his own destruction with such polish. The defendant
must hit a narrow register, contrite but composed, broken but co-
herent, guilty in a manner that looks spontaneous and feels sin-
cere, and hitting that register is hard, which is why the produc-
tions were rehearsed and the performers drilled. The directors of
the Moscow trials understood the problem of realism as any play-
wright understands it. A confession to crimes too absurd strains
the audience's credulity; a man who breaks down too far cannot
deliver his lines; a man who holds himself too well looks as though
he might still resist. The whole art of the staging lay in calibrating

the performance so that it carried, in the phrase one observer
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used, a sufficient degree of verisimilitude, enough lifelikeness to
pass, even though everyone involved knew the life had been beat-
en out of the man weeks before in a cell. There is something ob-
scene in the care taken over this, the attention to whether a tor-
tured man's confession will read as authentic, the directorial fuss-
ing over the believability of a scene whose every word is false. The
obscenity is instructive, because it reveals how much the produc-
tion depends on appearances it cannot honestly sustain, and how
much labor a power must pour into making coercion resemble
consent.

The director, in fact, prefers to be invisible. Stalin sat, as one
historian puts it, in the producer’s chair, and he was the force ani-
mating the Moscow trials from behind the curtain, yet he took no
visible role in the proceedings themselves, appeared in no scene,
spoke no line, and the trials were staged precisely so as to look like
the spontaneous workings of Soviet justice rather than the person-
al theater of one man. The inquisitors who mounted an auto-
da-fé controlled the city on the day of it, choosing the route, as-
signing the seats, timing the procession, and arranged the whole
production so that it would read as the solemn operation of the
eternal Church rather than as a thing that particular men had
built for particular ends. The organizers of a struggle session set
the stage, selected the victim, supplied the slogans, and then reced-
ed into the crowd so that the denunciation would seem to rise
spontaneously from the masses. A director hides because the pro-
duction depends on looking undirected. A recantation that the
audience understood to be stage-managed would lose the appear-
ance of the heretic's free confession, and so the hand that arranges
everything is the one thing the arrangement is built to conceal.
There is a black irony in the fact that one of the men the Soviet

theater consumed was Vsevolod Meyerhold, among the great
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stage directors of the century, arrested, tortured into a confession
of espionage, and shot, a master of the theater devoured by a the-
ater whose director he was never permitted to see.

The architecture of the Moscow courtroom made the
director's invisibility literal. Above and behind the judges’ bench,
in semidarkness, there was a screened box, and observers noticed
that now and then a cigarette glowed inside it, and they under-
stood the box to be reserved for the one man whose judgment the
whole production served, watching unseen. When one of the de-
fendants broke from his script on the opening day and tried to
take back his confession, witnesses saw him speaking and gestur-
ing toward that darkened box, as though appealing past the judges
and the prosecutor to the invisible figure behind the glowing
point of light, the only spectator whose verdict could save him.
No figure came forward. The box stayed dark. And everyone in
the hall understood that the absence of any intervention from
above was itself the decision, that the apparatus would now do
offstage, through the night, whatever was required to bring the
defendant back to his lines. The director had no need to appear,
because his power was precisely the power not to appear, to re-
main the unseen source of a spectacle that presented itself as the
impersonal operation of justice. The glowing cigarette in the dark
box is the perfect emblem of the whole arrangement, a director
who watches everything and is seen by no one, whose mere refusal
to intervene is a sentence, and whose invisibility is the final proof
that the lit stage below is his.

Around the central performer stands the cast, and the most
important members of it are the chorus, the crowd whose busi-
ness is to affirm the verdict on cue. In the struggle session the cho-
rus is the gesticulating, slogan-shouting mass that surrounds the

victim, screaming the accusations, the running dog of capitalism,
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the rightist, the counterrevolutionary, demanding the confession
and roaring approval when it comes. In the auto-da-fé the chorus
is the fifty thousand in the square, present to witness and to ratify,
their sheer numbers part of the spectacle's weight. For the show
trial the chorus is quieter, the gallery of officials and selected citi-
zens and the foreign correspondents whose reports would carry
the production to the world. And here the theater of submission
performs a trick that no ordinary theater attempts, because it con-
scripts its audience into its cast. The crowd at a struggle session
was not free to merely watch. A bystander who failed to join the
denunciation, who stood silent while his neighbors screamed,
marked himself as a possible sympathizer and risked becoming the
next victim, and so the participation of the chorus was itself co-
erced, extracted by the same threat that produced the central con-
tession. The relatives and neighbors who shouted at the accused
shouted partly in terror of being accused themselves. The result is
a spectacle in which nearly everyone present is performing under
duress, the victim reciting his scripted guilt and the crowd reciting
its scripted rage, all of them frightened, all of them acting. Ob-
servers of the Moscow trials noticed that everyone in the court-
room seemed afraid, the judges and the prosecutor along with the
defendants, who knew that a production which failed to come off
seamlessly would be read as their own failure and might place
them on the platform next. The theater of submission is a play in
which the audience has been pressed into the chorus and the cho-
rus is as coerced as the star.

The conscription of the audience into the chorus does some-
thing to a population that outlasts any single performance. A man
who has screamed accusations at a neighbor he knows to be inno-
cent, in order to avoid being accused himself, has been made com-

plicit, has a stake now in the lie he helped to shout, and is less like-
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ly afterward to question a system in which he is implicated. This is
among the quietest and most effective functions of the theater of
submission, the way it spreads guilt outward from the central per-
former into the crowd, binding the spectators to the power by
making them partners in its cruelty. The struggle session was effi-
cient at this. To save themselves, friends denounced friends and
students denounced teachers, and, as a later chapter will show,
children were brought to denounce their parents, each act of
forced participation tightening the net by adding one more per-
son who could not afford to let the truth be spoken, because the
truth would now convict the speaker along with the regime. A
population thus implicated polices itself. It needs no secret police-
man behind every citizen when every citizen has been made, at
least once, into a screaming member of the chorus and carries the
memory of his own shouted lie as a private reason to keep shout-
ing. The theater of submission is therefore more than a lesson de-
livered to a passive audience; it is a machine for manufacturing ac-
complices, and the recantation at its center is the occasion around
which a whole community is organized into the shared perfor-
mance of a falsehood that each of them, separately, may know to
be false.

Costume and choreography carry as much of the meaning as
the words, and often more, because the body can be made to say
things the script leaves unsaid. The penitent of the auto-da-fé was
dressed for his role with great care, stripped of the hat and the
cloak that signaled rank in an age when dress was status, left bare-
foot and exposed, wrapped in the coarse yellow sambenito whose
painted flames or crosses announced the nature of his offense to
anyone in the square, crowned with the conical coroza, a rope
knotted at his throat, an unlit candle in his hands. Every element

of the costume was a line of dialogue spoken by the body. The ex-
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tinguished candle said that the light of faith had gone out in him.
His bare feet said that his worldly standing was forfeit. The paint-
ed devils said what he was now understood to be. Three centuries
later and half a world away, the victim of a struggle session was
costumed with the same logic, forced into a tall paper dunce cap
that marked him as stupid and backward, hung with a heavy plac-
ard naming his crimes with his own name slashed through in red,
his body wrenched into the position the crowds called the jet
plane, bent double at the waist with the arms forced up and back,
a posture of abasement that was also an instrument of pain. The
conical cap of the Chinese courtyard and the conical coroza of the
Spanish square are cousins in the long family of shame, and
whether or not one descends from the other, they speak the same
visual language, the language of a head made ridiculous before a
crowd. And in the dock at Rome, Galileo knelt. The kneeling is
the oldest gesture in the repertoire, the body folded downward
into the posture of a supplicant, and the power that requires it re-
quires it because a man on his knees has been made to perform his
own smallness with his own muscles, to enact the submission in a
language older and more immediate than speech.

What the costume and the posture accomplish, beneath the
level of any argument, is the conversion of a person into a sign.
The penitent in his painted tunic is no longer quite a man with a
history and a face; he has been turned into a legible object, a walk-
ing placard that the illiterate in the crowd can read at a glance, his
guilt sewn onto his body so that his appearance alone broadcasts
the verdict. The same logic governs the placard hung on the strug-
gle session's victim, the name struck through in red, the crime let-
tered large, and it governs the kneeling and the bent back and the
lowered head, all of which arrange the body into the shape of de-
feat so that no one need be told what has happened. This reduc-
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tion of a person to a sign is the cruelty beneath the cruelty, be-
cause it strips away the inner life along with the dignity, present-
ing to the crowd a thing in place of a person, an emblem of heresy
in place of a human being who holds, behind the costume, a mind
that has not changed. The instinct did not die with the auto-da-fé.
Wherever a power parades the accused before cameras in the
clothing of the condemned, films a prisoner reciting a confession
against a bare wall, or arranges a disgraced figure's public contri-
tion for maximum visibility, the same ancient choreography is at
work, the body made into a sign of submission for an audience,
the person behind it reduced to the costume he has been dressed
in. The stage changes across the centuries, and the grammar of the
staged body holds.

The sociologist Harold Garfinkel gave this kind of ceremony
its proper name. Writing in the nineteen fifties, he described what
he called the status degradation ceremony, the communicative
work by which a community transforms one of its members into
something lower in its scheme of social types, and his analysis fits
the recantation as though it had been written for it. The crucial
move in such a ceremony, Garfinkel argued, is the wholesale re-
constitution of the person rather than the addition of a few bad
marks to his record, so that he becomes, in the eyes of those who
witness the ceremony, a different and lower being than he had
seemed. His respected identity is recast as a mask, a mere appear-
ance, and the new degraded identity is installed as the basic reality,
the thing the person had secretly been all along. The auto-da-fé
performed exactly this reconstitution. A man who walked into
the square had been a physician or a merchant of standing, and
the ceremony declared that this standing had always been a dis-
guise, that he was in essence a heretic, a secret Judaizer, an enemy

of the faith, and that everyone should now read his whole past life
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backward in the light of this revealed essence. The show trial did
the same to the old Bolshevik, recasting the hero of the revolution
as a wrecker and a spy who had been betraying the cause from the
beginning. Garfinkel saw, too, that the one who performs the de-
nunciation cannot speak in his own name. He must speak in the
name of the community's highest values, must present himself as
the voice of the tribal gods rather than as a private party with a
grievance, and this is why the inquisitor speaks for God and the
eternal Church, the prosecutor speaks for the People and the Rev-
olution, and the Red Guard speaks for the Masses and for Mao.
The recantation is the community, through an authorized mouth,
ritually casting one of its own outside the circle of the fully hu-
man, and the recanter is made to assist at his own expulsion, to
speak the words that confirm the lower self the ceremony has as-
signed him.

The reconstitution works backward through time, which is
part of what makes it so total. Once the ceremony has declared the
accused to be, in essence, a heretic or a wrecker or an enemy of the
people, his entire past becomes available to be reread in that light.
The good works are recast as cover, the loyal service as a long de-
ception, the virtues for which he was once admired as the camou-
flage of a traitor who was playing a part all along. Nothing he ever
did remains innocent, because the new essence the ceremony has
assigned him reaches back and contaminates the whole record,
and the more respectable his former life, the more cunning his
concealment is made to seem. This is why the recantation so often
requires the accused to narrate his own past as a sustained fraud,
to confess a hidden lifelong treachery rather than merely a recent
crime, since the ceremony needs the new lower identity to be the
truth that the old respectable one was hiding. And the mark, once

applied, was made to outlast the man. The penitential garments
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of the Spanish Inquisition outlasted the ceremony. They were
hung afterward in the parish churches, lettered with the names of
the condemned, so that the disgrace would stay on the walls of the
community for years and reach the children and grandchildren of
the man who had worn it. The degradation ceremony aims at a
permanent revision of the record rather than at a passing mo-
ment, a new and lower identity nailed up in public to replace the
one it has destroyed, and the recantation is the moment at which
the condemned is made to drive the first nail himself.

Now we arrive at the most disorienting fact about the theater
of submission, the fact that explains why powers keep staging it
across every century despite an obstacle that would seem to make
the whole enterprise pointless. The obstacle is that everyone
knows. These trials were not subtle, and a great many people un-
derstood at the time, with no need of hindsight, that the confes-
sions were extracted, that the charges were absurd, that men do
not sabotage butter with powdered glass or conspire across conti-
nents in the patterns the indictments described. The judges knew
the confessions were false. So did the prosecutor. So did the de-
fendants. Many foreign observers knew, whatever a credulous few
chose to report. And yet the theater worked, accomplished its
purpose, served the regime, and was repeated. How can a perfor-
mance succeed when its audience does not believe it? The answer
is that belief in the sincerity of the confession was never the point,
and to think it was is to misread the entire genre. The theater of
submission does not exist to persuade the audience that the
heretic is genuinely guilty or genuinely converted. It exists to
demonstrate that the power can make him say so. The spectacle is
a display of reach rather than a display of truth. What the crowd is
meant to take away from the sight of the broken hero reciting his

scripted guilt has nothing to do with whether he was a traitor after
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all. The lesson is that a power capable of putting these words into
this mouth is a power against which resistance is hopeless. The
confession need not be believed to be effective. It need only be
seen, and understood as a demonstration of what the power can
compel, and on that understanding the show trial and the auto-
da-fé and the struggle session all depend. They are theaters of
force wearing the costume of theaters of justice, and the audience
that sees through the costume still receives the message under-
neath it, receives it the more clearly, because a confession known
to be coerced is an undisguised exhibition of the coercion, a pow-
er flexing in public and daring anyone to look away.

There is a further turn to this, and it is the most unsettling
thing the theater of submission does. When a power stages a con-
fession that the informed know to be false and requires the public
to receive it in respectful silence, it is doing more than failing to
fool the audience; it is conducting a loyalty test that the failure to
fool them actually sharpens. To sit in the hall, or to read the offi-
cial account, and to say nothing, to nod along, to repeat the ver-
dict to one's neighbors as though it were true, is to take part in a
lie one knows to be a lie, and that participation is precisely what
the power is after. A regime prizes the citizen who knows the con-
fession is absurd and affirms it anyway above the one who gen-
uinely believes it, because genuine belief is rare and cannot be
commanded, while public assent to a known falsehood is the one
loyalty that scales, the willingness to say what the power requires
regardless of the truth. The open lie is a more demanding test than
a plausible one. Anyone can assent to something he believes; only
the reliably obedient will assent, in public and without flinching,
to something he knows to be false, and the theater of submission
sorts the population on exactly this axis. The spectacle that the

clear-eyed see through, and affirm regardless, knits the whole
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community into a shared and conscious falsehood, and a commu-
nity bound by a lie it has agreed to tell is bound more tightly than
one held together by a truth, because the lie implicates everyone
who repeats it and leaves no one with clean hands. This is the final
cunning of the recantation as theater. It seeks repetition above be-
lief. The absurd words are passed from mouth to mouth by peo-
ple who know better, until the repeating itself becomes the proof
of submission, and the gap between what the whole society says
and what it knows grows so wide and so familiar that no one can
remember how to close it, or dares to try.

This is why the spectacle is, at bottom, a confession of the
power's own weakness, the point the previous chapter established
and the theater makes vivid. A power that could win the argu-
ment would not need the show. It could simply be right, hold its
position, and let the dissenter dwindle into irrelevance, and the
absence of any spectacle would itself communicate confidence.
The enormous machinery of the theater of submission, the plat-
forms and the processions, the months of planning for a seamless
production, the bright lights and the rehearsed confessions and
the conscripted crowds, is the machinery a power builds when it
cannot produce real agreement and must manufacture the ap-
pearance of it in the public square. Those fifty thousand sum-
moned to the Plaza Mayor, the foreign correspondents flown in
to witness the Moscow productions, the stadiums filled for the
struggle sessions, are the measure of how much consensus the
power lacked and had to counterfeit. The grander the theater, the
deeper the insecurity it advertises. A regime sure of its hold on the
minds of its people does not need to assemble them by the tens of
thousands to watch a man recite that he was wrong.

The three great productions bear this out in their timing. The

Spanish Inquisition mounted its most elaborate autos in the cen-
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turies when it felt most besieged, with Protestant Europe in open
revolt and the unity of Christendom broken, the spectacle in the
square compensating for a consensus the Church could no longer
assume. Stalin staged his show trials at the height of a terror that
testified to his distrust of everyone around him, including the old
comrades who had made the revolution with him, a man holding
absolute power and sleeping badly all the same. Mao launched the
Cultural Revolution, and with it the struggle sessions, in part to
reassert a dominance that the catastrophe of the Great Leap For-
ward had cost him within his own Party. In each case the theater
swelled as the underlying confidence shrank, which is the pattern
the whole history shows. The performance is loudest where belief
in the audience is weakest, and the most spectacular demonstra-
tions of a power's reach tend to mark the moments when its grip
on the minds of its people was slipping most. A power that holds
those minds has no use for the square. The recantation, then, is a
symptom before it is a weapon. It appears where persuasion has
failed and force has taken over, and the size of the production is a
gauge of the distance between what the power can compel and
what it can command in the heart. The bigger the stage, the wider
that distance, and the wider that distance, the more openly the
spectacle confesses, to anyone who reads it rightly, that the argu-
ment was lost before the curtain ever rose.

And because it is theater, it can be seized. This is the risk the
director can never fully eliminate, the structural vulnerability
built into the decision to stage a live performance before a watch-
ing house, that the performer, alone at the center of the produc-
tion with every eye upon him, may depart from the script. The
supreme instance is the one this book keeps returning to. Thomas
Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury, had been broken in

prison and had signed his recantations, and the authorities, unsat-
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istied by the documents, arranged a final public performance, a
recantation to be delivered aloud before a crowd in the University
Church at Oxford, the spectacle of the great Protestant reformer
renouncing his life's work from the pulpit. They built the stage
and assembled the audience and handed him his lines. And on the
platform, before the assembled crowd that had come to watch
him fold, Cranmer reversed the play. He renounced his recanta-
tions instead of repeating them, declared that the things he had
written against his conscience had been written for fear of death,
and announced that the hand which had signed them would be
punished first. Dragged to the fire, he held that right hand steady
in the flame until it was burned away, crying that this was the
hand that had offended. The director had built a theater of sub-
mission, and the actor had turned it, in front of the whole house,
into a theater of defiance, and the same publicity that was meant
to broadcast his surrender broadcast his refusal instead, to the
same crowd, with the same force, amplified by the same stage.
This is the double edge of the spectacle that no power has ever
filed off. The publicity that makes a recantation a powerful in-
strument of fear makes a public refusal a powerful instrument of
hope, and the live performer on the open stage holds, for one mo-
ment, a power the director cannot take from him, the power to
say the other thing while everyone is watching.

The Soviet theater suffered its own moment of an actor break-
ing character, and the regime's response showed exactly how
much the production could not tolerate it. At the great Moscow
trial of 1938, on the opening day, a defendant named Nikolai
Krestinsky, an old Bolshevik who had once sat among the highest
councils of the Party, was asked to confirm the confession that
had been beaten out of him in prison, and before the foreign cor-

respondents and the diplomats and the watching hall he refused.
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He did not recognize his guilt, he said, was no Trotskyite, had
never belonged to the bloc named in the indictment, which he did
not know to exist, and had committed none of the crimes laid
against him. It was the sensation of the session, a defendant on the
great stage repudiating his script in front of the world, and for a
few hours the seamless production the directors required had a
hole torn in the middle of it. The hole did not stay open. Krestin-
sky was taken from the hall, and through the night the apparatus
did what the apparatus did, and the next day a visibly broken man
returned to the dock and explained that a passing feeling of false
shame had made him lie, that he now fully admitted his guilt, that
he bore responsibility for all the gravest charges against him. The
apparatus did more than defeat the rebellion. It overwrote it,
made it vanish, replaced it in the record with the confession the
script had always called for, and added the final humiliation of
making the defendant disown his one moment of truth as a lapse.
Set Krestinsky beside Cranmer and the two of them mark the
range of what the live stage allows. Cranmer seized it and held,
and died with his defiance intact and broadcast to every later age.
Krestinsky seized it for an afternoon and was dragged offstage and
broken and brought back to recite the correct lines, his single true
sentence buried under the lie that followed it. The stage offers the
chance. It guarantees neither the nerve to take it nor the strength
to survive the taking, and a power will spend whatever violence is
required to close the hole an actor tears in the show.

The heretic seldom seizes the stage; the threats are real and the
breaking is real and most who are brought to the platform recite
what they were given and go to their deaths or back to their cells
in silence, and there is no shame in it, as later chapters will insist.
But the possibility is always there, latent in the structure of the

performance itself, and it is the reason the theater of submission is
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a more dangerous instrument for the power than it appears. To
stage the recantation in public is to gamble that the performer will
hold to the script, and the gamble is usually safe, but it is a gam-
ble, and the rare occasions on which it is lost are remembered far
longer than the thousands on which it is won. No one now recites
the confessions that the Moscow defendants delivered so smooth-
ly. Everyone remembers the hand in the fire. The theater that a
power builds to demonstrate its reach becomes, on the day the ac-
tor turns it, the most durable monument to the limit of that
reach, the stage from which the refusal is broadcast to every later
audience that hears the story.

So the recantation, seen whole, is a play, and like every play it
has a stage and a script and a director and a cast and a costume and
an audience, and like every play it is built to produce an effect in
the people watching rather than in the person performing. The ef-
fect it is built to produce is surrender, the surrender of everyone
in the audience who might have resisted, persuaded by the specta-
cle of the broken heretic that resistance is futile and consensus to-
tal and dissent already dead. But a play is a fragile thing, depen-
dent on the cooperation of a living performer who cannot be fully
controlled, and the one element the director can never write into
the script is the inner life of the actor, the belief that goes on be-
hind the reciting face, the gap that the previous chapter named
and that no amount of staging can close. The power can dress the
body in the costume of infamy and bend it into the posture of
abasement and put its words in the mouth and surround it with a
roaring chorus and broadcast the whole production to a watching
world. What it cannot do is reach the mind behind the mask and
make the performer mean it, and as long as the performer does
not mean it, the most seamless production in the world is still

only a play, a thing of costumes and cues and painted flames, be-
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neath which the original conviction sits untouched, waiting for its
own moment on the stage. The body recites the lines it was given,
before the crowd that was assembled to hear them. And behind
the recital, unseen by the audience and unreachable by the direc-
tor, the actor goes on silently speaking his own part, the one the

play was built to drown out and never quite can.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Mind That Will Not Comply

When Galileo rose from his knees in the hall of the Dominican
convent, having sworn with what the formula called a sincere
heart that he abjured and cursed and detested the error of believ-
ing the earth to move, the earth went on moving. It moved in the
only place that finally mattered, which was inside the head of the
man who had just sworn it stood still. He had said the words and
signed the document. He had performed every outward act the
Inquisition demanded, and not one of those acts had reached the
understanding that the words denied, because the understanding
was not the kind of thing that words spoken under threat can
touch. This is the fact that the first two chapters have circled and
that this chapter sets out to examine directly. A power can com-
mand the mouth. It cannot reliably command the mind. Every
part of the apparatus of coercion, the threat and the spectacle and
the scripted reversal, operates on the body and on the speech the
body produces, and it stops, almost always, at the border of the
one territory it most wants to enter, the place where belief actually
lives. The gap between the spoken word and the retained convic-
tion is built into the nature of belief itself, no accident of recanta-
tion and no failure of technique that a more thorough inquisitor
might correct, and to understand why, we have to ask what belief
is, and why it answers to evidence but not to force.

The inquisitors were not fools, and the cleverest among them
understood the limit they were working against. They knew thata

confession wrung from a man on the rack told them nothing
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about what he believed, only about what he would say to make
the pain stop, and the more sophisticated manuals of interroga-
tion worried about exactly this, that torture is an instrument for
producing speech rather than truth, since a man in agony will say
whatever he calculates will end the agony. What the inquisitor
wanted, in his more ambitious moments, was the soul as well as
the signature, the genuine return of the heretic to the fold, and
what he kept getting instead was the signature alone, the outward
submission with the inward man still standing behind it. The his-
tory of coercion is in part the history of powerful men running up
against this wall and refusing to believe it was there at all, con-
vinced that with enough pressure, or enough cleverness, the last
barrier would give and the mind itself would come into their
hands. It never quite did. The barrier is the subject of this chapter,
and the first thing to understand about it is that it is a property of
belief rather than a feat of heroism.

Belief is not a voluntary act. This is the deepest reason the gap
exists, and it is easy to miss because we speak loosely, as though be-
lieving were something we do, like raising an arm. Try the experi-
ment on yourself. Look at a wall you know to be white and at-
tempt, by an act of will, to believe that it is green. You cannot do
it. You can say the wall is green, you can write that the wall is
green, you can swear on your life that the wall is green, but you
cannot believe it while your eyes report otherwise, because belief
lies outside the direct control of the will. It is a response, formed
in us by what seems to us to be the case, by evidence and reasons
and the testimony of the senses, and it arrives or fails to arrive ac-
cording to whether the mind is persuaded rather than to whether
the person wishes to hold it or has been ordered to. A man can de-
cide to lie. He cannot decide to believe his own lie, because the be-

lief will keep tracking the evidence no matter what the mouth is
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doing. This is why persuasion and coercion differ in kind and not
merely in degree. Persuasion supplies the mind with reasons, the
only currency belief accepts, and if the reasons are good enough
the belief changes on its own, freely, the way Galileo's belief in the
earth's motion had changed when he looked through the tele-
scope and saw the moons of Jupiter. Coercion supplies the body
with threats, which the mind cannot convert into reasons to be-
lieve, only into reasons to speak. The threat reaches the speech
and goes no further, and the belief sits behind it, untouched, still
tracking the evidence, still holding to the moons of Jupiter, while
the mouth recites whatever will stop the pain.

Consider how thoroughly evidence governs belief even against
our wishes. A man who has lost his faith cannot recover it by de-
ciding to, however much he longs to believe again, because belief
is not delivered by longing. The priest who has stopped believing
goes on not believing through every motion of the Mass, and the
lover who has seen the proof of betrayal cannot un-see it by an act
of devotion, however badly he wants the trust back. Belief follows
the evidence wherever the evidence leads, and it does this auto-
matically, below the level of choice, which is why we cannot talk
ourselves into convictions we find unsupported or out of convic-
tions the facts keep pressing on us. This automatic tracking is a
strength, the thing that makes belief worth having, because a be-
lief that could be adopted or discarded at will, in defiance of the
evidence, would be worthless as a guide to anything real. The
same machinery that makes belief useful makes it unconscript-
able. A power can no more order a man to believe the earth stands
still than it can order him to find a true thing false by wanting to,
and the order, however backed by fire, runs aground on the plain
fact that the mind was built to answer to the world rather than to

the will. The mouth is the will's to command. The belief belongs
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to the evidence, and the evidence, in Galileo's case, was the sky.

So the gap is guaranteed by the architecture of the mind, but
its persistence is not the end of the story, because the mind is not a
sealed chamber in which belief sits forever undisturbed by the lie
the mouth has told. Something happens inside a person who acts
against his own conviction, and the something has a name. In the
late nineteen fifties the psychologist Leon Festinger gave it the
name cognitive dissonance, and the concept is the hinge on which
this whole chapter turns. Festinger observed that when a person
holds two cognitions that do not fit together, a belief and a con-
tradicting action, a conviction and a contradicting statement, the
inconsistency produces a real discomfort, a mental tension that
the person is moved to reduce the way one is moved to scratch an
itch. The recanter is the dissonant person in his purest form. He
believes the earth moves and he has just sworn it stands still, and
the two cognitions grind against each other, and the grinding
hurts. The mind reaches for relief, and there are only two direc-
tions in which relief lies. The person could change the action, take
back the words, undo the recantation, which under the threat
that produced it is rarely possible. Or the person could change the
belief, decide that the earth does after all stand still, bringing the
conviction into line with the statement and ending the tension by
surrender. Here is the danger that haunts every recantation from
the inside. The pressure that dissonance generates pushes, quietly
and continuously, toward the closing of the gap, toward the mo-
ment when the recanter stops merely saying the thing and begins
to believe it, when the mouth's lie becomes the mind's truth and
the inner reservation that kept the self intact dissolves. If that
pressure always won, coercion would be able to manufacture be-
lief after all, and the gap would be a temporary thing, a wound
that healed in the direction of the lie.
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The discomfort of dissonance is a documented and measur-
able thing rather than a metaphor, and the drive to escape it is one
of the better-established findings in the study of the mind. People
reduce dissonance constantly and mostly without noticing, revis-
ing a memory here, discounting an inconvenient fact there, ad-
justing an opinion to match a choice already made, all in the ser-
vice of an inner consistency the mind treats as a need. The smoker
who cannot quit decides the health warnings are overblown. A
buyer who has overpaid persuades himself the purchase was wise.
In each case the belief bends to fit the deed, because the deed is
done and cannot be recalled, and bending the belief is the only re-
lief left. The recanter sits at the extreme of this ordinary process,
holding a contradiction far sharper than the smoker's or the
buyer's, between a conviction he has staked his life on and a denial
he has just spoken aloud, and the ordinary machinery of disso-
nance reduction goes to work on him exactly as it works on every-
one, pressing him toward the same resolution, the quiet adjust-
ment of the belief to fit the words. Whether that pressure prevails
is the question on which the whole fate of the inner self turns, and
the answer, as the next pages show, depends on something the re-
canter cannot control and the inquisitor does not understand.

It does not always win, and the reason it does not is the most
important and least intuitive finding in the psychology of the co-
erced word. The pressure to resolve dissonance by changing the
belief depends, it turns out, on how much external justification
the person has for the action that created the dissonance, and the
relationship is the reverse of what common sense expects. Fes-
tinger and his colleague James Carlsmith demonstrated it in 1959
in an experiment of great simplicity. They had subjects perform a
dull and pointless task, turning pegs on a board for an hour, and

then paid them to tell the next subject that the task had been in-
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teresting and enjoyable, a plain lie. Some subjects were paid twen-
ty dollars to tell the lie, a substantial sum at the time, and some
were paid one dollar. Afterward the experimenters asked the sub-
jects how enjoyable the task had been. The subjects paid twenty
dollars rated it as boring, which it was. Those paid one dollar rat-
ed it as genuinely rather enjoyable. The single dollar had changed
their minds; the twenty dollars had not. The explanation is the
heart of the matter. Subjects in the twenty-dollar condition had
an ample reason to lie that had nothing to do with believing the
lie, namely the twenty dollars, and so they felt no dissonance, told
the lie, pocketed the money, and went on privately knowing the
task was dull. Those paid a single dollar had no sufficient external
reason for lying, a dollar being too little to justify saying what they
did not believe, and so they were left with a dissonance they could
resolve only from the inside, by deciding that the task had been
fairly enjoyable after all, which made the statement true and the
tension disappear. Festinger drew the general law from this direct-
ly. The larger the pressure used to produce the counter-attitudinal
act, beyond the minimum needed to produce it, the smaller the
resulting change in private belief. Strong external justification
protects the original belief. Weak external justification dissolves it.

The broad phenomenon has proved durable, though particu-
lar experiments and interpretations have been debated, and the
counterintuitive shape of it is what gives it force. Common sense
says that the harder you push a person to say a thing, the more
likely he is to come around to it, that pressure and persuasion run
in the same direction and a big enough shove will topple the belief
along with the behavior. The finding says the reverse. A big shove
leaves the belief standing, because the person can hang his compli-
ance on the shove and feel no need to change his mind, while a

gentle nudge, too slight to account for the compliance on its own,
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forces the person to look inside for the missing justification and to
find it, often, by deciding that he agreed all along. The size of the
lever is inversely related to the depth of the effect. The more visi-
bly a person is coerced, the more securely his real opinion is insu-
lated from the act he is coerced into, and this single inversion, car-
ried out of the laboratory and into the cell and the struggle session
and the show trial, rearranges much of what we thought we knew
about how minds are captured and how they are kept.

No laboratory experiment can reproduce the moral and bodily
terror of an inquisition or a show trial, and the experiment is of-
fered here for the principle it isolates about justification and belief
rather than as a measure of what a prisoner endures. Carry that
law back to the prisoner in the cell and its consequence is star-
tling. The person who recants under the threat of death has the
largest external justification that can exist. He said the earth stood
still because the alternative was to be burned alive, and there is no
dissonance whatever in lying to avoid being burned alive, because
the threat supplies a reason for the lie so overwhelming that no
part of the mind needs to reach for belief to justify the words. The
recanter under extreme coercion is in the position of a subject of-
fered twenty thousand dollars rather than a single dollar, a person
whose reason for speaking falsely is so massive and so obvious that
his private conviction is never engaged at all, and never put under
the pressure that might bend it, and so it survives the recantation
perfectly intact. This is why torture is far better at producing re-
cantation than conversion. The brutality that extracts the words
guarantees that the belief behind them will not move, because
brutality is the most complete external justification a person can
have for saying anything, and complete external justification is
precisely what shields the belief from the dissonance that might

otherwise change it. Galileo abjured under threat and went home
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to Arcetri believing exactly what he had believed before, and
wrote a book that assumed the earth’s motion on every page, and
the threat that broke his public posture barely reached his private
mind, and was in a sense too strong to reach it, since the work that
changes a mind is done by a slower pressure than the rack sup-
plies. The cruelty bought the words and, by the logic the disso-
nance research describes, helped seal the belief away from its own
reach. This holds as a tendency rather than as a law. Belief is not
beyond all reach, and the gentler, longer pressures of isolation, de-
pendence, and exhaustion can close the gap where the rack can-
not, as the harder cases later in this chapter show. A power that
wants the body has every reason to threaten. A power that wants
the mind has every reason not to, and the powers that have under-
stood this have been the most dangerous of all.

There is a bitter comedy in this, visible across the whole record
of religious and political persecution. The inquisitor who reaches
for the harshest instrument, sure that maximum pain will pro-
duce maximum submission, is in fact guaranteeing that the sub-
mission will be skin-deep, that the belief he most wants to kill will
walk out of the chamber alive inside the man he has broken. Every
turn of the screw adds to the external justification, and every addi-
tion to the external justification further insulates the conviction
from change, so that the torturer, laboring to remake the mind,
succeeds only in hardening it, like a man trying to mold wet clay
by firing it in a kiln. These regimes have therefore been, by their
own measure, the least successful at the thing they most desired,
harvesting oceans of recantation and almost no conversion, filling
their archives with confessions that converted no one, least of all
the confessors. The believers they burned died believing. The be-
lievers they broke lived on believing. And the only minds these

regimes ever captured outright were the ones they captured gen-
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tly, in the cases where terror gave way to persuasion and the rack
to the slow seductions of an environment built to change a person
from inside. Force is loud and total and almost entirely superficial.
The quiet methods are the ones to fear.

For the closing of the gap, the genuine alteration of belief, re-
quires the opposite of the rack. It requires that the pressure be
light, that the justification be insufficient, that the person be
brought to act against his conviction for a reason too small to ex-
cuse it, so that he is left to make up the difference from inside
himself by changing what he believes. The machinery that
changes minds is gentle, gradual, and dressed in the appearance of
choice. Consider the man who faces no threat of death and is
merely asked, in a hundred small ways, to go along. He is asked to
sign the petition everyone is signing, to display the slogan every-
one displays, to applaud the speech everyone applauds, to mouth
the phrases that cost nothing to mouth and would cost something
to refuse. No single act is forced from him at gunpoint. Each is a
small accommodation made for a small reason, to avoid friction,
to keep his job, to fit in, and the smallness of the reason is exactly
the trap, because a small reason is an insufficient justification, and
insufficient justification is what generates the dissonance that
changes belief. The man who tells himself he displays the slogan
only to keep the peace has given himself too thin an excuse, and
the thinness gnaws, and to quiet it some part of him begins to find
the slogan not so objectionable after all, begins to discover reasons
why the thing he is saying might be partly true, until one day he
notices that he is no longer pretending. The psychologist Daryl
Bem proposed a rival explanation, that people work out what they
believe partly by observing what they do, inferring their attitudes
from their behavior the way an outside observer would. A person

who watches himself’ comply, day after day, with no gun any-
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where in sight, draws the natural inference that an outside observ-
er would draw, that a man who does this so readily must, at some
level, agree with it. The soft regime understands all of this in its
bones. It prefers the small inducement to the large threat, the ap-
pearance of voluntariness to the show of force, the slow accumu-
lation of trivial compliances to the single dramatic abjuration, be-
cause the belief is its true object, the behavior being only the visi-
ble means, and it knows, even if it has never read Festinger, that
the way to the belief runs through insufficient justification and
that the rack supplies far too much.

The mechanism is not confined to prison camps and totalitari-
an states; it operates, in milder forms, wherever someone wants to
change what another person believes and is patient enough to do
it properly. The skilled salesman does not browbeat. He secures a
series of small agreements, each trivial in itself, and lets the
customer's need to stay consistent with his own small yeses carry
him toward the large yes the salesman was always after. The re-
cruiter for a closed group does not threaten the newcomer. He
surrounds him with warmth, with belonging, with a hundred
small kindnesses that the newcomer cannot square with his linger-
ing doubts, until the doubts, unsupported by any grievance, qui-
etly fade to restore the consistency between how he is treated and
how he is expected to feel. The propagandist who wants the gen-
uine article learns to ask for little and to make even that little look
like the citizen's own free choice, because he understands that a
belief installed under visible compulsion is no belief at all, while a
belief the person thinks he reasoned his way to on his own will be
defended as his own forever. This is the unsettling lesson hidden
inside the dissonance research and confirmed by every effective
system of persuasion the world has built. To change what a per-

son believes, make him act, gently, for reasons too small to notice,
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and then stand back while he convinces himself. The threat closes
the mouth and seals the mind. The invitation opens the mind and
changes it, and the person changed this way will thank you, be-
cause he will not know he was changed.

This is the secret that the great programs of forced conversion
in the twentieth century half learned and half failed to learn, and
the record of their failure is one of the most reassuring things in
the whole grim history of the coerced mind. After the Korean
War, the American public was seized by a panic about brainwash-
ing, the fear that Chinese captors had developed techniques to re-
make the minds of prisoners, to convert American soldiers into
sincere communists by psychological force. The panic had a basis
in something real. The psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton interviewed
prisoners who had been through the Chinese thought reform
camps, and he documented a systematic and frightening appara-
tus, which he laid out as a set of recurring features. Within the
camps, all information and all human contact were controlled,
cutting the prisoner off from any reality but the one his captors
supplied. Experiences that were carefully staged were presented to
him as spontaneous proofs of the doctrine. The world was divid-
ed without remainder into the pure and the impure, and the pris-
oner was made to feel filthy with guilt. Above all there was the re-
lentless demand for confession, the requirement that he produce
and reproduce accounts of his own crimes and errors, and a closed
language of stock phrases that ended thought rather than express-
ing it. The whole system was built to do what the dissonance re-
search says changes belief, to wear down the external scaffolding
of the self and leave the prisoner reconstructing his own mind
from the materials his captors had supplied. And it did break
men. Soldiers signed grotesque false confessions, denounced their

own country, recorded propaganda broadcasts. The apparatus
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worked, as far as the production of words and acts was concerned.

Lifton drew the deepest part of his analysis from a comparison
he was uniquely placed to make. The methods of the Chinese
camps, he saw, were ancient techniques of conversion rather than
new inventions, the religious content stripped away and the levers
turned to the service of the state, the same machinery that monas-
teries and revival movements and intense religious orders have
used for centuries to remake a person in the image of a creed. The
endless confession had its model in the confessional. Its closed vo-
cabulary of stock phrases echoed catechism and liturgy. The de-
mand for purity, the staged crises, and the total control of the
convert's surroundings during his formation had all been prac-
ticed by religious communities long before any commissar adapt-
ed them, and worked there for the same psychological reasons.
One of Lifton's subjects, a European priest who had survived the
Chinese system and had also passed through the long formation
of a Catholic religious order, recognized the resemblance at once
and was disturbed by how close it ran. He named the one differ-
ence he thought decisive. The Church, he said, used these meth-
ods to ask for a surrender of the self to God, a being to whom
such a surrender might be owed, while the state used them to de-
mand the same total surrender to a human authority that had no
right to it. The resemblance matters, because it shows that the
technology of conversion is morally neutral in itself, a set of levers
that work on the mind regardless of what they are pulling toward,
and that the question is never only how a belief is changed but
who is doing the changing, toward what, and by what right.

It did not, for the most part, produce belief, and this is the cru-
cial finding that the panic obscured. When the prisoners came
home, their thinking returned to what it had been. The confes-

sions fell away like a fever breaking, and the men who had recited
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communist doctrine in the camps did not, on the whole, hold it
once they were out of the environment that had compelled it. Of
the many thousands of American prisoners held in Korea, the
number who refused repatriation, who chose to stay with their
captors at the war's end, was twenty-one, and even among those
few the motives were tangled, fear of punishment at home and the
wish to escape the racism of nineteen fifties America counting for
as much as any genuine conversion to the captors’ creed. The sys-
tematic assault on the mind, the most deliberate effort yet made
to close the gap by force, had produced a great deal of compliance
and almost no conversion. The distinction between those two
things is the distinction this whole book rests on, and the brain-
washing panic is its clearest demonstration. Compliance is the al-
teration of behavior, the words and acts a sufficient threat can
compel, and it is cheap, and it reverts the moment the threat is re-
moved. Conversion is the alteration of belief, the thing the threat
cannot reach, and it almost never happened in the camps because
the camps, for all their cruelty, were applying force, and force is
the wrong tool for the work. The captors got the broadcasts. They
did not get the men. Even the priest who had passed through both
the Chinese system and the Catholic novitiate, marking the re-
semblance and the horror, was marking the system's limit. The
mind that the state demanded did not, in the end, turn over. It
complied, and waited, and reverted.

The laboratory has since confirmed, under controlled condi-
tions, the distinction that the camps revealed by accident, and the
confirmation comes from the study of false confessions, where
the stakes are concrete. Innocent people, it turns out, can be
brought to confess to crimes they did not commit, and the psy-
chologists who study this divide such confessions into kinds that

map onto the argument of this chapter with uncanny precision.
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The first kind is the compliant false confession. Here an innocent
person, worn down by hours of interrogation, by exhaustion and
fear and the promise that confessing is the only way out of the
room, says he did it while knowing perfectly well that he did not.
His confession is a coerced act with an enormous external justifi-
cation, the wish to end an unbearable situation, and like every act
with an enormous external justification it leaves the underlying
belief untouched. He knows he is innocent the whole time, and
the moment the pressure lifts he recants, because nothing inside
him ever changed. The teenagers coerced into confessing to a no-
torious assault in a New York park, later cleared by evidence that
pointed to another man entirely, had given confessions of this
kind, surrendering the words to escape the interrogation while
never for a moment believing them, and taking the words back as
soon as they were free. That compliant confession is the recanter’s
predicament run in reverse, and it behaves exactly as the disso-
nance research predicts, the gap held wide open by the brutality of
the pressure that produced the words.

The second kind is stranger and more frightening, and it is the
laboratory proof of everything this chapter has said about the soft
close. In the internalized false confession, the innocent person
goes beyond saying he is guilty. He comes to believe it. Through
suggestion, through false evidence presented as real, through an
interrogator's confident insistence and the suspect's own growing
doubt about his memory, the person is led across the line from
saying to believing, until he genuinely accepts that he committed
a crime he did not commit and even manufactures memories to
fit. What produces this is the opposite of the rack, a manipulation
gentle enough that the person cannot attribute his new convic-
tion to any visible coercion and is therefore driven to find its

source inside himself. Psychologists demonstrated the effect in an
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experiment of disarming simplicity, accusing university students
of having crashed a computer by pressing a key they had been told
to avoid, a thing none of them had done. About two in three
signed a confession, and close to a third went further and came to
believe they had done it. When a second person claimed to have
seen them strike the key, the false evidence pushing the justifica-
tion below the threshold of an honest account, the number sign-
ing climbed toward the whole sample and the share who believed
it rose with them, some inventing details of an act they had never
performed. Later work found the pull strongest in the young,
where the great majority of adolescent confessors came to accept a
guilt that was not theirs. Some researchers prefer to call this out-
come a persuaded confession rather than a coerced one, and the
relabeling makes the chapter's point for it, because what changes
the belief is persuasion and never force. The two kinds of false
confession, set side by side, are the whole thesis in miniature.
Hard pressure produces compliance that reverts. Soft manipula-
tion produces conversion that lasts. The mind defends itself well
against the threat and lies wide open to the gentle hand.

Because the gap could survive even that, people facing the de-
mand to recant have always found ways to keep it open by craft as
well as by endurance, and the most elaborate of these is old, and
Catholic, and was worked out by people in precisely the situation
this book describes, hunted men under interrogation facing tor-
ture and death. In the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance the
moral theologians developed a doctrine called mental reservation,
a branch of the case-by-case reasoning known as casuistry, which
addressed the problem of how a person might avoid betraying a
truth he was bound to keep without committing the sin of an
outright lie. The doctrine held that when justice and bare veracity

collided, when telling the literal truth would deliver an innocent
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person to an unjust power, justice could be served by speech that
withheld the damning part. In its bolder form, associated with the
sixteenth-century Spanish theologian known as Navarrus, the
doctrine permitted a person to swear that he had not done a thing
he had in fact done, while silently completing the sentence in his
mind with a qualification that rendered it true, the unspoken
clause running on no day that you have a right to ask about, or in
no manner I am bound to reveal, kept back behind the teeth. The
truth was spoken in full to God, who heard the reserved clause,
and only the partial and misleading version reached the inquisitor,
who had no right to the rest. Critics inside the Church and out
saw at once that this threatened to dissolve the idea of a lie, since
Augustine had defined a lie as saying what one knows to be un-
true, and a doctrine that licensed misleading oaths through silent
qualifications seemed to license almost anything. The doctrine of
strict reservation was eventually condemned by a pope, and Pascal
flayed the casuists for it, and Shakespeare put a mocking reference
to the equivocator into the mouth of the porter in Macbeth. But
for the people who developed and used it, the matter was not aca-
demic. The English Jesuits who slipped into Elizabethan England
to serve a forbidden faith faced torture and execution if caught,
and one of them, Henry Garnet, wrote a treatise on equivocation
giving practical guidance on how a captured priest might answer
his interrogators without quite lying and without betraying the
families who had sheltered him. In the doctrine the gap becomes a
technology, the inner reservation made into a formal method, a
way of standing in front of the power with the truth held whole
in the mind while the mouth releases only what the power can be
allowed to hear.

The doctrine sat on a knife edge, and its history is a long argu-

ment about where craft ends and corruption begins. Its defenders
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insisted on a strict boundary. The reservation was licit only when
the questioner had no right to the truth he was demanding, when
an unjust power was trying to extract what it had no claim to, a
hunted priest's whereabouts, the names of those who had shel-
tered him, the content of a conscience the state had no business
invading. Used inside that boundary, equivocation protected the
innocent against the abuse of power and broke no real duty, since
one owes no truth to a thief who asks where the valuables are hid-
den. Used outside it, the same technique became a license for per-
jury and fraud, a way to lie under oath while telling oneself one
had not lied, and critics charged that the boundary was too easily
moved and that a mind practiced in reservation could talk itself
into deceiving anyone about anything. Pascal turned the full force
of his contempt on the casuists who, he believed, had loosened
the boundary until it held nothing, making sin convenient for the
powerful and the lax. The argument was never fully settled, and it
could not be, because it turned on the prior question of who had
a right to what truth, which no rule could decide in advance.
What the doctrine got permanently right, whatever its abuses, was
the moral core beneath the technical machinery, the insight that a
coerced question and a freely asked one are different questions,
and that a power which puts you to the torture to learn what it
has no right to know has forfeited its claim on your candor before
you open your mouth.

The craft of the inner reservation does not require a theolo-
gian, and most who practice it have never heard of Navarrus. It is
the natural recourse of anyone forced to speak who is determined
not to wholly surrender, and it shades from the formal doctrine
through every degree of irony and coded resistance down to the
bare private knowledge that one is lying. Bukharin, made to con-

fess at his show trial, performed a version of it on the open stage,
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accepting in sweeping terms a general guilt for the regime's in-
vented conspiracy while denying, point by specific point, every
concrete charge the prosecutor brought, so that a careful reader of
the transcript could see the confession eating itself, the words of
submission arranged to carry, to anyone with ears, the message
that none of it was true. The recanter who cannot equivocate
aloud can still equivocate inwardly, can stand in the square recit-
ing the formula while a steady inner voice annotates every line
with its denial, and that inner annotation, the running commen-
tary of a mind that refuses to be persuaded by its own mouth, is
the gap maintaining itself by sheer attention. It is exhausting to
keep up. It is also, for many, the difference between bending and
breaking, the mental act that lets a person give the power the
words while withholding from it the surrender it actually wants,
and it is available, in some degree, to anyone with the presence of
mind to know, while the lie is leaving his lips, that it is a lie.
Whether Bukharin engineered his confession to be seen
through, or whether later readers have found a resistance in it that
he did not consciously build, is a question scholars still debate,
and the honest answer is that we cannot fully know what a man in
his position intended. The transcript is strange. A defendant who
admits the gravest general guilt and then dismantles every specific
allegation has produced a document that argues against itself, and
whether by design or by the involuntary honesty of a trained
mind unable to stop reasoning, the effect is the same, a confession
that a careful reader cannot take at face value. The deeper point
holds regardless of Bukharin's intent. The inner annotation needs
no detection by anyone else. Its work is done inside the person
who performs it. A man reciting a lie he privately denies has pre-
served his hold on the truth whether or not a single observer ever

notices, because the annotation is addressed first to himself, a way
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of staying the author of his own mind while a power borrows his
voice. The audience for the inner reservation is the self, and the
self is the one reader the power can never censor.

That knowledge is the gap, and holding it has a price, which
the heroic way of telling these stories tends to leave out. To live in
the gap is to live divided, to maintain two selves, the one the pow-
er sees and the one it does not, and the maintenance is a chronic
labor that runs underneath an ordinary-looking life and never al-
together stops. The dissonance does not vanish merely because
the person has refused to resolve it in the direction of belief; it per-
sists as a low and constant friction, the daily discomfort of saying
what one does not mean, and the discomfort takes a toll that accu-
mulates across years. Some who must live this way are slowly poi-
soned by it, eaten by a shame that has nowhere to go, despising
themselves for the compliance even as they understand that the
compliance kept them alive. Some build in the sealed inner cham-
ber a private life richer and more intense than anything their cau-
tious exterior would suggest, a secret kingdom of withheld opin-
ion and unspoken loyalty that becomes, against all expectation,
the truest part of them. And some lose the thread, find after
enough years of performance that they can no longer locate with
confidence the line between the face and the mask, that the self
they kept hidden has grown faint from disuse while the self they
performed has worn a groove, until the gap they fought to pre-
serve begins to close through sheer fatigue rather than conversion,
the original conviction still technically held and no longer felt, a
position maintained out of stubbornness after the passion that
animated it has gone. The mind that will not comply pays for its
refusal in a currency of strain, and the bravest thing about the

people who pay it is how little of the cost they let anyone see.
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The literature of survival under tyranny returns again and
again to this hidden tax. Those who lived through long dictator-
ships describe a permanent doubling of the self, a public person
assembled for safety and a private person kept in hiding, and the
strain of keeping the two from touching. Children raised in such
households learned the doubling early, learned to give one set of
answers at school and hold another at home, and carried the
habit, and its corrosion, for the rest of their lives. The body itself
records the cost. People who spend years saying what they do not
believe report the symptoms of chronic strain, the sleeplessness
and the stomach trouble and the sourceless dread that the divided
mind produces in the body it lives in, the price of a contradiction
held open by force of will and never allowed to close. None of this
argues for surrender. The point runs the other way, that the re-
fusal to convert is real work, sustained at real expense by people
who are usually given no credit for it because the work is invisible
by design. To hold the gap open for a lifetime is one of the quiet
heroisms, performed without witness, paid for in a coin the hero
is careful to let no one see.

And yet the gap, for all that it costs and all that conspires to
close it, usually holds, and its holding is the quiet miracle at the
center of this otherwise dark subject. The reasons it holds are
worth naming, because they are the grounds for whatever hope
this book contains. The first is that a true belief has an ally the lie
can never recruit, which is reality itself. A man who has been
made to deny that the earth moves is supported in his private con-
viction by the earth, which goes on moving, confirming him every
day against the formula he was forced to recite, so that the world
keeps refreshing the belief the power tried to erase. Such a coerced
conversion has to fight this endless confirmation and generally

loses. A second reason is that the knowledge of one's own dishon-
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esty is itself a form of the belief’s survival. Anyone who knows he
is lying when he recants has, in that knowledge, retained every-
thing that matters, because to know you are lying about the
earth’s motion you must still believe the earth moves; the aware-
ness of the gap is the gap, and a power would have to erase the be-
lief and, beyond it, the awareness of having betrayed it, which is
harder by an order of magnitude. The third reason is the plain
stubbornness of the self, its refusal to be wholly authored from
outside, the same refusal that shows in the smallest child ordered
to say she is sorry when she is not. The cases bear this out across
every scale and century. Galileo held his belief to his death under
house arrest. The crypto-believers held theirs across generations.
Those held in the thought reform camps kept theirs through the
most systematic assault ever devised and recovered them within
weeks of release. The gap is the part of a person that force has nev-
er learned to take, and its persistence is the empirical proof, writ-
ten across the whole history of coercion, that there is a core of the
self that violence cannot reach and therefore cannot own. The
reach of gentler pressure is another matter, as this chapter has al-
ready shown and the later ones will press, and the gap that stands
against the rack can still be closed by the slow seductions that
work where force fails. Against violence it holds. Against the pa-
tient hand it sometimes does not, and keeping that distinction in
view is what separates an honest hope from a false one.

History offers a kind of natural experiment on this point, in
the contrast between the beliefs that powers tried to crush by
force and the beliefs they managed to alter by gentler means. The
convictions attacked head-on, with prison and fire and the threat
of death, are the ones that survived best, carried intact through
the worst that could be done and surfacing the moment the pres-

sure eased, because force, as we have seen, seals the belief away
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from the dissonance that might change it. The convictions that
powers actually succeeded in shifting were the ones they ap-
proached without obvious violence, through the long unspectac-
ular work of environment and incentive and repetition, the meth-
ods that leave the mind no external coercion to blame and so turn
it inward against itself. A regime that wanted to be remembered
for changing minds should have burned no one and persuaded ev-
eryone, but regimes built on lies cannot win honest assent, having
no truth to argue from, and so they reach for force, and force
gives them the bodies and leaves them the minds, generation after
generation, in a pattern consistent enough to read as a rough law
of the moral world. The believers a power kills do not stop believ-
ing. The believers a power terrorizes do not stop believing. Only
the believers a power seduces ever change, and a power capable of
seducing rarely needs to kill.

So the chapter returns to where it began, to the man rising
from his knees with the forbidden truth still lodged behind his
eyes, and to the claim that the first two chapters were building to-
ward and this one has tried to ground. Whoever holds the threat
owns the mouth. The mind is not for sale and not for seizure, be-
cause belief answers to evidence and not to force, because the dis-
sonance that might bend it is disarmed by the brutality that ex-
tracts the words, because the craft of the inner reservation lets a
person give up the speech without giving up the self, and because
a true conviction has reality forever confirming it from outside
and the awareness of one's own surrender preserving it from with-
in. The body kneels and recites and signs, and the mind, if its
holder is determined and a little lucky, goes on knowing what it
knew, annotating the recitation with its silent refusal, waiting out
the power that thinks the words were the whole of the victory.

This is the mind that will not comply, and it is the same mind,
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scaled down to its smallest and most defenseless instance, that sits
buckled in the moving car, doing exactly what it was told and an-
nouncing, in the only sentence left to it, that the doing is not the
believing. The recanter, his hand on the document and the fire at
his back, says the words the power has chosen for him, and the
pressure that forces the words out is the pressure that tells his
mind they are not his own. The threat that buys the sentence is
the threat that files it, in the only court that counts, as something
said under duress and believed by no one, the man who spoke it

least of all.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Threat to Life I: The Stake

The first three chapters built the machine and looked inside it.
The chapters that follow watch it run, across four kinds of threat
arranged from the rarest and most extreme to the most common
and most intimate. These four are the threat to life, the threat to
livelihood, the threat to belonging, and the threat to home, and
they descend a ladder of nearness as they climb a ladder of reach.
The stake at the top of this chapter is the threat almost no one
ever faces, the spectacular and terrible exception, the heretic
burned before a crowd. At the other end, the kitchen table at the
close of the book is the threat nearly everyone faces, the quiet dai-
ly pressure of the people we love. This chapter begins at the far,
fierce end of the range, with the oldest and bluntest form the de-
mand has ever taken, the choice between renouncing a belief and
being burned alive for holding it.

The offer was always the same in its bones, whatever the cen-
tury or the creed enforcing it. A person was accused of believing a
forbidden thing. The person was given a choice, and the choice
was not subtle. Abjure the belief, say aloud and in public that it
was false, perform the penance the authorities required, and live.
Refuse, hold to the belief, and burn. The Latin name the English
law gave to the procedure was plain about the stakes, a phrase that
translates as the burning of a heretic, and the law that bore it set
out the terms with a clarity that left nothing to interpretation.
The choice was real in the sense that both branches were genuine-

ly available; a person who recanted generally was spared, and a
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person who refused generally was killed, so the decision lay with
the accused and the consequence followed from it. Yet the choice
was also, in another sense, no choice at all, because the two op-
tions were life and an agonizing death, and a system that offers a
man his life for a sentence and his incineration for silence has not
left him free in any way that matters. This is the threat to life in its
purest form, the body itself made the hostage of the belief, and
the rest of the chapter is an attempt to understand what it did to
the people who faced it and what it reveals about the demand to
recant.

Philosophers have long argued about whether a choice made
under such a threat counts as a choice at all, and the abjuration
machine forces the question into its sharpest form. On one hand,
the accused genuinely decided. No one moved his lips for him;
the words of renunciation, or the silence that sent him to the fire,
came from him and not from another, and two people standing
before the same tribunal might give opposite answers, one abjur-
ing and living, one refusing and burning, which proves that the
outcome turned on something inside each of them. On the other
hand, a decision taken with a fire at one's back is not free in any
sense worth the name, because the alternatives have been arranged
by someone else precisely so that all but one of them is unbear-
able. The power that offers life for a sentence has built a wall with
a single narrow gate and called the gate a choice. Both descriptions
are true at once, and the tension between them runs through ev-
ery chapter of this book. The recanter chose, and the recanter was
forced, and the whole moral difficulty of judging him lives in the
space between those two facts. A man who abjured to save his life
did something he was responsible for, in that he did it rather than
refusing, and he did something no one has the standing to despise,

in that the price of refusing was to be burned alive. The choice
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was real. The choice was rigged. Holding both in view is the be-
ginning of understanding what the demand to recant does to a
person.

Begin with the choice of fire, because the method was never in-
cidental. A power that wishes to kill a heretic has many ways to do
it, and the long preference for burning across so much of Euro-
pean history points to something the method was meant to ac-
complish beyond mere death. Fire carried a theology. In the
Christian imagination that governed these executions, fire was the
element of purification and the element of hell, the means by
which dross was burned away and the punishment awaiting the
damned, and to burn a heretic was to enact in the public square a
foretaste of the fate his soul was thought to face, to make the eter-
nal visible and immediate. Fire also destroyed the body utterly,
leaving no whole corpse to be venerated, a consideration that mat-
tered when the executed might become a martyr with relics. And
fire was slow, and public, and unspeakably painful, which made it
the perfect instrument of deterrence, a spectacle of suffering
staged so that the watching crowd would carry the memory home
and think twice before harboring the forbidden thought them-
selves. The English statute that authorized the burnings said as
much in its own words, declaring that the heretic should be
burned in a high place before the people so that the punishment
would strike fear into the minds of others. Fire was a message
written in a human body, and the message was addressed, as the
recantation always is, past the person burning to everyone watch-
ing him burn.

The division of the killing into two hands deserves a closer
look, because it reveals how a system can do a terrible thing while
persuading itself it has done nothing of the kind. The Church,
which tried and condemned the heretic, did not light the fire. It
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pronounced the man a heretic and then formally handed him to
the secular authorities, the sheriffs and their officers, with a re-
quest, often couched in language of mercy, that he be dealt with
mildly and that his blood not be shed. The request was a fiction
everyone understood. Burning sheds no blood, which is partly
why the method suited the arrangement, and the secular arm, re-
ceiving the condemned from the Church, understood that mild-
ness was the last thing expected and that a failure to burn the man
would bring the king's displeasure down on the sheriff. So the
priests could tell themselves they had not killed, having only
judged, and the sheriffs could tell themselves they had not judged,
having only carried out a sentence handed to them, and between
the two of them a living person was reduced to ash while neither
party held, in its own accounting, the whole of the deed. This
laundering of responsibility through a division of labor is one of
the oldest tricks of organized cruelty, and it recurs in every later
chapter in subtler dress, the committee that ruins a man while no
single member feels he has done it, the crowd that destroys a vic-
tim while each shouter feels himself merely one voice among
many. The fire at the stake was lit by no one in particular and by
an entire society at once.

The machinery that produced these fires in England was built
in the early fifteenth century, and its history shows the demand to
recant operating at the scale of a whole society. Trouble began
with John Wycliffe, an Oxford theologian of the late fourteenth
century whose writings questioned the wealth and authority of
the Church, challenged its teaching on the bread and wine of the
Mass, and helped set in motion the first translation of the whole
Bible into English. The movement his ideas inspired, whose mem-
bers were called Lollards, went further than Wycliffe himself, and
by rejecting the authority of the Church it became, in the eyes of
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the state, a sedition, and in the eyes of the Church, a heresy. A
Lancastrian king took the throne in 1399, strictly orthodox, and
in 1401 a statute was passed, known by its Latin opening as the
law on the burning of heretics, which for the first time made
heresy in England a capital crime punished by fire. The procedure
it established was the abjuration machine in its mature form. A
person suspected of heresy was arrested and examined by the
Church courts. If the person abjured, renouncing the heresy and
submitting to penance, he was reconciled and lived. If the person
refused to abjure, or if he had abjured once before and then re-
lapsed into the heresy, the Church declared him obstinate or re-
lapsed and handed him over to the secular authorities, the sheriffs,
who carried out the burning. The division of labor was exact. The
Church judged and condemned and then washed its hands, and
the state supplied the wood and the fire and the public square, so
that the men of God could send a person to an agonizing death
without quite, in their own understanding, shedding blood.
What the Lollards actually believed helps explain why the
Church reached for fire rather than argument. At the center of
Wyclifte's challenge was the conviction that Scripture, and not
the institution of the Church, was the final authority in religion,
and that ordinary people should be able to read the Bible in their
own language rather than receiving it filtered through a clergy
that monopolized Latin. The Lollards translated and copied the
Scriptures into English, an act the authorities found dangerous,
because a layman who could read the Gospel for himself might
notice the distance between the Church he saw and the Church
the text described. They questioned the wealth and the worldly
power of the clergy. They doubted that the bread and wine of the
Mass became, in any literal sense, the body and blood of Christ,

striking at the central miracle on which priestly authority rested.
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None of these were trivial quarrels about ritual. Each cut at the
foundations of the Church's claim to stand between the believer
and God, and a claim that cannot be defended by argument, be-
cause the layman with a Bible may not be convinced, tends to be
defended instead by force. The vernacular Bible in particular ter-
rified the authorities for exactly the reason this book keeps return-
ing to, that you can compel a person to stop preaching but you
cannot easily compel a population not to read, and a text loose in
the language is a belief no abjuration can fully recall. The Lollard
movement spread among the common people of England and
went underground when persecuted, surviving quietly for more
than a century until the wider Reformation gave its descendants
open air.

This English machinery claimed its first victim in a man whose
life shows the whole pattern of recantation, relapse, and refusal.
William Sawtrey was a parish priest, and when he was first exam-
ined for his Lollard views, his doubts about the bread of the Mass
becoming the literal body of Christ, he did what most of those
brought under this pressure did. He abjured. He renounced his
beliefs privately and then publicly, swore on the Gospels that he
would never preach them again, and was let go. Then he moved to
London, and in his new parish he relapsed, returning to the
preaching he had forsworn, and when he was caught a second
time and brought before the Archbishop of Canterbury, some-
thing in him had changed. This time he did not abjure. This time
he defended his heresies under questioning, holding to them in
the face of the fire he must have known was coming, and as a re-
lapsed heretic who would not return to obedience he was burned,
at Smithfield in London, in the early months of 1401, before the
statute that would govern such killings had even finished its pas-

sage through Parliament. Sawtrey had used the escape the system
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offered and then refused to use it again, and his death marks the
beginning of more than a century of English burnings. His career
also marks the two things the threat to life reliably produces, the
recantation that buys survival and the refusal that buys a place in
the histories, and it shows them in the same man, the abjuration
of 1399 and the defiance of 1401 belonging to one priest who
changed his mind about what his life was worth.

The most interesting and least recoverable thing about
Sawtrey is what changed in him between the two examinations.
The records give us his acts and not his heart, the abjuration and
then the relapse and then the refusal, and they leave us to guess
what moved a frightened priest who had once saved himself to
walk, the second time, knowingly toward the fire. It may be that
the first abjuration sat so badly with him that he could not bear a
second, or that the years of secret preaching had hardened a con-
viction the first fear had only bent, or that he reached, as people
sometimes do, a limit past which survival on those terms was no
longer survival worth having. We cannot know. What the case
shows, regardless of his inner reasons, is that the same person can
hold the gap open for years, reciting the renunciation and believ-
ing the opposite, and then one day close it from the right side, de-
ciding that the time for the recited lie is over. Sawtrey abjured and
lived as a divided man, and then refused and died as a whole one,
and the road from the first state to the second is the road this
book watches people travel, some of them all the way.

What the records of these years make unmistakable, and what
the popular image of the burning heretic tends to obscure, is that
most of the accused abjured, and burning was the exception. The
system was built to produce recantations, and it succeeded; the
fires were comparatively few, and the abjurations were many, be-

cause the whole apparatus was designed to make recantation the
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rational and available choice and burning the rare and terrible
consequence of refusing it. This is the first lesson the stake teaches
about the demand to recant. The spectacle of the burning is the
system's advertisement rather than its normal output, the vivid ex-
ception staged precisely so that the unspectacular rule, the quiet
abjuration, will seem to the next frightened suspect like the only
sane course. Every person who recanted and went home did so in
the shadow of the few who had burned, and the few who burned
did their most important work, from the authorities' point of
view, by being seen to die rather than by dying, so that thousands
who never came near a stake would shape their words to avoid
one. The burnings were the loud minority that disciplined the
silent majority, and the silent majority, the great mass of men and
women who said what they were told and kept their beliefs to
themselves, is the true population the threat to life produced, a
population living quietly in the gap, mouths reconciled and
minds unconvinced.

The fire fell on women as well as men, and one English case
from the last years of Henry the Eighth shows the whole machine
turning in a single life. Anne Askew, a young gentlewoman who
had taught herself the new religion out of the English Bible, was
arrested in 1546 and racked in the Tower of London, one of the
only women ever put to torture there, by two of the king's highest
officers who wanted two things from her, the names of the re-
formers at court and the renunciation of what she believed about
the bread and the wine. She gave them neither name nor recanta-
tion. So broken on the rack that she could no longer stand, she
was carried to the stake at Smithfield in a chair and burned. A
bishop named Nicholas Shaxton, condemned to the fire beside
her, took the recantation she refused, was spared, and then

mounted a pulpit to preach at her burning while she sat chained
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to the wood and declined to listen. The pair of them hold the
chapter's argument in a single afternoon, the woman who would
not take it back and the bishop who did, the one in the flames and
the other in the pulpit above them, and the lesson runs in two di-
rections at once, that the fire could be refused and that the refusal
was never the property of men, while the man who kept his life by
recanting kept it on the condition that he stand in the smoke of
the woman who would not.

This is the same logic the theater of the public recantation
runs on, seen now at the scale of a kingdom. A burning was ex-
pensive, and conspicuous, and risked making a martyr, and the
authorities did not undertake one lightly or often. They did not
need to. One burning, witnessed by a town and retold for a gener-
ation, did the disciplinary work of a thousand threats never car-
ried out, because the point of the fire was never the destruction of
the single heretic in it. The point was the effect on everyone who
heard about it, the chilling of the next person tempted to speak,
the lesson carried home that some thoughts were not worth what
they cost. A society can be governed in its speech by a handful of
exemplary deaths, provided the deaths are terrible enough and
public enough to be remembered, and the abjuration machine
was, in this sense, an efficient instrument, extracting from the
many a quiet conformity at the price of burning the few. Most
people, faced with the memory of a neighbor's screaming, will
find that their convictions can be held silently, and will say what
they are asked to say, and the system asks no more of them than
that. It does not care what they believe in the privacy of their
skulls. It cares that they not say it, and the fire is the argument that
keeps most mouths shut while leaving most minds exactly where
they were, which is the strange, hollow victory that runs through

this whole history.
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That gap was the abjuration ceremony's permanent residue.
To abjure was to stand in public, often in a church or a market-
place, and renounce aloud the beliefs one had held, sometimes
while carrying a bundle of sticks on one's shoulder as a sign of the
fire one had escaped, and the ceremony was designed, like every
public recantation in this book, to be witnessed and to instruct.
But the ceremony reached only as far as the mouth. A man could
carry the faggot through the streets and recite the renunciation
and submit to the penance, and walk home still believing every
word the Church had made him forswear, and the records suggest
that many did exactly that, since relapse was common enough
that the law had to make special and harsher provision for it. The
relapsed heretic, the person who abjured and then returned to the
forbidden belief, was treated as the worst kind of offender and
was generally given no second chance at abjuration, burned upon
a second conviction without the option that had saved him the
first time. The existence of this category is an admission, written
into the law itself, that abjuration did not change minds, that the
authorities knew perfectly well the renunciations they extracted
were often hollow, and that the only way they could think of to
deal with the persistence of belief beneath the recanted word was
to kill, the second time, the person they had merely frightened the
first. That relapse provision is the law confessing that the gap was
real and that it had no remedy for it except the fire.

Read closely, the harsher treatment of the relapsed heretic is
the clearest confession the system ever made of its own failure. If
abjuration worked, if the renunciation actually reached the belief
and changed it, there would be no relapse to punish, and the rec-
onciled heretic would stay reconciled, his mind genuinely altered
by his mouth's submission. The fact that relapse was common

enough to require its own savage rule means the authorities knew
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that abjuration changed nothing inside most people, that the re-
nunciations they extracted left the convictions standing, and that
the man who carried the faggot through the streets on Monday
might be teaching the forbidden doctrine again by the following
spring. They could see the gap. They had built a machine that
produced recantations by the hundred and conversions by the
handful, and they understood, at some level, that the recantations
were performances. Their response to this understanding was to
escalate the method rather than doubt it, to decide that a2 man
who relapsed had used up his one chance at the lie and must now
be killed for the truth he had failed to surrender. The relapse rule
punished the gap's existence with death, which is a confession of
helplessness, an admission that the gap could not be closed by any
means the system possessed except the elimination of the person
who held it.

The English machinery fell quiet for a time and then roared
back in the middle of the sixteenth century, in the reign that gave
this chapter its central figure. Mary Tudor came to the English
throne in 1553, a devout Catholic and the daughter of the Span-
ish princess Catherine of Aragon, and she set about reversing the
Protestant Reformation that her father Henry the Eighth and her
young half-brother Edward had carried through. The old heresy
laws were revived, and in the five years of her reign roughly two
hundred and eighty Protestants were burned at the stake, a cam-
paign of religious killing severe enough to fix the name Bloody
Mary to her memory for centuries. The burnings were chronicled
in unforgettable and partisan detail by the Protestant writer John
Foxe, whose great book of martyrs shaped how the English-speak-
ing world remembered these deaths, and whose sympathies were
entirely with the burned. Among the most famous of the Marian

victims were two bishops, Hugh Latimer and Nicholas Ridley,
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leading figures of the English Reformation, who were burned to-
gether at Oxford in October of 1555. They had been offered the
chance to recant, and they had refused it, and they died holding to
the Protestant faith they had taught. As the fire was lit, according
to the account Foxe gave decades later, the old man Latimer
turned to his companion and told him to be of good comfort and
to play the man, for they would that day light such a candle in
England as he trusted would never be put out. Whether Latimer
spoke those words is uncertain, since they appear only in a later
edition of Foxe and echo an ancient account of a Christian martyr
that Latimer would have known, but the words became, true or
embellished, one of the rallying cries of English Protestantism,
and they capture the meaning the martyrs' deaths were given, that
a refusal paid for in fire could light something that outlasted the
flame. Ridley, beside him, died slowly and in great pain, the wood
too green to burn cleanly, and the cruelty of his long dying was
part of what the watching held in memory.

The memory of these deaths was preserved and shaped by one
book above all, and the book matters to this story because it
shows the second half of the recantation’s logic, the posthumous
vindication, being manufactured in real time. John Foxe, a Protes-
tant exile who returned to England after Mary's death, compiled
an enormous account of the Marian burnings and the long histo-
ry of Christian martyrdom before them, a work that came to be
known as the Book of Martyrs and that went through edition af-
ter edition, growing as it went. Foxe was a partisan, and his book
was a weapon, designed to fix in the English mind an image of the
burned Protestants as heroes and saints and of their persecutors as
agents of cruelty and Rome. He was also, by the standards of his
age, unusual in finding the burning of people for their beliefs an

atrocity rather than a regrettable necessity. His prose was vivid
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and his sympathies were total, and some of the most famous mo-
ments in his account, including the words attributed to Latimer
at the stake, appear to have been polished or added in later edi-
tions, which is a reminder that the martyr's legend is itself partly a
made thing, shaped after the fact by the side that lost the man and
won the argument. None of this makes the deaths less real or the
courage less genuine. The point is that the vindication which
recantation’s victims so rarely live to see is produced, when it
comes, by the living, by the writers and the partisans who gather
the dead into a story and make the burned bishop into the symbol
that defeats the queen who burned him. Fire consumed the bod-
ies. The book made them win.

One man was made to watch the burning of Latimer and Rid-
ley, brought out deliberately so that the sight of it might work on
him, and that man was Thomas Cranmer, the Archbishop of
Canterbury. Cranmer was the most important Protestant in Eng-
land and the chief architect of its Reformation. He had risen un-
der Henry the Eighth, had provided the annulment of Henry's
marriage to Catherine of Aragon that let the king marry Anne Bo-
leyn, had helped declare the infant Mary illegitimate, and had
built, under Henry and then under Edward, the structure of the
reformed English Church. His greatest monument was the Book
of Common Prayer, the English liturgy whose cadences would
shape the language of worship for centuries. He was a cautious
man and a subtle one, a scholar more than a fighter, and the cause
of the Reformation in England was bound up with him as with
no one else. To Mary he was the enemy beyond all others, the
man who had unmade her mother's marriage and her own legiti-
macy and had led the country into heresy, and his destruction
was, for her, both a matter of policy and a matter of long personal

grievance. He was arrested, convicted of treason for his part in the
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failed attempt to put the Protestant Lady Jane Grey on the
throne, and then tried for heresy at Oxford, where he was held in
prison and worn down by the long machinery of examination
while the regime decided what to do with him.

To understand why Cranmer's fall mattered so much, and
why his recantations were so prized and his death so determined,
one has to weigh what he represented. His temperament was the
opposite of a firebrand's, careful and scholarly and a little timid,
the temperament of a man who had spent his career serving the
English crown and reforming the English Church by degrees,
conciliatory where Latimer was bold. His enduring achievement
was a book, the English prayer book he largely composed, whose
language was so supple and so beautiful that it would shape the
rhythm of English worship and English prose for four hundred
years, long after the doctrinal quarrels that produced it had
cooled. He had also been the instrument of the great rupture, the
man whose ruling allowed Henry to set aside Catherine of
Aragon, marry Anne Boleyn, and break with Rome, and in doing
so he had helped declare the child Mary a bastard. When that
child became queen, Cranmer was, for her, the author of her
mother's humiliation and her own, the architect of the heresy she
meant to extirpate, and the single most valuable scalp in England.
Her pursuit of him carried a private heat that the pursuit of La-
timer and Ridley did not. To break Cranmer was to undo, sym-
bolically, the whole Reformation and to avenge, personally, the
wrong done to her mother, and Mary wanted both, which is part
of why the ordinary mercy shown to a reconciled penitent was
never going to be extended to him.

Here the story departs from the pattern of Latimer and Ridley,
and it departs in the direction that makes Cranmer the most in-

structive recanter in English history. Cranmer broke. Where his
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tellow bishops refused the recantation and went to the fire, Cran-
mer, over the early months of 1556, signed a series of recantations,
each more complete than the last, until he had renounced the
whole of the faith he had spent his life building. The count is usu-
ally given as six, though some tallies say five, depending on which
of the earliest submissions are numbered separately. In the first
several he submitted to the authority of the monarch and ac-
knowledged the Pope as the head of the Church, the bare mini-
mum of obedience. Then, after his priesthood had been stripped
from him and an execution date set, he went further, signing a
tuller recantation that accepted Catholic theology entire, repudi-
ated the reformed doctrine he had taught, declared that there was
no salvation outside the Catholic Church, and announced that he
was glad to return to its fold. He took part in the Mass. He asked
for and received sacramental absolution. By every rule the Church
itself recognized, this should have been the end of the matter, be-
cause a heretic who repents and is reconciled is supposed to be
spared the fire; the whole logic of abjuration, the logic that had
saved Sawtrey the first time and thousands of lesser Lollards, held
that a returning penitent was to be received and not burned.
Cranmer had done everything the system asked. He had surren-
dered completely, in writing, repeatedly, and humiliatingly, and
by the ordinary working of the machinery his life should have
been the reward.

Why Cranmer broke, when Latimer and Ridley did not, is a
question that has occupied historians for centuries, and the hon-
est answer involves several things at once. There was the sheer
length of the pressure. Latimer and Ridley were burned within
months; Cranmer was held and worked on for the better part of
three years, isolated, his companions dead, the machinery of per-

suasion grinding at him without pause, and few convictions sur-
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vive that kind of attrition undamaged. There was also an intellec-
tual trap, peculiar to Cranmer's position. He had spent his life
teaching that the monarch was the supreme head of the Church
on earth, that obedience to the anointed sovereign was a religious
duty, and now the anointed sovereign was a Catholic who com-
manded his submission to Rome. The doctrine of royal suprema-
cy that had served the Reformation under Henry and Edward
turned, under Mary, into an argument for his own surrender, and
a mind as scrupulous as Cranmer's could be genuinely tangled by
it, could half persuade itself that obedience to the queen required
the submission he was being asked to make. And there was, deep-
est of all, the ordinary human fact that a frightened man wants to
live, and that the will to survive can find reasons, can dress itself in
theology, can present the abject thing the body craves as the con-
scientious thing the mind has concluded. The progression of his
recantations reads like a man arguing himself downward, the early
ones grudging and minimal, conceding only the monarch's au-
thority, the later ones complete and despairing, accepting the
whole Catholic system and confessing himself damned without it.
Each step made the next easier, in the way the previous chapter
described, each small surrender lowering the cost of the next until
the man who had begun by conceding a point of jurisdiction end-
ed by renouncing his entire life's work. He talked himself all the
way down. And then, at the bottom, he found he could not stay
there.

It was not. Mary had decided that Cranmer would die regard-
less of what he signed, and here the threat to life shows its cruelest
face and proves one of this book's hardest claims, that recantation
often buys nothing at all. The reasons were partly legal, since
Cranmer stood already convicted of treason and the regime could

execute him on that ground whatever his standing on heresy, and
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partly political and personal, since Cranmer dead was worth more
to Mary than Cranmer reconciled. A living, recanted Cranmer
was an archbishop quietly returned to the Catholic fold, an em-
barrassment to the Protestants but not a lesson to anyone. A
Cranmer burned, having first publicly confessed that his life's
work was error, would be the perfect instrument for discrediting
the whole Reformation, the highest of all the reformers shown to
the nation as a man who in the end admitted he had been wrong
and then paid for it in fire. The regime wanted both halves, the re-
cantation and the death, and it had arranged to take them in se-
quence, the confession first to destroy his cause and the burning
second to destroy him. So the execution went forward despite the
absolution, and Cranmer was told that he would die, and was giv-
en one last public role to play before he did, a final recantation to
be delivered aloud, in church, before the assembled people, on the
day appointed for his burning. The script of his own degradation
was written, and he had agreed to read it.

There is a particular cynicism in what the regime intended,
and it is worth naming because it shows the demand to recant
pursued past any rational purpose into pure symbolism. A power
that merely wanted Cranmer silenced could have killed him quiet-
ly. A power that merely wanted him reconciled could have accept-
ed his recantation and let him live as a broken old man, a trophy
of the Church's mercy. Mary's government wanted neither of
these alone. It wanted the recantation and the death, in that order,
because each served a different purpose and only the pair achieved
the whole aim. The recantation was meant to kill the cause, to
show England that even Cranmer, in the end, admitted his reli-
gion was false. The burning was meant to kill the man, and to do
it after the confession so that he died disgraced as well as dead, his

name ruined first and his body second. This is the demand to re-
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cant carried to its logical extreme, where the renunciation has
stopped being a means to spare anyone or to win anything practi-
cal and has become an end in itself, a public humiliation extracted
for its own sake and then crowned with the fire it was supposed to
prevent. At the heart of every abjuration lies a bargain, your life
for your word, and Cranmer was offered it in bad faith from the
start. The regime took the word and meant always to take the life,
and in doing so it overreached, as bad faith of that kind often
does.

The day was the twenty-first of March, 1556, and the morning
was wet, so the sermon and the final recantation that were to have
been staged at the stake were moved instead into the University
Church of St Mary the Virgin in Oxford. A high platform had
been raised opposite the pulpit so that the whole crowd could see
the famous penitent, and Cranmer was brought in by the mayor
and the aldermen and seated where every eye could find him. A
staunchly Catholic divine preached, and Cranmer was to follow
with his prepared recantation, the last act of the regime's careful
theater, the great heresiarch confessing his errors one final time in
his own voice before the fire took him. He climbed to the plat-
form and knelt and prayed, weeping, and the sight of his tears
moved many in the church, who took them for the marks of a
true and broken repentance and felt the satisfaction the occasion
was designed to produce. He prayed, and he exhorted the people
to obey their king and queen, and he came at last to the part of his
speech where he was to renounce his Protestant faith and confirm
his recantations before them all. And there, on the platform built
for his submission, with the whole crowd watching and the fire
waiting outside, Cranmer reversed the play.

Everything about the scene had been arranged as theater, in

the precise sense the earlier chapter gave the word. The high plat-
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form set opposite the pulpit so the whole church could see him,
the famous penitent brought in under guard, the sympathetic ser-
mon, the prepared text he was to read, the crowd assembled in the
expectation of witnessing a great man's submission, all of it was
staged to produce a specific effect on an audience, the demoraliza-
tion of the Protestant cause through the spectacle of its chief
reformer’s surrender. The regime had cast Cranmer in a part and
written his lines and built his set, and it had every reason to expect
the performance to go as planned, because Cranmer had been reli-
able in his brokenness for months, signing whatever was put in
front of him. Watching, the crowd wept at his tears, already
moved by the repentance they had come to see, and the machin-
ery of the occasion rolled toward its appointed end. What none of
them knew, watching the weeping old man on the platform, was
that the actor had decided to seize the stage. The most carefully
staged recantation in English history was about to become its
most famous reversal, in front of the audience gathered to watch
it succeed.

He renounced his recantations instead. He told the astonished
church that the writings he had signed against his conscience were
the things he most repented, that he had written them for fear of
death and to save his life, against the truth he held in his heart, and
that because his hand had offended in signing them, his hand
should be the first thing burned. Then, against the rising noise of
the scandalized crowd, he went on to deny the authority of the
Pope and to reject the Catholic teaching on the bread and wine
that he had so recently affirmed, reclaiming in a few sentences the
whole faith he had spent six recantations abandoning. The theater
of submission had become, in front of the audience assembled to
witness the submission, a theater of defiance, and the regime's in-

strument turned in its hand. He was pulled down from the plat-
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form and hurried out to the stake, and even there, as he was
stripped to his shirt and made ready, a divine pressed him to take
back this last reversal and return to his recantation, and Cranmer
answered that he repented his recantation with all his heart be-
cause he knew it had been against the truth. Then the fire was lit,
and Cranmer did the thing that fixed him forever in the memory
of his country. He stretched out his right hand, the hand that had
signed the recantations, and thrust it into the flame, and held it
there in the fire while the rest of him had not yet begun to burn,
so that the crowd watched his hand consumed before his body,
and he cried out, again and again, that this was the hand that had
offended. He died, the witnesses said, with little movement and
little cry, the hand going first into the fire by his own deliberate
act, the last gesture of a man reclaiming with his body the truth
his hand had betrayed on paper.

This hand hath offended: the words the watching crowd heard
him cry as his right hand blackened in the fire became, within a
few years, among the most quoted sentences in English Protestant
memory, and the gesture behind them more eloquent than any
sermon Cranmer ever preached. An eyewitness wrote down what
he saw that rainy morning, and the Protestant chroniclers carried
the scene across the country, the archbishop who had recanted six
times reaching his signing hand into the flame and holding it
there, steady, while his face stayed calm and the fire climbed. The
image did precisely the opposite of what the regime had intended.
It had been meant to show England a broken Cranmer confirm-
ing that the Reformation was error. What it showed England was
a Cranmer who, given his last chance to speak, took back every
word of the surrender and paid for the truth on the spot, in the
most vivid and public way a man could. The recantations were

forgotten almost at once. The hand in the fire was remembered
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for centuries. A power that had spent years and immense care
manufacturing a confession watched that confession evaporate in
a single morning, undone by the same instrument, the public
stage, that was supposed to broadcast its triumph.

The burning hand is the emblem at the center of this book,
and it is worth being exact about what it means, because its mean-
ing is the whole argument of recantation reversed and made visi-
ble. Through all the chapters so far the gap has been the space be-
tween the spoken word and the retained belief, the mouth saying
one thing while the mind holds another, and the gap has been a
refuge, the place where the self survives the lie the body is forced
to tell. Cranmer's hand is the gap being closed, at last, from the
right side. For months his mouth and his pen had said what his
heart denied; the gap had been wide, and he had lived in it as a
broken man lives, in shame. On the platform he closed it, by mak-
ing the word match the belief again, by saying aloud the thing he
actually held and unsaying the thing he had been made to sign.
And then, at the stake, he closed it in his flesh, punishing the in-
strument of the betrayal before the rest of him, insisting that the
hand which had separated his word from his truth should suffer
first for the separation. The gesture is a man taking back author-
ship of himself. The recantations had made him the regime's crea-
ture, a voice reciting the regime's script; the burning hand made
him his own again, the author of his own death and the meaning
of it. It is the most complete form of the refusal, because it comes
after the surrender rather than instead of it, a man who has al-
ready broken finding, at the end, the strength to break the other
way.

That the reversal was possible at all depended on the cruelty
that produced it, and this is the bitter mechanism the chapter has

been circling. Cranmer could reverse himself on the platform be-
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cause he had nothing left to lose by doing so. The recantations
had not saved him; the bargain had been broken; he was going to
burn whatever he said. The threat that had bent him for months
had spent itself the moment the regime decided to kill him any-
way, and a threat that can no longer take anything from a man has
lost its hold on him. As long as Cranmer believed his recantations
might buy his life, the gap stayed open and he stayed broken, his
mouth obeying in the hope that obedience would be rewarded.
The instant he understood that the reward would not come, that
the words had bought him nothing, the reason for the lie evapo-
rated, and the truth became sayable again. Sayable did not mean
said. The collapse of the threat removed his reason to keep lying
but supplied no nerve to stop, and many a doomed man has recit-
ed his surrender to the end out of habit or despair. What Cranmer
did with the opening was his own, the renunciation and the hand
in the fire chosen by a man who could have died quietly and chose
instead to die reclaimed. This is why the powers that burn their
penitents anyway are making a deeper mistake than mere cruelty.
A recantation is worth something to a power only as long as the
recanter believes it will be honored; the promise of life is what
keeps the broken man reciting. Break the promise visibly, burn
the man who recanted, and you free him, and everyone watching
with him, from the belief that recantation buys survival, and you
teach the next heretic that since the fire comes regardless, he may
as well keep his truth and spend his death on it. Mary got her spec-
tacle, but it ran backward. She had arranged for the highest re-
former in England to confess his errors and die; what the nation
saw instead was the highest reformer in England take back his
confession and die for the truth, his burning hand becoming the

most powerful piece of Protestant preaching in the kingdom.
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The mechanism here is worth stating as a general principle, be-
cause it governs far more than Cranmer's case. A threat works by
holding something hostage, and its power lasts exactly as long as
the hostage can still be lost. The man who recants under threat of
death is paying, with his words, for the return of his life, and he
keeps paying as long as he believes the payment will be honored.
Take away the possibility of return, make it clear that the life will
be forfeit no matter what words are spoken, and the threat has
nothing left to hold, having already taken everything it can take,
and a power that has taken everything has no further leverage over
the person it has emptied. This is why the cruelest stroke, killing
the man who recanted, is also the most self-defeating. The damage
goes beyond the one prisoner. Every watching dissenter learns
that recantation buys nothing, that the fire comes regardless, and
a population that has learned this has no reason left to recant,
since the lie purchases nothing the truth would not also fail to
purchase. A power preserves the usefulness of the threat only by
honoring the bargain, by actually sparing those who submit, and
the moment it burns a penitent in public it converts its own in-
strument into an argument for defiance. Mercy, in this strange
economy, is what keeps the machinery of fear running. Cruelty
past a certain point breaks it.

So Cranmer's case proves, with unusual clarity, the claim that
recantation rarely buys what it promises, and that what vindica-
tion comes, comes late and to the cause rather than to the person.
Cranmer himself bought nothing with his six recantations except
months of shame and the ruin of his good name, surrendered for a
life that was taken anyway. The vindication, when it came, was
posthumous and impersonal. Within a few years Mary was dead
and her Protestant sister Elizabeth was on the throne, and the

Reformation that Cranmer had built and then disowned and
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then reclaimed became the settled religion of England, his Book
of Common Prayer the voice of English worship for four cen-
turies, his final defiance remembered as the dramatic heart of the
Protestant story. The truth he had betrayed and recovered pre-
vailed entirely. But it prevailed for the cause rather than the man,
who felt none of the triumph, having died in agony with his hand
in the fire while the issue was still in doubt. This is the shape of
vindication throughout the history of recantation. The forbidden
belief is often proved right in the end, and the proof is often spec-
tacular, and it almost always arrives too late to do the recanter any
personal good, accruing instead to the idea he held and to the peo-
ple who come after. The earth did go on moving, and Cranmer’s
faith did become his country's, and Galileo and Cranmer were
both right and both honored, in the end, by a world that came to
agree with them. Neither lived to be warmed by it. The vindica-
tion of a coerced truth is real, and it is worth waiting for, and it is
cold comfort to the man who waited in a cell or a fire and did not
live to see it.

This pattern, the truth vindicated and the truth-teller dead, re-
peats so often across this history that it begins to look like a law.
Galileo's earth went on moving and was acknowledged to move,
three and a half centuries after he knelt; Cranmer's faith became
his nation's within a decade of his burning; and in case after case
the forbidden belief outlives its persecutors and wins the long ar-
gument, while the particular human being who was made to re-
cant it lies in an unmarked grave or a scattering of ash. The vindi-
cation is real. It is also, from the point of view of the person who
suffered, almost beside the point, since the dead collect nothing.
We who come after are the beneficiaries, inheriting a world in
which the thing they were burned for denying is simply taught as

true, and we tend to read their stories backward, from the safety
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of the settled verdict, and to imagine that they must have drawn
comfort from the certainty of eventual vindication. They drew no
such comfort. They did not know how the argument would end,
and most of them did not live to find out, and the ones who re-
canted did so in a darkness where the future triumph of their
cause was invisible and their own survival was the only thing on
the scale. To honor them honestly is to remember that they could
not see what we can see, and that they paid in a present agony for
avindication that arrived, if it arrived at all, only for the rest of us.

It would be a betrayal of these stories to let Cranmer's reversal
turn into a reproach against everyone who did not reverse, and the
chapter has to say plainly what it does not mean. The great major-
ity who abjured and lived, the thousands of Lollards and the lesser
Protestants and the frightened ordinary believers who said what
they had to say and went home, are not to be despised for choos-
ing their lives, and Cranmer's months of recantation are not
erased by his final hour, nor would the book have him braver than
he was. The martyrs are held up here, the Latimers and Ridleys
who refused from the start and the Sawtreys who refused the sec-
ond time and the Cranmer who refused at the last, to show that
the choice was real, that the fire could be refused, that human be-
ings under the most extreme threat the demand to recant has ever
carried sometimes chose the truth and the flame over the lie and
the life. Holding them up reproaches none of the recanters. They
establish the existence of the option, and they pay for that demon-
stration with the worst death their age could inflict, and the book
honors them for it while honoring also the survival of those who
could not. The stake is the extreme, the rare and terrible top of the
ladder, and most of the demand to recant in human history has
worn far quieter clothes. But it is worth beginning at the extreme,

because the extreme shows the elements in their starkest form, the
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threat at its most absolute, the gap at its widest, the reversal at its
most total, and the vindication at its most cruelly delayed.

The fire is the oldest argument a power ever made against a be-
lief, and it never worked the way it was meant to. It produced
rooms full of recantations and almost no conversions, frightened
mouths reciting renunciations over unconverted minds, and it
produced, now and then, a refusal so complete that the death be-
came more eloquent than any sermon. Cranmer was the man who
did both, who showed the whole range of what the threat to life
can do to a person inside a single life, the long breaking and the
sudden mending, the six surrenders and the one defiance, the
hand that signed the lie and the hand that burned for it. His hand
in the flame is the image the rest of this book carries forward into
quieter rooms, where the threat has shifted from the stake to the
lost livelihood, the severed friendship, the cold table at home, and
where the gap between the spoken word and the standing mind
has to be defended without the awful clarity that the fire provid-
ed. The next threats take everything down a register. No one in
the following chapters is burned. But the thing being demanded is
the same thing the fire demanded, the renunciation of a held be-
lief, and the place where the refusal lives is the same place, the hid-
den self where Cranmer kept the truth through six recantations
and from which, at the end, he reached out his hand and put it in
the fire.

115



CHAPTER FIVE

Threat to Life II: The Convert's Secret

The stake threatens one person at a time. It singles out the heretic,
stages his choice, and burns him or lets him go, and when it is over
the crowd disperses and the machine waits for the next. There is
another way to aim the threat to life, older and in some respects
more terrible, which points it at a whole people at once rather
than at an individual. Convert or die. Convert or leave everything
and go. When the threat is pointed this way, at an entire commu-
nity told to give up its faith on pain of death or exile, the resultis a
mass recantation rather than a single one, thousands of people
reciting the same renunciation in the same season, and what hap-
pens next is the subject of this chapter. The gap does not close be-
cause a community has been baptized under duress any more than
it closes when one man abjures at the stake. The hidden faith goes
underground. It becomes a second life lived beneath the first, a se-
cret faith kept behind a public one, and because a community can
do what an individual cannot, pass things to its children, it be-
comes something no single recanter could produce. It becomes in-
herited. The gap, in this chapter, stops being a private condition
of one divided mind and becomes a social institution, a way of life
organized around the difference between what a people says it be-
lieves and what it actually believes, maintained across centuries
rather than for a year or a lifetime.

It is worth being clear about how large a change this is. A sin-
gle recanter holds his gap inside one skull, and when he dies it dies

with him, a private drama with no sequel. A community that re-
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cants together can do something no individual can. It can institu-
tionalize the difference between the said and the believed, build
the secret faith into the structure of family life, assign it customs
and seasons and a place in the house, and hand the whole arrange-
ment to children who will hand it on again. The gap stops being
an event in one person'’s life and becomes a feature of a society, a
permanent doubleness organized and transmitted like any other
inheritance, a property of the group rather than of the individual.
This is what makes the crypto-faith the strangest object in this
book. It is the lie made hereditary, the reservation behind the eyes
turned into a tradition, an entire people agreeing without ever
quite saying so to be one thing in public and another in private
for as long as the danger lasts, which in some cases meant for
longer than anyone could remember the danger beginning.

The history that produced the largest of these hidden commu-
nities began in Spain at the end of the fourteenth century. In 1391
a wave of anti-Jewish violence swept the Iberian Peninsula, driven
by inflammatory preaching, and in city after city Jews were faced
with the choice between baptism and death. Thousands were
killed. Tens of thousands accepted baptism to live, and over the
following decades, under continued pressure and further waves of
preaching and disputation, the number of converts grew until
about half the Jews of Spain had become, at least in name, Chris-
tians. These converts and their descendants were called New
Christians, or conversos, and they formed a new and enormous
population that fit no existing category, neither Jewish nor quite
trusted as Christian, suspended between the faith they had left
under threat and the faith they had entered without conviction. A
century later the pressure reached its conclusion. In January of
1492 the last Muslim kingdom in Spain fell, and the Catholic

monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabella, turned from territorial unity
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to religious uniformity. On the thirty-first of March they issued
the decree that ordered every Jew who had not converted to leave
their kingdoms by the end of July. The choice was now total and
explicit. Accept baptism or abandon your home, your property,
and your country forever. Many left, scattering across the
Mediterranean and into the Ottoman lands. Many others, unwill-
ing or unable to abandon everything, accepted baptism instead
and joined the swelling converso population. The stated purpose
of the expulsion reveals the obsession that drives this whole histo-
ry. The decree was aimed less at the practicing Jews it expelled
than at the conversos it left behind, the reasoning being that as
long as openly Jewish communities existed, they would tempt the
New Christians to secretly return to their old faith. Remove the
Jews, the logic ran, and the conversos would have no one to keep
them Jewish, and would assimilate fully at last. The expulsion was
an attempt to seal the gap by removing everything on the far side
of it.

The converts created a problem that neither the Church nor
the crown had foreseen and neither could solve. So long as the line
had run between Christian and Jew, society had known how to
sort itself. Now there was a third kind of person, baptized but dis-
trusted, Christian on paper and suspect in fact, occupying every
level of Spanish life including its highest offices, since many con-
versos prospered and rose. Old Christians, resentful of converso
success and uneasy about converso sincerity, responded by in-
venting a new kind of distinction to replace the religious one that
baptism had erased. They began to speak of purity of blood,
limpieza de sangre, and to bar those of Jewish ancestry from of-
fices and guilds and honors regardless of how sincere their Chris-
tianity might be. Here the irony is sharp. The Church had de-

manded conversion, insisting that baptism made a Jew into a
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Christian; and the moment it got the conversion it had demand-
ed, a society organized itself to deny that the conversion had
changed anything, treating the converso as a Jew in disguise no
matter what he believed. The convert was trapped between a
Church that said his baptism was real and a populace that be-
haved as though it could not be, condemned to suspicion whether
he kept the old faith or abandoned it, and that suspicion, more
than any actual secret practice, is what the Inquisition would feed
on.

It did not work, and the place where it most spectacularly did
not work was Portugal. Many Spanish Jews who refused conver-
sion fled across the border, and for a few years Portugal was a
refuge. Then the Portuguese king, Manuel, wished to marry a
daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella, and the Spanish monarchs
made the expulsion of Portugal’s Jews a condition of the marriage.
Manuel agreed, and issued his own expulsion decree in 1496. But
Manuel did not actually want to lose the Jews, who were valuable
to his kingdom, and his real aim was conversion rather than de-
parture. So when the time came, in 1497, he did not let them
leave. He herded the Jews assembled for departure at Lisbon and
had them forcibly baptized, en masse, often by physical compul-
sion, water thrown on people held down, children seized from
parents. Portugal thus created its crypto-Jewish population by an
act of almost pure force, converting an entire people without even
the pretense of choice that Spain had offered, and producing in a
single stroke a nation of New Christians almost none of whom
had wanted to be Christian at all. The gap in Portugal was there-
fore especially wide and especially universal, a whole community
baptized against its will and knowing it, which is part of why Por-
tuguese crypto-Judaism would prove the most tenacious in Eu-

rope.
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There was a particular cruelty in Manuel's method that shaped
everything that followed. A conversion offered as an alternative to
exile, however coerced, at least wore the form of a choice, and a
person who took it could tell himself he had decided, however bit-
terly. Manuel removed even that. By baptizing people who had as-
sembled precisely in order to leave, by force, with their children
torn from them at the font, he created converts who had not cho-
sen conversion in any sense at all, who had been made Christian
against an explicit and acted-upon decision to remain Jewish and
depart. The gap such a baptism opens is total, because nothing in
the convert assents to it. Even the grim calculation of the Spanish
exile who weighed his property against his faith is missing here.
Portugal also, for a time, forbade inquiry into the sincerity of its
New Christians and restricted their emigration, trapping a whole
population inside a Christianity it had never wanted and forbid-
ding it either to leave or to be examined. When Portugal eventual-
ly established its own Inquisition in the sixteenth century, it in-
herited the largest and most unwilling body of forced converts in
Europe, and the crypto-Judaism it set out to hunt was corre-
spondingly deep, which is why it was a Portuguese village, four
centuries later, that would yield the most complete secret survival
ever found.

What these forced converts did, in their hundreds of thou-
sands, was to construct the double life. Outwardly they were
Christians. They were baptized, they attended Mass, they married
in the Church and buried their dead in its ground and raised their
children as Catholics in every visible respect. Inwardly, and in se-
cret, many of them remained Jews, keeping what they could of
the practice they had been forced to renounce. They lit candles on
Friday evening behind shuttered windows and heavy drapery. On
the Sabbath they did as much as they dared, some of them work-
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ing ostentatiously on Saturday so the neighbors would see, a prac-
tice that earned its own name, haciendo sibado, doing the Sab-
bath, the performance of labor staged precisely to conceal the rest.
They avoided pork where they could and ate it in public where
they had to, to be seen eating it. The fasts they kept too, especially
the Day of Atonement, and they marked the holidays by a half-re-
membered calendar, and washed and buried their dead by the old
customs when they could do it unobserved. All of this secret life
had to be fitted into the spaces the public life left open, conduct-
ed in cellars and back rooms and shuttered houses, taught in whis-
pers and never written down. Much of this fell to the women, and
the secret faith ran down the maternal line, kept alive in the light-
ing of the Friday candles, the keeping of the fasts, and the teaching
of the children in a wordless grammar of gestures the daughters
learned before anyone could tell them what the gestures meant.
Theirs was the longest recantation in this book, sustained across
an entire life rather than spoken once on a scaffold, and handed
on to the next generation, the public self conforming for decades
while the private faith was carried forward in secret by the people
the records are least likely to name. The people who lived this way
have often been called by a Spanish word that means swine, a
term of contempt invented by their persecutors, and it is better to
call them what they were, conversos, New Christians, crypto-
Jews, the forcibly converted, anusim in the Hebrew term, the co-
erced ones. A historian of the phenomenon called the crypto-Jew
the divided man, the person who had to learn to appear different-
ly depending on where he stood, and the phrase names the central
fact of the condition. To be a crypto-Jew was to be permanently
two people, the Christian the world saw and the Jew the family
knew, and to keep the two from ever touching in public for as

long as one lived.
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The maintenance of this double life demanded a vigilance that
never relaxed. Every public act had to be performed with enough
conviction to persuade a watching neighbor, and every private act
had to be hidden from that same neighbor, and the line between
the two could never be allowed to blur, at a wedding or a funeral
or in an unguarded word at the market. The crypto-Jew had to re-
member at every moment which face he was wearing and to
whom, to keep two calendars in his head, to eat one way in com-
pany and another at home, to grieve by two sets of rites, to pray in
two directions. That slur fastened on these people, the Spanish
word for swine, was meant to mark them as filthy and false, and it
has clung to them in the histories ever since, which is reason
enough to set it aside and call them by the names that carry no
contempt. The Hebrew word for what they were, anusim, means
the forced ones, the people compelled, and it locates the truth of
their situation exactly. They had not chosen duplicity as a vice.
Duplicity had been imposed on them as the price of survival, and
they had taken up the burden of the divided life because the alter-
native was to have no life at all, performing the conformity the
power demanded while guarding, behind it, the self the power
meant to destroy.

Against this hidden population the Spanish crown built a ma-
chine whose entire purpose was to find the gap and destroy it.
The Spanish Inquisition was established in 1478 and began its
work around 1480, under the direction of the friar Tomds de
Torquemada, and it is essential to understand exactly whom it
was designed to hunt. By the law of the Church, an inquisition
had jurisdiction only over baptized Christians. It could not touch
a Jew or a Muslim who had never converted, because such a per-
son had never accepted the faith and so could not be charged with

betraying it. The unconverted Jews of Spain, until their expul-
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sion, were outside its reach entirely, free to practice openly. The
Inquisition's target was therefore, by definition, the convert, the
baptized person suspected of secretly keeping the old faith, which
is to say a person defined wholly by the suspicion of a gap. More
than ninety-five percent of those the Spanish Inquisition disci-
plined and executed in its first two decades were conversos, ac-
cused of what the inquisitors called judaizing, the secret practice
of Judaism behind a Christian front. The institution was, in the
most precise sense, a machine for detecting recantations that had
not been sincere, an apparatus built to answer a single question
about each suspect: behind the baptized exterior, what does this
person actually believe? It is the purest expression in this book of a
power's desire to reach past the spoken word into the mind be-
hind it, and of the lengths to which such a power will go in the at-
tempt.

Notice what the institution's existence concedes. An inquisi-
tion aimed at converts is an admission that conversion has not
worked, that the power which demanded the change does not be-
lieve it has gotten it, and that the recantation it extracted is sus-
pected, by the extractor himself, of being a performance. A regime
confident that its forced converts were sincere would need no ma-
chinery to police them; it could welcome them and forget them.
The building of an enormous, permanent, and richly funded ap-
paratus to scrutinize the baptized for signs of secret unbelief is the
clearest possible statement that the baptizers knew their baptisms
had not reached the heart. The Inquisition was the gap's monu-
ment, a vast architecture of suspicion erected on the single foun-
dational doubt that the people who had said the words did not
mean them. Everything it did, every edict and denunciation and
interrogation, proceeded from that doubt, and the doubt was, in

some unknowable share of cases, well founded, and so the institu-
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tion could never declare victory and disband. The gap it suspected
was real. It simply could not be reached.

The methods followed from the goal. When the Inquisition
came to a town, it would proclaim an Edict of Grace, a period of
thirty or forty days during which those guilty of heresy could
come forward, confess, and be reconciled to the Church, on the
condition that they also denounce everyone else they knew to be
involved. The edict turned confession into betrayal, making the
price of one's own reconciliation the naming of one's neighbors
and kin, and it seeded the community with informers before the
formal hunt even began. After the period of grace expired, an
Edict of Faith would be read, commanding every Christian, under
pain of excommunication, to report any sign of heresy they had
observed in anyone. By this device the entire population was con-
scripted into the work of surveillance, every neighbor and servant
and relative made a potential witness, every household watched
from outside and sometimes from within. A denunciation, often
anonymous and frequently vague, was enough to begin proceed-
ings, and the accused was presumed guilty and not told the names
of his accusers. If he confessed and named others, he might be rec-
onciled, made to wear the penitential garment and perform his
penance and live. If he denied the charge and the inquisitors be-
lieved him guilty, they could use torture to extract the confession
they were sure was there. And if he was found to be a relapsed
heretic, one who had been reconciled before and returned to his
judaizing, or if he refused to confess and was convicted anyway,
he was handed to the secular authorities and burned, in the public
spectacle of the auto-da-fé that an earlier chapter described.

The genius of the Edict of Grace, if so dark a thing can be
called genius, was that it weaponized the community against it-

self. By offering reconciliation only to those who also informed, it
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ensured that the first conversos to crack under fear would buy
their own safety with the names of others, and that those others,
hauled in, would in turn name more, so that a single edict could
unravel an entire network of the secret faith through a chain of
self-protective betrayals. Neighbors denounced neighbors, ser-
vants their masters, and in the worst cases children were led to tes-
tify against parents and brothers against brothers, each hoping
that cooperation would purchase mercy. The property of the con-
demned was confiscated, which gave the institution a financial in-
terest in finding guilt and gave private enemies a motive to manu-
facture accusations, since a well-placed denunciation might ruin a
rival and enrich the denouncer. An atmosphere settled over the
converso communities in which no one could be fully trusted, in
which a careless word might be reported and an old grudge might
surface as a charge of judaizing, and in which the safest course was
a conformity so complete that even one's own family might not
know one's heart. The Inquisition did not need to be everywhere,
because it had made everyone a possible informer, and the fear of
the watcher within the household did more to enforce silence
than any number of actual arrests.

The detection itself rested on a science of reading the invisible
through the visible, and the inquisitors developed it to a fine and
terrible point. Since they could not see into a converso's soul, they
watched his body and his household for the residue of the old
practice, and they compiled lists of the signs by which a secret Jew
might be known. The Edicts of Faith enumerated them so that
the watching public would know what to report. Did the suspect
put on clean linen on Saturday, or change the bed sheets and table
linen on Friday evening? Had he cooked on Friday the food to be
eaten cold on Saturday, in the manner of those who would not

light a fire on the Sabbath? Was the chimney cold on Saturday

125



morning, giving off no smoke? Did he refuse pork, or hare, or rab-
bit, or eels and other fish without scales? Was he seen buying veg-
etables rather than meat before the Christian Holy Week, as
though keeping a different calendar? At the moment of death, did
he turn his face to the wall, and was the corpse washed and buried
in virgin soil? Did he bless his children by laying hands on their
heads without making the sign of the cross? Each of these was an
ordinary domestic act, the kind of thing a servant or a neighbor
might glimpse through a doorway, and each was treated as a win-
dow into the heart. The cruelty of the system lay precisely here,
that the acts of the secret faith, the practices by which the crypto-
Jew kept his hidden identity alive, were the evidence that could
send him to the fire. To observe the Sabbath was to risk the stake.
The faith and its betrayal were the same set of gestures, seen by the
wrong eyes.

The surveillance reached into the most domestic corners of
life, because that was where the evidence lived. A faith driven un-
derground survives in the kitchen and the linen closet and the
deathbed, in what is cooked and worn and refused, and so it was
the household servant, the laundress, the neighbor across the
courtyard who became the Inquisition's most valuable instru-
ment, the witness positioned to see the small private acts that the
public performance could not cover. A maid who noticed that
the family changed its linen on Friday, a neighbor who saw no
smoke from the chimney on Saturday, a guest who observed that
the children were blessed without the sign of the cross, each held
in hand the makings of a denunciation. The crypto-Jew was there-
fore most exposed precisely where he was most himself, in the pri-
vacy of his own home among his own family, the one place the se-
cret faith could be practiced and the one place it could be seen.

There was no refuge in which to be wholly Jewish and safe, be-
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cause to practice the faith was to generate the evidence, and to
generate the evidence within range of any watching eye was to risk
the fire. The body’s habits, the deepest and least conscious marks
of who a person is, became the script from which the inquisitors
read a soul, and a lifetime of careful performance could be un-
done by a single observed reflex, a hand that would not touch
pork, a face that turned to the wall.

There is a deeper point buried in this science of signs, and it is
one the whole book has been building toward. A list of behaviors
is not a reading of the heart. The inquisitors could observe that a
man changed his linen on Friday; they could not observe why,
and the gap between the act and its meaning was a space they
could only fill with assumption. A converso might keep clean
linen on Saturday because he was a secret Jew, or because his
mother had always done so and he had never thought about it, or
because he was a perfectly sincere Christian whose family had
simply retained an old habit emptied of all belief. The inquisitors
had no way to tell these cases apart, and the scholarship of the cen-
turies since has concluded that they often got it catastrophically
wrong, condemning sincere Christians as judaizers on the
strength of a denunciation or a domestic custom, while genuine
crypto-Jews who were careful escaped notice entirely. Many con-
versos were in fact devout Catholics, some of them prominent
churchmen, and the rabbis consulted in North Africa about how
to regard them ruled that they were real Christians and no longer
Jews at all. The Inquisition's vast apparatus, in other words, could
not actually do the thing it existed to do. It could not see the gap.
It could only watch the surface and guess at the depths, and its
guesses, backed by torture and fire, fell on the innocent and the
dissembling alike, missing the careful and destroying the merely

unlucky. A power that demands to know what a person believes,
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and cannot read minds, is reduced to reading laundry, and the
reading of laundry is both a tyranny and a blindness, a machine of
enormous cruelty that never once succeeded in seeing what it was
built to see.

The blindness at the core of the enterprise is worth holding
onto, because it is the hinge of this book's whole argument about
power. A regime can compel behavior, and it can observe behav-
ior, but it cannot read the meaning a person attaches to his own
behavior, and meaning is the only thing that distinguishes the se-
cret believer from the innocent inheritor of a habit. Faced with
this wall, the Inquisition did what every power that demands be-
lief and cannot see it must do. It treated the observable as if it were
the hidden, the act as if it were the conviction, and it built its cer-
tainties out of laundry and chimney smoke and the testimony of
servants with grudges. The result was a machine of immense pow-
er and almost total epistemic failure, capable of burning a man for
changing his sheets and incapable of knowing whether he had
changed them out of secret devotion or unthinking custom. It
condemned the sincere Christian whose family kept an old habit
and the cautious crypto-Jew slipped through its fingers, because
the careful dissembler generated no evidence and the guileless tra-
ditionalist generated plenty. This is the permanent predicament
of any inquisition, religious or political, ancient or modern. The
thing it most wants to know, what a person believes, is the one
thing it cannot observe, and so it punishes the visible and calls it
the invisible, and is cruel and wrong in the same motion, forever.

What the crypto-Jews managed to keep, across the genera-
tions, is one of the most remarkable and most sorrowful facts in
the history of the gap. Some communities maintained their secret
faith for centuries, transmitting it from parent to child in whis-

pers, without books, without rabbis, without Hebrew, without

128



any contact with the wider Jewish world, under the constant
threat of denunciation and fire. The most famous of these sur-
vivals came to light in the early twentieth century in the Por-
tuguese town of Belmonte, in the hills far from Lisbon, where a
Polish Jewish engineer named Samuel Schwarz, working in the
area around 1917, slowly realized that the people among whom he
was living were secret Jews whose ancestors had been forcibly con-
verted four hundred years before. They had kept a Judaism of
sorts alive the whole time, lighting Sabbath candles hidden in clay
jars or behind cupboards, fasting once a year, reciting prayers
passed down by memory through the maternal line, hanging
chicken sausages to dry in their windows so that they would ap-
pear to be the local pork sausage and deflect suspicion. But the
faith they had preserved had also, over four centuries of secrecy,
hollowed and changed almost beyond recognition. They had lost
Hebrew completely. They had lost the books. Gone too, in some
cases, was the knowledge that what they practiced was called Ju-
daism or that other Jews existed anywhere in the world; Schwarz,
the story goes, had to prove to them that he was a Jew, and the
only word of his Hebrew prayers they recognized was the name of
God. Knowledge had passed down through the generations like a
message in a children's game, each transmission a little more worn,
until the practice that survived was a set of family customs whose
origins had grown dim and whose content had drifted far from
anything a rabbi would have recognized. The gap had been held,
heroically, for four hundred years. And in the holding, the faith it
was protecting had slowly been worn down to fragments, pre-
served and emptied at the same time by the secrecy that keptit.
The story of Schwarz's discovery, as it has been handed down,
turns on a detail that captures the whole tragedy in a single scene.

When he told the people of Belmonte that he too was a Jew, they
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did not believe him, because in their experience Jews were a secret
thing that existed only in their own hidden community, and the
open, unafraid Jew standing before them did not fit the only
model of Jewishness they had. To convince them, he recited He-
brew prayers, and out of all the ancient words he spoke, the one
the community recognized, the single thread that had survived
four centuries of secret transmission without books or teachers,
was the name of God. Everything else had worn away. The lan-
guage was gone, the texts were gone, the festivals had blurred into
a handful of dates kept by the women who carried the tradition,
and the elaborate law that had once governed every hour of a Jew-
ish life had contracted to a few household practices whose reasons
no one could any longer explain. What remained was the bare fact
of difference, the knowledge passed mother to daughter that they
were not what their neighbors were, that they had a secret, that
the candles in the jar meant something. The faith had been re-
duced almost to a single point, the awareness of being other, and
yet that point had been defended through four hundred years of a
danger that could have ended it in an afternoon, which is either
the smallest imaginable survival or the largest, depending on how
you weigh the holding against the thing held.

This is the deepest tragedy of the inherited gap, and it deserves
to be stated plainly. A secret faith, cut off from its sources, trans-
mitted only in fear and only by memory, degrades. Cut off in that
way, it can hardly do otherwise. The texts that would correct it
cannot be kept, because to possess them is to be discovered. Its
teachers cannot function openly, on pain of discovery. The prac-
tice contracts to what can be hidden, and what can be hidden
shrinks with each generation, and the meaning leaks out of the
gestures until the descendants are performing rituals they no

longer understand for reasons they can no longer name. A crypto-
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Jew who lit candles in a clay jar believed he was keeping the faith
of his fathers, and he was; but the faith of his fathers was becom-
ing, in his hands, something his fathers would not have recog-
nized, a Judaism without Hebrew, without the calendar, without
the law, reduced to a handful of half-remembered observances
and the bare, stubborn knowledge that one was not what one pre-
tended to be. The gap preserves identity. It does not always pre-
serve the content of the thing whose identity it preserves, and over
enough time the two can come apart, leaving a people who know
they are secretly something, and keep the secret faithfully, with-
out fully knowing any longer what the something is.

The principle generalizes well beyond any single community,
and it amounts to a law of hidden things. A tradition stays rich
only by staying in contact with its sources, its books, its teachers,
its larger community of practice, the institutions that correct er-
ror and replenish meaning. Cut all of that away, drive the tradi-
tion into secrecy where books are evidence and teachers are targets
and the community cannot assemble, and it begins to lose infor-
mation with every passing generation, because there is nothing to
refill what forgetting drains. What survives is what can be hidden
and what can be remembered without writing, which is to say the
simplest and most repeatable fragments, the candle, the fast, the
refusal of certain food, the bare sense of belonging to something.
The architecture of the faith, its reasons and its law and its learn-
ing, cannot be carried in the same way, and so it falls away, leaving
the gestures stranded without their meaning. A secret faith thus
tends toward a particular shape over time, a few resilient practices
floating free of the system that once gave them sense, kept by peo-
ple who know the practices matter without being able to say why.
The gap protects the existence of the tradition at the cost of its
substance, smuggling the outline of a faith through history while
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the interior quietly empties, so that what emerges at the far end,
when it is safe to look, is often a beautiful and sorrowful relic, un-
mistakably the descendant of the original and no longer quite the
same thing.

Every part of this hidden life had, at its foundation, a single
unbearable act that each generation had to perform on the next.
The crypto-Jewish parents had to teach their children to lie. There
came a day in every such family when a child old enough to be
trusted and not yet old enough to have been told was taken aside
and let into the secret, taught that the family was not what it ap-
peared, that the Mass they attended was a performance, that the
candles in the cellar were the truth, and that the child must now
carry this knowledge and never, on pain of the family's destruc-
tion, reveal it to anyone outside. The child had to be taught to be
two people, to perform Christianity in the street and the church
with enough conviction to fool the watching town, while holding
the other thing in secret, and to do this from an age when most
children cannot keep any secret at all. The burden was crushing
and the danger absolute, because a child’s innocent remark, a
question asked in the wrong company, a practice mentioned to a
playmate, could bring the Inquisition down on the whole house-
hold. Forced conversion, which had begun as a thing done to
adults under threat of death, became in this way a thing done to
children under no threat at all except the inherited fear of the par-
ents, the gap installed in each new person by a mother rather than
an inquisitor, taught at the kitchen table along with everything
else a child learns there. A later chapter will follow the demand to
recant all the way into the ordinary family, where it operates with-
out any inquisition at all, and the crypto-Jewish household is the
bridge to that argument, the place where the machinery of the

stake reaches into the nursery and teaches an infant to keep the
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gap its grandparents opened under the threat of fire.

Consider what that initiation must have been from the child's
side. A boy or girl who had been raised, to all appearances, as an
ordinary Christian, attending Mass and learning prayers and see-
ing nothing unusual in the family, was told one day that every-
thing visible was a performance and the truth was elsewhere, that
the parents who had taught the child to cross himself had been
concealing the thing they actually believed, and that the child
must now join the concealment and sustain it perfectly for the
rest of his life. In a single conversation the world doubled. Every
adult the child trusted was revealed to have been living a hidden
life, and the child was conscripted into the same hiddenness,
handed a secret whose exposure could mean the death of everyone
he loved and charged with keeping it at an age when keeping se-
crets is hardest. The lesson the crypto-Jewish child learned earliest
and best was that the face one shows the world is not the self, that
survival depends on the gap between them, and that love and dan-
ger and concealment are bound together at the root of the family.
That lesson, learned in the shadow of the Inquisition, is the ex-
treme form of something a later chapter finds in households that
face no inquisition at all, where children also learn, in gentler ways
and for smaller stakes, to manage the distance between what the
family shows and what it is.

The Spanish and Portuguese crypto-Jews are the largest and
best-documented case, but the pattern is not theirs alone, and the
same response to the same threat appears wherever a power has
tried to compel a faith. When Spain turned its attention from its
Jews to its Muslims, the Muslim population that was forced to
convert produced its own crypto-faith, the Moriscos, secret Mus-
lims who kept their prayers and their washings and their fasts be-
hind a Christian front, sustained in part by a ruling of 1504, the
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Oran fatwa, in which a Sunni Maliki jurist, Ahmad ibn Abi
Jum'ah, permitted Spain's Muslims to feign Christianity and relax
the duties of their faith rather than die or go into exile, a licensed
concealment of belief under deadly persecution of the kind often
called taqiyya, a term elaborated most fully in Shia thought
though the Moriscos who relied on it were Sunni. Far away, in
Japan, the same thing happened to Christianity. Catholic mis-
sionaries had won a substantial population of Japanese converts
in the sixteenth century, as many as a hundred and fifty thousand
of them, and when the Tokugawa government banned Christian-
ity in 1614, expelled the missionaries, and began executing those
who would not renounce the foreign faith, the survivors went un-
derground. The Kakure Kirishitan, the hidden Christians, kept
their faith in secret for roughly two hundred and fifty years, with-
out priests, without the Mass, without contact with the Church
that had brought it, transmitting prayers in a Latin and Por-
tuguese they no longer understood, the syllables worn smooth by
generations of mouths that had forgotten their meaning. And the
same degradation that overtook the crypto-Jews of Belmonte
overtook them. Cut off from the sources, the hidden Christianity
of Japan slowly blended with the Buddhism and the Shinto and
the folk religion around it, until it became a syncretic faith of its
own, something the original missionaries would not have recog-
nized. When Western missionaries returned in the nineteenth
century and the ban was finally lifted, some of the hidden Chris-
tians came forward and rejoined the Catholic Church, in one of
the moving scenes of religious history, the descendants of the per-
secuted emerging after two and a half centuries to find that the
faith they had kept in secret still existed in the open. But others
looked at the Catholicism the missionaries offered and did not

recognize it as theirs, and chose to keep practicing the hidden, syn-
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cretic religion their ancestors had made, because the gap had been
held so long that the secret faith had become a different thing
from the public one it descended from, and was now precious in
its own right. They had kept the faith so faithfully that it had
turned into something else, and they preferred the something else.

The Japanese case carries the logic to its most poignant conclu-
sion, and it deserves a moment's weight. When the missionaries
returned after two and a half centuries and the hidden Christians
came out of concealment, the Church expected to find its own
faith waiting, preserved in amber, and in part it did. But it also
found communities for whom the long secrecy had done its slow
work, whose Christianity had merged with the Buddhism and
Shinto around it into something the returning priests could not
recognize and could not simply correct, because to the hidden
Christians it was the faith of their ancestors rather than a corrup-
tion to be fixed, the thing their forebears had died to keep. Of-
fered the original, some of them declined it, preferring the descen-
dant they had made over the parent they no longer knew, and in
that refusal lies the deepest irony of the inherited gap. They had
kept faith so completely, across so many generations of danger,
that the keeping had transformed the thing kept, and when free-
dom finally came it revealed a new tradition rather than a pre-
served one, the child of secrecy, owing its existence to the persecu-
tion it had outlasted.

The Christians of Reformation Europe gave this whole strate-
gy a name, and a fierce debate. When Protestantism spread into
Catholic countries where its open profession could mean death,
some converts to the new faith chose to conceal it, attending the
Catholic Mass and conforming outwardly while holding Protes-
tant convictions inwardly, and they justified this concealment by

appeal to Nicodemus, the figure in the Gospel who believed in Je-
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sus but came to him only by night, in secret, for fear of his fellow
Pharisees. The French reformer John Calvin gave these dissem-
blers a name in 1544, calling them Nicodemites, and the name
stuck to the practice itself, so that Nicodemism became the gener-
al term for religious dissimulation, the outward conformity to a
dominant faith maintained over an inward dissent. The
Nicodemites had a doctrine, and it is precisely the doctrine of the
gap. They held that God looks on the heart and not on the out-
ward appearance, that the inner conviction is what counts before
God, and that the outward acts, the attendance at 2 Mass one does
not believe in, are indifferent matters that may be performed to
preserve one's life and property without betraying the true faith
held within. It is the clearest theological statement in this book of
the position the gap implies, that a person can give the body to the
power and keep the soul for himself, that the mouth's conformity
need not stain the mind's belief.

The same concealment wore other names in other traditions,
and one of them traveled a long way to reach this book's subject.
Czeslaw Milosz, the Polish poet, writing in 1953 in The Captive
Mind, reached back to a nineteenth-century European account of
Islam and borrowed the Persian word Ketman, the disciplined
concealment of a forbidden belief beneath a careful outward con-
formity, and used it for the writers and intellectuals of Stalinist
Europe who recited the official faith in public while keeping their
own minds private and intact. What he named was old, and its
logic matched what the Nicodemites had spelled out and the
Moriscos had lived. Ketman, tagiyya, Nicodemism: three names
from three traditions for the single strategy of the hidden faith,

the gap held open across a whole life rather than for a moment on

a scaffold.
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Calvin rejected this doctrine outright, and his rejection is one
of the most important counter-arguments the gap ever faced. He
refused even to grant the dissemblers the name Nicodemite, hold-
ing that they slandered Nicodemus by it. He denied the distinc-
tion on which the whole strategy rested, the separation of inner
intention from outer conformity, insisting that God must be wor-
shipped in the body as well as the spirit, that both belong to God,
and that the body cannot be allowed to bow before idols while
the mind reserves itself, because the bowing is itself a sin no inner
reservation can cancel. To attend the Mass one believed to be false
was, for Calvin, a real act of idolatry rather than a permissible ac-
commodation, a genuine betrayal that the secret faith of the heart
did nothing to excuse. The believer who could not profess his
faith openly, Calvin argued, must not pretend to a false one; he
must instead flee, leave the country, accept exile and poverty
rather than pollute himself with a worship he knew to be wrong.
Calvin demanded, in short, that the gap be refused, that a person
either confess openly and accept the consequences or remove
himself from the place where the lie was required, and that the
comfortable middle course of outward conformity and inward
dissent be recognized for the spiritual disaster he believed it to be.
The disagreement between Calvin and the Nicodemites is the dis-
agreement at the heart of this entire book, stated in its sharpest
form by people who had to live the answer. Is the gap a refuge or a
corruption? Is the preservation of the inner belief behind a con-
forming exterior a heroic survival of the self, or is it a slow surren-
der in which the constant performance of the lie eventually con-
sumes the truth it was meant to protect? Calvin said it was surren-
der. The dissemblers said it was survival. Both of them were some-
times right, and the rest of this book is in part an attempt to un-

derstand when.
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The Nicodemite controversy is the moment the gap became
the explicit subject of a great moral argument, conducted by peo-
ple who had to live the answer with their lives, and it repays close
attention because both sides were serious and neither was foolish.
The dissemblers were not cowards rationalizing their fear, or not
only that. They had built a genuine theology of the interior,
grounded in the conviction that God reads hearts and not pos-
tures, that the soul's allegiance is what salvation turns on, and that
a body compelled to kneel in a church it rejects has committed no
betrayal so long as the spirit withholds its assent. Against this,
Calvin set a theology of integrity that refused to let the body off
so easily, insisting that the whole person belongs to God and that
worship rendered to what one believes false is real worship and
real treason that no inner reservation, however sincere, could can-
cel. The argument was never settled because it could not be, turn-
ing as it did on the deepest question this book can ask, whether
the self lives in the mind alone, so that the body's compliance
leaves it untouched, or whether the self is also its acts, so that a
lifetime of performing a lie cannot leave the truth within un-
scathed. The scholar who gave the long history of dissimulation
its modern name called his study Ways of Lying, and the title con-
tains the whole indictment and the whole defense at once, since
the crypto-faithful were indeed lying, ceaselessly and for their
lives, and the question the chapter cannot finally close is whether
a lie told to a murderer about the location of his intended victim is
the same kind of act, morally, as a lie that slowly becomes the liar's
whole existence.

Whether the crypto-faith worked, in the end, has no single an-
swer, and the verdict is divided. By one measure it was a triumph
of the human refusal to be erased. Communities kept their identi-

ty alive for centuries under a power that had every resource of the
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state and the Church bent on stamping it out, and some of them,
like the Jews of Belmonte, emerged at last into the open still
knowing themselves to be what their ancestors had been, proof
that the most total persecution could not reach all the way into
the cellar and the heart. The existence of the Inquisition, its cen-
turies of labor, its endless edicts and denunciations and burnings,
is itself a confession of failure, because a forced conversion that
had actually worked would have needed no inquisition to police it
afterward. They had to keep hunting the gap for three hundred
years, which means the gap was still there to hunt, generation af-
ter generation, outlasting every inquisitor sent to close it. By that
measure the crypto-faith won, and the demander's vast machinery
only proved how thoroughly the demand had failed. But by an-
other measure the verdict is sadder. The faith that survived was of-
ten a wreck of the faith that went underground, hollowed and
fragmented and half-forgotten, and the cost of preserving even
that was a permanent life of fear and division, a self split in two
for a lifetime and then split again in the next generation, a betrayal
always one careless word away. Some who lived this way were sus-
tained by it and some were slowly poisoned, and the secret that
was kept so faithfully was sometimes, by the time it surfaced, a se-
cret whose content had drained away, leaving only the knowledge
that there had been one.

What is not in doubt, and what this chapter insists on as firmly
as it can, is that the people who lived the double life are owed no
reproach. They did not choose the threat. It was pointed at them
and at their children, baptism or death, conformity or the fire,
and they found in the gap the only way anyone had ever found to
keep a forbidden self alive under a power determined to destroy it.
To call them cowards for not marching to the stake, when the

stake was real and the alternative was to preserve their people
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across centuries, is to understand nothing. Weakness had nothing
to do with it. They were the inheritors of a strategy as old as perse-
cution, the decision to give the oppressor the outside and keep the
inside, to bend the body and guard the mind, and to pass that
guarded thing to the next generation in the hope that one day it
could be set down in the open. Many of them never saw that day.
The ones at Belmonte waited four hundred years. That they kept
anything at all, through four centuries of a fear we can barely
imagine, deserves something close to awe rather than judgment,
even as we count what the keeping cost.

The crypto-faith is the gap made permanent, widened into a
way of life and handed down like an heirloom, kept in the dark
for so long that some who held it forgot what it was while holding
it faithfully still. It is the community standing up in its mind
while it kneels, for year after year and lifetime after lifetime, in a
pew it does not believe in, keeping the candles in the cellar burn-
ing behind the public fire. The next threats this book examines
take everything down from this terrible height. No one in the
chapters that follow is baptized at sword point or burned for
changing the linen, and no whole people is forced to choose be-
tween its faith and its life. But the structure the crypto-Jews built
under the threat of death, the public self that conforms and the
private self that does not, the performance maintained over the
conviction, the secret taught to the children, is the same structure
that the gentler threats produce in milder forms, in the man who
keeps his real opinions out of the office and the woman who
holds her tongue at her father's table. The convert's secret is the
extreme case of an ordinary thing. Most of us will never have to
hide a faith to keep our lives. Nearly all of us know what it is to
keep some part of ourselves out of sight to keep the peace, and the

distance between the two is a distance of degree, along a single line
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that runs from the cellar in Belmonte to the dinner table at home.
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CHAPTER SIX

Threat to Life IlI: The Dock

Two old men, separated by three centuries and some fifteen hun-
dred miles, were each made to stand in a room arranged for the
purpose and say aloud that they were guilty of believing what they
believed. The first knelt on the stone of a Roman convent in the
summer of 1633 and abjured the motion of the earth. The second
stood in a Moscow courtroom in the spring of 1938 and con-
fessed to a treason he had not committed against a state he had
helped to build. Both were condemned. One went home to a
guarded villa and lived nine more years; the other went to a cellar
and a bullet within seventy-two hours. And both of them, in the
time their surrender bought, got the thing they actually believed
past the men who had silenced them and out to a future that
would read it long after the silencers were dust. This chapter is
about what that surrender was worth, and to whom, and about
the strange accounting that a culture refuses to do when it de-
cides, in advance and without looking, that the man who knelt
was a coward and the man who burned was a hero.

The stake did not disappear when the modern world arrived.
It changed costume. The threat to life that once wore the robes of
the Inquisition put on the robes of the court, and the heretic who
had been dragged to a public square to recant before a crowd was
now led to a defendant's box to recant before a bank of micro-
phones and a gallery of foreign correspondents. A show trial is the
Inquisition's direct descendant, and the family resemblance runs

down to the smallest features, the prepared statement, the de-
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mand for a reversal in the accused's own voice, the audience that
matters more than the accused, and the reabsorption or the de-
struction that follows the performance. The twentieth century
liked to tell itself that it had outgrown the auto-da-fé and the abju-
ration formula, that reason and law had replaced superstition and
the rack. It had done nothing of the kind. It had rebuilt the same
machine out of better materials and aimed it at a wider range of
beliefs, and the courtroom turned out to be a more flexible instru-
ment than the cathedral had ever been, because a modern court
can convict a man of anything at all and call the result justice.
Both of these trials were theater before they were law, staged
for an audience that was never the defendant. That is the first
thing to hold onto, because it explains the otherwise baftling care
that both regimes lavished on getting a guilty man to say he was
guilty when they could simply have killed him in the dark. The
Church could have let Galileo rot in obscurity and the Soviet state
could have shot Bukharin in a basement the night they arrested
him, and in the narrow sense of removing a threat, either course
would have worked better than a public trial, which carries the
risk that the accused will say the wrong thing in front of witnesses.
They wanted the trial because they wanted the words, and they
wanted the words because the words were aimed past the prisoner
at everyone else, at the other natural philosophers who might be
tempted to write what Galileo had written, at the other old Bol-
sheviks who might be harboring private doubts about Stalin. The
recantation in the dock is a message to the gallery, and the prison-
er is merely the instrument through which the message is played.
Keep that in view and the deepest irony of both cases comes clear,
which is that the instrument, in each case, used the performance

itself to send a counter-message of his own.

143



The trial that needs an audience did not end when the regimes
that staged the great trials fell. It migrated to the screen, and in mi-
grating it closed the opening that the live performance had left.
The Islamic Republic of Iran made the televised confession a fix-
ture of its rule, broadcasting prisoners who recited, in phrasing
the state supplied, their crimes against the revolution. China un-
der Xi Jinping revived the form with method, parading detained
lawyers, journalists, and booksellers before the state broadcaster
to admit wrongdoing in sentences plainly not their own, often be-
fore any trial and sometimes before any charge. The camera does
what the packed hall did, carrying the spectacle of submission to a
watching nation, and it does the older work more thoroughly, be-
cause the recording can be cut. The months in the cell that pro-
duced the words are edited away, the hesitations removed, the
counter-message a man in a live dock might still smuggle to the
gallery deleted before broadcast, so that what reaches the viewer is
a clean performance of guilt with every fingerprint of coercion
wiped from it. This is the recantation in the dock that this chapter
has been describing, the message to the gallery, fitted now with a
lens and a viewership counted in the millions and stripped of the
one risk the open courtroom could never quite remove.

Begin with the man on his knees, because his is the case every-
one thinks they know, and the case whose lesson is most often
misread. By 1633 Galileo Galilei was sixty-nine years old and the
most celebrated natural philosopher in Europe, and he had been
down this road once before, in a gentler form. Seventeen years ear-
lier the trouble had already found him. He had been arguing in
print and in private that the Copernican picture of a moving
earth and a central sun was a true account of the world and more
than a mathematical convenience, and he had gone further, into

territory that frightened the theologians, by suggesting in a long
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open letter to the Grand Duchess Christina of Tuscany that
where Scripture seemed to contradict a demonstrated physical
truth, it was Scripture that should be read figuratively, since the
Bible was written to teach men how to reach heaven and not how
the heavens themselves are arranged. To a Church already at war
with Protestants over who had the authority to interpret the sa-
cred text, a layman explaining how to read the Bible was a provo-
cation that could not be ignored.

In 1616 the matter went to the Holy Office, and a panel of
theological experts returned a judgment that the proposition of a
motionless sun at the center of the world was foolish and absurd
in philosophy and formally heretical, and that the proposition of
a moving earth deserved at least the same censure in faith. Galileo
himself escaped condemnation then and received only a warning.
Cardinal Robert Bellarmine, the most formidable theologian of
the age, summoned him and admonished him to abandon the for-
bidden opinion and to stop holding or defending it, and there ex-
ists in the file a sterner and disputed memorandum bearing no
proper signature, ordering him not to hold, teach, or defend the
idea in any way whatsoever, in speech or in writing. That un-
signed slip of paper, produced from the archive seventeen years
later, would help to hang him. For the moment, Galileo bowed to
the warning and asked Bellarmine for a certificate stating what he
had and had not been ordered, and for sixteen years he was care-
tul, or careful enough, and waited for a friendlier sky.

The friendlier sky seemed to arrive when an old admirer of his,
Maffeo Barberini, became Pope Urban VIII in 1623. Galileo went
to Rome, was received warmly, and came away believing he had
permission to write about the rival world systems so long as he
treated the Copernican account as a hypothesis rather than a set-
tled truth. In 1632 he published the result, the Dialogue Con-
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cerning the Two Chief World Systems, and it is a masterpiece of
polemic disguised as balance. It stages a conversation over four
days among three men, the brilliant Copernican Salviati, the
open-minded gentleman Sagredo who is gradually persuaded, and
the Aristotelian Simplicio, who defends the old earth-centered
cosmos with arguments that the other two take apart piece by
piece. No careful reader could finish the book and still think the
question open. Worse, near the end Galileo put into the mouth of
Simplicio, whose name suggests a simpleton, an argument that
Urban VIII himself prized and had pressed on Galileo as decisive,
the argument that since God in his omnipotence could produce
the observed heavens by means beyond human imagining, no
man should presume to claim certainty about how they actually
work. The Pope had given Galileo a thought to consider, and
Galileo had handed it to the fool of the dialogue. A patron who
feels he has been made ridiculous is more dangerous than any ene-
my, and the machinery began to move.

There was a political season behind the personal injury, and it
sharpened every edge. Europe was in the middle of the Thirty
Years' War, the long and savage struggle in which Catholic and
Protestant powers tore the continent apart, and Urban VIII stood
accused by hardliners of being soft, of favoring the French against
the Habsburgs and going easy on heresy. A pope under that kind
of pressure has reason to demonstrate his doctrinal iron, and an
over-mighty astronomer who had embarrassed him in print was a
convenient place to demonstrate it. Galileo was summoned to
Rome in the first weeks of 1633. He was old and sick and he
begged for delay, and he was told that if he did not come willingly
he would be brought in chains, so he made the long road south

through the winter.
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From April he was examined four times by the Congregation
of the Holy Office. The interrogators confronted him with the
unsigned injunction from 1616, the order not to teach the idea in
any way, which went beyond the milder warning Bellarmine's
own certificate described, and Galileo was caught in the gap be-
tween the two documents. At the final examination he was threat-
ened with torture, in the formal manner the Inquisition used with
a man of his age and fame, which meant being shown the instru-
ments and told what they were for rather than actually being bro-
ken on them. The threat did its work without a hand being laid
on him. His last hearing fell on the twenty-first of June. The next
day, the twenty-second, he was brought to the great hall of the
convent of Santa Maria sopra Minerva, made to kneel in the white
shirt of a penitent before the assembled cardinals, and forced to
listen while his sentence was read aloud. He was declared vehe-
mently suspect of heresy.

The formula is precise and worth pausing on, because it is the
law making an honest confession of its own limits. The court did
not finally claim to know what was inside Galileo's skull. It con-
victed him of having rendered himself suspect of holding the for-
bidden belief, of having conducted himself like a man who held i,
of giving every appearance of believing the thing he had been or-
dered not to believe. That is as far as any tribunal can reach, into
conduct and appearance, and the careful Latin of the verdict ad-
mits as much. The inside of the head lay beyond its jurisdiction, as
it lies beyond the jurisdiction of every power that has ever de-
manded a recantation. Then Galileo recited and signed the words
that had been written for him, swearing that with a sincere heart
and unfeigned faith he abjured, cursed, and detested his errors
and heresies and every other opinion contrary to the Holy

Catholic Church. His sentence of formal imprisonment was com-

147



muted at once to house arrest, served first in the residence of the
Archbishop of Siena and then, from December of that year, at his
own villa in the hills at Arcetri above Florence, a house he had
called Il Gioiello, the jewel.

At sixty-nine, ill, he was kneeling on stone before the assem-
bled power of the only authority his civilization recognized, hav-
ing been shown the irons. Another hand had written the words
on the page in front of him, and his task was only to lend them his
voice and his name. He knew the earth moved. He had looked
through the glass and watched the moons of Jupiter swing around
their planet, seen the phases of Venus and the mountains on the
moon, and now he swore, with what the document called a sin-
cere heart and an unfeigned faith, that he cursed and detested the
error of believing the thing his own eyes had shown him. There is
a particular vertigo in being made to denounce a fact one has per-
sonally verified, a splitting of the self that the merely guilty never
suffer, because the guilty at least accept the charge against them.
Galileo had to stand outside his own knowledge and spit on it to
order, and that he could do this, and rise, and walk home, and
take up his pen again, is the thing the word coward was never
built to describe.

The legend attaches itself at this exact moment, as legends
gather around what is otherwise unbearable. After he rose from
his knees, the story runs, Galileo muttered the three immortal
words, eppur si muove, and yet it moves. He did no such thing, as
a later chapter shows. What the old man actually did when he rose
was go home and obey, and the temptation ever since has been to
read the whole affair as the plainest of defeats, the truth ordered
onto its knees and meekly complying. That reading misses nearly
everything that matters, because it counts only the syllables spo-

ken in the hall and ignores both what those syllables cost the insti-
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tution that extracted them and what the condemned man did
with the years they bought him.

Count the cost to the Church first, since it runs exactly oppo-
site to what the Church intended. The abjuration persuaded no
one of anything. The Dialogue was placed on the Index of For-
bidden Books, where it would remain until 1835, and a banned
book is read more closely rather than less, the prohibition serving
as the most effective advertisement a difficult work of astronomy
could possibly receive. Nor did the proposition that the earth
moves become a particle less true for having been cursed by a
frightened old man with the instruments of torture in view, and
within two generations the educated mind of Europe had passed
it by and left the verdict stranded in the past like a beached hull.
What the trial actually manufactured, and manufactured for all
time, was the single most damaging story that can be told about
any authority, the story of the institution that put a truth on trial
and lost. Every later quarrel between religion and science, fair or
unfair, reaches back to that 1633 courtroom for its founding im-
age. The Church did not silence Copernican astronomy. It wed-
ded itself, in the permanent memory of the species, to the sup-
pression of a fact, and it took three hundred and fifty-nine years
to sue for the annulment, when in 1992 a pope at last allowed that
the men who had judged Galileo were the ones who had erred.
The reversal extracted to prove the Church'’s authority became
the document by which that authority is most often arraigned.
This is the governing pattern of the entire book, and the kneeling
astronomer is its clearest single specimen.

Now count what the surrender bought the man who made it,
because the argument of this chapter lives in that reckoning. The
reckoning is one only a later age can perform, and honesty re-

quires admitting that it weighs an outcome the kneeling man
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could not have known, for Galileo had no way of seeing from the
floor of the Inquisition that he would be granted the years and the
strength to write the book that redeems the choice in hindsight,
and most who yield are given no such second act and leave noth-
ing behind to be counted. The calculus sorts the dead after the
fact; it issues no rule a living person could carry into the room.
Galileo went up to Arcetri a condemned and humiliated heretic,
watched by the Church, forbidden to teach the thing he knew to
be true, his great public book on the Index. In 1634 his eldest
daughter died, a nun in the convent near his house who had been
his closest correspondent and the chief comfort of his last years,
and he was left alone with his disgrace and his grief. His eyes were
failing, and within a few years he would be wholly blind. By any
account that stops at the courtroom door, the story was finished,
a supreme mind broken on the wheel of power and left to die in
the dark. And in those same years, blind and bereaved and under
guard, the broken man wrote the best thing he ever made.

The Discourses and Mathematical Demonstrations Concern-
ing Two New Sciences has nothing at all to do with the heavens.
Its subject is motion and the strength of materials, the way a beam
bends and breaks under load, the path a thrown object traces
through the air, the mathematics by which a falling body gathers
speed. In its pages Galileo laid down the kinematics of uniform
acceleration and the parabolic flight of projectiles and the begin-
nings of the science of how structures hold and fail, and he did it
by the method that was his true revolution, the marriage of care-
ful experiment to mathematical description. This was the founda-
tion under everything that mechanics would become. The young
Isaac Newton, born in England at the close of the same year
Galileo died, by the calendar England then kept, would raise on
this groundwork the system that governed physics for the next
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two and a half centuries. The book that the trial made possible, by
clearing away the dangerous distraction of cosmology and leaving
the old man with nothing left to do but the deepest work of his
life, mattered more to the history of science than the Dialogue
that had got him convicted.

No printer in Catholic Italy could touch the manuscript, so it
was carried quietly across the Alps and published in the Protes-
tant Netherlands by the great house of Elzevir in 1638, safely be-
yond the reach of the men who had silenced its author, and
Galileo performed the courteous fiction of amazement that such a
thing could possibly have occurred without his knowledge or
consent. Here is the real and yet it moves, and it was never a line
hissed under the breath at a row of cardinals. It was a book, smug-
gled to a free press in a Protestant city, that demonstrated once
and for all that the universe goes on obeying its mathematics no
matter what an old man is compelled to say in a Roman church.
The mouth abjured. In the years that the abjuration purchased,
the mind finished the work and shipped it past the censor to the
future. The truth never required Galileo to defy the Church
aloud. It required him alive and at his desk, and the recantation is
precisely the thing that kept him alive and at his desk.

To feel the full weight of this, set Galileo beside the man who
took the other road and paid the other price. Thirty-three years
before Galileo knelt, another philosopher had stood before the
same Roman Inquisition and refused to take back a word. Gior-
dano Bruno had spent some eight years in the Inquisition's cells,
and he was condemned for a tangle of heresies, most of them the-
ological rather than astronomical, the denial of central Christian
doctrines and a vision of an infinite universe filled with countless
worlds. He was offered the customary chance to recant and live,

and he refused it. On the seventeenth of February in the year 1600
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he was burned alive in the Campo de' Fiori in the heart of Rome,
by tradition with an iron driven through his tongue so that he
could not address the watching crowd, his voice stopped in the
most literal way a voice can be stopped. Bruno is remembered,
and rightly, as a man who would not bend, and a brooding statue
of him stands today on the spot where the fire was lit. He is a sym-
bol of intellectual courage, and the symbol is fully earned. But no-
tice what Bruno did not leave behind him, because he chose the
flames. He left no Two New Sciences. He left a magnificent re-
fusal and a heap of ash, and the refusal has nourished the human
imagination for four centuries, which is no small inheritance. The
point is only that it is a different kind of inheritance from the
work that Galileo made by surviving, and that the two men, the
one who burned and the one who knelt, mark out a fork that ev-
ery cornered mind has faced and that deserves to be reasoned
through rather than settled by reflex.

The reflex is to rank them, and to rank the martyr first. Bruno,
who burned, is the hero, and Galileo, who knelt, is the lesser man,
the genius with the asterisk beside his name, the one who lacked
the courage of his own convictions. Three centuries later Bertolt
Brecht would build an entire play around the charge that Galileo's
recantation was a betrayal, a failure of nerve that sold out both sci-
ence and the ordinary people who had needed him to stand firm,
and a version of that judgment is the common one still. The in-
stinct behind it is not contemptible, because a world in which ev-
eryone bends is a world with no floor beneath it, and the martyr is
the one who holds that floor in place for the rest of us, which is a
genuine service and the reason we are right to honor it. The trou-
ble is only that the ranking gets performed without any arithmetic
at all. It honors the gesture and never once counts the conse-

quence. If the question is which of the two men did more for the
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truth he served, the answer is not the man who burned. The an-
swer, measured on that one axis, the work each man left behind, is
the man who knelt, lied, went home, and wrote the book that
Newton would build the modern world upon. That axis is not
the whole ledger. A later chapter will enter the other column, the
example a public refusal sets and the way it keeps a truth audible
for others to carry, a service Bruno performed in the fire and the
silent kneeler could not. The narrow claim here is that on the
measure of work produced, the survivor did more, and a culture
that cannot bring itself to say even that much, that flinches from
it as though it were an insult to the brave, has confused the beauty
of a sacrifice with its usefulness, two things that are not the same
and now and then point in opposite directions entirely.

Let me be exact about what this does and does not claim, be-
cause the lazy version of it is dangerous and I have no wish to be
its author. The argument does not hold that recantation is ad-
mirable, or that the brave are fools, or that one should always
bend. Ahead, and in the last chapter of all, the book is crowded
with people whose refusals changed the world for the precise rea-
son that they refused, and the power of the no is real and will re-
ceive its full accounting in these pages. The claim made here is
narrower and harder to wave away. When a culture decides, auto-
matically and without examining the particular case, that the sur-
vivor who went on working is morally beneath the martyr who
stopped, it is making an aesthetic judgment and dressing it up as
an ethical one. It prefers the clean straight line of the sacrifice to
the smudged, compromised, productive mess of survival. And in
preferring it so reflexively, the culture quietly teaches its most
valuable people that the honorable answer to a mortal threat is to
die upon it, which is counsel that empties the libraries and the lab-

oratories of exactly the minds that might otherwise have filled
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them. The arithmetic is the only corrective. Before we sneer at the
one who knelt, we are obliged to add up what the kneeling pro-
duced. And survival guarantees nothing. Most of those who bend
produce no masterpiece and leave no smuggled book; they buy
their lives and live them quietly, and some buy their lives and
spend them in collaboration with the power that spared them.
The interval that the surrender purchases is an opportunity, no
more, and the outcome has to be counted case by case instead of
assumed in advance. Honoring Bruno is no error at all. The mis-
take comes only when we assume, before the accounts are opened,
that the one who knelt must have contributed less than the one
who burned, when history shows that sometimes, as with these
two men, the reverse is the plain truth.

Left to itself, the Galileo story threatens to harden into a com-
fortable maxim, survive and keep working and history will thank
you in the end. The twentieth century supplied the case that
cracks that maxim open and makes the truth underneath it darker
and larger, because it supplied a man whose surrender bought him
no villa, no decade of freedom, and no second masterpiece fin-
ished in peace among his instruments. His surrender bought him
ayear in a cell and then a bullet in the back of the head. To under-
stand what the coerced word is worth at the lowest reach of its
luck, we have to leave the Tuscan hills and descend into the
Lubyanka.

Nikolai Bukharin was, in the phrase Lenin had set down near
the end of his own life, the favorite of the whole party, and Lenin
had called him as well its most valuable theoretician. He had been
a maker of the Bolshevik revolution at twenty-nine, the editor of
its central newspaper, a leader of the Communist International,
the great popularizer and systematizer of its ideas. In the late nine-

teen twenties he had quarreled with Stalin over the human cost of

154



the forced collectivization of the peasantry and the breakneck
pace of industrialization, leading what came to be called the Right
Opposition, and a man who has openly quarreled with Stalin is a
man living the rest of his life on borrowed time. Stalin defeated
him politically by 1929, stripped him of his power, and made him
recant his views more than once in the years that followed, small
rehearsals for the final performance to come. Then the borrowed
time ran out, in the convulsion of paranoia and murder that his-
tory calls the Great Terror.

The Terror had its pretext in the assassination of the
Leningrad party boss Sergei Kirov at the end of 1934, which Stal-
in used to justify a widening hunt for hidden enemies. The hunt
was given its public face in a sequence of show trials in Moscow.
In the summer of 1936 the old revolutionaries Zinoviev and
Kamenev and fourteen others confessed to a Trotskyite terrorist
conspiracy and were shot. In the first weeks of 1937 a second
group, including Pyatakov and Radek, performed the same ritual
with the same result. Bukharin and his fellow rightist Rykov were
named and implicated in those proceedings, and in February 1937
the knock came for Bukharin too. He was taken to the Lubyanka,
the headquarters and prison of the secret police, and held there
for a year and sixteen days, while the most elaborate of all the trials
was assembled around him.

The case that was being built was a work of total fiction. The
prosecution called it the trial of the Anti-Soviet Bloc of Rights
and Trotskyites, and it charged twenty-one defendants with a
monstrous and intricate conspiracy to wreck the Soviet economy
through sabotage, to murder Stalin and the other leaders, to dis-
member the country and hand its pieces to foreign powers, and to
restore capitalism, the whole vast plot supposedly run from

abroad by the exiled Trotsky in partnership with the intelligence
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services of hostile states. None of it had happened. There was no
bloc, no sabotage ring, no murder plot, and the men at the top of
the Soviet state who ordered the trial knew with perfect clarity
that there was none. The trial existed for one purpose, to make
the fiction speak aloud in the voices of the men it was about to de-
stroy, and to make the watching world believe it.

For three months Bukharin held out. The record of the early
interrogations has him refusing to confess and insisting that he
was not Zinoviev or Kamenev, the men who had already broken,
and that he would not tell lies against himself. What bent him in
the end left no marks on the body. It was a long negotiation, and
the central term of that negotiation was his family. He had mar-
ried a young woman named Anna Larina in 1934, and they had a
baby son, born in 1936. Wife and child were hostages in every-
thing but the name, and Bukharin understood with complete
clarity that his conduct in the dock was the price being charged
for their lives. He appears also to have bargained for something
stranger and more telling about the kind of man he was, the sur-
vival of the manuscripts he was writing in his cell, pleading with
Stalin in letter after letter to let his prison writings be preserved
and one day published. He had next to no reason to believe that
any promise Stalin made to him would ever be kept, and he made
his concessions anyway, holding to whatever thin thread he could
still get his fingers around.

The trial opened in the first days of March 1938, with Andrei
Vyshinsky as prosecutor and Vasily Ulrikh presiding over the Mil-
itary Collegium of the Supreme Court, and it was staged before
the cameras and the notebooks of the Soviet and the foreign press,
who had been invited for the express purpose of carrying the con-
fessions to the world. The propaganda worked better abroad than

it has any right to have done. A number of Western observers and
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journalists came away from the Moscow trials of those years per-
suaded that the confessions must be substantially true, reasoning
that no innocent man would stand up in open court and accuse
himself of such enormities, and their credulous reports lent the
spectacle exactly the foreign endorsement Stalin had wanted. The
other defendants in Bukharin's trial played their assigned parts,
confessing fully and wretchedly to the whole fantastical indict-
ment and pleading for a mercy that was never going to come.

The credulity rested on a single intuition that this book exists
to take apart, the intuition that no innocent person would ever
confess to a crime that carries a death sentence. It feels airtight. It
is also false, and its falseness is the oldest lesson of the coerced
word. People confess to things they did not do, and have done so
in every century, once the price of silence is set high enough and
once that price is to be paid by the people they love. A man will
deny a fact to save his own neck only so far. Tell him instead that
his wife and his infant son will be shot if he does not perform, and
the whole calculation turns over. The Western visitors who rea-
soned that no innocent man would confess, and therefore the
confessions must be true, had simply never stood with a gun
pointed at their children. They mistook the steadiness of the per-
formance for the truth of its content, when the steadiness had
been bought and rehearsed and paid for in hostages. Every show
trial is built to exploit exactly this confusion in the onlooker, the
assumption that the mouth and the belief must point the same
way. They do not, and the distance between them is the room in
which the whole genre operates.

And then Bukharin, in the dock across the days of the trial and
above all in his long final plea on the evening of the twelfth of
March, did something that historians have argued over ever since.

On the surface of it, he confessed. He accepted, in sweeping and
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abstract language, that he bore guilt for treason against the social-
ist homeland and for membership in a counter-revolutionary or-
ganization, the kind of total and unspecified political guilt that
the ritual required of him. But underneath that general confession
he carried out a patient, deliberate demolition of every concrete
charge the prosecution had brought. He observed, and asked the
court to enter the observation into the record, that the prosecutor
himself had instructed him during the pre-trial interrogation that
he must not admit to more than he had already admitted and
must not invent facts that had never occurred, a remark which
tells any attentive listener that the admissions in this courtroom
were being measured out and managed by the state. He declared
flatly that the supposed bloc of conspirators had never existed,
that its alleged members had never once met as the indictment de-
scribed, that the charges of espionage were baseless, and he went
methodically through the specific accusations, the plot to murder
Lenin and the rest, exposing the points at which the evidence sim-
ply fell apart in the hand. By some accounts of those present in
the hall, he accompanied the performance with exaggerated turns
of phrase and strange gestures that signaled his contempt for the
entire proceeding to anyone who was watching closely enough to
catch them.

There is a reading of this performance, advanced most influen-
tially by the historian Stephen Cohen and shared in various forms
by others, which holds that Bukharin turned his own show trial
into a coded act of resistance. On this account he confessed in a
register pitched so high and so general that it conceded nothing
real, while at the same time he systematically dismantled the factu-
al case against him, leaving on the permanent public record a refu-
tation that later readers would be able to decode once the terror

had spent itself, a man pleading guilty in a manner expressly de-
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signed to prove his innocence to the future while shielding his
wife and son in the present. I find the reading powerful, and I am
bound to mark it as contested, because it is precisely that. Other
historians, especially after the opening of the Soviet archives ex-
posed the long months of interrogation and bargaining that lay
behind the trial, have argued that the heroic interpretation flatters
Bukharin and smooths over a messier and sadder truth, that a
frightened, exhausted man trading his performance for his
family’s lives and his manuscripts’ survival is not the same creature
as a serene strategist planting a time bomb for posterity, and that
we ought to be wary of converting a broken victim into a chess
grandmaster. The careful position holds the tension. The tran-
script shows exactly what it shows, a confession to sweeping guilt
wrapped tightly around a refutation of every particular, and
whether that shape was the product of calculated and courageous
double meaning or the confused residue of a man’s last desperate
negotiation is a question the surviving evidence does not finally
answer. What lies beyond dispute is the shape of the words them-
selves. He handed the regime its guilty plea, and he denied the
regime every fact it had wanted, and both of those are fixed in the
record for as long as the record lasts.

He was sentenced to death on the thirteenth of March and
shot two days later. The recantation bought him nothing that the
Galileo story would recognize as a reward. There was no commut-
ed sentence, no guarded villa, no decade of quiet work among his
books. Measured purely by survival, Bukharin's surrender failed
as utterly as Thomas Cranmer's had failed in the fire at Oxford,
and a reader who arrived at this chapter hoping for the tidy lesson
that bending will save your skin does not find it in the Lubyanka.
But the surrender, together with the year in the cell that came be-
fore the bullet, bought something other than life, and in the end it
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is the same something that Galileo's surrender bought, only
stripped down to its most heroic form. It bought an interval, and
the dead can put no interval to use. In the interval, the con-
demned man got his real mind out past his executioners and into
the keeping of the future.

Consider what Bukharin actually accomplished across that
year in the Lubyanka, in a cell, under daily interrogation, with the
certainty of his own death and the precariousness of his family’s
lives pressing on him every hour. He wrote. By night, at tremen-
dous speed, with only the handful of books he was permitted and
the whole library of his own mind, he produced four book-length
manuscripts. The first was a dense and ambitious work of philos-
ophy he titled Philosophical Arabesques, which he regarded as the
most important thing he had ever written, a defense of a humane
and authentic Marxism mounted against the totalitarian uses to
which Lenin's memory was being put. The second was a study of
socialism and its culture. A third gathered nearly two hundred po-
ems. The fourth was an autobiographical novel of his provincial
childhood, How It All Began, which quietly subverted the official
artistic doctrine of the regime that was preparing to kill him. He
sent Stalin letter after letter begging that these papers be saved. Af-
ter the execution the manuscripts escaped the fire. They were car-
ried to Stalin's own personal archive and sealed there, in the pri-
vate keeping of the man who had signed the death order, for half a
century. When the Soviet Union began to loosen in the late nine-
teen eighties and finally when it collapsed, the manuscripts came
out of the archive and into print at last, decades after every man
who had staged the trial was himself in the ground.

Here is the detail that closes the circuit between the kneeling
astronomer and the condemned theorist, and it deserves to be set

in stone. The scholars who have studied those prison manuscripts
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make one observation above all others. The writings continue
Bukharin's thought; they do not retract it. A man who had gen-
uinely surrendered his mind to the regime would have produced
nothing resembling them, or would have written the state's own
version of the truth back to it in a final act of submission.
Bukharin did neither. In the same weeks that his mouth was con-
fessing to treason in the courtroom, his hand in the cell was com-
posing a sustained and unbroken defense of his actual convic-
tions, the same ideas the trial was forcing him to renounce in pub-
lic. The courtroom heard the confession. The cell holds the proof
that the part of him that mattered never knelt, the proof in his
own handwriting that he died holding what he had always held.
What those manuscripts establish is that his conviction survived
the trial intact; whether the confession itself was a deliberate ci-
pher, a message folded into the words for a reader in the future, is
the further and more dramatic claim, and it is the one the evi-
dence cannot finally settle, so the careful reading holds the gap
open without insisting on it. Here the gap that gives this book its
name opened to its fullest width, held apart by a man with a gun
pointed at the heads of his wife and his infant child, and the four
manuscripts are what he poured into it.

What those manuscripts actually argued is itself the proof. In
the philosophy he considered his most important work, Bukharin
defended the humane core of the revolution's ideas against the
way Lenin's name was being forged into a club to legitimize tyran-
ny, which is to say that he spent his last months attacking, in writ-
ing, the intellectual foundation of the regime that was killing him.
In the novel he wrote against the rigid official aesthetic the state
imposed on its artists, smuggling a freer and more truthful vision
of a single human life into a form the regime had tried to stan-

dardize. These are the acts of a man whose mind stayed unbroken
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and went on the attack, composing in his cell the counter-argu-
ments to the lie he would shortly recite in the courtroom. A bro-
ken man writes nothing, or writes what he is told to write.
Bukharin wrote the opposite of what he was told, in secret, in the
same season that he told his judges aloud what they wanted to
hear, and that is the gap made visible across four volumes.

There was a second smuggled message, smaller than the
manuscripts and even harder to kill. Before his arrest, sensing
what was coming for him, Bukharin had composed a short state-
ment addressed to a future generation of party leaders, a declara-
tion of his innocence and a plea that his name be cleared once the
madness had burned itself out. He did not commit it to paper and
hide the paper, because he knew that any document would be
found and destroyed. Instead he made his young wife learn it by
heart, word for word, and then he destroyed the page himself.
Anna Larina carried those sentences inside her head through near-
ly twenty years of prison camps and internal exile, kept them safe
in the one archive that no secret police could ever search, and
lived to see them matter. In 1988, fifty years after the bullet, the
Supreme Court of the Soviet Union formally rehabilitated Niko-
lai Bukharin and cleared his name, and the message he had hidden
inside his wife's memory was delivered at last to the future it had
been written for. The smuggled manuscript bound for Holland
and the statement smuggled inside a human memory are the same
act performed in different centuries under different tyrannies.
They are the truth getting out past the men who demanded the
lie.

The two cases can now be set squarely side by side and made to
surrender their single shared lesson, which is the only honest way
to use famous stories, to compel them to argue one thing in con-

cert rather than file past the reader to be admired one at a time.
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Galileo and Bukharin made the identical move. Each, with his life
under direct threat, performed in public the reversal of a belief he
went on privately holding, and each was condemned despite the
performance, lightly in the one instance and fatally in the other.
The regime in each case craved the recantation as a trophy, as
proof that it had broken the most stubborn mind within its reach,
and in each case the trophy crumbled to ash the moment it was
grasped, because a confession squeezed out under threat con-
vinces nobody and a silenced truth does not cease to be true. So
far that is only the ordinary pattern of the coerced word, the pat-
tern of every chapter in this book. What the dock adds, what rais-
es these two trials into the heart of the argument rather than leav-
ing them as two more items in a catalog, is the interval. The sur-
render bought time, and time is the one currency the dead are un-
able to spend. Galileo spent his interval composing the founda-
tion of modern mechanics and getting it safely to a free press in a
foreign country. Bukharin spent his, so much shorter and so
much darker, writing four books and a memorized message and
getting them, by way of a sealed archive and a wife's unbreakable
memory, to a generation that would finally read them when the
terror had become a closed chapter of history. The mouth bought
the time. The mind put the time to use. And the work escaped.
There is a difference between the two tribunals that sharpens
the parallel rather than blurring it, and it should be named. The
Church that tried Galileo believed it was defending the truth. Its
judges were wrong about the astronomy, famously and cata-
strophically wrong, but they thought the earth stood still and
thought Scripture confirmed it, and they were suppressing what
they sincerely took to be a soul-endangering error. The Soviet
state that tried Bukharin labored under no such honest mistake.

Its managers knew the bloc had never existed, knew the sabotage
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was invented, knew the man in the dock had plotted nothing at
all, and they mounted the trial as conscious fabrication, a play per-
formed by people who had read the script and understood it to be
fiction. One case is the tragedy of sincere authority enforcing a
false belief; the other is the cynicism of authority enforcing a be-
lief it knows to be a lie. And yet the recantation does identical
work in both, and fails in the identical way in both, which tells us
something the comfortable distinction misses. It makes no differ-
ence to the machine whether the power demanding the reversal is
honestly mistaken or deliberately lying. What governs the out-
come is the structure, the superior force, the threat, the scripted
word, the gap that no force can close. A sincere inquisitor and a
cynical prosecutor are running the same engine for opposite rea-
sons, and the engine delivers the same product, a coerced sentence
that convinces no one and a private conviction that goes under-
ground to outlast them both.

The arithmetic that a culture so stubbornly refuses to perform
is now visible in both men at once. Set Bruno and the unbending
martyrs on the one side, with their clean refusals and their statues
and their ashes, and set Galileo and Bukharin on the other, with
their shameful kneeling and their smuggled books. The first com-
pany holds the floor in place, keeps alive across the centuries the
idea that some things are worth dying for, and we owe them every
particle of the honor we pay them. The second company did the
thing the first company could not do, which was to go on produc-
ing the truth after the moment of confrontation had passed, to
convert the years or the months that survival had bought into
work that outlived the men who had tried to bury it. To insist
that the first company is simply and obviously the better of the
two is to prize the drama of the stand above the substance of the

contribution, and it is a strange position for a civilization that
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claims to love truth to reserve its highest honor for the people
who stopped making any. The recanter in the dock is no hero,
and this book will never pretend that he is, but he is also some-
thing the blunt categories of hero and coward are too crude to
contain, a person who bought his survival with the coin of his
public dignity and then spent the survival keeping faith, in private
and in his work, with the conviction he had publicly betrayed.
Arthur Koestler, who had himself been a Communist and had
broken with the party in revulsion, tried to get inside this strange
interior in the one novel that everyone reaches for the moment
the Moscow trials come up. His imagined old Bolshevik, alone
with his interrogators, reasons himself into a false confession
through a chain of pitiless logic rather than under any whip, the
logic that the Party is the single bearer of history's truth, that the
individual counts for nothing weighed against it, and that one last
false confession may be the final service a loyal man can render to
the cause that is in the act of devouring him. It is a brilliant and
freezing piece of imaginative anatomy, and it has shaped the way
the entire West understands these trials. It is also, as the actual
prison manuscripts now strongly suggest, mistaken about the real
man it was drawn from, or at the least badly incomplete. The
flesh-and-blood theorist in the flesh-and-blood cell did not set
down the words of a mind handing itself over to the Party's truth.
He set down, night after night, a long defense of his own contrary
understanding, and a plea to the future, and a novel, and his two
hundred poems. The fiction imagined a mind that at the end con-
sented to the lie. The manuscripts record a mind that performed
the lie with its mouth and went on refusing it with everything else
it possessed, which is a harder and more human story than the

novel's, and the truer one.
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What the dock teaches, in the end, is that the worth of a recan-
tation can never be read off the moment of the recantation itself.
It can only be read off what the recantation makes possible in the
time that follows, and that following time is exactly what the mar-
tyr gives away. The clean refusal closes the story; the dirty surren-
der keeps the story open, and a story still running can yet produce
the book, the manuscript, the message, the proof. This is not a
comfortable conclusion and it was never meant to be one. It cuts
against the grain of nearly everything we are trained to admire, the
figure who will not bend, the one who walks into the fire with his
head high. Those people are necessary, and they will have their
chapter and their due. But the man on his knees in the Roman
church and the man in the dock in the Moscow courtroom, the
ones we are quickest to pity or to despise, had grasped something
about the long game that the martyrs never needed to learn, for
the plain reason that the martyrs would not be present to play it.
They had grasped that a living mind under a hostile power is
worth more to the truth than a dead one, and that the words a
man is forced to speak in the terrible room are not the true mea-
sure of him. The measure of him is what he does with the time
those words buy.

The earth went on moving through every hour that Galileo
knelt and through every year that he obeyed, and his proof of the
manner of its moving was already taking shape in the smuggled
pages bound for Holland. And the truth about Stalin's terror
stayed alive and whole in a sealed archive and inside the memory
of a woman in a labor camp through all the years that Bukharin's
confession was paraded before the world as fact, and it walked
back into the open daylight the instant the grip relaxed. The dock
could compel the word. It could not lay a finger on the work, and
it could not reach the half-inch behind the eyes where each of
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these men, having said precisely what he was told to say, went on
knowing precisely what he knew. And yet it moves was never the
brave taunt that the courageous man flings in the faces of his
judges. It was the quiet, patient, indifferent fact that the judges
were always going to lose to in the end, the motion of a world that
does not care in the slightest what is sworn under threat in any
courtroom, kept and carried forward to us by men who were sim-
ply too valuable to the truth to be permitted the clean luxury of
dying for it.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Threat to Livelihood: Oath and
Blacklist

The threats examined so far have all been threats to life. The stake,
the convert's forced baptism, the dock with its sentence of death
behind it, each held the body hostage and offered to spare it in ex-
change for a recantation. This chapter steps down a register, to a
threat that takes nothing so absolute and for that reason reaches a
great many more people. The demand is no longer recant or die. It
is recant or never work again. The power that makes this demand
will not burn you or shoot you or hang you. It will see to it that
you cannot earn a living in your trade, that no one in your field
will hire you, that your name becomes a thing employers avoid,
and that the skill you have spent your life acquiring becomes use-
less to you because no one will pay for it. The threat to livelihood
is the first in this book that its targets survive. They keep their
lives, their freedom, their homes, and they lose their work, their
standing, and their place among the people who do what they do.

What this kind of ruin actually looks like matters, because its
bloodlessness can make it sound milder than it is. A man who has
been quietly blacklisted is not arrested and not tried. He simply
finds that the telephone stops ringing, that the work he used to be
offered goes to others, that editors and producers and employers
who once sought him out are now vaguely unavailable, and that
no one will tell him why. There is no document to appeal, no sen-

tence to serve, no moment at which the punishment is declared
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and therefore no moment at which it can be said to end. The sav-
ings run down. Then the house is sold. The skills atrophy for
want of use, and the network of professional relationships on
which any career depends quietly dissolves as colleagues, them-
selves afraid of the contagion, find reasons not to be seen with
him. A career is a fragile thing, built over decades out of reputa-
tion and contacts and the steady accumulation of work, and it can
be dismantled in months by the simple refusal of an industry to
employ a man, leaving him alive and free and unable to practice
the only trade he knows. The threat to livelihood kills slowly and
deniably, and the slowness is part of its cruelty, because the victim
watches his own erasure happen by degrees and can never point to
the hand that is doing it.

That survivability is what makes the threat to livelihood
morally sharper than the threats before it, where one might expect
it to be softer. A person told to recant or burn can always be for-
given for choosing to live; the price of refusal is so total that no
one has standing to demand it of another, and the recanter at the
stake can say, with justice, that he had no real choice at all. The
person told to recant or lose his career cannot say that. He has a
choice, a terrible one, because refusal will not kill him. It will only
ruin him, and ruin is survivable, which means that the question of
whether his integrity is worth his livelihood is placed squarely in
front of him with no escape. He cannot hide behind the totality
of the threat, because the threat is not total. He must decide what
his work is worth against what his self-respect is worth, and either
answer will cost him something he values, and there is no version
of the choice in which he gets to keep both. Orson Welles is said
to have remarked that the people who informed on their col-
leagues did so "not to save their lives but to save their swimming

pools," and the cruelty of the line is also its precision. The threat
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to livelihood operates in the space between survival and comfort,
and it asks a person to measure his honor against his prosperity,
which is a measurement most people would rather never be
forced to make.

Set the two situations side by side and the difference in moral
pressure becomes clear. The martyr at the stake is asked to die for
his belief, and because almost no one can be expected to die, the
world has always extended to those who recant under that threata
wide and merciful understanding. No comparable mercy attaches
to the man who recants to keep his job, because the world knows
he would have lived either way, and so it judges him by a harder
standard, and he judges himself by it too. This is the peculiar bur-
den of a threat that spares the body. It removes the one excuse
that silences all reproach, the excuse of survival, and replaces it
with a calculation that the person must own as his own, a weigh-
ing of comfort against conscience in which whatever he chooses
stands revealed as a statement of what he valued more. A man
who signs to keep his salary has said, in effect, that his salary was
worth the signing, and a man who refuses and loses everything has
said that his self-respect was worth the loss, and both statements
are legible to everyone, including the man who made them. The
threat to livelihood is in this sense a more searching instrument
than the stake, because it engages the will instead of overwhelm-
ing it, presenting a choice real enough to be refused and costly
enough to make the refusal hurt, and then reading off, from what
the person decides, the precise exchange rate he places between his
principles and his prosperity.

The oldest instrument of this threat is the loyalty oath, and the
oath is recantation performed in advance, before any heresy has
been charged. It belongs, by the distinction drawn at the start of
this book, to the wider family of the coerced word rather than to
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recantation in the strict sense, since it swears a future allegiance in-
stead of unsaying a past belief, and it earns its place in this account
because it runs the same machine on the same gap, demanding the
public word while the private mind keeps its own counsel. Where
the classic recantation makes a specific person renounce a specific
belief he is known to hold, the oath makes everyone renounce a
forbidden allegiance whether or not they ever held it, swearing as
a condition of employment that they are not and have never been
the thing the power fears. The device is ancient. England demand-
ed oaths of supremacy and allegiance to flush out Catholics and
other dissenters, barring from office and profession anyone who
would not swear, and the principle has recurred wherever a state
has wanted to convert private conviction into a public test that
can be passed or failed. The oath has a particular and self-defeat-
ing perversity built into it, which is that it binds the scrupulous
and frees the disloyal. A person genuinely plotting against the
state will sign a loyalty oath without a flicker of hesitation, since
he is already lying about everything and one more lie costs him
nothing. A person of conscience who objects to the oath itself, to
being made to swear, to the assumption of guilt behind the de-
mand, will refuse on principle though he is perfectly loyal, and
will be punished for the refusal while the actual subversive walks
free with his signature on file. The oath does not filter for loyalty.
It filters for the willingness to be coerced, catching the honest and
scrupulous in a net through which the dishonest and dangerous
pass without resistance.

The oath works differently from the targeted recantation in a
way that makes it both broader and stranger. A recantation singles
out a person already suspected and makes him take back a particu-
lar thing; an oath sweeps across an entire population and makes

everyone affirm a loyalty in advance, on the theory that the disloy-
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al will balk and so reveal themselves. It is a fishing expedition
dressed as a sacrament, casting a single net over the guilty and the
innocent alike in the hope that the guilty will struggle. The histo-
ry of the device is long and consistent in its results. Tudor and
Stuart England used oaths of supremacy and allegiance to identify
and exclude Catholics and dissenters, denying office and advance-
ment to anyone who would not swear that the monarch was head
of the church, and the recusants who refused paid in careers and
sometimes in liberty. What every such oath shares is the assump-
tion that an inner allegiance can be reliably tested by an outward
declaration, and what every such oath discovers, sooner or later, is
that the assumption is false, because the declaration is easy to
make falsely and hard to refuse honestly. The man with no scru-
ples signs and is cleared. The man with scruples about being made
to sign refuses and is condemned, though his actual loyalty may
be perfect. An oath is therefore a poor detector of disloyalty and
an efficient detector of conscience, and a society that relies on it
ends by purging itself of precisely the scrupulous people who ob-
ject to coercion, while the cynical and the dangerous sail through.
The clearest demonstration of this came at the University of
California at the end of the 1940s, when the Regents required ev-
ery member of the faculty to sign an oath swearing that he was
not a member of the Communist Party. The demand fell on pro-
fessors of physics and classics and psychology who had no connec-
tion to the Party whatever, and a number of them refused to sign.
Their objection had nothing to do with hiding a secret allegiance,
since they had none; they regarded the oath as a violation of aca-
demic freedom and an assumption of guilt, a demand that they
prove their innocence of a charge no one had made. To dismiss a
scholar for declining to swear, they argued, was to punish him for

an association merely presumed, guilt established by the refusal it-
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self rather than by any act. The Regents pressed, deferred their
deadlines, issued ultimatums, and in the summer of 1950 moved
to dismiss everyone who would not sign. Many capitulated under
the pressure, but thirty-one faculty members held out to the end
and lost their positions, their salaries stopped, and more than a
hundred other university employees who had refused with them
were dismissed as well. The non-signers took the Regents to
court, and in 1952 the Supreme Court of California ruled the spe-
cial oath improper and ordered them reinstated, though it would
be years more before they recovered their back pay. They won the
narrow point. But the legislature had meanwhile imposed a
broader loyalty oath on all state employees, so that the victory of
the few who had refused the Regents' oath coincided with the im-
position of an oath on everyone, and the machinery of compelled
swearing rolled on in a wider form even as the particular profes-
sors were vindicated. The episode shows the threat to livelihood
in its academic dress, where the thing at hazard is the chair, the
tenure, and the career built over decades rather than the body, for-
feited by people whose only offense was the refusal to recite a re-
nunciation they found degrading.

The University of California fight is worth lingering on be-
cause it shows scrupulous people making the hard choice in slow
motion, with months to reconsider and every incentive to give in.
These were established scholars with families and careers, not rad-
icals spoiling for a confrontation, and the oath asked of them only
a signature on a document affirming something most of them
could have affirmed truthfully, that they were not Communists.
What they refused was the principle, the idea that a professor
could be made to prove his political innocence as a condition of
keeping the chair he had earned, and that the university could pre-

sume his guilt from his silence. To sign, they believed, would be to
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concede that the Regents had the right to demand such oaths, and
that academic freedom extended only as far as a board of political
appointees allowed. So they declined, and watched their salaries
stop, and went to law, and most of them held out through a year
and more of pressure and uncertainty. Their eventual vindication
in the courts was real but narrow and bitter, because while they
were being proved right about the Regents' particular oath, the
state was busy imposing a broader oath on every public employee
in California, so that the principle they had suffered to defend
was overridden by statute even as their individual cases were won.
They had been right, and they had paid for being right, and the
machinery of compelled loyalty had simply found a wider channel
and flowed on, which is a pattern this book will see again, the lo-
cal victory swallowed by the general defeat.

The same period produced a far larger machinery of the same
kind in the federal government. In the spring of 1947, under pres-
sure to appear sufficiently anti-Communist, President Truman is-
sued an executive order establishing a loyalty program for the en-
tire executive branch, subjecting more than two million federal
employees to review by loyalty boards set up in every department
and agency. The boards drew on investigations by the Federal Bu-
reau of Investigation and on a list, compiled by the Attorney Gen-
eral, of organizations designated subversive, and the standard for
dismissal was that there existed reasonable grounds to believe an
employee disloyal. Membership in a listed organization could sup-
ply those grounds, as could what the order called sympathetic as-
sociation with one, which is to say that a person could be found a
loyalty risk for the company he had kept or the causes he had sup-
ported rather than for anything he had done. A few years later the
standard was lowered further, from reasonable grounds for belief

in disloyalty to reasonable doubt of loyalty, a change that shifted
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the burden onto the accused, who now had to dispel a doubt
rather than answer a charge. The accused frequently could not
confront or even learn the identity of those who had informed
against him, so that a career could be ended by an accusation its
target never saw, made by a person he could not face. And the
threat was economic throughout. The loyalty board did not im-
prison anyone. It found him a risk and he was dismissed, marked,
and left to discover that the finding followed him out the door
and made him difficult to employ anywhere. The most revealing
fact about this enormous apparatus is how little it found. After re-
viewing the loyalty of more than two million people, the program
turned up only a handful whose loyalty could reasonably be
doubted, even as it drove many more from their posts by resigna-
tion or dismissal under the shadow of investigation, which tells us
that its true product was never the security it advertised. Its prod-
uct was the ritual itself, the universal submission to review, the
demonstration that everyone could be made to stand and be
counted as loyal, and the quieting of the political charge that the
administration was soft.

Two features of the federal program deserve particular notice,
because they recur wherever the threat to livelihood is industrial-
ized. The first is the secret accuser. An employee under loyalty re-
view was frequently confronted with derogatory information
whose source he was not permitted to know, accusations made by
informants he could not identify and therefore could not answer,
so that the ancient right to face one's accuser, the foundation of
any fair proceeding, simply vanished. A man could lose his career
to a whisper and never learn whose whisper it was, which meant
that personal enemies, business rivals, and anonymous cranks
could feed the machine with impunity. The second feature is the

chilling reach of the thing beyond its actual victims. When associ-
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ation with a listed organization could end a career, and when the
list was long and the standard vague, the rational response for any
cautious person was to associate with nothing, to sign no petition,
join no committee, attend no meeting that might someday be
construed as suspect, and to drop quietly any past affiliation that
might now look dangerous. The program reached far past the few
it punished, teaching an entire civil service to police its own asso-
ciations and to treat any political engagement as a potential liabili-
ty. And the meager harvest of actual disloyalty, a handful of
doubtful cases out of more than two million reviewed, proves that
this discipline, and not security, was the true yield. The machine
was not catching spies. What it caught instead was a population
trained in caution, and the training took.

The most theatrical version of the threat, and the one that
fixed the era in memory, was the work of the House Un-Ameri-
can Activities Committee. The committee had no power to im-
prison anyone for his beliefs and no power to fire anyone from a
private job. Its power lay in the hearing, in summoning a witness
before the cameras and the press and asking him, under oath, the
ritual question of the age, whether he was now or had ever been a
member of the Communist Party. The question was rarely asked
for the sake of the answer, because the committee generally al-
ready possessed the names it sought, gathered from informers and
files. It was asked for the sake of the spectacle, the public perfor-
mance of the witness's response, which could take one of two
forms. He could cooperate, which meant recanting his own past
and naming others, or he could refuse, which meant ruin and pos-
sibly prison. When the committee turned its attention to Holly-
wood in 1947, summoning writers and directors and producers to
testify about Communist influence in the movies, ten of them re-

fused to answer the question, resting on the First Amendment's
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protection of belief and association and denouncing the
committee’s right to inquire into their politics at all. The Holly-
wood Ten, as they became known, the screenwriters Dalton
Trumbo, John Howard Lawson, Ring Lardner Junior, Albert
Maltz, Lester Cole, Samuel Ornitz, and Alvah Bessie, the directors
Herbert Biberman and Edward Dmytryk, and the producer Adri-
an Scott, were cited for contempt of Congress, convicted, and af-
ter their appeals failed sent to federal prison for as much as a year
each. A young committee member named Richard Nixon was on
the panel, though the national reputation he built came less from
the Hollywood hearings than from the committee's pursuit of Al-
ger Hiss the following year. The Ten had chosen the one constitu-
tional argument that did not protect them, for the courts held
that the First Amendment gave them no right to refuse the
committee's questions, and the only refuge that bought silence
was the Fifth Amendment's protection against self-incrimination,
which spared a witness from answering but branded him in the
public mind as a guilty man and did nothing to save his career.
Everything about the hearing was arranged as theater, in the
sense an earlier chapter gave the word, a performance staged for
an audience rather than a proceeding aimed at a verdict. The com-
mittee sat in judgment though it could convict no one of any
crime but contempt of itself. Cameras and newsreels carried the
spectacle to the country. The witness was placed alone before the
panel and the press, and the drama lay entirely in what he would
do when the ritual question was put, whether he would break and
confess and name, or hold and defy and be destroyed. Its genius
was that it needed no evidence and reached no finding; it simply
produced, for public consumption, the image of submission or
the image of defiance, and either served the committee's purpose,

the first by demonstrating its power to make men crawl and the
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second by furnishing a villain to be punished. When the Holly-
wood Ten defied it, they understood the theatrical nature of the
thing and tried to seize the stage themselves, shouting their objec-
tions, denouncing the committee's right to exist, refusing to give
the performance of contrition that was wanted. They were
gaveled down and dragged from the stand and sent to prison, and
their defiance, which felt at the time like a victory of conscience,
also gave the committee exactly the spectacle of dangerous men
refusing to cooperate that justified the blacklist to come. The
hearing was a stage, and on it every choice the witness made, sub-
mission or refusal, was converted into a public lesson about the
cost of holding a forbidden thought.

The committee by itself could end no career. What ended
them was the blacklist, and the blacklist was the threat made flesh.
Within days of the contempt citations, in November of 1947,
forty-eight executives of the motion picture industry met at the
Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York and issued a statement an-
nouncing that they would discharge the Ten and would not
re-employ any of them until each had purged his contempt and
sworn he was not a Communist, and that they would not know-
ingly employ a Communist in any case. The studios had built the
blacklist, and over the following years it spread and hardened into
an instrument that could end a working life with no trial, no
charge, and no appeal. It operated through fear of association.
The studios and the networks and the advertising agencies, terri-
fied of boycotts threatened by veterans' organizations and of the
publicity generated by private newsletters that listed suspected
subversives in radio and television, simply declined to hire anyone
who had been named or who would not cooperate, and declined
to say so out loud. By the 1950s some three hundred people were

on it, famous writers and actors and the technicians and minor
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functionaries whose names had surfaced on some list. The black-
listed could not get work and could not be told why; they were
turned away with vague excuses while everyone in the business
understood the real reason. Some left the country to work in Eu-
rope. Some stopped working altogether. The writers, whose faces
were unknown and whose work could be passed off under anoth-
er name, survived by selling scripts through fronts, colleagues who
lent their names, or under invented pseudonyms, so that Dalton
Trumbo wrote screenplays that won Academy Awards he could
not claim, one of them taken by a man who did not exist. The
blacklist was a machine for converting a political suspicion into
economic death, and it did its work for more than a decade.

An entire apparatus grew up to administer the blacklist, and its
structure ensured that the punishment could be severe and un-
traceable at once. Private organizations published the names, in
pamphlets and newsletters that listed those alleged to have suspect
associations, extending the reach of the thing from the movie stu-
dios into radio and television and advertising. A clearance indus-
try arose alongside the blacklist, a set of consultants and interme-
diaries who, for a fee or a favor, would vouch for a tainted name
or guide a frightened performer through the steps of rehabilita-
tion, which generally meant a public recantation and the naming
of others. Below the formal blacklist ran a graylist of the merely
suspected, people never officially named but quietly avoided, who
found work drying up for reasons no one would state. The writ-
ers, whose work could be detached from their faces, survived
through fronts and pseudonyms, and the strange result was that
blacklisted men wrote some of the celebrated films of the era un-
der names that were not their own, their talent employed while
their identities were forbidden, so that the industry consumed

their work while pretending they did not exist. Others left the
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country, taking their careers to Europe where the American black-
list did not reach, and built second lives in exile. The most famous
comedian of the age, Charlie Chaplin, found the political climate
so hostile that he settled abroad. The apparatus was thorough and
it was deniable, a machine that could end a working life through a
thousand small refusals, no one of which any participant would
admit was part of a coordinated punishment, because officially
the punishment did not exist.

At the center of the blacklist's logic was a demand more terri-
ble than the demand to recant one's own beliefs, and it is the de-
mand that gives this chapter its moral weight. To be cleared, to get
off the list and work again, it was not enough to renounce your
own past affiliations and declare your error. You had to name
names. You had to give the committee the names of others you
had known to be Communists or fellow travelers, to inform on
your friends and colleagues and former comrades, and only by
performing this betrayal could you purchase your own redemp-
tion. The names, again, were usually already known to the com-
mittee, which is what reveals the true function of the demand.
The point of making a man name names was never the informa-
tion. It was the act, the public breaking of solidarity, the proof of
submission rendered in the only currency that could not be faked,
the sacrifice of other people. A man who named names had
crossed a line he could not uncross. He had bought his livelihood
with his friends' livelihoods, demonstrated his obedience by de-
stroying others, and bound himself to the power that demanded it
by the irreversible fact of what he had done. This was the genius
and the horror of the blacklist: it went beyond extracting a recan-
tation and made the recantation an act of treachery against one's
own, so that the price of the gap closing in one man was its violent

opening in the lives of everyone he named.
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The detail that the names were generally already known is the
key to the whole grim ritual, because it strips away the pretense
that the naming served any practical purpose. If the committee
had wanted the information, it had the information; the files and
the prior informers had supplied it. What the committee wanted
from the witness was submission rather than intelligence, and
submission of a specific and irreversible kind. To name names was
to perform, in public and on the record, the act of betrayal that
proved one had changed sides, that one's recantation was a deed
with consequences for other people rather than a form of words.
A man who merely renounced his own past could be suspected of
insincerity, of saying what was required while privately reserving
himself. A man who handed over his friends had burned the
bridge behind him; he had made himself complicit, bound to the
inquisitors by the irreversible fact that he had done their work and
harmed his own. This is why the demand fell so heavily on the
conscience, and why so many who would readily have confessed
their own past balked at naming others. To save oneself by one's
own abasement is one thing. To save oneself by feeding others to
the same machine is another, and the committee insisted on the
second precisely because it was the harder thing, the act that could
not be taken back and that therefore proved the submission com-
plete.

The most famous of those who named names was the director
Elia Kazan, and his case has remained a wound in the culture for
the better part of a century because he refused to be ashamed of it.
In April of 1952 Kazan testified before the committee, acknowl-
edged his own membership in the Party years earlier, and gave it
the names of eight men he had known in the Group Theatre to
have been Communists. He had refused to do so at first and then

reversed himself, and he spent much of the rest of his life defend-
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ing the choice, even making a celebrated film, two years later,
whose hero is a man who informs to a public inquiry and is vindi-
cated for it, a work widely understood as Kazan's justification of
his own testimony, and he pressed the same case in interviews and
in his memoirs for the next fifty years. His naming of names cost
him friendships, most painfully with the playwright who had
been his close collaborator and who responded by writing a drama
about the Salem witch trials that became the defining statement
of the opposite choice and the most enduring rebuke the namers
ever received. Decades later, when the film academy voted to give
the aged Kazan an honorary award for his life's work, the ceremo-
ny was picketed and a portion of the audience sat in conspicuous
silence as he accepted it, refusing to applaud, because the people
whose careers his testimony had helped to destroy, and the many
more destroyed by others, had never forgiven him and never
would. Kazan was not alone. One of the Hollywood Ten them-
selves, the director Edward Dmytryk, having served his prison
term, reversed his position, testified a second time as a friendly
witness, named names, and was restored to his career, and was de-
spised by his former allies for the rest of his life. The man who re-
canted and informed got his work back. He did not get back the
regard of the people he had named or the people who watched
him do it. The agony of the choice was real even for those who
made it badly. One actor, hauled before the committee, begged
not to be forced to choose between prison and crawling through
the mud as an informer, and then named names anyway in a
closed session, his torment changing nothing about the outcome.
Against the namers stood those who refused, and the refusal
took several forms, each with its own cost. The Ten had refused
on the First Amendment and gone to prison and the blacklist to-

gether. Others refused on the Fifth Amendment, declining to an-
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swer in order to avoid incriminating themselves, which kept them
out of prison but ended their careers all the same and left them
branded as men who had something to hide. And a few refused
with a directness that made the moral shape of the thing unmis-
takable. When the playwright and screenwriter Lillian Hellman
was subpoenaed in 1952, she wrote the committee a letter offer-
ing to testify fully about her own activities on the condition that
she would not be required to inform on others, on the ground
that to injure innocent people she had known years before in or-
der to save herself would be indecent. The committee refused her
condition, and she took the Fifth and was blacklisted, but the sen-
tence in her letter that survived everything else stated the refuser’s
creed as plainly as it has ever been stated. She would not, she
wrote, cut her conscience to fit this year's fashions. Her own ac-
count of herself was later disputed by people who knew the facts,
and she was not the saint she sometimes played, but the line out-
lived the woman and the doubts about her, because it named the
exact thing the threat to livelihood asks a person to do, to trim the
shape of his conscience to whatever the present moment demands
and call the trimming prudence.

The refusers paid in different coin depending on the ground
they chose, and each ground had its own trap. Those who stood
on the First Amendment, asserting a right to keep their beliefs and
associations private, found that the courts would not sustain the
claim, and so they went to prison for contempt and to the black-
list on top of it, punished twice for the same refusal. Those who
stood on the Fifth Amendment, declining to answer on the
ground that their answers might incriminate them, stayed out of
prison but accepted a different penalty, the public assumption
that a man who pleads self-incrimination must have a crime to

conceal, an assumption the committee cultivated by calling them
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Fifth Amendment Communists and treating silence as confes-
sion. The protection kept them free and unemployable at once.
And there was no clean option, no form of refusal that preserved
both liberty and livelihood, because the system had been designed
to leave the uncooperative nowhere to stand. The dignity of the
refusers lay precisely in their accepting this, in choosing a path
they knew led to ruin because the alternative path led through the
betrayal of others. They did not refuse because refusal was safe or
wise, for it was neither. They refused because the price of cooper-
ation was a thing they would not pay, and they let the machine
take their careers rather than buy them back in the only currency
the machine accepted, which was other people.

The whole apparatus worked because no single person inside it
had to feel himself the executioner, and this diffusion of responsi-
bility is what allowed a liberal society to do to its dissenters some-
thing it would never have done by open law. The committee only
asked questions and named names; it killed no careers. For their
part the studios only declined to hire, merely exercising the ordi-
nary right of any business to choose its employees. The veterans’
groups only threatened boycotts; they merely spoke their minds.
And the public only stayed away from tainted films, or was said to
be about to. At no point in this chain did anyone hold the whole
of the deed, and so a man could be reduced from a thriving career
to unemployment and exile without a single actor in the process
having done anything he could not defend as his own small and
reasonable choice. The blacklist had no author. It was enforced by
everyone and decreed by no one, which made it both deniable and
irresistible, a punishment that fell with the weight of the state
while wearing the appearance of a thousand private decisions.

This structure, in which a devastating punishment is adminis-

tered by no one in particular, is one we have met before in this
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book, in the fiction by which the medieval church burned heretics
while insisting that it killed no one, having merely handed the
condemned to the secular arm. The blacklist ran on the same
laundering of responsibility, distributed now across a whole soci-
ety rather than divided between two institutions. That diffusion
was no accidental feature of the system; it was the thing that made
it possible, for a society that would have recoiled from a law open-
ly forbidding certain people to work could accept, without quite
noticing what it was doing, an arrangement of private refusals
that came to exactly the same thing. Cruelty organized this way is
nearly impossible to resist, because there is no one to confront, no
decree to repeal, no executioner to shame.

Behind the whole structure stood fear, and the fear is the con-
fession this chapter draws from the era as it has drawn it from ev-
ery earlier one. A confident society does not require two million
of its civil servants to swear they are loyal, does not make its pro-
fessors sign oaths disclaiming a Party most of them never joined,
does not need the spectacle of writers naming their friends to feel
secure. The loyalty oath and the blacklist are the instruments of
insecurity, the devices of a power frightened of what it cannot see
inside the minds of its own people, and the scale of the apparatus
is a measure of the fear behind it rather than of any danger in
front of it. The program that reviewed two million and found al-
most no one disloyal was answering a political fear rather than
guarding against a real threat of that size, performing security for
an anxious public, and the performance required victims because
a ritual of loyalty is empty without the occasional sacrifice of
someone who fails it. A demand to recant, here as everywhere in
this book, reveals the weakness of the one who makes it, and the
louder and more universal the demand, the deeper the insecurity

it announces.
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The era took its name from Senator Joseph McCarthy, who
specialized in the public accusation of disloyalty, a man who sat in
the other house of Congress from the committee this chapter has
described and who never turned his attention to Hollywood at all.
His particular reign of denunciation was brief and ended in his
censure and disgrace, yet the name fixed itself to the whole period
because it captured the essential thing, the conversion of fear into
spectacle. And a ritual of reassurance, once begun, is hard to stop,
because to stop it is to admit that the danger it answered was nev-
er as large as the fear that produced it.

The recantations bought, in the end, almost nothing, which is
the asymmetry this book keeps finding. Those who named names
did not buy peace or honor. They bought the immediate restora-
tion of their incomes and a permanent stain that followed them to
their graves, and in the long reckoning of the culture they became
the cautionary figures while the ones who refused became the he-
roes. The blacklist itself collapsed at the start of the 1960s, when
the producer of one film and the director of another announced
that the screenplays had been written by Dalton Trumbo and put
his name on the screen in defiance of the list, and the thing that
had ruined hundreds of lives simply lost its force once two power-
ful men declined to honor it. The vindication, as always, came late
and went to the principle more than to the persons. Trumbo re-
ceived in 1975 the Academy Award he had won under a false
name two decades before, an old man honored for work the in-
dustry had once pretended he had not done. But most of the
blacklisted never recovered the careers the list had taken, and
many died before the climate changed, so that the late triumph of
their position warmed only some of them and arrived for many
only after they were past being warmed by anything. The earth

went on moving, and the men who had been made to deny it did
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not, in the main, live to be restored.

There is a reason the vindication takes this shape so reliably,
and it is worth naming as a law rather than an accident. A reputa-
tion destroyed in real time cannot be reconstructed by a later ver-
dict, because the years are gone and the work that would have
filled them was never made, and an honor handed to a man at the
end of a broken career restores the honor without restoring the ca-
reer. The namer's position is the mirror image and no happier. He
bought back his working years at a price that only grew heavier as
the climate shifted under him, so that the act that saved his liveli-
hood in 1952 became, a decade later, the thing his name was re-
membered for, the stain darkening as the fear that had excused it
receded and the culture grew ashamed of having demanded the
naming at all. He could not give the years back to the people he
had named, and he could not take back the naming, and he was
left to carry both facts for as long as he lived. The asymmetry runs
in every direction at once. The refuser’s vindication comes too late
to feed him, the namer's safety curdles into infamy, and the only
clear winner is the principle itself, the abstract proposition that a
man should not be made to inform on his friends, which is hon-
ored at last over the heads of everyone who actually suffered to es-
tablish it.

What the threat to livelihood reveals, more sharply than any
threat before it because its targets survive to live with their choic-
es, is the gap in its most ordinary and most testing form. One man
signs the oath while privately despising it. The friendly witness
names names while knowing himself a traitor as he speaks. The re-
fuser keeps his conscience whole and watches his livelihood disap-
pear. Each of them holds a space between what the power has ex-
tracted and what he actually believes, and the threat to livelihood,

by leaving its victims alive and free, forces that space into the open
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and makes each person furnish it with a choice he must then in-
habit for the rest of his days. It would be the cheapest thing in the
world to sit at a safe distance and condemn the ones who signed
and named, and this chapter declines to do it. They had families
and mortgages and children, and the ruin they faced was real, and
most of them were ordinary people, neither heroes nor monsters,
caught in a machine built to break exactly such people, offered a
choice between their work and their honor by a power that
should never have made them choose. The villain is the machine
and the fear that built it. Blame belongs there, and not to the
frightened man who signed. But the ones who refused, who let
the machine take their livelihoods rather than buy them back with
their friends, earned something the namers never could, and their
names are the ones the culture finally honored, which is a kind of
justice even if it came too late to feed them.

The deepest damage of the informer system was done to the
trust among people that any common life depends on, more than
to the individuals it named. When naming names is the price of
survival, no association is safe, no confidence secure, no friend-
ship beyond the reach of the calculation that one's own skin
might someday require its betrayal. People learned to guard their
words even among friends, to wonder which acquaintance might
one day be required to remember a careless remark, to treat soli-
darity itself as a luxury they might not be able to afford. The in-
former who named names harmed more than those he named. He
poisoned the air for everyone, confirming that the bonds between
colleagues and friends would not hold against sufficient pressure,
and that each person was finally alone with his own survival. And
the namer carried his own wound, the knowledge of what he had
done, the divided life of a man who had saved his career at the cost

of his self-regard and had then to live, often for decades, with the
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people he had named and the people who knew. This is the gap
worn into an ordinary working life, the space a person keeps be-
tween the act the power extracted and the self that performed it,
and the threat to livelihood, by sparing the body, ensures that the
person lives long enough to inhabit that gap fully, to know exactly
what he traded and to carry the knowledge to the end.

The blacklist is the shape the demand to recant takes in a soci-
ety too liberal to burn. A regime that cannot put its heretics to the
stake can still put them out of work, and the threat to livelihood is
in some ways more insidious than the threat to life precisely be-
cause it is bloodless and deniable, killing careers instead of bodies
and leaving no martyrs at the stake, only quiet ruin and unex-
plained unemployment. It is also the threat that touches the most
people, because while few of us will ever face a tribunal that can
kill us, a great many of us work for someone, depend on a profes-
sion, can be made unemployable by the displeasure of those who
hold our livelihoods in their hands. The demand to sign, to con-
form, to inform, on pain of ruin rather than death, is the version
of the threat most of us might actually meet, in milder forms and
for smaller stakes, and the questions it asked the witnesses and the
professors of that era are questions it can ask anyone whose bread
depends on the goodwill of a power that wants, in exchange for
that bread, a piece of his mind. The next threat this book exam-
ines is gentler still, and closer to home, the threat aimed at one’s

belonging rather than at one's life or one's living.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Threat to Belonging: The Struggle
Session

The threat steps down once more, toward something that sits
closer to the center of a person than any job. The previous chapter
watched a power threaten to take away a person's work. This one
watches a power threaten to take away a person's people. The de-
mand is no longer recant or die, and no longer recant or never
work again. It is recant or be cast out, confess or cease to be one of
us, submit or find yourself suddenly alone among those who had
been your own. The penalty for refusal is expulsion from the
group, the withdrawal of belonging, the conversion of a person
from a member into an outsider in the eyes of the community
that had been his home. This is the most intimate of the threats
that work in public, more searching than the threat to a career be-
cause it reaches past what a person does to what a person is, to his
standing among the people whose regard makes up so much of
who he takes himself to be. It is less intimate than the threat the
next chapter examines, which arrives from inside the family itself.
But it sits near the core, and it has a feature that none of the earlier
threats share. In every case so far, the persecutor stood apart from
the persecuted, a state or an inquisition or an industry pressing on
a person from outside. Here the persecutor is the community, and
the community is made of the people the victim has lived among.
The threat to belonging is the one in which a person is destroyed

by his own rather than by his enemies.
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It draws its enormous power from a single fact about human
beings, that the need to belong is a need and not a preference.
Two psychologists, surveying the evidence in the middle of the
1990s, concluded that the desire for connection and inclusion is
among the most basic of human drives, comparable in its way to
hunger and thirst, and that when it is frustrated the consequences
run past unhappiness to measurable harm to the mind and the
body. A long line of experiment on ostracism, the simple condi-
tion of being ignored and left out, has shown that exclusion in-
flicts a genuine pain, registered by some of the same machinery in
the brain that processes physical injury, and that it strikes at once
at four things a person cannot easily do without, the sense of be-
longing, the sense of being worth something, the sense of having
some control over one's own life, and the sense that one's exis-
tence carries meaning. The remarkable part is how little it takes to
trigger this distress and how impossible it is to reason oneself out
of it. People feel the sting of being left out by strangers they will
never see again, in trivial games whose outcome could not matter
less, and in one striking study they felt it even when the group ex-
cluding them was one they openly despised, so that a participant
reported the hurt of rejection by people he would have been
ashamed to be associated with. The need is that deep. It does not
pause to ask whether the group is worth belonging to before it
sounds the alarm of being shut out.

The reason this drive runs so far below the reach of argument
lies in the long history of the species. For almost all of the time hu-
man beings have existed, expulsion from the group was a sentence
of death and no mere social setback, because a solitary human on
the ancestral landscape did not last long without the band that fed
and defended and sheltered him. The dread of being cast out is

therefore wired in beneath the level of deliberate thought, an in-
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heritance from ancestors for whom belonging was survival and
banishment was extinction, and it still fires in conditions where
no one will actually die, in the office and the congregation and the
circle of friends and the crowd online. History confirms what the
psychology suggests. The societies of the ancient world ranked
banishment among their gravest penalties, and Athens gave us the
word ostracism from its custom of voting a troublesome citizen
out of the city for a decade, each voter scratching a name onto a
fragment of pottery, a sentence understood as a kind of living
death because a Greek cut off from his city was cut off from the
only arena in which he could be fully a man. Medieval law had its
condition of outlawry, which placed a person outside the protec-
tion of the law entirely, so that he could be robbed or killed with
impunity, his belonging having been precisely the thing that kept
him alive. Across these otherwise unlike worlds the same assump-
tion holds, that to be driven from one's people is among the worst
things that can be done to a person, and a power that can credibly
threaten that outcome has its hand on one of the oldest and surest
levers in human nature. It can move a person who would have
stood firm against threats to things he values more on reflection,
because the prospect of exile touches a fear that runs underneath
almost every other.

The institution that worked this lever with the most deliberate
force in the last century was the one an earlier chapter examined as
a piece of theater, the Maoist struggle session, which returns here
in a different aspect. Seen from the front, as a spectacle staged for
an audience, the struggle session was theater, with its script and its
director and its costumed chorus. Seen from the position of the
person at its center, it was something else, the experience of being
turned upon by one's own community, surrounded by the people

among whom one had lived and worked and being denounced by
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them one after another until one broke. The Chinese name for it,
rendered in plain letters as the pidou meeting, the gathering to
struggle and to denounce, describes an event in which a person ac-
cused of wrong thinking or bad class origin or political deviation
was made to stand, often forced into a posture of physical submis-
sion, before the assembled members of his work unit or his village
or his school, to confess his faults, to absorb the accusations of the
others, and to recant whatever he had been charged with believ-
ing, while those around him competed to display their own
soundness through the violence of their attacks on him.

To grasp why this was so annihilating, one has to understand
what a community was in that society. The work unit, the dan-
wei, was the basic cell of social existence, not merely a place of em-
ployment in the way a job is in a market economy, and it held in
its hands nearly everything that made a life possible. It supplied a
person's wage, and with it his housing, his medical care, his ration
coupons for grain and oil and cloth, his permission to marry, to
travel, to have a child. His political dossier lived inside it and fol-
lowed him for the whole of his life. To hold a place in one's dan-
wei was to have a place in the world, and to be expelled from it, or
marked within it as an enemy, was to lose at a single stroke a job, a
home, a livelihood, a social identity, and any prospect of acquir-
ing another, because there was nowhere else to go and no one who
would take in a person his own unit had condemned. The three
threats this book has so far kept apart, to life, to livelihood, and to
belonging, were in that world a single threat, since a person
stripped of his danwei and marked as a class enemy could find
himself with no way to eat and no protection from those who
wished him harm. It compressed the whole of this into one after-
noon in a courtyard, and the person made to stand there under-

stood that he was being shown the door out of human society it-
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self.

The distinctive horror of the struggle session, the quality that
sets it apart from the stake and the blacklist, is the identity of the
executioner. The man burned at the stake faced a power above
him, an inquisitor and a state, and could at least understand his
tormentors as enemies. A man called before the congressional
committee faced an institution of government and an industry,
impersonal machinery operated by officials he had never met. But
the man in the struggle session faced his own. His accusers were
no strangers and no distant authorities; they were his colleagues,
his neighbors, the people he ate with and worked beside, some-
times his students, sometimes his closest friends, sometimes his
own children and his own spouse, brought forward or stepping
forward to denounce him in terms calculated to prove their own
reliability by the ferocity of their assault on his. The community
was at once the judge that condemned him, the audience that
watched, and the executioner that carried out the social killing,
and there was no court of appeal beyond it because it was every-
one he knew. The loneliness of that position is hard to imagine
from the outside, the loneliness of a person ringed by a crowd of
familiar faces every one of which has turned against him, who
searches the circle for a single sympathetic eye and finds none, be-
cause to show sympathy would be to be marked for the front of
the room next. Here is the particular cruelty of the threat to be-
longing when a community chooses to wield it. The threat does
not isolate a person by removing him from his people. It isolates
him in the midst of his people, by turning his people into his ac-
cusers, so that the faces that once meant safety become the instru-
ments of his ruin.

What bound the crowd into the work of destruction was that

participation was not optional for the onlookers. To stand silent
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while the others denounced, to decline to add one's own accusa-
tion, was itself to fall under suspicion and to risk being the next
person hauled to the front, and so the assembly was lashed to the
ritual by the same fear that gripped its victim. A man watching his
colleague struggled against understood that his own safety de-
pended on joining in, that visible reluctance would be noted and
stored away, and that the surest demonstration of his own sound-
ness was a denunciation delivered with conviction. The result was
a machine that produced its own fuel, each participant attacking
the victim partly to prove that he was not himself a candidate for
the same treatment, the whole community lashing itself to the
spectacle out of the terror of standing on the wrong side of it.
This is why the testimony of those who lived through such sea-
sons so often carries a particular shame, the shame of people who
denounced others from fear and not from conviction, who said
the words against a friend because the alternative was to be ex-
posed standing beside him. The struggle session did more than de-
stroy its chosen victim. It implicated everyone in the room in the
destruction and sent them home each having bought a little safety
with a little of his integrity, knowing exactly what he had done
and unable to undo it.

The pressure such a scene puts on a person to confess is over-
whelming, and it works because the thing held out in exchange
for confession is readmission to the group. The struggle session
was not designed only to punish. In its own logic it aimed to re-
form, to break the deviant down through the ordeal of denuncia-
tion and then, if his confession was full enough and his recanta-
tion sincere enough, to take him back into the community he had
offended, humbled and corrected and reabsorbed. The recanta-
tion was the price of return. A person who confessed, who wept

and accused himself and catalogued his errors and thanked the
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masses for setting him straight, might be received again, marked
but alive, restored to a diminished place among his own. A person
who refused, who insisted on his innocence or held to his belief,
faced the full weight of expulsion with everything that expulsion
meant in that society. The choice was therefore one between be-
longing and exile, and for a creature built as human beings are
built, with the need to belong wired in beneath reason, that is a
choice engineered to produce surrender. And the community
wanted more than the words. A confession that was too brief or
too proud would not satisfy; it had to be abject and detailed and
visibly felt, performed with emotion, naming the confessor's
faults in the language the movement supplied and offering thanks
for the correction. The person had to perform submission and
gratitude together, to seem to embrace the denunciation as a gift
and to declare himself genuinely improved by the ordeal of being
broken. What the community demanded, in effect, was the recan-
tation and with it the appearance of inner conversion, the closing
of the gap rather than its mere concealment, and so a person des-
perate to be let back in learned to supply the performance of sin-
cerity along with the substance of submission. The most chilling
cases are the ones in which the performance became the thing it-
self, in which a person broken often enough and hard enough
came to believe the accusations against him and to confess at last
in earnest, the words that had begun as a lie told to survive having
become, through enough suffering, a thing he could no longer tell
from the truth.

Why a community should want to do any of this to one of its
own is a question that runs deeper than the politics of any partic-
ular regime, and the most penetrating answer came from a sociol-
ogist at the turn of the twentieth century who was not thinking

about struggle sessions at all. Emile Durkheim argued that the
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public punishment of a wrongdoer performs a function that has
little to do with the wrongdoer. Its real work is done on everyone
else. When a member of a community violates the community's
deepest norms, the violation wounds what Durkheim called the
collective conscience, the shared body of beliefs and feelings that
makes a group a group rather than a crowd of strangers, and the
public ritual of condemnation is how that wound is healed. By
gathering to denounce the offender, the members of the commu-
nity remind one another of the values he has broken, redraw the
line he has crossed, and renew their sense of being a single body
united around shared commitments. The punishment is a cere-
mony of solidarity. Durkheim drew the point most vividly from
the rituals of justice, the public trial and the public sentence,
which he read as ceremonies whose true audience was the
law-abiding majority and not the accused at all. The drama of the
courtroom, the solemn condemnation, the visible penalty, all of it
works on the spectators, reminding them where the boundary
falls and renewing their attachment to the order the criminal has
flouted. To deter future crime and to reform the criminal, which
such rituals seldom accomplish, are beside the point. The point is
to bind the upright together in the warm and righteous feeling of
shared condemnation, to let them experience, in the act of casting
out the one, the pleasure of being securely among the many.

This account explains something about the struggle session
and its kindred that nothing else does, which is the evident satis-
faction the participants took in it, the eagerness with which ordi-
nary people denounced their neighbors, the way the ritual seemed
to feed and grow on its own appetite. The denunciation was no
grim duty reluctantly performed. For many of those taking part it
was a positive pleasure, the pleasure of belonging vividly demon-

strated, of standing safely inside the circle by helping to shove
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someone out of it. Each accuser, in attacking the deviant, was also
proving and renewing his own membership, purchasing his own
security in the group with the currency of another's expulsion.
And Durkheim saw the most disquieting implication of all, that a
community organized this way will always need someone to cast
out, because the casting out is what binds it. He imagined a soci-
ety of saints, a flawless community of exemplary people, and ar-
gued that even there, where no real crime existed, the members
would discover faults to condemn, magnifying small deviations
into grave offenses, because a community defines and renews it-
self by the act of drawing boundaries, and a boundary requires
someone on the wrong side of it. On this view the appetite for
heretics is no malfunction of a community under strain. It is a
structural feature of how communities hold themselves together,
and it means that the demand to recant will never want for tar-
gets, because the group's need to condemn does not depend on
anyone actually having done wrong. The history of revolutionary
movements and purifying sects bears out a frightening corollary.
If a community binds itself by casting out deviants, and if it will
manufacture deviance where none exists rather than do without
the ritual, then the standard of acceptable belief tends to ratchet
ever tighter, since each purge raises the bar and creates a fresh mar-
gin of the insufficiently pure. Yesterday's loyalist becomes today's
suspect because the line has moved beneath him and not because
he has changed, and movements caught in this dynamic end by
consuming the people who built them, the denouncer denounced
in his turn, the orthodoxy shifting under the feet of the believer
who had policed it, until a movement that began by expelling its
enemies finishes by devouring its founders, having generated,
through its own hunger to condemn, an endless supply of the im-

pure.
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A second thinker pressed this insight further into the dark.
The literary theorist René Girard argued that human communi-
ties are prone to crises of internal conflict, rivalries and resent-
ments that accumulate until they threaten to tear the group apart,
and that the ancient and recurring cure for such crises is to dis-
charge all of that built-up hostility onto a single victim. A com-
munity divided against itself becomes united against one of its
members, and in the shared act of turning on that victim, of blam-
ing him for its troubles and casting him out or destroying him, it
discovers a sudden and intoxicating unanimity that restores its
peace. Girard built this mechanism into a sweeping account of the
origins of myth and religion that few anthropologists have been
willing to accept whole, and the grand theory can be set aside
without damage to the smaller claim at its heart, which is harder
to wave away, that groups under strain reach with grim regularity
for a victim to unite against, and that the unanimity so purchased
feels to those who reach it like justice and relief. The scapegoat, in
Girard's account, is generally chosen for his availability rather
than his guilt, marked out by some difference or vulnerability that
makes him a usable target, and the community’s conviction of his
guilt is a kind of collective illusion that hides from the participants
what they are in fact doing, which is curing their own divisions
with his blood. His guilt is the necessary fiction. The crowd has to
believe that it is punishing a real offense, that the person it is de-
stroying deserves destruction, because the mechanism cannot
function if the participants see plainly that they are merely un-
loading their own tensions onto a convenient body. This is why
accusations in such moments tend to swell beyond all proportion,
why a minor fault becomes a monstrous crime and an ordinary
person becomes the embodiment of everything the group fears,

since the victim has to be made to carry a weight equal to the ten-
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sions he is being used to relieve. The machinery requires a mon-
ster, and so it manufactures one out of whatever material the cho-
sen victim provides, and the more completely the crowd believes
in the monster it has built, the more thoroughly the scapegoating
does its work of binding the righteous together over the body of
the condemned. Struggle sessions, public shamings, and purges all
carry the marks of this mechanism, the fervor of the crowd, the
unanimity it demands, the sense of cleansing release that follows
the victim's destruction, the indifference to whether the punish-
ment bears any proportion to the fault. The deviant is destroyed
less because he threatens the community than because destroying
him is how the community, for a while, stops threatening itself.
These mechanisms are not confined to political regimes, and
they appear in their oldest and most formalized shape in religious
communities, where the threat to belonging has been institution-
alized for centuries under the names of excommunication and
shunning. Nearly every faith that takes its boundaries seriously
has developed a procedure for cutting off the member who will
not conform, and the procedures share a structure this book has
come to recognize. The Jewish communities of the diaspora pos-
sessed in the herem a formal ban that could exclude a member
from the life of the community, and its most famous target was
the philosopher Baruch Spinoza, expelled by the Jewish commu-
nity of Amsterdam in the middle of the seventeenth century for
opinions it found intolerable, cursed in a document of startling
ferocity and cut off from his people for the remainder of his life.
The Catholic Church wielded excommunication, the exclusion
of a member from the sacraments and the fellowship of the faith-
ful, as one of its gravest instruments for a thousand years. And the
practice survives, undiminished, in a number of communities to

this day. The Amish impose the Meidung, the shunning of a
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member who has been excommunicated for breaking the rules of
the church, a withdrawal of ordinary social relations so thorough
that in its stricter forms family members will not eat at the same
table with the one who has been put out. The Jehovah's Witnesses
long practiced what they called disfellowshipping, recently re-
named but unchanged in substance, the cutting off of a member
who has committed a serious sin and will not repent, a severing
that extends to the withdrawal of contact by his own family.
These religious practices were not arrived at carelessly, and the
people who defend them do so out of deep conviction. The
Amish trace their strict shunning to a quarrel late in the seven-
teenth century in which one leader insisted that a member who
broke his covenant with the church had to be cut off completely,
in every ordinary dealing, while a more lenient party urged a gen-
tler separation, and the dispute split the Anabaptist community
permanently, the stricter faction becoming the Amish we know.
The reasoning was that the church had to keep itself undefiled,
that maintaining fellowship with an unrepentant sinner would
implicate the whole body in his sin, and that the baptismal vow
each member had freely taken made his later defiance a broken
promise to God rather than a private choice. By this logic the
shunning was an act of faithfulness, even of love, meant to bring
the wanderer to his senses and home to the fold, and courts in sev-
eral countries have agreed that a religious community has the
right to govern its own membership in this way and have declined
to interfere with a congregation's decision about whom it will
keep and whom it will shun. None of which lessens the experience
of the shunned, who report, in account after account, the particu-
lar devastation of being treated as dead by the people who raised
them, met with silence by parents and siblings, watching the only

world they have ever known close its door, all of it done gently
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and sorrowfully and in the name of a soul the shunners believe
they are trying to save.

What is most striking about these religious forms, for the argu-
ment of this chapter, is how exactly they reproduce the structure
of recantation under the threat of belonging. The shunned or ex-
communicated member is not, in most of these traditions, cast
out forever without hope. The road back is repentance. A mem-
ber who shows what the Amish call a contrite heart, who confess-
es his fault and submits again to the discipline of the church, can
be received once more, often in a scene of weeping and reconcilia-
tion, restored to the community he had lost. The exit and the re-
turn both run through the recantation. Refuse to repent and stay
outside; confess and submit and come home. And the enforce-
ment is communal in the fullest sense, because in these traditions
every member is obliged to take part in the shunning, to withhold
his own fellowship from the cast-out person, on pain of being
judged a covenant-breaker himself and shunned in his turn. The
community polices its boundary collectively, each member made
complicit in the exclusion, each required to demonstrate his own
belonging by enforcing another's exile, which is the same dynamic
that drove the struggle session, transposed into a key of religious
sincerity and often of genuine love.

It is the extension to the family that gives religious shunning its
deepest sting and ties it to the threat the next chapter examines. In
the strictest communities the cast-out member is shunned by the
congregation and by his own parents and children and siblings as
well, who are required to withdraw from him on pain of being
shunned themselves, so that a person who leaves or is expelled los-
es at a single stroke both his faith and his family, the two having
been one. A mother will not sit at the table with her excommuni-

cated son. A father will pass his daughter in the street without a

202



word. The people whose love was supposed to be unconditional
withdraw it at the community's command, and the lesson, for
anyone watching, is unmistakable, that belonging even within
one's own family is conditional on conformity, and that the price
of one's own conscience may be the loss of everyone who was sup-
posed to love one without condition. Spinoza understood this
with perfect clarity when his community cast him out, and he did
not bend. Cursed and excluded, severed from the people among
whom he had been raised, he took a new name, supported himself
at the quiet trade of grinding optical lenses, and spent the rest of
his short life thinking and writing the philosophy for which he
had been expelled, asking nothing of the community that had
banished him and recanting nothing, a man who had weighed his
belonging against his mind and chosen his mind, and who stands
near the head of the line of refusers this book will come to honor.
The new world reproduced the old pattern almost as soon as it
was settled. The Puritans who crossed to Massachusetts had come
to build a community of perfect doctrinal agreement, a city
bound by a covenant with God in which conformity was the
whole condition of belonging rather than one virtue among
many, and the gravest threat to that unanimity in the colony's ear-
ly years came from a woman. Anne Hutchinson arrived in the Bay
Colony in 1634 and began holding meetings in her house to dis-
cuss the sermons of the colony's ministers, and her gatherings
grew popular and her readings grew bold, until she was teaching
that inward grace rather than outward conduct was the mark of
salvation and that the colony's own ministers had it wrong. To
the magistrates this was sedition wearing the mask of piety, and
worse, it came from a woman instructing men, which overturned
the order of the household and the church at once. She was
brought before the General Court in 1637 and defended herself
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with a command of scripture that outmatched her accusers
through two days of questioning, until she undid herself by claim-
ing that God spoke to her directly, by revelation, which to a Puri-
tan was the rankest heresy. The court banished her as a woman
unfit for their society, and when she asked what she was charged
with, the governor told her only that the court knew and was sat-
istied. That banishment was only half of it. The following spring
the Boston church tried her again, and pressed her to take back
her errors, and when she would not give them the recantation
they wanted she was excommunicated, cast out of the church and
the colony together. She left with some sixty followers for the
more tolerant ground of Rhode Island, and after her husband
died she moved again, to a settlement on Long Island Sound,
where she and most of her children were killed in a raid in 1643. A
community built on agreement had met a member who would
not agree, and it did the thing such communities do. It showed
her the door out, of the church and of the world it governed, and
called the casting-out an act of faithfulness.

The threat to belonging did not die with the decline of tight
religious communities and the fall of the totalitarian work unit. It
has found new instruments, and the most visible of them in the
present age is the public shaming conducted through the net-
worked crowd, a phenomenon that has to be approached with
care, because it is easy to describe in a way that flatters one set of
political sympathies and accuses the other. The honest descrip-
tion is that the dynamic belongs to no part of the spectrum and is
the common property of all of it. The journalist Jon Ronson,
who studied the contemporary form closely, observed that public
shaming, which had largely been abandoned as a formal punish-
ment in the first half of the nineteenth century when the stocks

and the public whipping fell out of use, has returned with the net-
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worked crowd as its engine, and that the people who carry it out
experience it much as the denouncers in older rituals did, as a sat-
isfying exercise of righteous power against someone who has
placed himself outside the circle of the acceptable. What the net-
work changed was the scale and the speed of the old ritual and not
its nature. A community that wished to shame a member once
had to assemble in a physical place, and its reach stopped at the
edge of the village or the congregation. The networked crowd as-
sembles in minutes, draws its members from everywhere and
nowhere, and can descend on a target chosen that morning by
people who had never heard of him the day before and will have
forgotten him by the weekend. The accusation travels faster than
any correction can follow it, the numbers swell past anything a
physical gathering could produce, and the target finds himself de-
nounced by thousands of strangers, each contributing a small
share to a punishment no one of them feels responsible for. And
the demand is the ancient one in modern dress. The crowd wants
an apology, a public confession, a recantation posted where every-
one can see it, and it presents this demand as the path back to ac-
ceptability, the thing the offender must do to be forgiven and let
back among the people he has offended.

The cruelty in the modern form has a distinctive twist, and
those who have studied it closely have noticed the same thing. Of-
ten the apology that is demanded is refused. The shamed person,
told that he must recant to be forgiven, recants, posts the public
confession, performs the contrition that was required, and discov-
ers that it buys him nothing, that the crowd which demanded the
apology now derides it as insincere or insufficient and presses on
with the punishment regardless. One case has become almost too
apt an emblem of the thing. A once-celebrated writer, exposed for

fabricating quotations, agreed to deliver a formal apology at a
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public event, and as he spoke his words of contrition the organiz-
ers had arranged for a large screen behind him to display, in real
time, the audience's reactions on social media, so that the man
performing his recantation could watch, as he performed it, the
crowd over his shoulder mocking the recantation as inadequate.
The penitent reciting his confession while the assembled commu-
nity visibly refuses to accept it is the modern struggle session in
miniature, and the lesson it teaches is the one this whole book
keeps arriving at. The recantation does not buy what it promises,
because the people demanding it did not want correction. They
wanted the spectacle, and the spectacle is improved and not ended
by the offender’s abasement. To apologize is to confirm the fault
and to feed the same appetite that demanded the apology, and the
offender who hoped his confession would close his ordeal discov-
ers that it has only handed the crowd a fresh occasion to despise
him. The door back that the apology was supposed to open turns
out to have been painted on a wall. The medium sharpens every
edge of this, because the crowd can gather in minutes from across
the world, because its members are shielded from the face of the
person they are dismantling, and because the record of the sham-
ing, unlike the memory of a village, does not fade, so that the
cast-out person carries his exclusion permanently, findable by
anyone, for the rest of his life. To recognize the shared structure is
one thing; to equate the stakes would be quite another. The net-
worked shaming seldom costs a life or a liberty, and the distance
in gravity between a reputation damaged online and a person bro-
ken in a courtyard or burned alive is wide and ought to be kept in
plain view. What recurs across these cases is the structure, and the
structure alone.

It would be a mistake, and the kind of mistake this chapter is at

pains to avoid, to treat this as the special vice of one political ten-
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dency or one cultural moment. The mechanism is human and it is
old, described by Durkheim and Girard long before the network
existed, visible in the religious shunning of centuries and the polit-
ical purges of the last hundred years and the ordinary cruelties of
the schoolyard and the village. Every community that holds an or-
thodoxy is capable of it, and every community that has ever exist-
ed has held some orthodoxy, some set of commitments that mark
out who is inside and who is out. Religious congregations enforce
doctrine; political movements enforce their lines; professions en-
force their consensus; nations enforce their patriotisms; and each
of them, when it feels its boundary threatened, is liable to reach
for the same instruments, the demand that the deviant recant, the
ritual of denunciation, the expulsion of the one who will not. The
orthodoxies differ wildly from one community to the next, and
what counts as unforgivable heresy in one is unremarkable or
even admirable in another, which is precisely why the phenome-
non can belong to no single politics. The conservative congrega-
tion and the radical collective, the patriotic association and the
progressive faculty, the religious sect and the secular movement all
run the same machine on different fuel. To notice this is to see the
structure they share clearly, without flattening the real and some-
times enormous differences among their beliefs, the human readi-
ness to bind a group by casting someone out of it, which wears
the colors of whatever community happens to be wearing it and
belongs, underneath the colors, to all of them alike. What the net-
work has done is to industrialize this readiness rather than to in-
vent it, to lower its cost and widen its reach and strip away the
friction that once limited it, so that a ritual which used to require
the physical assembly of a community can now be conducted
against anyone, by anyone, at the speed of a forwarded message.

The fact that it operates across every quarter of the political and
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cultural landscape, that no faction lacks its orthodoxies and its
heretics and its rites of expulsion, is itself the strongest evidence
that what we are dealing with is a permanent temptation of the
human group as such and not a property of any particular creed.
Through all of these forms, from the courtyard in China to
the meeting house of the Amish to the timeline of the network,
the book's recurring patterns hold. The gap opens here as it has
everywhere. The person who recants to keep his place in the com-
munity, who confesses the fault he does not believe he committed
or denounces the friend he does not believe deserves it, in order to
remain among his people, has done precisely what the heretic at
the stake did and the witness before the committee did, given the
demanded words to the power while keeping, behind them, the
belief the words deny. He stands in the assembly and accuses him-
self and goes home still believing what he believed, a member
again in the eyes of the group and a stranger to it in the privacy of
his own mind. And the weakness of the demander is here as plain
as it has been anywhere in this book. A community confident in
its values and secure in its cohesion does not need to extract con-
fessions from its members or stage denunciations of its deviants.
The reaching for the struggle session, the shunning, the pile-on, is
a symptom of insecurity, a sign that the group's unity is felt to be
fragile and has to be continually shored up by the ritual sacrifice
of someone who can be made to stand for the danger the group
fears. And the more insistently a community demands that its
members prove their loyalty by denouncing others, the less secure
in its loyalty it actually is, so that the cohesion such methods buy
is correspondingly brittle, a unity founded on the fear of being
the next one cast out rather than on any genuine agreement, and
therefore in constant need of fresh victims to sustain a feeling it

cannot produce any other way. The asymmetry the book keeps
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finding is here too. The recantation rarely restores what it was
supposed to restore. A person who has been struggled against, or
shunned, or publicly shamed and made to apologize, is marked by
the experience and never quite trusted again, his reentry into the
group partial and provisional and shadowed by what was done to
him, so that even the submission that was demanded as the price
of belonging fails to purchase the belonging it was meant to buy.
The cost of all this falls, as it always does, on more than the vis-
ible victim. A community that polices itself by the threat of expul-
sion teaches every one of its members to watch his words, to per-
form an orthodoxy he may not feel, to keep his real opinions to
himself and his real friendships quiet, because anyone might be
the next to be denounced and any past association might be the
one held against him. The trust that makes a community worth
belonging to is exactly what the threat of expulsion corrodes, re-
placing the easy confidence of people who know they are accept-
ed with the wariness of people who know they are watched. And
the deepest casualty is honesty itself, because in a community that
demands recantation the safest course is the closed mouth and the
agreeable face, the careful suppression of any thought that might
mark one as a deviant, so that the group purchases its appearance
of unanimous conviction at the price of the actual convictions of
its members, most of whom have learned to keep the gap between
what they say and what they think permanently in place. This
chapter does not condemn the people who make that bargain.
The need to belong is real and deep and not a weakness to be
ashamed of, and to be cast out of one's community is a genuine
wound and not a trivial one, so that a person who confesses a fault
he does not feel in order to keep his place among his people is a so-
cial animal doing what social animals are built to do, choosing the

group over the lonely truth because the group is where human be-
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ings have always had to live. The honor goes to the Spinozas, the
ones who accept the exile rather than the lie and walk out into the
cold to keep their minds their own. But the honor is hard-won
and the cost is real, and most people, faced with the loss of every-
one they know, will say the words. It is no weakness in them. It is
the oldest thing in them, the thing that kept their ancestors alive.
The threat to belonging is the everyday inquisition of the
group, the demand to recant administered by one's own people in
the name of the values that hold them together. It reaches the so-
cial self, the part of a person made up of his memberships and his
standing among those he lives with, and it threatens to dissolve
that self by dissolving the belonging it rests on. More people have
felt it than have ever faced a stake or a blacklist, because everyone
belongs to something, a family, a faith, a profession, a town, a cir-
cle of friends, a movement, and every one of those communities is
capable, under the right pressure, of turning on a member and de-
manding that he recant or be cast out. It is the threat that operates
wherever people gather and agree, which is to say nearly every-
where, and it rests on a fear so old it scarcely needs a voice. The
last threat this book examines is closer still, and gentler in its out-
ward form, and for that reason the most insidious of all. It comes
from the people nearest to a person in all the world, at the table
where he eats and in the bed where he sleeps, the demand to re-

cant that arrives wearing the face of love, from inside the family it-

self.
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CHAPTER NINE

Threat to Home: The Family as the
First Inquisition

The descent through the four threats has reached the bottom, and
the bottom is the kitchen table. We began with the threat to life,
the stake and the dock, where a person was made to deny what he
knew on pain of burning or the bullet. We moved to the threat to
livelihood, where the price of holding firm was the lost post and
the ruined name, and then to the threat to belonging, where the
cost was expulsion from the group whose approval a person had
built a life around. Each threat in the sequence is smaller than the
one before it, less lethal, less public, easier for a stranger to wave
away as trivial. And each is met by a larger share of the human
race, until we arrive at the last and smallest and most universal
threat of all, the one that reaches every person who has ever lived,
the threat to home. This is the chapter the whole book has been
walking toward, because the family is where recantation is born.
The kitchen table is the first courtroom, the parent is the first in-
quisitor, and the small child saying words she does not mean in
order to keep the peace is performing, years before she has any
name for it, the act that the prisoners in these pages spent their
lives perfecting.

I have to set the guardrail before I take another step, because
this is the chapter where the argument is most open to being mis-
heard, and the misreading would wreck it. To say that the family

runs the same machine as the Inquisition is a claim about struc-
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ture, and it carries no suggestion that a scolded four-year-old suf-
fers what a tortured prisoner suffers. Those two fates are not com-
parable, and the gulf between them is one of the most important
facts in this book, a gulf I will keep in plain view on every page of
this chapter. What the family shares with the cathedral and the
courtroom is the mechanism, the same five parts assembled at a
scale almost too small to see, a superior power, a belief or a truth
the power finds intolerable, a threat, a demanded reversal, and a
gap left behind in the mind of the one who complied. The magni-
tudes could not differ more, and the difference is the whole moral
universe. A child told to apologize loses a small argument and
keeps her dinner, her bed, and her parents' love. A prisoner told to
recant may lose his freedom, his life's work, or his life, and the
people he loves may lose theirs. To set the two side by side is to
risk the appearance of claiming they weigh the same, and they do
not, and nothing in this chapter should be read as saying they do.
The point of placing the table beside the stake is the opposite of
leveling them. It is to show that the enormous and lethal version is
built out of the identical parts as the tiny and ordinary one, and
that the child learning at home to say what keeps her safe is being
fitted, decades in advance, for whatever larger demand a state or a
mob will one day make of her. Structural identity is a separate
thing from moral equivalence. Hold the two apart and the chap-
ter does its work. Let them collapse into each other and it be-
comes an obscenity, the equation of a spanking with a firing
squad, which is the reverse of everything I mean here. And the re-
semblance is not even the chapter's deepest claim. The deepest
claim is one of lineage, that the family comes first and trains the
reflex the later powers find already made and have only to use,

which is an argument about cause rather than about likeness.
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Return now to the car, because the scene that opened this
book belongs at the bottom, where it can at last be read in full. A
girl of four or five stands on the passenger seat of a moving car,
and her father, driving in heavy traffic with her unbelted beside
him, tells her to sit down and buckle up. He says it twice, the sec-
ond time in the voice that ends the conversation, and she obeys,
dropping into the seat and snapping the buckle shut, her face hot
and wet with furious tears. And then she throws her one remain-
ing weapon at him. I'm sitting, she shouts. But in my mind I'm
standing up. Notice the first thing about this scene, the thing that
makes it the cleanest specimen of recantation in the entire book.
The father is right. There is no villain anywhere in it. A small
child unbelted in moving traffic is in genuine danger, and the par-
ent who forces her into the seat is doing exactly what a loving par-
ent must do, overriding her will for the sake of her life. The coer-
cion is justified, necessary, an act of care. And the structure of re-
cantation appears anyway, in its purest form, scrubbed of all the
villainy that clouds the larger cases. That is what the seatbelt
teaches. The machine does not require a tyrant to run it. It runs
wherever a stronger will overrides a weaker one and demands the
weaker one's compliance, and it runs in the best families, per-
formed by the most loving parents, for the most defensible rea-
sons, and so it is universal, learned young by every human being.

Notice the second thing. She is four. No one has taught her
this move yet. No adult sat her down and explained that the body
can be made to obey while the mind refuses, that you can give the
powerful what they demand and privately keep what you believe.
She discovered it for herself, in the heat of losing, because the ca-
pacity is native to the species. The chapter's claim is therefore one
of rehearsal rather than manufacture. The family does not install a

reflex that would otherwise be absent, for the capacity is the
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child's from the start; what it does is teach her, first of anyone,
when to reach for that capacity and what using it costs. That the
kitchen table in particular shapes the adult who later yields to a
state is offered as lineage and likelihood, a resemblance traced
through the attachment and obedience research showing the re-
flex is available in everyone. It is not a proven chain of develop-
mental cause, and the evidence does not yet draw one. The gap
between the obedient mouth and the unconvinced mind is the
oldest equipment a human being owns, no sophisticated adult in-
vention that the prisoners in this book had to acquire, available to
a furious preschooler who has never heard the word recantation
and may never hear it as long as she lives. The child in the car is
not imitating Galileo. Galileo, kneeling in the Roman church
three centuries before her, was doing what she does, falling back
on the one freedom that no power has ever taken, the freedom to
comply in body and refuse in mind. She got there first, the way
every child gets there first, because the equipment is installed at
the factory and switched on early.

Here is the claim that makes this the hinge of the book, and it
turns on a paradox that the descending order of the threats has
been hiding until now. The family holds the lowest stakes of any
power in this book and the most total reach. Consider what the
parent holds over the child that no inquisitor and no commissar
ever held over a grown prisoner. The prisoner can be killed, which
is the worst thing, and so the stakes in the dock are incomparably
higher than the stakes at the table. But the prisoner is an adult
who knows he is being coerced, who has a word for what is being
done to him, who can hold in his mind the picture of a fairer
world that will one day judge his judges, and who, in the last re-
sort, can be taken beyond his tormentors by death itself, which
ends their power over him. The child has none of this. The child
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cannot leave. There is no exit, no other house to walk to, no court
of appeal above the parent, because the parent is the court, the
law, the police, and all but the god. An adult wronged by the state
can in principle write to a newspaper, hire a lawyer, cross a border,
or simply outlast the regime, because the state is one power
among many in a wide world. The child's world holds no other
powers. To the child the parent is the entire structure of authori-
ty, the whole sky, the single power that fills the world, with no ri-
val to appeal to and no outside to run to. A child depends wholly
on the authority making the demand, for food, for shelter, for
warmth, for the love without which a small child does not thrive
and can hardly survive. And the child meets the demand before
language, before concepts, before the cognitive equipment that
would let an adult prisoner think the saving thought, this is un-
just, I am right and they are wrong. In the structural sense, and
only the structural sense, the family’s hold on the child is more to-
tal than any state's hold on a citizen. The state keeps the one pow-
er the family does not have, the power to kill, and a parent who
kills a child becomes an outlaw rather than a sovereign. What the
family commands instead is the fusion of total dependency, no
possibility of exit, no higher authority to appeal to, and a victim
too young to know that resistance is even a category. The state can
take everything from you except your mind, and the prisoners in
this book proved that the mind held. The family arrives before the
mind has finished being built, which is why what the family
teaches goes so deep and lasts so long.

There is a feature of this first inquisition that sets it apart from
every public one in the book and makes it harder to correct rather
than easier. The show trial needs an audience. The whole appara-
tus of the cathedral and the courtroom exists to be witnessed, the

abjuration read before the assembled cardinals, the confession
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staged for the foreign press, because the recantation is a message
aimed at the gallery. A family inquisition has no gallery. It hap-
pens behind a closed door, in a kitchen or a bedroom or a parked
car, with no witnesses, no record, no correspondents taking notes,
no transcript that a later generation can open and read. A grown
prisoner at least has the cold comfort that his ordeal is on the
record, that history may someday review the case. The child has
no record and no reviewer. What passes between a parent and a
child passes mostly unseen, and the most private inquisition in
human life is also the least accountable, the one with no outside
check at all, so that its gentler forms go unexamined and its cru-
elest forms can continue for years. A heretic's trial generates a
transcript that historians can reopen three centuries later and
weigh, which is how we are able to judge Galileo's case at all.
Nothing comparable exists for what passes between a parentand a
child behind a closed door. There are no minutes, no witnesses for
the defense, no appeal to a higher court, and most of it leaves no
trace beyond what it writes into the child herself. The state’s coer-
cion is loud and visible and therefore, in the end, answerable. The
family's is quiet and hidden and answers to no one but itself.

So consider what the ordinary family teaches, in the ordinary
way, with no cruelty involved. The first recantation most people
ever perform is the forced apology. Say sorry to your brother. The
child, who is not sorry, who believes with total conviction that the
brother started it and richly deserved what he got, is required to
produce the words anyway, and after enough resistance and
enough pressure she produces them, sorry, in the flat dead voice
that fools no one and satisfies the demand. An earlier chapter was
careful to set the ordinary apology outside this book, because an
apology concerns conduct, and a freely felt sorry engages no belief

at all. The forced apology is the exception that earns its place here,
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because the child is made to do more than perform an action. She
is made to assert an inner state she does not have, to say she is sor-
ry when she is not, and that is a reversal of the truth about her
own heart, pressed out of her by a power she cannot refuse. What
has she learned in that moment? She has learned the single most
useful and most dangerous skill in the social world, that the words
and the feeling can be cut apart, that you can hand the powerful
the sentence they require while keeping the belief they were trying
to change, that performance buys peace. The parent who extracts
the apology believes, correctly, that he is teaching manners, the
necessary social lubricant that lets human beings share a house
and a world without constant war. He is also, without intending
it and without noticing it, installing the technology of recanta-
tion, teaching the child that the gap exists and can be used, that
the mouth is for the powerful and the mind is her own. Every
well-raised child in every loving home learns this. It is part of be-
coming a person who can live among other people. And it is the
same skill, the identical skill, that a man will reach for one day
when an inquisitor or a prosecutor or a committee demands that
he say what he does not believe.

The forced apology has companions, smaller demands that
teach the same lesson from a slightly different angle. Give grand-
ma a kiss. Tell your uncle you love him. The child who does not
want to be kissed, who feels no rush of love for the relative loom-
ing over her, is pressed to perform the affection on command, to
arrange her face and her body into a feeling she does not have, be-
cause the adults find the performance charming and the refusal
rude. The lesson underneath the politeness is that her body and
her affection are not entirely her own, that she owes the powerful
a show of warmth whether she feels it or not, that the safe and ap-

proved move is to fake the feeling rather than to honor the truth
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of not having it. This is a small thing, and most children survive it
without harm, and I am not suggesting that a reluctant kiss for a
grandmother is a wound. The point is narrower and it is struc-
tural. The child is being trained, in the gentlest imaginable setting,
to produce a counterfeit interior on demand, to let the people
with power over her dictate what she does and even what she will
appear to feel, and the gap between the performed warmth and
the real indifference is the same gap, in miniature, that the whole
book has been tracking.

There is a worse version of this, still well short of any crime,
that does the deepest ordinary damage, because it asks the child to
recant her own perceptions and her own internal states. You're
not hungry, you just ate. You're not cold, put your coat away.
That didn't hurt. You don't hate your sister, you love your sister.
You're fine. A child reports what she feels, hunger or cold or pain
or anger or fear, and is told, by the authority she trusts above all
others, that she does not feel it, that her own reading of her own
insides is wrong. Sometimes the parent is right about the fact and
merely careless about the method, and sometimes the parent sim-
ply finds the child's feeling inconvenient and overrides it for the
sake of peace. Either way the child is being taught the most corro-
sive lesson the family can teach, that her direct experience of her
own body and her own heart is less authoritative than what the
powerful person tells her she experiences. The forced apology
teaches her to hide her opinions. This teaches her to doubt her
perceptions, which is a graver thing, because a person who has
been trained from infancy to distrust the evidence of her own
senses has had the ground of resistance cut out from under her.
The prisoner in the dock can hold to I know what I saw. A child
taught that she does not know what she feels has been disarmed at

a deeper level, talked out of the one witness, her own experience,
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that every later refusal would have to be built on.

The apology is only the most formal of a hundred daily lessons
that say the same thing. A child is marched through a thousand
small submissions before she is old enough for school, told to eat
what she does not want, to stop crying before she is finished cry-
ing, to share a toy she would rather keep, to come inside when she
wants to stay out, and the reason given, when any reason is given
at all, is often the oldest reason there is, because I said so. That
phrase deserves a pause, because it is the family's purest statement
of authority, the open admission that the demand rests on power
rather than on reasons the child could weigh and accept. Most of
these small overridings are harmless and many are necessary, and a
parent who never overrode a child's will would be failing at the
job. The cumulative lesson sinks in regardless of any single in-
stance. A child learns that the powerful need not explain them-
selves, that the safe course when a reason is withheld is to comply
and swallow the objection, and that the gap between what she is
made to do and what she would choose is a permanent feature of
life among people who are bigger than she is.

There is a refinement that makes the lesson stick faster, and it
is the part the metaphor of the inquisition tends to miss. The fam-
ily does more than punish the failure to recant. It rewards the re-
cantation, warmly and often. The child who produces the apolo-
gy, who swallows the protest, who arranges her face into the ex-
pected feeling, is told that she is being good. Such a good girl. The
reversal that a state extracts by threat alone, the family extracts by
threat and then crowns with approval and love, which is a
stronger teacher than fear could ever be. A child learns quickest
the behavior that earns the smile of the person whose smile is the
center of her world. So the table opens the gap and then rewards

its use. The child who grows most fluent in saying what the pow-
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erful want to hear, who learns to read the room and produce the
agreeable performance before she is even asked, is held up as the
easy one, the good one, the one who gives no trouble. We have a
name for the adult she frequently becomes. We call her a people-
pleaser, and we treat the trait as a mild private failing, a difficulty
with boundaries, when it is the finished product of a childhood in
which performed agreement was the surest route to love. The ac-
complished recanter is not always made by terror. Sometimes she
is made by approval, by years of being loved best at the moments
she was most willing to deny what she felt, and that training runs
deeper than any threat, because from the inside it does not feel
like coercion at all. It feels like being good.

The deepest root of all, the one that explains why the recanta-
tion reflex is so nearly universal and so hard to overcome, lies be-
low manners and below perception, in the structure of attach-
ment itself. A human infant is born unfinished and helpless, un-
able to feed or warm or protect itself, and it survives only by bind-
ing itself to a caregiver whose love is, quite literally, the condition
of its life. The research on attachment has shown something that
ought to chill anyone who imagines the family is a refuge from co-
ercion. A child will protect that bond at almost any cost, includ-
ing the cost of the truth, including the cost of the self, because to
a creature whose survival depends on the caregiver's love, the loss
of that love is hard to distinguish from death. The cruelest finding
in that literature is that children form fierce attachments even to
caregivers who hurt them, reaching for the same person who is the
source of their fear, because a small child cannot afford the con-
clusion that the one she depends on is her enemy. She will sooner
conclude that she herself is bad, that she deserved it, that it never
happened, than give up the bond that keeps her alive. This is the

engine underneath the forced apology and underneath every later
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recantation it prepares. We first learn to deny what we know in
order to keep the love we cannot live without. The gap between
the mouth and the mind is born in the nursery, out of love and
dependency, and not in the courtroom where this book first
found it, which is why it reaches so far down into the foundations
of the self and why no later power has to teach it, only to find it
and use it.

The drive that powers all of this can be watched in a laborato-
1y, in infants far too young to talk. In a well-known procedure, a
mother is asked to play normally with her baby and then, on a sig-
nal, to hold her face completely still and unresponsive for a few
minutes. The baby's reaction is immediate and hard to watch.
The infant smiles, points, calls out, runs through its whole small
repertoire to bring the mother's face back to life, and when the
stillness continues, the baby grows frantic, then distressed, then fi-
nally turns away and folds into itself, defeated. What the proce-
dure exposes is the sheer force of the infant’s need to keep the con-
nection alive, the panic that a break in it produces, and the lengths
to which even a baby will go to repair it. Multiply that drive across
the years of childhood and it becomes the foundation of the re-
canting self. A creature built to do anything to restore the
caregiver's warm attention will, when it is older and the caregiver
is angry, do the obvious thing, which is to take back whatever it
said or did that withdrew the warmth. The clinical literature de-
scribes a particular pattern in children whose caregiver is at once
the source of comfort and the source of fear, a state in which the
child is driven toward the parent and away from the parent in the
same instant, with no coherent solution available, because the one
who frightens her is also the only one who can soothe her. There
is no deeper trap than that, and no better school for the lifelong
habit of saying what the dangerous beloved wants to hear. The re-
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cantation reflex is learned through love itself, in the most loving
years of life, and that is why it is so nearly impossible to unlearn.
The adult version of this is documented, and the documenta-
tion confirms that the deepest lever of recantation is the bond it-
self rather than fresh violence. When researchers studied the
recorded telephone calls that men jailed on felony charges of beat-
ing their partners made to the women they were accused of beat-
ing, they expected to find the women being frightened into drop-
ping the charges by new threats. That is the common assumption,
that a battered woman recants because her abuser menaces her
with more violence. What the recordings showed was more inti-
mate and more devastating. The recantation was produced, again
and again, through love and sympathy. The pattern began with
argument, the man working to unsettle the woman's memory of
what he had done, insisting it had not happened that way, that she
was misremembering, that it was nothing like as serious as she
claimed, the same unsettling of a person's grip on her own experi-
ence that the family practices on its children. Then came the
move that turned the case. The man cast himself as the one who
was suffering. He described his misery in the cell, his depression,
how much he missed her and the children, in one recorded in-
stance asking whether anybody loved him at all and letting the
question hang. And the woman he had beaten, hearing the person
she was bonded to in pain, did what the bonded do. She softened.
She reached to comfort him. And out of that softening the two of
them built, together, the plan by which she would take back the
truth she had told, deciding between them what she would say to
the prosecutor and how. The lever was not a raised fist. The lever
was the relationship, the love and the pity and the long shared life,

turned into the instrument of her own silencing.
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Read that pattern beside the child being talked out of her
grievance and the deep structure is identical, which is the point.
The most effective coercion inside a family does not look like
force at all. It looks like love, or it operates through love, which is
what makes it so much harder to resist and so much harder even
to see. The battered woman and the furious child are not in the
same danger and they are not owed the same response, and I will
not pretend otherwise. They are caught in the same mechanism,
the bond itself recruited as the means of extracting the reversal,
and that mechanism is the family’s particular signature, the thing
that marks the home off from every other coercive structure in
this book. The state threatens you with what it will do to your
body. The family reaches you through what you cannot bear to
lose, the love at the center of your life, and that is a longer and fin-
er needle than any the state has ever held.

There is a darker region of this, and I will enter it carefully, be-
cause it is the place where the family's machinery does its cruelest
work, and because the people caught in it deserve to be written
about with precision and without sensation. Children who are
abused, sexually or otherwise, by a member of their own family
sometimes disclose what is happening and then take the disclosure
back. The clinician Roland Summit, writing in 1983, gathered the
typical reactions of such children into a model he called the child
sexual abuse accommodation syndrome, whose stages ran from
secrecy and helplessness through a delayed and halting disclosure
to a final retraction, the child unsaying the true thing she had
managed to say. I have to be honest about the standing of that
model, because honesty about evidence is the spine of this book
and it would be a betrayal of the subject to overstate the science
here. Summit built the model from clinical impression rather

than from controlled study. He meant it to help therapists under-
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stand frightened children, and he objected later to the way prose-
cutors turned it into supposed courtroom proof that abuse had
occurred. The careful empirical work that followed found that re-
cantation of a genuine disclosure is not the common path it was
once taken to be. Most children who disclose abuse do not retract
it. But a minority do, and here is the finding that matters for this
chapter, established by researchers who examined cases of validat-
ed abuse. When a child does take back a true account, the pressure
to do so most often comes from within the family itself, from a
caregiver who needs the child to be lying.

Sit with the structure of that for a moment, because it is the
family as first inquisition in its most naked and most criminal
form. A child tells the truth about what an adult has done to her.
The family, which exists to protect her, which is supposed to be
the one place on earth where she is safe, instead closes ranks
around the adult and turns its full weight on the child until she
unsays the truth and announces that she made it up. The mecha-
nism is exactly the one this book has traced through the cathedral
and the courtroom, the superior power, the intolerable truth, the
threat, the demanded reversal, the gap. Only here the inquisitor is
the parent, the dock is the kitchen, and the heretic is a child being
forced to abjure the reality of her own body and her own memo-
ry. This is a different thing in kind from a forced apology between
siblings, and the distance between them is the distance between a
misdemeanor of the dinner table and a crime against a child's
whole life. I insist on that distance. They sit at opposite ends of
one spectrum, and naming the spectrum is the reverse of collaps-
ing it. The seatbelt is at one end, justified and loving. The coerced
silence of an abused child is at the other, criminal and devastating.
What runs the length of the spectrum, from the gentlest end to

the most evil, is the same machine, and the family is the workshop
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where every version of it, from the smallest to the most mon-
strous, is built and first put to use.

What gives the family's coercion its special cruelty, even in its
milder forms, is the expectation it violates. The prisoner in the
dock expects the state to be his adversary. He walks in knowing
that the power across the room wishes him ill, and that knowl-
edge, bitter as it is, arms him, because a person braced for an ene-
my can hold something back from the enemy. The child has no
such bracing. The home is supposed to be the one place where she
does not have to perform, the single setting in a life otherwise full
of audiences where the true thing can be said and the real feeling
shown without calculation. That is what a family is for, or what
we tell ourselves it is for, the refuge from the world's demand that
we manage our faces. So when the demand to recant arrives at
home, from the people who are supposed to be the exception to
it, it lands on someone with no defenses raised, and it teaches a les-
son more general and more desolate than any single submission. It
teaches that there is no refuge, that even here, even with these peo-
ple, the mouth must be managed and the mind kept back. A child
who learns at the table that her parents too must be handled, that
even their love is contingent on the right performance, has learned
that the performance is total, that it reaches the last and most inti-
mate relationship she has. A person who believed there was one
safe room in the world and discovers there is none does not mere-
ly lose an argument. She loses the idea of safety itself, and she car-
ries that loss into every room afterward, having been taught at the
source that the self is a thing to be hidden from everyone, includ-
ing, in the end, the people who made her.

The reason all of this reaches beyond the walls of any single
house is that the disposition trained at the table does not stay at
the table. It scales. The child who learns that the safe response to a
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stronger will is to give it the words it wants and bury the disagree-
ment becomes the adult who carries that reflex into every en-
counter with power for the rest of her life. This is where the bot-
tom of the descent connects back to the top, where the family
meets the great machinery of the state. Consider the most famous
experiments ever run on human obedience. In the early nineteen
sixties, in the same season that an Israeli court was trying Adolf
Eichmann in Jerusalem for organizing the transport of millions to
their deaths, the psychologist Stanley Milgram sat ordinary people
down at Yale and instructed them to deliver what they believed
were escalating electric shocks to a stranger in the next room. He
had expected almost no one to go to the end. In the baseline ver-
sion of the experiment, sixty-five percent of them, nearly two in
three, obeyed the man in the lab coat all the way to the final
switch, four hundred and fifty volts, marked only with an omi-
nous XXX past a panel that read Danger, Severe Shock, while the
stranger they thought they were torturing screamed and then fell
silent. The result was reported in 1963, the same year that Han-
nah Arendt, having watched the Eichmann trial, published her
conclusion that the man in the glass booth was no fanged monster
but a thoughtless functionary, a joiner and a follower who had
stopped asking whether his orders were monstrous, and gave to
that ordinariness the phrase that has never left us, the banality of
evil. Those two findings arrived together, and they say the same
thing. The capacity for terrible obedience is not the property of a
wicked few. Itsits in the ordinary many, and it answers to authori-
ty.

Milgram's later variations carry the part of the story that re-
turns us to the family with new force. Obedience turned out to be
situational rather than fixed, rising and falling sharply with the
conditions. When the authority figure left the room and gave his
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orders by telephone, obedience collapsed. Bring the victim close,
make the subject press the stranger’s hand onto the plate, and far
more people refused. Replace the expert in the lab coat with an
ordinary man in street clothes, and compliance fell away. Obedi-
ence, then, is manufactured by a setting, and it is manufactured
most reliably by a setting that combines a present and legitimate
authority, a gradual escalation in which each step is only slightly
worse than the last, and an arrangement that lets the obedient per-
son feel the responsibility belongs to someone else. Now ask
which setting in all of human life most perfectly combines those
ingredients. The answer is the family. A parent is the most present
and most legitimate authority a person ever knows, loved as well
as obeyed. The escalation is more gradual than any laboratory
could contrive, beginning in infancy and proceeding by tiny in-
crements across the whole period in which the self is formed. And
the displacement of responsibility is total, because the child does
not yet own a self that could hold responsibility against the
parent's will. The family is the obedience experiment that every
human being is enrolled in from birth, run across an entire child-
hood instead of a single afternoon, conducted by an authority the
subject loves, and it is the place where the disposition that Mil-
gram measured and Arendt named is first laid down.

Seen this way, the four threats that organize this book turn out
to be four ages of a single human life, the same machine met four
times at rising stakes. The child at the table is the first encounter,
where the cost of refusal is a withdrawn smile and the demand is
to say sorry to a brother. Second comes the young adult, standing
before the loyalty oath or inside the movement whose belonging
she cannot bear to lose, where the cost has risen to her place
among her peers and her standing in the only world that feels like

hers. Third is the mature adult, with a career and a family of her
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own now exposed, where the cost of holding firm is the ruined
livelihood and the public disgrace. And the fourth encounter, for
the unluckiest, is the dock and the stake, where the cost is the
body and the life. The stakes climb across the sequence by orders
of magnitude, and the response the person brings to each en-
counter was shaped at the first one. The adult who faces the tri-
bunal is meeting the demand to recant for the thousandth time,
never the first, the reflex worn smooth by a lifetime of smaller
submissions that began before she could speak. This is why the
powerful so seldom have to teach anyone how to recant. They are
addressing a skill that everyone standing before them has been
practicing since the nursery, and the only question the dock final-
ly asks is whether the practice will hold, or whether, this once,
against all the training, the person will keep her mind out loud.
This is the hinge of the book, the place where every chapter
that came before reveals itself as the family written large. The in-
quisitor who demanded that Galileo abjure, the prosecutor who
scripted Bukharin's confession, the committee that required the
loyalty oath, the crowd that extracted the public apology, all of
them were running the program that the kitchen table installs,
and all of them succeeded to the degree they did because the pro-
gram was already present, in every person they faced, laid down
before memory begins. Recantation works as a weapon, across ev-
ery century and every regime, precisely because it does not have to
create the disposition it exploits. The disposition is universal. It
was put in place by the first authority any of us ever met, in the
years when we were too small to do anything but comply and too
dependent to do anything but love the one who made us comply.
The first inquisition is the family, and because it is the first, and
because it reaches us before we are finished, the later inquisitions

have something ready to work with. Each of them only pries open

228



what the nursery already built, a gap that was there before they ar-
rived and has stood in every one of us ever since.

The most chilling proof that power understands the family's
primacy is what the most ambitious tyrannies have tried to do
about it. A state that grasps the family as the first school of obedi-
ence faces a problem, because the loyalty trained at the table is loy-
alty to the parent, and a parent's authority can rival the state's.
The totalitarian answer has been to reach into the home and turn
the machine around, to make the child the inquisitor of the par-
ent. The clearest case is a Soviet legend. In 1932, in a poor village
in the Urals, a boy of thirteen named Pavlik Morozov was found
murdered in the woods, and the Soviet state built around his
death one of its great moral fables, the story of a young hero so
pure in his love of the revolution that he denounced his own fa-
ther to the authorities for sheltering enemies of collectivization,
and was killed in revenge by his backward kin. The cult that grew
around him was enormous. He became the subject of compulsory
school readings, of songs and plays and a symphonic poem and a
tull opera, of statues in town squares, held up to every Soviet child
as the model of where true loyalty belongs, above the family and
with the state. The lesson could not have been plainer. A good
child watches her parents and reports them, and loving the state
more than your own father is the highest virtue a child can show.

Here is the detail that turns the fable into something darker
than it first appears. The story was almost surely false. When his-
torians finally reached the archives, they found that the heroic de-
nunciation has next to no reliable evidence behind it, that the boy
was a real child who had indeed been murdered but who probably
never informed on anyone, that his father had simply deserted the
family for another woman and left animosity behind him, and

that the whole edifice of the martyr was assembled afterward out
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of propaganda and need. Actual denunciations of parents by chil-
dren, for all the official encouragement, were rare. There was no
phenomenon to record. The state invented one, manufacturing a
hero who had never existed, because it understood exactly what it
wanted from the nation’s children and exactly which bond it had
to break to get it. A regime that can persuade children to inform
on their parents has dissolved the one loyalty standing between
the individual and the state, and it has planted, inside every house-
hold, an inquisitor the household cannot expel. The same impulse
ran through the other modern tyrannies, in the youth movements
that taught children their first duty was to the leader, and in the
secret police forces that turned family members into informers on
one another. The first inquisition is the family, and the most total
states have always known it, which is why they have worked so
hard either to capture the parent's authority or to turn the child
against it. Far from inventing a new technique, they were seizing
the oldest one, the machine that every kitchen already runs.

I will not leave the chapter there, because that would be a
counsel of despair, and despair is a misreading of the evidence.
The same research that shows obedience is manufactured by a set-
ting shows that a different setting manufactures something else,
and this is the hopeful turn the whole grim argument has been
earning. Obedience fell in Milgram's laboratory whenever the
conditions that produce it were weakened, and the conditions can
be weakened on purpose. A family that explains its reasons in-
stead of demanding compliance for its own sake, that says you
may be angry and you must still buckle up and means both halves
of the sentence, that leaves the child room to disagree out loud
without punishing the disagreement, that never asks the child to
deny what she has seen with her own eyes or felt in her own body,

is training a different disposition altogether. It is teaching the
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child that the gap need not be a hiding place, that she can keep her
mind and also speak it, that obedience where obedience is war-
ranted does not require the surrender of the inner self. The girl in
the car shouting that in her mind she is standing up is doing some-
thing braver and more promising than mere compliance. She is
keeping the gap open and announcing it, refusing to let the sur-
render of her body become the surrender of her self, and a parent
who hears that shout and does not crush it is raising a person who
may one day be able to refuse an inquisitor to his face. The home
is the first inquisition. It can also be the first place a person is per-
mitted to keep her own mind, and the children granted that per-
mission are the ones from whom the refusers in the last chapter of
this book are eventually made.

What honoring the gap looks like in practice is undramatic
and easy to describe, which is part of why it is so often skipped. It
means giving the reason instead of withholding it, telling the child
that she must hold your hand crossing the street because cars can-
not stop quickly, rather than because you said so, so that her com-
pliance rests on something she can come to understand and own.
To honor the gap is to let her say that she is angry about the rule
while she obeys it, treating the anger as legitimate and the obedi-
ence as a separate matter, so that she learns the two are not one
thing. It means never telling her that she does not feel what she
plainly feels and never overruling the evidence of her own body
and heart for the sake of a quiet afternoon, so that she keeps her
grip on her own perceptions. And it means, hardest of all, being
able to bear her disagreement, letting her tell you to your face that
she thinks you are wrong without punishing her for it, so that she
learns that speaking her mind to power does not cost her the love
she depends on. A child raised that way still obeys the seatbelt, be-

cause the seatbelt is right, and she comes away knowing some-
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thing the other child never learns, that she can yield her body to a
legitimate demand and keep her mind both intact and audible.
That lesson, carried out of the house and into the world, is the
seed of the grown refusal, the thing a person draws on when a
power larger than any parent demands her agreement and she
finds that she is able to decline. The capacity to refuse is born long
before any crisis, at the table, in a child who was allowed to keep
her own mind, and the permission to keep it is the rarest and most
valuable gift a family has to give.

The difference between the two kinds of home is the differ-
ence between a child who learns that her mind is contraband, to
be hidden and denied whenever power asks, and a child who
learns that her mind is hers to keep and even to voice. Both chil-
dren will comply with the seatbelt, because the seatbelt is right
and compliance is sometimes simply correct. The question is
what each of them does with the gap that compliance opens. One
child learns to fill the gap with performance, to say whatever
keeps the peace and bury the rest, and she carries that habit into
every later room where a stronger power demands her agreement.
The other learns that she can satisfy a legitimate demand without
lying about what she thinks, that the body can yield while the
mind stays both intact and audible, and she carries that into the
later rooms instead. The machinery of recantation is installed in
every family, because every family must sometimes override the
will of a child. What varies is whether the child is also taught that
the overriding of her will is the overriding of her self, or whether
she is taught that the two are separate and that the second is hers
alone. That lesson, taught or withheld at the kitchen table, is
among the most consequential a human being ever receives, be-
cause it sets the terms on which she will meet every power that

comes after.
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One sign that the first inquisition is also the most durable is
that its hold does not end when childhood ends. The reflex in-
stalled at the table outlasts the table by decades. Watch a grown
man at his parents’ dinner, a man who has built a career on speak-
ing his mind, who argues with colleagues and stands up to superi-
ors and may in his public life have refused some real demand at
some real cost. Put him back at his mother's table, raise the subject
on which he knows she is wrong and on which he long ago pri-
vately decided against her, and watch how often the words die in
his throat. He changes the subject. He lets something that could
pass for agreement slip out. At fifty he performs the same small re-
cantation he first performed at five, because the authority at that
table is the oldest one he has, and the machinery she installed still
runs in him below the level of his adult will. The dissident who
will not bend to the state cannot always bring himself to tell his
father that he no longer believes what the father believes. The
grown daughter who runs a department cannot say at the holiday
table what she says without effort everywhere else. This is some-
thing other than weakness, and something other than hypocrisy.
It is the depth of the original installation, the proof that the gap
opened in the nursery is the deepest one we carry, the last to close
and often the one that never closes at all. A person can spend a
whole life learning to keep his mind in the face of every power the
world can muster and still fall silent before the first power he ever
knew. The family teaches the lesson first, and it teaches it deepest,
and for most of us it goes on teaching it long after the teachers
themselves are old, or gone.

So the book's spine ends where it began, in a moving car, with
a small child who has just lost a fight about a seatbelt. Everything
this book has examined, the heretic at the stake, the philosopher

in the dock, the worker signing the oath, the member denounced
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by the group, is contained in that scene, scaled down to the size of
a family and stripped of all its lethal weight, identical in its work-
ing. A stronger power has demanded that a weaker one perform a
submission. The weaker one has complied in body. And in the
one place the stronger power cannot reach, the half-inch behind
the eyes that this whole book has been about, the weaker one has
refused, and has announced the refusal at the top of her lungs. She
does not know that she has just done the thing Galileo did kneel-
ing on the Roman stone, the thing Bukharin did writing his real
mind by night in the cell, the thing the persecuted in every age
have done when the body was overpowered and the mind would
not follow. She is four years old, and she has discovered the gap,
and she has discovered that it is hers. What she will do with that
discovery is not yet written. She may grow up in a house that
teaches her to fill the gap with performance and to call the perfor-
mance good, and become an adult fluent in handing every power
what it wants. She may instead grow up in a house that lets her
keep the gap open and honest, and become an adult who can
stand in a dock or a meeting or a square and refuse. The car does
not decide which. What decides it is everything that comes after,
the thousand smaller moments in which she is either taught that
her mind is contraband or permitted to keep it as her own. The fa-
ther is right, and she obeys him, and she is right too, in the only
court that finally matters, the private one that no power on earth
has ever managed to enter. I'm sitting, she says, with her belt fas-
tened and her face wet and her whole small self in revolt. But in

my mind I'm standing up.
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CHAPTER TEN

The Myth of Vindication: And Yet It
Moves

The first two parts of this book stood close to the moment of re-
cantation, to the instant in the courtyard or the dock or the meet-
ing hall when a person is made to say the words. This third part
steps back to watch what time does with those words once they
have been spoken, how the recantation looks after a year, a genera-
tion, a century, and what becomes of the person who gave it, the
power that demanded it, and the truth that was denied. The after-
math has its own consoling story, among the most consoling we
tell about the whole grim business, and it reduces to a single confi-
dent sentence. The truth wins in the end. We say it to ourselves
when we read of Galileo on his knees, of the martyrs in the fire, of
the show-trial defendant reciting his impossible crimes. We tell
ourselves that none of it finally mattered, because the earth kept
moving and the truth kept being true and history came around at
last to vindicate the ones who suffered for it. This chapter exam-
ines that sentence. Part of it is true, and the true part is one of the
few grounds for hope this subject offers. But a larger part is false,
and the false part does real damage, because it consoles the on-
looker at the expense of the victim, misnames who actually wins,
and quietly excuses everyone from doing anything now.

The emblem of the consoling story is a phrase that Galileo in
all likelihood never said. After his condemnation in 1633, having

knelt before the Inquisition and renounced the motion of the
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earth, he is supposed to have risen, and muttered under his breath,
in defiance of the cardinals who had just broken him, eppur si
muove, and yet it moves. The phrase is magnificent and it is a fab-
rication. It appears nowhere in the record of the trial or in any ac-
count from Galileo's lifetime, and it surfaces for the first time
more than a century after his death, in a book published in 1757,
from which it spread until every schoolchild knew it. The inter-
esting question is why we needed to invent it. The legend exists
because the bare facts were unbearable. We could not accept that
Galileo had simply submitted, knelt, recanted, and gone home
silent, so we supplied him with a secret act of resistance, a whis-
pered reservation that preserved his dignity and ours. The invent-
ed phrase performs exactly the function this book has been trac-
ing in the recanter's own mind, the keeping of a private truth be-
hind the public lie, except that here it is posterity, and not Galileo,
that insists on the gap. We needed him to have stood up inside
while his body knelt. The phrase is the historical equivalent of the
child buckled into her seat, complying in body while she shouts
that in her mind she is standing up, and we attached it to Galileo
because we could not bear a Galileo who had nothing left stand-
ing atall.

Set the fabrication aside and the kernel of truth in the consol-
ing story remains, and it is a substantial kernel. The earth does
move. Galileo was right, the Inquisition was wrong, and the
proposition the cardinals tried to suppress is now taught to every
child on the planet as plain fact. In the only sense that finally
counts, the recantation failed. It did not stop the earth. It did not
unwrite the Dialogue, which circulated in Latin across Protestant
Europe within a few years of the trial and could not be recalled.
Heliocentrism, the model it tried to suppress, went on accumulat-

ing evidence until it became the settled foundation of astronomy.
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The truth Galileo was forced to deny possessed a durability that
no amount of coercion could touch, for the simple reason that re-
ality is indifferent to what anyone is compelled to say about it.
The sun does not consult the Index of Forbidden Books. Galileo
proved the point with his own hands. Confined to his villa, for-
bidden to publish, watched, he went on working, and the book he
wrote under house arrest, the one that laid the foundations of the
modern science of motion, reached a free press beyond the reach
of the men who had silenced him. They had stopped his mouth
and could not stop his mind, and could not stop the presses of a
country they did not govern, and the science they had tried to
strangle in Rome was born in Holland while its author sat under
guard. This is the genuine and important core of the consoling
story, and it is worth stating plainly before dismantling the rest,
because it is the ground on which every refuser in this book stood.
The persecutor can extract the words. He cannot make the words
true, and he cannot make the denied thing false, and so in the con-
test between coercion and fact, fact has a kind of patience that al-
ways, eventually, outlasts the men with the fire. That much of the
myth is sound.

Everything built on top of that kernel is where the trouble be-
gins, and the first false note is the matter of timing. The consoling
story implies a vindication that arrives in something like a human
timeframe, the truth-teller living to see his accusers confounded,
the wheel turning while he is still alive to feel it turn. The histori-
cal record says otherwise with brutal consistency. Vindication,
when it comes, comes late, and the lateness is measured in decades
and centuries, far beyond the lifespan of the person who paid for
the truth. Galileo died in 1642, blind and under house arrest at his
villa outside Florence, nine years after his trial, and the long thaw

of the Church's position reached him not at all. The general pro-
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hibition on books teaching the earth's motion was eased only in
the middle of the eighteenth century, more than a hundred years
after his death. Galileo's own Dialogue stayed on the Index of For-
bidden Books until 1835, almost two centuries after he wrote it.
And the formal acknowledgment that his judges had erred did not
come from a pope until 1992, more than three hundred and fifty
years after Galileo had gone to his grave a convicted suspect of
heresy. The earth’'s motion was vindicated, magnificently and
completely, on a timescale that had nothing to do with the man.
He was three centuries dust before the institution that con-
demned him conceded the point. The lateness is no accident of
this case, and it is no mere institutional sloth. It is built into the
situation. The body that demanded the recantation has every rea-
son to delay its reversal and none to hurry it, because an admission
of error costs most while the wronged party still lives to receive it
and witnesses still survive to remember, and costs least once every-
one who suffered and everyone who inflicted the suffering is safe-
ly dead. Delay is the rational policy of an institution protecting it-
self, and so the apology, when it is finally safe to make, is made to
no one who can hear it. The timing is no incidental detail of vin-
dication. It is a feature of how power manages its mistakes, paying
the smallest possible price at the latest possible hour.

The pattern repeats wherever one looks. Joan of Arc was
burned at Rouen in 1431, a teenager of about nineteen. Worn
down by months of interrogation and threatened with immediate
burning, she had in fact recanted, signing an abjuration in which
she renounced her visions and agreed to wear women's clothes,
and for that submission her sentence was commuted to life im-
prisonment. Days later she resumed the men's clothing she had
promised to abandon, was condemned as a relapsed heretic under

the rule this book examined earlier, and sent to the fire after all.
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She had recanted to save her life, and the recantation did not save
it; she burned as a relapsed heretic regardless, her submission hav-
ing bought her only the few days between the abjuration and the
fire, the bargain failing as completely for her as it would later fail
for Cranmer. The verdict against her was annulled in 1456, which
sounds swift until one remembers that twenty-five years had
passed and Joan had been ash for a generation. Her formal canon-
ization as a saint did not arrive until 1920, four hundred and
eighty-nine years after the fire. The people executed at Salem in
1692 waited even longer for the full clearing of their names. A re-
versal of attainder restored some of them and offered token resti-
tution in 1711, within living memory of the trials, but the last of
the condemned was not formally exonerated by the state of Mass-
achusetts until 2022, three hundred and thirty years after she was
convicted. Nikolai Bukharin, shot in the cellar in 1938 after con-
fessing to a tissue of crimes he never committed, was legally reha-
bilitated by the Soviet Supreme Court in 1988, fifty years on, his
innocence announced by a state spokesman who allowed, in a
phrase of stunning understatement, that the rehabilitated had
been fully restored in their civil rights, unfortunately posthu-
mously. In every case the gap between the suffering and the vindi-
cation is a chasm, and the person who suffered lies on the far side
of it, beyond the reach of any apology, any reversal, any statue or
canonization or restored credit. The truth-teller does not live to
be told he was right. That is nearly a law.

Salem deserves a closer look, because the trials there exposed,
with unusual clarity, how little the demand for recantation has to
do with truth. The court at Salem wanted confessions, and it re-
warded them. Those who confessed to witchcraft, who admitted
to signing the Devil's book and named others as fellow witches,

were generally spared the rope and held instead as witnesses.
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Those who maintained their innocence were the ones who
hanged. Nearly every one of the roughly twenty people executed
had refused to confess to a crime that did not exist, while many
who falsely confessed survived. The accused at Salem were over-
whelmingly women, as the targets of witch panics generally were,
so the whole cruel inversion fell hardest on them, the women who
confessed to the imaginary compact living and the women who
held to their innocence going to the rope. One old man, Giles
Corey, refused even to enter a plea and was pressed to death be-
neath a pile of stones rather than submit to the court at all. The
inversion is total and it is instructive. In the ordinary case the re-
canter lives and the holdout dies, and we tell ourselves the recan-
ter has at least bought his life with his lie. At Salem the same logic
ran in the open and filled the gallows with the honest, hanging
precisely those who would not say the false thing and sparing pre-
cisely those who would. A machine that kills the truthful and re-
wards the liar has no interest in finding truth. What it seeks is sub-
mission, and the confession it prizes is valued for being a submis-
sion and not for being true, which is the thing this entire book has
been saying, written at Salem in the plainest possible hand.

The lateness can stretch further than any of these, and it can
take a stranger form than a court reversing itself or a church com-
posing an apology. The Knights Templar, the military order that
had guarded the crusader states for the better part of two cen-
turies, were arrested across France in a single coordinated dawn
raid on the thirteenth of October in 1307, on the orders of a king
who owed them a fortune and coveted the rest of it. Under tor-
ture, and the threat of more, scores of them confessed to a cata-
logue of invented obscenities, that they had denied Christ, spat on
the cross, and worshipped an idol, and the confessions, extracted

in the usual way, were taken as proof and the order dissolved. Its
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last grand master, Jacques de Molay, had confessed with the oth-
ers, and when he was led out in 1314 to hear his sentence of per-
petual imprisonment, he did the thing this chapter keeps meeting.
He took the confession back. Standing before the crowd, he de-
clared that the charges were lies and the order innocent, and for
that recantation of his recantation he was condemned as a re-
lapsed heretic and burned that same night on an island in the
Seine, the bargain failing him exactly as it had failed Joan and
would fail Cranmer, and failing once more, in living memory, for
the novelist Salman Rushdie, who recanted under a death sen-
tence to have it lifted, gained nothing, and took the recantation
back, the one difference being that he lived, and the last chapter
will follow what that living cost him. There the matter rested for
nearly seven centuries, the Templars filed in memory as the dis-
graced and heretical order a pope had been forced to suppress.
Then, in 2001, the paleographer Barbara Frale came upon a
parchment in the Vatican archives that had been miscatalogued
and lost since the fourteenth century. It recorded that in 1308, six
years before de Molay went to the fire, a papal commission at Chi-
non had examined the Templar leaders, absolved them of heresy,
and restored them to the sacraments of the Church. The absolu-
tion freed the leaders of the charge of heresy without saving the
order, which the same pope dissolved four years later under pres-
sure from the French crown, and without staying the fire that
took de Molay in 1314, for the politics bent on the Templars' de-
struction had outrun the question of their faith. The document
that recorded their innocence of the charge had been sitting the
whole time, filed and forgotten, in the archive of the institution
that let them die. Its discovery cleared them at last, seven hundred
years too late to reach a single one of them, and it cleared them,

with grim precision, into the historical record and nowhere else.
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The second false note is deeper than timing, and it concerns
who, or what, is actually vindicated. The consoling story pictures
the truth-teller vindicated, the person redeemed, as though the
eventual triumph of the truth flows back to repair the one who
was broken for it. It does no such thing. What gets vindicated is
the truth, the proposition, the idea, and the truth is not the per-
son. The earth’s motion was confirmed; Galileo got nothing from
the confirmation. He did not recover his sight, which failed him
in his last years of confinement. He did not recover the freedom
of his final decade, spent under guard. The public standing the
trial had stripped from him never came back. The vindication of
heliocentrism reached precisely as far as heliocentrism and
stopped there, because the thing that was true was the cosmos,
and the cosmos owed Galileo no debt. Here is the part that ought
to disturb anyone who has taken comfort in the myth. The truth
would have been vindicated whether or not Galileo ever lived,
ever looked through a telescope, ever knelt, ever recanted. The
earth was always moving. Its motion required no martyr and was
advanced not one inch by his suffering. The agony of the perse-
cuted contributes nothing to the eventual triumph of the fact
they were persecuted over, because the fact was already true and
needed no one's blood to make it so. We like to imagine that the
martyr's suffering somehow purchases the truth's later victory,
that the fire was the price of the dawn. It was not. The dawn was
coming regardless. The fire was simply cruelty, paid for by the vic-
tim, redeemed by nothing, and the later vindication of the truth
he died for is no redemption of his death; it is a fact running on its
own track, arriving on schedule, sublimely uninterested in what
was done to the men who saw it early. There is a hard symmetry
to notice here. The truth is indestructible and therefore needs no

defender; the person is destructible and gets no protection from
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the truth's indestructibility. The same quality that guarantees the
truth will survive, its independence from anyone's say-so, is the
quality that guarantees its survival will do the truth-teller no good,
because a thing that did not need him in order to be true does not
need him in order to be vindicated and will not carry him along
when it is. Strength in the truth and helplessness in the person are
the same fact seen from two sides. Reality's indifference to coer-
cion, which is the refuser's deepest reason for confidence, is also
reality’s indifference to the refuser, who may be quite sure the
earth will go on moving and equally sure the earth will not lift a
finger for him.

There is a third false note, quieter than the others and in some
ways the most revealing, which concerns whom the vindication
actually serves when it finally arrives. Posterity tells the story as
though the late reversal were a gift to the dead. Examine any actu-
al case and the reversal turns out to be a transaction among the liv-
ing, conducted over the body of the dead, for purposes of the liv-
ing. Joan's nullification is the clearest instance. The retrial that
cleared her in 1456 was driven by Charles VII, the king she had
crowned, whose own legitimacy was stained so long as the woman
who put him on the throne stood convicted as a heretic and a
witch, and not by any tender concern for a girl twenty-five years
burned. He had needed French control of Rouen, where the orig-
inal records lay, before he could safely reopen the matter, and
once he had it the inquiry proceeded to the conclusion he re-
quired. The verdict that declared Joan an innocent victim of a
corrupt court was, among other things, a verdict that laundered
the king's crown. Joan herself was beyond benefit. The same in-
strumentality runs through Bukharin's rehabilitation. He was
cleared in 1988 because his gradualist economic ideas had become

useful to a living reformer, because Gorbachev's program needed
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Bolshevik ancestors who were not Stalin, and a rehabilitated
Bukharin served that need. The dead man's name was rewritten to
suit the politics of the hour, and the supreme irony, which
Bukharin could not have foreseen even in his most clear-eyed de-
spair, is that the state which finally vindicated him as the future
generation he had appealed to in his last letter dissolved itself
within three years, so that his vindication was issued by a regime
about to vanish. Bukharin had staked everything on this vindica-
tion. In the months before his trial he composed a letter to be
memorized and carried into the future, addressed to a coming
generation of party leaders, declaring his innocence and his faith
that they would one day clear his name, and he went to the cellar
believing it. He was, in the narrow sense, correct. The future gen-
eration came, read the verdict, and reversed it, exactly as he had
foretold, fifty years too late to reach him and from a state that
would not outlast the decade. He had consoled himself, at the
end, with the same myth this chapter is taking apart, the belief
that the truth and the man would both be vindicated by history,
and history obliged him on the first count and discarded him on
the second, clearing the man’s name while the man stayed dead
and the cause he died believing in dissolved a few winters after his
rehabilitation. Even Salem fits the shape. The restitution went to
families and descendants who survived to press the claim, and the
last victim to be exonerated, three centuries late, had been forgot-
ten longest in part because she left no descendants to lobby on her
behalf. Vindication, it turns out, is something the living do for
their own reasons, and the dead are its occasion rather than its
beneficiary.

All of these are famous cases, which is precisely what makes
them misleading. Galileo and Joan and Bukharin were vindicated

at all only because they were large enough for history to notice,
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because a king needed his crown cleaned or a reformer needed an
ancestor or a church needed, at last, to settle an embarrassment.
The overwhelming majority of those who have ever been made to
recant were no one in particular, and for them there is no rehabili-
tation, no annulment, no papal commission, no statue in a
square. The ordinary heretic who abjured in a parish church, the
ordinary citizen who confessed at a struggle session, the ordinary
clerk who signed the loyalty oath and kept his head down, recant-
ed in obscurity and died in obscurity, and whatever truth they
surrendered, if it was ever vindicated, was vindicated in the ab-
stract, as a proposition, with no one left to attach it back to the
forgotten person who once paid for holding it. For most of the
people who fall under this book's subject the consoling story does
not extend even the cold comfort of a late and useless clearing of
the name. It offers nothing at all. The truth, if it wins, wins
anonymously, and the person is simply gone.

While the victim waits centuries for a vindication that will
reach a name and never a life, the persecutor enjoys a remarkable
immunity. The institution that demanded the recantation is al-
most never punished, and when it eventually concedes that it was
wrong, it does so on its own schedule, at a moment of its own
choosing, by which time the apology costs it nothing. By the time
the Church inched toward acknowledging the error, the men who
had condemned Galileo were long dead, and the acknowledg-
ment, when it came in 1992, came wrapped in language that soft-
ened the institution's fault into an understandable misjudgment
of the relation between scripture and science. The apology was
real, and it was also, by then, free. No one alive was implicated.
Nothing was at stake. The same institution that had the power to
break a living man and used it now had the further privilege of au-

thoring, three and a half centuries later, the terms of its own rec-
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onciliation with him, and of collecting whatever credit accrues to
an institution magnanimous enough to admit a long-cold mis-
take. The case of Dreyfus shows the immunity in its most naked
form. A civilian court of appeal cleared him in 1906 and the re-
public reinstated him, but the army, the institution whose forged
evidence and closed ranks had sent an innocent officer to a tropi-
cal penal colony, did not formally acknowledge his innocence for
nearly another ninety years. The body that does the wrong out-
lives the person it wronged, controls the timing of any reckoning,
and pays, in the end, a price discounted by however many decades
it has chosen to wait. There is an asymmetry here that the consol-
ing story hides completely. The victim's suffering is immediate,
total, and borne in a single lifetime. The persecutor’s reckoning, if
it arrives at all, is deferred, partial, and borne by no one in particu-
lar, an institution apologizing to a memory.

Against all of this stands one case that seems to promise some-
thing better, the exception that clarifies the rule. Alfred Dreyfus
lived to be vindicated. Convicted in 1894 on forged evidence, de-
graded in a public ceremony, shipped to Devil's Island, he did not
die there, and he did not stay convicted forever. The fight on his
behalf, carried by the novelist who accused the army in print and
by the broad movement that took its name from the wronged
man, eventually forced the case open. Even then the machinery
resisted. Hauled back for a retrial in 1899, after the central evi-
dence against him had been exposed as a forgery and its author
had confessed and killed himself, a military court convicted Drey-
fus a second time, conceding only extenuating circumstances,
choosing to condemn an innocent man twice over rather than ad-
mit the army had erred. A presidential pardon freed him, and only
in 1906 did a civilian court finally quash the conviction and clear

his name, after which he returned to the army he had served. He
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went on to fight for France in the First World War and died in his
bed in 1935, an exonerated man. Here, surely, is the consoling sto-
ry made flesh, the truth-teller alive to see his accusers beaten. And
yet look at what the exception actually contains. The vindication
took twelve years. It cost Dreyfus his health, broken on the island,
and the prime of his life, spent as the most hated man in France. It
was wrung from a hostile establishment by the sustained effort of
thousands of people who chose to fight, against ferocious resis-
tance that split the country into warring camps, rather than deliv-
ered by any automatic working of truth. And even this hard-won,
living vindication was incomplete, since the institution that
wronged him withheld its own acknowledgment for the better
part of a century. The lesson of the one man who lived to be
cleared is not that vindication arrives in time. What it teaches is
that even in the rare case where it does, it arrives late, partial, ru-
inously expensive, and only because other people fought a war for
it. The truth did not save Dreyfus. People did, at great cost, and
barely.

The recanter occupies a peculiar position in all of this, distinct
from the position of those who refused and were destroyed. Con-
sider Cranmer again, who recanted his Protestantism six times to
save his life and then, at the stake, when he understood he would
burn regardless, took it all back and thrust the hand that had
signed the recantations into the flame first. His final reversal won
him a kind of vindication that the mere recanter never gets. The
martyrologist made him a hero, and the Protestant settlement that
came when Mary died and Elizabeth took the throne confirmed
the cause he had returned to at the end. But two things must be
said about even this comparatively favorable outcome. The first is
that Cranmer was dead, burned to nothing in the Oxford ditch,

and the vindication of his cause reached him exactly as little as the
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vindication of heliocentrism reached Galileo. The second is that
the triumph of his cause was a turn of the political wheel, the acci-
dent of which monarch outlived which, and the wheel could as
easily have turned the other way and left him a forgotten man
who had recanted, unrecanted, and burned for nothing. For the
recanter who does not stage a final defiance, who simply gives the
words and lives on, there is not even the martyr's memory to hope
for. There is the gap he carries privately, the years of life the recan-
tation bought him, and then, long after his death, a vindication of
the truth he denied, arriving impersonally, accruing to the truth,
and passing his name without a glance. The recantation saved his
life and surrendered his claim on the story, and the truth he aban-
doned went on to win without him and owes him nothing.

Why, then, does the consoling story persist, when the record
contradicts it at every turn? It persists because it comforts the peo-
ple who are not on trial, and that is most of us. To believe that the
truth wins in the end is to believe that the universe is finally just,
that the books balance, that no sacrifice for the truth is wasted be-
cause history is keeping accounts and will pay out eventually. This
is a soothing thing to believe, and it would be harmless if it were
merely false. It is not harmless, because it does specific work in the
present, and the work is corrosive. The myth minimizes the cost,
allowing us to file the burned and the broken under eventual hap-
py endings and to feel, reading their stories, a satisfaction that the
real people experienced not at all. A statue is not a life, a canoniza-
tion is not a rescue, an apology three centuries late is not the un-
doing of a fire, and the consoling story lets us treat them as
though they were. The myth also excuses us in the present, which
is its most dangerous effect. If the truth wins anyway, by its own
nature, on history’s reliable schedule, then there is no urgency

about defending the truth-teller in front of us now, no particular

248



reason to take a risk for the person being broken today, because
the arc is long and it bends the right way on its own. The belief
that vindication is guaranteed is a standing invitation to do noth-
ing, an assurance to the bystander that the matter will resolve itself
without his intervention. And finally the myth misnames the vic-
tor and launders the persecutor, crediting the truth's eventual tri-
umph to the martyr's suffering, which contributed nothing, and
allowing the institution that did the breaking to recast itself, by
means of a costless late apology, as the enlightened body that
came around. The consoling story, in short, is the onlooker's ver-
sion of the recantation itself, a comfortable accommodation with
power that asks nothing and risks nothing and tells the watcher he
may rest easy.

The myth is no relic of how we read the distant past. It is alive
in the phrases we reach for every day. We say that history will
judge, that a person is on the right side of history, that the arc of
the moral universe is long and bends toward justice, and these
phrases do in the present exactly what the legend of Galileo's mut-
tered defiance does in retrospect. They assure us that the outcome
is settled in advance, that justice is a destination the future will
reach on its own, and that the present therefore asks less of us
than it appears to. The trouble is that history judges nothing. Peo-
ple judge, later, for their own reasons, and the arc bends only
when someone with a living hand bends it, often at ruinous cost,
against resistance, with no guarantee of success. To tell the person
being broken today that history will vindicate her is to offer the
same hollow comfort posterity offered Galileo, and to excuse one-
self, in the same breath, from the work of vindicating her now,
while it would still reach her. The faith that the future will set
things right is a quiet permission to leave them wrong in the

present. It asks nothing, costs nothing, risks nothing, and it leaves

249



the person who actually needs defending to be defended, if at all,
by a generation that will arrive too late to do her any good and will
congratulate itself for arriving at all.

What honesty requires in its place is a harder and more useful
pair of recognitions. The first is that the durable thing in the con-
soling story, the indifference of reality to coercion, is genuine and
is the only solid ground for hope this subject affords. The earth
does move. A denied fact stays true, a suppressed book outlives its
suppression, and no inquisitor has ever made a false thing true by
force or a true thing false. A person deciding whether to hold to
the truth or surrender it can rely on this much, that the truth will
not need his lie and will not be destroyed by his silence, and that
whatever he says under threat, the thing itself will go on being
what it is. That is worth a great deal, and it is the reason the perse-
cutor is always, at bottom, the weaker party. The second recogni-
tion is the one the myth conceals and the one a person owes him-
self before he leans on the first. The truth's vindication will not be
his own. It will come late, if it comes in any form that touches
him at all, and it will come for the truth and not for him, and it
will serve whoever is living when it arrives, and it will leave his suf-
fering exactly where it fell, unredeemed, the price of nothing. The
only vindication available to a person within his own lifetime is
the integrity of having defended the truth, the knowledge, carried
in the privacy where the child keeps her standing-up, that he did
not let them make him say the thing was false. That vindication is
real, and it is immediate, and it is the refuser'’s, and the chapters
ahead will give it its due. It is not, however, available to the man
who recants, which is the whole point. He purchased his life by
surrendering precisely the one form of vindication that a living

person can actually hold.
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If the late vindication does nothing for the dead, it is worth
asking honestly whether it does any good at all, and the honest an-
swer is that it does, though never for the person whose name it
clears. It does good for the living. The corrected record is a warn-
ing and an instruction to the generation that inherits it, a public
admission that the machinery erred, which makes the next perse-
cution a little harder to mount and the next refusal a little easier to
honor. When a church concedes that it broke a man over a truth,
when a state quashes the verdicts of its own terror, when a legisla-
ture clears the names of people it hanged three centuries before,
the gesture teaches the present something about the cost of the
demand to recant, and a society that remembers what it did to
Galileo or to the people of Salem is marginally better armed
against doing it again. This is a real good, and it is the only honest
justification for the ceremony of late vindication. It is also, and
the point must not be lost, a good entirely for the benefit of the
living and entirely beyond the reach of the dead, who are owed it
and will never collect.

Read again, with all of this in view, the phrase we put in
Galileo's mouth because we could not bear his silence. And yet it
moves. It is true, every word of it, and it is colder than its admirers
have ever wanted to feel. The earth moves, and moved, and would
have moved had Galileo never been born, and its motion was nev-
er for one instant in doubt to the earth. What lagged was the
recognition, the official human acknowledgment, and that lagged
by three and a half centuries, arriving long past any use to the old
man who knelt in the hall and then died blind under guard with
the matter still formally against him. So the fact was vindicated.
The man was not, and could not be, and the distance between
those two sentences is the subject of this chapter. The truth wins

in the end. It simply does not win for the ones who were broken
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in its name, and it does not need them, and the consolation we
take from its victory is a consolation we have no right to take on
their behalf. The next chapter turns to the darkest possibility this
distinction opens, the regime that has understood it perfectly, and
has set out to close the one gap the recanter has always been able
to keep, the space between the words and the mind, so that the
victim is made to say the false thing and then to believe it, and to
forget that he ever knew otherwise. If the truth's last refuge is the
private knowledge that two and two make four, then the final am-
bition of power is to take even that, and to make him say, and

mean, that two and two make five.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Two and Two Make Five: Recantation
in Fiction

The historical record, for all its richness, stops at the skin. It can
tell us that Galileo knelt and signed, that Bukharin stood in the
dock and confessed, that a thousand witnesses before a thousand
committees said the words required of them, but it cannot take us
inside the person saying them. The documents preserve the abju-
ration and lose the soul that produced it. We have Cranmer's six
recantations and his final reversal, and we can reconstruct the se-
quence of his days, and still we do not know, cannot know from
any paper he left, what it was to be Cranmer in the cell, whether
the gap between his mouth and his mind held firm or wavered or
closed. This is the permanent limit of history when it comes to the
recantation, and it is a severe one, because the recantation is an in-
terior event before it is anything else. The whole drama, every-
thing this book has been tracing, happens in a place the record
cannot reach, the space behind the eyes where a person decides
what to say and holds, or fails to hold, the difference between the
saying and the believing. There is a difference, old in philosophy,
between knowing that a thing occurred and knowing what it was
to live it, and history is confined almost entirely to the first. We
can establish that a man recanted, in what words and under what
pressure, and none of it tells us what it was to be him as the gap in-
side him held or gave way. To enter that interior we need a differ-

ent instrument, and the instrument is fiction.
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The great writers of the twentieth century understood this,
and they returned to the recantation again and again, because the
century handed them the raw material in industrial quantities and
because the recantation is the sharpest test a writer can put a char-
acter to. The Moscow trials, the camps, the loyalty oath, the pub-
lic confession extracted and broadcast, all of it was there to be
used, and the novelists and dramatists used it to do the one thing
the historians could not, which was to render the inside of the ex-
perience, the texture of a mind under the pressure to deny what it
knows. Four works in particular form a kind of sequence on the
single question this book keeps circling, the question of the gap
between the public word and the private truth and what happens
when power sets out to close it. In Orwell the gap is closed by
force. Koestler closes it by logic. In Brecht the writer stands over
the man who let it close and pronounces judgment. Miller gives
us a man who dies to keep it open. Read together, these four map
the whole terrain of the coerced word, and they supply the interi-
ority that the chapters of history in this book could only point at
from the outside.

George Orwell's 1984, published in 1949, contains the most
terrifying account of the recantation ever written, and its terror
lies in a single recognition that the rest of the literature only ap-
proaches. The torturer O'Brien does not want Winston Smith to
say that two and two make five. He wants Winston to believe it.
He wants Winston, when four fingers are held up before him, to
see five, genuinely, with no inner corner of the mind still counting
four and keeping the count secret. This is the move that separates
Orwell from every milder treatment of the subject. The ordinary
tyrant, the historical inquisitor, has been content with the words;
he extracts the abjuration, files it, and is satisfied that the spectacle

has done its work on the watching crowd. O'Brien finds that con-
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temptible and insufficient. A confession given under duress by a
man who knows he is lying is, to O'Brien, a defeat dressed as a vic-
tory, because the lie leaves the liar intact, a rebel still standing be-
hind the obedient face, holding in the dark the knowledge that he
was forced. The whole point of the regime O'Brien serves is to
leave nothing standing. It aims past compliance at conversion,
past the mouth at the soul, and it will not stop working on Win-
ston until the gap that every other recanter in this book has man-
aged to keep is gone, abolished, filled in, so that the false thing is
no longer merely said under compulsion; it is seen with the eyes
and known in the mind, the denial having passed from the mouth
into the place where knowledge lives.

What Orwell grasped, and dramatized with a precision that
reads now like prophecy, is that the demand for the recantation,
pressed to its logical end, becomes a demand for the inner self, and
that a power aiming at totality cannot leave the inner self alone.
The reason is structural. A coerced confession contains a seed of
resistance, the confessor’s private knowledge that the confession is
false, and that seed, however deeply buried, is the survival of the
person as a separate thing with a truth of its own. To a power that
wants everything, the seed is intolerable, because it means the vic-
tory is incomplete, a body obtained and a mind withheld. So
O'Brien works on Winston past the point of confession, which
comes early and easily, toward the point of belief, which is the real
prize, and he works less like a torturer than like a terrible kind of
physician, repairing what he regards as a diseased mind, restoring
Winston to sanity as the regime defines sanity, which is the inabil-
ity to hold any truth the Party has not issued. The instrument is
pain, and then the threat in Room 101 of the one horror Winston
cannot face, and the breaking, when it comes, is total. Winston

betrays the woman he loves, calls out for the torture to be moved
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from his body to hers, and that betrayal is the hinge, because it de-
stroys the last private loyalty, the last thing inside him that was his
own and not the Party's. After that there is nothing left to hold
the gap open, and the book ends with Winston restored, cured,
emptied, loving the Big Brother he had hated. The recantation has
become sincere. The gap has closed.

This is why 1984 is the darkest book in the literature of the co-
erced word, and why its central formula has outlived the novel to
become a byword. To say that two and two make five is, in the
book's terms, the final state of a2 mind from which the truth has
been successfully removed, the condition in which a person no
longer merely professes the false thing under compulsion but can
no longer locate, anywhere within himself, the knowledge that it
is false. The whole consolation of this book, the one mercy that
has run through every chapter, the inner reservation, the private
truth kept behind the public lie, the child who complies in her
body while she shouts that in her mind she is standing up, is pre-
cisely what Orwell imagines a sufficiently advanced power de-
stroying. The child's secret is that she is still standing up inside.
Winston's tragedy is that the standing-up self has been found and
dismantled, that there is no longer an inside in which to stand.
The earlier chapters of this book argued, following the psycholo-
gy, that brutal coercion tends to protect the inner belief, harden-
ing the victim's private conviction even as it extracts the public de-
nial, and that the real threat to the gap comes from subtler pres-
sures that work on the mind rather than the body. Orwell saw the
same thing and pushed it to its limit. O'Brien's genius, and his
horror, is that he combines the two, using pain for an end beyond
the confession that pain can compel, as one tool among others in
a patient reconstruction of the mind itself, so that the brutality

serves the subtle end. He does not want Winston to submit. He
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wants Winston to be remade, and that is a thing pain alone can-
not accomplish and a regime determined enough will find other
ways to do.

Orwell gave the mental operation behind all of this a name,
and the name has entered the language: doublethink, the trained
power to hold two contradictory beliefs at once and accept both,
to know and not know in the same instant. Doublethink is the
gap weaponized. Where the ordinary recanter keeps a single pri-
vate truth behind a single public lie, the citizen of Orwell's state is
taught to keep both in mind together and to be conscious of
whichever the moment requires, believing the Party’s claim while
some buried part registers the fact it contradicts, and then forget-
ting that he has forgotten. The regime has taken the thing that
protected the recanter, the capacity to think one thing and say an-
other, and turned it into an instrument of control, so that the
subject does the work of closing the gap on himself, continuously,
as a habit of mind. And Orwell saw that this assault on the private
truth rests on a prior assault on truth itself. The Ministry of
Truth exists to rewrite the record, to revise yesterday's newspaper
so that the Party was always right, to drop the inconvenient fact
down the memory hole, until there is no fixed past against which
the present lie can be measured. O'Brien states the principle with-
out flinching: reality is not external, it lives only in the mind, and
the Party controls all minds and therefore controls all reality, and
two and two make whatever the Party needs them to make. This is
the precise inversion of the consolation the last chapter rested on.
There the earth moved regardless of what the Inquisition decreed,
because reality stood outside the reach of the men with the fire.
Here Orwell imagines a power that has reached reality itself, that
has abolished the outside, so that there is no longer an earth going

on moving in defiance of the official lie, only the lie and the minds
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the Party has made to hold it.

Even Orwell, having imagined the gap closed as completely as
a mind can be closed, left one small door ajar, and readers have
long argued over whether he meant to. The novel runs past
Winston's broken love of Big Brother to a closing appendix on the
principles of the regime's invented language, and the appendix is
written in ordinary English, in the past tense, as though by a hand
looking back on the regime from some later time when it was over
and could be described as history. On one reading this is a slip, a
mere convention of scholarly afterwords. On another, the more
persuasive, it is a deliberate and almost buried consolation,
Orwell's quiet insistence that even the most total power is a thing
in time, with a before and an after, and that the regime which set
out to abolish the outside was itself, in the end, looked back upon
as finished and gone. If that reading holds, then Orwell smuggled
into the bleakest book of the century the same stubborn fact the
last chapter rested on, that reality and the truth outlast the men
who try to govern them, and that no closing of the gap, however
thorough, is finally permanent, because the power that closes it
does not last forever, and the four that is forced to be five waits,
patiently, to be four again.

Arthur Koestler's Darkness at Noon, published in 1940, reach-
es the same destination by the opposite road, and the contrast be-
tween the two books is the most instructive thing in the literature.
Koestler's Rubashov is an Old Bolshevik, one of the generation
that made the revolution, arrested by the regime he helped build
and tried for treasons he did not commit. Koestler said openly
that Rubashov was a composite of the men who fell in the Mos-
cow trials, several of whom he had known, and that he had mod-
eled Rubashov's way of thinking on Bukharin, the defendant

whose confession this book has already examined. What Koestler
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does with Rubashov is what no transcript of Bukharin's trial
could do. He goes inside, and what he finds there is a man who
reasons his own way to the dock, not a man tortured into denying
what he knows in Orwell's manner. Rubashov is broken less by
pain than by logic, by argument, by his interrogators Ivanov and
Gletkin leading him step by step through a chain of Bolshevik rea-
soning at the end of which his own confession appears to him as
his last duty to the Party, the final service a loyal man can render,
to die usefully as a lesson rather than uselessly as a holdout.
Rubashov follows the chain because he has spent his life forging
it, and he cannot find the place to break it, because the tools he
would use to break it are the same tools the Party has taught him
to distrust.

The name Koestler gives to that distrust is the most penetrat-
ing phrase in the whole subject. Rubashov calls the first person
singular, the inner self, the conscience, the I, the grammatical fic-
tion. The Party has trained him for decades to regard the individ-
ual self as an illusion, a bourgeois superstition, a thing of no ac-
count against the vast arithmetic of history and class, and he has
trained himself so well that when his own conscience begins to
stir in the cell, the faint sense that some things are simply wrong
whatever the Party says, he can only experience it as a kind of em-
barrassment, a relic, a grammatical error in the language of the
revolution. Here is the deepest insight of the book. A man who
has come to believe that his own I is a fiction has surrendered in
advance the only ground from which refusal is possible, because
refusal requires a self to do the refusing, an I to plant itself and say
no. Rubashov cannot say no, in the end, because he no longer ful-
ly believes there is anyone there to say it. The gap, in his case, is
closed from the inside, by the man himself, who has been per-

suaded to dismantle his own capacity to dissent, and not from the
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outside by a torturer rebuilding his mind. He becomes his own in-
quisitor, and his confession is the more complete for being, in its
terrible way, freely reasoned. He recovers the I too late, pro-
nounces it, feels its weight, only as he is led to be shot.

The logic that does this to Rubashov is worth tracing, because
it is the logic of every movement that believes it holds the key to
history. Rubashov's first interrogator, Ivanov, an old comrade, ar-
gues for what amounts to a vivisectional morality: if the Party is
the instrument by which humanity will be delivered into a just fu-
ture, then individuals are the material of the experiment, and a
surgeon does not weep over the tissue he cuts. Against the im-
mensity of that future, Rubashov's private certainty of his own
innocence weighs nothing, a sentimental indulgence he has been
trained to despise. His second interrogator, Gletkin, belongs to
the new generation, the men who came up after the revolution
and never possessed a pre-revolutionary self, who never knew the
grammatical fiction even as a temptation, and Gletkin presses the
same logic without Ivanov's lingering humanity, as a machine
presses. Between them they bring Rubashov to the conclusion
that his last service to the cause is to play the villain it needs, to
confess to the sabotage and treason that will let the Party teach its
lesson to the masses, and to do it convincingly, as an actor gives
himself to a part. What stirs against this, when anything does, ar-
rives in his body before it reaches his thought, as a toothache, a
dull physical ache he associates with the silent partner, the buried
self trying to make itself felt through the only channel the disci-
plined mind has left it. The conscience, expelled from the realm of
permitted ideas, returns as pain. And still the logic wins, because
Rubashov has no premise left from which to refuse it, and a man
who will not grant himself the right to an I cannot mount the one

objection that would save him, which is simply that he is innocent
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and will not say otherwise.

Set the two books side by side and they describe the totalitari-
an assault on the inner reservation from both flanks. Orwell at-
tacks the mind from outside, with pain and terror, until it is de-
molished and rebuilt to specification. Koestler shows the mind se-
duced from inside, with doctrine and logic, until it dissolves itself
and hands over the keys. The one closes the gap by force, the oth-
er by conviction, and a regime with both methods in its kit can
reach almost any mind, because what cannot be bombed flat can
often be argued away, and what resists the argument can be bro-
ken with the rats. Both books are darker than any chapter of histo-
ry in this volume, and the reason is exactly the reason this chapter
exists. History gives us the recantation from the outside and leaves
us free, in our mercy or our cowardice, to imagine that the gap
held, that Galileo kept his truth, that Bukharin died still knowing
he was innocent. Fiction refuses us that comfort. It dares to go in-
side and imagine the gap closed, and in doing so it names what the
recanter fears past death itself, the loss of the self that knows the
truth, the conversion of the lie from something he says into some-
thing he is.

Bertolt Brecht, in his Life of Galileo, does something different
again, and more uncomfortable for the argument of this book. He
takes the most celebrated recanter in history and he condemns
him. Brecht worked on the play across the last twenty years of his
life, writing a first version in Danish exile in the late 1930s, a sec-
ond with the actor Charles Laughton in the late 1940s, and a final
version for the Berlin stage in the 1950s, and across the revisions,
under the impact of the atomic bomb and of his own disillusion-
ments, his verdict on his Galileo hardened into a charge of betray-
al. Brecht's Galileo recants to save his comfort and his skin, and

the play treats the recantation as a catastrophe, a failure of nerve at
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the one moment when nerve would have mattered, the surrender
of a man who could have stood at the head of a new age of reason
and instead knelt and let the age be stillborn. The famous ex-
change carries the indictment. When the disciple laments that a
land without heroes is unhappy, Galileo answers him: "Unhappy
is the land that needs a hero.” On Brecht's reading the reply is the
bitter self-knowledge of a man who failed the test, who knows
that his cowardice has consequences far beyond himself, that a
science which begins by bowing to power will end, as the revised
play darkly implies, by building the bomb for it.

The condemnation is built into the way Brecht made theater,
which is the deepest reason he reaches a verdict where this book
withholds one. Brecht wanted an audience that judged rather
than wept, and he designed his plays to block the easy current of
sympathy by which a spectator melts into a character and forgives
him everything. The songs that interrupt the action, the placards
that announce in advance what each scene will show, the deliber-
ate flatness that keeps reminding the audience it is watching a
constructed argument and not a life, all of it serves to hold the
spectator at the distance from which assessment is possible, the
distance Brecht built his theater to create. The technique exists
precisely to prevent what Koestler and Miller want, the immer-
sion that lets us inhabit the recanter and feel from inside why he
broke. Where they pull us in so that we cannot judge him without
judging ourselves, Brecht pushes us back so that we can judge him
cleanly. This is why his Galileo is the great prosecution in the liter-
ature and theirs are something else. And the prosecution grew
sharper as the century darkened. The first version, written before
the war, treated the recantation as a regrettable cunning, a clever
man living to fight another day. Its later versions, written after the

bomb fell on two cities, recast it as the original sin of modern sci-
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ence, the moment the man who knew the most agreed to answer
to power rather than to truth, and so set science on the road that
ended over Hiroshima, brilliant and obedient and owning no
conscience of its own.

The line cuts two ways, however, and the second way is the
one this book has followed from its first page. To say that the un-
happy land is the one that needs heroes is to indict the society that
has so arranged matters that only a hero could tell the truth, and
then blames the ordinary person for failing to be one. The weight
of the charge falls on the arrangement and not on the individual
caught inside it. A world in which speaking a plain fact about the
heavens requires a willingness to burn is a world that has gone
wrong at the level of the society and not at the level of the individ-
ual, and the fault lies with the power that built the stake rather
than with the aging man who, shown the instruments, decided he
would rather live. Brecht puts the weight of the failure on Galileo.
This book has put it, consistently, on the Inquisition, on the
structure of the demand, on the obscene arrangement by which a
person is made to choose between his truth and his life in the first
place. Brecht is the great dramatic prosecutor of the recanter, and
this book has tried to be a witness for the defense, and the dis-
agreement is real. Where Brecht sees a coward who betrayed his
calling, this book sees a victim of a demand that should never have
been made, and it holds that to spend our moral energy condemn-
ing the broken is to do the persecutor’s work for him, to join the
crowd that gathered to watch the man kneel.

There is something in Brecht's charge that has to be granted,
all the same, and granting it sharpens rather than weakens the
book's position. A person with a public platform, a Galileo whose
word carries weight across Europe, may stand under a duty that

the obscure recanter does not, the duty that comes with the pow-
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er to be heard, and Brecht is right that such a figure could some-
times do more than he does, and that the choice to do less has
costs that fall on others. The argument is not that the recanter is
always beyond criticism. The claim is that the criticism, where it
applies, is a small thing set beside the crime of the demand, and
that it must never curdle into the comfortable contempt of the
safe for the broken. And there is an irony in Brecht's own play
that tells against his verdict and in favor of the book's. Even as
Brecht damns his Galileo for cowardice, he keeps the historical de-
tail that Galileo, after the recantation, went on working in secret
and arranged for his last and greatest manuscript to be smuggled
out of Italy and printed beyond the reach of the men who had si-
lenced him. The play preserves, against its own prosecutorial in-
tention, the fact this book has insisted on, that the truth outlived
the suppression, that the science was born abroad while its author
sat under guard. Brecht condemns the public surrender and can-
not quite suppress the private persistence, and in that gap be-
tween his verdict and his material the whole question of the book
lives.

Arthur Miller answered the recantation with a refusal, and he
did it twice, once on the stage and once in his own life. The Cru-
cible, first performed in 1953, dramatizes the Salem witch trials
this book examined in the preceding chapter, and Miller wrote it
as a transparent allegory of the loyalty purges of his own moment,
the congressional hunt for Communists that demanded of its tar-
gets a public confession and the naming of others. The parallel
was exact and everyone understood it. To be named before the
committee was, as the play’s defenders put it, the modern equiva-
lent of the gallows of Salem, the ruin of a career and a reputation
and a place in the world, and the price of escape was the same in

both centuries, a confession and a denunciation, the recantation
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of the age. Miller knew the demand from the inside, because it
came for him. Called before the committee in 1956, three years af-
ter the play opened, he answered freely about himself and refused
the one thing the committee most wanted, the names of others he
had seen at meetings years before, and for that refusal he was con-
victed of contempt, a conviction overturned only in 1958. The
man who wrote the play about the refusal to name names then
lived it.

Miller's John Proctor is the answer to every closed gap in this
chapter, the man who reopens it at the cost of his life. Proctor, to
save himself and live for his children, agrees at last to confess to
witchcraft, to say the false thing, and for a moment he appears
ready to take the road that keeps the body and surrenders the
words. Then the court demands that he sign the confession and
that it be posted on the church door for all to see, and that he
name the others he supposedly saw with the Devil, and at that de-
mand Proctor breaks the other way. He will not sign. He will not
have the lie made public under his name, and he will not buy his
life with the names of his neighbors, and in the speech that has be-
come the play's center he asks how he can live without his name,
having given the court his soul already and begging it to leave him
the name. The distinction Proctor draws is the exact distinction
this book began with, the line between the private and the public
utterance, between what a desperate man might whisper to save
himself and what he will not have nailed to a door in his own
hand for his children to inherit. A signed and posted confession
would close the gap in the eyes of the world, would make Proctor
a witch in the public record forever. The refusal to sign keeps the
gap open, keeps the truth of him intact even as it kills him, and he

tears the paper and goes to the rope with his name his own.
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Proctor is the refuser, and the chapters ahead will return to his
kind, the people who would not say the false thing whatever it
cost, and Miller draws him with a clear eye for what the refusal is
and is not. It does not save him. It saves nothing that the world
can see. What it enacts is the Salem inversion this book noted ear-
lier, made into the heart of a tragedy, the machine that spares the
one who confesses and hangs the one who will not, so that the gal-
lows fills with the honest while the liars walk free, and Proctor, of-
fered his life in exchange for a public lie and the betrayal of his
friends, chooses the rope. What he keeps is the only thing the re-
fusal can ever keep, the integrity of the self that would not be
made to say the thing was true, the name unblotted, the gap held
to the last. Miller, writing with the blacklist closing around his
own profession, reached back three centuries to find the image of
his moment, and what he found in Salem was the same demand
and the same two answers that this whole book has traced, the re-
cantation that buys a ruined life and the refusal that keeps a clean
death.

Two things give the play its particular charge, and both reach
beyond Salem into Miller's own world. The first is the specific
shape of the demand, which goes past confession to denuncia-
tion: the price of clearing oneself was the names of others, bought
with their ruin. That was the exact ritual of the congressional
committees, where a list of former comrades purchased one's own
safety, and where a refusal to supply the list was treated as proof
of guilt. Miller had watched a friend, the director who had staged
his plays, go before the committee and give the names and keep
his career, and the wound of that example runs under the play,
which stages with great care the difference between the man who
saves himself by naming others and the man who will not. The

second is Proctor’s own sense of unworthiness. He is no spotless

266



martyr; he has betrayed his wife, and he carries the betrayal as a
conviction that his name is already soiled and so not worth dying
for, which is why his first impulse is to confess and live. What
turns him is the discovery, at the last, that the name is worth dying
for after all, that even a soiled man may keep one thing clean by
refusing the public lie, and he goes to the rope having recovered,
in the refusal itself, the self-respect the betrayal had cost him. His
death is no saint’s triumph. It is the harder thing, the recovery of
an ordinary flawed man who finds, when everything else has been
stripped away, that there is a line he will not cross.

Set the four works together and their common achievement is
plain. They render the interior that history cannot reach. Where
the record gives us the outside of the recantation, the signed page
and the recited confession and the name added to the list, the nov-
elist and the dramatist give us the inside, the place where the thing
is actually decided. Orwell takes us into the skull of a man whose
mind is being rebuilt until he loves what he hated. Koestler takes
us into the reasoning of a man who argues himself into his own
destruction. Brecht stages the self-contempt of a man who failed
his moment and knows it. Miller puts us inside the anguish of a
man weighing his life against his name and choosing the name.
None of this is available to the historian, who must stand outside
the cell with the documents and guess, and all of it is necessary if
we are to understand the recantation as what it is, an event that
happens in the dark behind a person's eyes before it ever reaches
the page. This is why the literature of the coerced word is a litera-
ture of interiority, and why it gathered with such force in the cen-
tury of the show trial and the camp. The regimes staged the spec-
tacle and hid the interior, and the writers gave us back the interior

the spectacle was designed to conceal.
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The literature also gives us, in passing, a gallery of those who
administer the closing of the gap, and the portraits agree in a way
that instructs. O'Brien is an intellectual, a man who understands
exactly what he is doing and takes a connoisseur's pleasure in it,
the true believer and the cynic fused into one. Gletkin is the oppo-
site, a functionary without inner life, who applies the method be-
cause it is the method, feeling nothing. Miller's chief judge is a
third kind, the magistrate who has gone too far to turn back, who
must keep condemning the innocent because to stop would be to
admit that those already hanged died for nothing, his cruelty driv-
en by the impossibility of confessing his own error. Different as
they are, the believer and the functionary and the trapped official
serve the same machine, and the writers see what they have in
common, which is that not one of them can afford the thing he is
destroying in his victim, the free inner judgment that might look
at the machine and find it monstrous. The interrogator must
close his own gap first. He must believe, or pretend to believe, or
refuse to let himself think at all, because a torturer who kept an
honest interior would be unable to continue, and so the persecu-
tor is, in his own way, the first casualty of the demand he enforces,
a person who has had to do to himself, in advance, a version of
what he does to the man across the table. That observation points
past this chapter toward the next, where the cost of the demand to
the one who makes it becomes the whole subject.

These four works also divide much of the ground among
them, as though the century had set them the task of covering ev-
ery case. They are not the only novels that enter this interior, since
Kafka's trial without end and Solzhenitsyn's prisoners reach it too,
and the claim here concerns the logic these four map rather than
any closed canon of the coerced word. The gap can be closed by

force, and Orwell shows it. It can be closed by logic, and Koestler
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shows it. The man who lets the gap close can be judged, and
Brecht judges him. A man who dies to keep the gap open can be
honored, and Miller honors him. Between them they cover the
principal possibilities, and they do it by going where the record
stops, into the interior where the closing or the holding of the gap
is the whole of the matter. It is no accident that the most powerful
of the four, Orwell's, is the one that imagines the gap closed most
completely, because that is the deepest fear the subject contains
and the thing the historical chapters, bound to the outside, could
never quite show. Orwell showed it. He showed what it would be
for the standing-up self to be found and demolished, and in show-
ing it he gave the rest of us the measure of what is at stake every
time a person is told to say the thing he knows to be false.

The four works, between them, also touch every one of the
threats this book has anatomized. Orwell's Winston faces the
most total threat of all, the assault that takes life and freedom and
belonging and at last the self, leaving nothing behind it. Koestler's
Rubashov and Brecht's Galileo stand in the dock under the threat
to life, the one confessing and the other recanting, the two oldest
responses to the demand at its gravest. Miller's Proctor faces the
threat to life and the threat to the name together and dies guard-
ing the second once he can no longer save the first. The fiction
ranges across the same ground as the history, from the stake to the
dock to the ruin of a name, and adds to each the thing the history
could not supply, the view from inside the person on whom the
threat is working. The chapters of record showed what was done.
These works show what it was to have it done to you.

If those four works divide much of the logical ground, a fifth
adds little new territory to it, and yet one more book earns a place
beside them, because it stages two of their possibilities at once and

does so in a key the others never strike. Margaret Atwood pub-
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lished The Handmaid's Tale in 1985, setting it in a near-future
New England that a Christian theocracy has seized, a regime that
has stripped women of their names and their work and their read-
ing and reduced a fertile few to breeding property called Hand-
maids. The novel is narrated from inside one of them, the woman
the regime has renamed Offred, and almost the whole of it is inte-
rior, the running voice of a mind that complies with everything
demanded of her body while keeping, in the place behind her
eyes, a self the regime has not reached, her memory of her own
name and her husband and her daughter, her noticing, her word-
play, her refusal to stop being the person she was. She is the child
in the car at the scale of a whole life, the body delivered and the
mind held back, and the book gives that holding its most exact
emblem in a line of mock-Latin that an earlier Handmaid
scratched inside a cupboard where the Aunts could not see it, no-
lite te bastardes carborundorum, do not let the bastards grind you
down, the inner standing-up reduced to a sentence and hidden in
the dark. Against Offred, who keeps the gap, Atwood sets Janine,
who loses it. In a ritual the regime calls Testifying, the Handmaids
are made to sit in a circle while Janine is brought to confess that
the gang rape she suffered as a girl was her own fault, that she led
the men on, that God allowed it to teach her a lesson, and the cir-
cle chants the verdict back at her until she gives in. This is a strug-
gle session in all but name, the group set on to break the one, and
Atwood carries it past the others in this chapter to the place Or-
well reached. Janine says the words at first to survive the circle,
and then, over the months, she comes to believe them. She slips
into a vacancy, a trance in which the regime’s account of her has
become her own account of herself, the truth that she was
wronged painted over by the lie that she sinned, and no Janine re-

mains behind the confession holding the truth in reserve. Offred
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keeps the gap and stays herself. Janine closes it and is gone. At-
wood stages the book's whole question inside one institution, and
she does it in the register the four older works omit, the demand
made of a victim about her own body rather than of a believer
about a doctrine, a woman ordered to suffer the wrong and then
to take it into her own mouth and call it justice.

This returns us, at the end, to the two formulas that have
framed the whole book. The child in the moving car complies
with her body and shouts that in her mind she is standing up, and
her secret, the thing that makes her defiance a victory and not a
defeat, is that the standing-up self is intact, untouched, hers. Two
and two make five is the nightmare on the far side of that secret,
the state in which the standing-up self has been reached and un-
made, in which the child can no longer find, anywhere inside her-
self, the knowledge that she is standing up, in which the lie has
been moved from her mouth into the place where her truth used
to live. Every recantation in this book has been fought out in the
space between those two formulas, the space the recanter strug-
gles to keep and the power struggles to close. Orwell imagined it
closed by force and Koestler by logic. Brecht condemned the man
who let it close. Miller dramatized the man who died to keep it
open. Among them they have mapped the country this book has
been traveling, the country of the coerced word, and they have
shown us its darkest interior, the place where the gap closes and
the self that knew the truth is gone. What remains to be asked is
what becomes of the power that does this, that extracts the con-
fession and aims at the soul and tries to close the gap, and whether
such a power, in the act of breaking others, does not finally break
something in itself. The weapon has been described. The next
chapter turns to the hand that wields it, and to the wound the

weapon leaves in that hand.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

The Weapon That Wounds the Wielder

Every chapter so far has stood close to the person under pressure,
the one made to say the words. This one crosses the room and
stands behind the desk, beside the one who makes the demand.
The persecutor has been present on every page, the cardinal, the
commissar, the committee chairman, the father in the car, but al-
ways at the edge of the frame, the force the recanter had to answer
to. Now he steps into the center, because the book has reached the
last and largest of its arguments, the one toward which the others
have been building, and it concerns him. The book has made
three claims already and kept the fourth for him. The first was
that the demand to recant exposes the weakness of the one who
makes it. A second held that the recantation can become an art, a
double utterance that keeps a private truth alive behind a public
lie. Vindication, the third claim held, comes late and impersonally
when it comes at all, accruing to the truth and not to the broken
person who was made to deny it. The fourth claim gathers the
other three and turns them on the persecutor. It is simple to state
and slow to absorb. The demand to recant is self-defeating.
Raised against the truth-teller, the weapon turns in his hand and
wounds the hand that holds it. He may win the words, and he
usually does, but in the winning he loses things worth more than
the words, and in the long account he is the one who pays the
highest price of all the parties to the transaction. The truth sur-
vives him. Broken, the recanter at least keeps the gap and the years

the recantation bought. The persecutor corrupts himself, blinds

272



his institution, advertises his weakness, manufactures the martyrs
who will outlast him, consumes his own allies, and leaves a name
that history files under cruelty. This chapter traces how a thing
that looks, in the moment, like total victory becomes, over time, a
wound that does not close.

Begin with the thing the demand announces about the one
who makes it. A power that is sure of itself, sure of its truth and
sure of its standing, does not need anyone to recant. It can refute
the heretic, or ignore him, or let him speak and trust the matter to
be settled by evidence and time. The demand for a recantation is
what a power resorts to when it can do none of these, when it can-
not win the argument on the merits and cannot bear to let the ar-
gument go on, and so reaches past persuasion for force. The reach
for force is a confession. It says, to anyone watching closely, that
the power has lost the argument in its own estimation and knows
it, that it fears the idea too much to let the idea stand in the open
and take its chances. When the Inquisition brought Galileo to his
knees and made him abjure the motion of the earth, the spectacle
was meant to display the Church's authority over truth, and what
it actually displayed, to anyone who thought about it then or
thinks about it now, was the Church's terror of a proposition it
could not refute. A Church confident that the earth stood still
would have had no reason to silence a man who said it moved; it
would have let him be wrong in public and laughed. The silencing
was the measure of the fear. This is the first wound, and it is self-
-inflicted in the act of raising the weapon, because the demand for
the coerced word broadcasts the weakness it was meant to con-
ceal, and broadcasts it most loudly to exactly the onlookers the
spectacle was staged to impress.

The asymmetry runs deep, and it is worth dwelling on, be-

cause it explains why coercion is almost always the mark of the
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losing side. Almost always, and not always, for a power can de-
mand the words for reasons that have little to do with fear of los-
ing an argument. It may coerce out of habit, the machinery run-
ning on after the threat that built it has passed; it may punish dis-
sent to deter others, valuing the example more than the particular
confession; it may act because a bureaucracy no longer asks why it
does what it does; and it may demand the words in the sincere and
untroubled conviction that the error it is stamping out endangers
souls or the social order. A secure power can be cruel from
strength rather than from weakness. Even there the demand con-
cedes the one thing the argument needs, that the belief cannot be
met in the open on its merits, and the confession it extracts is
worth exactly as little as every other coerced word in this book.
Truth can afford patience. A true thing does not need to be pro-
tected from challenge, does not need its rivals silenced, because it
can meet them in the open and outlast them, the way heliocen-
trism met geocentrism and won, by being right and waiting rather
than by force. A lie cannot afford any of this. It has to be en-
forced, has to silence its rivals, has to forbid the question and pun-
ish the questioner, because it cannot survive a fair hearing and its
keepers know it. So the need to coerce a recantation is diagnostic.
It tells you which side of the argument the power is on. The insti-
tution that can only hold its position by making people say they
agree has already conceded, in the act of compulsion, that it could
not hold the position any other way, and every forced confession
it extracts is one more piece of evidence, entered into the long
record, that it was the weaker party in the contest it appeared to
win. The persecutor mistakes the silence he imposes for assent,
and the silence is the sound of an argument he has lost and dares
not reopen. History bears the pattern out with dreary regularity.

The heaviest censorship has always clustered around the positions
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least able to defend themselves, the doctrines under the most pres-
sure from the evidence, the regimes least sure of their own foun-
dations. A government secure in the loyalty of its people does not
jail the man with the leaflet. The jailing is the symptom of insecu-
rity, and the severity of the suppression measures the depth of the
fear, so that one can read the confidence of a power in inverse pro-
portion to the force it brings against its critics. The louder it has
to shout the heretic down, the less it believes it could answer him.

There is a second wound, and it lies in the worthlessness of the
thing the persecutor works so hard to obtain. A confession that
everyone knows was extracted under threat persuades no one of
anything except that the persecutor has the power to extract it,
which was never in doubt. The coerced word carries no weight as
evidence, because its production is fully explained by the force be-
hind it and tells the onlooker nothing about what the speaker
thinks or what is the case. When Galileo knelt and said the earth
was still, no one in Europe came away believing the earth was still
who had not believed it already; what they learned was that the
Inquisition could make a great man kneel, and many of them
learned, at the same moment, to despise the institution that had
done it. The brutality compounds the problem. The more obvi-
ous the coercion, the more worthless the confession, so that the
persecutor’s own violence destroys the value of the product his vi-
olence was meant to create, and the harder he presses, the less any-
one believes the words he presses out. He is left having spent the
whole apparatus of his power, the courts and the cells and the
threats, to manufacture a thing that convinces nobody and that
often does the opposite of what he intended.

The show trials made the point with grim clarity. The old Bol-
sheviks were brought out to confess to a wild catalogue of wreck-

ing and poisoning and treasonous conspiracy with foreign pow-
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ers, crimes so lurid and so uniform across defendant after defen-
dant that the sheer extravagance of the confessions advertised
their falseness to anyone not determined to be deceived. A real
conspiracy does not produce identical theatrical self-abasement
from twenty men at once. The implausibility was the tell, and the
more the prosecution piled on, the clearer it became that what
was on display was a script rather than a reckoning, so that pro-
ceedings meant to prove the regime's enemies were everywhere
proved instead that the regime would manufacture enemies out of
its oldest friends.

For the spectacle has a way of turning in his hands as surely as
the weapon does. The recantation he stages to bury an idea gives
the idea a stage it could never have bought for itself. His trial,
meant to humiliate Galileo, made him the most famous scientist
in the world and bound his name forever to the truth he was
forced to deny, so that the phrase the legend put in his mouth, the
muttered insistence that it moves, is remembered by every school-
child while the names of his judges survive only as his judges. The
fires that Mary's church lit to consume the English reformers pro-
duced, within a few years, the book of martyrs that made those re-
formers heroes and helped fix the Protestant identity of the na-
tion for centuries. The show trials that Stalin staged to terrify the
population and demonstrate the guilt of the old revolutionaries
became, once the testimony was understood for the fabrication it
was, the single most damning exhibit in the case against his
regime, the thing that taught the world what the regime was. Per-
secution advertises. It takes the idea the persecutor wanted to
erase and writes it across the sky in the smoke of its own spectacle,
and the more dramatic the suppression, the brighter the advertise-
ment, until the martyr's name outshines the inquisitor's and the

suppressed proposition becomes, by the fact of its suppression,
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the thing everyone remembers.

The third wound is the one the persecutor inflicts on himself
in his own mind, and it is the deepest, because it cannot be un-
done by any later reversal. To make another person say what he
does not believe, the persecutor must first do a particular violence
to himself: he must make himself indifferent to whether the thing
is true. The inquisitor who breaks a man for saying the earth
moves has had to stop letting the question of whether the earth
moves matter to him, has had to subordinate truth to power in-
side his own skull before he can demand the same subordination
from the man across the table. He cannot afford to be persuaded,
cannot afford to follow the evidence, cannot afford the honest in-
terior that might look at the proposition he is punishing and find
it correct, because an interrogator with a live conscience and an
open mind could not do the work. So he closes his own mind
first. He performs on himself, in advance and permanently, a ver-
sion of the operation he performs on his victim, killing the part of
himself that cares what is true so that he can go on extracting de-
nials of the truth from others. The last chapter on fiction caught
this exactly in its gallery of interrogators, the believer who has
talked himself into the lie, the functionary who has emptied him-
self of any interior that could object, the official who cannot let
himself think because thinking would stop him. Each of them has
had to close his own gap before he could close anyone else's. Each
is, in this precise sense, the first casualty of the demand he en-
forces, a person who has traded his own relationship to truth for
the power to coerce, and who can never get it back, because a
mind that has made itself indifferent to truth in order to wield
power over others does not recover its innocence when the wield-
ing is done. The prosecutor of the Moscow trials, who sent men

to be shot for crimes he knew they had not committed, did not re-
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turn at the end of his career to being a person who could be trust-
ed with a fact. He had unmade that person in himself long before,
on the first day he agreed that what was true mattered less than
what the Party needed said.

There is a further turn to the self-corruption, and it exposes a
dependence the persecutor would never admit. He needs the re-
cantation. He cannot simply hold his power in silence; he requires
the victim to come forward and say the words, to validate him by
submitting, and this need places him, strangely, at the victim's
mercy in the one respect that matters most to him. An old obser-
vation about masters and slaves applies exactly here. The master
who forces another to acknowledge his supremacy wins only the
acknowledgment of someone he has reduced to a slave, and the
acknowledgment of a slave is worthless precisely because it was
forced, so that the master, having compelled the recognition he
craved, finds he has compelled the one kind of recognition that
cannot satisfy him. The persecutor sits in the same trap. He wants
to be agreed with, wants the heretic to say the heretic was wrong,
and he can compel the saying, and the coercion drains it of the
only quality that would have made it worth having, that it be
freely given by someone whose judgment is free. He ends holding
a yes that means no, a confession that confesses nothing beyond
his power to extract it, and somewhere in him he knows the dif-
ference, which is why one recantation never satisfies him and he
must go looking for the next. The hunger that drives the purity
spiral is at bottom this hunger, the craving for a genuine assent
that coercion can never produce and that the persecutor has made
it impossible for anyone to give him.

A fourth wound opens when the demand becomes a system,
scaled up from the single victim to a whole society, and here the

cost to the persecutor becomes something he cannot survive. A
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regime that routinely demands recantations teaches everyone in it
a single lesson, that the safe thing is to say what is required and the
fatal thing is to say what one thinks, and a society that has learned
that lesson stops telling its rulers the truth. The yes-men multiply,
the honest fall silent or fall into graves, and the men at the top
find themselves surrounded by people reciting back to them ex-
actly what they want to hear, until the rulers lose the ability to
find out anything true about their own country. A regime that
has demanded belief has blinded itself. The clearest case is the de-
struction of Soviet biology under Trofim Lysenko, the agrono-
mist whose pseudo-scientific theories, rejecting the genetics that
the rest of the world was confirming, won Stalin's favor and the
force of the state. Geneticists who knew Lysenko was wrong were
required to recant their science or be destroyed, and more than
three thousand of them were dismissed, imprisoned, or shot, and
the study of genetics itself was branded a bourgeois deviation and
forbidden. Among the destroyed was Nikolai Vavilov, one of the
great botanists of the century, the man who had built the largest
seed bank in the world precisely in order to secure his country
against famine, and who was arrested for the crime of maintaining
what was true about heredity. His death sentence was commuted
to twenty years, and he died in a prison cell in 1943 of starvation,
the man who had devoted his life to ending hunger dead of
hunger because he would not deny the science he knew. The sym-
metry did not end with him. During the wartime siege of
Leningrad, as the city starved, several of his colleagues at the insti-
tute he had built guarded his seed collection through the famine
and starved to death at their posts rather than eat the edible grain
and potatoes in their care, dying to preserve for a future harvest
the thing the regime that killed their director could no longer

grow. The state had imprisoned the man who fought famine and
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then presided over famine, and the seeds he had gathered to feed
the country outlasted, in their locked drawers, the scientists who
would not eat them. And the wound to the regime was as literal as
the wound to Vavilov. Having forced its biologists to recant the
truth and killed the ones who would not, the state got the agricul-
ture its lies described rather than the agriculture reality allowed,
and the crops failed, and the people went hungry, for decades, be-
cause a government that has made truth-telling fatal can no longer
be told which seeds will grow. Famine was the price the regime
paid for the recantation of genetics. The weapon had turned in
the hand and cut the bodies of the people the regime claimed to
feed, and the cut was no metaphor.

The most catastrophic case of an institution blinded by its
own demand for assent came from agriculture, in China, a genera-
tion after Lysenko. During the Great Leap Forward at the end of
the 1950s, local officials across the country, terrified of being de-
nounced for failing to meet impossible production targets, report-
ed grain harvests three and five and ten times larger than the har-
vests that existed. The state, believing its own apparatus, requisi-
tioned grain against the fictional figures, stripping the countryside
of the food and even the seed that the real harvest could not spare,
and went on exporting grain abroad to keep up the appearance of
plenty. Somewhere between fifteen and forty-five million people
starved to death in the resulting famine, among the largest in
recorded history, while the national press reported a triumph.
The mechanism was the one this chapter has described, running
at the scale of a continent. A regime had made the truth danger-
ous to speak, and so it was told what it wished to hear, harvest fig-
ures invented to please it, and it acted on the invention until the
invention killed tens of millions of the people it claimed to serve.

No enemy did this to it. The regime did it to itself and to its own,
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by demanding a recantation of arithmetic and getting one.

The same machinery that starved a country could disarm one,
and in the Soviet Union it did both. In 1937 the apparatus of the
forced confession was turned on the Red Army itself. Marshal
Mikhail Tukhachevsky, one of the ablest military minds the Sovi-
et state possessed, the theorist who had seen before almost anyone
how the next war would be fought, was arrested on a charge of
conspiring with Nazi Germany, a charge built partly on docu-
ments the Germans had forged to mislead Stalin and partly on
confessions beaten out of other officers. He was tortured until he
signed a confession of his own, a document that survives in the ar-
chive with his blood spotted across its pages. A secret tribunal
heard the confession read aloud, convicted him in a single day,
and shot him that night in June 1937, along with the cluster of se-
nior commanders named in the same fabricated plot. His execu-
tion was the signal for a purge that swept the officer corps from
the top down. Three of the army's five marshals were killed, and
with them something on the order of thirty thousand officers,
shot or imprisoned or driven out, the experienced core of the
command replaced by frightened juniors who had learned from
the fate of their seniors that initiative was a way to die. Then the
real enemy came. When Germany invaded in 1941, the army that
had to meet the largest invasion in history was an army whose
leadership Stalin had spent the preceding four years destroying on
the strength of confessions he must have known were false, and
the catastrophe of that first year, the encirclements and the mil-
lions of prisoners and the near-fall of the state, owed a part of its
scale, historians have argued, to the talent that lay in the pits Stalin
had filled. The exact size of that part can be debated. The direc-
tion of it cannot. A ruler had used the forced confession to decap-

itate his own defense, and that defense was nearly all that stood
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between him and destruction when the test arrived. The weapon
does not distinguish the enemy it was aimed at from the wielder
who aimed it, and turned against a nation's own army on the eve
of a war, it came as near to killing the regime that wielded it as any
invader ever did.

The fifth wound is the strangest, and it follows from the logic
of the demand itself, which has no place to stop. An appetite for
heretics, this book argued earlier, is structural rather than inciden-
tal; a power that defines itself by the purity it enforces must keep
finding impurity to enforce against, and when it has consumed
the obvious enemies it begins, of necessity, to find enemies among
the faithful, and then among the enforcers, and at last among the
architects. The weapon turns on the hand because the hand can
never put it down. The French Revolution furnished the pattern
in its purest form. Robespierre, the incorruptible apostle of revo-
lutionary virtue, sent his old ally Danton to the guillotine in the
spring of 1794 for the crime of urging that the Terror be eased,
and Danton, riding to the blade, gestured toward Robespierre’s
lodging and promised that the man who had condemned him
would follow him there before long. Danton was right. Within
four months Robespierre himself, the architect of the Terror, was
dragged to the same guillotine and beheaded, and the machine he
had built to purify the Republic had purified him out of it. The
Terror had developed a momentum that consumed its makers,
and it took the great chemist Lavoisier along the way, the founder
of modern chemistry guillotined while the blade was still hungry,
as if to demonstrate that a revolution which has begun devouring
truth will devour its truth-tellers without distinction. The Soviet
purges repeated the pattern with a thoroughness that approached
the comic if one could forget the corpses. Genrikh Yagoda built

the early machinery of the show trials and the camps, and then
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stood in the same dock as Bukharin in 1938 and was shot beside
the men he had helped condemn. Nikolai Yezhov, who ran the
Great Terror at its height and gave it his name, was arrested the
next year, broke under the interrogation he had perfected for oth-
ers, confessed to the fantastical crimes the method always pro-
duced, and was shot in his turn. The man who had extracted ten
thousand false confessions ended by giving one. Three successive
chiefs of the secret police, Yagoda and Yezhov and at last Beria,
were each devoured by the engine they operated, because the en-
gine, once running, could not distinguish the hand on the lever
from the body on the table, and would take whatever was fed to
it, including, in the end, the feeder.

The pattern is so regular that it has its own proverb, that the
revolution devours its children, and the twentieth century kept
proving the proverb on a larger and larger scale. Mao's Cultural
Revolution mobilized the young into Red Guards to hunt out
and humiliate every suspected enemy of the revolution, to drag
teachers and officials and parents before screaming crowds and
force them to confess their crimes against the people, and within a
few years the same movement turned on the Red Guards them-
selves, scattered them, and sent millions of them down to the
countryside to be reeducated by the peasants they had been
taught to revere, consuming the zeal it had summoned. The logic
never changes. A power that keeps itself in being by finding
heretics cannot afford to announce that the heretics have run out,
because the finding is the engine, and so the search moves inward,
from the obvious enemies to the suspect friends to the insuffi-
ciently fervent allies and at last to the men who built the machine
and imagined they could steer it. There is no safe place inside a
system organized around the demand to recant, and the place be-

hind the desk is no exception, because the desk is only the spot
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from which the next victim will be chosen.

There is a sixth wound, and it falls on the persecutor’s name,
and it lasts the longest of all. This is a different reckoning from the
one the last chapter described, which concerned the slow and
posthumous vindication of the truth and the person; this con-
cerns the verdict that history passes on the demander himself, and
the verdict is harsh and permanent. The words that name the
great campaigns of forced recantation have all become terms of
abuse. To call a proceeding an inquisition, a hunt for witches, a
show trial, a struggle session, is to condemn it, and the condemna-
tion attaches to the persecutor across the centuries, long after the
apology that costs the institution nothing has been issued and for-
gotten. The American case is recent enough to watch the process
complete itself within a single lifetime. Senator Joseph McCarthy
built a national career out of demanding that people confess their
associations and name their friends, and for a few years the de-
mand made him one of the most feared men in the country. That
same year the broadcaster Edward Murrow gave an episode of his
news program to the senator, letting McCarthy's own filmed
words and contradictions make the case against him, and showed
that the fear surrounding the man was holding off a judgment the
evidence already supported. Then the Senate's hearings on his
conduct were televised, and the camera showed the nation his
methods without the editing of fear, and in the most famous mo-
ment the army's counsel, Joseph Welch, having watched Mc-
Carthy smear a young lawyer, faced him and asked whether he
had any sense of decency left. The room applauded. The spell
broke. Later that year the Senate voted to condemn him for con-
duct contrary to its traditions, and within three years he was dead,
his influence already gone, and his name had become what it re-

mains, a common word for the reckless accusation of the inno-
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cent. He had wielded the demand for the public recantation as ex-
pertly as anyone in his century, and the demand had done to his
reputation exactly what it does, made him the villain of the story,
the thing the textbooks teach children to recognize and refuse.
The persecutor wins the moment and loses the verdict of every
moment after.

The paradox is not confined to inquisitions and police states,
which are only its most violent expression. Any institution that
comes to require agreement rather than earn it, that treats dissent
as disloyalty and makes the cost of voicing an unwelcome truth
high enough, sets the same machinery running at lower stakes. A
company whose leaders punish the bearers of bad news will soon
be told only good news, and will steer with great confidence to-
ward the iceberg its own people could see coming. A movement
that asks of its members the ritual denunciation of heretics will
spend its strength policing itself and will drive off the honest, who
weary of the loyalty oaths, while keeping the ambitious, who re-
cite them. Any field of inquiry that makes certain conclusions un-
safe to question will fill with people who have learned to question
nothing, and will stop discovering what is true. The scale changes
and the lesson holds. Wherever the demand for assent replaces the
contest of evidence, the institution that makes the demand begins
to lose its grip on the real, because it has cut the one wire that car-
ried the truth to it, the willingness of someone to say the unwel-
come thing and be heard. It buys the comfort of agreement and
pays with its sight.

It must be granted that the wound is often slow, and that the
persecutor frequently does not live to feel it. Stalin died in his bed,
master of the state he had soaked in forced confessions. The in-
quisitors who broke Galileo died in the odor of authority, cen-

turies before the Church conceded they had erred, and many a
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smaller tyrant has gone to a comfortable grave with his victims in
the ground before him. That slowness is exactly why the demand
persists, why each new persecutor believes he will be the excep-
tion, because the bill arrives late and is often presented to his suc-
cessors rather than to him. The slowness does not cancel the
wound. It relocates the wound in time, the way the vindication of
the truth is relocated, so that the persecutor who escapes the reck-
oning in his own lifetime escapes it the way a man escapes a debt
by dying, leaving it for the institution and the memory and the
name to pay. The weapon wounds the wielder on a delay, and the
delay deceives him, and he raises it again, and the wound is no less
certain for arriving after he has stopped expecting it.

Stand back from the six wounds and the single principle be-
hind them comes into view, the principle that has been the hidden
spine of this entire book. The demand for a recantation is an at-
tempt to settle by force a question that force cannot settle, the
question of what is true. Truth is not the kind of thing that an-
swers to power. It answers to the world being the way it is, to the
earth moving or not moving, to genes existing or not existing, and
no amount of force applied to a human throat can reach back and
alter the fact the throat is being made to deny. This is the rock on
which every persecutor breaks. He can do the one thing force can
do, which is to make a person say words, and he cannot do the
thing he actually wants, which is to make the words true, or to
make the denied thing false, or to make the idea cease to exist in
the world. So he is always attempting the impossible, trying to kill
a truth, and the attempt cannot succeed, and meanwhile it exacts
every one of its costs from him. He spends his power and gets a
worthless confession. He advertises his weakness and manufac-
tures his enemies’ fame. Beyond repair he corrupts his own mind,

blinds his institution to reality, starves his people of the truths
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they need to live, sets the machine running until it consumes his
allies and at last himself, and earns a name that the future will
speak as a curse. And at the end of all of it the earth is still moving,
exactly as it was, and the genes are still there, and the proposition
he forbade is as true as it ever was, untouched by the whole expen-
diture of his cruelty, because it never needed his permission to be
true and was never within his power to abolish. The recanter loses
his integrity or his life. The truth loses nothing. And the persecu-
tor loses the most, because he has built his whole position on a lie
he must keep enforcing forever, and the enforcing is what de-
stroys him.

Two things must be said clearly before this argument is al-
lowed to stand, because each of them guards against a misreading
that would turn a hard truth into a false comfort. The first is that
the wound to the persecutor is not justice for the people he broke,
and it must never be mistaken for justice. That Robespierre fol-
lowed Danton to the guillotine did nothing for Danton. That the
Church's name was stained did nothing for the men it burned.
The Soviet regime's blinding and self-destruction did not feed
Vavilov, who was already dead of hunger in his cell, or restore the
thousands the purges shot. The persecutor's self-destruction is a
fact about the persecutor, and the suffering of his victims remains
exactly where it fell, unredeemed by his eventual ruin, which ar-
rives too late and in the wrong place to reach them. To take satis-
faction in the wound to the wielder as though it balanced the
books would be to repeat the error this book named in its chapter
on vindication, the error of treating a later and impersonal turn-
ing of events as compensation for a particular person's irrecover-
able loss. It is no such thing. The weapon wounds the wielder,
and the wound is real, and it changes nothing for the one who was

struck first.

287



A second thing must be said, which is that this whole argu-
ment concerns a specific kind of demand, the demand that a per-
son deny what is true, and it does not indict every exercise of au-
thority that requires compliance. The book has kept one image at
its center precisely to mark this boundary. A father tells a small
child to sit down and buckle her seatbelt in a moving car, and the
child obeys with her body while she cries out that in her mind she
is standing up, and the father is right, and there is no wound to
him in the demand, because he has asked her to comply with a
fact rather than to deny one. The seatbelt does not require her to
say that danger is safety. It requires her to sit, while leaving her
free to believe whatever she likes about the indignity of sitting.
The wound this chapter has traced is reserved for the demand that
reaches past the body to the mind, that requires of the victim
more than an action, that requires assent to a falsehood, the saying
and if possible the believing that the true thing is false. That de-
mand, and only that demand, sets the weapon turning, because
only that demand pits force against truth, and force against truth
is the contest force always loses, however many bodies it breaks
along the way. Legitimate authority asks for compliance with the
world as it is. The persecutor asks for the denial of the world as it
is, and it is the denial, the war on the fact itself, that recoils on
him.

So the strange accounting of the recantation is complete. The
persecutor, who appears to hold all the power, is the great loser,
ruined slowly by the demand through which he seemed to win.
The truth, which appears to be the helpless thing on the table, is
the one party that cannot be touched, and it walks away from ev-
ery forced recantation exactly as true as it arrived. That leaves the
person, the one actually made to choose, and the person's position

is the one this book has not yet fully resolved. The recanter buys
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his life or his livelihood or his place, and surrenders, in exchange,
the integrity that was the only thing a living person could keep.
He is no villain; the demand was the crime, and the contempt be-
longs to the one who made it. But neither is he the figure in
whom the whole long argument finds its resolution, because he
has paid the price the persecutor designed for him to pay. There
remains one more kind of person to consider, the one who hears
the demand and does not comply, who keeps the gap open in full
view at whatever cost, and who thereby holds, alive and in his
own hands, the single vindication that this book has found to be
available to anyone within a lifetime. The persecutor loses every-
thing in the long run. The truth survives without help. And the
one who refuses keeps the one thing worth keeping. The last

chapter turns to him.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Living in Truth: The Refusal

Twelve chapters have followed the word that is given under pres-
sure, the recantation in all its forms, its mechanism and its theater,
its psychology and its threats, its long aftermath and its mirror in
fiction, and at the end of the last of them the book turned its eye
toward the one figure it had kept at the margin throughout, the
person who hears the demand to deny what is true and will not
say the words. The whole of the argument so far has been an ac-
count of yielding, sympathetic yielding, forgivable yielding, the
yielding of people with everything to lose who chose to keep the
truth inside while letting the mouth say what the power required.
This chapter is about the other choice. The book has watched the
demand come at people through every door, threatening the life
and then the livelihood and then the belonging and then the fami-
ly, and it has watched them yield at each threshold for reasons no
one should be ashamed of. A refuser is the one who answers the
same demand the same way no matter which door it comes
through. The threat to his life does not move him, and neither
does the threat to his bread or his place or his people, because he
has decided in advance that the one thing he will not trade is the
agreement of his word with his knowledge, and once that is set-
tled the size of the threat becomes beside the point. It is about the
man who will not let the mouth lie at all, who answers the de-
mand with a refusal and pays whatever the refusal costs, which is
often everything. The claim of the chapter, and the resolution to-

ward which the book has been moving since its first page, is that
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the refusal is the one response to the demand that achieves what
the recantation cannot. A recanter keeps a private truth behind a
public lie and survives divided. The refuser keeps word and belief
together, speaks the truth in the open, and keeps the self whole,
and in doing so he lays hold of the only vindication this book has
found to be available to a person within a single lifetime, which is
integrity, the unbroken agreement of what one says with what
one knows. He may lose his life for it. He does not lose himself.
The distinction between the refuser and the recanter is the dis-
tinction between two ways of meeting the same intolerable de-
mand, and it turns on what each of them does with the gap. That
gap, this book has argued, is the space the recantation opens be-
tween the mouth and the mind, the space in which a person says
the false thing aloud while holding the true thing in silence, and
the whole art of recantation lies in keeping that space alive, in sur-
viving the public lie without letting it reach down and corrupt the
private truth. The recanter lives in the gap. It is his refuge and his
compromise, the place where he keeps what is left of himself after
the power has taken the rest, and the book has been at pains to in-
sist that this compromise is human and forgivable, that the man
who keeps the truth inside while his mouth betrays it has saved
something real, has not become the lie he was forced to speak.
The refuser does something different and harder. He will not
open the gap. He refuses to let the mouth say one thing while the
mind holds another, and so he keeps no private reservation, runs
no double utterance, maintains no interior exile, because he has
unified the inside and the outside by the simple and terrible expe-
dient of saying in public exactly what he believes in private and ac-
cepting the consequences. The gap is the survivor's compromise, a
partial keeping of the self, the inner truth preserved at the cost of
the outer lie. The refusal is the whole keeping of the self, integrity

291



entire, bought at the cost of survival. A recanter surrenders his in-
tegrity in public and keeps a remnant in private. The refuser sur-
renders nothing and keeps everything, and the keeping may kill
him.

What makes the refusal possible, when the cost is so high, is a
judgment the refuser has made about what survival is worth and
what it is. The recanter and the refuser agree that the body wants
to live; they differ on whether a life kept by saying the false thing
is a life the self would recognize as its own. To the refuser it is not.
He has concluded that the lie, said and meant to be believed,
would destroy the thing he is more surely than the executioner
could, that he would walk out of the room alive and find that the
person who walked out was no longer him, and that this is a worse
outcome than the cup or the fire. Socrates put it in these exact
terms when he called a life without his questioning not worth the
living, and every refuser since has made the same calculation in his
own currency, weighing the years he might buy against the self he
would spend to buy them and judging the price too high. He
wants to live as much as the next person and wants more to live as
himself, and when the two wants collide he keeps the self and lets
the years go.

One of the oldest examples in the Western record is also
among the cleanest, because the demand was put to the man al-
most in so many words and he answered it almost in so many
words. Socrates stood trial in Athens in 399 before the common
era, charged with impiety and with corrupting the young, and the
city, which did not in fact want to kill its most famous gadfly, all
but invited him to save himself. He had only to propose his own
exile, or to promise to give up the questioning that had made him
enemies, and the court would in all likelihood have let him go. He

refused both. To stop philosophizing, he said, would be to dis-
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obey the god whose command he understood his whole life to be,
and he could not hold his tongue; the questioning was the thing
he was for, and a life that gave it up to survive would be a life not
worth the surviving. It is in the speech recording this refusal that
Plato has him say that the unexamined life is not worth living, the
line that has outlasted every name on the jury, and the sentiment
behind it is the refuser's creed in its first and purest statement,
that there are things a person cannot give up and remain himself,
and that a survival bought by giving them up is a defeat dressed as
a reprieve. When the verdict went against him he refused again,
declining to beg, proposing a token penalty, and when his friend
Crito arranged an escape from the prison he refused a third time,
on the ground that a man who had lived by the city's laws could
not flee them when they turned against him. He drank the hem-
lock with his argument intact. He had been offered his life on the
condition that he unsay what he was, and he had judged the con-
dition worse than death, and in refusing it he kept whole the one
thing the city could not give back if he let them take it.

The refusal does not always end in the cup or the fire, and it is
worth setting beside Socrates a refuser who made the same choice
and lived, because the difference between them is the work of cir-
cumstance and protection rather than of courage, and the book
should not let the reader imagine that refusal is only ever a syn-
onym for martyrdom. In April of 1521 the monk Martin Luther
was brought before the Diet of Worms, the assembled power of
the Empire and the Church, and shown a table of his own books,
and asked the plain question that every inquisition asks in the
end, whether he would take back what he had written. He asked
for a day. He returned and refused. Unless he were convinced of
his error by Scripture or by plain reason, he said, his conscience

was captive to the Word of God, and he could not and would not
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recant anything, because to act against conscience was neither safe
nor right. The ringing tag that tradition has fastened to the end of
that speech, the declaration that here he stood and could do no
other, is in all likelihood a later embellishment, absent from the
carliest reports, and it does not matter, because the refusal itself is
documented and complete without it. The Emperor declared him
an outlaw, the Edict of Worms branded him a heretic and a crimi-
nal and demanded his capture, and Luther should by every prece-
dent have ended as the heretics in the chapters above ended. He
did not, because the political map of Germany happened to con-
tain princes with reasons of their own to protect him, and the
elector Frederick of Saxony spirited him away to the castle at
Wartburg, where he passed the next nine months translating the
scriptures into German. He died in his bed twenty-five years later,
having altered the religious shape of the continent. Socrates and
Luther made the identical move, the flat refusal of the demand to
unsay, and the one drank poison while the other lived to old age,
and the lesson of the pairing is that the refusal is not a death wish
and its outcome is not in the refuser's hands. What is in his hands
is the refusal. Whether it kills him is decided by the accident of
who holds power and who, this time, is willing to shield him.
Between the philosopher and the reformer stand the nameless
thousands who made the same refusal and left no speeches be-
hind. When the Roman state, in its periodic persecutions, ordered
Christians to burn a pinch of incense before the emperor’s image
and take a certificate attesting that they had done so, it was de-
manding a recantation of the most economical kind, a small pub-
lic act that said in effect that Caesar was lord. Many complied,
burning the incense and keeping their faith in their hearts, and
they are owed the compassion this book has extended to everyone

who ever bought safety with a gesture. Some would not. For the
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refusal of an act that took ten seconds they were tortured and
killed, and it was their refusal, far more than the compliance of
the others, that the watching world remembered, and that helped
turn a hunted sect into a faith the empire would in the end have
to come to terms with. The pattern the chapter on the wounded
wielder traced was already running in the arenas, the compliance
of the lapsed forgotten and the refusal of the killed becoming the
seed of what came after.

Between the martyr who dies and the heretic who is shielded
lies a third and more painful case, the refuser who tries to find a
way to keep both his truth and his life and discovers that the de-
mand will not permit it. Thomas More, the most learned English-
man of his age and the Lord Chancellor of the realm, would not
swear the Oath of Supremacy that Henry the Eighth required of
his subjects, the oath whose preamble repudiated the Pope and
named the King the supreme head of the Church in England.
More did not denounce the oath or preach against it. He chose in-
stead the narrowest and most lawyerly of refusals, the refusal of si-
lence, declining to swear while declining also to say why, resting
on the old principle that one who stays silent is taken to consent,
hoping that by giving the King's men nothing to indict he might
keep his head on his shoulders and his conscience unviolated at
the same time. He told his interrogators only that the matter was a
two-edged sword, that if he spoke against the oath he would en-
danger his body and if he swore to it he would damn his soul, and
so he would say nothing at all. For a time the silence held. Henry,
who had loved him, offered him a way out more than once, even
offering to let him swear the oath in private so as to spare him the
public humiliation of a recantation, and More declined even that,
because a private oath was still an oath and still a lie before God.

What broke the silence, in the end, was the testimony of a man
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named Richard Rich, who swore that More had denied, in a jail-
house conversation, that Parliament could make the King the
head of the Church. More himself had said nothing of the kind,
and in fact had said nothing at all. More, who had kept his coun-
sel for fifteen months, told the court plainly that Rich was lying,
and the court, which wanted a conviction, believed the liar. On
the first of July in 1535 he was condemned in Westminster Hall,
and five days later, while the King hunted at Reading, he was be-
headed on Tower Hill, telling the small crowd that he died the
King's good servant, and God's first. The strategy of silence had
failed because the demand for a recantation will not in the end ac-
cept silence, because the power wants the positive word, the active
and public assent, and reads the withholding of that word as the
defiance it is. More had discovered the thing every refuser discov-
ers who hopes to find a quiet middle, that there is no quiet mid-
dle, that the demand is built to leave no room to stand except in-
side the lie or outside it.

A full honesty about More requires the same chapter to record
what most accounts of his martyrdom hurry past, which is that
the saint of conscience had himself, in his years of power, been a
persecutor. As Chancellor and before it More hunted the Protes-
tant heresy with energy, banned the smuggled English Bibles,
wrote long polemics against the reformers, and saw men burned
for holding the kind of conviction for which he would shortly die.
The refuser who would not let his own mouth lie had been con-
tent to set fire to other men for the contents of theirs. Far from an
incidental blemish to be set aside out of respect for his courage,
this is central to what the chapter is claiming and to what it is re-
fusing to claim. Refusal is a stance a person takes toward a partic-
ular demand, and the integrity it preserves is real, and none of that

makes the refuser a good man across the whole of his life or guar-
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antees that the cause he refuses to betray is a cause that deserved
his loyalty. More kept faith with himself and died whole, and
More also helped to kill men for keeping faith with themselves,
and both things are true, and the book gains nothing by hiding
the second to burnish the first.

One more turn in More's story belongs to the argument, and it
concerns the man whose lie killed him. Richard Rich, who per-
jured himself to send More to the block, did not suffer for it. He
went on to give evidence against Thomas Cromwell when
Cromwell's turn came, became Lord Chancellor himself, burned
Protestants under Mary and enforced the royal supremacy under
Elizabeth as the wind shifted, and died old and respected and
wealthy in his bed in Essex. The chapter on the wounded wielder
argued that the weapon turns on the hand that holds it, and so it
does, over the long run and to the institution and the name. It
does not follow that every individual instrument of the lie is pun-
ished in his own lifetime. Some prosper to the end. The reckoning
the book has described is real and it is slow, and the career of
Richard Rich is a reminder that slow is sometimes another word
for never, at least for the man himself, which is exactly why the re-
fuser cannot wait for the reckoning to vindicate him and must
find his vindication, as More found it on the scaffold, in the
wholeness he carries to his death.

The most searching modern account of the refusal, and the
one that best explains why so small a thing as declining to lie
should frighten so large a thing as a state, was written by a Czech
playwright who would later govern his country. In 1978, living
under the surveillance of a regime that had crushed the Prague
Spring a decade before, Vaclav Havel wrote a long essay called
"The Power of the Powerless," and at its center he placed an ordi-

nary man, the manager of a fruit and vegetable shop, who one
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morning puts in his window, among the onions and the carrots, a
placard reading "Workers of the world, unite." The greengrocer
does not believe the slogan. Neither do his customers, and neither
does the official who supplied it, and everyone who passes the
window knows that no one believes it. He displays it because ev-
eryone displays it, because not displaying it would be noticed and
reported and would cause him trouble, and the small daily act of
putting it up is his recantation, the lie his mouth performs while
his mind stands elsewhere, the sign that he has agreed to live, in
Havel's phrase, within the lie. Havel's insight, the one that turns a
study of grocery signs into a theory of power, is that the post-to-
talitarian state does not run on belief and does not need belief. It
runs on participation. It needs only that everyone keep putting up
the signs, keep voting in the elections everyone knows are settled,
keep applauding at the meetings, keep performing the assent that
no one feels, because the whole towering edifice of the system
rests on nothing but the willingness of millions of greengrocers to
go on performing. The signs hold up the regime. And this is why
the alternative Havel names, living within the truth, is so much
more dangerous to the state than its modest content would sug-
gest. Let the greengrocer one day decline to put up the sign. Let
him stop voting in the false elections and start saying at the meet-
ings what he actually thinks. He has produced no manifesto and
stormed no palace. He has merely stepped out of the lie and be-
gun to live in the truth, and by doing so he has shown every other
greengrocer on the street that the sign was always a lie and that a
man can decline to display it and still be standing the next morn-
ing, and the spell by which the system held itself up, the universal
pretense that everyone performed because everyone else per-
formed it, has a crack in it that was not there before. Havel called

this the power of the powerless, and the name is exact. The dissi-
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dent commands no divisions. What he commands is the example
of his own refusal, and in a system built on coerced performance
the example is a live thing, because it tells the truth the system ex-
ists to suppress, which is that the performance was never neces-
sary and was only ever fear. Havel signed the human rights mani-
festo called Charter 77, went to prison for his refusals more than
once, and in December of 1989, eleven years after he described
the greengrocer, watched the hollow edifice come down in a mat-
ter of weeks and found himself, the jailed writer of absurd plays,
installed as the president of his country. He is the rare refuser who
collected in his own lifetime both the inner vindication that every
refuser keeps and the outer one as well, the sight of the lie collaps-
ing and the truth he had insisted on becoming the public truth at
last.

Havel's greengrocer also points past the single refuser to the
thing that single refusals can become when there are enough of
them. One greengrocer who leaves the sign in the drawer is a cu-
riosity the regime can crush or ignore. A thousand of them, and
then a hundred thousand, are a different matter, because a system
that depended on universal performance cannot survive the with-
drawal of the performance once the withdrawal becomes general,
and the moment enough people decline to keep up the lie the
whole structure that rested on it has nothing left to stand on. This
is what the autumn of 1989 turned out to be across the Soviet
bloc, a cascade of refusals that began with individuals willing to be
the first to stop pretending and ended, in country after country,
with the regimes simply evaporating, unable to command a per-
formance the people had collectively stopped giving. The ship-
yard workers in Gdansk who would not pretend the official
union spoke for them, the crowds in Leipzig who walked out into

the streets Monday after Monday until the walking could not be
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stopped, the playwright in Prague who went from a prison cell to
the castle in the space of a year, all of them were doing at scale
what the greengrocer did alone, refusing the lie and discovering
that the lie had no power except the power the refusing took
away. The refusal is the seed of the wielder's undoing, and 1989
was the season it came up all at once.

Havel's greengrocer also makes plain the strongest case that
can be brought against the gap, the case that the gap, far from the
harmless refuge the recanter takes it for, is a brick in the wall of
the lie. This was Calvin's charge against the Nicodemites, met al-
ready in an earlier chapter and pressing harder here. He would not
allow them the comfort of the gap, holding that to kneel at a rite
you believed false while telling yourself God could see your true
heart was a daily betrayal, and the believer who would not openly
confess his faith was obliged to flee to a place where he could, and
if he could not flee he was obliged to confess and take the conse-
quences. Outward conformity with an inward reservation, the
thing this book has treated with such sympathy as the recanter’s
means of survival, Calvin treated as damnation chosen one Sun-
day at a time. There is a real force in the charge. The Nicodemite's
attendance, like the greengrocer's sign, helped to fill the church
and sustain the appearance of a uniform faith, and his private dis-
sent, invisible by design, did the cause of the truth no good while
his public conformity did the cause of the lie a small and steady
service. And yet the book cannot follow Calvin all the way, for
two reasons that the chapter must state. The first is that Calvin's
absolutism, refuse or be damned, is exactly the kind of demand
the book has spent twelve chapters learning to distrust, a demand
that a person prove his inner truth by an outer act on pain of a ter-
rible penalty, which is the structure of the inquisition turned in-

side out. The second is that Calvin, who insisted that others
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refuse unto death, was himself capable of the persecutor's part,
and the burning of Michael Servetus at Geneva in 1553, carried
out with Calvin's approval over a point of doctrine, shows the
man who demanded the heroism of others lighting the same fire
that his own logic would one day have invited others to face for
him. Refusal is a higher thing than the gap. It does not follow that
anyone has the standing to demand it of his neighbor, and it fol-
lows least of all from the mouth of a man warming his hands at a
heretic's pyre.

A Russian gave the refusal its plainest rule. Aleksandr Solzhen-
itsyn, in a short essay he let go into the world in 1974, on the day
before the Soviet state put him on a plane and expelled him, set
down a way of living that asked no one to mount a barricade or
seek a martyr's death. Let the lie come into the world, he wrote, let
it even rule; only not through me. A person need not denounce
the lie from the rooftops, need not organize against it, need not
pay for it with his life. He need only refuse to be its instrument,
refuse to sign what he does not believe and to repeat what he
knows to be false and to lend his own mouth to the falsehood,
and bear the cost of that refusal when it comes. It is the
greengrocer's small gesture turned into a discipline a whole popu-
lation could practice, the least a person can do and the one thing
no regime can take from him unless he hands it over.

A century after Calvin pressed his case against the
Nicodemites, and from inside a different faith, stands the refuser
an earlier chapter met among the shunned, Baruch Spinoza, who
would not buy his belonging with a lie. Cut off in 1656 by the
harshest writ of excommunication in the records of Amsterdam's
Portuguese Jews, offered by some accounts a pension to keep qui-
et and conform, he declined it. He did not recant the thoughts,
did not perform the conformity that would have bought back his
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place, and did not seek readmission then or ever. Later he turned
down even a university chair, because it carried a quiet expecta-
tion that he not disturb the established religion. He had been
asked to trade his mind for his belonging, and he kept the mind
and let the belonging go, and he died young in a rented room with
his great book unpublished and his integrity whole.

Set the persecutors’ complications aside and the refuser’s re-
ward comes into focus, and it has two parts, an inner and an out-
er, which the book has kept separate on purpose. The inner re-
ward is integrity, and it is immediate and certain and entirely
within the refuser’s power, which is what distinguishes it from ev-
ery other prize the book has examined. Vindication by the verdict
of history is posthumous and uncertain and accrues to the truth
rather than to the person. Survival is what the recantation buys
and what it frequently fails to deliver. But the wholeness of the
self, the condition of having said with the mouth exactly what was
held in the mind, is available to the refuser at the moment of re-
fusal and cannot be taken from him by anything the power does
next, by the cell or the fire or the centuries of obscurity that may
follow before anyone agrees he was right. Socrates had it as he
drank. More had it on the scaffold. The greengrocer has it the
morning he leaves the sign in the drawer. It is the one vindication
that does not have to wait, and it is the answer to the question this
whole book has been circling, the question of what, if anything, a
person can keep when a superior power demands that he deny
what is true. He can keep himself, undivided, if he is willing to
pay for it, and the refuser is the one who pays. The outer reward is
the example, and it is the same force that the chapter on the
wounded wielder described from the other side. A refusal that the
power stages as a deterrent becomes, over time, the thing that out-

lasts the power and indicts it, the martyr whose name is spoken
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with honor while the inquisitor's becomes a curse, the dissident
whose small defiance teaches a street and then a city that the per-
formance was only fear. The refuser plants the seed of the
persecutor’s undoing. He cannot know whether it will grow in his
lifetime, as it grew in Havel's, or wait four centuries, as More's
did. He knows only that he has refused to add his own voice to
the lie, and that the refusal, unlike the recantation, leaves some-
thing standing in the world that the truth can later be built upon.

The wholeness shows itself, in the lives of the refusers, as a
kind of peace that the circumstances do not explain. More's letters
from the Tower, written in the shadow of the axe, are serene and
even playful, the letters of a man who has settled the only account
that frightened him and has nothing left to fear from the King.
Socrates spent his last day, by Plato’s account, calmly discussing
the soul with his friends and consoling them rather than being
consoled. This is the inward face of integrity, the quiet of a person
no longer at war with himself, and it stands in silent contrast to
the condition the earlier chapters described in the ones who
broke, the sleeplessness and the self-reproach and the long private
rehearsal of the moment of yielding. The refuser pays in his body
and is at peace in his mind. The recanter saves his body and is at
war in his mind. Neither the peace nor the war is the measure of
who was right, and the book has said and says again that the recan-
ter is owed compassion and not blame, but the difference in how
the two live afterward, the one composed and the other haunted,
is part of the true account of what the refusal keeps and what the
recantation spends.

The peace is real, and it is also not the whole of what the re-
fusal brings down on a refuser who lives, because the wholeness
and the ruin can arrive in the same life, and the clearest modern

case is the one an earlier chapter set aside for these pages, the nov-
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elist Salman Rushdie, still alive to describe both. In February of
1989 the Ayatollah Khomeini, the supreme leader of Iran, pro-
nounced the sentence of death on him for his novel The Satanic
Verses, which the edict declared an insult to Islam, and sum-
moned Muslims everywhere to carry the sentence out. The thing
Rushdie had done was to write a book. The power that could not
bear the book required, in effect, that he unwrite it, that he dis-
own the words and call them a sin, and his refusal to do so turned
a religious ruling into a standing invitation to his murder, reaf-
firmed by Khomeini's successor and carried forward over the
years by a bounty the regime's foundations kept raising. He went
underground under the protection of the British state and stayed
there for the better part of a decade, shifted from one safe house
to the next more than fifty times in the first months, a hunted
man living the buried life that the conversos and the hidden
Christians of the earlier chapters would have known at once. The
demand made of him was harsher than the one made of them, be-
cause they had been allowed to keep their faith in private while
their mouths conformed, and Rushdie was being ordered to dis-
avow his work in the open, and the price of his refusal was
charged in part to other people. His Japanese translator, Hitoshi
Igarashi, a scholar of Islamic culture, was stabbed to death in his
university building in the summer of 1991, and the murder was
never solved. The Italian translator was knifed in Milan and sur-
vived, and the Norwegian publisher was shot outside his own
door and lived. The edict had named the author and everyone
knowingly involved in putting the book into the world, and the
knife and the gun reached the ones easier to find than the man the
sentence was written for.

What sets Rushdie apart from every other refuser in this chap-
ter is that he did not refuse cleanly from the first demand to the
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last. He broke once, in the way the recanters of the earlier chapters
broke, and the breaking is the most instructive thing about him.
By the end of 1990, worn down by the better part of two years in
hiding and by the wish to have the sentence lifted and his life
handed back, he agreed to meet a group of Muslim scholars at a
London police station on Christmas Eve, and there he apologized
for the offense the book had given, professed the faith he had
been raised in, and signed a statement declaring that he had em-
braced Islam, following it with an article announcing that he was
now within the community whose values stood closest to his
heart. He let it be known as well that he would hold back the pa-
perback and the further translations. It was a recantation in all but
name, the public mouth saying what the threatening power de-
manded while the private mind, by his own later account, held
nothing of the kind, and it bought him precisely nothing. The
sentence was not lifted. The bounty stood. Those who wanted
him dead read the surrender as evidence that the pressure was
working and bore down harder, and within a short time Rushdie
understood that he had spent something for nothing, had opened
the gap and lowered himself and purchased no safety at all, which
is the lesson this book has drawn from the recantation in chapter
after chapter, that a lie told to a power bent on your destruction is
a poor instrument of survival and often buys no survival whatev-
er. He repudiated the statement, called it the deepest regret of his
life and the worst mistake he had made, said plainly that he had
lied when he made it, and went back to the refusal he had briefly
set down, declaring in the years that followed that he was glad to
say he was not a Muslim and was sorry he had ever pretended oth-
erwise. He had gone into the gap and climbed back out, and the
climbing out is rarer in this book than the staying whole, because

most of those who open the gap remain inside it to the end of
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their lives.

For a long time after that it appeared that he might be the for-
tunate one among the refusers, the man who made the great re-
fusal and walked away with his life and his work and, in the end,
his freedom of movement, the sentence dwindling into something
he could speak of as a closed chapter. The dwindling was an illu-
sion. The sentence had been reaffirmed and never withdrawn,
and it sat in the world for thirty-three years like a fuse lit and for-
gotten, until in August of 2022, as Rushdie sat on a stage in up-
state New York waiting to speak, a young man who had not yet
been born when the edict was issued climbed up and stabbed him
perhaps a dozen times, in the face and the neck and the chest and
the abdomen, before the crowd wrestled the knife away. He lived.
The cost of the survival was written permanently into his body,
the sight gone from one eye and the use of one hand destroyed, so
that the refusal he had made with words three decades earlier was
collected at last from his flesh. Socrates drank the cup and died,
More knelt to the axe and died, and Rushdie was cut and lived,
carrying the wound forward into a maimed and continuing life.
This is the third outcome the chapter has circled toward without
naming, the one that belongs beside the refuser who dies and the
refuser who is shielded and lives untouched. There is the refuser
who lives and is broken and is never released, for whom the refusal
becomes a sentence served across a whole lifetime, something oth-
er than a single fatal hour and something other than a danger sur-
vived and left behind, paid down in long installments of fear and
exile and, at the end, blood. And the wholeness held through all
of it. He went on writing, set down an account of the attack itself
rather than let the knife finish what the sentence had failed to do,
and kept saying in the open the thing he had been ordered to
deny, so that the integrity the chapter has named the refuser's one
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certain reward stayed whole in him even as the body that carried it
was cut apart. He is the proof, more complete than any other fig-
ure in these pages, that the peace and the ruin are issued together,
to the same person and for the same act, and that the refuser is the
one who judges the first worth the second.

There is a further service the refusal performs, beyond the
wholeness it preserves in the one who makes it, and it concerns
the truth itself. The recanter who keeps his truth in the gap keeps
it in the dark, where it can warm him but cannot light anything
else, and if he dies without ever having said it aloud the truth dies
with him as far as the world is concerned, surviving only wherever
reality goes on insisting on it independent of any human voice.
The refuser does the opposite. By saying the true thing in the
open and taking the consequences, he puts the truth into the
world where others can hear it, carries it past the moment of the
demand and into the record, gives it a witness that the silence of
the gap can never give. This is partly how the truths the book fol-
lowed in its chapter on vindication got from the suppressed mind
into the eventual daylight, carried there by people who spoke
them when speaking was dangerous. Heliocentrism survived the
Inquisition in part because not everyone who believed it proved
as easy to silence as Galileo was made to be. The refuser is the
means by which a truth under pressure stays audible in the world,
and an audible truth, unlike a hidden one, can be picked up and
carried by the next person, and the next, until it is too widely spo-
ken to suppress.

None of this is confined to philosophers facing hemlock or
dissidents facing prison, and the chapter would mislead if it left
the refusal looking like a thing available only on the great stages of
history. The same structure appears in ordinary rooms at ordinary

scale, wherever someone is asked to put his name to a thing he
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knows to be false and declines. Consider the auditor who will not
sign off on the cooked books, the witness who will not adjust her
account to the version the powerful party prefers, the employee
who will not repeat the press release he knows to be a lie, the sci-
entist who will not soften a finding to please the people paying for
the laboratory; each is making, in miniature, the refusal that
Socrates made entire. The cost is smaller and so, usually, is the
courage required, though the shape is identical, the same decision
that the agreement of one's word with one's knowledge is worth
more than the advantage the lie would purchase. The great re-
fusers matter because they show the thing in its pure and total
form, lit by the fire that makes it unmistakable. And the small re-
fusers matter because they are where most people will actually
meet the demand, across a desk rather than at a stake, and where
the answer they give will quietly decide what kind of person they
have agreed to be.

Two honesties must close the argument, lest the chapter be-
come the thing it most wishes to avoid, a glorification of the few
that shames the many. The first is that the refusal is murderously
costly, and that the book does not and will not demand it of ev-
eryone, or hand it down as a standard against which the broken
are to be found wanting. Most people, most of the time, are not
Socrates, and they have children to feed and bodies that fear the
fire as bodies are built to do, and when the full weight of a state or
a church or a mob comes down on a single frightened person and
orders him to say the false thing or be destroyed, the one who says
it to live has done what almost anyone would do and is owed
compassion rather than contempt. The refuser is the book's admi-
ration. He is offered as an aspiration, a north star, the proof of
what a human being is capable of when everything is at stake. He

is not offered as a club with which to beat the ones who could not
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do it, because to use him so would be to side, at last, with the de-
mand, to agree that the person who broke deserved to be broken,
and the book has refused that agreement from its first chapter and
refuses it here. The recanter is no villain. The crime was always the
demand. A second honesty is that the refusal is a stance and not a
certificate, that the integrity it confers is real but is not the same as
being right, and the chapter has been careful to choose its refusers
from among those who refused to deny what was in fact true. A
man can refuse with perfect courage to recant a falsechood, and
keep his wholeness, and die for an error, and the wholeness is gen-
uine and the error is still an error. More and Calvin refused hero-
ically and persecuted cruelly. The fanatic at the stake who will not
abjure a delusion has integrity and nothing else. What raises the
great refusers of this chapter above mere stubbornness is that the
thing they would not deny was true, that Socrates was right about
the examined life and Luther right that councils err and Havel
right that the slogan was a lie, so that their integrity was joined to
the truth and the joining is what makes them more than obsti-
nate. Integrity in the service of truth is the whole of the thing. In-
tegrity alone is half of it, and the lesser half.

So the book arrives, by way of the man who would not lie,
back at the child in the car. She is buckled and weeping and shout-
ing that in her mind she is standing up, and the book has held her
image at its center because she draws the one line on which every-
thing depends. Her father has told her to sit, and her father is
right, and the sitting is safe and true and required of her by a love
that means her no harm, and so the gap she opens, complying
with her body while her mind keeps its small rebellion, is the right
and harmless answer to a demand that was legitimate. She should
sit. She is permitted her inner standing. No one is wounded and

no one has lied, because being made to do a safe and necessary
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thing is not being made to deny a truth. The whole weight of this
book falls on the difference between that demand and the other
one, the demand that asks the mouth to deny a fact rather than
asking the body to comply with one, the demand of the inquisitor
and the commissar and the committee that a person say the false
thing and call it true. Against that demand there are only the two
answers this chapter has set side by side. There is the gap, the pub-
lic lie and the private truth, the survivor's compromise, forgivable
and partial and human, which keeps the truth alive inside a person
who has surrendered its open profession in order to live. And
there is the refusal, the public truth at whatever cost, the hero's
wholeness, complete and often fatal, which keeps the person and
his truth together and undivided and hands the future an example
to build on. This book honors the first and aspires to the second.
The recanter keeps the truth in the dark and lives. The refuser
keeps it in the light and may not.
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CONCLUSION

Sit Down and Buckle Up

The book began with a small girl in the front of a moving car, or-
dered by her father to sit down and put on her belt, complying
through her tears, and announcing to the whole car that she was
sitting but that in her mind she was standing up. It ends with her,
because everything between the first page and this one has been
an attempt to understand what she understood without being
able to say it, and to draw the single line that her small rebellion
drew without her knowing she was drawing it. Her father told her
to sit down and buckle up, and her father was right. The belt is
safe and the moving car is dangerous and a child belongs strapped
into her seat, and nothing in this book, which has spent four hun-
dred pages defending the refusal to obey, would put her on the
floor of that car at fifty miles an hour to make a point about con-
science. She should sit. She should buckle the belt. And she is enti-
tled, while she does it, to every bit of the standing up she can man-
age in her mind, a refusal that costs the world nothing and keeps
for her the thing that turns out to matter most.

Her father is no tyrant, only a parent doing the most ordinary
and loving thing a parent does, and his command is not nego-
tiable because the danger it guards against is not. The child cannot
win the argument and on the merits should not win it, and so she
does the only thing left to a person whose body has been over-
ruled by a legitimate authority she cannot resist. She complies,
and she announces, with the whole force of her small outrage,

that her compliance reaches only as far as her body, that the part
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of her that matters has not been conquered and will not be. It is
the first move in the only game this book has been playing, and
she has made it perfectly, by instinct, before anyone taught her
the rules.

Sit down and buckle up. Said by a father to a child in traffic,
the words are love, and the obedience they ask for is the right an-
swer to a true and necessary thing. Said by another voice in anoth-
er room, the same four words are the oldest demand of every pow-
er that has ever feared what people think, the demand to take your
seat and brace yourself and stop standing, to submit in your body
and then, because the body is never enough for this kind of pow-
er, in your mind as well. The whole book lives in the distance be-
tween those two sayings of the same words. Her father asks her to
do something safe and asks nothing false of her. The other voice
asks you to say that a thing you know to be true is a lie, and to
mean it, and the difference between the two demands is the differ-
ence this conclusion exists to fix in place, because almost every-
thing depends on telling them apart and the cost of confusing
them runs in both directions. A person who treats every com-
mand as the tyrant's command, who will not buckle the belt or
pay the tax or follow the lawful order because some flicker of self
insists on its sovereignty, has mistaken petulance for integrity and
will exhaust himself defying things that deserve no defiance. The
person who treats the tyrant's command as if it were the father's,
who tells himself that the loyalty oath and the forced confession
and the public denunciation are just the safe necessary things that
grown people do to get along, has surrendered the one thing he
was never asked to surrender and will not notice it is gone until he
needs it.

So the line must be drawn precisely, and the book has been

drawing it all along. A demand is legitimate when it asks you to do
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something, and the something does not require you to affirm as
true a thing you believe to be false. The belt, the tax, the lawful or-
der, the dull task at work, the rule of the road, the thousand daily
compliances that a shared life requires, all of these ask for your ac-
tion and leave your mind alone, and the right response to them is
to comply, with whatever interior reservation you please, because
the reservation harms no one and the compliance keeps the peace
that everyone depends on. The line holds even in the cases that
look hard at first. An oath to tell the truth in a courtroom asks
you to do the one thing the inner room was made for, to say what
you know, and violates nothing. An oath of office asks you to
promise an action, the faithful discharge of a duty, and leaves
your private opinions alone. A teacher who must follow a curricu-
lum she would have written differently is being asked to perform
a job rather than renounce a conviction, and may keep every reser-
vation she likes while she teaches the assigned material. The de-
mand crosses the line only when it requires the words to assert as
true a thing the speaker believes false, and short of that crossing a
person may comply with a clear conscience and a reserved mind,
because what is asked of him is an action and leaves his judgment
his own. When the girl sits down and stands up in her mind, she
has found the exactly correct relation to a legitimate demand, the
body given and the mind kept, and there is no tragedy in it and no
heroism either, only a child doing the sensible thing while preserv-
ing the small sovereign space that is hers by right. Most of life is
lived in that space, doing what is asked because what is asked is
reasonable, and keeping one's own counsel about it, and no one
writes books about the conscience of the man who pays his park-
ing ticket while privately thinking the fine too high.

The book was written about the other demand, the one that

asks for a betrayal rather than an action, and the reader now
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knows it by its anatomy and should recognize it anywhere, in any
century and any costume. That demand has fixed, across these
chapters, sometimes on a plain fact and sometimes on a value or a
loyalty, and the gap rests on different ground in the two. When
the disputed thing is a fact, the earth’s motion or a forged charge
or a colleague's innocence, reality itself is the silent witness for the
private mind, and time tends to vindicate the one who kept faith
with it. When the disputed thing is a value or an allegiance, the
love demanded or the creed sworn or the cause embraced, no ex-
ternal fact stands ready to confirm the inward holding, and the
keeper of the gap has only his own judgment to keep faith with.
The obligation is the same in both, even so, since in each the de-
mand is to say with the mouth what the mind does not hold. A
power great enough to hurt you fixes on a belief it cannot tolerate,
threatens you with the loss of something you cannot bear to lose,
your life or your work or your place among your people or your
family itself, and demands that you reverse yourself in your own
voice, opening the gap that has been the book’s subject from the
first page, the space between the mouth that says the false thing
and the mind that goes on knowing the true one. That is the de-
mand to recant, and it is the same demand whether it is put by an
inquisitor to a heretic, by a tribunal to an old revolutionary, by a
committee to a screenwriter, by a crowd to a frightened neighbor,
or by a parent to a child about which parent the child is permitted
to love. The threat changes its size and the room changes its furni-
ture, and the machine underneath is always the same machine,
and once a person has seen it working in one room he can see it
working in all the others.

What the book found about that machine, when it took it
apart, should change how the person on the receiving end of the

demand understands his own situation, and the first finding is
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about the one making the demand. The demand to recant is a
confession of weakness wearing the costume of strength. A power
confident in its own truth does not need to extract the agreement
of those who doubt it; it can let them doubt, and answer them,
and win the argument in the open, because it believes the open is
where it wins. The reach for coercion is the tell of the loser, the
move a position makes when it can no longer hold the ground by
any other means, and the ferocity of the demand measures the
fear behind it, the fear of being wrong and found out, and has
nothing to do with the strength it pretends to. An inquisitor who
must have the recantation has already lost the argument with the
heretic and knows it. The regime that fills its prisons with men
confessing to crimes that everyone understands they did not com-
mit has advertised, in the extravagance of the confessions, that it
cannot govern by consent and must govern by terror, which is the
weakest way a state can stand. Whoever faces the demand is there-
fore facing someone more frightened than himself, however the
power is distributed in the moment, and the fear lies at the origin
of the demand and supplies its whole meaning. He is being asked
to rescue his accuser from a doubt the accuser cannot live with.
That is what the demand is for.

The moment is designed to make the person on the receiving
end feel that all the strength is on the other side, and the robes and
the bench and the apparatus of the proceeding lie. The power that
has to stage the confrontation at all has confessed, by staging it,
that it could not win in the open, and the one it has dragged in
front of itself is the one holding the thing it wants and cannot
take, the free assent that would actually settle the question.
Knowing this does not lower the stakes or cool the fire. It corrects
the picture, and a corrected picture is worth having when every-

thing in the room is built to distort it.
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The second finding follows from the first and concerns the
worth of what the demand produces, which is nothing, or less
than nothing. A recantation that everyone knows was extracted
persuades no one of anything except that it was extracted. The co-
erced word arrives stamped with the circumstances of its coercion
and carries them wherever it goes, so that the confession meant to
settle the question reopens it, and the spectacle staged to bury the
dangerous idea hands the idea the one thing it could not buy for
itself, the attention of everyone watching and the sympathy that
the watching world reserves for the one bullied into speaking
against himself. The fire lit to consume the heretic's words pre-
serves them. A trial mounted to erase a man's name carves it deep-
er. And over the long horizon the weapon turns all the way
around and wounds the hand that held it, because the power that
rules by the forced confession blinds itself, hearing only the agree-
ment it has compelled and losing the truth that only an uncom-
pelled voice could have told it, until it walks off the cliff its own
frightened subjects could see coming and dared not name. The
demand to recant does more than wound its target and waste the
breath of the one who makes it. On a long enough timeline it
grows suicidal for the power that makes a habit of it, and the
names of its great practitioners have become the words we use for
the thing itself, the inquisition and the witch hunt and the show
trial, curses in the mouth of every generation that came after.

A lie compelled in public is a confession of the compeller, and
the louder it is compelled the clearer the confession, so that the
spectacle a frightened power stages to prove its strength becomes,
read by anyone outside the reach of its fear, the record of its weak-
ness.

For the person weighing whether to give the demanded word,
this finding carries a hard practical edge. The word will not buy
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what it promises. Cranmer recanted six times and was burned
anyway, the convert's certificate did not stop the Inquisition from
watching his kitchen, and the screenwriter who named names did
not always get the work back. A recantation is a payment made to
a party that feels no obligation to deliver the safety it was given
for, and the person who recants to survive is gambling on the
good faith of an institution that has just demonstrated, in the act
of making the demand, that it has none. The gap may still be the
right choice when the alternative is death. It should be chosen
with open eyes, as a desperate wager and not a reliable purchase.
The third finding is the hardest and the book has tried not to
soften it. Truth does win, in the end, but the end is usually too far
away to do the truth-teller any good, and the vindication when it
comes accrues to the truth rather than to the person who suffered
for it. The earth that Galileo was made to say stood still has never
for one instant stopped moving, and the seeing of that fact is the
common property of every schoolchild now, and Galileo himself
spent his last years blind and confined and died under the sen-
tence, and the apology took the institution three and a half cen-
turies. He does not, as a rule, live to be told he was right. Now and
then the timetable is kinder. A man is cleared while he still lives to
hear it, as the French officer Dreyfus was restored to his rank after
years of public disgrace, or a dissident outlives the system that
jailed him and walks out of a prison cell into the office of presi-
dent. These cases are real and they are precious and they are the
exception, and a person choosing how to answer the demand can-
not count on being one of them. The idea outlives the lie told
against it because reality keeps insisting on the idea and has no
stake in the lie, but reality is patient in a way that a human life
cannot afford to be, and the person who recants in the expecta-

tion that history will clear him has misjudged the timetable as bad-
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ly as the person who refuses in the same expectation. Neither the
gap nor the refusal should be chosen as an investment in a future
verdict, because the verdict, if it arrives, will arrive for the truth
and not for you, and will be read by people who were not born
when you made your choice. What a person can actually keep,
within the span of the only life he will have, is something smaller
and nearer than the vindication. It is the integrity, the unbroken
agreement of what he says with what he knows, and that is avail-
able the moment he decides to keep it and can be taken from him
by no one.

Which returns the book, by way of its findings, to the ques-
tion it set for itself and to the honest and unheroic answer it has
earned. When is a person right to sit down, and when is he right to
stand up? He is right to sit down when the demand is the father’s
demand, when what is asked of him is an action that requires no
lie, and in that case he sits and keeps his private standing and
thinks no more about it. When the demand is the other one, the
demand to call the lie true, he faces a range of options rather than
a single duty, and the book has refused throughout to pretend the
range collapses into one. At the far end stands the refusal, the
open profession of the truth at whatever the truth costs, the re-
sponse of Socrates and More and the greengrocer who left the sign
in the drawer, and it is the highest thing a person can do in that
room and the book has not hidden its admiration for it. But it re-
mains the highest thing a person can do and not a thing required
of anyone, and between the refusal and the surrender lies the gap,
the public compliance over the private truth, the answer of the
convert who kept his old prayers in a locked room and the witness
who signed the paper and went home still knowing what he knew.
The gap is the survivor's compromise. It is forgivable, it is human,

it keeps the truth alive inside a person who could not pay the price
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of saying it aloud, and no one who has not been in the room has
standing to despise the one who chose it. The book demands the
martyr's death of no one. It holds the refusal up as the north star
and lets each person measure his own distance from it, and it in-
sists, against every voice that would use the heroism of the few to
shame the cowardice of the many, that the man who broke under
a threat no one should ever have faced is owed compassion and
not contempt, because the crime in that room was never his. The
crime was the demand.

And the demand, in most lives, will not come with a stake at-
tached, which changes the arithmetic of the choice without
changing its shape. When the cost of standing up is a career rather
than a life, or a friendship rather than one's freedom, the refusal
becomes something more people can actually afford, and the ex-
cuse for the gap grows correspondingly thinner. The book holds
the door open for the survivor's compromise because some de-
mands do come with everything at stake. It does not pretend that
every demand does, or that the small daily surrenders, the un-
signed objection and the unspoken correction, weigh the same as
the choice that faced a man at the stake. Most of the lies a person
is asked to tell can be refused and survived. The tragedy of the gap
is reserved for the cases where refusing cannot be survived, and
those cases are rarer than the daily practice of going along would
have a person believe.

There is, in the end, only one thing a person must never do,
and the whole book has been narrowing toward it. He must never
close the gap. He may sit when he is told to sit, and he may, when
the cost of standing is more than he can bear, say the words and
keep the truth hidden behind them, and neither of those is the de-
feat. The defeat is to let the lie travel inward from the mouth to

the mind, to begin by saying that two and two make five in order

319



to live and to end by believing it, to hand over the inner standing,
which no force can take and only the self can surrender, and not
the body, which any sufficient force can take. That is the one
death that matters in this book, and it is the only one the execu-
tioner cannot inflict, because it requires the cooperation of the
dying. And the cooperation is rarely extracted by force, which, as
an earlier chapter argued at length, is bad at reaching the inner
room and tends to harden what it sets out to break. The gap closes
by gentler means, through the long wish to belong again, through
the exhaustion of holding a private truth against a world that in-
sists otherwise, through the slow climate of pressure that makes
believing the lie more comfortable than knowing the truth, until
one day the person notices that he is no longer pretending, that
the resistance he used to keep up has quietly lapsed, and that two
and two have made five for so long that four has begun to look
strange. The girl in the car has it exactly right, and she is the
book's teacher and not its pupil. Sitting is fine. The belt is fine.
The compliance of the body with a thing that is safe and true, or
even the compliance of the mouth with a thing that is false, under
a threat too heavy to refuse, can be survived with the self intact.
What cannot be survived with the self intact is the moment the
mind sits down too, the moment a person stops standing in the
only place he was ever fully free to stand, and agrees, somewhere
behind his own eyes where no inquisitor can follow, that the
thing he knows is true is not.

It is worth saying plainly what this inner room is, since the
whole book has been built to defend it and a thing worth defend-
ing deserves to be named. It is the private judgment, the capacity
each person has to weigh what is put in front of him and decide
for himself whether it is true, and to go on holding the result of

that weighing when every external pressure demands a different
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answer. This room is the last thing that is wholly one’s own. A
person can be stripped of his freedom, his property, his reputa-
tion, his friends, and at the end his life, and through all of it he can
keep the inner verdict intact, can know that the earth moves while
his mouth says it stands still, and that knowing is the irreducible
self, the part that stays a person’s own when everything detachable
has been taken. The reason the recanter survives the gap with his
inner self whole is that he keeps this room locked while he hands
over the rest. The reason the closing of the gap is the one fatal sur-
render is that it gives away the room itself, opens the last door, and
lets the power decide what the person says and reach past that into
what he is allowed to know. A body in a cell is a free mind in a
cage. A mind that has agreed to believe the lie is the thing the cage
was built to manufacture, produced at last without the cage hav-
ing to hold it.

This is not a danger that belongs to the past, to the auto-da-fé
and the Moscow dock and the other furnished rooms of a history
the reader can comfort himself was someone else's. The demand
to recant is no relic of those furnished rooms. It remains a perma-
nent feature of the human arrangement, switched on wherever a
power becomes frightened of a thought, and it will not announce
itself with a stake and a sermon. Across a desk it comes, in the re-
quest to sign the report whose numbers you know are wrong. In
the meeting it comes, as the silence everyone keeps about the
thing everyone sees. On a screen it comes, in the demand that you
say the expected thing and unsay the forbidden one before a
crowd that has learned to enjoy the spectacle of a person taking
himself apart in public. In the family it comes, as the requirement
that you call the cruelty love and the lie loyalty. The reader will
meet it, in all likelihood, again and again and mostly in small de-

nominations, and the book offers itself as a field guide for the
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meeting, a way of recognizing the machine by its parts and of
knowing, when the demand comes, three things that the long his-
tory assembled here has settled. Whoever makes the demand is
more afraid than you are. The thing he extracts will be worthless
to him and will in time turn in his hand. And the only prize actu-
ally at stake, the only thing the whole transaction can take from
you that you will miss, is the agreement of your word with your
knowledge, which you can keep if you decide to and which you
should be slow to spend.

The screen deserves its own word, because it has given the old-
est demand a new and efficient form. The public denunciation
that once required a town square or a courtroom now requires
only a network, and the crowd that gathers to watch a person un-
say himself has swollen from the few hundred who could fit in a
hall to a multitude without edges, assembling in an afternoon and
dispersing by evening, leaving the recantation behind it as a per-
manent record the person carries for the rest of his life. What is
new is the speed and the reach and the permanence. The structure
is as old as the rest of this book, the frightened insistence on agree-
ment, the worthless coerced word, the eventual turning of the
weapon against the hands that held it.

The history this book has walked through is, seen from one an-
gle, along procession of people defending that room or failing to.
Cranmer signed away his and then, at the stake, thrust the signing
hand into the fire to take the surrender back. The conversos knelt
in the churches of Spain and kept the old prayers in cellars, de-
fending the room by hiding it. Galileo gave his judges the words
they demanded and, by the story we keep telling, muttered that
the earth moved anyway, the room standing untouched behind
the recantation. Bukharin confessed to fantastical crimes and

spent the last of his strength composing a message to a future gen-
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eration he was sure would clear him, defending the room by
smuggling word out of it. The greengrocer left the sign in the
drawer. Thomas More went to the scaffold rather than swear the
oath, and kept the room and lost the head. Each of them under-
stood, in the grip of a demand none of them invited, that there
was one thing a power could ask of the body and a different thing
it could ask of the mind, and that the second thing was the one to
guard with everything.

The defending of that room did not end with the people in the
chapters above, and one recent example shows the same choice
made at a desk, in an office building, in our own time. In the
spring of 2002 Cynthia Cooper ran the internal audit department
of WorldCom, then among the largest telecommunications com-
panies in the world, and her team began to find that the company
had disguised billions of dollars of ordinary expenses as invest-
ments, conjuring profits out of nothing. The chief financial offi-
cer, whose signature was on the deception, told her to stop the re-
view, to put it off, to leave the matter alone. She did not stop. She
moved the audit up rather than back, worked at night, kept her
findings off the company's own systems, and carried what she had
found to the board, knowing that the firm she was helping to
bring down was one she had served for years and loved, and that
the people most threatened by her honesty held power over her
job. The fraud proved the largest yet uncovered in the country’s
history, and her refusal to leave the numbers alone is the reason it
came to light. She paid in the ordinary modern currency, hostility
and anonymous threats and the ruin of a company she had be-
lieved in, rather than in the fire. The shape of what she did is old.
A power that could hurt her required her to call a falsechood true
by keeping quiet, and she declined, and she said the true thing in

the open and let it cost what it cost. She faced no stake and no in-
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quisitor in robes. She had a spreadsheet, a hostile superior, and the
same choice this whole book has been about, and she answered it
the way the book has spent its length admiring.

So the book ends where it began, with the child and the mov-
ing car and the sentence that turns out to hold everything. She is
buckled into her seat because her father told her to be, and her fa-
ther was right to tell her, and she is doing the safe and sensible
thing that the moment requires, and there is no defiance in it that
anyone should wish away. And she is standing up in her mind.
She has found, at an age when she cannot yet spell the words, the
distinction that men have died for and died defending, the knowl-
edge that the body can be placed where it is told and the mind
cannot, that there is a room behind the eyes that belongs to its
owner and to no one else, and that the whole art of living under
any power that would reach into that room is to know when to
give the body and keep the mind, when to keep the mind in secret
behind a complying mouth, and when, if you can bear it, to
throw the door open and stand up where they can see you. This
book has been a gallery of people learning, at every imaginable
price, the thing the child in the car already knew before any of
them. Winston Smith, in the novel that gave this one its darkest
motif, was broken at the end into looking at four fingers and see-
ing five, and meaning it, and that was the only victory his tortur-
ers cared about, the closing of the gap, the surrender of the room
behind the eyes. The child is the photographic negative of Win-
ston. She has been made to sit, and she sits, and behind her eyes
two and two go on making four, and no one has taken that from
her because no one can take it without her help. You sit down
when you are asked to do a thing that is safe and true. When the
truth would cost you more than you can pay, you may sit and say

the words, and keep the truth alive in the dark, and no one is to
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despise you for it. You stand up, openly, when you can, because it
is the best thing a person can do and the thing that leaves the truth
a witness in the world. But whatever you do with the body, in the
seat or on your knees or signing the paper they put in front of
you, you keep the one thing they have no right to and cannot take

without your help. In your mind, you go on standing up.
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Glossary

Abjuration. A formal, public renunciation of a belief or allegiance,
sworn under oath. In the procedure of the Inquisition the accused
abjured the condemned opinion aloud and then signed the state-
ment, as Galileo did in 1633.

Anusim. The Hebrew word for the forced ones, used of Jews compelled
into Christian conversion and of their descendants. It names the co-
ercion rather than the convert, and so carries none of the contempt

of the older term for the same people.

Auto-da-fé. Literally, an act of faith. The public ceremony of the Span-
ish and Portuguese Inquisitions at which sentences were pro-
nounced and penitents were displayed before a crowd, staged as a

theater of submission and a warning to onlookers.

Blacklist. An informal but coordinated denial of employment to per-
sons because of their suspected political associations. In mid-centu-
ry America the Hollywood blacklist barred writers, actors, and di-
rectors who would not name names before the congressional com-

mittee.

Brainwashing. A term the journalist Edward Hunter coined in 1950
and set out at length in his 1951 book, describing Chinese Commu-
nist methods of coerced political conversion. It entered American
usage during the Korean War as a name for the fear that captors

could remake a prisoner’s mind.

Casuistry. Case-by-case moral reasoning that applies general principles
to particular situations. Early modern theologians used it to work
out when, and whether, the concealment of belief might be permit-

ted.
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Cognitive dissonance. The mental discomfort produced by holding
two contradictory beliefs, or by acting against a belief one holds.
Leon Festinger named the effect in the late nineteen fifties and
showed that people often relieve it by changing the belief to match
the act.

Converso. A Jew in Spain or Portugal converted to Christianity, or a
descendant of such a convert, also called a New Christian. Many

conversos kept Jewish practice in secret and so became crypto-Jews.

Crypto-faith. A religion practiced in secret while its adherent outward-
ly conforms to the dominant faith. The conversos, the Moriscos,
and the hidden Christians of Japan all sustained crypto-faiths across

generations.

Danwei. The work unit of Maoist China, the basic cell of social life.
The danwei governed housing, rations, permission to marry or to
travel, and political standing, so that expulsion from it meant exclu-

sion from ordinary existence.

Dissimulation. The concealment of a true belief behind outward con-

formity. Calvin's name for its Protestant form was Nicodemism.

Equivocation. Speech designed to mislead a hearer while remaining, by
some strict construction, technically true. English Catholics under
Elizabeth defended it as a means of answering an interrogator with-
out betraying themselves or others, and Shakespeare put a mocking

reference to the equivocator into the porter's speech in Macbeth.

Fatwa. A ruling on a point of Islamic law issued by a qualified jurist.
The Oran fatwa of 1504 is the instance central to this book, and the

ruling against Salman Rushdie in 1989 is its modern shadow.

Gap, the. The distance between the words a person is forced to say and
the belief that person goes on holding. The whole argument of this
book lives in that distance, in the difference between the coerced

mouth and the unconquered mind.

Herem. The formal ban of the Jewish community, which could exclude

a member from its religious and social life. The Portuguese congre-
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gation of Amsterdam pronounced herem on Spinoza in 1656.

Inquisition. A tribunal of the Catholic Church charged with finding
and judging heresy. This book draws chiefly on the Spanish Inquisi-
tion, established in 1478, and on the Roman Inquisition that tried
Galileo.

Kakure Kirishitan. The hidden Christians of Japan, who kept their
faith in secret for roughly two hundred and fifty years after the per-
secutions of the early seventeenth century, without priests, without

sacraments, and without contact with the wider Church.

Ketman. The disciplined concealment of a forbidden belief beneath
outward conformity, a Persian term drawn from Islamic practice
and given wide currency by Czeslaw Milosz in The Captive Mind
(1953) to describe intellectuals under Stalinism. A counterpart to

taqiyya and Nicodemism.

Loyalty oath. A sworn statement disavowing disloyal beliefs or associa-
tions, demanded as a condition of employment. The University of
California oath of 1949 forced its faculty to choose between signing
and their livelihoods.

Mental reservation. A doctrine of Catholic moral theology by which a
speaker holds part of the truth silently in the mind while saying
something misleading aloud, so as to deceive an interrogator with-

out, in the theologian's account, technically lying.

Morisco. A Spanish Muslim converted to Christianity by force, or a de-
scendant of one. Many Moriscos kept Islamic prayer, washing, and

fasting in secret until the expulsions completed in 1614.

Nicodemism. Outward conformity to a dominant faith maintained
over an inward dissent, named by Calvin for Nicodemus, who came
to Jesus only by night. Calvin condemned the practice, while the

people he condemned understood it as survival.

Recantation. The public withdrawal, made under pressure, of a belief
one has held or taught. It is the act this book anatomizes, from

Cranmer at the stake to the defendants in the Moscow dock.
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Show trial. A criminal trial whose verdict is settled in advance and
whose real purpose is public instruction, staged so that the accused
will confess and confirm the state's account of events. The Moscow

trials of the nineteen thirties are the type.

Struggle session. A practice of Maoist China in which a person was
made to confess faults and submit to denunciation before an assem-
bled group, often repeatedly, until the self the group demanded had
displaced the self the person had brought into the room.

Tagqiyya. The concealment of religious belief under deadly persecution,
a concept elaborated most fully in Shia thought and relied upon by
the Moriscos of Spain. The Oran fatwa of 1504 granted permission

to conform outwardly while holding Islam in the heart.
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Notes

These notes record the principal sources behind each chapter and the
documentary basis for the dates, figures, and quotations in the text.
They are not exhaustive, and they are weighted toward the works a read-

er might most usefully pursue.

Introduction. The Gap. The opening image and the book's central
term are the author’s. For the wider phenomenon the book examines,
outward conformity held over inward dissent across early modern Eu-
rope, the indispensable study is Perez Zagorin, Ways of Lying: Dissimu-
lation, Persecution, and Conformity in Early Modern Europe (Harvard
University Press, 1990), which surveys Nicodemism, crypto-Judaism,
mental reservation, and the doctrines of concealment that recur
throughout these chapters. Galileo's recantation, named here, is docu-

mented in the sources listed under Chapter Six.

Chapter One. Sing Again: The Anatomy of a Recantation. The
claim that a person can be made to say a falschood and then to half be-
lieve it rests on the modern psychology of false confession. See Saul M.
Kassin and Katherine L. Kiechel, "The Social Psychology of False Con-
fessions: Compliance, Internalization, and Confabulation,” Psychologi-
cal Science (1996), and the body of research that followed it, which dis-
tinguishes the confession a suspect signs to escape pressure from the
confession a suspect comes to accept as true, and which finds the young
and the suggestible most at risk of the second. The distinction between
the public transcript and the hidden transcript, invoked in this chapter
as kin to the gap, comes from James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts
of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (Yale University Press, 1990). The

framework that organizes the chapter is the author's.

Chapter Two. The Theater of Submission. On the auto-da-fé as de-

signed spectacle rather than mere punishment, see Zagorin, Ways of Ly-
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ing, and the standard histories of the Spanish Inquisition, among them
Henry Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition: A Historical Revision (Yale
University Press, 1997). The English martyr narratives drawn on here
descend from John Foxe, Acts and Monuments, first published in 1563
and long known as the Book of Martyrs.

Chapter Three. The Mind That Will Not Comply. The chapter
turns on the work of Leon Festinger: 4 Theory of Cognitive Dissonance
(Stanford University Press, 1957); the field study he conducted with
Henry Riecken and Stanley Schachter, When Prophecy Fails (University
of Minnesota Press, 1956); and the laboratory experiment reported by
Festinger and James M. Carlsmith, "Cognitive Consequences of Forced
Compliance,” in the Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology (1959),
in which subjects paid a single dollar to praise a dull task came to believe
their own praise more readily than subjects paid twenty. For the appara-
tus of coerced conversion in China, and for the term that entered Amer-
ican fear during the Korean War, see Robert Jay Lifton, Thought Re-
Jform and the Psychology of Totalism (W. W. Norton, 1961), and Edward
Hunter, Brain-Washing in Red China (1951). The book also draws on
Daryl Bem's self-perception theory, a rival account that explained the
same forced-compliance findings without the postulated drive of disso-
nance, holding that people infer their own attitudes from their behavior
as an observer would; see Daryl J. Bem, "Self-Perception: An Alternative
Interpretation of Cognitive Dissonance Phenomena,” Psychological Re-
view (1967). Bem's interpretation and Festinger's were contested against
each other for years, and the classic dissonance experiments have since
been the subject of reinterpretation and debate. The American prisoners
who refused repatriation at the close of the Korean War, twenty-one of
an initial twenty-three after two changed their minds, are documented
in Adam J. Zweiback, "The 21 "Turncoat GIs': Nonrepatriations and
the Political Culture of the Korean War," The Historian (1998).

Chapter Four. Threat to Life I: The Stake. The account of Thomas
Cranmer follows Diarmaid MacCulloch, Thomas Cranmer: A Life
(Yale University Press, 1996), the standard modern biography.

Cranmer's series of six recantations, his reversal at the stake, and his
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thrusting of the offending hand into the fire are recorded by Foxe, Acts
and Monuments, whose narrative MacCulloch weighs against the docu-
mentary record. The account of Anne Askew follows her own Exami-
nations (1546-1547) together with Foxe, Acts and Monuments: her rack-
ing in the Tower of London in 1546, her refusal to recant or to name
the reformers at court, and her burning at Smithfield on the sixteenth of
July of that year, set beside the recantation of Bishop Nicholas Shaxton,
who was condemned with her, was spared, and preached at her execu-

tion.

Chapter Five. Threat to Life II: The Convert's Secret. For the con-
versos and the Moriscos, see Zagorin, Ways of Lying, and L. P. Harvey,
Muslims in Spain, 1500 to 1614 (University of Chicago Press, 2005).
The permission to conform outwardly while keeping Islam in the heart
was granted by the ruling of 1504 known as the Oran fatwa, issued by
the Sunni Maliki jurist Ahmad ibn Abi Jum'ah, and the concealment it
sanctioned belongs to the tradition called taqiyya. For the hidden Chris-
tians of Japan, who held their faith without clergy for some two and a
half centuries, see the standard histories of the suppression of Christiani-
ty under the Tokugawa. Galileo and Bruno are treated under Chapter
Six. The term Ketman, used in this chapter for the same concealment,
reached modern readers through Czestaw Mitosz, The Captive Mind
(1953), who drew it from the nineteenth-century account of Islam by

the Comte de Gobineau and applied it to writers under Stalinism.

Chapter Six. Threat to Life III: The Dock. Galileo's trial of 1633, his
abjuration before the Holy Office in the convent of the Minerva, and
the sentence of house arrest are documented in the surviving records of
the proceedings; his offending book is Dzalogue Concerning the Two
Chief World Systems (1632). The defiant phrase later attached to him,
that the earth yet moves, appears in no contemporary account and is
first found in print in Giuseppe Baretti's The Italian Library of 1757,
more than a century after the fact. For the Moscow show trial of 1938
and the fall of Nikolai Bukharin, see Stephen F. Cohen, Bukharin and
the Bolshevik Revolution (Alfred A. Knopf, 1973); Robert Conquest,
The Great Terror (Macmillan, 1968); and the memoir of Bukharin's
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widow, Anna Larina, This I Cannot Forget.

Chapter Seven. Threat to Livelihood: Oath and Blacklist. The chap-
ter draws on the public record of the House Committee on Un-Ameri-
can Activities and the Hollywood blacklist, and on the controversy over
the loyalty oath imposed on the faculty of the University of California
in 1949 and 1950. The distinction the chapter rests on, between a threat
to life and a threat to one's means of living, governs the move from the
earlier chapters to this one. The standard accounts are Victor S.
Navasky, Naming Names (Viking Press, 1980), on the Hollywood
blacklist and the politics of informing, and David P. Gardner, The Cali-
fornia Oath Controversy (University of California Press, 1967), on the
faculty oath of 1949 and 1950.

Chapter Eight. Threat to Belonging: The Struggle Session. For the
struggle session and the danwei as instruments that made expulsion
from the group a form of social death, see Lifton, Thought Reform and
the Psychology of Totalism. For the herem pronounced on Baruch
Spinoza by the Portuguese congregation of Amsterdam in 1656, and for
the life he made afterward outside every community that would have
him, see Steven Nadler, Spinoza: A Life (Cambridge University Press,
1999). The claim that exclusion is registered as a form of pain rests on
the experimental literature on ostracism, in particular Kipling D.
Williams, Ostracism: The Power of Stlence (Guilford Press, 2001), and
Naomi I. Eisenberger, Matthew D. Lieberman, and Kipling D.
Williams, "Does Rejection Hurt? An fMRI Study of Social Exclusion,”
Science (2003), which found social exclusion engaging neural regions
also active in physical pain. The argument that the need to belong is a
basic human motivation follows Roy F. Baumeister and Mark R. Leary,
"The Need to Belong," Psychological Bulletin (1995). The account of a
divided community restoring its unity by turning on a single victim
draws on René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (1972; English transla-
tion 1977), and on Emile Durkheim, 7he Elementary Forms of Religious
Life (1912). The shunning the Amish call the Meidung is described in
Donald B. Kraybill, The Riddle of Amish Culture (Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1989; revised edition 2001). For the disfellowshipping
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practiced by Jehovah's Witnesses, see Andrew Holden, Jehovab’s Wit-
nesses: Portrait of a Contemporary Religions Movement (Routledge,
2002). The banishment of Anne Hutchinson from the Massachusetts
Bay Colony, tried in 1637 and expelled in 1638, is recounted in Michael
P. Winship, Making Heretics: Militant Protestantism and Free Grace in
Massachuserts, 1636-1641 (Princeton University Press, 2002), together
with the trial record collected in David D. Hall, ed., The Antinomian
Controversy, 1636-1638: A Documentary History (Duke University
Press, second edition 1990). For the networked public shaming of the
present age, see Jon Ronson, So You 've Been Publicly Shamed (River-
head Books, 2015), and, on reputation and privacy online, Daniel J.
Solove, The Future of Reputation: Gossip, Rumor, and Privacy on the In-
ternet (Yale University Press, 2007).

Chapter Nine. Threat to Home: The Family as the First Inquisi-
tion. The argument that the child learns to keep an inner self apart from
a demanded outer self draws on attachment theory, in particular John
Bowlby, Attachment, the first volume of Attachment and Loss (1969),
and on the finding that children form attachments even to caregivers
who frighten them. The obedience experiments are reported in Stanley
Milgram, Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View (Harper &
Row, 1974); the generator before which subjects sat ran in labeled incre-
ments to a final switch at four hundred and fifty volts, set past the warn-
ing "Danger: Severe Shock” and marked only with three crosses. The re-
cantation of a true disclosure of abuse, and the model Roland Summit
called the child sexual abuse accommodation syndrome, are set out in
Roland C. Summit, "The Child Sexual Abuse Accommodation Syn-
drome," Child Abuse € Neglect (1983); his later objection to its use as
courtroom proof appears in "Abuse of the Child Sexual Abuse Accom-
modation Syndrome," Journal of Child Sexual Abuse (1992). The model
was built from clinical impression rather than controlled study, has not
been recognized by the American Psychological Association, and has
been barred as evidence of abuse in several jurisdictions; for the critical
literature see Kamala London, Maggie Bruck, Daniel B. Wright, and
Stephen J. Ceci, "Review of the Contemporary Literature on How Chil-
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dren Report Sexual Abuse to Others,"” Memory (2008). The study of
recorded jail calls showing that victims are brought to recant through
appeals to sympathy rather than fresh threats is Amy E. Bonomi, Rash-
mi Gangamma, Chris R. Locke, Heather Katafiasz, and David Martin,
""Meet Me at the Hill Where We Used to Park': Interpersonal Processes
Associated with Victim Recantation,” Social Science €5 Medicine (2011).
The Soviet fable of Pavlik Morozov, the boy made a hero for denounc-
ing his father, is examined in Yuri Druzhnikov, Informer 001: The Myth
of Pavlik Morozov (Transaction Publishers, 1997), and Catriona Kelly,
Comrade Pavlik: The Rise and Fall of a Soviet Boy Hero (Granta Books,
2005), both of which find the heroic denunciation to have been sub-

stantially a state invention while the murdered child was real.

Chapter Ten. The Myth of Vindication: And Yet It Moves. The
chapter assembles cases in which acquittal or honor arrived too late for
the person to feel it. Joan of Arc was burned in 1431, her conviction an-
nulled in 1456, and she was canonized in 1920. The defendants of the
Moscow trials are treated under Chapter Six. The Salem trials of 1692
produced exonerations that arrived in pieces across three centuries, the
last name formally cleared by act of the Massachusetts legislature in
2022. Jacques de Molay, last grand master of the Knights Templar, was
burned in 1314; the document known as the Chinon Parchment, which
records the papal absolution of the order's leaders from the charge of
heresy, was identified in the Vatican archives by the historian Barbara
Frale in 2001 and is discussed in her The Templars: The Secret History
Revealed. That absolution was not an exoneration of the order, which
the same pope dissolved in 1312, and for the trial as a whole and the dis-
tinction between the two see Malcolm Barber, The Trial of the Tem-
plars (Cambridge University Press, second edition 2006). Alfred Drey-

fus was convicted in 1894 and exonerated in 1906.

Chapter Eleven. Two and Two Make Five: Recantation in Fiction.
The literary works examined are George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four
(Secker and Warburg, 1949), from which the chapter takes its title and
its image of the forced sum; Arthur Koestler, Darkness ar Noon (1940);
Bertolt Brecht, Life of Galileo, first staged in 1943; Arthur Miller, The
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Crucible (Viking Press, 1953); and Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid's
Tale (1985). The philosophical question the forced sum raises, whether
power can alter factual truth itself or only the public profession of it, is

the subject of Hannah Arendt, "Truth and Politics” (1967).

Chapter Twelve. The Weapon That Wounds the Wielder. The over-
arching argument of this chapter, that coerced recantation corrodes the
power that demands it, is the author’s. Its principal historical instances
are documented as follows. The Lysenko affair and the wreck of Soviet
genetics are set out in David Joravsky, The Lysenko Affair (Harvard
University Press, 1970). Nikolai Vavilov, his arrest, his death by starva-
tion in a prison cell in 1943, and the colleagues who guarded his seed
collection through the siege of Leningrad are the subject of Peter
Pringle, The Murder of Nikolai Vavilov (Simon and Schuster, 2008).
For the purge of the Red Army and the fall of Marshal Mikhail
Tukhachevsky, whose confession survives stained with his blood in the
standard accounts, see Conquest, 7he Great Terror. The famine of the
Great Leap Forward and the range of its dead are documented in Frank
Dikétter, Mao's Great Famine: The History of China's Most Devastating
Catastrophe, 1958-1962 (Walker and Company, 2010).

Chapter Thirteen. Living in Truth: The Refusal. The refusers are
documented as follows. For Socrates, see Plato, Apology, Crito, and
Phaedo. Martin Luther's words at the Diet of Worms in 1521 survive in
several reports; the portion quoted in this book is the documented one,
while the tail later attached to it, "Here I stand, I can do no other," does
not appear in the earliest accounts and was added in the first printed ver-
sion. For Thomas More, his silence, and the testimony of Richard Rich
that convicted him in 1535, see Peter Ackroyd, The Life of Thomas
More (1998). The phrase "living in truth” and the example of refusal un-
der a normalized lie come from Véclav Havel, "The Power of the Power-
less" (1978). The rule "live not by lies” comes from Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn's essay of that title, which he released in 1974, on the day
before his expulsion from the Soviet Union. For Calvin's campaign
against the Nicodemites and the burning of Michael Servetus in 1553,
see Carlos M. N. Eire, War Against the Idols: The Reformation of Wor-
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ship from Erasmus to Calvin (Cambridge University Press, 1986), to-
gether with Zagorin, Ways of Lying. Spinoza's refusal to recant his way
back into the community is treated in Nadler, Spinoza: A Life. For
Salman Rushdie, the religious ruling pronounced against him in 1989
followed the publication of The Satanic Verses (1988); he spent roughly
a decade under protection; his Japanese translator, Hitoshi Igarashi, was
murdered in 1991; his statement of 1990 re-embracing Islam won him
nothing and was later repudiated by him as a lie told under siege; and the
attack at Chautauqua in 2022 cost him an eye and the use of a hand, an
ordeal he recounts in Knife: Meditations After an Attempted Murder
(2024).

Conclusion. Sit Down and Buckle Up. The closing argument is the
author’s, and it returns to the cases and the central distinction developed
across the book. The modern instance drawn on here, Cynthia Cooper
and the WorldCom audit of 2002, is recounted in her memoir, Cynthia
Cooper, Extraordinary Circumstances: The Journey of a Corporate
Whistleblower (John Wiley and Sons, 2008).
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