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		With Americanah, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie has written a wonderfully touching, incisive, and very funny coming-of-age tale that’s both an old-fashioned love story and a sharp-eyed meditation on race, class, immigration, and identity in our rapidly changing, globalized world.

		Adichie’s spirited and outspoken heroine, Ifemelu, grows up in Lagos, Nigeria, where she falls in love, in high school, with Obinze, the earnest and quietly charming son of a literature professor. The two have instant chemistry—“she realized, quite suddenly, that she wanted to breathe the same air as Obinze”—and picture a future together, possibly in America, a country Obinze reveres.

		When teacher strikes interrupt their college lives and Ifemelu receives a scholarship to attend university in America, Obinze urges her to take it. He tells her that he will get a visa and follow her there as soon as he completes his college degree, but harsh post-9/11 immigration policies will prevent this from happening. He will instead spend several miserable years as an illegal immigrant in London, where he is unable to find any but the most menial jobs. Eventually, he returns to Lagos, where he becomes a successful property developer, marries, and has a child.

		Ifemelu, meanwhile, struggles to adapt to life in America. She compares what she sees firsthand with memories of Cosby Show episodes she watched growing up. And she hungers “to understand everything about America”—“to support a team at the Super Bowl, understand what a Twinkie was and what sports ‘lockouts’ meant,” order “a ‘muffin’ without thinking that it really was cake.” Back home, she hadn’t really thought of herself as “black,” and she’s startled by how ubiquitous arguments about race are in the United States, permeating everything from romances to friendships to on-the-job dynamics. In a blog post addressed to “Fellow Non-American Blacks,” she writes, “Stop arguing. Stop saying I’m Jamaican or I’m Ghanaian. America doesn’t care. So what if you weren’t ‘black’ in your country? You’re in America now.”
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			Adichie has a heat-seeking eye for telling social and emotional details, and she uses that gift to convey Ifemelu’s experiences with extraordinary immediacy.

		

		Adichie has a heat-seeking eye for telling social and emotional details, and she uses that gift to convey Ifemelu’s experiences with extraordinary immediacy while satirizing both the casual racism of some Americans and the sanctimony of those progressives eager to wear their liberal politics like a badge.

		As a foreigner, Ifemelu notices the myriad oddities of American culture with wry humor. She notices that Americans tend to stand around and drink at parties, instead of dancing; that many “wear pajamas to school and underwear to the mall” to send the message that they are too “superior/busy/cool/not-uptight” to bother looking nice. She notices that they call arithmetic “math,” not “maths,” and that academic types can get bizarrely incensed over matters like “imported vegetables that ripened in trucks.”

		As the years scroll by, Ifemelu achieves success with her blog called Raceteenth or Curious Observations by a Non-American Black on the Subject of Blackness in America. She is confident in a way she hadn’t been before, and after a breakup with a wealthy white businessman she settles into a perfect-on-paper relationship with a black professor who teaches at Yale.

		But Ifemelu cannot stop thinking about Obinze, “her first love, her first lover, the only person with whom she had never felt the need to explain herself.” And she realizes that “the cement in her soul” that she often feels is a kind of homesickness—for Lagos and her family. And so, after thirteen years, she decides to return home—a journey that proves as jarring as her voyage to America. Her experiences, so powerfully recounted by Adichie, become a story about belonging and not-belonging in a world where identities are both increasingly fluid and defining, a story about how we are shaped by the places where we grew up and the places where we come to live.
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		In this haunting memoir about love and loss and grief, Elizabeth Alexander describes the shattering emotional aftermath of the death of her beloved husband, Ficre Ghebreyesus, and how she and her two sons, Solomon and Simon, consoled one another and guided one another through a dark corridor of sorrow and back out into the light.

		One night at bedtime, she recalls, thirteen-year-old Simon asks her if she wants to come with him to visit Ficre in heaven:

		“Yes, I say, and lie down on his bed.

		“‘First you close your eyes,’ he says, ‘and ride the clear glass elevator. Up we go.’

		“What do you see? I ask.

		“God is sitting at the gate, he answers.

		“What does God look like? I ask.

		“Like God, he says. Now, we go to where Daddy is.

		“He has two rooms, Simon says, one room with a single bed and his books and another where he paints. The painting room is vast. He can look out any window he wants and paint.”

		When it’s time to leave, they take the elevator back down. “You can come with me anytime,” Simon tells his mother.

		Alexander—an award-winning poet and a former professor at Yale University who is currently president of the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation—communicates the raw grief she experienced in losing her husband of fifteen years. Her book is really a love letter to him, and it leaves us with an indelible portrait of Ghebreyesus as husband, father, and artist. She brings his brilliantly colored paintings alive on the page. She describes how they met. And she remembers how they fell in love, cooking together, writing haikus to each other in a shared notebook, listening to Ahmad Jamal, Betty Carter, Abbey Lincoln, Randy Weston, and Don Pullen, “geniuses of the African diaspora we both celebrated.”

		Just as her poetry (American Sublime, The Venus Hottentot, Antebellum Dream Book) explores the connections between the present and the past and the complexities of identity, so this memoir memorializes the strange twists of fate that can bring two people together. Alexander and Ghebreyesus, it turns out, were born within two months of each other, on opposite sides of the globe—she in Harlem; he in war-torn Eritrea, which he fled at the age of sixteen, making his way to America by way of Sudan, Italy, and Germany.

		In the wake of his death, Alexander feels their house suffused in sorrow. She feels she “can wait forever for him to come back”; she will “leave the light on in the living room, the light that faces the street.” She dreams of his returning, improbably, on a skateboard. She thinks, “I am getting older and he is not.”

		She realizes she does not know how to operate the DVR because it made no sense for both of them to learn how. She continues to pay his cell phone bill for a year and a half afterward, because she didn’t want to lose the text messages. She avoids bookstores because she imagines seeing him in the history section or the art section or the gardening section.

		Alexander and Ghebreyesus met in New Haven and raised their two boys there and in nearby Hamden. Writing as both a poet and a longtime resident, she perfectly captures New Haven’s “mixed-metaphor landscape of New England trees and industrial detritus,” as well as its unexpectedly excellent food and the mixed rhythms of college life and street life.

		Alexander’s book ends with her and her sons leaving New Haven for New York. They plan to stop by Grove Street Cemetery to say goodbye to Ficre, but they are delayed by a doctor’s appointment and don’t make it to the cemetery before closing time. It’s okay, her son Simon says: “The grave reminds me of Daddy’s death, but I want to remember Daddy’s life.”
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			Just as her poetry explores the connections between the present and the past and the complexities of identity, so this memoir memorializes the strange twists of fate that can bring two people together.
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		He said it best, of course: He was “the astronaut of boxing” who “handcuffed lightning,” threw “thunder in jail”; the dazzling warrior “with iron fists and a beautiful tan”; “the greatest fighter that ever will be” who could “run through a hurricane” and not get wet.

		Muhammad Ali not only rocked the world with his electrifying speed and power in the ring. He also shook the world with the force of his convictions: his determination to stand up to the racist rules of the Jim Crow South and to assert his freedom to invent himself—“I don’t have to be what you want me to be. I’m free to be what I want.”

		“I am America,” he proudly declared, decades before the Black Lives Matter movement. “I am the part you won’t recognize. But get used to me. Black, confident, cocky; my name, not yours; my religion, not yours; my goals, my own; get used to me.” He stood with Martin Luther King, Jr., for freedom and social justice. And he stood up against the Vietnam War, refusing to be drafted in 1967 on religious grounds as a conscientious objector—a decision that would cost him his boxing title, three and a half years of his career at the peak of his powers, tens of millions of dollars in prize money and endorsements, and for many years his popularity.

		Ali was a larger-than-life figure: not just an incandescent athlete dancing under the lights, but a man of conscience who spoke truth to power, as well as a captivating showman, poet, philosopher, performance artist, statesman, and hip-hop pioneer, a man compared to Whitman, Robeson, Malcolm X, Ellington, and Chaplin. Writers were magnetized by his contradictions: the GOAT (Greatest of All Time), who vanquished some of the baddest men on the planet but became one of the world’s most revered humanitarians; a deeply religious man who loved practical jokes and practically invented trash talk; “a radical even in a radical’s time,” as President Obama put it, who became so beloved by Americans across the political spectrum that he was featured in a DC Comics book in which he teamed up with Superman to save the world.

		Over the years, Ali has also inspired an uncommon amount of arresting writing, from Norman Mailer’s classic account of the boxer’s stunning victory over George Foreman in Zaire in 1974 to David Remnick’s King of the World, a powerful account of Ali’s emergence as a transformative figure in American politics and culture. There is also a plethora of memorable essays about Ali by such gifted writers as Joyce Carol Oates, George Plimpton, Tom Wolfe, Hunter S. Thompson, and Roger Kahn, many of which can be found in a terrific anthology, The Muhammad Ali Reader.

		As for iconic photographs of Ali, many appear in Sports Illustrated’s Muhammad Ali, 1942–2016. They are photos that capture what the fighter José Torres called “his prodigious magic”: the famous photo of a victorious Ali, standing over the fallen body of Sonny Liston; a violent action shot of him catching George Foreman with a hard right in the Rumble in the Jungle; and one of him locked in a grim face-off with an exhausted Joe Frazier in the Thrilla in Manila. There are also images of a skinny, twelve-year-old Cassius Clay learning to box, and a solemn Ali, surrounded by reporters, explaining his opposition to the Vietnam War.

		These books remind us that perseverance was one of the consistent themes in Ali’s life: coming back after his government-imposed exile to reclaim the world championship in 1974 by toughing it out against Foreman in Zaire; coming back to beat Frazier twice, after losing their first arduous matchup; and coming back against Leon Spinks in 1978 to win the world heavyweight championship for a third time. As Ali once observed, “Champions aren’t made in gyms. Champions are made from something they have deep inside them—a desire, a dream, a vision…the will must be stronger than the skill.”

		When Cassius Clay was growing up in Louisville, Kentucky, the town was segregated, and even when he returned home from the 1960 Olympics with a gold medal around his neck, he was turned away from a luncheonette. He would return to the Olympics three and a half decades later in Atlanta in 1996 as its final torchbearer; by then, he’d become one of the most revered human beings on the planet.

		Ali died on June 3, 2016, and as his funeral motorcade made its way through the city, mourners showered his car with flowers and rose petals. All along the route, the Louisville Courier-Journal reported, lawns had been mowed and driveways freshly swept—out of respect for the Greatest on his final journey.
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		A Memoir
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		What is it like to grow up aspiring to become a novelist, when your father is himself a well-known novelist? Martin Amis’s 2000 memoir, Experience, addresses that question with great humor and affection, and creates a moving portrait of a father-son relationship animated by clear-eyed literary insight, enduring love, and a novelist’s ability to animate the past with remarkable emotional detail.

		The literary kinship between Martin Amis and his father, Kingsley, has long been clear to fans of both writers’ work. Both got their start as angry young men with a dyspeptic gift for satire and biting humor. Both wrote classic novels featuring feckless, self-deluded heroes (Jim Dixon in Amis père’s Lucky Jim, and John Self and Richard Tull in Amis fils’s Money and The Information). And both fluently lived up to Amis senior’s credo that “any proper writer ought to be able to write anything from an Easter Day sermon to a sheep-dip handout.”

		Over the years, Martin Amis’s books leapfrogged over his father’s in terms of innovation and ambition. London Fields (1989) was a dark satire set in a decadent, apocalyptic world, while the powerful House of Meetings (2006) addressed the daunting subject of the Soviet gulag. If such novels spoke to his willingness to tackle huge, historical subjects and experiment with voice and genre and technique, Experience brought a new warmth and depth of emotion to his writing.

		It could not have been easy being Kingsley Amis’s son. The elder Amis’s acidic memoirs, published in 1991, not only settled dozens of literary scores but also drew a self-portrait of a prickly and unsparing curmudgeon. Kingsley Amis gave interviews characterizing his son’s books as unreadable, his politics as “dangerous, howling nonsense.”
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			EXPERIENCE creates a moving portrait of a father-son relationship animated by clear-eyed literary insight, enduring love, and a novelist’s ability to animate the past with remarkable emotional detail.
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		“My father never encouraged me to write, never invited me to go for that longshot,” Martin Amis writes in Experience, “he praised me less often than he publicly dispraised me.”

		The younger Amis suggests that some of his father’s more provocative political statements were simply exercises in “winding me up,” and in Experience he conveys the bantering, comradely quality of the relationship between his own younger self—“a drawling, velvet-suited, snakeskin-booted” adolescent cultivating a ridiculous “plumed and crested manner”—and Kingsley in his prime, a tireless womanizer, drinker, and raconteur, an inexhaustible “engine of comedy” within his own household.

		Years later, Martin would take his two young sons to lunch at his father’s almost every Sunday, and also joined his father for a garrulous midweek meal. When he left his wife for another woman in 1993, it was his father he turned to for solace and advice. “Only to him,” he writes, “could I confess how terrible I felt, how physically terrible, bemused, subnormalized, stupefied from within, and always about to flinch or tremble from the effort of making my face look honest, kind, sane. Only to him could I talk about what I was doing to my children. Because he had done it to me.”

		Kingsley had long suffered from nyctophobia (fear of the night) and monophobia (fear of being alone), and in the wake of the collapse of his marriage to Elizabeth Jane Howard (for whom he had left Martin’s mother) Martin and his brother began to take turns “Dadsitting,” promising him that he’d never have to spend an evening alone.

		In Experience, Martin Amis writes persuasively about a lot of things—literary friendships and disputes, the disappearance and murder of a beloved cousin, the horrors of dental surgery. But what’s most indelible about this book is his writing—“for once, without artifice”—of the “ordinary miracles and ordinary disasters” of daily life, of what it means to be a son, and of what it means to be a father with children of his own.
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		It’s hard to think of an American work of fiction that’s been more influential than Winesburg, Ohio, Sherwood Anderson’s 1919 volume of interlinked stories about the lonely residents of a small, fictional midwestern village.

		Faulkner, Fitzgerald, and Steinbeck all paid tribute to Sherwood Anderson. Works as disparate as Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses, Hemingway’s In Our Time, Ray Bradbury’s Illustrated Man, and Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried would work variations on its innovative structure, while the fiction of Carson McCullers and Flannery O’Connor would be populated with outcasts and eccentrics reminiscent of the lost, the lonely, and the dispossessed in Winesburg. You can also count George Saunders, Raymond Carver, Denis Johnson, Russell Banks, and Tom Perrotta among the many contemporary writers who have written stories or novels that owe a direct or indirect debt to Anderson’s classic.

		Like Joyce’s Dubliners (1914), the stories in Winesburg all take place in the same town, and they draw portraits of ordinary people whose ambitions have gone unrealized, whose dreams are receding in the rearview mirror. Winesburg depicts a small-town world where the sense of isolation people feel in their day-to-day lives reflects some of the larger dynamics at work in early twentieth-century America. It anticipates a changing social landscape in which more and more young people are leaving small towns for big cities and their suburbs, and the rural-urban divide is growing ever wider.

		Anderson’s stories share the twilight mood of Edward Hopper’s paintings, and they similarly depict solitary individuals whose lives seem defined by missed connections and forfeited opportunities. Among the more than two dozen characters in the book, there’s Doctor Reefy, an aging doctor and widower, who scribbles his thoughts on little pieces of paper that he puts in his pocket and eventually throws away; a lonely young woman named Alice who’s unable to get over a boyfriend who moved on and moved away; Wash Williams, the telegraph operator, who hates life “wholeheartedly, with the abandon of a poet”; the Reverend Curtis Hartman, a minister who spies on a pretty woman through his window and asks for deliverance from temptation; Kate Swift, the schoolteacher, whom the minister lusts after and who encourages the literary aspirations of the book’s young hero, George Willard; and George’s mother, Elizabeth, the ailing proprietor of a shabby hotel, who has invested all her hopes and dreams in her son.

		The story of George’s coming of age provides the through line in these stories. A reporter for the local paper, he is the person many of the other characters confide in, and he becomes both a conduit for their stories and a kind of surrogate for Anderson, who himself grew up in a small Ohio town.

		After his mother dies, George decides he is going to “leave Winesburg to go away to some city where he hoped to get work on  a city newspaper.” He does not want to become trapped in Winesburg like so many of the people he knows; he does not want “the spark of genius” his teacher saw in him to be extinguished. Like many bildungsromans, the book ends with the hero’s departure from his hometown as he boards a train headed west—presumably to Chicago—“to meet the adventure of life.”

	
		THE ORIGINS OF TOTALITARIANISM
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		As Hannah Arendt observed in her 1951 book, The Origins of Totalitarianism, two of the most monstrous regimes in human history came to power in the twentieth century, and both were predicated upon the destruction of truth—upon the recognition that cynicism and weariness and fear can make people susceptible to the lies and false promises of leaders bent on unconditional power. “The ideal subject of totalitarian rule,” she wrote, “is not the convinced Nazi or the convinced Communist, but people for whom the distinction between fact and fiction (i.e., the reality of experience) and the distinction between true and false (i.e., the standards of thought) no longer exist.”

		What’s alarming to the contemporary reader is that Arendt’s words increasingly sound less like a dispatch from another century than a disturbing mirror of the political and cultural landscape we inhabit today—a world in which the president of the United States, Donald J. Trump, does a high-volume business in lies (three years into his White House tenure, The Washington Post calculated, Trump had made 16,241 false or misleading claims), and fake news and propaganda are cranked out in industrial quantities by Russian and alt-right trolls and instantaneously dispersed across the world through social media.

		Nationalism, nativism, dislocation, fears of social change, and contempt for outsiders are on the rise again as people, locked in their partisan silos and filter bubbles, are losing a sense of shared reality and the ability to communicate across social and sectarian lines.

		This is not to draw a direct analogy between today’s circumstances and the overwhelming horrors of the World War II era but to look at some of the conditions and attitudes—what Margaret Atwood has called the “danger flags” in Orwell’s 1984 and Animal Farm—that make a people susceptible to demagogues and dictators, and nations vulnerable to tyranny.

		Here are some of the fundamental points Arendt made about the “hidden mechanisms” by which totalitarian movements dissolve traditional political and moral understandings, and the behavior evinced by totalitarian regimes, once they come to power.

		
				
				One early warning sign is a nation’s abolishing of the right of asylum. Efforts to deprive refugees of their rights, Arendt wrote, bear “the germs of a deadly sickness,” because once the “principle of equality before the law” breaks down, “the more difficult it is for states to resist the temptation to deprive all citizens of legal status.”

			

				
				Leaders of totalitarian movements, Arendt observed, “can never admit an error,” and fanatical followers, suffering from a mixture of gullibility and cynicism, will routinely shrug off their lies. Hungry for simplistic narratives that explain a confusing world, such audiences “do not trust their eyes and ears” but, instead, welcome the “escape from reality” offered by propaganda, which understands that people are “ready at all times to believe the worst, no matter how absurd, and did not particularly object to being deceived,” because they “held every statement to be a lie anyhow.”

			

				
				Because totalitarian rulers crave complete control, Arendt pointed out, they tend to preside over highly dysfunctional bureaucracies. First-rate talents are replaced by “crackpots and fools whose lack of intelligence and creativity is still the best guarantee of their loyalty.” Often there are “swift and surprising changes in policy” because loyalty—not performance or efficacy—is paramount.

			

				
				To ratify followers’ sense of belonging to a movement that is making progress toward a distant goal, Arendt added, new opponents or enemies are repeatedly invoked; “as soon as one category is liquidated, war may be declared on another.”

			

				
				Another trait of totalitarian governments, Arendt observed, is a perverse disdain for both “common sense and self-interest”: a stance fueled by mendacity and denial of facts and embraced by megalomaniacal leaders, eager to believe that failures can be denied or erased and “mad enough to discard all limited and local interests—economic, national, human, military—in favor of a purely fictitious reality” that endows them with infallibility and absolute power.

			

		

		The Origins of Totalitarianism is essential reading not only because it reminds us of the monstrous crimes committed by Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union in the twentieth century but also because it provides a chilling warning of the dynamics that could fuel totalitarian movements in the future. The book underscores how alienation, rootlessness, and economic uncertainty can make people susceptible to the lies and conspiracy theories dispensed by tyrants. It shows how the weaponization of bigotry and racism by demagogues fuels populist movements built upon tribal hatreds while undermining the long-standing institutions meant to protect our freedoms and the rule of law and shattering the very idea of a shared sense of humanity.

	
		THE HANDMAID’S TALE

		(1985)

		Margaret Atwood
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		Enduring dystopian novels look backward and forward at the same time. Orwell’s 1984 was, at once, a savage satire of Stalin’s U.S.S.R. and a timeless anatomy of tyranny that foretold the rise of the surveillance state and the “firehose of falsehood” spewed forth daily by Putin’s Kremlin and Trump’s White House in efforts to redefine reality. Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World reflected its author’s worries in the 1930s that individual freedom was threatened by both communism and assembly-line capitalism, and it anticipated a technology-driven future in which people would be narcotized and distracted to death by trivia and entertainment.

		In writing her 1985 classic, The Handmaid’s Tale, Margaret Atwood decided she would include nothing in the novel “that had not already happened” somewhere, sometime in history, or any technology “not already available.” She extrapolated some of the trends she saw in the 1970s and early 1980s (like the rising fundamentalist movement in America), looked back at the seventeenth-century Puritans’ anti-women bias, and drew upon such historical horrors as the Nazis’ Lebensborn program and public executions in countries like North Korea and Saudi Arabia to delineate the malign machinery of Gilead, the dystopian regime she imagined taking over the United States in some not-so-distant future.

		When many of us first read The Handmaid’s Tale back in the 1980s, the events Atwood described as taking place in Gilead felt like the sort of alarming developments that could only happen in the distant past or in distant parts of the globe. By 2019, however, American news reports were filled with real-life images of children being torn from their parents’ arms, a president using racist language to sow fear and hatred, and reports of accelerating climate change threatening life as we know it on the planet.

		How did the United States with its democratic norms and constitutional guarantees metamorphose, in The Handmaid’s Tale, into the authoritarian state of Gilead—a place where women are treated as “two-legged wombs”; where nonwhite residents and unbelievers (that is, Jews, Catholics, Quakers, Baptists, anyone who does not embrace the fundamentalist extremism of Gilead) are resettled, exiled, or disappeared; where the leadership deliberately uses gender, race, and class to divide the country? It started before ordinary citizens like herself were paying attention, Atwood’s heroine, Offred, remembers: “We lived, as usual, by ignoring. Ignoring isn’t the same as ignorance, you have to work at it.

		“Nothing changes instantaneously,” she goes on. “In a gradually heating bathtub you’d be boiled to death before you knew it.”

		In fact, the most chilling lines in The Handmaid’s Tale occur near the beginning of the novel. Offred and her shopping partner Ofglen are walking past the Wall—a landmark that once belonged to a famous university in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and that is now used by the rulers of Gilead to display the corpses of people executed as traitors. As she looks at six new bodies hanging there, Offred remembers the unnerving words of their warden Aunt Lydia: “ordinary,” she said, is “what you are used to. This may not seem ordinary to you now, but after a time it will. It will become ordinary.”

		Atwood’s Offred was not the ass-kicking leader of the resistance seen in seasons 2 and 3 of the Hulu television adaptation; she was not a rebel like her friend Moira and not an ideological feminist like her mother. If some readers found this Offred overly passive,  her very ordinariness gave us an immediate understanding of how Gilead’s tyrannical rule affected people’s everyday lives.

		In a 2017 essay, Atwood described writing Offred’s story in the tradition of “the literature of witness”—referring to those accounts left by people bearing witness to the calamities of history they’ve experienced firsthand: wars, atrocities, disasters, social upheavals, hinge moments in civilization. It’s a genre that includes the diary of Anne Frank, the writings of Primo Levi, the choral histories assembled by the Nobel Prize winner Svetlana Alexievich from intensive interviews with Russians, remembering their daily lives during World War II, the Chernobyl accident, or the Afghanistan war. Agency and strength, Atwood seemed to be suggesting, do not require a heroine with the visionary gifts of Joan of Arc or the ninja skills of a Katniss Everdeen or Lisbeth Salander; there are other ways of defying tyranny, participating in the Resistance, or helping ensure the truth of the historical record.

		The very act of writing or recording one’s experiences, Atwood argued, is “an act of hope.” Like messages placed in bottles tossed into the sea, witness testimonies count on someone, somewhere, being there to read their words—even if it’s the pompous, myopic Gileadean scholars who narrate the satiric epilogues to The Handmaid’s Tale and its 2019 sequel, The Testaments.

		As Atwood no doubt knows, one of the definitions given by Bible dictionaries for “Gilead” is “hill of testimony.” And in testifying to what she has witnessed, Offred left behind an account that challenged official Gileadean narratives, and in doing so, she was standing up to the regime’s efforts to silence women by telling her own story in her own voice.
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		COLLECTED POEMS

		W. H. Auden
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		In the days after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, copies of W. H. Auden’s poem “September 1, 1939” went viral by email and fax. The poem—which had originally been written in response to Hitler’s invasion of Poland and the start of World War II in Europe—was reprinted in newspapers, read on National Public Radio, and discussed online. After Donald Trump won the 2016 election and after his inauguration the following January, Auden’s poem was again widely shared and debated.

		Auden, himself, had renounced the poem—and other early works that he had come to regard as glib or gauche or a vestige of his leftist youth. But the poem continues to resonate with readers because of its evocation of a dangerous moment in history. Auden writes of “waves of anger and fear” washing over the “darkened lands of the earth.” He writes of humanity’s tragic inability to learn from history—“the enlightenment driven away”—and how we seem fated to suffer “mismanagement and grief” over and over again. At the same time, echoing Matthew Arnold in “Dover Beach,” Auden also looks for hope in the possibility of human connection and the urge to “show an affirming flame” in a world beleaguered by “negation and despair.”

		Auden’s poems from the 1930s are concerned with the intersection of the public and the personal, and they also attest to his gifts as a kind of anthropologist—observing the worries and fears of people as the world headed off a cliff. The specter of fascism and the social ravages of the Great Depression rumble through many of these poems, which reverberate with apocalyptic premonitions, reminiscent of Yeats’s “The Second Coming” (another widely shared poem on social media in the second decade of the millennium).

		In his 1935 poem “To a Writer on His Birthday,” Auden writes of the wireless roaring “its warnings and its lies” and notes that even people in pretty seaside towns will soon be swept along “on the dangerous flood / Of history that never sleeps or dies.” In “Musée des Beaux Arts,” written shortly after the Munich Pact was signed in 1938, Auden wrote about how easy it is to turn away from other people’s suffering, how easily daily life can distract from catastrophe.

		Auden moved to America in 1939, and his verse would grow increasingly focused on spiritual and emotional concerns. Though he contended that “poetry makes nothing happen,” his own verse would continue to bear witness to the “age of anxiety,” testifying to the possibilities and solace of art, even at a time when a nation feels “sequestered in its hate,” and “Intellectual disgrace/ stares from every human face, / And the seas of pity lie / Locked and frozen in each eye.”

	
		CONTINENTAL DRIFT

		(1985)

		Russell Banks
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		Although Russell Banks’s epic novel Continental Drift was published back in 1985, it tells “an American story” that feels uncommonly current in the opening of the third decade of the twenty-first century. The novel reminds us of the power of the old American dream—namely, the possibility of beginning a new life in the New World, of reinventing oneself, tabula rasa. And it anticipates the growing tensions between refugees desperate to reach American shores to escape violence and despair at home and those working-class Americans who have found their own hopes of economic security and a brighter future for their children slipping out of reach.

		The novel’s two central characters, Bob and Vanise, whose lives will violently collide, actually have a lot in common: both are disenfranchised and desperate, and determined to gamble everything on the chance of a better future.

		Like many of Banks’s protagonists, Bob Dubois hails from a small New England working-class town; Banks describes him as “an ordinary man, a decent man, a common man.” At the age of thirty, he owns a run-down duplex, a thirteen-foot Boston whaler he built from a kit, and a battered Chevrolet station wagon. He owes the local savings and loan a little over twenty-two thousand dollars—for the house, the boat, and the car. “We have a good life,” his wife, Elaine, insists, but Bob feels increasingly frustrated and trapped; “nothing seems improved over yesterday,” and he’s begun to worry that he will never achieve even his most modest dreams.

		One day, he abruptly moves his family to Florida, where he soon finds himself in business with his wheeler-dealer brother, Eddie, and with Avery, a disreputable childhood pal who’s been running drugs. For Banks’s characters, Florida is what California was for people in books by Nathanael West and Raymond Chandler—a ragged, dangerous place where people play loose and fast with the rules, a magnet for dreamers, hustlers, con men, and people with no place else to go. Here, the old pioneer spirit has devolved into a kind of me-first individualism, and nerve and hubris and good luck can make you rich. Bob, however, is caught in a downward spiral—living in a trailer park and bereft even of the job and house that had lent his life in New Hampshire a modicum of stability.

		Desperate for money, Bob agrees to help ferry some Haitian refugees from the Bahamas to Miami, and his life is set on a collision course with that of a young Haitian woman named Vanise who’s set off for America with her infant child and a nephew, after their house was destroyed by a hurricane. She imagines that “everything will be different” in America, but instead she is cruelly abused by smugglers.

		Banks not only gives the dovetailing stories of Vanise and Bob a terrible inevitability but also turns them into a dark story of our times.

	
		BOOKS BY SAUL BELLOW

		THE ADVENTURES OF AUGIE MARCH (1953)

		HERZOG (1964)

		THE ACTUAL: A Novella (1997)

		[image: ]

		Saul Bellow’s most memorable novels are portraits of individuals trying to figure out their place in the world, what it means, as he wrote in Herzog, “to be a man. In a city. In a century. In transition. In a mass. Transformed by science. Under organized power. Subject to tremendous controls. In a condition caused by mechanization. After the late failure of radical hopes.”

		Though Bellow’s heroes live mainly in the mid- to late twentieth century, their existential predicaments could not feel more timely today. Stuck in an American reality filled with calamities, con games, and cheap distractions, they struggle to find a balance between immersion in this “moronic inferno” and the more pristine realm of the self. Some of his “dangling men” suspect that all the “human nonsense” of daily life, from politics to business to romance, impedes their apprehension of the larger truths of the cosmos—“the axial lines” of “truth, love, peace, bounty, usefulness, harmony.” But others are aware of the temptations of narcissism and isolation. Harry Trellman in The Actual, for instance, realizes that his judgmental intellect and craving for a higher life are the very things that have cut him off from humanity—and from love.

		Readers all have their favorite Bellow novels. To me, the three that are marvels of storytelling and that most clearly embody his quintessential themes are The Adventures of Augie March, the 1953 picaresque novel
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