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first of her World War i trilogy, Regenera-
tion takes place in 1917 at craiglockhart 
War hospital in england. By the time i 
discovered it, i was a writer myself, grap-
pling with how to write about my own pri-
vate grief in a way that speaks to all of our 
losses. i was also interested in writing 
from multiple points of view, in telling a 
story from different angles. Regeneration’s 
setting already captivated me, but Barker’s 
use of point of view interested me as well. 
in the novel, a combination of fact and fic-
tion, she moves between the points of view 
of Rivers, a doctor at craiglockhart; Sieg-
fried Sassoon, the pacifist poet; Wilfred 
owen; and various other patients and 
women who are also “wounded” by the war.

during that initial reading, i saw 
another theme. The relationship between 
Sassoon and owen speaks to not just to 
poets, but to all writers and our processes. 

“‘look, why don’t you have a go at . . . “The 
dead-Beat”?’” Sassoon tells owen. “‘Work 
at it till you think you’ve made some prog-
ress, then bring it back and we’ll have a go 
at it together. it’s not too traumatic, is it? 
That memory.’” i found myself nodding 
as i read Sassoon’s advice. When writing 
about loss, writers have to revisit those 
most traumatic places. Memory leads us 
to discovery.

Sassoon also shows owen the power 
of revision: “‘What draft is this?’” he asks 
him. “‘lost count,’ owen said. ‘You did tell 
me to sweat my guts out.’” Sassoon reads 
through the poem. When he’s finished, he 
doesn’t immediately comment. “‘it’s bet-
ter, isn’t it?’” asks owen. Sassoon replies, 

“‘Better? it’s transformed.’” Through Sassoon 
and owen, Barker illuminates war and 
the immorality of it, but she also gives us a 
look at what makes writers write and how 
they write. The process of critiquing and 
revising is brought to life on the pages.

Recently, i reread Regeneration, and i 
found that it has yet another level of 
meaning for me. among all of the other 
things this novel is about, it is also about 
grief. i had suffered yet another devastat-
ing loss: my five-year-old daughter, Grace, 
had died suddenly from a virulent form of 
strep, and in the aftermath of her death, i 
could not write. in fact, i wondered how 
one who had suffered such grief could ever 
write about it, or anything else. “‘You don’t 
think it’s possible to write a good poem 
in a state of shock?’” Rivers asks Sassoon. 

“‘no, i don’t.’” Rivers nods. “‘You may be 
right.’”

as i made my slow way back into 
the world, i found myself struggling to 
articulate grief, and that led me back to 
my war literature. although i understood 
my personal connection to World War 
i, did those who had not had losses want 
to read about such feelings? “‘Grief at the 
death of his friends. Horror at the slaugh-
ter of everybody else’s friends. it isn’t 
clear to me why such emotions have to be 
ignored,’” Rivers argues to another doc-
tor, who responds, “‘i’m not saying they 
should be ignored. only that they mustn’t 
be allowed to dominate.’” Grief and hor-
ror were the very emotions i wanted to 
explore in my writing. What was the line 
between ignoring them and allowing them 

to dominate—not just my stories, but my 
life as well?

Yet owen, who became known as one of 
the preeminent poets of war, had to push 
past his own fear of revisiting the trau-
matic grief and horror of the war in order 
to write as powerfully as he did. as Barker 
describes it: “The ticking of the clock was 
very loud in the empty room. he lay back 
in the chair and closed his eyes. he was 
afraid to measure his sense of loss.” afraid, 
but he did it.

eventually i, too, moved past my fear. 
But only after i started, unbelievably, to 
heal. “Regeneration” means spiritual 
renewal, and the eponymous novel shows 
that such a thing is possible. i found hope 
in my second reading of Regeneration, and 
my private war took on yet an even deeper 
meaning for me at middle age. My healing, 
i realize now, came from surprising places: 
a second daughter, brought home from 
china. learning to knit, and finding com-
fort in needles and yarn. 

“‘You see,’” Rivers says to owen, “‘heal-
ing does go on, even if not in the expected 
direction.’”

O n  E .  F.  S c h u m a c h E r ’ S 

Small Is Beautiful: Econom-
ics as if People Mattered

R a c h e l  R i e d e R e R

We’re used to ideological wars in economic 
and political thinking: small government 
versus big government, the 99% versus 
the 1%, vouchers versus public schools. 
But one idea that seems to bind together 
economists and politicos of all stripes is 
the notion that economic growth—all eco-
nomic growth—is necessary and good. in 
this context, adherents to “postgrowth” 
ideologies—those who believe that there 
is good growth and bad growth, who rec-
ognize that a finite planet cannot produce 
infinite wealth—are zealots, radical and 
rare. one of their founding fathers is e. 
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F. “Fritz” Schumacher, whose 1973 essay 
collection, Small Is Beautiful: Economics as if 
People Mattered, made Schumacher, an eco-
nomic advisor to the Britain’s national 
coal Board, into an unlikely patron saint 
of small-scale, local production and “vol-
untary simplicity.” 

“Today,” Schumacher writes, “we suffer 
from an almost universal idolatry of giant-
ism.” When Schumacher started work on 
the book in the 1960s, this “giantism” must 
have seemed new. in 1959, Mcdonald’s 
operated over one hundred restaurants, 
all within the United States; Walmart did 
not exist and neither did oPec. By 1970, 
Mcdonald’s had opened restaurants in 
canada and Puerto Rico, oPec had grown 
to include ten members, and the Walton 
family’s chain of thirty-eight stores was 
about to become a publicly traded com-
pany. Schumacher’s essays were a diagno-
sis, one that still holds today: we’re burn-
ing through irreplaceable resources, our 
work is becoming more automated and 
less fulfilling, and we’re calling this “prog-
ress.” as a cure, he offers an entirely new 
way of thinking about economics. The 
book is a call to abandon the “monster 
economy” in favor of “a lifestyle designed 
for permanence.”

Schumacher writes about economics as 
a religion, a field that not only measures 
human activity (like other social sciences) 
but also provides it with an end goal: 
infinite growth. instead, he asserts, the 
goal ought to be “the maximum of well-
being with the minimum of consumption,” 
because the goal of never-ending growth 

presents two enormous problems—one 
practical, one metaphysical. First, we sim-
ply don’t have a never-ending supply of 
resources, and acting as though we do can 
only lead to crisis. Second, the pursuit of 
growth makes us measure consumption 
not as a means to an end but as an end in 
itself. “The modern economist is very dif-
ficult to understand,” writes Schumacher. 

“he is used to measuring the ‘standard of 
living’ by the amount of annual consump-
tion, assuming all the time that a man 
who consumes more is ‘better off ’ than a 
man who consumes less.” When put that 
way, it’s clear what a silly idea this is—yet 
measuring “standard of living” in amount 
of goods consumed is a core tenet of eco-
nomic orthodoxy.

Schumacher’s essays are thick with such 
elegant takedowns of economic sacred 
cows. “The market is the institutionalis-
tion of individualism and non-responsibil-
ity.” cost/benefit analysis is “a procedure 
by which the higher is reduced to the level 
of the lower and the priceless is given a 
price.” and perhaps most famously: “The 
substance of man cannot be measured 
by Gross national Product.” Schumacher 
would have turned one hundred in august 
of 2011, a month and a day before the 
occupy Wall Street protests began. he 
died in 1977, and i wish that he’d lived to 
become a centenarian so we could have 
seen the signs he might have brought to 
Zuccotti Park.  

Schumacher’s most radical idea was that 
business and technology ought to exist on 
a human scale, at a scope that people can 

actually understand. “There is wisdom in 
smallness if only on account of the small-
ness and patchiness of human knowledge,” 
he notes, and also because small groups of 
people take better care of each other and 
of communal resources than do “anon-
ymous companies or megalomanic gov-
ernments which pretend to themselves 
that the whole universe is their legitimate 
quarry.” it’s still a radical idea. Buying local 
food, growing a community garden, mak-
ing or purchasing items made in small 
batches—these activities have become 
trendy, but they are viewed more as sty-
listic choices than as the result of revised 
economic thinking. even as artisanal prod-
ucts and ultrasmall businesses become 
more popular, they’re considered pet proj-
ects. The idea that bigger is always better, 
or at least more efficient, is still too deeply 
ingrained in our culture—economies of 
scale! costco!—to see small-scale enter-
prises as anything but twee. and so mak-
ing the tiniest possible batch of pickles and 
selling them within bicycling distance of 
a kitchen factory designed for employees’ 
well-being as well as efficiency must be a 
manifestation of hipster nonsense rather 
than a thoughtful and rational choice. 

and okay, it’s hard not to caricature 
companies like Brooklyn’s Mast Broth-
ers chocolate, which imports its cocoa on 
a handcrafted sailboat. its employees all 
eat lunch together and there’s a piano in 
the warehouse. last year, New York Maga-
zine profiled several similarly committed 
small businesses and smirked that Mast 
Brothers is “like a child’s dream,” using the 

condescending tone reserved for kooks 
who dare to think outside the big-box 
store before moving on to pose the all-
important question: Can it scale? 

i like to imagine a good-natured but 
slightly impatient Schumacher responding 
to this. Schumacher might also poke fun at 
the way we’ve fetishized the tiny and the 
local. he warned that the key to all things 
is balance; he was pushing for small-scale 
enterprises because of the dominant trend 
toward enormity; he might have done 
the opposite if the world had a “prevail-
ing idolatry of smallness.” Still, i think 
Schumacher would smile on any business 
based on the truth that a worker—even a 
manufacturer—ought not to feel like an 
automaton. and as for “can it scale?”—
that’s simply the wrong question. instead, 
one might ask if the employees enjoy 
their work, do they receive health insur-
ance, how much fuel does wind-powered 
shipping save, and do the workers have 
fun playing and listening to that piano? 
But this is not what we’ve been trained 
to do, laments Schumacher: “call a thing 
immoral or ugly, soul-destroying or a deg-
radation of man, a peril to the peace of the 
world or to the well-being of future gener-
ations; as long as you have not shown it to 
be ‘uneconomic’ you have not really ques-
tioned its right to exist, grow, and prosper.”

Schumacher’s ideas have become fod-
der in an ideological war but they were 
themselves developed during a literal one. 
Seeing the rise of nazism in Germany in 
the 1930s, Schumacher moved from Berlin, 
where he was born, to england, where he 
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had previously studied as a Rhodes scholar. 
in the summer of 1940, england began 
rounding up all sorts of “enemy nation-
als” for internment, and Schumacher (a 
German citizen and brother-in-law of the 
German atomic physicist Werner heisen-
berg) was taken to an internment camp 
on Prees heath. Though he lived in the 
camp for just a few months, it was a forma-
tive time. as part of a privileged intellec-
tual family, Schumacher had always been 
a Marxist but had really only lived among 
the elite. in Prees heath he was part of a 
motley assortment of internees, and was 
elected camp leader, in charge of creating 
a humane organization amid the squalor. 
he wrote in a letter to his wife that he 
found the only way to do so was to employ 

“kindness and persuasion . . . with so much 
misery about i am convinced it is the only 
method.”

in Small Is Beautiful, Schumacher’s tone 
switches between preacher and profes-
sor, but his ideas are compelling because 
he was himself an economist. despite his 
internment, Schumacher loved living in 
england, and after the war he spent twenty 
years as economic advisor to the British 
coal board, warning as early as 1955 about 
the perils of oil dependency. Schumacher 
also worked and studied with John May-
nard Keynes, one of the most influential 
figures in orthodox economics, and many 
of his essays deal with Keynes’s ideas. 
Keynes did much of his work in the 1930s, 
in the midst of a worldwide depression, 
and he thought that humanity would need 
to study economics and act economically 

only for a while. his hope was that after 
we pulled ourselves out of that depression, 
we could again turn our eyes to higher-
order concerns, and economics would 

“settle down as a modest occupation simi-
lar to dentistry.”

Sometimes Schumacher discusses love 
and beauty and the soul, and the language 
gets embarrassing. For example, one of 
the essays is a thought experiment titled 

“Buddhist economics.” however, once you 
unroll your eyes and look at the page in 
front of you, it is particularly good. Per-
sonally, i cringe when i see “econom-
ics” and “love” within spitting distance of 
each other because i have learned to talk 
about the economy as if it were nothing 
more than a math problem, but one of the 
great challenges—and pleasures—of read-
ing this book is that Schumacher addresses 
the very discomfort he creates. in his 
hands, this discomfort sounds foolish. he 
reminds his readers that the economy is in 
fact not a math problem, but the system 
in which we humans exchange our time 
and effort and talents and goods. Pure 
economic thinking is tempting because 

“everything becomes crystal clear after you 
have reduced reality to one—one only—of 
its thousand aspects,” Schumacher writes. 

“let no one befog the issue by asking 
whether a particular action is conducive 
to the wealth and well-being of society, 
whether it leads to moral, aesthetic, or cul-
tural enrichment.” 

O n  c h a r l E S  J a c k S O n ’ S 

The Lost Weekend

l e s l i e  J a m i s o n

So the plot of charles Jackson’s The Lost 
Weekend goes something like this: a guy 
named don gets drunk. he’s gotten drunk 
before. he’ll get drunk again. he drinks, 
passes out, wakes up; keeps drinking till he 
runs out of money, finds some more money, 
and gets drunk again. and so on. at some 
point he tries to pawn his typewriter for 
cash. another time he steals a woman’s 
purse to see if he can get away with it. he 
doesn’t get away with it. But that’s pretty 
much the plot: drinking. and more of it. 
There are no spoilers here to keep. 

even don knows how predictable his 
story has become. Monotony isn’t a fail-
ure of his story but the point of it. if his 
story were interesting, its interest would 

distort the essentially tedious texture of its 
subject. That’s the thing, though—The Lost 
Weekend is oddly enthralling, in an aggres-
sive sense of thrall, a state of servitude or 
submission. addiction is a disease so unre-
lenting its repetition becomes a kind of 
tyranny: “there was only one thing: drink, 
and more drink, till amnesty came; and 
tomorrow, drink again.” We readers feel 
that tyranny like drunkards. The story of 
addiction pushes every other plot thread 
into the margins, and Jackson isn’t afraid 
to stay in the mangled, claustrophobic tale 
that remains once those threads have been 
lost—lost along with all that money, those 
friends and days, that whole weekend and 
the lost life it foretold.

Since its publication in 1944, The Lost 
Weekend has itself been lost. Most people 
who know it only know it for the movie, a 
Billy Wilder flick that won the 1945 oscar 
for Best Picture. The movie ends with 
don putting out his cigarette in a glass of 
whiskey. The novel refuses any similar sug-
gestion of closure. 

Perhaps the book has been largely for-
gotten because its vision of alcoholism as 
pathology no longer seems as revolution-
ary as it did back in the forties, when aa 
was still new and the “disease” model was 
only gradually gaining traction in the pub-
lic imagination. The Lost Weekend was one of 
the first novels to dramatize alcoholism as 
an illness—not simply a lifestyle or tragic 
backdrop, à la Fitzgerald or hemingway. 
Jackson wasn’t drinking when he wrote it, 
but he wasn’t done with drinking either. 
he fell off the wagon five years after he 


