























could not predict how long he might
remain functional and reasenably in-
tact—but still it is possible to understand
how someone in such a circumstance
might prefer to bring his life to an end
right away, instead of awaiting a long
and dreadful decline.

Yet his wife, too, committed suicide—
in her case, with no logic at all to justify
the act. She was fifty-five and in good
health—someone who, even if she had
adopted no new radical steps in life,
could have gone on pursuing an inter-
esting and socially useful career as the
Widow Koestler, presiding over his writ-
ings and persecuting thievish publishers.
Why did Cynthia Koestler join her hus-
band in his suicide? Scammell remains
discreetly quiet on this topic. This is a
factual biography, not a speculative one.
Scammell leads us to suppose, though,
that Cynthia Koestler committed suicide
partly because she and Koestler had long
ago entered into a peculiar relatienship
of domination and dependence, which
was sexual and more than sexual. Then
again, I can also imagine {though Scam-
mell says very little about this, apart from
noting the strange word “self-deliverance”
in Koestler’s suicide note) that Koestler
had worked up peculiar ideas of his own
about suicide. He was addicted to scien-
tific quackery by then. On matters of fact
and science, there was not an ounce of
common sense left in the man.

Scammell begins his biography with
the double suicide, which is a macabre
way to begin. But what else was he to
do? The journalist in Koestler must have
understood clearly that his wife’s inex-
plicable suicide, if not his own more ex-
plicable one, was bound to cast a weird
and troubling light over everything he
had dene until that final moment. The
double suicide was destined to damage
any lingering quality of the heroic in his
long and generally honorable—even su-
premely honorable—career. But then
why should a writer give a damn about
maintaining his own reputation for her-
oism? The notion that writers ought to
be heroic is another legacy of the nine-
teenth century and its idea of a romantic
intelligentsia—it is the origin of the idea
that, in Russia, led to the cult of the anti-
czarigt prison intellectual. But Koestler,
it would seem, was done with heroism.
To be done with heroism may sound, in
our own age of professed modesty, like a
virtue. It was not a virtue, though. It was
a sin against his own lifetime of literary
work. What to make of Arthur Koestler,
then? Not even Scammell knows, which
speaks well of this huge and scrupulous
and unfailingly intelligent book. +

36 May 27, 2010 THE NEW REPUBLIC

e RS 4 i e Pt S A S A ikt i g g

Eric A. Posner

e e T A A T At o St et St Lt L

THE LIMITS OF LIMITS
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N 1898, AMERICAN and Spanish

officials signed the Treaty of Paris,

which ended the Spanish-American

War. Spain ceded Cuba, the Philip-

pines, Puerto Rico, and other colo-
nial possessions to the United States. The
Spanish- American War had been fought
in the name of Cuban freedom, and senti-
ment in the United States favored Cuban
independence. But for most Americans,
the other Spanish colenies seemed like
the just fruits of conquest after a glori-
ous war. The United States, already an
economic colossus on the world stage,
would take its rightful position as a great
power on par with Britain, France, and
Russia, with colonies to prove it.

Yet the United States was different
from those countries. It had a writfen
constitution that provided for limited
government and a substantial tradition
of democracy. The Constitution, as un-
derstood at the time, envisioned only two
types of American territory: the states
themselves, and the contiguous territo-
ries on the North American landmass
that the United States controlled or was
likely to acquire in the future. In 1898,
it had been long established that peo-
ple living in those territories have con-
stitutional rights, and that the territories
eventually become states.

For Americans who yearned for im-
perial glory and took the Constitution
seriously, the acquisition of the Philip-
pines and the other Spanish colonies
posed a painful dilemma. If the Phil-
ippines was to be treated as any other
American territory, then the inhabit-
ants of that country—widely regarded at
the time as racially and culturally infe-
rior—would become Americans. One did
not have to be a racist to believe that it
would be impractical to absorb into the
American polity millions of people liv-
ing on islands thousands of miles from
the American mainland. But if the Phil-
ippines was not to become an American
territory, then it would need to be aban-
doned, in which case it would surely be

taleen back by Spain or swallowed up by
some other empire. An American empire,
great-power status, the chance to spread
Churistianity and American civilization
to benighted natives, the economic and
political benefits of possessing overseas
territories—all this would be lost, and it
would be lost to dangerous great-power
rivals. Alfred Thayer Mahan, the influ-
ential theorist of naval power, com-
mented that “any project of extending
the sphere of the United States ... is met
by the constitutional lion in the path”

The constitutional mouse stepped
aside. In a series of remarkable decisions
known as the Insular Cases, the Supreme
Court bridged the horns of the dilemma.
The Court ruled that Congress and the
president determine whether a territory
is to be eventually granted statehood; and
if not, then only “fundamental” constitu-
tional rights would be enforced in that
territory. Whatever those rights were,
they did not include the right to demo-
cratic representation in the federal gov-
ernment. The Insular Cases opened the
way for imperial rule, but their more im-
portant legacy was subtler. They estab-
lished that a country based on principles
of democracy and limited government
could depart from those principles when
exercising power abroad.

In 1902, meanwhile, Cuba had become
independent. The United States did not
hold this country as a colony, as it did with
the Philippines, but the United States did
take steps to ensure that Cuba remained
in its sphere of influence. Withdrawal of
American troops stationed there since the
Spanish-American War was made condi-
tional on Cuban acquiescence in various
constraints on its foreign policy, including
a stipulation that the United States may

“intervene” in order to preserve “Cuban in-
dependence” In 1903, the United States
obtained a ninety-nine-year lease of
Guantdnamo Bay from the Cuban gov-
ernment, later made indefinite. Under
the terms of the lease, Cuba retained

“sovereignty” but the United States was
granted exclusive control of the area.

A hundred years later, lawyers for
the executive branch would argue that
people detained by American forces at
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