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I f youwantaone-liner toputona
T-shirt that sumsup the spirit of
the times we are living in, I bet
you can’t find a better one than
this droll sentence from the late

Philip Roth’s 1993 novel, Operation Shy-
lock: “It’s too ridiculous to take seriously
and too serious to be ridiculous.”
I stumbleduponit inwriterandactivist

NaomiKlein’s2023book,Doppelganger:
A Trip into the Mirror World, where this
quote runs like a refrain, much like an
anthemyoumayhumunderyourbreath
every time you are scrolling through the
internet, especially if you are looking for
news or information that is reliably true.
The“mirrorworld” thatKlein refers to in
the subtitle is, in part, a reference to the
world wide web, a domain where it is
becominghardereachdaytotell fact from
fiction.Thanks to the flagrantmanipula-
tionof techandAI, it is easier thanever to
peddleanynumberof lies—fromcures for
chronic diseases to conspiracy theories
that canpull entire democracies down.
Inall thismayhem,theworstnightmare

perhaps is the dread of identity theft—a
central themeofKlein’sbook.Thediffer-
ence inhercase is there isnoactual steal-
ing involved.Rather, it startsasseemingly
trivial confusion—peopleonthe internet
mixing up Klein with her namesake,
Naomi Wolf, best known, once upon a
time, as a liberal feminist and author of

The Beauty Myth, hercriticallyacclaimed
first book published in 1990,which trig-
gerednewconversationsaroundpatriar-
chy’smanipulationofwomen’sbodiesand
psyches.But thatwas inanother lifetime.
AlthoughWolfwasneverknownforthe

soundnessofherresearch,asKleinshows
through close reading of passages from
her books (including her much-lauded
debut),hercareerunderwentawatershed
moment in 2019. On aBBCprogramme,
while promoting Outrages: Sex, Censor-
ship and the Criminalisation of Love, the
bookshe’dpublished thatyear,Wolfwas
calledoutby thehostMatthewSweet for
making an egregiousmistake in her the-
sis—a misreading of the term “death
recorded”thatamountedtohermixingup
childabusewithpersecutionofgaypeople
in Victorian England. (The recording of
the programme, for those who have the
stomach for cringe, is available online.)
Needless to say, the controversy blew

up spectacularly, leading toWolf’s pub-
lishersdeciding tostall theappearanceof
thebook in theUSas theonline commu-
nity had a field day. There was no way
Wolf would have recovered from this
shocking unspooling of her career and
credibility unless she had sought help
from the dark side. And that’s precisely
what she did by jumping on to the right-
wingbandwagon,mostnotablyontheone
driven by Steve Bannon, US President
Donald Trump’s chief strategist (during
his first term),whowassacked less thana
year intohis job.
Elevatedtothehightableof thefarright

QAnonmovement,Wolfwastedno time
in spinning conspiracy theories galore,
especially about the efficacy of the cov-
id-19vaccines,which,asaself-proclaimed
anti-vaxxer, she opposed vociferously.
Andso,asherstarbegantorise intheeco-
systemoftheultra-right,Klein’s life, ironi-
cally, tooka turnsouth.Overnight, itwas

Naomi Klein’s 2023
book is an excellent
primer to understand
the psychology and
politics that fuels
conspiracy theorists
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I n 2020, the Union government intro-
ducedthree farmlawswhichwereper-
ceived by millions of farmers around

the country as being biased towards big
business and detrimental to their own
interests. Soon, protests began to be
staged all around, even during the pan-
demic, with a special intensity in the
National Capital Region, where farmers
fromPunjabheldasit-downuntil the laws
were repealed in 2021.
Photographer Gauri Gill spent all of

2021documentingthis showdownbythe
Punjab farmers on thehighways leading
into Delhi. Unheeding of the elements,
changing seasons, outbreak of disease
and, of course, the iron hand of the state
bentonsuppressingdissent,hundredsof
men, women and children of all ages
pitched campoutdoors for over a year.
This unique language of rebellion,

charged with an unwavering spirit of
community feeling, set a benchmark for
civil opposition in modern India. Using
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tractors, tarpaulin sheets, andmakeshift
bits and bobs, the farmers built what
architect Prasad Shetty describes as a
“full-fledged proto-settlement” in an
essayaccompanyingGill’sexhibition,The
Village on the Highway, currently ondis-
play atVadehraArtGallery inDelhi.
Taken with a large analogue camera,

these photographs capture the material
realityof theprotests,withgreenandyel-
low sheets of plastic formingprovisional
shelters, homes built out of stationary
trucks, with pieces of tin, wood, thatch
andother fragments coming together to
literallycreate“avillageonthehighway,”
as the titleputs it.Except for theprofileof
amanlying, turnedawayfromthecamera,
therearenohumanpresences in thepho-
tographs,ostensibly toprotect the identi-
ties of the protestors, which creates the
auraofaghost town.Thisclevercomposi-
tional tactic alsobecomesanelegy to the
fragilityofpublicmemory—theinevitable
amnesia anderasure intowhichevensuc-
cessfulmodelsofresistance, stagedforthe
greatercommongood, are swallowedup
with time.
Gill’s photographs, haunted by the

absent farmerswhoputthemselves in line
forcollective justice,assumeaspecial res-
onance inside the white cube of the gal-
lery.Bybringingmementos fromthepro-
test site—bamboo partitions, plastic
sheets,plywoodboards—shedisturbs the
pristine space. The gallery is, by its very
nature, an elite construct, meant to dis-

playandprotectart, treatingthemasrare-
fied objects of admiration and value. To
bring the ragged edges of the external
world, therefuseandjiltedsqualourof life
into this space, is to subvert and rewrite
the rules by which art is accessed and
experienced.
While it’s impossible to recreate the

urgency and livewire energy of the pro-
tests inside the sanitised interiors of a
southDelhigallery,Gillpushestheviewer
tonotonly lookat thephotographsonthe
wall, butalso topayattention to thepara-
phernalia all around. She memorialises
the relics thathadplayedascritical a role
in thebattle for rightsas thehumanswho
fought the good fight.
A year is a long time to be away from

home, tobeuprooted from the land that
has been nurturing generations, and
pitch tent on themetalled roads leading
intoan indifferentmetropolis.Andyet, as
the photographs show—with clothes
hanging on lines, makeshift air coolers
and standing fans, scattered pot and
pans, and even a patch of vegetable gar-
den sproutingaround the settlement—it
isn’t impossible to build a home away
fromhome, among comrades united by
a common cause. Gill’s photos remain
memorable for their ability to capture
this frisson of solidarity, carrying it into
lives that are far removed from those of
these crusaders for justice.

On view at Vadehra Art Gallery till 4
March.

Photographer Gauri Gill’s
ongoing exhibition
in NewDelhi brings
the outside world
into the white cube

Thehighway in the gallery
Two images fromGauri Gill’s show, ‘The Village on the Highway.’ PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY VADEHRA ART GALLERY

nolongerpossible toshrugoff thesilliness
of people conflating two Jewish women
writerswiththesamefirstnameandsimi-
lar hair colour.
Instead,Klein’s focusbecamesalvaging

andprotectingher reputationas awriter
from the political left, an image built
through thedecades of careful research,
reportage and activism, cemented by
world-changingbooks likeNo Logo (1999)
andThe Shock Doctrine (2007). Itbecame
essential to reclaimher identityasacom-
mittedenvironmentalist fromthehands
of climate-change deniers. In time, her
effortsexpandedtorescuingpoliticaldis-
course from unscrupulous “buffoons”
parroting their opposition to Big
Pharmaandsounding
uncannily likeadouble
of the left.
By jumping into this

rabbitholeof the right,
Klein unpacks the sin-
gle-point agenda pur-
sued by anti-vaxxers
and their ilk, driven by
self-interest and exclu-
sionary politics, their
intentions poles apart
from the left’s wider
agenda to bring about
social justice for themas-
ses. (It’s another matter
that the left failed to
uphold its mission, and
Klein is criticalofherown
tribe, too.)
For anti-vaxxers though, as Klein

explains, theproblemofcommonpeople
being vulnerable to covid-19 wasn’t one
that concerned them. Many wellness
gurus,whoalso liveon theextremeright
of themirrorworld, sentoutanoverarch-
ingpublicmessageduringthepandemic,
Kleinwrites, “that individualsmust take
charge of over their bodies as their pri-
marysitesof influence, control andcom-
petitive edge... those who don’t exercise
that control deservewhat they get.”
Thisposition isnotsubstantiallydiffer-

ent from “a neoliberalismof the body, in
distilled form,”aproblemof theso-called
liberals, too. Case in point: air pollution.
Liberalsareperfectlysatisfiedwithraising
a storm on social media, but as long as
there are air purifiers to protect them,
theyareunlikely to take to thestreetsand

demandbetterqualityof life fromthegov-
ernment forpeoplewhoareeconomically
weaker than them.
Forme, thehighlight ofDoppelganger

was being introduced to the concept of
“diagonalism”—atermcoinedbypolitical
scholarsWilliamCallisonandQuinnSlo-
bodian. Itdescribes to theTabehavioural
patternwidely familiar tous,be it theclas-
sic tropeof thekebab-lovinguncle,who,
onefineday,begantobombardthefamily
WhatsApp group with hate-laced for-
wards, or the lapsed journalist, whonow
spendsherdays inthestudioextollingthe
cosmic power of faithwhile the poor are
dying in stampedes.

It’s worth quoting from
Callison and Slobodian at
length: “Both in part from
transformations in tech-
nology and communica-
tion, diagonalists tend to
contest conventional
monikers of the left and
right (whilegenerallyarc-
ing towards far-right
beliefs) to express (their)
ambivalence if not cyni-
cismtowardsparliamen-
tary politics.”

In thisextremeavatar,
diagonalists believe all
power is conspiracyand
conspiracytheories,as is
wellknown,donotneed

theheftofreasonandlogic
to take flight. Case in point, once again,
the anti-vaxxer’s warped worldview. As
Klein puts it: “Covid is amild cold—chill
out! Covid is a bioweapon (unleashed by
China in collusion with Big Pharma)—
freakout!”
Read Doppelganger not only for a

guidedtour intothetopsy-turvyworkings
of themirror world, but also to look into
the mirror yourself, and recognise the
demonic potential of social media to
spawnmonsters, amongliberalsaswellas
conservatives, who are deluded by the
opiateof themasses: a senseof relevance
given to themby likes, clicks and shares.
Kleinhasaneat littleequationtosumitup
all: “Narcissism (Grandiosity) + Social
MediaAddiction+MidlifeCrisis ÷Public
Shaming=Right-wingMeltdown.”
Now here’s another T-shirt slogan,

handy to gift a diagonalist close to you.

Too serious to be ridiculous

The ‘mirror world’ that Klein
refers to in the subtitle is, in
part, a reference to the world
wide web, a domain where it
is becoming harder each day
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