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A forgotten bundle of love letters sent to French sailors more than 260 years ago — but
never before opened or read — has been discovered among British naval archives, revealing
intimate details of 18th-century marital and family life.

The remarkable stash of more than 100 letters was discovered by chance at the National
Archives in Kew by Renaud Morieux, professor of European history at the University of
Cambridge, who asked archivists if they could be opened so he could read them for the first
time.

Inside, he found deeply personal and often passionate messages intended for the sailors,
who had been captured in 1758 onboard a French warship during the Seven Years’ War.

“I cannot wait to possess you,” wrote one naval wife, Anne Le Cerf, to her husband, Jean
Topsent, a phrase that can be translated as “embrace” or “make love to you”. She signed her
note “Your obedient wife Nanette”, an affectionate nickname. Topsent, a noncommissioned
officer™, was imprisoned in England and would never receive the letter.

(B

The letters were intended for the crew of the Galatée, which was sailing from Bordeaux
to Quebec when it was seized by a British vessel and taken to Portsmouth, where they were
imprisoned.

The French postal administration had been trying for months to deliver letters to the
ship from the crew’s loved ones, sending copies to ports in France — as was common practice
at the time — in the hope of catching the vessel before it sailed. When it heard the Galatée
had been captured, it forwarded the letters to the admiralty in London, hoping they would
be passed on to the prisoners.

Instead, after establishing the correspondence contained nothing of military value, the
British authorities put the unopened letters in storage, where they would be forgotten for
centuries until discovered by chance by Morieux.

(G =)

With 59% of the letters written by women, Morieux said they “shatter the old-fashioned
notion that war is all about men. While their men were gone, women ran the household
economy and took crucial economic and political decisions”.

He added: “These letters are about universal human experiences, they’'re not unique to
France or the 18th century. They reveal how we all cope with major life challenges.”

(I#) * noncommissioned officer : N +E
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Allocating*! land for people to use is one of the most powerful tools a government can
have. A newly published study by an MIT scholar now identifies the extent to which state
land distribution can be a politically charged act.

The research, focused on Kenya in recent decades, challenges some conventional
wisdom while bringing new empirical data to the subject. To explain the “property rights
gap” in some countries — in which people do not own the land they work on — numerous
scholars have concluded that many nation-states are too “weak,” and lacking in
administrative capacity, to grant extensive rights.

This study finds something different: Even supposedly low-capacity states can grant
land rights, but they generally choose not to, especially when autocratic*? leaders are in
charge. Instead, property rights are granted more frequently when democratic regimes are
in power — though these decisions are made seemingly to bolster electoral support.

“It’s clear the state is very able and willing to give out property rights at certain
moments in time, when it makes political sense for them,” says MIT political scientist Mai
Hassan, co-author of a new paper detailing the study’s findings.

“We found that property rights were much more likely to be given out, and the property
rights gap more likely to close, under electoral democracy,” Hassan adds. “During autocratic
periods, if the property rights gap narrowed at all, the property rights gap was more likely to
close only for the autocrats’ core supporters in society.”

The paper, “Closing the Gap: The Politics of Property Rights in Kenya,” is published in
this month’s issue of World Politics. The authors are Hassan, an associate professor in MIT’s
Department of Political Science, and Kathleen Klaus, an associate senior lecturer at
Uppsala University in Sweden.

About one-third of all countries have attempted major land reforms in the last century,
and many experts believe full property rights make land use more efficient and spur
economic growth. However, scholars estimate that 2 billion people globally still farm land to
which they have no formal rights.

Researching land rights grew out of ongoing work Hassan and Klaus have each
conducted about Kenya for more than a decade.

“You can’t understand the Kenyan state without thinking about land and how it is
administered, and who owns it, and the rules around ownership and property rights,” Hassan
says.

() *!allocate : Y 5 *2 autocratic : MME M 75
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Social media can be harmful. That’s something all behavioral researchers can agree on.
There is much less consensus on how exactly its harmful use is defined, and whether or not
there’s a corresponding beneficial way to use social media. And at the very center of this
academic debate is the question: Can a person become addicted to social media?

Settling on an answer to this question has a surprising number of implications: for the
internet, for policy, and even for people who suffer from or treat more well-defined forms of
addiction. Attempts to do so have resulted in fairly conflicting findings, explains Niklas
Thssen, an associate psychology professor at Durham University in the U.K. In particular,

some studies suggest abstaining from™'

social media can improve mood and well-being,
while others seem to argue that stepping away from the screens can cause serious
withdrawal effects that mirror those present in chemical addictions. “There’s tension between
those two strands of research,” Thssen says.

A new study, led by Ihssen’s postgraduate student Michael Wadsley and published Nov.8
in the journal PLOS ONE, attempts to reconcile this conflict. Using activity-tracking apps
and surveys, Wadsley and Thssen followed 51 students for 15 days, including a week during
which they were instructed to avoid social networking sites including Facebook, Instagram,
and TikTok. The participants were then brought in for final surveys and exercises afterward.
Around a third of the participants had existing social-media behaviors that qualified as
problematic, or harmful to their functioning, on the most widely-accepted scale of social-
media behavior.

Wadsley and Ihssen searched in the participants’ responses for symptoms of withdrawal
in line with those found in substance-use disorders, such as relapses*? and increased

consumption following abstinence™*.

Though 87% of the participants weren’t able to stay
off of social media entirely, their use time decreased to an average of 30 minutes, down from
between three and four hours per day, and remained lower than before even after the week
of abstinence had passed. “If there’s something like withdrawal, we would expect those
cravings to go up after a while,” says Thssen. But in both usage time and in the results of a
test given to participants at the end of the week that recorded their reactions to seeing
social media app icons, the sharp craving the chemical effects of withdrawal can cause just
didn’t manifest as expected.
() *!abstain from : ~ 2% X % *2relapse : ¥, R0EL
*3 abstinence : H#l. 28k, EifIHAR
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Most people don’t realise just how many pollutants are swirling around indoors, where
they typically spend most of their time. For example, many of the products we use for
cleaning and freshening our homes, schools and workplaces are adding invisible toxins to
the air.

(GL )

Indoor air pollution is highly complex, little regulated, and often beyond individual
control. For instance, road traffic produces nitrogen dioxide, while moisture and structural
issues in buildings can lead to mould. Air purifiers with high efficiency particulate air
(HEPA) filters can help. But the initial cost plus the energy to run them can be out of reach
for some households.

This is one reason that it’s so appealing to think of potted plants as passively, and
inexpensively, cleaning the air. Essentially, plant leaves take in carbon dioxide and other
pollutants, which are then used in various plant processes or broken down.

Especially important here are the community of micro-organisms and the growing
medium (such as soil or compost), which in many studies do more to absorb pollutants than
the plant itself. An influential NASA study from 1989 found that indoor plants could

! and other volatile organic compounds (VOCs) *? from the air. But

remove formaldehyde™
the study was unrealistic for real-world conditions.

In essence, an indoor forest would be required to meaningfully reduce VOCs in a home.
“You need an awful lot of plants in very well-lit space to make any measurable impact on the
removal of VOCs and many other gases,” says Tijana Blanusa, the principal horticultural
scientist for the Royal Horticultural Society, as well as a researcher at the University of
Reading. Similarly, for carbon dioxide, “you need very large numbers of plants to actually
have measurable effects at room scale.” So is scaling-up the answer?

Some researchers, including Tijana Blanusa, have moved on from individual potted
plants to active (living) green walls, which can concentrate more plants and also filter air
more efficiently due to the way air can be moved through them. She explains that with
active green walls: “Air from the room is being pushed or encouraged through the root
systems over and above the level which would happen naturally if you just had the plants
sitting in a pot.” However, such green walls are expensive to install and maintain.

() *!formaldehyde : AL AT LT R
*2 yolatile organic compounds (VOCs) : #FEEAILEY
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Few of us start the day without a to-do list, but they can hurt as much as they help. For
every item checked off, another hits an unexpected obstacle and two more tasks get added.
By the end of the day, our to-do list is often longer than it was in the morning, deflating any
sense of progress.

Taking the opposite tack — a “done” list — can give you that burst of motivation that to-
do lists sometimes fail to inspire, die-hard practitioners say. Instead of obsessing over what
you still have to do, take an inventory of everything you've already .

The idea is to recognize small wins, no matter how mundane. Together, they can add up
to a greater sense of achievement, says Gretchen Rubin, who has written books about
happiness and forming good habits.

Rubin calls hers a “ta-da” list. At the end of every year she and some friends gather to
write them. They get out pads of paper, review their calendars, and compare notes about
progress they’ve made toward their goals.

“You remind yourself of how much you’ve already accomplished, which is often really
surprisingly easy to forget,” she says.

Often we try to motivate ourselves by focusing on a big, long-term goal like getting a
new job or a new place to live. Trouble is, big accomplishments don’t happen every day, says
Teresa Amabile, a Harvard Business School professor who co-wrote The Progress Principle, a
book about finding joy in at work. And long-term goals can leave room for
discouragement to set in.

Smaller doses of progress can motivate us to do bigger things, she says, adding that
managers can harness the principle, too. In a study, Amabile and her co-researcher, Steven
Kramer (who is also her husband), asked more than 200 white-collar workers to write daily
diary entries about the work they did, their emotions and other details about their
workdays. The diaries showed that a meaningful goal was the most common factor
when people reported feeling happy in their work lives, which, in turn, is a key performance

driver. Even an incremental step forward counted.

A B C
1. done small victories making progress on
2. done big accomplishments making progress on
3. done big accomplishments improving your to-do list for
4. planned small victories making progress on
5. planned big accomplishments improving your to-do list for
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A nudge is not always enough to force change within an industry. Sometimes a
series of forceful shoves is required. In the rarified world of Western philanthropy ™, the
shoves began in 2020. The covid-19 pandemic, protests for racial justice across America
that summer and the outflow of refugees from Ukraine starting in early 2022 created a
new urgency around charitable giving and revealed failings in how it worked. Donors

began to consider how they could disburse money faster and with more impact.

7 @ In the same year, she announced that she would give the money away “until the safe is
empty’. As global problems spread in 2020, Ms Scott started handing out big grants, to
organisations in America and across the world, with no strings attached. Without
making any big declaration or setting up a charitable foundation, the quiet billionaire
has since shelled out $16.5bn.

4 ! The reason Ms Scott could give so much so quickly is that she did away with the hoop-
jumping and form-filling that have long defined philanthropy, especially for the past 20
years.

™7 : Just as the storm of global events was raging, a poster child for the new movement
emerged. MacKenzie Scott received a 4% stake in Amazon when she and its founder,
Jeff Bezos, divorced in 2019. It was worth $38bn.

T : For comparison, Chuck Feeney, an American duty-free tycoon who was one of the most
generous philanthropists of recent times, had given out $8bn by the time of his death in
October. Andrew Carnegie, a 19th-century industrialist, gave away $350m, worth $6.2bn
today.

7 : There was no lengthy application process to receive a grant from her. She contracted
an independent firm to help her with strategy, do due diligence to check up on the
NGOs, and then donate the money. Crucially, she decided not to police every decision

recipients made in the name of monitoring and evaluation.

This kind of “no-strings giving” is not completely new. The William and Flora
Hewlett Foundation, set up by a tech tycoon, has long given “unrestricted” grants that
do not specify how they must be used. Since 2015 the Ford Foundation has put $2bn
into its Building Institutions and Networks (BUILD) programme, which hands recipients
five years of funding, including a chunk of money dedicated to investments in the

organisations themselves.

() * philanthropy : EE(T%
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