
M o n t a g e

The Happy Misanthrope
Dramas of power and cruelty 
by olivia schwob

B
etty shamieh  ’96, RI ’06, isn’t in 
the house tonight, but she is on stage.

The small Off Broadway theater 
staging Fit for a Queen, her latest play, 

is sparely lit. The glitz of the set’s palace—
flashing lights, booming music, scantily 
draped slaves bearing platters of fruit and 
flowers—has receded. Queen Hatshepsut, 
till now languid on her throne, jumps up, 
her cool cracking: “You know I hate it when 

you make it sound like you don’t love me.”
The figure at whom Hatshepsut lashes out 

is Senenmut, her favorite slave, who is pros-
trate on the floor. In the language of the play, 
“favorite” is code for consort-by-coercion, 
but with that role comes an expectation that 
the coercion remain unspoken. Senenmut 
becomes “sweet Senenmut”; Hatshepsut is 
“Happy,” and open to affectionate ribbing. 
But now, Senenmut invokes her servility, 

cutting Happy to the bone. If she can goad 
the queen into offing her dying husband, 
the pharaoh, and claiming the throne, then 

Dancing in the Rain,  by Je-
rome T. Murphy, another for-
mer HGSE dean (Harvard 
Education Press, $60 cloth; 
$30 paper), is a practical guide 
for coping with the pressures 
of teaching through mindful-
ness and emotional health—a 
reminder that this is hard 
work, and not just in prison 
settings. 

A House Full of Females: 
Plural Marriage and Wom-
en’s Rights in Early Mor-
monism, 1835-1875,  by Laurel Thatcher 
Ulrich, 300th Anniversary University Profes-
sor (Knopf, $35). Drawing on her extensive 
knowledge of women’s history, material 
culture, and the personal evidence in diaries 
and letters, the author brings back to life the 
early women of Mormon “plural marriage” 
and their little-known political and other 
rights.

Asian Ascents. Park Chung Hee and 
Modern Korea: The Roots of Milita-
rism, 1866-1945,  by Carter J. Eckert, 
Yoon Se Young professor of Korean His-
tory (Harvard, $39.95). This sweeping study 
of contemporary Korea situates its origins 
as an economic powerhouse in the period 
of Japanese colonial militarism—the shap-
ing influence on its foundational, modern-
izing ruler’s ascent and leadership (the sub-
ject of the projected second volume). For 
a related but somewhat different path for-
ward in the same neighborhood, Unlikely 

Partners: Chinese Reformers, West-
ern Economists, and the Making of 
Global China, by Julian Gewirtz ’13 (Har-
vard, $39.95), provides new insight into the 
contest between reformers and devout 
Maoist conservatives during the transform-
ing Deng Xiaoping era.

How America Lost Its Secrets: Ed-
ward Snowden, The Man and the 
Theft,  by Edward Jay Epstein, Ph.D. ’73 
(Knopf, $27.95). The veteran reporter, who 
has investigated the national intelligence 
system, conspiracies, and related issues, has 
found an ideal subject for his interests: a 
deep dive into American security, and the 
individual who has become publicly identi-
fied with its reach and flaws—but is himself 
shrouded in mysteries.

Trans: Gender and Race in an Age of 
Unsettled Identities,  by Rogers Brubak-
er ’79, G ’91 (Princeton, $24.95). A book-

length, essayistic reflection 
by a “white cisgender male,” 
a UCLA sociologist and spe-
cialist in ethnicity, who 
found that debates about the 
fluidity of gender and racial 
identities took him by sur-
prise, leading to an explora-
tion of “the possibilities for 
choosing and changing” 
those identities.
 

Curating America,  by Richard Rabi-
nowitz ’66, Ph. D. ’77 (University of North 
Carolina Press, $39.95). Given the prevail-
ing historical amnesia, it is productive to 
have, from the founder and president of 
the American History Workshop—a vet-
eran curator—a guide to the evolution of 
public history and the ways Americans 
engage with their origins and past: not just 
the official public record, but “journeys 
through storyscapes” of the people them-
selves.

Beyond Timbuktu,  by Ousmane Oumar 
Kane, Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal professor of 
contemporary Islamic religion and society 
(Harvard, $39.95). At a time when Americans 
know little about Islam locally, and still less of 
what appear to be remote trouble spots and 
breeding grounds for radicalism in Africa, it is 
notable that serious scholarship on the intel-
lectual evolution of Muslim learning in West 
Africa proceeds.

These women of Zion  
sat for their photograph in 
July 1867.

Betty 
Shamieh
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Senenmut—through 
the woman who loves 
her (and whom she can 
therefore manipulate)—
will have control. 

Shamieh thinks Fit 
for a Queen, which ran 
through last October, 
may have attracted at-
tention due to its elec-
tion-season parallels: it 
follows a woman gun-
ning for a place at the 
top of the political food 
chain (previously occu-
pied by her husband, no 
less). But it’s Senenmut 
who’s her favorite kind 
of antihero: the op-
pressed subject who 
refuses to play angel, 
the recipient of horrors 
who manages to deliver some 
horrors of her own. She’s bun-
dled contradictions, as the best-
written characters always are: 
power-hungry but empathetic; 
hardened through experience 
but naive enough to be be-
trayed; often the smartest per-
son in the room, so always sur-
prised when she’s outwitted. 
Senenmut’s cruelty, though, 
reflects what Shamieh believes 
to be basic, if difficult, human 
truths: power makes people capable of 
extreme cruelty, and people are terrify-
ing when acting in their own interests. 

Shamieh sees her tough truths as for-
tifying. “I’m a happy misanthrope,” she 
says. “I believe that self-awareness is how 
we manage to not be horrible people. 
The horrible people in our lives are the 
people who are oblivious to their own 
flaws. People who say, ‘Everyone’s kind 
of a jerk,’ and include themselves in that, 
are less dangerous than the ones who say, 
‘There are good people, and I’m one of 
them.’ We’re used to stories with heroes 
and angels, but there are angelic demons 
in my plays. Everyone’s an asshole.”

Fit for a Queen is also funny, both witty—
Shamieh’s sharp-tongued women lacerate 
one another and their shared opponents—
and farcical. (When Senenmut’s house-of-
cards manipulation comes crashing down 
and the pharaoh’s men come to execute her, 
a slapstick chase scene ensues.) Humor is 

how Shamieh makes difficult insights digest-
ible: rather than browbeat, she opts for the 
laugh of recognition. And she believes that 
audiences also recognize her empathy for her 
creations: “I’ve been all of those characters 
on stage, and I’m clearly imbuing them with 
my experience.” 

Earlier plays seemed to draw more di-

rectly on that experi-
ence: Chocolate in Heat, 
interconnected mono-
logues about Arab-
American young wom-
anhood, made a splash 
at the New York Fringe 
Festival in 2001, and 
sold out subsequent 
small runs in New York. 
Then came her 2004 Off 
Broadway debut, Roar, a 
“small family drama” re-
calling August Wilson, 
Tennessee Williams, 
and Eugene O’Neill 
that traced the wilting 
dreams and stinging dis-
appointments of a family 
of Palestinian refugees in 
Detroit during the Gulf 
War. Though critics 

took exception to the play’s 
derivative flavor—and in the 
long shadow of the September 
11 attacks, some deemed it insuf-
ficiently “political”— Shamieh 
was hailed as a notable emerg-
ing voice for Arab Americans in 
theater. 

But Shamieh doesn’t see 
herself as speaking to the Ar-
ab-American experience in 
particular. She insists that all 
playwrights—even Arthur 

Miller and O’Neill—write about their 
ethnic identities in order to access 
broader human truths. Her more recent 
work has moved away from those con-
temporary, realist stories and toward 
what Shamieh calls “big historical mo-
ments and larger-than-life characters.” 
The Black Eyed, her 2007 set of monologues 
telling Arab women’s stories, traversed 
history and began in Biblical times. And 
Territories (first developed with an Is-
raeli company, and later adapted into 
an opera at Princeton) centered on an 
Islamic prisoner and the Christian cru-
sader who tortures her, the two locked 

in a battle of wills, seduction, and manipu-
lation. Yet her work still focuses on power 
at the personal level: critics praised the lat-
ter play for how it took an outsize histori-
cal episode and distilled it into an intimate 
portrait of wartime.

Shamieh mines historical moments that 
have a mythical, other-worldly quality—

Shamieh’s plays span time and place (top to bottom): 
Fit for a Queen is set in ancient Egypt, The Black Eyed in 
the afterlife, and Roar in 1990s Detroit.
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A Conservative  
Counterrevolution
The anti-democratic origins of the Constitution 
by lincoln caplan

W
hen the  Revolutionary 
War ended in 1783, the 
American states went into 
a severe economic depres-

sion. The British government barred its 
people from buying American goods they 
could get elsewhere, and kept the country’s 
shipping companies from buying American-
made ships. The gross national product fell 
precipitously. Yet despite the depression, 
most of the 13 states hiked taxes to pay down 
their war debts and cover their share of the 
nation’s—and the new taxes 
were much higher than Ameri-
cans had paid under British rule.

The states taxed land and 
people especially, and required 
that the taxes be paid in gold 
or silver, as Congress and for-
eign creditors demanded—an 
unusual hardship for farmers, 
whose wealth was in land and 
crops, not coins. Tens of thou-
sands lost their farms while re-
maining burdened with debt. 
Many people turned to poli-
tics for relief. Most of the states 
eased the supply of money by is-
suing paper currency that could 
be used to pay taxes. Some 
states deferred the obligation 
to pay taxes and approved other 

forms of debt relief, like allowing people to 
repay in installments.

Struggling Americans viewed the relief 
as essential in a punishing time. Prosperous 
citizens regarded it as indulgence fostering 
indolence. Paper money, the Virginian James 
Madison wrote, was “unjust, impolitic, de-
structive of public and private confidence, 
and of that virtue which is the basis of re-
publican governments.” The disagreement 
was fierce. State legislatures that passed re-
lief laws did so in some cases to stave off vio-

lence. In 1786, when Madison contradicted 
himself by voting in the Virginia legislature 
to let tobacco be used to pay taxes, he said 
that was “a prudential compliance”—not 
as bad as paper money.

The conservative Federalist government 
of Massachusetts chose neither to issue pa-
per money nor to pass meaningful tax or 
debt relief. In the western part of the state, 
a sometimes violent 
rebellion erupted in 
August 1786, named 
for the farmer and war 
veteran Daniel Shays. 
The climax of Shays’s 
Rebellion came in Jan-
uary 1787, when he led about 1,200 insurgents 
in a raid on a federal arsenal of weapons and 
ammunition in Springfield. Government mi-
litia repelled them with a volley of artillery 
that killed four Shaysites, as Federalists called 

The Framers’ Coup:  
The Making of the United 
States Constitution, by 
Michael J. Klarman 
(Oxford, $39.95)

true stories with the potential to become 
legend—looking for the lesser-known play-
ers who help us better understand who we 
are today. One future project, Veritas, will tell 
the story of the first Native American stu-
dents to enroll at Harvard under “Apostle 
to the Indians” John Eliot’s stewardship in 
the mid-seventeenth century, a topic with 
considerable potential to plug into current 
conversations about universities as sites for 

forging an inclusive, diverse civic body. 
Shamieh got the idea for the play during 

her Radcliffe Institute fellowship, when she 
learned that Native Americans had been en-
rolled at the school within the first decades 
of its founding. Incredulous that she had 
never heard the story, she set out to mine 
its human essence; even in a world populat-
ed by Puritans, there are no pure moral ac-
tors. In seventeenth-century Massachusetts, 

colonized Natives themselves owned slaves; 
she points out that even though contempo-
rary audiences may find Eliot’s attempts to 
“civilize” indigenous people distasteful, he 
was in many ways doing the best he knew. 
She will return to Harvard on a Guggenheim 
fellowship this spring to continue her re-
search and begin to write the characters to 
life. With a determined set to her jaw, she 
says, “I want to make them lore.”

A contemporary rendering 
of the Springfield arsenal 
attack during Shays’s 
Rebellion—a shaping event 
for the Founders B
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