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New Moon

Walking from my car to the back door,

I was aware of something previously unnoticed,
a bright haze within a cloud—my mind entered
as if memory contained a foreknowledge

and I could in darkness, for myself, and others,
speak something lunar, be my own Ordinary
of secrets, memory, and rebirth. . ..

I perceive as darkness the poetry of iron,

the only speech the moon responds to

with its radium kiss.

The sacred gift of greeting is devoured.

In my silent holy books I find, after the blessings
called “The Giving Thanks for Trees Blossoming”

and “The Giving Thanks for Fragrance,”

prayers for the new moon, in large type,

night prayers for unconscious sins and new beginnings,
to be read outside in moonlight, or at an open window.
I speak of prayer, it is not prayer.

I count syllables like minutes before sunset.

I have nothing to show to the new moon

but a few lines about the present,

the lesser time under the sun.

Old enough, I have learned to be my own child:

I carry myself on my shoulders, laughing and scolding.
To get even, have I lived my life to make adults cry?
Tonight the child runs to and from me,

already full of memory and cruel history,

talking a blue streak about injustices.

The child falls asleep, I'm up late.

It is not revelation

but the mystery itself I praise.

—Stanley Moss
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ABORTION DEBATE

To the Editor:

Quirk’s premise is so shaky that the
argument quickly collapses (“The Left’s
Wrong Turn on Abortion,” Tikkun,
Mar./Apr. 1990). He assumes that the
idea of “self-evident rights” has been
“discredited” What planet is he re-
ferring to? On this one, “self-evident
rights” are the engines that are re-
shaping Eastern Europe, the Soviet
Union, South Africa, and (keep your
fingers crossed) Latin America.

Self-evident individual rights, rights
that exist despite the will of the major-
ity, are exactly what the Bill of Rights
is about. Quirk’s “communitarianism”
leads him to grant the “benefit of the
doubt” to the “humanity” of the fetus
as against the claim to privacy and
autonomy of one who is indisputably
human—the pregnant woman.

Quirk further argues that even if
abortion alleviates suffering, so does
easing the crush and grind of poverty,

and so do encouragement, love, and
trust for the pregnant teenager, which,
he suggests, we should provide instead.
But why not both? Of course abortion
isn’t the only solution to the suffering
and pain of many women who choose
abortion. Does that mean abortion
should be prohibited?

Quirk’s goal is to promote the “virtue”
of the community. Public enforcement
of someone else’s notion of “virtue” —
now there’s a truly discredited notion.

Kathleen Peratis

President

New York Civil Liberties Union

To the Editor:

Michael Quirk shares with most
other anti-choice advocates the notion
that consensual sex must carry the
potential penalties of unwanted preg-
nancies and unwanted children, which
he describes as “sacrifice for the sake
of the common good.” How can one
speak of a “common good” when only
women, and not men, are called to
“sacrifice”? In the case of childbearing,
appeal to the “common good” is espe-
cially heinous because the majority of
those affected are poor, just as were
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the majority victimized by America’s
adventures in Vietnam, Grenada, and
Panama. If there is any logic to Quirk’s
claim that access by poor women to
unrestricted abortion “helps forestall
serious discussion about poverty and
distributive justice,” then blocking ac-
cess makes any such discussion moot.

Incidentally, I am puzzled about
why Quirk, along with some “kinder
and gentler” opponents of choice,
might permit abortions for conceptions
through incest or rape. If a fetus is
a person, why is the fetal product
of incest or rape any less a person?
Finally, Quirk and his fellows seem,
paradoxically, to permit abortions in
cases of consensual incest. As Jews we
must feel particularly fortunate that
our mother Sarah who was married to
her half-brother Abraham did not avail
herself of this permission to abort
Isaac in utero.

David Sperling

Roslyn Heights, New York

Michael |. Quirk responds:

Ms. Peratis and Mr. Sperling’s letters
are good examples of the sort of “ab-
stractness” that continues to plague
the abortion debate. Abortion becomes
a matter of “principle” rather than a
highly complex moral and social issue,
which calls for different moral and
legal responses in different situations.
This sort of abstractness typifies the
avid pro-lifer who harasses and vilifies
abortion clinic clients, but who cares
little about the postnatal well-being of
those he or she wishes to see born, and
even less about promoting a social
climate in which the “family values” of
responsibility and fidelity make even
minimal sense. But it also characterizes
the pro-choicer who, construing abor-
tion as entirely a matter of the “right
to privacy,” glosses over the very real
differences between types of abortion,
evades all metaphysical questions about
what the fetus might be and the dif-
ference this might make, and fails
to consider the effects of widespread
abortion on the society at large.

Ms. Peratis thinks my skepticism
about “self-evident” rights is downright
Martian, and cites assorted liberation
movements to buttress her point. But if
you closely inspect the “first-languages”
of these movements (to borrow Robert
Bellah’s phrase), I think you will find
them /ess congenial to individualistic
liberalism than to biblical, republican,

and even nationalistic traditions. The
idioms of Poland’s Solidarity and the
communidades de base of Latin America
are specifically religious, and seem to
be less concerned with establishing in-
dividualistic claim-rights than address-
ing specific affronts to the community
—namely, the impoverishment and op-
pression of the masses by capitalist or
Communist thugs. All this is, I think,
a far cry from the worldwide victory
of liberal individualism which Ms. Pe-
ratis celebrates. And I rather doubt
that Oscar Romero, Nelson Mandela,
Vaclav Havel, or Lech Walesa would
deem “virtue” a “truly discredited
notion.”

What I hoped to convey in “The
Left's Wrong Turn on Abortion” was
the need to take another look at Roe
v. Wade. Mary Ann Glendon, in her
book Abortion and Divorce in Western
Law, argued that Roe’s individualistic
rhetoric damaged not only the possi-
bility for a rational public compromise
on abortion, but deprived abortion
law of its symbolic force: that however
lenient abortion legislation may be,
abortion is always symbolized as a
grave matter for both the individual
and the community and is #of to be
taken lightly. This sentiment is, I hope,
something both “pro-choicers” and
“pro-lifers” can agree upon. But as
long as the issue is framed as a battle of
“rights”—of “self-evident” pre-political
principles that are not negotiable—no
consensus will ever be forged, millions
of abortions will continue to take place,
and women, especially poor women,
will continue to suffer.

GERMAN REUNIFICATION

To the Editor:

Michael Lerner is rightly concerned
about a possible nationalist resurgence
in Germany, about a change in the
European political balance, and about
a new amnesia in relation to the Shoah.
(“‘No’ to German Reunification,” Mar./
Apr. 1990),

Yes, there are some Germans sing-
ing World War II songs; yes, there are
neo-Nazis in the West and even some
now in West Germany; yes, there are
some German historians downplaying
Nazi crimes and German leftists com-
paring Begin to Hitler; yes, there was
Bitburg.

Nevertheless, a very large number

Tikkun Discussion Group Members:
Please Write Home!

Many local Tikkun discussion groups
have popped up around the country.
Unfortunately, we don’t always have a
way to keep in touch with these groups
or to let others know how to make con-
tact with them. If you are in such a
group, please drop us a note telling us
how to reach you or a group coordi-
nator, and how others can join. Similarly,
if you are interested in participating in
such a group but don’t know of one
in your area, please contact us. It may
be that a discussion group already
exists in your area, or perhaps we can
work with you to set one up. Please
write to us: Tikkun Discussion Groups,
5100 Leona Street, Oakland, CA 94619.

of Germans do remember the Shoah—
and at least until last year, they remem-
bered it to a point where it made many
of us Jews in Germany uncomfortable:
ten thousand or more(!) individual
commemorations of the fiftieth anni-
versary of Kristallnacht was anything
but amnesia—it was an epidemic of
commemoration. Yes, there was the U.S.
-German complicity at Bitburg, but
there was, after all, a barrage of criti-
cism in Germany; and those who point
to Bitburg simply should not forget
Willy Brandt on his knees at the War-
saw Ghetto Memorial —the same Willy
Brandt, by the way, who is one of the
strongest supporters of unification.
Those historians who downplayed
Nazi crimes have been solidly discred-
ited in Germany—as have the leftists
who likened Begin to Hitler. It is sim-
ply untenable to generalize and say that
the Germans fout court have not dealt
with their past. Where we should raise
questions is how they have dealt with
it and how they will be dealing with it
now. And while there are plenty of
neo-Nazis and anti-Semites in Germany
today (and many more who “love” Jews
and hate immigrants) the figures tend
to be worse for most major Eastern
European countries. Kohl and company
notwithstanding, there is no question
that the political climate in Germany
today is more progressive than that of
the US. and even that of Canada.
Germany today is not the Germany
of Bismarck or 0f 1933, and you cannot
take Germany as an immutable package.
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Prussia has been smashed; the reac-
tionary Junker class and the militaristic
industrial barons from the Ruhr have
disappeared; and the Protestant church
in its majority has become a largely
positive democratic force and, contrary
to what the editorial asserted, has in-
deed and with much soul-searching
dealt with its complicity with nazism.
In short, the political elites have fun-
damentally changed even from the time
of the postwar conservative restoration.

Michael Bodemann
Toronto, Ontario

To the Editor:

The anti-Germanism expressed in
Michael Lerner’s editorial “‘No’ to
German Reunification” is deeply dis-
turbing—indeed, not very different
from the anti-Semitism whose resurg-
ence in Germany he claims to fear.

As someone who was herself a refu-
gee from the Nazis, whose family left
Vienna on the day of the Anschluss in
March 1938, it would be natural for me
to mistrust the Germans and to fear
the power a reunited Germany might
have. But if we put our prejudices
aside—and we must put them aside—
we will recognize that for the past
forty-five years West Germany has been
one of the most democratic nations in
the world, a nation that has combined
a market economy with excellent social
benefits, and has produced an impres-
sive artistic and literary culture.

To begin with: who are we to decide
the fate of Germany? Does Lerner
really think it’s up to us to “say no”
to reunification? Isn’t that itself the
“policeman of the world” stance Amer-
ican liberals supposedly deplore? Ob-
viously the Germans will do as they
please and will not wait for the US. to
tell them what to do.

As for the argument that “national
self-determination is not an absolute
right, but conditional on how it is
used,” I would respond: and who is to
judge the user? The Germans are not
wayward children to be pushed around
and punished if they don’t “use” their
nationalism in ways that suit us!

Nowhere in his editorial does Ler-
ner say’a word about the life, liberty,
and pursuit of happiness that the East
Germans (most of them born affer
World War II) just might be entitled
to, having been sentenced to forty-five
years of communism with the tyranny,
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police state, environmental pollution,
and just plain poverty that that entails.

As Jews we should be especially
sensitive to “othering” a nation, race,
religion, and so on. To talk of “the
Germans” as Lerner does throughout
his editorial is to assume that there are
certain German characteristics that the
Germans can’t avoid having. Isn’t this
precisely what anti-Semitism is all about?
You know, those pushy Jews ...

Marjorie Perloff
Stanford, California

The Editor responds:

Affirmative action for women and
African-Americans in the US. puts
some white men at a comparative dis-
advantage, even though they were not
even born when slavery existed or
when sexism was most rampant. To the
extent that people share the benefits
accruing from being part of an his-
torical community that has engaged in
past wrongs, they have some respon-
sibility for rectifying the consequences
of those past wrongs, even if they were
not personally involved.

The German people have a massive
job of repairing to do, and not only to-
ward Jews. The hundreds of thousands
of Jewish refugees sitting in displaced-
persons camps after World War II cre-
ated an urgency for a Jewish state that
made it impossible for us to take the
years, perhaps decades, it might have
needed to work out a relationship with
the Palestinians that would not have
resulted in the displacement of hun-
dreds of thousands of them. Similarly,
the current inability of many Israelis
to trust anyone or imagine a world not
completely dominated by implacable
hostility toward Jews is a direct legacy
of the Holocaust.

Money and resolutions from the
Bundestag can’t rectify these conse-
quences of German imperialism. It will
take a massive effort of German crea-
tivity and a commitment by the entire
German people to figure out how it can
begin to rectify these wrongs. Similarly,
the distortions in Eastern Europe and
the massive economic underdevelop-
ment of the Soviet Union cannot be
solely blamed on the failures of central-
ized planning—the economic devasta-
tion caused by the German invasion and
the murder of tens of millions of people
can’t be shrugged off. Only a German
people that accepts responsibility by

dedicating its intellectual and economic
and political resources to healing the
pain it has created has any right to
ask to be accepted amongst the family
of nations.

Who are we to say this? The victims
and children of the victims. And what
right does the US. have to intervene?
The same right as we do to impose sanc-
tions against South Africa, to oppose
apartheid, or to impose integration in
the South even though the democratic
majority in the South seemed to support
segregation. America’s major crime in
the world is not that it interferes in
others’ affairs, but that it intervenes to
support elites of wealth and power
that frustrate the democratic rights of
their own people. Interfering in others’
affairs is dangerous, and should be done
with great caution, but noninterference
as an absolute is equally dangerous
and potentially as immoral.

JewisH COMMUNAL
MATERIALISM ?

To the Editor:

Let me begin by saying that I am a
regular reader of your publication, and
I find it enjoyable and provocative.
Please do not construe my comments
as adversarial.

I am offended by Michael Lerner’s
usage of the adjectives “materialistic”
and “conformist” to describe “the
American Jewish world” (from an
article distributed by the magazine en-
titled “Facing Jewish Ambivalence in
1989”). He has used these two epithets
to describe US. Jewry in a variety of
places, from his article “Who Speaks
for American Jews?” in the New York
Times (Feb. 24,1989), to the advertise-
ments in the back of Tzkkun for the
December 1988 conference. Sometimes
he qualifies “the American Jewish world”
as the “organized” American Jewish
world. Sometimes he does not.

First let me address “materialistic”
We are all well aware that American
Jews fare better financially than many
other groups in the US. population.
We also know that many individual
Jews are not innocent of greed. But
to label (even “organized”) American
Jewry as “materialistic” on the whole
is to accept and further broadcast an
old anti-Semitic canard.

Perhaps it is true that “organized”



Jewry tends to ptomote leaders con-
tingent on the size of their contributions
to the organizations (as Lerner claims
in the New York Times article), but
this can be explained by various factors,
such as the major role those organiza-
tions play in collecting tzedaka (charity)
for Israel.

The practice of bestowing leadership
positions on those who possess expert
fiduciary managerial skills and who
contribute heavily became common as
charities like the UJA, which accumu-
lated a $650 million debt by 1981,
found themselves in desperate straits
because they had previously relied so
heavily on personalities rather than
on proficient executives to lead them.
“Organized” Jewry seems institution-
ally prone to thrust business leaders to
the top ranks of its leadership. Undet-
standably, this could create an atmos-
phere in which economic priorities
seem to rank first.

But I suspect that the necessarily
materialistic tenor of many Jewish or-
ganizations is not a major factor in the
alienation of Jewish youth in compari-
son to the aridity of Jewish educational
and religious institutions. These are
what permanently scared most of my
Jewish friends away from an active
affiliation with Jewish life. Not everyone
is political; most Jews who are lost to
Judaism are lost as a result of disap-
pointing early contacts with the grass
roots of Jewish culture, prior to ever
hearing about Commentary, the ADL,
or AIPAC.

Some of the most “materialistic”
individual Jews 1 know are left-liberal
Tikkun readers. So let’s apply this ad-
jective discriminatingly, carefully, to
whom it modifies, and let’s not apply
it wholesale against masses of Jews we
haven’t met personally.

I have just as much of a problem
with the term “conformist,” though for
a different reason. One may disagree
with the values of those in the camp
of “organized” Jewry, but there is no
good reason to question the sincerity
of the beliefs of those in that com-
munity.

Robert Jancu
Stanford, California

To the Editor:

In your editorial “‘No’ to German
Reunification” (Tikkun, Mar./Apr.1990),
there was a parenthetical comment that

upset me:

... a position that was recently
bolstered by the work of Arab
terrorists, whose murder of Israeli
civilians on a tour bus in Cairo
gave aid and comfort to Israeli
right-wingers.

What upset me was that Tikkun’s
editor has the image that a group of Jews
would derive comfort from the murder
of fellow Jews by Arab terrorists.

This is typical of Tikkun's attitude
that the world is divided into the good
guys and the bad guys, friend or foe.
Instead of presenting a point of view
to be accepted or rejected, Tikkun
has the tendency to label all opposing
points of view as somehow warped,
and those who hold them as somewhat
malicious.

Tikkun often refers to “the leaders
of the ‘organized Jewish community’”
as if they do not have the best interests
of the Jewish community at heart.
Tikkun often claims that these “leaders
of the organized Jewish community” do
not represent Tzkkun’s point of view.

Who are these unnamed “leaders”?
How did they get to be “leaders”?
My impression is that they worked
their hearts out for the community.
People with liberal opinions can also
become community leaders by the same
method and have their points of view
represented.

When I first began to read Tikkun
I thought I was a liberal. Tikkun has
made me a conservative by placing me
outside the pale of liberalism whenever
I disagree with any stand Tikkun takes.

Gladys Sturman
Calabasas, California

The Editor responds:

Gladys Sturman has a legitimate
complaint. In our formulation about
the people who would gain from attacks
on Israeli civilians, we mistakenly said
that Israeli right-wingers would get
comfort from that attack, thereby im-
plying that they would subjectively
enjoy it. That was a mistake. We should
have said that their position and the
legitimacy of their claims could only be
enhanced by these kinds of attacks,
just as the attacks by West Bank Israeli
settlers on Palestinians and the light
sentences meted out for these heinous
crimes (most recently Rabbi Levinger’s
five-month sentence for murdering a

Palestinian in Hebron) only give legiti-
macy to extremists in the Palestinian
camp.

Ms. Sturman points out that people
become community leaders by “work-
ing their hearts out.” Our experience
is that there are many people who
work their hearts out for the interests
of the Jewish community, but most of
those who become leaders in the or-
ganized Jewish community have be-
come leaders not simply because they
have worked hard, nor because they
are recognized for their wisdom, know-
ledge of Judaism, or the feelings and
sentiments of most Jews, but rather
because of their ability to donate or
get others to donate money. It is these
people whose viewpoints are dispropor-
tionately represented in the leadership
of the organized Jewish community.

What’s so bad about that? After all,
as Robert Jancu argues in his letter,
many Jewish organizations are charity-
oriented, so naturally they turn to those
who can raise or donate money. The
problem here is that these groups
regularly present themselves as “the
Jewish Community” rather than as
the fund-raising arm. The federations
have the money to fund the Jewish
newspapets that, in turn, define for the
community what activities are impor-
tant and what are not, who is to be
taken seriously and who not. There is
no democratic apparatus through which
all Jews can vote to select who speaks
in their name or who appropriates the
title of “Jewish leader”

In the process, traditional Jewish
values get lost. Those with wisdom,
those with a passion for social justice,
those who have shown an open heart
and caring soul are seen as irrelevant
sidelights, while those who can donate
$10,000 to a Jewish charity are put
forward as role models and spokes-
people. Jancu thinks that this has little
to do with the alienation young Jews
experience as they are exposed to Jew-
ishness. We think it is central. Where
Jewish values do prevail over money
(for example, in some religious com-
munities and in some Zionist youth
organizations) there is a smaller at-
trition rate. If the Jewish world were
dominated by a passion for social jus-
tice, love of God, spiritual search, honor
for learning and wisdom, democratic
organization, compassion, and honest

(Continued on p. 77)
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Editorials

Michael Lerner

Short Takes

Environmental Violence. Anybody around willing to
be tough on crime? Then how about sending to prison
the people who do large-scale environmental damage?
It’s easy to understand the crime committed when one
person directly attacks another on the street. But this is
small potatoes compared to the corporations that mug
entire cities. Environmental violence is rarely a victimless
crime: many of those dying of cancer today are its
direct victims. If we sent corporation executives and
major shareholders in corporate polluters to prison, we
would quickly find a whole new environmental ethic
emerging in American society. And let’s stop right-
wingers from coddling corporate criminals. In fact, the
only reason why liberals don’t ride this issue to electoral
victory in the 1990s is that frequently they too are in
bed with the same corporate polluters.

Soviet Jews on the West Bank? Just as we feared (Tikkun,
May/June 1990), Prime Minister Shamir’s attempt to
use Soviet Jews as a solution to Israel’s Palestinian
problem by settling them on the West Bank, something
he publicly hinted at when he talked of them as proof
for the need of a “Greater Israel” has now backfired.
During his recent trip to the US., Gorbachev publicly
mused about the possibility of curtailing emigration
until he can get assurances that Soviet immigrants will
not be settled in the occupied territories.

Both leaders are on the wrong track. The right to

emigrate should not be curtailed—particularly where
increasingly pronounced anti-Jewish statements have
caused a well-founded fear for the physical safety of
Jews in the Soviet Union. That this fear has also been
fanned by various Jewish organizations for fund-raising
bonanzas (see Alan Snitow, this issue) does not diminish
our legitimate concern over the safety of Soviet Jews.
Those who really care should make two immediate
demands: Israel should state unequivocally that it will
not settle any Soviet Jewish immigrants in the occupied
territories; and the US. should drop its quotas and
admit to the US. all Soviet Jews who prefer the U.S. as
their destination.

Meanwhile, we at Tzkkun remain deeply disturbed at
Gorbachev’s failure to speak out publicly against anti-
Semitism in any but the most perfunctory way, and at his
appointment of a prominent anti-Semite to his cabinet.
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Post-Summit Blues? Not us. In responding so enthusi-
astically to Gorbachev during his visit to the US,,
Americans were indicating their joy at his most profound
accomplishment: ending the cold war. If the Democratic
party were not dominated by timid centrists, it could
channel that developing new domestic policies to provide
health care, education, housing, and a retooling of basic
industries toward peacetime production. The people
are ready, but the leadership is lacking.

Shamir’s Hard-Right Government. A disaster for the
Jewish people and for the hopes of peace in the Middle
East, the new Israeli government that took office in June
will increase repressive measures against Palestinians,
intensify settlement of the West Bank, and further
erode civil liberties. Haven't the Jewish people suffered
enough? Do we really need to distinguish ourselves by
bucking the historical trend that moves toward democ-
racy and liberalization in countries from South Africa
to the Soviet Union?

The one bright spot: If Labor manages to resist
pressures to join the government as a junior partner to
Shamir in order to further the peace-process—which
Shamir would torpedo if it were in danger of producing
real results—then we might finally see a Labor party
leading the opposition and building popular support
for a peace politics that could lead it to electoral victory
in the next election.

Good Riddance to Bad Rubbish

ot since the Crusaders and Inquisitors man-
N aged to defile the fundamentally decent im-
pulses underlying Christianity has any group
so distorted and ruined the high ideals and hopes of
millions as the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
managed to do in the twentieth century. For several
decades in this century, the idealism of tens of millions
of people around the world was cynically manipulated
by a party more interested in maintaining its own power
than in building a society that would embody the ideals
of socialism.
Of course, we understand the social conditions that
led to the triumph of Stalinism. Lenin never thought



that socialism could be built in a backward peasant
society without the help of successful revolutions
amongst the more advanced working classes of Western
Europe. When revolutionary uprisings failed in post-
World War I Europe, the Bolsheviks could have called
for free elections (which they would have certainly lost)
and become an oppositional party within a Russian
democracy that they helped create. Instead, they imag-
ined that they could retain power in the name of a
working class that the Party would have to create (since
most workers had been killed defending the new Com-
munist experiment against a civil war between 1919 and
1922 that had been spurred and paid for, in part, by the
US., Britain, and France). While Leon Trotsky under-
stood that it would be impossible to maintain socialist
ideals amongst a peasant population that had neither
education nor desire for democracy unless the Commu-
nist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) were to succeed
in stimulating revolutions throughout the world, Stalin
appealed to the exhaustion and “realism” of the Soviets
when he created the fantasy of what he called building
socialism in one country (the Soviet Union) that would
be insulated from the dynamics of the international
capitalist market.

The resulting distortions and crimes do not need re-
stating here. In addition to the tens of millions of people
murdered or imprisoned in the terror that Stalin’s
paranoia let loose, there are countless millions more
who have died in third-world countries around the
world—victims of American, British, French, Italian,
and Japanese imperialism—who might have succeeded
in obtaining freedom and dignity had they not been
faced with a world that turned its back on the cries of
the oppressed. That denial of the oppression was, in
part, a consequence of the ultimate triumph of cynicism
in the twentieth century. Far too many people gave up
on the possibility of healing and repairing the world
because they had heard the language of morality and
liberation being manipulated by the criminal elements
of the Soviet Communist Party.

To be sure, the Jewish people owes a debt of thanks
to those Communists who stood up proudly to oppose
anti-Semitism and fascism in the 1920s and 1930s, and
to the millions of people in the Soviet Union who gave
their lives to stop Hitler’s advances. When one witnesses
the tremendous power of anti-Semitism in Germany,
Austria, Poland, Hungary, Rumania, Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania, and the Ukraine, it is easy to imagine other
possible historical scenarios in which the Jewish people
of Europe would have been decimated without there
being any countervailing power like that of the Soviets.
Historical arguments to the contrary are easy to dream
up. What we know for sure is that in this instance, it
was a good thing that the Russian people fought valiantly

against German fascism. Their sacrifice—now estimated
at 26,000,000 dead —should not be forgotten.

Yet even this proud moment in Soviet history was
decidedly compromised by the Hitler-Stalin pact of
1939, which divided up Europe between Germany and
the Soviet Union and allowed Hitler to put his energy
into attacking France and Britain. Throughout the his-
tory of Communist rule of the Soviet Union, there was
an effort to force the assimilation of the Jewish people.
While officially supporting the right to national self-
determination of other groups, the Communists never
recognized the national rights of the Jewish people.
Hence, Zionism was considered an aberration, and later
a crime. Jews on the Left, anxious to prove their “inter-
nationalist” credentials, were often the most vigorous
enforcers of an anti-Zionism and anti-Judaism that per-
vaded Soviet policy and practice. Rather than actively
combat anti-Semitism, certainly as pervasive in the So-
viet Union as racism against Blacks has been in the
United States, the Jews in the CPSU did their best
to ignore the issue. Stalin’s murderous personal anti-
Semitism, which eventually culminated in the near de-
struction of Jewish culture in the Soviet Union, set a
tone for hostility toward Jews that people on the Left
often denied though the Soviets only barely camou-
flaged it throughout much of the history of the past
seventy years.

made it clear that Tikkun “would be critical of
Soviet totalitarianism even if it did not specifically
oppress Jews.” But we went on to note that

I n our founding editorial statement in 1986, we

we are very critical of the Left because of its at-
tempt to force Jews into a false universalism—
denying the particularity of our historical experience,
the validity of our religious insights, the importance
of our national survival. Jews have been forced to
choose between a loyalty to their own people and a
loyalty to universal ideals. This has been particularly
striking because the Left has often glorified “national
liberation struggles,” seeing in other people’s insis-
tence on their own customs and traditions a potential
force for liberation. Yet it has often been demeaning
and destructive toward Jews and Jewish culture.

While we were critical of the Left, we insisted on the
strong bonds between Jews and the radical tradition
in politics:

Radical politics has often adopted the idealism

and commitment to justice that are central to the

Jewish tradition. The articulation of the needs of

the oppressed, the unwillingness to compromise

with unfair distributions of power and wealth, the
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historical link between the Left and the underdog,
have brought many Jews into the world of radical
politics. The utopian demand for transformation is
something we proudly identify with—it remains a
central ingredient in Jewish vision.

Indeed, one of the worst legacies of the Communist
Party remains in the damage it has done to the utopian
demand for tikkun. Some of the most moral and decent
people in the twentieth century joined the Communist
parties of the world, fought fascism, struggled on behalf
of the oppressed. That they could find their energies so
deeply betrayed and scurrilously manipulated by the
CPSU remains a deep shame in the history of social
change movements. We have, I hope, learned once and
for all that there can be no substitute for democratic
control—not only over society, but also over those who
struggle to change society.

We wish Gorbachev well in his efforts to reform Soviet
society. Yet for all the above reasons, we cannot tremble
in sorrow at the prospects of the demise of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union. Whether the Party is
irrevocably split this summer or whether it takes several
more years to fall, we will shed few tears for its inevitable
loss of power. Out of its ashes are rising new political
movements organized to carry the democratic reform
process even further. There are also more venal forces
eager to take the Russian people in destructive directions.
These latter derive much of their credibility from the
terrible legacy of the CPSU, which they describe as a
Zionist conspiracy. If there is to be a democratic socialist
future for the Russian people, it will require sharp
repudiation of the Communist Party that has played
such a terrible role in discrediting social ideals.

Negotiating With lerrorists

T errorism like that recently attempted against
Israelis on the beach in Tel Aviv is depraved,
and we detest it. But when there is a war going
on, the fact of terrorism doesn’t obviate the need to
find an end to the war. And that necessarily means
negotiating with the enemy, even if the enemy uses
detestable tactics. We seek negotiations with the PLO
not because we find them a morally credible force, but
because they have the power to bring peace. It makes
no sense to insist that the PLO be “good guys” before
we talk to them.

Of course, terrorist attacks are not only immoral,
they are stupid. They give the Israeli Right precisely the
excuse it has been looking for to deep-freeze the peace
process. It’s not hard to imagine the PLO response to
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that argument: “The peace process was already frozen,
not only by Shamir but by Peres and Rabin. No matter
what kind of government dominates Israeli politics in
the period ahead, nobody on the Israeli side seems
ready to deal with our fundamental demands for national
self-determination. So how long do you think our own
people will support us and our ‘moderate’ profile while
the Arab fundamentalists tell them that no reconciliation
with Israel will ever be possible? If we can’t produce
something concrete in the way of forward movement
toward national self-determination, people will turn to
a more radical leadership.”

Fine. The argument makes sense, but it’s still no
excuse for terrorist attacks such as the one a militant
faction of the PLO launched on Tel Aviv after a lone
Israeli murdered seven Palestinians in cold blood. There
is a profound moral difference between terrorist attacks
and the unintentional killings of civilians that occur
while Israeli troops enforce their occupation. The Israeli
government has prosecuted soldiers for human rights
abuses and Israeli civilians have been prosecuted for
attacking Palestinians. The dynamic of the occupation
may foster these abuses, and may have created a climate
in which the shooting of seven Palestinians in Rishon
Le Tziyon emerged, but attacks on Palestinian civilians
is not official government policy. The madman who did
that shooting was arrested.

No Arab regime has ever brought charges against
those engaged in terrorist attacks against Israeli civilians.
This distinction may be small comfort for Palestinians
who witness their children being shot in the streets or
their homes being invaded by Israeli soldiers seeking
rock-throwers. It makes a big difference, however, to
the many Israelis who believe that the Palestinians
want to use their proposed Palestinian state alongside
Israel as alaunching pad for a second stage of struggle
to recapture all of Palestine.

Palestinians, for their part, feel that the US.—in threat-
ening to break off its dialogue with the PLO—is making
a big deal over an attempted terrorist attack while little
official attention is given to the huge number of Pales-
tinians killed by Israeli soldiers during the intifada.
Palestinians are particularly outraged that the US. vetoed
efforts to have the UN introduce neutral observers to
monitor the situation.

While we can understand Palestinian frustrations, we
wish that the PLO would understand that the Palestinian
people are involved in a long struggle, and that violence
is self-destructive. The only way Palestinians can win is
to convince the Israeli populace that it would be safe
with a demilitarized Palestinian state on its border.
Terrorist attacks might boost morale in the refugee
camps, but they will never bring the peace that the
Palestinians seek. In fact, the attacks strengthen the



hand of the Israeli Right. If the PLO had any sense, it
would unequivocally condemn the attack, expel the
perpetrators, and thus confirm in deed the renunciation
of terrorism to which it has recently given lip service.

A growing number of Americans now see through
the surface of the issue and are fast becoming disillu-
sioned with Israeli policies. We who love Israel fear that
Americans will become even more deeply alienated from
Israel unless dramatic forward movement takes place
soon. (And by this we don’t mean simply negotiations
about negotiations; we mean the ending of the Occupa-
tion and the creation of a demilitarized Palestinian
state run by whomever the Palestinians choose.) In a
secret telegram to Shamir, revealed in the Israeli press
in late May, Israeli Ambassador to the U.S. Moshe Arad
warned that the Israeli government is dramatically under-
estimating the erosion of support in the US.

Meanwhile, Iraqi threats and Palestinian terrorism
combine to scare Israelis. And UN resolutions that
single out Israel while ignoring the crimes of other
regimes around the world only strengthen the siege
mentality that gives credibility to the Israeli Right.

Israelis already feel isolated and unfairly shunned by
the rest of the world. It only takes us further from the
path of peace when we talk or act in ways that make it
appear to Israelis that we don’t understand the com-
plexity of the situation, the culpability of the Palestinians
for having helped create the mess in the first place, and
the reasonableness of Jewish fear given the historical
legacy of the twentieth century (not to mention the
recent resurgence of anti-Semitism—the desecration of
Jewish graveyards in Europe and the upsurge of anti-
Semitic pronouncements by Russian nationalists). Those
of us who think Israel’s policies are deeply immoral and
self-destructive need to speak with compassion and
reject those who try to paint a picture that places all the
“evil” or blame on the Israelis, and leaves all the morality
and victimization with the Palestinians. So when I found
myself on a national TV news program in late May (just
prior to the speedboat attack), instead of criticizing
Israeli policy outright, as I had intended to do, I wound
up defending Israel against a one-sided attack from an
Arab American spokesman.

Compassion cannot mean uncritical acceptance of
immoral policies, be they Israeli or Palestinian. The
bottom-line issue remains: the Palestinian people must
be granted national self-determination without compro-
mising Israeli military security. It is in Israel’s interest
to achieve a settlement quickly, not to endlessly stall or
find “good reasons” to perpetuate the status quo. Any-
one who uses the terrorist attacks as an excuse for
breaking off the pressure for direct negotiations and
forward movement on the peace process is doing Israel
a grave disservice.

Talking About the Forbidden

E very community has its taboos; liberals and pro-

gressives are no exception. For us, the unmen-

tionable is the pathologies of the oppressed.
Dare to talk about the alleged pathologies of Blacks,
Jews, women, gays, or any other group that has suffered
or is currently suffering the effects of oppression, and
you risk being read out of the community. Presumably
those we want to enlist as friends would be too con-
fused if they heard about any defects in the communities
of the oppressed; so we need to keep this information
to ourselves and denounce it as “racist” “sexist,” or
some other “-ist” to anyone who raises these issues.

The problem is that people are not so dumb—they
often recognize that the liberals and progressives are
not telling the whole story. Moreover, they soon get the
message that liberals have little respect for ordinary
people, whom they suspect would too easily fall into
racism or sexism with the slightest provocation. So,
rather than reinforcing loyalty, keeping a tight lip ac-
tually drives away potential allies who distrust the Left
for its condescension.

Conversely, the Right gains credibility because it’s
willing to say some of the taboo things about oppressed
groups. It’s precisely this “truth-telling” that allows the
Right to draw illegitimate conclusions that really are
sexist or racist.

So, there are some good reasons to avoid any discus-
sion of pathologies of the oppressed. For one thing,
every ascribed pathology is usually a wild overgenerali-
zation that unfairly lumps people together. For another,
most pathologies are usually adaptive responses to con-
ditions of oppression; and without telling the whole
story of the history that caused the adaptation, one
seems to be validating the notion that there is some-
thing inherently wrong with the oppressed. This results
in a kind of blaming the victim that gives aid and
succor to the oppressors.

Take the “JAP” stereotype in all its racist ugliness.

A Hebrew-Language Version of Tikkun?

Many Israelis have been urging us to put out a
Hebrew-language version of the magazine. Some of the
articles would be translations from the English version,
some would be written specifically for the Israeli edition.
At present we have no money for the project, but much
interest, and we’re looking for people who could volun-
teer time to help us with: translating articles from
English to Hebrew, raising money from donors or foun-
dations in the U.S., publicizing and building circulation
in Israel, or working in the Israel office. Volunteers
only—there’s no money yet available for this project!
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Tikkun Interns

Tikkun interns needed for Sept. 1990-June 1991. Interns
do the full range of Tikkun activities, from editing,
proofreading, and reading incoming manuscripts to
phone solicitations, leafletting, mailing, and other office
chores. Minimum 25 hrs./wk., no pay.

To apply, write a detailed, self-revealing letter plus
suggestions and comments on the magazine to Michael
Lerner, 5100 Leona St., Oakland, CA 94619,

What is so infuriating about this stereotype is that we
all know that it has, in some cases, a kind of descriptive
power. There really are people who fit at least some
aspects of the stereotype. What makes the stereotype
racist and sexist is that it seeks to explain the behavior
as a function of the fact that these people are women
and that they are Jewish. The truth is that the same
behavior can be found in men and in non-Jews, and
there is no particular reason to believe that it is more
prevalent amongst Jewish women than amongst any
other group similarly situated in the American economy.

But to refuse even to look at the stereotype and
imagine that it is sometimes an accurate account of
reality makes it impossible for us to ask what kinds of
conditions in daily life foster this set of personality traits.
This questioning might then help us understand the
way that Jewish women were forced out of the world of
production and into narrowly confining roles in family
life, and how they were encouraged by a consumer
society to believe that the fulfillment they were denied
through the exercise of their intelligence and strength
could now be found only in the shopping mall. Sim-
ilarly, stereotypes about Jewish men and money, African-
Americans and crime, and other groups and their pathol-
ogies often contain a germ of truth that, when properly
understood, helps us see the specific way in which a
group has been oppressed and then internalized that
oppression, sometimes in self-destructive ways.

Don’t get us wrong here. We detest the “JAP” jokes
and stereotypes, and we’re sorry that we allowed a
classified ad to proclaim that the advertiser was “not
a JAP” Yet we also feel that a healthy progressive move-
ment could afford to acknowledge the part of the stereo-
types that is correct and then begin to understand the
ways that oppressed peoples themselves are deformed
by the process of oppression.

This kind of conversation rarely takes place amongst
liberals or progressives, because acknowledging any ele-

10 TikkunVoL. 5, No. 4

ment of rationality in, say, white people’s resentments
of Blacks seems to be opening the door to unrestrained
racism.

What makes having this kind of conversation so hard?
Why do liberals and progressives fall into this denial?
One part of the explanation is this: Like everyone else
in this society, those who participate in social change
movements often feel inadequate about themselves;
they are engaged in a set of activities to hide this fact
from themselves and assure themselves that they are
perfectly fine. Part of the process of self-reassurance is
to identify with a cause that is 100 percent pure and
perfect, that does not risk having within it the ambi-
guities and uncertainties that people secretly feel about
themselves. Just as the Right deals with this kind of
pain by projecting the absolute purity of the innocent
fetus and the sanctity of the US. flag, many people in
the liberal world project a similar purity onto the vic-
tims of oppression. This dynamic is dramatically re-
inforced by members of the minority or oppressed
groups, who compensate for the massive dose of soci-
etal negation they have received by insisting that their
liberal supporters utter a litany that asserts how won-
derful the oppressed really are. Fearful that they will be
denounced as racists or sexists or anti-Semites, the
liberals join in a celebration of the oppressed and
a fervent denial of the very problems that they and
everyone else know to be real.

The solution here is for liberals and progressives to
learn to accept their own inner imperfections more
fully—allowing ourselves to know that we are all badly
scarred and wounded by growing up in a competitive
and sexist society, and that we have all participated in
our own self-deformations. If we could accept that
about ourselves, we would have less of a fear of finding
that those causes we support, like the struggles to end
sexism and racism, are full of people who are, like us,
radically imperfect.

If we could honestly face our own weaknesses and
distortions, as well as the weaknesses and distortions of
the various oppressed groups whose causes we espouse,
we would be able to connect more powerfully with
others whom we seek to enlist in our struggles. If we
built a movement that could acknowledge that both we
and those oppressed groups whose interests we cham-
pion are composed of people who are flawed and know
that they are, it would be easier for others, who know
themselves to be flawed as well, to join us. In liberal
and progressive politics, the most powerful weapon we
have is our unflinching commitment to the truth in all
its complexity. []



The Patriarchs

Jay Cantor

MODERN DISASTERS/POSTMODERN DESPAIR

T he New Man—those words, spoken in this cen-
tury by so many tyrants, martyrs, and dreamers,
by Mao, by Che Guevara, by Futurist artists
and surrealist poets, by all who wished to announce
that a new heaven and a new earth would require and
produce a new humanity—those words now cast an
ominous shadow on the names of Marx, and Nietzsche,
and Freud, the patriarchs of the tribes of the modern.
It has often seemed to me, these last fifteen years or so,
as if the interrogations and projects for our redemption
given by these patriarchs—and they were patriarchal
indeed—had ended, chilled by that shadow. For many,
the modern epoch, as these men apprehended it, had
concluded —or they wished it had —earlier than a mere
fifteen years ago. But how, outside their directives, are
we to work through our bewilderments?

No, conservatives would say, the question should be,
how are we going to repair the damage the patriarchs’
ideas have done? By studying Socrates, says one. By dis-
mantling the overweening state, says another. By inton-
ing the pledge of allegiance, or repeating the words
“family values” But simply to wish that the modern
project, as these men each inflected it, was over, having
ended in failure or tyranny, means, usually, that one’s
thinking comes not truly after the patriarchs’ questions
but as if one lived before they needed to be asked. The
conservative philosophers and politicians have not really
replied to, but rather repressed or ignored, the questions
these men still pose. To find the answers is still our
necessary work.

Humanity, the patriarchs said, in the absence (or
silence) of God, makes itself, even at the most basic of
levels; and—though each would put our hands on a
different lever—each thought we must re-make ourselves
in order to meet the challenge of our new possibilities
for productive work and for self-destruction, to fulfill
(or, in Nietzsche’s case, truly to overcome) our need for

Jay Cantor, the author of Krazy Kat: A Novel in Five Panels
(Knopf, 1988), is a MacArthur Prize Fellow for his work in
fiction and literary theory. “The Patriarchs” is excerpted from
his collection of essays, On Giving Birth to One’s Own Mother,
Jorthcoming from Knopf in February 1991,

connectedness, for satisfying community. Perhaps only
such a new community (or an “overman”) might inter-
twine eros with death so that life might continue.

I don’t think that the need for their projects is really
over. Even now our nervous systems are newly extended
by computer networks; and, by gene splicing, humanity
physically reshapes itself. So the patriarchs’ questions
continue to trouble me: Can we direct our making?
Should this re-making be left to the hidden hand of the
market place—supposing there s such a hidden hand,
that the market’s many greedy fingers aren’t impelled
by advertising, by already existing power? Couldn’t
that power truly be more democratically dispersed? Or
made wise (so ask Freud and Nietzsche) in some other,

nobler way?

We are afraid now both of our
instructive ecstasies and our foolish
excess, and uncertain anymore that

we can tell the difference.

Or should we be satisfied by the piecemeal workings
of the entrepreneurial imagination? Responding to any
demand for a new social imagination—whether thought
of as a community activity, or as the work of solitary
makers—the market instead offers “lifestyles” to pur-
chase, a kitful of products along with narratives that
give the goods glamour and meaning. Discussing a
fantasy styled by advertisers substitutes for the imag-
inative work, the communal conversation, that makes
foundational metaphors for a society.

Do we even care? Or perhaps we think that to search
out transformative communal fantasies, vivid with our
hidden desires, will only make matters worse. A passivity
before the great god of fashion, the god that which
happens, gives an air at once desperate and enervated
to much contemporary painting or narrative or critique.
This feeling, of an old dispensation ended, of an inter-
regnum time (but without hope of the new) is often the
weather of the “postmodern.” Postmodernism sometimes
seems an historical term, and sometimes a trademark,
but what I mean by it here is a despairing irony toward
the modern projects (and delineating flavors of irony is
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a crucial postmodern botany, for some ironies strengthen,
and some poison), a fairly comfortable condo-ized de-
spair. There is, said former President Carter, a malaise
in the land. We listened; and changed; changed the
channel, anyway. But perhaps he was right. And I don’t
think the malaise has passed with our new prosperity.

I try to remember what channel we were on when
the malaise began. Was it, for me, in 1975, when the
United States left Vietnam—Operation Eagle Pull—our
diplomats and their families rising from the Embassy
roof, with Vietnamese holding onto the struts of the
helicopters? The North Vietnamese Army advanced’ and
a wave of refugees poured in front of them, fleeing—but
from where to where? In Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge,
furious, insane, silent, took over Phnom Penh, cleared
the city, even the hospital rooms, made the inhabitants
march to their death in the countryside. The patriarchs’
theories, which so many intellectuals had imagined would
account for our history and guide our re-creation of our
selves and our world, were, it began to seem, unlivable,
tyrannical, paltry, inadequate, deceptive, and, finally,

terrifying.

hat I still remain attached to their projects marks

me as from the “sixties” —part vintage, part

brand name—member of a generation whose
ideas and actions had a great deal about them of a
costume show (that is, we sometimes acted as if the
Administration Building was the Czar’s Winter Palace);
of the grandiose (at worst we thought the whole world
was watching, was about to join us; at best we thought
we were about to join the world); of the misguided;
perhaps even, critics say, of the duplicitous. Was the
movement self-deceived from the first? Did we want
the war in Vietnam over, or just the draft that threatened
us? I think there is no question that Allan Bloom, for
example, in his almost hysterical critique of that decade,
is wrong: we wanted the war over. In fact the sixties
were for most people working against the Vietnam War
a time of dark, often inappropriate but very palpable
guilt. Perhaps the antiwar activists were not as willing
to be tried on conspiracy charges, jailed, beaten, or
killed as their critics now wish they had been—if they
were to show proper seriousness. And compared to the
history of the union movement or the civil rights move-
ment, and most certainly in comparison to the violence
of the war itself, those dangers were, in fact, slight. But
a good part of what caused the movement against the
Vietnam War, and the broader movement for justice of
which it was a part, to trickle to an end, as I remember,
was not simply that our self-interest had been met with
the end of the draft, or that (as was indeed the case)
our vision of justice—of a world re-made—was often
muddy and not about to convince our fellow citizens.
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In addition, we were afraid of the force we faced and
the kinds of violence (legal and otherwise) that it might
unleash; and we were all too easily bewildered by the
state’s many efforts to confuse the Left—to infiltrate
and subvert and incite us to stupid and destructive
actions. Terrified, we often rended each other.

But there was moral feeling as well as moralism in
our actions, compassion as well as disguised ambition
in the people I knew who demonstrated to end the war.
And there was, too, a sense that ordinary social life
could be—and, given the world’s new resources of
violence, must be—very different from what we had
experienced (in an admittedly limited way) before. There
was, in our marches, moratoriums, sit-ins, poster-making,
leafletting, a taste of shared enterprises, of trying to
make sense of the world for the first time—new to us
Mirandas! —of grasping, at least intellectually, the forces
that made us; there was a taste of conviviality, and
community. Bloom, in his The Closing of the American
Mind—his own mind haunted to the point of closure
by irresponsible Black students at Cornell foolishly,
dangerously, holding rifles—remembers this as a defiantly
and disgustingly anti-intellectual time.

My own experience as a student was directly contrary
to Bloom’s description. We were desperate (perhaps,
indeed, too desperate) for knowledge, for understanding.
We had been born into a world capable of holocausts
of efficient mechanized savagery, Nazi assembly lines of
death, a time capable of ending time in a nuclear flash-
boom, an economy engaged in prodigies of sublime
space flight, of distance-annihilating communication;
we were citizens of a nation with the privileges and
horrors of empire. Yet it seemed that we lacked the
political imagination to re-form ourselves and our polity
to control our new possibilities of community, or our
new resources of violence—resources that might better
shape the world, or destroy others, or cause us to die
ourselves. We lacked, sometimes, even the concepts to
acknowledge our situation. Our intellectual heroes, like
Herbert Marcuse, or my own teacher, Norman O. Brown,
were, Bloom feels, misguided choices, and Bloom is
caustic in his contempt toward these and others of his
intellectual superiors, artists and writers like Mary
McCarthy, or Louis Armstrong. (These ill-chosen targets
are, as he says, stand-ins for the real villains, Marx, and
Freud, and Nietzsche.)

I remember that time, too, as a sleepless, brooding,
anxious period—one must not be, in the words we
inappropriately, hyperbolically used at the time, “a
good German” That guilt toward the war’s victims—
Vietnamese and Americans—clouded our vision and
distorted our actions. One felt guilty toward the Viet-
namese, and toward the mostly working-class Americans
who were fighting the war on behalf of ... well, here



opinions differed. Whose war was it? A mistake by the
foreign policy community, the best and the brightest?
A piece of imperial geopolitics; a move against the
Soviets or the Chinese? Part of what we desperately
wanted for our project was the answer to those questions,
so that our nation might not make this mistake—and
was it a mistake? —again. Vietnam seemed not truly a
war for the Vietnamese, but against them. And a war
whose heaviest price was paid by the Vietnamese and
by the American poor and the American working class.

A duplicitous re-writing of this time, and of the
movement against the war, has already occurred, so
that harder questions of what created the war needn’t
be answered. Instead, ever-present class resentments
are used to create a tasty, emotionally satisfying version
of our defeat: the privileged, middle-class, antiwar pro-
testers are remembered as savage toward the American
soldiers, holding them guilty of war crimes, destroying
their morale. (There is an honest rendering of the sour
stew of emotions that such deception feeds on in John
Updike’s reminiscences of his feelings during the sixties,
an essay in his book Self-Consciousness.) In fact, few
movement people who were involved in thinking through
the causes of the war were so insane as to think that the
soldiers were the cause; they knew that the soldiers
acted, usually honorably, often heroically, within a larger
madness that they had not created, but which might
make them and their comrades victims.

or some, the tragi-comical, grandiose, and over-

blown aspects of our actions against the war—

our songs, our profanity, our costume show, even

our yippie nihilism —discredit the movement. Our fool-
ish, theatrical irony is easily lampooned by writers like
Bloom. We were Cagney, shouting “Top of the world,
Ma!” in White Heat—not an actual gangster, but Cagney.
We lacked, according to Bloom, the “European” serious-
ness of “true” nihilism. Perhaps whatever else our actions
were, they were also always comical, and that in itself I
don’t find regrettable or intellectually dishonest. Bloom
misses much of what’s vital in American culture, includ-
ing the particular sort of American irony that allows
Americans to mean very seriously what’s jokingly said.
That antic quality often, it seems to me, opened into

a different idea of what political action and community
should feel like. (Perhaps it was of a piece, too, with our
youth and the slight level of risk we ran in this prosperous
and usually forgiving country.) Our community was, in
part, “Hey Judy, I've got a barn, let’s put on a show!”
partaking of that deceptive, charmingly vulgar Holly-
wood sweetness, that tingly feeling of being on stage.
We were a Pepsi Generation—or, in Jean-Luc Godard’s
phrase, “the children of Marx and Coca-Cola” —of ide-
ology and television and film, an image-irradiated group

of people. No wonder we saw ourselves first of all in
terms provided for us by the mass culture that had,
from childhood on, helped make us up. No wonder,
too, that as the war dragged on we distorted ourselves
in order to have our antiwar show renewed by the TV
news, so that we could make other people up. But that
double vision of ourselves, that we were “playing,” using
provocative “costumes” and chants, like numbers in a
musical comedy, that vision was ours as well as our crit-
ics’, and gave one an empowering self-mockery (another
flavor of irony!) that can come from seeing oneself in
the guise of figures from popular culture. It’s a very
American ability.

But this once-saving irony—that you can understand
that it’s all a show, while still participating—has itself
become part of the American spectacle. Our postmodern
irony produces a new combination of roles: spectator
and enervated, passive director. That sense that one is
backstage, like a director, is another way that one is
now made to feel “special,” different from the rubes
who don’t understand how they’re manipulated. But
we're still manipulated. We didn’t even have to see
through the way the candidates fooled us in the presi-
dential election just past. The TV commentators did
the seeing-through for us, made taking us backstage a
part of the spectacle, told us how “spin doctors” worked
to influence the reporting, analyzed the psychic buttons
pushed by the candidates’ television commercials. One
became, then, an zronic voter—an individual supposedly
different from the mass, by virtue of the seeing-through
that the mass media themselves provided. A new species
of Nietzscheanism was born: yes, we see that there is
only aesthetics, only lies, and so we consciously value
the most artful lie—even the lie, perhaps, that we are
somehow different from the masses because of our
aesthetic appreciation of lies! Hey, why kick—that’s
show biz! that’s entertainment! Yet the buttons were
still pushed, and the levers eventually pulled.
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he winking gaiety of the sixties seems a different

variety of irony, one that was still part of a show

that we (barely, barely) made rather than simply
watched. Our sense of experimentation, the sense, very
American indeed, of posszbility and play seemed precious
to me at the time. But now the dangers press into
memory as well. Possibility for what? (Even the patients
dragging their IVs were forced to leave Phnom. Penh
to die on the road as part of the Khmer Rouge’s “Final
Solution”) And again a different sort of irony seeps
through the postmodern despair. Why #ot¢ just lean
back in one’s seat, and enjoy the entertainment—if you
try to participate in history, to change the world, you’ll
only make matters worse! It is, I think, the wreck of our
“sixties” hopes, our “modern” project for transforma-
tion, and the ensuing distrust of ourselves, that has
given rise to much of the current postmodern irony. We
are afraid now both of our instructive ecstasies and our
foolish excess, and uncertain anymore that we can tell
the difference. We can’t quite surrender our memory of
the sometimes terrifying pleasures of the sixties, the
near unhingement that can come from the sense of a
world and a self that can and must necessarily be re-
made. Yet we’re unable to shoulder the task again,
uncertain, even, if we should. All this forms itself into
uneasy amalgams of self-dislike and icy angry contempt,
of cynicism (hey, I'm no rube!) and nostalgia.

To overcome such postmodern despair, I return to
the patriarchs’ work, for I find, as I think most people
do who directly confront these patriarchs, something
profound, complicated, and salutary in their attempts
to go to the root of our unhappiness, something invig-
orating as well as frightening in their anger and their
hopefulness, when, rightly or wrongly, they imagine a
world and a self transformed. Their expectations, even
the dour Freud’s hopes, are, to our current taste, hyper-
bolic at best and menacing at worst.

Is there a way to savor and be fed by that hopefulness
without being misled into foolishness or tyranny? Did
the collapse of their projects mean the finale, too, of the
hopes they represented? Does the collapse of Marxism
mean there is no grand community possible, little chance
for a collective dialogue about our own making, that
this is the best of all possible worlds? Does Nietzsche’s
embrace by the Fascists (and the aspects of his thought
that made this death grip possible) mean that we must
be suspicious of our own possibilities for ecstatic action,
for salutary tragedy? Does the sour careerism of the
psychoanalytic profession mean that we cannot have (at
the least) clear vision, or (at most, or at maddest) a
transformed thought, a “reason of the heart,” enriched
at each moment by the symbolic dimension of our
lives? Can we find a new language convivially to discuss
our true needs? Can we feel a connection with nature,
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the body of the world, that will encourage a less wasteful,
less angry relation to the world that supports and co-
creates us?

So I reread my own past by the light of the patriarchs’
texts, and I allow my past, and its bewilderments, to
interrogate their works.

REREADING THE PAST

he war in Vietnam was the event that bore

down on my generation, twining into its awful

majesty the more distant traumas of the atomic
bomb, and the dark rumor of the Holocaust (in part,
the rumor that racism might end in genocide). Perhaps
the way these previous blows were intertwined by
Vietnam was unfortunate, each distorting the others
(so that we sometimes confused the Vietnam War with
genocide). But their combination also gave an added
urgency to the several causes, formed them into one
garment, weaved them into the “Movement.”

The war forced Marx’s work on one’s attention—
even if one eventually rejected that work as not of our
weather—because Marx was, ostensibly, the way the
Communist forces in Vietnam made sense of their world.
If what one was told about the war by our leaders seemed
false, perhaps the contrary view was the true one?

What one finds first in Marx —from the earliest Eco-
nomic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 and on
throughout his work—is a prescient critique of the
rapacious individual that the capitalist economy creates,
and of capitalism’s formation, or deformation, of com-
munity, of politics, art, and morality, even of love. Marx’s
work is a prophet’s outcry against our universal anti-
value money, whose corrosive power confounds all
qualities, making the untalented seem talented (isn’t
“he who has power over the talented ... more talented
than the talented”?), the ugly seem beautiful (“I can
buy for myself the most beautiful of women. Therefore
I am not ugly, for the effect of ugliness—its deterrent
power—is nullified by money.”) and the unlovable loved.
Marx is describing the poisonous drug As If: for when
the Lord of Capital looks at his “trophy wife,” does he
really feel attractive in her mirror-eyes, or does he feel
it is as if she loved him? (And when the poison spreads
inwardly, isn’t it as if he feels that it is as if she loved
him?) Soon it infects even our simpler lives and we,
too, feel that it’s as if the high-priced doctor cares for
us, the professor lives to educate us, till mostly we only
know, and so come to accept, as if concern, as if love.

Marx, of course, overstates; his angry irony is often so
broad as to be an almost mechanical enumerative over-
kill. His prose tries to match what he finds to be the

(Continued on p. 87)




Soviet Prospects, Jewish Fears

Alan Snitow

n the final scene of Jewish Cemetery, the first feature

film by Soviet Jews about their lives under glasnost,

Jewish activist Roman Spector goes to Moscow’s
Sheremetyevo Airport to say goodbye to one of his best
friends, a fellow activist who is making aliya with his
family. The friend’s departure for Israel is clearly a
victory, but the film doesn’t end when the family passes
through security. Instead, the camera follows Spector
as he turns away to head home.

Looking anguished, Spector faces the cameraman
and demands a cigarette for the trip back to Moscow.
His friend’s victory is his loss; Spector is staying to
rebuild Jewish life in the Soviet Union and to participate
in a broad democratic movement to transform Soviet
society. But, as I learned on my recent trips to the
Soviet Union to help organize the Jewish Film Festival
in Moscow, Soviet Jewish participation in these historic
projects is once again having to take a back seat to a
new movement for emigration.

The current period of emigration is different from
that of the 1970s. That earlier campaign for emigration
was an effort to free those who had already freed them-
selves in spirit. The refuseniks demanded their emigration
rights from a dictatorial regime bent on repressing all
expression of Soviet Jewish life. While the refuseniks
waited, they organized underground Jewish communities
and became the center of Jewish renewal in the USSR
even as they prepared to leave it. “Now;” says Spector,
“in perestroika time, we decided to leave the under-
ground and demand our social institutions.”

This past December, 160 Jewish groups from 75 cities
met in Moscow to found the Confederation of Jewish
Organizations and Communities of the USSR, known
as the Va’ad. This is an effort not only to define them-
selves as a diaspora community, but also to participate
in the broader movement by all national, religious, and
social groups to change a monochromatic society, creat-
ing what one activist called “a future which is multi-
cultural, multi-colored.”

Unavoidably, there is tension between this ideal and
the emigration effort. The refuseniks who did not get

Alan Snitow is a television news producer and the board
president of the San Francisco Jewish Film Festival. (Unless
otherwise noted, all quotations are from taped interviews
conducted by the author for a radio documentary.)

out in the seventies are almost all gone now to the US.
and Israel, and a new generation of émigrés is lining up
to leave. This time the Soviet Jewish movement, free to
operate in public, must support people who are for the
most part less interested in Jewish identity than in
flight from anti-Semitism, economic instability, and an
uncertain future.

Built by would-be émigrés who were forced to stay,
the Soviet Jewish renewal movement finds itself func-
tioning as a service and advocacy agency for Jews who
are departing fast and leaving little behind to build on.
One by one the movement’s potential base and actual
leaders disappear through the doors of airport security.
Spector has good reason to be depressed, even if freer
emigration is a sign of the movement’s success.

Out of a Jewish population variously estimated- at
between 1.8 and 7 million, over a million Soviet Jews
have asked Israel for visas to immigrate to the Jewish
state, according to Operation Exodus, the United Jewish
Appeal’s $420 million three-year fund-raising effort. Ten
thousand arrived there in April alone. That’s almost as
many as in all of 1989. Half a million Soviet Jews have
applied to emigrate to the US,, a figure limited not by
desire—for most Soviet Jews, the U.S. is their first choice
—but by law: the US. will now accept only 50,000
Soviets a year (a figure that also includes Armenians,
Pentecostals, and other Soviet émigrés).

“My views have changed in the last six months,” said
David Waksberg, a dedicated American activist for Soviet
Jewry and vice president of the Union of Councils for
Soviet Jewry in the US. “Until February, I was pushing
Soviet Jewish renewal, and I still am, but in my mind
now it’s clear to me there’s a critical mass, a majority
who are intending to depart.... The most important
priority is to prepare for the departure”

A key element of that preparation is support for the
resettlement of tens of thousands of Jews in a country
that was founded to gather in the Jewish people but
which is far from able to support, house, educate, and
employ them.,

The Soviet Jewish leaders who are intent on staying
in the USSR actively support the émigré movement
even as they struggle to maintain a space for the develop-
ment of an independent national Jewish culture. “For
us, for Jewish activists,” says Spector, <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>