











you had been predicting all along—
that the Palestinians would be radical-
ized and become more extreme if their
demand for self-determination wasn’t
met. It seems hard to believe that this
radicalization, instead of being seen as
confirmation of the predictions of the
peace movement, is now being used as
a further reason to deny Palestinian
rights.

Shoshana Waldman

Miami, Florida

To the Editor:

I don’t think you can imagine how
wonderful it is for us in the peace
movement here to have Trkkun refus-
ing to give up on the humanistic ideals
that many Israelis hoped would be the
foundation of our Jewish state. You
showed that once again when you re-
minded us that Palestinians who sup-
port Saddam Hussein do not thereby
automatically lose their right to be
treated as human beings.

Yet the minute some small group of
Palestinians does something terrible—
and I admit being appalled by some
of what they do, like the burning alive
of an Israeli reservist who drove by
mistake into a Palestinian refugee camp
and then, in haste to leave, accidentally
hit two Palestinians with his car—large
numbers of Israelis forget everything
they know about fairness and become
enraged members of a mob dominated
by a lynch mentality. After each inci-
dent, instead of restricting punishment
to those specific Palestinians who actu-
ally did something bad, these Isracli
mobs roam the streets looking for Pales-
tinians to beat up, or stone random
cars of Palestinian workers, These Is-
raclis act on the same principle that
underlie the anti-Jewish pogroms of
Europe—that somehow for an alleged
or real offense of one person or a small
group of persons, everyone who belongs
to the relevant national or religious
community deserves to be punished.
Come to think of it, that same attitude
is what leads us to think it justified to
punish entire cities or refugee camps
when a few of its teenagers throw
stones.

For me, this is hateful behavior. Yet
few people stand up against it here—
it's almost as if our Jewish history had
been forgotten and all we can hold on
to is anger and power. So what a relief

to get Tikkun in the mail, to be able
to show my friends that there are still
Jews who take seriously a Jewish ethics
and a Jewish religiosity based on loving
your neighbor, respecting the rights of
the stranger, and even having compas-
sion for your enemy. All the better that
Tikkun isn’t wimpy, is willing to stand
up against Saddam Hussein, and insists
that any Palestinian state must be de-
militarized. I hope that you folks suc-
ceed in convincing your readers to come
to the conference you are planning to
hold in Jerusalem next June—because
now that the Israeli peace movement
is in deep crisis, we certainly need
your kind of moral and political clarity,
not to mention the support that we
would feel if people from around the
world came to Jerusalem to support
the embattled peace forces!

Rachel Bat Kol
Tel Aviv, Israel

To the Editor:

Even if you are right that Palestinian
support for Saddam Hussein is under-
standable in light of their perceptions
of Israeli intransigence, their behavior
is nevertheless incredibly stupid. You
yourself have argued that the only solu-
tion will depend upon both sides tran-
scending the pain and paranoia of the
past so that they can begin to trust
each other. But surely this action has
set back any possibilities for Israelis
to trust Palestinians. What was to be
gained by this? Arafat and the PLO
have become international pariahs, iso-
lated even at the Zionist-baiting United
Nations! The Palestinian people are
further than ever from getting their
national rights established! Why are
these people so self-destructive?

And this very self-destructiveness
leads me to question other parts of
yout analysis. You continually reason
as though the Palestinian state will live
in peace with Israel because it can be
counted on to act in accord with its
self-interest. But doesn’t this latest
action show the deep problem: that
the Palestinians cannot be counted on
to act in their own self-interest, that
they are driven by irrational hatreds
and angers that lead them to act irra-
tionally, and that Israel will be en-
dangered if it allows that irrationality
to gain political power?
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I know that your traditional answer
here is that since the Palestinian state
you advocate will be demilitarized and
surrounded by an Israeli army, it doesn’t
really matter how irrational they are.
But at the very least doesn’t their recent
behavior make it necessary for you to
be a bit less critical of Shamir and
others who are not yet convinced that
the demilitarization could hold and be
sustained in a Palestinian state?

Chaya Kepner

Los Angeles, California

To the Editor:

It’s amazing to me that people in the
Israeli peace movement seem to think
that Palestinian rights are dependent
on their good behavior. What if Ameri-
can liberals had suddenly given up all
support for civil rights after the black
riots in 1968 when blacks burned down
their own ghettoes? Would we have
thought it reasonable to argue that
since blacks are acting in ways that are
hostile and even threatening that there-
fore we can’t trust them and that they
no longer had a moral claim on us?
The moral claim comes first—based
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on the underlying notion that people
have the right to their own freedom
and self-determination. If, in the proc-
ess of struggling for their rights, they
do stupid or silly things, we don’t
thereby gain the legitimacy to forget
about the underlying reasons that led
them into the struggle in the first place.
Shamir and the Israeli Right may now
try to hide behind the Palestinian sup-
port for Saddam Hussein—but anyone
who has been reading Trkkun should
know that Shamir was proudly and
publicly boasting all along that he
would #never support any trade of land
for peace. We heard this—and the
Palestinians certainly heard it. I don’t
like Saddam Hussein, but I sure don’t
blame the Palestinians for siding with
the enemy of their enemy.

Sally White
Chicago, Illinois

NICARAGUA

To the Editor:

In Tikkun’s analysis of the Nicara-
guan elections (“Who Lost Nicaragua?”
Tikkun, May/June 1990) both Mr.
LeoGrande and Mr. Berman miss the
essential nature of US. involvement. It
is a sad example of how the Republicans
and the mainstream US. media have
set the agenda for debate on issues
such as Nicaragua. Supposed (fictional)
Sandinista violations of human rights
are the center of debate. The real issue,
U.S./CIA strangulation of a free country,
is treated as irreleyant.

One glaring example of this failure
is Mr. Berman’s reference to the incident
at Masatepe. At a December 10 rally
in Masatepe violence broke out, and
one man was indeed hacked to death.
Members of the conservative Center for
Democracy were there and reported
that a Sandinista mob attacked and
killed an UNO worker. This interpre-
tation of events was universally re-
ported in the US. mainstream media
and was the cause of an urgent US,
dispatch to Costa Rica where the five
Central American presidents were meet-
ing. A U.SS. delegation urged that talks
between the five presidents be broken
off because the violence sponsored by
Ortega’s followers showed that the up-
coming Nicaraguan elections would
be a sham. The OAS investigated the
Masatepe incident and (in a report
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called Apreciacién de los hechos en
Masatepe) determined that the facts
had been reversed. It was a Sandinista
who was killed in Masatepe, and it was
the UNO party leader of Masatepe
who was forced to resign his post after
protests over his connections with the
killing of this young man and the
bombing of the FSLN headquarters in
Masatepe which took place the same
day. That Mr. Berman can maintain a
version of events that is known to be
the opposite of the truth is fascinating:
either it means that the solidarity move-
ment has not done enough work in
countering the mainstream media, or
perhaps it means that Mr. Berman
feels his version of Masatepe will simply
pass without notice as it has in the past.

This factual error is a symptom of a
more serious and basic problem that
runs through both Mr. Berman’s and
Mr. LeoGrande’s analyses: the confu-
sion of the victim and the criminal.
While the richest nation on earth
struggled to crush one of the poorest
and tiniest, Mr. Berman and Mr. Leo-
Grande were scrutinizing the govern-
ment of this tiny country for signs of
insincerity. They both looked in the
wrong place. True, the Sandinistas ful-
filled their commitment to hold free
and fair elections and moved them up
from the fall of 1990 to February of
1990 as part of their compliance with
the five-nation Central American peace
process. This peace process also de-
clared that the contras should be de-
mobilized by December 8, 1989, with
assistance from the UN and the OAS.
The US. government blocked this part
of the agreement, and in fact continued
to fund the contras under the bipartisan
agreement with the condition that the
contras carry out no offensive strikes
(“No funds will be used to support
offensive military operations and we
will continue our policy of cutting off
funds for any member of the resistance
judged to be a violator of human rights.”
—Secretary Baker). Of course, the
contras redoubled their offensives, and
the Nicaraguan elections took place
under a cloud of contra violence. In
region five, where I visited in the days
before the election, the ministers of the
UN reported that about three people
a day (often Sandinista party activists
or family members) were killed by the
contras. No killings had been attrib-
uted to the Sandinista armed forces,
although there had been one or two

threatening phone calls.

A few days before election day both
Bush and Baker announced that even
if the Sandinistas were to win a free
and fair election there would have to
be “a period of good behavior” before
sanctions were lifted and the contras
were demobilized. I suppose the irony
of this is lost on Mr. LeoGrande and
Mr. Berman. The implied threat was
not lost on the Nicaraguans. In the
same spirit of blackmail, Bush had
promised Violetta de Chamortro that,
if she won the elections, sanctions and
the contras would simply disappear.
Many Sandinista sympathizers voted
for UNO because there was no other
way to end the war and the embargo.

Mr. Berman notes that the Sandi-
nistas brought in many foreigners to
Nicaragua (mostly to help in building
schools, picking coffee, etc.) Now
under UNO there are also gringos, but
a different kind: We see USAID bring-
ing history textbooks in which the word
Nicaragua does not appear. We see
Bernard Aronson, from the Depart-
ment of State, giving Chamorro an ulti-
matum the day after her inauguration.

Tikkun’s analysis of the Nicaraguan
elections shows clearly where the Left
has gone astray. The Left has failed to
inform itself, and thus has no factual
basis on which to build a new agenda.

Michael Rosenfeld
Nicaragua Solidarity Committee
Chicago, lllinois

William LeoGrande responds:
Nicaraguan politics during the years
of the Sandinista government was more
complex than the Washington debate
over US. policy toward Nicaragua
ever allowed. That was the main point
of my article. In his response, Paul
Berman echoed the judgment of US.
conservatives that the Sandinistas lost
the February 1990 elections because
the Nicaraguan people rejected their
Leninism. In his letter, Michael Rosen-
feld voices the view of many on the US.
Left that the Sandinista defeat is ex-
plicable solely in terms of the economic
hardships forced on Nicaragua by US.
policy. Both are oversimplifications.
The erosion of Sandinista support
that led to their electoral defeat had
many origins. Unquestionably, one was
the FSLN’s conception of itself as a
vanguard party, which led to conflicts
with small farmers, the Church, and






EDITORIAL BY MICHAEL LERNER

“thirtysomething” and Judaism

Notes on the Task of Television and Screenwriters

n the fall premiere of “thirtysomething,” the show’s

hero, up-and-coming advertising mogul Michael

Steadman, a mostly assimilated Jew, and his non-
Jewish wife Hope must decide whether to have a brit
milab (circumcision) ceremony for their newborn son.
While Michael does his best to avoid the issue, Hope
insists that if their child is going to be raised as a Jew
then both son and father should know what that means.
Michael vacillates, but eventually opts for a ritual cere-
mony on the grounds that he doesn’t want to break the
chain of the generations linking father to son from time
immemorial. His ambivalence and internalized anti-
Semitism are so deftly scripted that most viewers prob-
ably missed how empty Steadman’s reasoning turned
out to be.

“Thirtysomething” is such a refreshing change from
the usual TV pabulum, so psychologically sophisticated
and nuanced, that it almost seems a crime to find
fault with the details of its scripts. After all, one might
argue, “thirtysomething”’s major impact is to legitimate
a style of emotionally honest discourse normally absent
from prime time television, and this it does admirably.
For this alone, we’ll continue to urge others to watch
the show.

But because we do have respect for the crew that has
put this television show together, we feel all the more
upset with the show’s presentation of Jews. And the
failures in this realm raise some deeper questions that
face everyone who attempts to write for television or
the movies.

We have yet to see a single portrayal on national
television of a Jew who has some good reason other
than family tradition for holding on to Judaism. In a
key scene, Steadman has an edifying fantasy that his
son chooses football over a thirteenth birthday party;
he recognizes that something has been lost by missing
bar mitzvah. But what, exactly, he can’t say.

Ethnicity and cultural identity are likely to be “in”
for a while in America—a trend that at least in part
reflects the growing ethnic diversity of the American
population. In fact, Tikkun itself may be one of the
beneficiaries, as more Americans realize that speaking
“as a Jew” need not relegate one to the cultural or
political backwaters. That the mainstream press contin-
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ually quotes Tikkun’s reflections, not just on Jewish life
and Israel, but on wider political and cultural issues, is
a happy sign that Jewish interests no longer automat-
ically marginalize intellectuals, writers, or artists (though
being “too Jewish” remains a term of disparagement in
some liberal, progressive, and “left” circles).

ut what is the content and meaning of being
Jewish? It apparently never occurred to the
writers of “thirtysomething” that generations
of martyrs died to keep Judaism alive precisely be-
cause there was “a there there,” a message and a
meaning. If Jewishness amounts to little more than
circumcision, a bat or bar mitzvah party after a child
has memorized a Torah reading that (s)he finds largely
incomprehensible, some gifts for Chanukah, and a fam-
ily meal at Passover, it will remain very difficult to con-
vince friends or partners less sympathetic than Hope
Steadman that there is much worth preserving. Much as
we love our ancestors, many Jews respect the tradition
not simply because it belonged to our ancestors, but
because it says something that commands our attention.
In its simplest form, that content is embodied in the
Sh’ma prayer. “Hear O Israel, YHVH (the force in the
universe that makes possible human liberation and a
breaking of the bonds of all the various forms of slav-
ery) is Eloheynu (the creator and of the universe, the
organizer of the processes of nature), YHVH is one
(that is, the totality of all being and all reality)” The
governing force of the universe is the force that makes
for the possibility of human liberation. Moreover, be-
cause we have benefited from the workings of that
power in history (that is, we have gone from slavery
in Egypt to self-governing freedom), we are under an
obligation to testify to the possibility of human libera-
tion from every form of slavery. Our religion embodies
the memory of that struggle and witnesses the possibil-
ity of liberation. The weekly observance of Shabbat,
the seasonal holidays, the prayers are all built around
retelling the story and reminding us of its lessons.
Understanding Judaism in these terms may also help
explain why many Jews were unable to make a compro-
mise with Jesus and the early Christians. When Chris-
tianity first appeared, Jews were mounting a massive


















evil aroma that “feminism” and “women’s emancipation”
reek of past betrayal. Few women have any notion
of Western feminism; rather, feminism is associated
with the state and its coercive power. In the name of
“women’s equality” or “women’s emancipation,” the state
forced women into a sex-segregated labor force where
they worked at unskilled jobs for subsistence wages
and returned home to housework and childcare. Even
at the professional level, salaries often emphasized men’s
greater worth. A female Czech journalist tells me she is
paid fifty crowns less than her male colleague—a tri-
fling difference, just enough to let them both know
whose work is more valued.

Since the state sometimes encouraged
abortion as a form of birth control,
many men and women now regard
abortion as part of the state’s
barbaric and inbumane policies.

I ask if there are any divisions among Civic Forum
leaders about these matters. Siklova explains that most
Civic Forum leaders—all but one of whom are male—
basically agree on the benefit of women returning to
the home. They see it not only as a wise way of dealing
with the anticipated high unemployment, but also as
the natural order of things. “You see,” explains my
translator Vladimira Zakové, a self-defined feminist,
“most of these people cannot even grasp the kind of
dependence women will experience once they are at
home.

Zakova has a bleak assessment of the level of women’s
feminist consciousness. She cites an example that aston-
ished her: one of President Vaclav Havel’s aides, a woman,
was asked about Havel’s position toward women’s issues.
She naively responded, “He likes women very much
and treats us all very well” Zakova hoped that a new
women’s magazine named Nora would air some of
women’s concerns, “I was so disappointed,” she tells
me. “Here was a magazine named after the famous
Nora who slams the door in Ibsen’s play A Doll’s House,
and the major article was about how Czech women
should wear brown shoes, not only the standard black
ones.”

The philosopher Ladislav Hejdanek places this con-
stricted political discourse into a wider context: “It’s
unnatural to have no Left,” he says. Just so. It is one of
the paradoxes of current Eastern European political
culture that freedom of speech has broadened, but
political discourse has narrowed. Because of the past
forty years, it is difficult to discuss workers’, women’s,
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or welfare issues without “sounding like a Communist.”
Some intellectuals think it is only a matter of time
before a social democratic Left emerges out of Civic
Forum, one that can create a new language with which
to discuss these issues. Siklova even goes so far as to
predict that within five years, a “hard feminism” will
emerge in Czechoslovakia, a feminism that will reveal
the inequalities between men and women and openly
discuss women’s needs and desires.

In the short run, however, the staggering economic dis-
location—combined with the profound revulsion against
Communist rhetoric about women’s emancipation—will
push women back into the home and make them depen-
dent on men’s decreasing wages. “I can accept this,”
says Siklova. “It may be necessary for the short run,
during this economic crisis. But I cannot accept any
ideological rationalization that argues that women nat-
urally belong in the home.” Zakovi counters, “I cannot
accept Jifina’s position. Once the childcare is dismantled
and women are home, it will be very difficult to inte-
grate women into public life again” She, like other
self-described feminists, sees the emergence of a new
civil society that ought to integrate men and women
into both the private and public spheres.

ot surprisingly, the new political and social
N freedoms have also changed the way women
are depicted in public life. Within the last few
months Prague taxi drivers have begun adorning their
mirrors with small pictures of naked women. Young
men on Wenceslas Square hawk new hardcore pornog-
raphy magazines which have flooded the city. With less
police surveillance, prostitution has risen. Near hotels
and restaurants frequented by Westerners, Gypsy women
offer to change money or, if that is refused, some “Liebe”
(love). Signs advertising striptease joints plaster the walls.
“They will grow tired of it eventually,” says the wife of
a member of the Hungarian parliament who has seen
the same progression of pornography there during the
past two years. “Right now it is so new, everyone sees
pornography as freedom.” Many women don’t like the
new pornography and strip joints, but for some, espe-
cially the young, it is like the sexual revolution of the
mid-sixties, a whiff of fresh air, a sense of new begin-
ning, a sign of freedom. After forty years of repression,
the idea of courting state censorship is unthinkable.
Besides, there are more urgent moral issues. In addi-
tion to inflation and unemployment, there is the need
to uncover the hidden history of women’s lives under
Communist regimes. Sexual harassment in the work-
glace, for instance, “was very routine,” according to
Siklova, but, as in the United States a decade ago,
it was simply accepted as a part of life. The power
(continued on p. 100)



Democracy in America:

Bringing It All Back Home

J. Peter Euben

ast March the New York Times ran a series of

articles entitled “The Trouble with Politics.” The
series and the issues it raised have since been
eclipsed by the Iraq crisis, but whenever and however
that crisis is “resolved” the trouble with politics will
remain.
The Times articles suggested that our public life is
being inundated with banality. As America’s “demo-
cratic visions and values seem to triumph around the
world, an unhappy consensus has emerged at home
that domestic politics has become so shallow, mean and
even meaningless that it is failing to produce the ideas
and leadership needed to guide the United States in a
rapidly changing world” Too much of our political
discourse is “trivial,” “obscurantist,” and defined by the
search for the image, code, or picture that will grab the
attention of an information-saturated, entertainment-
hardened, easily bored public. We have too many “wet-
fingered politicians” who rely on political professionals
to track the public mood, which since Watergate and
Vietnam has been “profoundly disenchanted” As a re-
sult no vigorous, substantive debate is possible on the
major issues that confront the nation: the prospect of
an economically integrated Europe and the challenge
of Japanese economic power, the rootlessness and home-
lessness of our people, and the second-rate educational
performance of our young. The lament is summed up
in Representative David Obey'’s (D-Wis) question: “Is
American politics so brain-dead that we are reduced to
having political shysters manipulate symbols?”

The occasion for the articles—and Obey's lament —
was the upheaval in Eastern Europe, symbolized by
Czechoslovakian president Vaclav Havel's address be-
fore a joint session of Congress, Havel's presence and
presidency vividly reminded Americans that the cold
war had ended, and that our pallid but useful self-
congratulatory claim to be the leader of the free world
was now obsolete. Some celebrated “our victory” over
communism as a sign of our chosenness: we were,

. Peter Euben is a professor of politics and the history of
consciousness at UC Santa Cruz. He is the author of The
Tragedy of Political Theory (Princeton University Press,
l‘)‘k) y ) Y

990),

unknowingly, the apotheosis of civilization, the ideal
become real, and the telos of history. But the Times
articles present a different mood, one of anxiety about
who “we" are, an unease over whether the emperor is,
if not entirely naked, then too shabbily dressed to keep
up appearances. It is an anxiety likely to return as
patriotic fervor for Middle Eastern intervention wanes.

As the Times articles made clear, whatever it is about
us that inspires Polish workers, Czech intellectuals, and
Chinese students no longer inspires us. Though we are
part (and only a part) of the democratic vision and
vistas that animate them, we ourselves have grown obliv-
ious to both. We have no Pericles or Lincoln, no Whit-
man or Martin Luther King, Jr., no Adam Michnik or
Havel, which is exactly what the latter’s speech “brought
home.” (Asked how a man of Havel's thoughtfulness
and sophistication would fare if he ran for office here,
Representative Bill Thomas replied: “How much money
does he have? Which consultant does he have? And is
he willing to shave his moustache?”) Opinion polls that
report satisfaction with the Bush administration need
to be understood in a broader context: of other polls
indicating that, for the first time in our history, we
expect the lives of our children to be harder than our
own; of rising apathy as evidenced by a continuing
decline in voter turnout; of two national studies which
claim that “the typical young person” is indifferent,
lethargic, alienated, ignorant, and uninterested in any-
thing except parochial and trivial matters.

Havel’s speech was particularly noteworthy given his
immediate audience. In front of those with power he
mocked his own power. Facing those often complacent
about the power of human beings to control nature and
destiny, he warned against the “vain belief” that “man
is the pinnacle of creation,” rather than part of it, and
the corresponding delusion that “therefore everything
is permitted.” Speaking before those who have inordi-
nate faith in economics and science, and who offer
moral platitudes while keeping their Ethics Committees
busy, Havel insists on the primacy of moral principles
that eschew self-righteousness and Manichaeanism. A
student of American democracy, he also appears as
a teacher schooled by a totalitarianism that has, un-
intentionally, provided him and his compatriots with
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“a special capacity to look, from time to time, some-
what further than someone who had not undergone
this bitter experience.”

hat, then, is it that Havel’s speech, his pres-

ence, and his character can teach us? First

of all, that there are no lessons, if by lessons
we mean terse hypotheses about politics or morality.
Havel is too shrewd and too much the ironist for that,
having learned through experience to appreciate Aris-
totle’s injunction that an educated person should bring
no more precision to a subject matter (politics and
morality) than that subject matter warrants. Having
lived under a regime in which everyday mendacity was
obscured by grandiose ideological defenses, he knows
that life is always richer than our categories, and that
action, choice, and character confound the self-serving
polarity between “we” who act righteously and justly
because of what we know and “they” who are unjust,
evil, and ignorant. He is too much the student of ab-
surdist theater not to recognize how often compromise
and baseness lurk within nobility and how often re-
demptive moments shine forth from what is ordinary
and unexpected. In his New Year’s speech to his people,
Havel speaks of how their “education” under the com-
munist regime has developed in them “a profound dis-
trust of all generalizations, ideological platitudes, clichés,
slogans, intellectual stereotypes and insidious appeals
to various levels of our emotions, from the base to the
loftier”

Havel (like Michnik) chooses his own words carefully
and there is a lesson in that too. Many of those words—
democracy, freedom, power, citizenship, and justice—
are familiar enough, in fact so familiar that many of
us regard them as pieties ritually invoked to sustain
a lapsed (and therefore manipulative) cultural myth.
Yet Havel’s voice lends these words urgency and depth.
For example, consider the dignity he accords “citizen”
in his speech before Congress. Paying homage to Amer-
ican airmen and soldiers who died on Czechoslovakian
soil, he calls them “young citizens.” Paying homage to

the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and .

the Bill of Rights, he sums up their significance by
saying they “inspire us all to be citizens.”

But that is not how they inspire Americans, at least
not if we take citizenship as a serious public responsi-
bility. Indeed, much of our political discourse exempli-
fies what Havel distrusts: platitudes, clichés, slogans,
stereotypes, and manipulative emotional appeals. That
is, surely, another lesson Havel (inadvertently) taught
his listeners. While many Americans wince at the banal
invocations of our democratic past by our own political
leaders, that same past moves Walesa, Havel, and Man-
dela, and moves us anew when such figures lay claim to
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its legacy. Given who they are, what they have done and
must yet accomplish, they have earned the right to
invoke Jefferson and Lincoln in a way our leaders have
not. While they are founding or renewing democracies,
our domestic politics consists in trying to extricate
ourselves from a savings and loan scandal that touches
the president’s son and the second highest-ranking
Democrat in the Senate.

The end of the cold war has only widened the gap
between our past and present, between our political
life and public discourse and those taking shape in
Eastern Europe. That is because our political identity
can no longer be defined in terms of antagonisms and
alliances and by what we are not: totalitarian. As even
this thin cultural narrative loses its hold, formerly in-
conceivable, marginal, or very old questions become
central, compelling, and new. What does it mean to be
a citizen of a democratic polity? Why do so many value
public life so highly? Why do demands for freedom
appear as demands for political participation?

The cold war’s demise not only raises these general
questions about our political identity, but also problem-
atizes specific policies justified in its name. Consider
for a moment, how it framed the educational reform
movement. There was the Gardner Commission’s call
in 1983 for “educational excellence” defined in terms of
national security imperatives. And William Bennett in-
sisted in 1988 that “the survival of Western civilization
and the protection of our children” mandated a strong
“arsenal of democracy,” stocked with military hardware
and fueled by the Manichaean contrast between the
evil Communist East and the good free West. What is
curious about this language and these sentiments is
that they share more with the Communist regimes Havel
and Michnik helped to overthrow than with the move-
ments they helped to lead. The language of cold-war
educational reform is now curiously old-fashioned.
Clearly we need to think anew and more deeply about
the education of democratic citizens.

Havel’s speech and the events in Eastern Europe can
teach us to honor both what we have and what we lack.
What we have is a democracy based on an independent
judiciary, individual rights, and free elections; what we
don’t have is democracy in the sense of sustained and
direct citizen participation. For Havel, “democracy in
the full sense of the word” is an ideal one may approach
as one would a horizon. We steadily move toward it
while recognizing that there is no finality to the goal
that nonetheless guides us, that the distance between it
and ourselves mandates that we treat every means as an
end and every end as a means.

Since the upheavals in Eastern Europe, fewer and
fewer observers casually dismiss what we have as “bour-
geois rights and liberties” though critics remain who



rightly condemn our inconsistent fidelity to those rights.
Many more dismiss what we do not have as unworthy
of honor.
Redressing this imbalance requires, at a minimum,
that we add depth to central terms of our political
discourse: democracy, power, freedom, and politics.
We could begin by taking seriously Lincolns belief
that government is rightly of, by, and for the people.
This means viewing with suspicion the arguments by
“responsible elites” that because government for the
people cannot be government by or of them, the few
must rule in order to save democracy from itself. Havel
agrees that there is no democratic heaven on earth, but
disagrees with many conventional “realists” that our
fallen political state entitles some intellectual or politi-
cal elite to claims of special power or privilege. Dissident
leaders have no monopoly on truth and goodness, and
their opponents are not permanently immune to appeals
based on justice and freedom. For all his insistence that
“intellectuals cannot go on forever avoiding their share
of responsibility for the world and hiding their distaste
for politics under an alleged need to be independent,”
he is himself modest about his own views, self-mocking
about his present position, and as we have seen, sus-
picious of politics. Havel understands democracy as
the participatory process by which free citizens take
their places in the deliberative forums which shape
their individual and collective lives. He is suspicious
of political experts and expertise, and this suspicion
raises the question of whether “democracies” must rely
on institutional leadership to the degree they do or
whether ordinary citizens can handle complex political
matters without specialized knowledge.

the political initiative away from governments and,

in the case of the German Democratic Republic’s
Round Table, from a// parties. This opening up of pub-
lic life contrasts with the attempts of the Reagan and
Bush administrations to close it down. Consider how
these administrations have dismantled our already com-
promised democratic life piece by piece: limiting the
Freedom of Information Act, systematically deceiving
the press, arrogantly lying in the Iran-Contra affair, and
unilaterally invading Grenada and Panama. Compare
this sorry record with the opening up of public dis-
course and life in Eastern Europe, where the redefini-
tion of public space was accompanied by what might
be called a redefinition of mental space; the change in
who could talk and where such talk could happen was
matched by an expansion of what could be talked about.
As this widening of public discourse has occurred the
people as a whole have progressively appropriated the
conduct, knowledge, and procedures that originally were

I n Eastern Europe, popular citizen committees took

the exclusive domain of the party and government elites.
As knowledge, values, and techniques became elements of
a common culture, they were submitted to criticism and
controversy: in other words they became “politicized.”

In many respects our pelitics is becoming more and
more the preserve of king and priests, of professionals
and professors, and less and less the subject of wide-
spread public debate. Fewer things are brought before
the commons, and more are claimed as the eminent
domain of experts who reappropriate knowledge while
forming a caste of initiates.

Two national studies claim that “the
typical young person” is indifferent,
lethargic, alienated, ignorant,
and uninterested in anything except
parochial and trivial matters.

To be skeptical of the idea of self-appointed respon-
sible elites, political experts, and the narrow public life
in which they thrive is not to ignore the fact that
citizens possess different degrees of courage, eloquence,
wealth, and political acumen, or to deny that special
competence can serve democratic ends. Some citizens
more fully embody a nation’s ideal of character than
others (even when that ideal is democratic pluralism)
and so contribute more to public life. Perhaps they
deserve special public recognition for so doing. Indeed
a political community presupposes difference in experi-
ence, function, interests, identities, and points of view
among citizens. Public life exists precisely to recognize
and sustain those differences and provide a forum in
which they can be expressed. “We” are, for all that
separates us, one people who share, however imperfectly
and contentiously, a common past, present, and future.
Political participation brings such differences before
others, translates opinions and interests from the “pri-
vate” idiom of personal interest (“I want”) into the
more impersonal public idiom (“what should we do?”).
For this to occur, the superiority of the one or the few
cannot entail inferiority or passivity of the many.

Here is where so many of the various national re-
ports on education have failed. They vacillate between
platitudinous references to democratic citizenship and
quantitative hysteria over declining test scores—which
are taken to demonstrate both the steady slide away
from earlier pedagogic standards, and the pressing need
to regain our scientific, military, or commercial hegemony.
But what if the primary questions asked of any policy—
and especially of any educational policy—were whether
and how it helped students think of themselves as po-
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and charm who is also the widow of an Israeli Defense
Force martyr.

The Israeli government seeks Laker’s expertise in
connection with an extraordinary attempt to blow up
the Aswan Dam in the event of an Egyptian invasion of
Israel. His transformation from assimilated Jew into
fervent Zionist begins on the flight to Tel Aviv, dur-
ing which Laker reflects on some of the other Jewish
American passengers, one Sammy Bergman in particular.
“Were they members of the new Jewish warrior race?”
Laker wonders. “Horseshit,” hé thinks to himself in
response. “American Jews are fat asses with soft families
rooting for a new kind of football team—the Israeli
Defense Forces—and supporting these Jewish Green
Bay Packers with cash contributions and a new chau-
vinism.... And Sammy Bergman, he felt scornfully,
you say it all. Then he chastised himself. What sort of
a man and a Jew was he?” Initially, David Laker is not
much of either, but the combination of Arab terrorists
and a loving Israeli woman warrior transforms him into
a brave and passionate Jew who saves Israel by helping
to blow up the Aswan Dam.

ambowitz novels are precisely not subtle or
R richly developed works, but pulp fiction; stereo-

types, simplification, and fervent Zionism are
their lifeblood. Readers of the novels are probably not
Tikkun subscribers. But I believe that tough Jewish
political fantasies operate in basically the same manner
whether one is, like me, a college professor in the
humanities, a Jewish businessman or butcher in Kansas
City, an author of a Rambowitz novel, or an Israeli
Prime Minister.

Take the case of an Israeli Prime Minister. Menachem
Begin defended the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon on
the grounds that rooting out the PLO was like (and
thus morally and politically equivalent to) the Allied
armies closing in on Hitler in his Berlin bunker in 1945,
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Although Begin’s statement drew criticism from many
Israelis and even from some American Jews, it is never-
theless a representative tough Jewish fantasy. As in The
Aswan Solution, Jewish toughness and Jewish weakness
operate in tandem, and this symbiosis generates a new
Jewish moral identity.

Tough Jews are present in Begin’s fantasy in the ob-
vious form of the Israeli armed forces. Weak and gentle
Jews are not actually depicted, but this is only because
there is no need. Their presence in Begin’s story is
taken for granted: they—the Nazis’ Jewish victims—
frame and give meaning to the whole fantasy in the first
place. In The Aswan Solution, Jewish weakness appears
in the form of the soft American, Sammy Bergman, and
in hero David Laker’s own initial ambivalence. In a
fantasy of my own, a virtual replica of the Rambowitz
novel that inspired it, the weak Jew appears in the
apparently frail body of a character who is actually
a tough Jew, a quite deadly Mossad agent who saves
Israel from destruction by Arab states.

When Israeli Defense Forces and
West Bank settlers brutalize
Palestinians, Jews in America start
loud discussions of the Holocaust.

In each of these fantasies, the allusion to or appear-
ance of the weak Jew or Jewish victim provides the
tough one with the ethical glow toughness requires.
This stems from a historically formed Jewish need to be
an ethical people. In other words, tough Jewish political
fantasies are acts of conscience. But in a double sense.
In those tough Jewish political fantasies, conscience is
at work; it is, so to speak, making things happen in the
fantasies. But these are also acts of conscience in the
sense that conscience is putting on an act; it is appearing
to be a conscience when it has become a vindicator of
toughness and of Israeli policies toward the Palestinians.

( : onfronted with the choice of being ethical or
tough, Jews since the Holocaust have opted for
both paths at once. By this I do not mean what

official Israel and its American supporters might mean

here: that historic Jewish ethics serve as the built-in
restraint on Jewish militarism. I mean rather that we—
far more problematically—vindicate Israeli conquest
and militarism (that is, its victimization of Palestinians)
by invoking weak Jews and Jewish victims. The premise
of the new Jewish moral identity that emerges from the
tough Jewish fantasies is that after Auschwitz non-Jews
cannot tell the Jews anything about morality. Or, one
could say that because of Auschwitz, what Jews do zs






fantasist. Had the non-Jew who rejects anti-Semitism
been on the scene, there would have been no cap-in-
the-mud story.

To be sure, non-Jews who actively oppose anti-
Semitism have been in short supply. Freud’s story re-
flects this. But unless this story is critically reconsidered,
it does more than passively mirror an anti-Semitic state
of affairs: it acts to confirm anti-Semitism.

Freud’s invocation of Hannibal may seem laudable to
anyone, Jew or not, who supports Jewish efforts to
emerge from a history of weak responses to persecu-
tion. But Freud’s appeal to Hannibal actually accepts
the terms of a world of ethnic-national-racial divided-
ness. It accepts the essential constituent of anti-Semitism,
an ethos of political-military toughness.

In contrast, although I do not mean merely to en-
dorse it, I do want to note that Jakob Freud’s apparently
craven response to the anti-Semite’s assault actually
carries within it the possibility, or at least the principle,
of a world #ot organized around martial manliness;

of an alternative to the underlying terms of the anti-
Semite’s world. Jakob Freud is, after all, strong enough
to resist the very terms of that world.

In excluding the figure of the non-Jew who opposes
anti-Semitism, the story Freud tells leaves unexamined
and unchallenged certain notions not merely of the
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difference but also of the distance between Jew and
non-Jew. These are notions that need reappraisal, I am
arguing, because their American historical foundations
are shifting. Such assumptions of difference and dis-
tance remain alive among American Jews today. This is
notable because Jewish American experience, especially
in recent decades, has been shaped—not solely to be
sure, but certainly to an unprecedented degree—by
non-Jews who reject anti-Semitism. American Jews
have not really reflected on the implications of being
accepted, welcomed, and loved by non-Jews, and of ac-
cepting, welcoming, and loving them as well.

Instead, tough Jew imagery among American Jews
has provided an unwitting and ironic form of assimila-
tion. For while this worship of tough Jews entails some
Zionization of American Jews, it also involves in even
larger measure their Americanization, more precisely
their Ramboization.

Post-Holocaust American Jews, in other words, have
come to embrace and make their own the very principles
of (often xenophobic) nationalism and toughness that
have made and continue to make for much Jewish
misery. It is, of course, difficult to criticize this strategy
of Jewish toughness #f the sole alternative to it is Jewish
victimization. If the only existing model is Jakob Freud,
then surely Sigmund Freud’s invocation of Hannibal
has its merits. Once again, however, seeing matters only
in such terms excludes the non-Jew who opposes anti-
Semitism and is prepared to prove it, and who interacts
with Jews as the varied people they are.

Thus pushing American Jews to reappraise and revise
our relation to the ideals and practices of the tough
Jews will not work if it is only a Jewish project. The
point is to disinvoke foughness itself and its political-
moral framework, nationalism— particularly in its xen-
ophobic forms. Criticism of the tough Jew (and, for
example, Jewish American bigotry toward blacks and
Arabs), then, has to be accompanied by non-Jewish (as
well as Jewish) criticism of anti-Semitism and cults of
nationalistic toughness in this country, Europe, and the
Middle East.

Meanwhile, the displacement of the weak and gentle
Jewish stereotypes by that of the tough Jew suggests
that if Jews ever were the moral conscience of a violent,
non-Jewish world, they are so no longer. Israel’s treat-
ment of Palestinians and the rise of Rambowitz in this
country prove that well enough. Contrary to first ap-
pearances, however, this may not be a bad development.
For in creating their own version of the always ascen-
dant political culture of toughness, Jews have not
simply renounced the burden of being the conscience
of the tough world. They have at the same time placed
that burden—the burden of speaking for gentleness
and weakness—on everyone’s shoulders. []






adrenalin, identify the enemy, and—though we don’t
like to admit it—grease the wheels of the so-called
network.

So that when a writer arrives at such a gathering full
of good news—like Neville Chamberlain returning tri-
umphantly to London with what he called “peace in
our time” after meeting with Hitler—who can blame
hin? The check, after all, is—at least for most writers—
awfully good; the stay benevolently short; the audience
eager and attentive; the location usually attractive; there
isn’t even a mailbox to which unsolicited (and, let’s face
it, usually unwanted) manuscripts can be sent, and the
writer has an opportunity to speak in glowing, meta-
phoric terms of an activity which, on the face of it,
is rather uneventful —namely, typing.

he Writers’ Conference is, in fact, a kind of

hit-and-run affair, one of a writer’s rare actual

opportunities to relish the non-Zen-like sound
of two hands clapping, to feel that he or she may be
connecting with someone. And all the writer needs to
do in return is to tell a few people how talented they
are, a few more—in words, to quote the poet Philip
Larkin, “both not untrue and not unkind” —how tal-
ented they may become, and to make some general, one
would hope inspiring, remarks about the trials and
triumphs of the writing life, whose principal hazards,
as John Updike has noted, are at least in this country
alcoholism and eyestrain. .

Our problem isn’t that
we aren’t intimate, but that,
as Wallace Stevens put it,
“we are intimate with everyone.”

So why not be cheerful?

But the writer, or so we hope, is also in another kind
of business—a little harder and, often, less appealing
than good news, and certainly not as eagerly received
by most folks. And that’s the truth business—not the
truth, because none of us has the key to that, but
a truth, one person’s version of purity of heart. And so
what I'm going to try and tell you today is a little bit of
mine.

For it’s been my experience and observation, on the
limited number of such occasions at which I've been
present, that a funny thing often happens after the
writers’ conference, when the adrenalin subsides and
the wine glass empties, when the brief, intoxicating
affair turns into yet another earthbound encumbrance,
when yesterday’s genius takes off its mask and reveals
itself as this morning’s stupidity, when the noun be-
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comes a verb and the heady state of being a writer
becomes again the more difficult and challenging act of
actually writing.

That thing is that the beefed-up participants—en-
couraged to believe that they are the path to a “kinder,
gentler nation” of art—often wind up feeling betrayed
when the actual pains and pleasures of a difficult reality
rear their ugly heads once more, and what they had
hoped would be the easy road to Nirvana is revealed,
once again, as: LIFE. In this sense, it’s very much like
the transition from being in love, which is mainly the
state of loving a condition, to loving, which is about an
ongoing affection for an actual, limited, and limiting,
human being.

They feel betrayed, for example, when several years
down the road they awaken to find that the M.EA. they
spent years and thousands of hard-earned dollars on,
and which they thought stood for “Master of Fine
Arts,” often comes to stand, in the world of activity and
engagement, of breaking and entering, for “Missing
From Action” And they also feel betrayed, on a more
poignant and more personal level, when their attentions
are once again redirected from that attractive, Icarus-
like figure of the writer in public to the lonely, frus-
trating, and intensely private struggles of the writer not
yet on the conference masthead.

f course, there will always be those who are
O going, for better or worse, to become writers
because they have no choice, because they
have gone beyond the inspiration and talent required
for the individual work into the inspiration and com-
mitment of the devoted life. And they, at least, are
blessed or cursed with what the German poet Friedrich
von Schiller called the ultimate freedom — “the freedom
to do what one mzust [italics mine]” And nothing said
at any writer’s conference or anywhere else is going to
deter or discourage them—those poor, lucky bastards.
.. I know, because I was once one of them.
“Ask yourself in the stillest hour of your night,” the
poet Rainer Maria Rilke wrote in the first of his Lezters
to a Young Poet:

must I write? Delve into yourself for a deep answer.
And if this should be affirmative, if you may meet
this earnest question with a strong and simple

“I must,” then build your life according to this
necessity; your life even into its most indifferent
and slightest hour must be a sign of this urge and

a testimony to it.

Now Rilke, quite obviously, is talking about the kind
of choice that is beyond choice itself, the kind of choice
in which the actor is the choser, whether we consider
the vehicle of that choice madness, the Muse, or divine






those authors could only dream about.

So that it’s a pretty good working definition that the
writers who teach or talk or write about writing are
precisely the kind of writers who cannot support them-
selves by their supposedly primary vocation. And, I as-
sure you, there are plenty of us. Since 1975, for example,
the number of graduate programs offering an M.A. or
an M.EA. with a concentration in creative writing has
gone from 47 to an astonishing 207 (with 328 offering
some kind of graduate or undergraduate writing pro-
gram), a 300 percent increase!

hree other related phenomena have taken place

in the so-called world of letters, all having to do

with what I’ll call the relationship between the
worlds of the profane and of the sacred. Because —just
as the vocation of the writer was once thought of as a
sacred, rather than simply another democratic, calling—
so too was the book once thought of as a sacred text,
as something that could not only please and entertain,
but instruct us; instruct us, that is, not in sexual tech-
nique or control of cholesterol levels, nor in the ups
and downs of suburban life, but 7z how to live. That, in
fact, was once considered the “job” of books—from
the Good Book to such other “good books” as Paradise
Lost, the Divine Comedy, the dialogues of Plato, the
Confessions of Saint Augustine, Crime and Punishment,
Moby Dick. They helped us, as Wallace Stevens said of
poetry, to live our lives.

But, at some point in recent history, something very
strange happened: namely, writing went from being a
calling to a profession, and the book went from being
a sacred text to a credential. “Joe Blank” —we are intro-
duced to the famous writer in somewhat the same tone
as if we were being given the statistics for the world
bench press champion—*“is the author of eleven books”

. as though having written one really terrific one
wouldn’t be enough! And that, I suppose, is in fact one
of the more hazardous definitions of being a “pro-
fessional” anything: you must do it again and again.
Though perhaps you only had one wonderful book
living inside you, you are now—especially if you are in
need of such vocation support as readings, teaching
jobs, tenure, and appearances at writers’ conferences—
obliged to write others.

In fact, it seems to me, the world of writing these
days is starting to seem very much like the fulfillment
of a bit of prophecy found chiseled into an Assyrian
tablet from the year 2800 B.C.:

The earth is degenerating in these latter days. There
are signs that the world is speedily coming to an
end. Bribery and corruption abound. The children
no longer obey their parents. Every man wants to
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write a book, and it is evident that the end of the
world is rapidly approaching.

And another thing has happened as well: Writers
have begun not simply to know each other’s work, but
to know each other, in great numbers and with increas-
ing (in the biblical sense) intimacy. At conferences,
readings, workshops, universities, artist colonies, and
cocktail parties galore, writers in great numbers have
begun to congregate, marry, make love, “network” (that
awful word) until, finally, that greatest possible compli-
ment a writer can receive from anyone—namely, the
totally impersonal (yet profoundly personal) affecting
of another human soul by the mere force of one’s
words—has been largely superseded by the personal
relationship, the friendship, the love affair, the voca-
tional debt.

In other words, what it was once the job of the work
to accomplish has been replaced—in the lives of many
writers without the dignity and courage, say, of Thomas
Pynchon or J. D. Salinger—by the network. Our prob-
lem isn’t that we aren’t intimate, but that, as Wallace
Stevens put it, “we are intimate with everyone” Until,
for many of us, I suspect, we can often no longer even
really tell: Is it that poer that moves me, or that beauti-
ful ass? Is it this #ovel I can’t stand, or the son-of-a-
bitch who stole my wife?

ow, I'm certainly not trying to say that writers

haven’t always known one another or been

friends and/or lovers. But what I a7 saying is
that there has never before been a time when one could
build as much of one’s career—and a career entirely
detached from the social and political life of the nation
—on what Wallace Stevens ironically called “the pleas-
ures of merely circulating” Here are the words of my
(oops!) friend and colleague Seamus Heaney on the
subject:

The poet in the United States is aware that the
machine of reputation-making and book distribu-
tion, whether it elevates or ignores him or her, is
indifferent to the moral and ethical force of the poetry
being distributed. A grant-aided pluralism of fa-
shions and schools, a highly amplified language of
praise which becomes the language of promotion
and marketing—all this which produces from among
the most gifted a procession of ironists and dandies
and reflexive talents, produces also a subliminal
awareness of the alternative conditions and an
anxious over-the-shoulder glance toward them.
[italics mine]

So that this little talk of mine, indeed, is aware of the
(continued on p. 102)









as vou moved, the eyves would follow you, giving an
unnervingly literal interpretation to the maxim that

God is always watching you.

Almost twenty years ago, when my father had his
first, severe heart attack, he was sent to a nearby Catho-
lic hospital. Half alive, half dead, monitored, catheter-
ized, oxygenated, tubed into every orifice, he held my
hand and motioned to the crucifix above his head. It
worried him. It was more threatening to him to lie
beneath this stark metal cross than to be where he was:
in the Coronary Care Unit barely clinging to life.

What's the matter, Dad? I said. I was terribly fright-
ened, unsure how coherent he was. He had just told me
he loved me for the first time in my life.

I don't think I should be here, he said, with Chaim
Yankel up there on the wall. He jerked his chin in the
direction of the cross, the nasal tubes digging into his
nostrils. Dad always used this ridiculous Yiddish name
for Jesus; it was the punch line for many of his bad
jokes.

My father had gotten permission from the CCU nurses
to break hospital regimen and wear a yarmulke. I was
sure he had already complained to them about the wall
decoration. I didn’t envy these harassed, overworked
women in dealing with the obdurate belief of this Or-
thodox Jew.

Look at it this way, I bantered, you've got both sides
working for you. I smiled weakly, hoping he would
smile too. But this was no laughing matter for him, he
was serious, and very upset. I tried to swallow my
disbelief that with one foot in the grave, as his doctor
so crudely put it, my father could still be so consistently
hard-line. (Or perhaps that was why.)

When I returned a few hours later, he was much less
agitated, serene almost. I spoke to the rabbi, he told
me, and he said it was allowed. While I was grateful to
the rabbi for calming my father, I groaned inwardly;
I have no truck with rabbinical dispensations. It is the
rules, so many of them, that give me trouble.

This hospital, a well-run, humane place, is familiar to
me. I worked here one summer examining Pap smears
for cancer. Some of the slides are from the nuns who
administer the hospital, and I peruse these very care-
fully, looking for the incriminating sperm. I do not find
any. [ was also a patient here myself, at age ten, when 1
had acute appendicitis. I never tell my parents that the
morning after the operation, a nun in a floor-length
black habit and a starched white wimple comes to my
bedside, sprinkles me with cold water, and makes the
sign of the cross over my forehead. I have been baptized
in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost,
she tells me. I sputter objections; she has wasted her

(continued on p. 106)
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by the common consent of all

These restrictions on behavior do not dcn_v or diminish
one’s capacity for feeling. They support a couple’s and
3 community’s commitment to honor holiness. It is not
j_wnx €aSY to maintain a marriage, to raise children in
a loving and conscientious way, and to rise above the
natural divisions of temperament and opinion to create
a stable community. Such goals demand enormous
amounts of physical and psychic energy —erotic energy,
& vou prefer—as well as willingness to be self-reflective
and open to others.

For this reason [ count myself very fortunate to live
in 2 community that values marriages as holy, where my
tamily and I experience love and caring on a daily
basis. Nor does such a community have to be limited
to married couples. Many single people with varying
degrees of commitment to traditional Judaism have
chosen to participate in this way of life because of the
warmth and tolerance thev experience. The common
understanding in regard to the issue of sexuality is that
respect for sexual boundaries is paramount. We all know
without saving it that our personal power to love and to
open ourselves to others—and our power as a community
to give to one another—depend on preserving the realm
of holiness that is at the center of each household.

hus traditional Judaism does not demand that

we live according to what Plaskow calls the

energy/ control paradigm, where lifes desires
are alien energies we must constantly fight to control.
At the beginning of practice there are struggles, to be
sure. But the aim is to transform and refine life energy
to serve higher principles, to live with vitality and joy
at a deeper level. Traditional practice delineates the
channels for elevating our life energy— channels which
may, from outside, look like boundaries designed to
control or repress. But this is neither an energy/control
paradigm nor a flowing expression of the erotic. Rather,
it is a model in which the life force is contained, gathered,
and refined for a holy purpose —like, for cwmplc the
waters of a mekrab (ritual bath—the word mzkvah means
“gathered™). Power, on a higher spiritual level, comes
from this kind of work.

We all recognize the value of containing and directing
our energies in other areas of life. We discipline ourselves
in our work life, for example: no matter how exciting
our ideas and projects may be, we know we cannot be
effective unless we channel our energies in a specific
direction. In the spiritual realm, to take another example,
the whole concept of a “retreat,” or of Shabbat, is to
withdraw, re-focus, and gather one’s energy. In areas

(continued on p. 106)
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unfinished” And some deeper notes of self-criticism:
“a nice quiet paradise / over the shambles”; “if love be
not in the house there is nothing.”

Fzra Pound. The mysterious ways in which poetry
and history are related. The Cantos were to be “a poem
including history” Already in Canto 1 Pound identified
himself with Odysseus and predicted his own shipwreck.
The New American poetry: Open or Naked Poetry,
Put yourself in the open; open to all the winds that
blow, as winds veer in periplum. To be a poet is to be
vulnerable. Odysseus on his raft, Only in 1985 did 1
discover in our library a copy of the periodical put out
by Pound in 1927-28, The Exile. Only then did 1 get
down to work; reconsidering the revolutions— Fascist
and Communist, political and poetical, Marxist and
modernist—in the history of the twentieth century;
seeing more deeply the hidden interconnections.

In The Exile, Pound, the autocratic leader, lays down
the law:“Quite simply,” he says,“I want a new civilization”
I remember one of the early landmarks in my political
development, Sidney and Beatrice Webb's Soviet Com-
munism: A New Civilization? The first edition (1935)
had a question mark: later editions struck the ques-
tion mark. And now what should the punctuation be?
Pound, the extremist, goes all the way in identify-
ing aesthetic modernism with political revolutionism:
“I want a new civilization. We have the basis for a new
poetry, and for a new music. The government of our
country is hopelessly low-brow, there are certain crass
stupidities that it is up to the literate members of the
public to eradicate” The elitist pretension, the Fascist
potential is clear. Pound's imprudent candor makes me
think twice before dismissing the thought because it is
fascist. The conflict between low-brow mass-culture and
the high-brow avant-garde will not go away. Even Whit-
man, in Democratic Vistas, sces himself as facing “the
appalling dangers of universal suffrage in the United
States.”

Even more disturbing food for thought, to this early
admirer of Soviet communism, is Pound’s effort, in the
pages of The Exile, 192728, to fuse what he calls the
Soviet idea with the Fascist idea, in the overall idea of
modernism. “This century has seen two ideas move
into practice,” he says, Issue #2 of The Exile has a page
with the banner headline MODERN THOUGHT, featuring
first Mussolini saying, “We are tired of government in
which there is no responsible person having a hind-name,
a front-name, and an address” —and then Lenin saying
“The banking business is declared a state monopoly.”
The Soviet idea needs no explanation; the Fascist idea
is the attack on bureaucracy. Hannah Arendt defined
bureaucracy as the rule of nobody; the Fascist idea so
defined we will have around as long as there is bureauc-
racy. The pages of The Exile show Pound straining

to include Communist intelligence in the struggle for
renewal; debating the ABC of economics with New
Masses editor and Communist Party literary boss Mike
Gold; proposing Lenin as the model of modernist style:

Lenin is more interesting than any surviving stylist.
He probably never wrote a single brilliant sentence;
he quite possibly never wrote anything an academic
would consider a “good sentence,” but he invented
or very neatly invented a new medium, something
between speech and action (language as cathode
ray) that is worth any writer’s study.

n the pages of The Exile, I found Louis Zukofsky,

the Communist, collaborating with Ezra Pound,

the future Fascist; Louis Zukofsky, Semite, collab-
orating with Ezra Pound, the future anti-Semite, Their
correspondence, 1927-63; we need a complete edition.
Louis Zukofsky, patron saint of the contemporary leftist
sect of “language poets”; Zukofsky, whose work, espe-
cially the tour de force modernist translation of Catullus,
I had previously looked at with amazement but not
with identification, Only now in 1985 does Zukofsky
become alive for me: Zukofsky functioning as in himself
the link between the two phases of my life, the Marxist
and the modernist.

We all survive as best we can;
always after shipwreck;
improvising our own raft;
revisioning our historical identity;
to tell another story,

Louis Zukofsky contributed to The Exile #4 (1928)
an elegy on the death of Lenin, “Constellation: In Mem-
ory of VI. Ulianov” —

O white

O orbit-trembling

Star—
It is a beautiful recall of Whitman’s elegy on Lincoln;
a way of saying “Communism is twentieth-century
Americanism” —the slogan of the Communist Party in
the thirties, the time when Pound would claim that
fascism was twentieth-century Americanism, as he did
in that outrageous title, Jefferson and/or Mussolini (1935).

But there was a more personal message for me in the
quotations from Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress with which
Zukofsky studded his work at this time. “Constellation”
is introduced with a quotation,“ Wherefore, being come
out of the River, they saluted them saying, We are
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People Want Everything

Leonard Michaels

Dmitri Harris, who studied physics at Cornell,

had come to town. We arranged to meet for dinner
in Greenwich Village, at the San Remo. I hardly ever
ate out, but I hadn’t seen Dmitri in months so this
would be an occasion. I left work earlier than usual and
walked uptown, from Chambers Street to Bleecker Street.
Dmitri was always late, but I liked sitting in the bar,
staring about at the San Remo’s tile floor, brown wood
booths, and ceiling fans. The mirror behind the bar
reflected colorful whisky bottles and a row of windows
that looked out on the traffic of Macdougal and Bleecker
Streets. Separate from the bar was a small dining room.
Dark, serious Italians waited table; efficient men, never
obsequious. When Dmitri arrived, he said, “I'm starving”
and we went directly into the dining room. He ordered
antipasto, minestrone soup, some kind of veal. I or-
dered clams Casino, salad, and a glass of wine, which
probably came to less than ten dollars, but I had to
think about it. I had to think about money.

I worked after classes at NYU, as a file clerk in
a collection agency. I made three dollars an hour.
The office had no technology, no computers. The only
machine was me. Looking through the mail, I'd store
names and addresses in passive memory. Then, reading
through new letters that arrived daily, I'd spot a name
or street address that sounded familiar, and I'd go
search, try to match the clue in a letter with a file I had
seen days or weeks before.

Dmitri asked, “You still have the same job?” Then he
asked what I did exactly, forgetting he’d asked the
question before. “I know it’s a collection agency ... "

I said my job was like the children’s card game where
you put the deck face down, spread cards in every
direction, then start turning them over, trying to re-
member where you last saw a jack or queen or a three
so that you could pair it with the jack, queen, or three
you’d just plucked out of the spread.

l t was a summer evening in the fifties. My friend

Leonard Michaels is the author of two story collections and
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“Oh yeah, yeah. I remember. Sounds like fun,” said
Dmitri.

“It is.”

It was no fun. I felt sorry for debtors who weren’t
confidence men or deadbeats, but just unlucky, sick,
broke, ashamed, miserable, hoping to be forgotten, if
not forgiven. There was no forgetting, no forgiveness.
There was no hiding from us. We had connections
everywhere in towns and cities around the United States,
investigators who lusted to collect. We wanted our clients
made whole. We wanted our thirty percent plus expenses.

Dmitri never worked. Money came to him in scholar-
ships. But he could have put himself through college.
He won regularly at poker and bridge, picking up
money from fellow students, and he hustled in Man-
hattan pool halls and ping-pong parlors. You’d hear
people say, when Dmitri shot pool, “The ball has eyes”

He played. I worked for small pleasures and worried
about the price of dinner. I boasted of him to other
friends. Amazing guy. What a brain. Maybe there was
faint resentment in my heart, but what the hell —Dmitri
had a special chemical structure in his chromosomes.
It gave him superior hand-eye coordination and let him
solve problems built into the physical universe. As if from
God, money came to him. He gave no thought to it
that evening in the San Remo. He gorged on rum cake.

“Good?”

“Great.” Munching, nodding. It was his due. He had
chromosomes.

His eyes, wide apart in the flat broad bone of his
upper face, carried a diffuse focus, dull, almost sleepy.
As he chewed, his nostrils distended slightly, smelling
the tastes. His complexion was dark and smooth, yellow-
ish, nearly bronze. The neck of a wrestler. Thick trunk.
Ape arms. His parents were first-generation Americans;
his grandparents, from Odessa and Istanbul, were Russian
Orthodox, except for a grandmother who was Jewish.

During dinner, Dmitri mentioned a party uptown to
which he’d been invited by Nina Winslow. “Did you
know we broke up?”

“You broke up?”

“Yes. Do you want to go to the party?”

“Sure. So you broke up with Nina Winslow?”

Unfortunately, he had misplaced the address. Three













































involving complex cultural and historical distortions in
the consciousness of millions of people can be analyzed
or solved or even “reached” by thinking about it in any
of the ways we are familiar with. From military inter-
vention (lots of people killed; increased fanaticism
among Islamic fundamentalists; the “emir” restored to
power), to principled nonintervention (Hussein, poi-
soner of 30,000 Kurds in his own country, becomes
some kind of hero for standing up for God against
Satan; refugees wander around the desert starving to
death; Israel finds itself in still graver danger, which in
turn strengthens the Israeli Right, increases the severity
of the occupation, and drives Palestinians further to-
ward fantasies of a resurgent and violent pan-Arab
nationalism), to a long series of other variations that
assume there is some discrete set of acts that will produce
some discrete set of effects—none of these so-called
“options” advanced by rationalistic policy analysts ad-
dresses the essential craziness and alienation and dis-
tortion in human interrelatedness that is the problem
in the first place. I think more and more people are
beginning to feel (maybe more women than men, but
many men too) that you just can’t get there from here
and that it’s actually better for their own souls and for
the world to refuse to participate in Irag-analysis until
some new and more emotionally plausible way of think-
ing comes into being.

My own feeling is that this new way of thinking must
be intuitive and aimed at creating cultural change rather
than strategic (or “analytical”) and aimed at directly
reorganizing power relations. In the case of Iraq and
the Middle East generally, this means that we should
try to intuitively grasp the directions and intensity of
both the positive and negative tendencies in world-
historical consciousness at this precise moment as these
tendencies weigh upon and embody the present crisis.
We then need to take practical and symbolic steps that
might contain the drift toward craziness and war while
accentuating the drift toward sanity and peace. I use
the word “drift” to describe these tendencies because
they are diffuse and contradictory movements of con-
sciousness which exist both within and across all of the
cultures implicated in the conflict. They are also drifts
in that they move slowly, precisely because they are in
contradiction—opposing forces joining in the cultural
DNA of each person and rotating, via reciprocal inter-
nalization, through small and large groups, through
each subculture and (owing to institutions like the UN
and television) increasingly through the world itself as
a single community.

Intervention that takes this form of cultural contain-
ment and accentuation cannot proceed by a thought-
process that engages obsessively with some discrete
objective (“Hussein must withdraw from Kuwait!”).

For this kind of instrumental thinking fuses our being
to an idea in a way that suppresses our ability to com-
prehend and alleviate the “stress” produced by the
contradictory tendencies I have outlined here. It may
be true that Hussein must withdraw from Kuwait, but
this objective must, if possible, be achieved by steps
designed to “thaw out” rather than intensify the dis-
torted nationalism, ethnic hatred, and religious fanati-
cism that constitute Hussein’s symbolic power. We need
to cultivate a way of thinking that is distanced enough
to allow us to encompass, through a kind of perpetual
double-awareness, the contradictory tendencies that
shape the meaning of every aspect of the situation in
the Middle East, but which still allows us enough direct
engagement to intuit action-steps that “lean in” to the
situation so as to foster the tendency toward sanity and
peace.

My sense is that the single most powerful symbolic
source of peace-consciousness is the patient attitude
Gorbachev has demonstrated in world politics over
what is now a very long period of time. For this reason,
I think Michael Lerner is right to call for an immediate
acceptance of Gorbachev’s proposal for an international
conference aimed at resolving the problems of the
Middle East as a whole. From the perspective that
I have outlined, the principal virtue of immediate
acceptance of the Gorbachev proposal is that it would
instantly, long before any conference actually takes place,
shift world consciousness to a level of reflection on the
Middle East that can encompass the contradictory his-
torical forces that have produced the current crisis.
Sustaining this level of reflection means comprehending
(among other things) the historical reality of colonial-
ism; the partial legitimacy of existing national bounda-
ries irrespective of their origins; the practical reality of
the West’s dependence on oil from the Persian Gulf, the
legitimate need of all the peoples of the Middle East—
including Israeli Jews, the Palestinians, and the Arab
masses—for a sense of cultural dignity and economic
security. In this sense, movement toward an international
conference might succeed in disengaging world thought
from the dangerous “heat” of such images as violent
rocket attacks on Iraqi military installations, the devas-
tation of Israel, the threat of poison gas, the mass
murder of American and Iragi nineteen-year olds—and
Kuwait itself as the mythological location for the latest
hallucination of Armageddon, whether the Western ver-
sion (a secular fantasy based on the protection of “our”
interests against the new Hitler) or the Arab version
(a religious fantasy of God versus Satan). In addition,
by rallying to a true internationalist initiative such as
Gorbachev’s conference, we would symbolically identify
the United Nations with the hope of bringing into
being a compassionate, transnational conscience that
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No majority of Israelis, regardless of what the U.S. opts
to do against Iraq, is yet prepared to embrace the
Soviet (and Arab) idea of an international conference,
notwithstanding recent and welcome progress in Soviet -
Israeli ties. Nor is any majority prepared to predetermine
the outcome to any Israeli-Palestinian talks, much less
agree to a demilitarized Palestinian state. Lerner en-
tirely avoids certain central issues, including Jerusalem’s
final status. And what if the Israelis don’t agree to the
whole package? Does this then mean that the US.
ought not seek to weaken Saddam Hussein’s regime?
The Israeli-Arab conflict must be separated from
the Gulf crisis and dealt with on its own terms. There

YARON EZRAHI

he present global crisis provoked by Saddam

Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait demonstrates that

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict cannot be settled
except through a collective regional security system.
Only such a system can ensure the stability that would
allow the Israelis and the Palestinians to compromise
and accept the symmetry of self-determination. No such
security arrangement is conceivable, however, as long
as Saddam’s arsenal of deadly nonconventional weapons
remains intact. The long-term interest of Middle Eastern
countries, as well as the world at large, requires con-
siderably more than the restoration of Kuwait to the
Kuwaitis.

Therefore, I fully support Michael Lerner’s conten-
tion that if nonmilitary measures fail to remove the
threat of Saddam’s chemical, biological, and, in the
long run, nuclear weapons, the use of force to achieve
this objective is not only compatible with, but also
positively warranted by, the liberal position on the
Middle East.

The dramatic response of the US. and its allies to
Saddam’s invasion made Iraq look like a superpower;
the image of strength is indeed one of the major sources
of its power. Consequently, Iraq is much more of a
threat to Israel and moderate Arab countries #ow than
it really was at the beginning of the conflict. Having
partially created this golem, the U.S. must take special
responsibility for the security of those states in the
region whose vulnerability increases in tandem with
Saddam’s stature as the enemy of the free world.

The only immediate linkage between the Gulf crisis
and the Arab-Israeli conflict is that a decisive elimina-

Yaron Ezrabi is a professor of political science at Hebrew Uni-
versity and bas long been active in the Israeli peace movement.
He was interviewed by phone from Jerusalem.

is no good substitute for launching direct talks, hold-
ing elections in the territories, and seeking confidence-
building measures that can lay the groundwork for final
negotiations. This is the essence both of Camp David
and the current Israeli peace initiative. Obviously,
the chasm of mutual mistrust and hostility separating
Israelis and Palestinians will remain too wide and deep
to be bridged in one fell swoop. Thus, the challenge is
to overcome those forces that prevent the progress
even from beginning. Incrementalism and realistic ex-
pectations must be the name of the diplomatic game,
not farfetched schemes that can only be nonstarters in

the real world. [

tion of Iragi aggressive potential is a prerequisite for
regional security and political arrangements that will
meet both Israeli and Palestinian requirements. Appeas-
ing or rewarding Saddam for “gestures” that allow him
to delay and choose a more convenient time for carry-
ing out his schemes is a prescription for a world “safe”
only for endless violence. The coalition of Western,
Eastern, and Third World countries ready to check the
Iraqi aggression may constitute a rare instance of the
legitimate use of arms to protect the non-negotiable
and universal values of peace and security for millions
of innocent civilians.

While grassroots Palestinian support for Saddam un-
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of its military hardware. Nor is the US. or Israel about
to accept a Palestinian state. In its specifics, Lerner’s
proposal is a nonstarter.

But in a more general sense, Lerner is right to argue
that progress on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is not
just important for its own sake, but also could help
resolve the Gulf conflict. The Arab states assisting the
US. would gain in legitimacy; Saddam Hussein, who
symbolizes the armed struggle route to Palestinian rights,
would lose his appeal; and importantly, Iraq would lose
the option of diverting attention from the Gulf crisis
with an attack on Israel.

ronically—and this brings me to Lerner’s third

question—American policy seems one of de facto

linkage of the wrong sort. The Bush administration
thus far has shown an unwillingness to move on the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict until the Gulf conflict is
over. The administration is right in not wanting it to
appear that Saddam Hussein has caused a major change
in US. policy, but that is no reason not to pursue a
two-track policy in the Middle East. The US. spent
a year in unsuccessful efforts to get the Shamir govern-
ment to seriously pursue Shamir’s own proposal for
Palestinian elections in the Territories. The US. was
finally reaching a moment of truth on Shamir’s proposal
when Iraq invaded Kuwait. Bush should take this op-
portunity to say that the US. will not allow Saddam
Hussein to tie the two conflicts together; neither will it
allow Shamir to use the Gulf crisis as an excuse for
further delay. In particular the US. must act vigorously
to halt the rapid expansion of the settler population in
the West Bank, which is now occurring. We must insist
that the Gulf crisis not be used as a cover which allows

DANIEL ELLSBERG

ie him to the mast, it’s too late to put wax in his
ears: Michael Lerner has succumbed to the siren
songs of General Dugan’s Air Force briefers, with

their “surgical” solution to Iraq’s offensive capabilities.
As in the past, the essence of their refrain—the very
part that has captivated Lerner—has been that if the
president just turns the Air Force loose, the troops of
rival services—the Army, Navy, and Marines—can all
stay home safely with their families and enjoy the war
vicariously by watching dramatic reconstructions: Tom

Daniel Ellsberg was the State and Defense Department official
who released the Pentagon Papers during the Vietnam War.

He is currently working on a study of the risks of war posed by
international crises.
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the Israeli right wing to eliminate the possibility of
“land for peace” negotiations somewhere down the line,

The Shamir government is so determined to retain
the West Bank permanently that even freezing the cur-
rent level of settlement will require a major American
effort. Jewish voices will therefore have to strongly
insist upon such a freeze, If Iraq is forced out of Kuwait
there will be a great deal of interest in resolving the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but it may take much longer
to get Iraq out than anyone presently anticipates. If in
the meantime the settler population grows by twenty or
thirty percent, the delicate balance within Israeli poli-
tics may be permanently upset, and the occupation of
the West Bank may continue indefinitely,

y policy prescription is this:
o Keep the focus on the international con-
sensus issue of forcing Iraq out of Kuwait,

e Build on the embargo and the current unprece.
dented level of international cooperation to put in place
a special international mechanism which will block Iraq’s
access to nuclear weapons and which will remain in
place even after the crisis has subsided.

o Place the military in Saudi Arabia under 2 United
Nations flag and expand international participation,
with a special stress on Soviet involvement.

e Commit only the number of troops required to
contain Iraq militarily.

¢ Plan for a long-term embargo of Iraqgi and Kuwaiti
oil as the primary vehicle for putting pressure on Irag.

 Vigorously pursue Israeli-Palestinian peace with
an immediate focus on a freeze on settlement expansion.

o Sit tight and keep the powder dry. [J

Cruise as Top Gun, not as Ron Kovic.

The argument for preventive war against Irag—which
is what Lerner is endorsing here, as part of a larger
Middle East policy—is about as persuasive in the pres-
ent circumstances as it ever gets. And it has, evidently,
persuaded a lot of people besides Lerner, including
high officials throughout the Middle East, opinion-
makers in the American media—and, according to a
number of journalists, many of the highest officials in
the Bush administration.

For that reason, a US.-initiated offensive against the
full range of Iragi command structures and military
capabilities has been, without any urging from Tikkun,
a lively option from the outset for American forces in





















frustration, their utterances immediately snatched up
by the Right, which always knew better.

Of course, the idea that the views of men such as
Shamir, Sharon, and Kahane were right in the end—
while we were wrong and led others astray—is a bitter
pill to swallow. It means that not only have we failed
miserably, but an entire Weltanschauung, a large and
profound set of values, has been emasculated. In this
sense, our whole world has virtually collapsed.

Two conspicuous articles in this vein appeared re-
cently, provoking many responses. Yossi Sarid gored
the Palestinians with his “Let Them Look Me Up”
disquisition in Ha'aretz (August 17); Yaron London
slammed the door in their faces with his “So Long,
Husseini, Nusseibeh, and You Other ‘Authentic Lead-
ts’” (Yedioth Abaronoth, August 14). I must admit that
when T first read these writings, I felt tremendous ad-
miration for both authors for their uncompromising
emotional honesty and for their refusal to let the occa-
sion pass—this was doing what true thinkers must,
reassessing their values and beliefs against the new
reality.

This esteem, I must admit, was coupled with a whiff
of envy in view of the huge wave of love that swamped
them from all sides. Even Geula Cohen has invited
these wayward sheep to return to the flock. Who among
us is unfamiliar with the small temptation? —to discard
for a while, at long last, the mantle of cold logic, to
surrender gleefully to the dizziness of emotions, the
catharsis of anger, and to hurl oneself into the deceptive
embrace of the consensus, to speak with one’s Likud-
loving neighbor with heartwarming fervor, to articulate
oneself as something other than a cold-hearted rational-
ist! Leftists, too, have their primitive impulses!

It will be interesting to see where these people, with
their reactions, wind up. Yossi Sarid almost managed to
square the circle, hanging a U-turn after the proclama-
tions in his article, by returning to his commitment to
peace for moral reasons—in an effort which, he claimed,
was “so human as to be superhuman.”

Fine. But Sarid refuses to speak with Palestinian
leaders for the time being. Let them look him up.
So with whom will he speak? Will he adopt Shamir’s
approach, instructing the Palestinians to invite their
“daddies,” Hussein and Mubarak, to decide their fate?
How long does he intend to wait until the Palestinians
call? Until he calms down? And has he considered
peace with the Palestinians all along as being merely in
their interest, or as a vital security interest of Israel?

As for Yaron London, who so smoothly shrugged off
his moral commitment to a solution of the conflict
(“The Palestinians’ contempt [for Israel] exempts us
from any moral imperative”) —which direction will he
take? Why shouldn’t he be more conclusive and cou-

rageous, and admit that if he has no moral inhibitions
toward the Palestinians, if there is no give-and-take
whatsoever between ethical considerations and the se-
curity argument in its broadest sense, then his declaration
swings him far to the Right.

The problem with these articles and other statements
by leaders of the Left is not merely their content but
also their intonation. Underlying the fiery rhetoric is an
almost childish whimper of disappointment and insult
over the Arabs’ irrationality and flip-flop temperament;
which (as Sarid said) caused them to kick the pail just
when it seemed to be filling with moderation. The Left,
oozing self-pity, decries the self-destructive impulse of
the people it “chose” to adopt and their “betrayal” of
the joint efforts.

The desperate lament underlying these remarks is
immediately picked up by the excitable antennae of
public opinion. In any case, there has been a continual
slide to the right in Israel. Any move by the Palestinians
—even a salutary move such as recognition of Israel—
gets revised in order to negate the possibility of dia-
logue with them. A powerful system is at work, aiming
to disqualify the Palestinians as a partner in the Israeli
consciousness. Even as prominent leftists publicly flag-
ellate themselves for having supported the Palestinians,
it makes no difference, because in the final analysis they
are committed to furthering the peace efforts despite
the Palestinians. As for public opinion, the damage has
already been done. Thousands of Israelis who in recent
years marshaled reserves of willpower, restraint, and
sangfroid to give peace a chance have suddenly received
eloquent legitimation for behavior of the opposite kind:
to give up—to surrender to the fatalism that says we
have no one to talk to, that we shall always live by
the sword.

There are two aspects to the problem of the Arabs’
support of Saddam: that of Israeli Arabs and that of the
Palestinians in the territories. The Israeli Arabs’ attitude
is infuriating and troubling; it is a “scarlet letter” for
their leaders. At the same time, since we shall probably
continue living with them in one country, we will help
no one by selling out to anger and disillusionment.

Of course, we must not blame Israel for every mani-
festation of political naiveté, emotionalism, or hostility
within the Arab minority. At the same time, it is obvious
that these are the Israeli Arabs’ reactions to the way the
state treats their brethren in the territories, as well as
themselves. The state has done nothing to relieve their
sense of frustration, discrimination, and neglect. Vindic-
tiveness toward them at the present time, because of
their stance on this issue, will not improve the prospects
for coexistence.

As for the Palestinians in the territories, they have
not betrayed us. They have never misled anyone. The
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trial periods and security guarantees—ensure them a
state, perhaps then they would have something to lose.
Perhaps they would fear to opt for any possibility that
might undermine the foundations of their new chance.

It angers us that by supporting Saddam Hussein,
the Palestinians are declaring that they understand only
the language of force. However, were we to declare a
moratorium on our use of the language of power and
the harsh grammar of tyranny, and to begin to speak to
them in a new language, it is possible that the more
sober and moderate among them would expand and
gain in self-assurance and psychological liberation.
Thus they would be better able to pursue the genuine
(as we define this)—and in the final analysis, more
rational — Palestinian interest.

I suppose that even the glorious pan-Arabism to
which the Palestinians so ardently aspire at present will
dwindle into vain proclamations, as it has in all sover-
eign Arab countries. No matter what the scholars and
Arabists say, none of the sovereign Arab states is eager
to merge with any other state for the sake of pan-
Arabism. All the Arab states remember the humiliating
failure of the Egyptian-Syrian alliance (the UAR).
Anyone who speaks with Palestinians regularly knows
exactly how deeply they love and identify with other
Arab countries. When they get their state, however,
one can assume they will vigorously and jealously safe-
guard their separatism and sovereignty. The Arab world
has known leaders who cynically exploit the masses’
destructive inclinations and impulses, violence, and
collective mania. Bloodthirsty leaders such as Saddam
Hussein surface and vanish like pockets of pus. It’s

ZIAD ABU ZIAD AND DEDI ZUCKER

car Dedi:

[ am well acquainted with the distress of

those faithless leftists who have attempted,
and even today have not declared that they will cease
attempting, to speak with the Palestinians. These men
and women of little faith have always come to us whin-
ing, demanding that we meet them “halfway” in order
to show their public that they're right. We, for our part,
have tried to meet these demands.
Unfortunately, however, I have always sensed that
the peace camp is weak on the Israeli side. Not only is

Ziad Abu Ziad is the editor of the Hebrew-language Palestinian
weekly Gesher, Dedi Zucker is a member of the Knesset
representing the Citizens' Rights Movement. This exchange
between Ziad and Zucker was originally published in Ha’aretz
(August 8, 1990),

always been this way. It was this way in Europe, too,
until common sense and subtlety prevailed, inaugurat-
ing a measure of stability that worked to everyone's
advantage. Some in Israel have a vested interest in
persuading and enticing us into believing that the Pales-
tinians are like suicidal whales, so instinctively driven
to self-destruct that they can never be true partners in
a dialogue.

Let us beware of playing into the hands of this racist
outlook. Palestinian spokesmen and some of the Israeli
Arabs may have demonstrated political shortsightedness
and ethical hypocrisy in the present crisis, but these are
not sufficient reasons for not doing everything necessary
to attain peace with them and an equilibrium of interests
—for our own sake.

Now of all times, at this moment of crisis, as the
primeval urges flare, the clear, unadulterated voice must
be heard over the momentary anxieties, above anger
and frustration. Its message: no more. No more silence
toward or cooperation with extremists. It is always
easier to be rightist in the political climate that prevails
in Israel. It would be easier to surrender to the hatred,
violence, and despair that may in the long run become
realities. It is for this very reason that we must gird
ourselves with the last of our reason and sangfroid,
reminding ourselves where Israel’s true interests lie. To
ensure our physical existence against Saddam Hussein,
we have the Israeli Defense Force. To ensure our iden-
tity, and, in the final analysis, our physical existence,
the voices of the pacifists, the pursuers of peace, how-
ever unpopular they may be at this juncture, must be
raised again, and without delay. []

it a minority, but it has always been on the defensive
vis-a-vis the Right and doesn’t take a step without a full
consideration of the extortionism of the Right.

No, this is not the first time that the peace camp in
Israel has folded. It is the first time, however, that it has
flaunted its ability to knife its Palestinian partners in
the back. It’s appeased the Right and shown everyone
that it too can attack the Arabs.

Right from the outset, it seems, there has been a
sophisticated attempt to misrepresent the Palestinian
viewpoint. The objective was clear: to present the Pales-
tinians as supporters of the occupation of another people,
thereby discrediting their protests against the Israeli
occupation.

The Palestinian leadership stated unequivocally, at
the onset of the Iraqi occupation of Kuwait, that it
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A0u e agree that we have retnened o 198

1ot vou thiv week that nothing s ieteparable, You
st be aware, Aady despite all my eriticisi and the
strong divappointnent 1 teel odan 1 have not aban.
donad iy basie view: every people is entitled o anton:

SHULAMITH ALONI

t hay been a rule of thumb among peoples since

time innemorial that when tivals are not destroy-

ing each other, their representatives sit together,
event though they are enemies, and discuss ways of
termninating the hostilities and building peace. 1If the
sitpation i our region were o change tomorrow in
such a way that Saddam Hussein, that monstrous and
atroctously cruel man, were to invite lavael to negotiate
with him tor Middle Bast peace, would we turn him
down? Would we insist that the lragi people first ap-
paint new representatives?

It we are duty bound—as we have always insisted —
to talk peace with any enemy, if we truly believe what
we sav about the right of any political entity to choose
its leaders and representatives, why has Aratat outraged
us 302 In what way are he and his cohorts worse than
other creatures of the night with whom we sat as friends
and with whom we are prepared to sit as enemies for
the purpose of collaboration toward a peace settlement?
How has Arafat, by kissing Saddam Hussein, become
worse than Saddam Hussein himself?

Of course, 1 had hoped when Iraq invaded Kuwait
that the PLO would announce its rejection of any occu-
pation. Arafat failed to do so. But Shamir and the
lsraeli government announced their oppaosition to any
occupation ... or have they done exactly the opposite

Shwlamith Alowi iy bead of the Citizens' Rights Movewent
(Ratx) in lorwel and @ member of Knesset. The following o
frome the Hebrew-langnage newspaper Yedioth Aharonoth,
Angust 27 1990,

YOss1 SARID

do not favor cutting oft the dialogue with the
Palestinians, nor do 1 believe that the Palestinian
issue has disappeared or should disappear from

Yosss Sared os @ meember of Knesset from the Citizens’ Rights
Movement (Ratx) and a loading figure in the Israelt peace
mopement. The following & the substance of a phone interview
conducted i canly October 1990

omous nattonal development, This is as surely in my
interest ax it iy in yours, Nor have 1 abandoned the
beliet that dialogue between us—even in these difficult
times =i a prerequisite for a political solution, [

by designing their own “constraints® and torpedoing
the Baker plan?

The PLO leadership has not let me down. I had no
love affair with them, We are engaged in a grim political
conflict, many years long, that has generated anomie,
fear, and despair. What concerns me is the State of
Israel, its well-being, its security, and its character. For
the sake of all these, 1 have to speak with any enemy.
For the cause of being a free people in my land, I must
step away from the shackles of occupation.

For this purpose we must negotiate with the PLO.
Not because they are nice, for they are not; not because
I wust them, for I do not; but rather because this
dialogue is the road of salvation from a worse fate
we must avoid: death, expulsion, devastation, loss of
humanity, and the possibility that equitable sovereign
existence will become untenable.

Thus we should keep our phone lines open and,
preferably, in use. The universe abhors a vacuum. Lassi-
tude is out of the question. If we do not act, the void
will be filled by the likes of Rehavam Zesvi, Moshe
Levinger, and those who would build the Temple, occupy
the Temple Mount, and resume the sacrificial cult—all
bound like Isaac to the altar of bloody warfare.

Intellectual integrity forces us neither to view Arafat
as a friend nor to reject a dialogue with the Palestinians.
They in their despair and stupidity have momentarily
allied themselves with the Butcher of Baghdad, but
with them, as with other murderers, we shall sit for
negotiations if Israel§ survival and security interests so
warrant, [

our agenda. But the vocal support of Palestinians for
Saddam Hussein, coupled with the changed international
situation created by Saddam invasion of Kuwait, has
created a new situation in Israel.

For us in the peace movement, the central goal has
always been to create a peaceful Middle East. We always
understood that the Palestinian issue was only one part
of the problem facing Israel, namely the task of finding
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JewisH FEMINISM

Beyond Egalitarianism

Judith Plaskow

A n intetesting paradox is emerging
in non-Orthodox Jewish commu-
nities. The very success of egalitarian-
ism—the gains in equal access for
women to educational opportunities
and fuller participation in Jewish reli-
gious life—has generated new ques-
tions and uncertainties about whether
egalitarianism is enough. Over the last
twenty years, barrier after barrier has
fallen before women. We have found
ourselves being counted in minyanim,
going up to the Torah, leading services,
becoming ordained as rabbis, and
studying Talmud alongside boys and
men. These new opportunities, how-
ever, have brought women up against
the content of the tradition, and in
doing so, have pointed to the need for
changes far deeper and more frighten-
ing than the process of simply making
available to women what all in the
community acknowledge to be of value.

A rabbinical student finds herself
studying a text that renders invisible
her existence and experiences as a
woman. A woman is called to the
Torah and reads that daughters can be
sold as slaves (Exod. 21:7-11) or that a
woman’s vow can be annulled by her
father or husband (Num. 30). Women
seeking to expand our Jewish lives
discover that a tradition that seems to
have a blessing for everything offers
no Jewish forms for marking menarche
or menopause. Ironically, it is only in
gaining equal access that women dis-
cover we have gained equal access to
a male religion. As women read from
the Torah, lead services, function as
rabbis and cantors, we become full
participants in a tradition that women
had only a secondary role in shaping
and creating. And if we accept egali-

Judith Plaskow teaches religious studies
at Manhattan College. She is the author
of Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism
from a Feminist Perspective (Harper &
Row, 1990).

tarianism as our final stopping place,
we leave intact the structutes, texts,
history, and images that testify against
and exclude us.

Many non-Orthodox Jews are now
stuck in a position of acknowledging
the justice of women'’s claims to equal-
ity, but not knowing how to bring
about deeper changes. Or feeling con-
tent that in some institutions the goal
of equality has been achieved. Or feel-
ing uncomfortable because even where
the goal has been achieved, something
is not quite working. If none of the
steps toward equal access is easy, at least
each is definable and measurable; one
change opens to the next (e.g., learning
opportunities spur the desire to use
one’s learning), and each is concrete
and generally linked to a specific con-
text of struggle (e.g., the Conservative
movement, a particular synagogue).
Beyond egalitarianism, the way is un-
charted. The next step is not nearly so
obvious as fighting for a/iyot or ordina-
tion. Beyond egalitarianism, Judaism
must be transformed so that it is truly
the Judaism of women and men. It
must become a feminist Judaism: not
a women’s Judaism or a Judaism fo-
cused on women’s issues, but a Juda-
ism that all Jews have participated in
shaping. But how do we move from
here to there? How does egalitarian-
ism become the starting point for a
fuller process of transformation?

would suggest that there are at least

five stages that any community has
to move through on the path from
egalitarianism to feminism or genuine
equality. My treatment of these stages
will be schematic, both because of
limitations of space and because the
content of any stage will be determined
by the needs and problems of particu-
lar communities.

e The first stage is hearing silence.
Indeed, the impetus to move beyond
egalitarianism stems from hearing the

silence of the Jewish tradition and of
particular Jewish institutions and events
concerning the history and experience
of women. Silence is difficult to hear.
When a silence is sufficiently vast, it
fades into the order of things. We take
it for granted as the nature of reality.
When I went through three years of
graduate school without reading a single
word written by a woman, it took me
a long time to notice. After all, men
are theologians; whom else should we
study? Women have a long history of
reading ourselves into silence. From
childhood bedtime stories to the bib-
lical narratives, from male teachers to
male books on male Judaism, women
learn to people silences with our own
shadowy forms.

It is only in gaining
equal access that women
discover we have gained

equal access to
a male religion.

Rebekah, Bruriah, and other indi-
vidual women, a class on women in the
Bible or a panel at the Y, are not
disproofs of women’s silence in Juda-
ism. These are names and occasions
we need to turn to after we have lis-
tened to silence, not in order to fill or
deny it. Otherwise we miss the jolts
against whose background particular
women and events emerge: “you shall
not covet your neighbor’s wife” (Exod.
20:14) (who is the community being
addressed?); the absence of Miriam’s
prophecy or the record of Huldah’s
teaching (the hints in normative sources
that there is so much more to women'’s
leadership than the sources choose to
tell us); a talmudic discussion of whether
a girl penetrated before age three should
receive her full ketubab (Ketubot11a,b)

(would women scholars ever have asked
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authority of American Orthodox Jews,
affirmed that merely observing the
commandments without acknowledg-
ing or understanding the nature of
God and the covenant as described in
the book of Genesis did not constitute
a satisfactory form of religious life.

All human possession of
the earth depends upon
bebaving ethically—
the people must grow
to deserve the land.

Rashi’s reading of “the heritage of
the nations” is all too relevant to our
own times. If the gentile nations accuse
Israel of stealing the lands of the seven
Canaanite nations, Israel should re-
spond, “All the earth belongs to the
Holy One who created it and has given
it to whomever is upright in his eyes.
By God’s will it was taken from them
and given to us” Human origins, Is-
rael’s origins, are grounded in an ethics
of possession. All human possession
of the earth depends upon behaving
ethically—the people must grow to
deserve the land. Rashi’s close reading

PERSONAL EssAy

Ghost Stories

of the text of Genesis 1:1, through
the prism of classical midrash litera-
ture, took ha’aretz (the earth) to refer
to the land of Israel, where the Rabbis
believed the process of creation began.
The harmony of the covenant between
God and Israel is measured by the
behavior of the Jewish people in the
land. In this, Sefer Bereshit foreshadows
the ethical standards of Leviticus, Deu-
teronomy, and the Prophetic books.

For Rashi, as for earlier and later
authorities, failure to retain physical
possession of the land does not mean
abrogation of the covenant between
God and the Jewish people. Quite the
opposite—once again Bereshit is cru-
cial to proper understanding. The narra-
tives about the Patriarchs and Matriarchs
move along an axis of entry and return
to the Land. Relationships between
parents and children are never harmo-
nious. Yet departure from the land,
alienation from a parent or child, is
never without hope of return. Abraham
and Isaac dwell temporarily in Egypt
and return. Hagar and Ishmael are
cast out of Abraham’s tent, yet are
protected and promised continuity for
their family. The children of Jacob re-
main alienated from him (and each
other) throughout most of their father’s
life. Yet on his deathbed they assemble

before him to receive a blessing.

The last verses of Sefer Bereshit
describe a mixture of despair and
hope, our legacy ever since, with great
beauty. Jacob and Joseph have died
outside the land. We know from Sefer
Shemot, the book of Exodus, that his
descendants not only fulfill his request,
but also return the bones of his son
Joseph. We know from Deuteronomy
that they will enter the land after forty
years of wandering—and then go into
exile once again. The promise of the
land remains unfulfilled. Their right-
eousness was not sufficient to possess
it. The covenant survives, however.
Like the epic figure of Bereshit, they
will try, and fail, again.

Sefer Bereshit provides a context
for reading not just the Torah, but the
entire Tanach. An ordered cosmos, life
stories and strivings, provide the spir-
itual nurture for observing the com-
mandments and participation. To be
challenged by an ethics of possession
of the land of Israel may not always
result in success. Hope lies in con-
tinuity, sometimes in forms we might
never have contemplated. The covenant
of Sefer Bereshit is grounded in our
willingness to re-read its stories and
claim them as our own, and try ever
again to begin. [

E. M. Broner

I. My MOTHER
IN THE MIRROR

uperimposed upon my face in the
mirror is my mother’s. I am about
to comb my hair, but here she is,

E. M. Broner has written five books,
among them Her Mothers and A Weave
of Women. Both books were reprinted
by Indiana University Press in 1985. She
has completed the novel, The Repair
Shop, whose first chapter appeared in
Tikkun (Volumie 2, Number 2).
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brushing hers, her thick; wavy, white
hair.

We quarreled about hair.

“Don’t wear your hair so short and
flat, Mom,” I said. “It’s too mannish.”

“Don’t wear yours so wild,” she
would reply. “It’s too girlish.”

In the mirror, our arms go up and
down in unison.

“Monkey See/Monkey Do,” says Mom.

She pulls the hair forward from under
her ears and forms spit curls.

“The return of the 1930s,” 1 say.

Actually, her hair looked very nice
the last time I saw her.

“What dress is that?” I asked my
brother. “I don’t recognize it.”

“He didn’t like the one I brought,”
said my brother, “and said he had an
extra.”

“An extra?” I ask.

“Somebody must have brought two
to choose from,” says my brother.

“Gives her color,” 1 say.

There she is, eyes closed, her glasses
resting on her nose.

The glasses will rest there forever.

She’s in somebody else’s dress, with
her hair brushed from her forehead,

high and fluffy.












tion by evervone,” Levinas concludes,
“the responsibility for everyone goes
to the point of substitution. A subject
is a hostage”

The goal of ethics is thus not fusion
with the other, nor is it even egalitarian
reciprocity. It is instead the assumption
of our own heteronomy, the willing
abandonment of our ego’s sovereignty,
without cravenly accepting abasement
or servitude. It is a never-ending open-
ness to alterity, which embraces infinity
without vearning for the closure of
totality or the harmonious resolution
of dialectics. Ethical conduct thus in-
volves a nonerotic love for our neigh-
bors that looks for nothing in return.
As such it is uncompromisingly dis-
interested, in the etvmological sense of
not being “among beings” (inter esse),
but rather being open to what tran-
scends them. Ultimately, ethics thus
means openness to God, who is not so
much the divine creator as the ethical
lawgiver. Although we can have no
direct encounter with God, no I-Thou
interaction with the supreme Other,
He is present in the Third, the other,
who is always in our midst, vet signifies
something beyond.

Not surprisingly, Levinas is criti-
cal of humanist self-aggrandizement.
Freedom as the autonomy of the acting
self, the self of projects and initiatives,
is a pernicious mirage. Sartre’s famous
identification of the subject with the
“for-itself” should be supplanted, he
argues, by the “for-the-other,” a state
best exemplified by maternity. What
he calls our “difficult freedom” para-
doxically requires accepting our ulti-
mate dependency on the other. Modern
anti-humanism, Levinas approvingly
writes, “ clears the place for subjectivity
positing itself in abnegation, in sacri-
fice, iy a substitution which precedes
the will. Its inspired intuition is to
havé abandoned the idea of person,
goal and origin of itself, in which the
ego is still a thing because it is still a
being.” Instead of the active, Faustian
self so much a part of the Western
tradition, Levinas calls for a more pas-
sive self, which is not the shepherd of
Being, as Heidegger counseled, but
rather the caretaker of the other.

The austere rigor of Levinas’s ethical
paradigm is exemplified by his suspi-
cion of aesthetic pleasure, especially
in the form of static visual images.
Such images redirect our attention to
the existing world of what is, rather
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than to what should be. Calling the
Mosaic proscription of graven images
“truly the supreme command of mono-
theism,” he trusts only in the literary
art of a Proust, Leiris, or Blanchot,
whose work opens up questions of
absence, temporal deferral, and the
permanent exile from Being. He is
likewise hostile to religious attempts
to achieve ecstatic fulfillment in the
here and now, preferring the formal
law and ritual of Orthodoxy to the mys-
tical communion of, say, Chasidism.
Only the unbridgeability of the gap
between divine command and human
obedience can preserve the fundamen-
tally ethical transcendence that is the
essence of Jewish revelation.

The fundamental ground
of ethics is the submission
of the self to the other,
the principled suppression
of self-interest in order
to honor alterity.

If one were to simplify Levinas’s ar-
gument into a series of antithetical pairs,
the following would readily appear:
immanence/transcendence, presence/
absence, totality/infinity, vision/hearing
(or touch), interest/disinterest, ontology/
ethics, truth/justice, reciprocity/asym-
metry, distance/proximity, substance/
relation, active/passive, ego/alter, being/
becoming, philosophy/religion, and
said/saying. In all of these cases, the
first term is deemed problematic and
generally identified with Hellenism,
the second is praised and seen as
Hebraic. Although these dichotomies
cannot always be automatically mapped
onto each other—listening to God’s
word, for example, is called active
when Levinas discusses the tradition
of midrashic interpretation—they all
tend to line up in the same direction.
Even when he tries to overcome one
of them, for example in his claim that
there is a “passivity prior to the pas-
sivity-activity alternative, more passive
than any inertia,” Levinas still chooses
the higher passivity over activity.

ot surprisingly Derrida, for all
his admiration for Levinas, felt
compelled to deconstruct his binary
oppositions. Derrida followed Joyce in

asserting that “Jewgreek is greekjew.
Extremes meet.” However much one
wants to, it is impossible to step out-
side the Hellenic metaphysical tradition
entirely; even not-philosophizing, Der-
rida insisted, is still on some level
philosophizing. Levinas’s answer, con-
tained in the essay entitled “God and
Philosophy” in this collection, draws
on what he calls a state of “insomnia”
—in which the self is awake but not
intentionally engaged with the world —
as the way to get beyond philosophy.
But it is not clear if this state is invul-
nerable to a further deconstruction,
especially when we note how entangled
in the web of philosophizing—with its
truth claims and totalizing discourse—
Levinas’s own work is. Although he
points to ethical commands outside of
theoretical statements and gives them
pride of place, his writing itself ex-
emplifies how deeply imbricated the
two are. Levinas’s work is after all
a kind of descriptive metalanguage
which tries to prioritize prescription
over description.

Whether or not Levinas’s argument
is damaged by criticism of this kind,
criticism his later work struggles to
take into account, it has not hindered
the recent upsurge of interest in him.
The reasons for his popularity may by
now be a bit easier to discern. To the
extent that the Enlightenment project
of emancipating individuals from their
state of heteronomy is now widely dis-
credited, that humanist hubris toward
the rest of creation is damned as “spe-
cies imperialism,” and that intellectual
claims to know totality are denounced
as inherently totalitarian, Levinas is
very much a thinker of our time. Too
rigorous to be confused with the sort
of mystical New Age irrationalism we
have wisely learned to distrust, his
thought nonetheless provides a pro-
vocative challenge to many of the most
fundamental assumptions of conven-
tional “progressive” thought.

So too the current fascination with
ethical questions, coupled with con-
tinued doubts about the possibility of
rational justifications for moral systems,
has fostered a climate favorable to
considering Levinas’s ideas. And at a
time when the oculocentric bias of
Western culture is on the defensive in
many fields, Levinas’s celebration of
hearing and touch over sight strikes a
responsive chord. Reading Levinas’s
challenge to the hegemonic biases of















is well beyond the reach of Maharidge.

The pictures are no better: as Maha-
ridge has “rewritten” Famous Men,
Williamson has “rephotographed” it.
He uses a familiar kind of time-lapse
photography (the scene in the thirties
juxtaposed with the same scene today).
But then, incongruously, we also have
bizarre and lurid close-ups of feet, a
church steeple shot against a lightning
storm, hyperdramatic night shots, a
man’s mouth showing only three teeth.
It’s as if Willlamson couldn’t decide
who he was, photographically: Walker
Evans, or Evans’s nemesis, Margaret
Bourke-White, whose garish and sen-
sationalistic images of poverty in the
thirties Agee and Evans deplored.
Sadly, it will be difficult to read Agee
and Evans now without thinking of
Maharidge and Williamson, just as one
can’t listen to Rossini without seeing
William Tell overtaken by the Lone
Ranger.

Tellingly, what Maharidge and Wil-
liamson fail to appreciate in Agee and
Evans is their acute consciousness of
the burden of representation as an
ethical, political, and artistic act. Evans
carefully edited the images in Famzous
Men so as to emphasize the dignity of

his subjects, while Agee agonized over
the inevitable invasion of their privacy.

We are presently, as Robert Scholes
argues in his recent Protocols of Read-
ing, living in an “age of interpretation,”
in which “we are now perhaps exces-
sively aware of the gap between any
event and its entry into textuality” But
this has not always been the case. Dur-
ing the 1930s we accepted the visual
and verbal representation of “truth” —
the factuality of the photograph, the
objectivity of the verbal report—with
a naiveté that bordered on delusion:
hence the originality of Agee and Evans
in challenging that whole premise.

It is now a truism not only of literary
and visual studies, but of our political
life as well, that the facts of any given
case are almost irrelevant. What matters
is how those facts are interpreted to us
and by us. Press secretaries tell us what
their candidates “really” mean, while
polls tell us what we ourselves “really”
think about the candidates. And so we
are in a great circle game of whispered
sentences and dubious outcomes.

We may deplore this state of things,
but we cannot at this point easily escape
it. As both these books make clear, we
need to devise strategies to deal with

Breaking and Entering:
Women and Sacred Learning

the foregrounding of interpretation in
our intellectual and political affairs.

The reason why photography has
assumed such a central role in cultural
discussion is that it raises the vexing
problems of representation in a rela-
tively pure form. As consumers of pho-
tography, we need to maintain a degree
of skepticism (whose root meaning,
incidentally, is to look) that will allow
us to see through and around the
image, recognizing it as a deliberate
act of communication in a political,
social, and aesthetic context.

Our dilemma, however, is that we
must arrive at this recognition without
at the same time becoming so cynical
that we render ourselves effectively
immune to acts of visual communi-
cation. Despite the glut of images
(including those on television) that
surrounds us, we maintain our skepti-
cism at the risk of short-circuiting our
response to the world. Somehow, be-
tween skeptical vigilance and political
engagement, we need to fine tune our
reading of visual media: we must at
least acknowledge the inherent am-
biguities of photography if we are to
allow the medium its power to witness

the world. [

Margo Peller Feeley

Words on Fire: One Woman's Journey
into the Sacred by Vanessa L. Ochs.
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1990, 328

pp-

hen I was eighteen, I shared a

tiny room in Jerusalem with an
Orthodox girl from Brooklyn who
was sweetly vague about her disappear-
ances during the day. My life was an
open book: I attended Ulpan—intensive
Hebrew language school —in the morn-
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to work on a novel.

ings and begged lessons from rabbis
in the afternoons. Brought up in Excel-
sior, Minnesota (not exactly a bastion
of Jewishness), I was eager to make up
for lost time. Meanwhile, my roommate,
whom TI’ll call Rachel, was receiving
anxious letters from her parents insist-
ing she return home; she always found
an excuse not to. After a few months,
Rachel’s parents flew unannounced to
Israel, seized upon her person, and
spirited her back to Far Rockaway,
where she was instantly married off.
What rumors had moved those par-
ents to virtually kidnap their daughter?
That she was trafficking in drugs?
Converting to Christianity? Meeting
Palestinian boys on the sly? No.

They suspected—and it was true—
that she was studying Talmud.

What happened to Rachel certainly
gave me pause. Was the end of all that
scholarship to be—shudder—marriage?
I continued to study Hebrew and im-
portune my rabbis, but they didn’t
have much time for me. Ironically,
they were busy hustling funds to start
Or Sameach, Aish Halorah, and the
Diaspora Yeshiva, institutions which
were to cater to young people (mostly
male) of the Return to Judaism move-
ment. Finally I took off for Gateshead
Seminary in the north of England
under the mistaken notion that it was
a women’s yeshiva. It turned out to be
a training school for hausfraus. Enough
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think that the universities offer more
rigorous and efficient courses in Talmud
than traditional yeshivas. Ochs never
really questions the premise that learn-
ing under the auspices of the Ortho-
dox is somehow the most “authentic”:

The only options for advanced
study of Talmud were within the
Conservative or Reform movements.
Those were satisfactory options
for Conservative and Reform
women. But if an Orthodox woman
studied in those institutions (as
several have chosen to do), neither
she nor her learning would be
respected by her own community.

Out to Lynch

Given the institutionalized sexism in
Orthodoxy, it seems unlikely that the
learned woman would be respected
wherever she got her learning. Readers
may also wonder whether Ochs does
not seek out extreme forms of Ortho-
doxy (such as Chabad or sects Mea
She’arim) in order, finally, to reject it
as her way of life.

I like the sensibility of the author:
her honesty about her own limitations,
her attempts to transcend them, her
ambivalence, her refusal to give pat
answers. I admire her ability to give
shape, form, and meaning to an exper-
ience so recently lived. Ochs does be-
come less estranged from Torah as she

becomes more familiar with it. On the
personal and social levels, that famili-
arity engenders a new claim, a new
right, and finally a new kind of es-
trangement—outrage. Whereas at the
beginning, she regards the words of
rabbis not altogether hostile to women's
learning with grateful wonder, at the
end she sounds a revolutionary note.
Referring to the ongoing attempts of
women to read from the Torah or
simply pray together in the women’s
section at the Western Wall—despite
the assaults of pious men—Ochs pro-
claims, “I do believe that women must
open Torah wide and seize it for them-
selves” [J

Jonathan Rosenbaum

“All T know for sure is there’s already
more’n a few bad ideas runnin’ around
loose out there”

—Sailor to Lula in Barry Gifford’s
Wild at Heart: The Story of Sailor and
Lula

I couldn’t care less about changing the
conventions of mainstream television.
—David Lynch, November 1989

rom Birth of a Nation to Fatal

Attraction, puritanism and politi-
cal naiveté have frequently turned out
to be a winning combination in Ameri-
can movies. The recent popularity of
David Lynch, however, puts a new
spin on this formula. Sailor’s line—
repeated in Lynch’s new movie based
on Gifford’s novel—in a way summa-
rizes Lynch’s work to date: an ceuvre
that has recently expanded from paint-
ings, movies, and a weekly comic strip

Jonathan Rosenbaum is the film critic
for the Chicago Reader and the author
of Moving Places: A Life at the Movies
(Harper & Row, 1983) and, in collab-
oration with James Hoberman, Mid-
night Movies, to be reprinted in 1991 by
DaCapo Press.

to include two new TV series (“Twin
Peaks” and “American Chronicles,”
both coproduced by Mark Frost), an
opera, a pop record album, commer-
cials for Calvin Klein, a coffee-table
book due out next fall, and undoubt-
edly other enterprises as well. Like his
puritanical predecessors Walt Disney
and Hugh Hefner, with their endless
capacity for generating mutually pro-
moting spinoffs, Lynch seems well on
his way to becoming one of those
multinational entertainment conglom-
erates that are currently clogging the
cultural scene, What seems to set him
apart most strikingly from other puri-
tanical political naifs, multinational and
otherwise—individuals obsessed with
“dirty secrets,” who regard “dirt” as a
matter of sexual propriety rather than
sexual ethics—is that he is perceived
and celebrated in some quarters not
as an integral part of this country’s
present ideological mainstream but as
a serious artist subverting the Ameri-
can soul from within.

There’s certainly no question that
Lynch is an original talent, and that
“Twin Peaks,” whatever its built-in lim-
itations regarding format and overall
coherence, represents something both

fresh and slightly transgressive in prime-
time TV, It also can be argued that a
progressive coarsening in Lynch’s work
since the 1970s has corresponded fairly
closely to a rise in his popularity and
overall critical reputation. (This coars-
ening was exacerbated by his parting
of ways with Alan Splet, the brilliant
sound designer who worked on all his
films up through Blue Velvet, whose
subtle and delicate grasp of aural tex-
tures added much density and complex-
ity to Lynch’s conception.) Significantly,
when the New York Times belatedly re-
viewed his first and most accomplished
feature, Eraserbead (1976), two years
after the film’s release, its reviewer
found it “murkily pretentious,” “inter-
minable,” and “sophomoric,” with no
redeeming virtues at all; roughly a
decade later, a Lynch cover story in
the Sunday Times Magazine called the
same movie “an astonishing feature
debut.” Even the most cursory com-
parison of Eraserbead with Wild at
Heart reveals an artistic decline so
precipitous that it is hard to imagine
the same person making both films;
but it is the latter movie that won the
Cannes Film Festival’s Palme d’Or.
It’s clearly too early to reach any
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Gifford sees the social meaning im-
plicit in Sailor’s first statement and
labels it as such by adding Sailor’s
defeatist coda. Lynch leaves this sec-
ond statement out because it might
interfere with the movie’s apparent
freedom from ideological meaning—a
notion of aesthetic bliss that might be
- called the Lynch-pin fallacy. And some
liberals who are drawn to this apparent
aesthetic freedom, but who feel obliged
for puritanical reasons to grant a higher
purpose to their pleasure, wind up
calling it subversive.

Lynch’s work should be contested,
if at all, not for puritanical reasons but
for political ones. Yet puritanism is
buried so deeply within American po-
litical thought, infusing so many atti-
tudes on the Left as well as the Right,
that this is easier said than done. As
George Orwell noted in the course of
recording his distaste for Salvador Dali,
“Obscenity is a very difficult question
to discuss honestly. People are too
frightened either of seeming to be
shocked or of seeming not to be shocked,
to be able to define the relationship
between art and morals.” And this
difficulty becomes compounded when
people partially praise shocking work
not because of its effect on themselves
but because of its projected or imag-
ined effect on others, a process which
enables liberals to think that this film
will have a progressive effect on middle
America. Moreover, Lynch’s puritanism,
like Hugh Hefnerss, is difficult to at-
tack unpuritanically because its defiance
of certain taboos means that criticizing
it can seem to be an assault on freedom
of expression. Theoretically, one can
support that freedom while criticizing
the uses that are made of it. But in
practice, at a time when widespread
impatience with the Bill of Rights is
already jeopardizing free expression it
is often difficult to make such fine
distinctions without being misunder-
stood.

O ne hears that there are plans afoot
to rerelease Eraserbead sometime
next year. This black and white film—
painstakingly crafted as a low budget
independent venture over five years of
patient effort—has been available on
video for a few years, and prior to that
had an extended life as a midnight
movie staple, but many of Lynch’s re-
cent fans still haven’t seen it. Con-
ceivably the most original first feature

by an American filmmaker to have
appeared during the seventies and cer-
tainly one of the most remarkable, it
is inevitably handicapped commercially
by its lack of any secure genre affili-
ation. Nor does its difficult story line
offer any camp or postmodernist es-
cape clauses. While its grim fatalism
and its biological determinism (a sense
of “dirty secrets” that is more cosmo-
logical and philosophical than social)
make it every bit as conservative in its
implicit social philosophy as the studio
productions by Lynch which follow
it—a subject that J. Hoberman and
I have already explored at some length
in our book Midnight Movies—its med-
itative style is such a radical departure
from Hollywood narrative norms that
it can’t be accused of pandering to
anyone.

The same adolescent
mixture of worship and
derision, piety and
irreverence can be found
in its most distilled form
in many rock videos.

Ignored by most critics of experi-
mental films, art films, and exploita-
tion films—despite the fact that it has
certain traits in common with all three
categories—and treated dismissively
by most mainstream reviewers at the
time, Eraserbead found its limited aud-
ience only through the patience and
dedication of its distributor, who kept
the movie playing as a midnight at-
traction for many weeks long before it
developed anything resembling a cult.
Today, given both the demise of most
midnight movie venues and the pres-
sures on commercial pictures to per-
form at the box office immediately, a
film as singular as this one without any
obvious marketing handle (such as
Lynch’s name) would have almost no
chances for success at all.

Lacking any conventional sense of
plot or character, Eraserbead revolves
around a dreamy and sappy young
man named Henry Spencer (Jack Nance)
living with an undernourished, twig-
like plant in a dark, squalid furnished
room in an urban industrial wasteland.
Invited to a grotesque family dinner

by his former girlfriend Mary, he dis-
covers that he’s fathered an illegitimate
monster that resembles a wormlike
fetus; Mary and their yowling, pre-
mature offspring move into Henry’s
room. The creature becomes sick and
its persistent cries eventually cause
Mary to flee in the middle of a rainy
night. Henry unsuccessfully tries to
nurse it back to health, and when he
fails, eventually destroys his progeny
and, by implication, himself and the
entire universe in the process.

A bleak tale, to be sure, but most
of the movie unfolds less like a story
than like a sardonic metaphysical med-
itation on the contents of Henry’s mind:
a landscape of fantasy textures, mys-
terious processes, and industrial noises
held together by dovetailing obsessions
about sex, machinery, biology, botany,
astronomy, and theology, all of them
expressed nonverbally. And insofar as
the movie has a story, it is nearer to
nightmarish absurdist comedy than to
angst-ridden tragedy. The closest Eu-
ropean art-movie equivalents are not
Ingmar Bergman and Michelangelo
Antonioni, but Orson Welles’s The Trial,
the black and white sequences in An-
drei Tarkovsky’s Stalker, or (for its mu-
sically timed and comically abstract
uses of silence and sound) Jacques
Tati’s Mr Hulots Holiday. Informed
by a mesmerizing formal beauty and a
highly distinctive form of black humor,
with meditative rhythms that turn its
slender plot into a perpetual series of
discoveries and revelations, Eraserbead
is a sui generis masterpiece that most
spectators and critics never quite know
how to take.

he same thing can’t be said for

any of Lynch’s subsequent movies,
whether he’s worked as a hired hand
(The Elephant Man and Dune), gener-
ated his own material (Blue Velvet and
“Twin Peaks”), or adapted someone
else’s material for his own purposes
(Wild at Heart). It could be argued,
moreover, that Lynch’s increasing visi-
bility and popularity is largely a func-
tion of the fresh contexts in which
his work has appeared. Compared to
Eraserbead, Blue Velvet is like TV soap
opera, and compared to Blue Velvet,
“Twin Peaks” seems formally unadven-
turous and fairly tame in terms of
subject matter; but compared with
other TV serials, “Twin Peaks” looks
like a bolt from the blue.
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aged abortion as a form of birth control, many men
and women now regard abortion as part of the state’s
barbaric and inhumane policies. Just recently a poll
showed how deeply abortion polarizes the Czech popu-
lation: only 52 percent of women and 40 percent of
men approve of abortion without serious restrictions.
During the 1970s, male dissidents, particularly in Hun-
gary, fought the state for abortion rights. Their concern,
however, was to challenge the state’s right to intrude
upon private life. Now that many of these men are
members of Parliament in Hungary or the Civic Forum
in Czechoslovakia, they either ignore the issue or straddle
it by advocating better contraception. Women, explains
Joann Gowan, a Berkeley graduate student writing
a dissertation on Hungarian women, were never the
issue; the state was.

At some point the ideological push to keep women
at home will bump up against a harsh economic reality:
the need for two-income families is everywhere obvious
in Eastern Europe. Some parties, such as the Free

Democrats in Hungary, address this issue by fighting’

for an elusive “family wage,” which would allow male
workers to support their families alone. The reality,
however, is that men—even, frequently, those whose
wives work—are already killing themselves working
two or three jobs.

Meanwhile, feminists are beginning to take the initia-
tive. A hip youth-oriented magazine entitled Respeks
publishes the poetry of Anna Wagnerova, who identifies
herself as a “feminist poet.” Dissatisfied members of the
former official women’s union have created a Club for
Modern Women. Their goal is to create a network of
groups that offer legal advice, domestic help, baby-
sitting, language lessons, and psychotherapy for women
who are currently at home with their children. They are
lobbying President Havel to create a special ministry
for women and the family and plan to create a women’s
center, as well as a school for displaced homemakers,
in Prague. Siklova and other women have also begun
a new women’s journal called Maxima. Journal for the
Intelligent Woman, which aims to air women’s problems
and reprint feminist writings from the West. “When we
were dissidents,” Siklov4 says, her eyes flashing with
intensity, “the men needed us and treated us well”
Now she sees the danger, as Sonja Licht, a Yugoslavian
feminist sociologist put it, of “male democracies” ignor-
ing women’s needs. “Women in Czechoslovakia think
an emancipated woman is someone who can speak up
at a Party meeting. Many believe they are already eman-
cipated, but they are not.”

n Yugoslavia an active feminist movement has al-
ready begun. In Hungary, there is a small femi-
nist research center within the American studies

program at Szeged. A small group of women in Buda-
pest meet weekly to discuss women’s issues; an even
larger group of men and women meet to organize against
the anti-abortion forces, some of which, T am told,
are funded by pro-life organizations in the US. In
East Germany, the international edition of Newsweek
(July 2, 1990) reports that the painter Angel Hampel
is “disappointed in what has happened since Novem-
ber.... In her Dresden studio, which is cluttered with
scythes, sickles, knives, spikes, and other graphic sym-
bols of violence, hang pictures of suffering female fig-
ures. It is women, she predicts darkly, who will bear
the brunt of a changing society and her art is about
the ‘hopelessness of their condition’” In July Hampel
opened an exhibit of her work which she described as
“very, very angry.”

In many ways, women’s problems are at the heart of
a changing political culture. In his book Anti-Politics,
the internationally acclaimed writer and dissident George
Konrad of Hungary explained that the private sphere
was the one place where people could retain their soul
and resist the intrusiveness of the state. The importance
of the private sphere—the realm of experience most
strongly shaped by women’s influence—made women’s
role essential to every form of personal and collective
resistance to communism. Now that communism has
collapsed, the importance of the private sphere has
naturally diminished. “Soon,” Konrad tells me with a
smile, “with the opposition in politics, we will need
a new anti-politics” But as the space between the family
and the state, or civil society, widens and pulls men into
public life, women are being literally and figuratively
left in a less valued sphere of life. Long associated with
the home, even when they worked, women are simply
not seen as part of Eastern Europe’s new civil society.

The problems facing Czechoslovakia and other Eastern
European countries often seem overwhelming to the
outsider. How they will be resolved is an open question.
For now, the center-right coalitions have the greatest
power to gain national credibility and dominate political
discourse. Within five years, some intellectuals predict,
a renewed social democracy, perhaps with a new name,
will organize to address the problems of those caught
in the maelstrom of social and economic change. “For
now,” Siklova concludes with a sigh, “we will simply
have to suffer through this conservative time” []

DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA

(continued from p. 16)

the alphabet; another a stitch. All taught her how it
felt to wake up at dawn and decide what to do with
the day.... Bit by bit ... along with others, she had
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up, self-inflated product of your own and your net-
work’s distorted and dishonest hyena-cries? When, day
after day, we are exposed to the affront of books re-
viewed, openly and without explanation or apology, by
the writer’s lover, ex-husband, best friend, colleague,
or soon-to-be employee, who then engages in the fur-
ther dishonesty and duplicity of referring to his or her
most intimate chum as “Mr. Brown,” “Ms. Peterson,”
“Dr. So-and So”? When, just two weeks ago, for example,
at a party in Cambridge, a poet whose latest book
recently received a rave review in the New York Times
from one of his best friends could look me in the face,
without shame or embarrassment, and say: It was an
inside job?

ow, if I might return once more to the “trigger-

ing” question of this essay, the question Should

L write? is a question—very different from the
question Should I become a writer?—that writers are
often asked by the many people in this country who
attend writers’ conferences, and who are, understandably
enough, looking for ways to affirm themselves in a
culture which everywhere we look, strives to make them
into nineties men, eighties women, Pepsi generations,
yuppies, yippies, or some other easily identifiable “cate-
gory” that can be pandered to and manipulated by its
relentless marketing machine. A culture, in other words,
which—while it has mastered the rhetoric of a perverse
and consumer-oriented kind of individualism—does
everything it can to annihilate and frustrate the genuine
human tendency that is individuation.

And the question, I think, is no harder to answer
than the question “Should I sing in the shower?” or
“Should I dance naked in the living room?” The first
answer being that, if you needed to ask the question in
the first place, you probably shouldn’t. (The less snotty
answer being of course you should—provided, that is,
that it gives you pleasure and that there’s nobody else
in the room trying to sleep.) Because writing has always
been one of the few ways we have of arriving at that
wonderful, though sometimes terrifying, place described
by Matthew Arnold:

Below the surface stream, shallow and light

Of what we say we feel —below the stream,

As light, of what we think we feel —there flows
With noiseless current strong, obscure and deep,
The central stream of what we feel indeed.

But now let’s look for a moment at the harder ques-
tion: Should you become a writer? Should you develop,
or aspire to, the same relationship to language that a
doctor has to the body, a shoemaker to leather, an
architect to space and material, a hairdresser to hair,
a haberdasher to shirts, a farmer to the earth?

To help answer that question, I'd like to trace, for
a few minutes, a kind of “archetypal” journey of a
young writer, somewhat similar to but not identical
with my own.

You are young, or fairly young, and have gotten, like
Dante, lost on your life’s path. Something has taken
you, at least momentarily, out of life—or at least out of
the manically active, linear road we often mistake for
it—and into the more melancholy world of language,
introspection, searching, contemplation. Maybe it was
a death in the family or some other emotional abandon-
ment—an alcoholic father, a manic-depressive mother,
an abusive uncle, a dead pet, a deaf brother. Something,
to put it simply, has wounded your sense of justice, has
jolted you out of the Coca-Cola vitality of your times
and into the sweet, melancholy, black-on-white curlicues
of paper and ink. Though you don’t yet know it—and
if you're lucky, you may not for quite some time —you'’re
on your way to becoming a writer. Because something
in you that hasn’t found any other way of curing what
Robert Frost called that “lump in the throat” now
wants out. Indeed, probably has to get out if you're
going to survive emotionally. In fact, you're probably in
that classic position best articulated by that great poet
of the artist’s spiritual awakening, Rilke, in a beautiful
essay entitled “Worpswede.” “There comes,” he wrote:

later for youth or maiden that lonely period filled
with deep trembling melancholy, when they feel
unutterably forlorn, just at the time of their physical
maturing; when they feel that the things and events
in Nature have 7o longer, and their fellow-men have
not yet, any sympathy for them. Spring comes, even
when they are sad, the roses bloom, and the nights
are full of nightingales, even though they would
like to die; and when at last they would smile once
more, the autumn days are there, the heavy days of
November, which seem to fall without cessation,
and on which a long sunless winter follows. And,
on the other hand, they see people, equally strange
to them and unconcerned, with their business, their
cares, their successes and joys, and they do not
understand it. And finally, some of them make up
their minds and join these people in order to share
their work and their fate, to be useful, to be helpful,
to serve the enlargement of life somehow, whilst the
others, unwilling to leave the Nature they have lost,
go in pursuit of her and try now, consciously and by
use of their concentrated will, to come as near to
her again as they were in their childhood without
knowing it. It will be understood that the latter are

artists. ...
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great writing itself, and try and make some of it.

For once you start weighing your tenure in a depart-
ment over your species’ tenure on this planet; your
connections within the profession over your connec-
tions to such timeless and difficult virtues as goodness,
justice, and compassion; once you prefer being famous
to being fair; a literary school to the great human,
homogenizing school; having your face on the cover of
American Poetry Review to having your body and soul
beneath the covers of a warm, decent human being’s
bed, you may be well on your way into literary life but,
I assure you, you are well on your way into the dungeon
as well.

But I also don’t want to suggest that the pairs of
seeming antitheses I have outlined above demand, or
suggest, a universe so neatly and conveniently bipolar,
so easily arranged. What we all want, of course, is to be
famous (as in read) and fair, tenured and tender, part of
the literary school a#d the human school, perpetrators
of a juster universe as well as beneficiaries of it. What
we long for is to find, as Wendell Berry suggests, what
we have in common with the rest of mankind, rather
than what may have originally set us apart and off into
the orbit of the written word. The struggle, perhaps,
lies more in the tension than in its resolution, though it
is the resolution we all hope for—and the tension we
must /fve. And, in this sense above all, my words in this
essay are addressed very much to myself, for it is a
struggle I see myself as presently very much in the thick
of, the struggle of trying to synchronize my life as a
writer with my values as a man.

So—Should you become a writer? Well, yes, maybe
you should. But whether or not you become a writer,
or you merely write, or you never write again, I think
the imperative is the same: to hold, as Yeats implored
us, reality and justice in a single thought, to remember
that writing is still a unique way of testifying to what
E. L. Doctorow calls “the moral immensity of a single
soul”

o I will close, now, with three final small snippets
of slightly contradictory “vocational” guidance—
the first from an essay entitled “The Poet” by the
Nobel Prize-winning Italian poet Eugenio Montale; the
second from the final stanza of Yeats’s “Meditations in
a Time of Civil War,” and the last from where I began
this talk, Vaclav Havel’s address to Congress.
Here, first, is Montale:

The poet can also be different. He can have an
uncontroversial past, so much so that no one men-
tions it anymore. In such cases he’ rich, owns a car,
earns a great deal and doesn’t shirk from writing in
prose. He is a species of poet who is disappearing

and would require a separate study.

In the literary zoo there are still a few specimens
of the poet who doesn’t talk about his poems, doesn’t
collect clippings, and works honestly at another
profession. I wouldn’t suggest that we put him
in a cage and exhibit him to the public, for then
he’d become vain and would pass automatically
into the class of poets I've already described.

I don’t know if he deserves to be honored, but he
certainly deserves not to be disturbed.

And here is Yeats, from the last stanza of his
poem, written in 1923:

I turn away and shut the door, and on the stair

Wonder how many times I could have proved my
worth

In something that all others understand and share;

But O! ambitious heart, had such a proof drawn
forth

A company of friends, a conscience set at ease,

It had but made us pine the more. The abstract joy,

The half-read wisdom of daemonic images,

Suffice the aging man as once the growing boy.

For Yeats, or so he would have us believe, “a company
of friends, a conscience set at ease,” would only have
made his longing, ambitious soul pine all the more. But
for those of us not as driven, not as gifted, not as
blessed and cursed with the always divided and quest-
ing heart of this great public and private man, it may
not be a bad place to begin.

And, finally, it is Vaclav Havel who may have sug-
gested to all of us a place from which to continue.
“I'am not the first,” Havel said of his decision to accept
the burden of political responsibility,

nor will I be the last, intellectual to do this. On the
contrary, my feeling is that there will be more and
more of them all the time. If the hope of the world
lies in human consciousness, then it is obvious that
intellectuals cannot go on forever avoiding their
share of responsibility for the world and hiding
their distaste for politics under an alleged need to
be independent. ... When Thomas Jefferson wrote
that “governments are instituted among men, deriv-
ing their just powers from the consent of the gov-
erned,” it was a simple and important act of the
human spirit. What gave meaning to that act, how-
ever, was the fact that the author backed it up with
bis life. It was not just his words; it was his deeds
as well. [italics mine]

Havel’s words, and his deeds, should give us all—as
writers and as human beings—something to think about.
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firm limits—to grow otherwise. So relying on individuals
of widely varying maturity and self-consciousness to
build relationships of “mutuality, responsibility, and
honesty,” as Plaskow hopes, is an admirable ideal, but
not practically workable.

We do have a strong alternative. Traditional Jewish
views of women’s sexuality and spirituality speak to us
of the hidden power of the holy—of what is kept holy
by the containment and refinement achieved through
discipline and spiritual practice. Guidelines, rules, and
laws are not a matter of suppressing impulses and deny-
ing passion, but rather a means of teaching us the way we
should walk (literally, halacha) to become mature adults.

We must acknowledge that we are attracted by the
power of sexuality not only for our own pleasure but
for the holiness that we, as Jews, know it holds. But we
need to use that power wisely. Sexuality has too often
embodied a vague hope of connecting ourselves with

God or the Godlike. Plaskow writes,

When we reach out sexually, with our total selves,
we may find that the boundaries between self and
other dissolve, and we may feel ourselves united
with larger currents of energy and sustenance. ...
[The] all-embracing quality of sexual expression ...
is the closest many people can come in this life to
experiencing the embracing wholeness of God.

Yet, while traditional Jewish literature affirms the
connection between sexuality and spirituality, it does
not get very excited about “all-embracing qualities,” or
feelings of unity with “currents of energy” These are
expressions of the life force, to be sure; but they are not
regarded as unusual achievements in sexuality, nature,
or community. What then is the goal? Here I can only
speak for myself, as I try to reflect on my own experience
and the stories of women of our heritage. I seek the fo-
cused intensity, the white-hot point of contact with God
that can emerge from a life dedicated to holiness. I want
to be able to tap the reservoirs of passion and vitality,
courage and clarity that I know are available there.

More than this: I believe dedication to holiness is
what we must have if we are to mend the world. Diffusing
our passions, exploring them, testing them in various
encounters is of little help if we want to overthrow evil
and create “a new heaven and a new earth.” Focus,
clarity, and the intensity of holiness are what we require
in our sexual and our spiritual lives, in our communities
and in our relation to the world. And these sprout
forth when at last, despite all obstacles, we commit
ourselves to a person, a community, a teacher, and a

way of life. [

MY INTELLECTUAL HISTORY

(continued from p. 40)

modern materialism for The Figure of Beatrice (Chatles
Williams). The full meaning of concretely embodied
experience is not limited to the literal but is polysemously
symbolic. Beatrice is Blake’s City, yet a Woman; the
New Jerusalem, beautiful as a bride adorned to meet
her husband.

Love, that topic that Marxists can’t handle: the topic
this post-Marxist addressed in Love’s Body: the topic
Zukofsky addressed in A"-9. Zukofsky’s ‘A", his “poem
including history” 4”1 begins:

The Passion According to Matthew,
Composed seventeen twenty-nine,
Rendered at Carnegie Hall,
Nineteen twenty-eight,

Thursday evening, the fifth of April.
The autos parked, honking.

‘A”-9 is the secret history of the crisis (inner and outer,
political and personal) in the lives of the generation
preceding mine (Louis Zukofsky, 1904-78). It is a secret
history, a trobar clu, a closed trope, a tour de force of
hermetic modernism, open if at all only to those who
know that /4”-9 is metrically and musically a reprise of
Cavalcanti’s (Dante’s friend Cavalcanti) canzone Donna
mi pregha, a lady is asking me a question. The question
is: What is Love? It is the same canzone of Cavalcanti
that obsessed Pound, who did two translations of it and
placed one of them at the very center of the first half of
the Cantos, Canto XXXVI. A”-9 is a diptych, composed
of two exactly equal and symmetrical parts: two answers
to the question printed as if they were one (‘4”-9, con-
cealing the fact that they were composed ten years
apart, the first part in 1938-1939, the second part in
1948-1950). Concealing the great turning point, the
hinge of fate (“minds thinking in terms of destiny and
necessity”), the revision of historical identity in the life
of Zukofsky.

The first part of A”-9 recapitulates the contradictions
—between prose and poetry, between avant-garde and
masses, between two soi-disant avant-gardes, the politi-
cal and the poetical—that I have experienced in my
life. It is nothing less than an attempt to set the eco-
nomics of Karl Marx, Das Kapital, to the music of
Cavalcanti. It is that tour de force promised by Zukof-
sky to Carl Rakosi in a letter of 1931: “The only thing
left for me to do is to make a canzone out of economics,
which I'll do some day, wait and see” He wasn’t able
to do it till 1939.
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not only Life Agairnst Death (1959), but also Love’s Body
(1966). The point to be arrived at is the coincidence of
opposites—“Love hath reason, reason none.”

ut of Shakespeare, to the music of Cavalcanti,
O with the aid of Spinoza and Wittgenstein, Zu-

kofsky makes a new ¢robar clu, a new hymn to
the Mysterium Amoris; summarized in the envoi:

No one really knows us who does not love us,

Time does not move us, we are and love, searing
Remembrance—veering from guises which cloak us,
So defined as eternal, men invoke us.

And yet....

Perhaps Zukofsky’s error, if it is an error —the author
of Loves Body is in no position to say; the physics and
politics of Amor is still the undiscovered New Atlantis
for which we set out—

Perhaps Zukofsky’s error was to take Wittgenstein
instead of Freud as the representative of modern thought
who “appears to have traveled with the flame of “The
Phoenix and the Turtle!” With Wittgenstein and with-
out Freud, Zukofsky ends up with Love’s mind—“Nor
hath Love’s mind of any judgement taste.” Love’s mind
rather than Love’s Body: “Love looks not with the eyes
but with the mind.” Without Freud there can be no
psychopathology of modern life, no sociopathology of
the twentieth century, the insanity in politics and in
economics; the filthiness of filthy lucre, in order to
surpass Pound’s effort in Canto XIV to depict the ob-
scenity of money in purely Dantesque terms.

Even Spinoza is no substitute for Freud. Spinoza is
indeed a Communist and philosopher of Love’s Body:
“Whatever things conduce to the communalization of
human society (ad hominum communem societatem con-
ducunt) or cause men to live in concord (concorditer)
are useful” “Men can desire, I say, nothing more ex-
cellent for the preservation of their being than that all
should so agree in all things that the minds and bodies
of all should compose, as it were, one mind and one
body.” But that is not what Zukofsky is seeing in Spinoza.
Spinoza’s doctrine of perfection—“REALITY and PER-
FECTION I understand to be one and the same thing”
—haunts A4”-9—“desired perfection,” “reason the per-
fect real,” “any compassed perfection” —and aggravates
a contradiction in the poetics which Zukofsky shared
with Pound. Zukofsky interpreted Spinoza’s notion of
perfection as reinforcing a traditional notion, sanctioned
by the authority of Dante, of movement as movement
toward perfection, and therefore as defect. Zukofsky
cites Dante: “Everything that moves, moves for the
sake of something which it has not, and which is the
goal of its motion. ... Everything that moves, then, has
some defect, and does not grasp its whole being at

once” Amor, in Zukofsky’s explication of Shakespeare,
is identified with the “tragic hero, the passion of the
lover falling short of perfection.” Activity then, whether
in art or in life, is the manifestation of “desire longing
for perfection” (“4”1); equated with Spinoza’s “love
towards a thing immutable and eternal” Perfection it-
self (par excellence the music of Bach) is static: Zu-
kofsky says, “Properly no verse should be called a poem
if it does not convey the totality of perfect rest.”
Perfection: call it Beauty, Art, Poetry. The poem includ-
ing history then has two voices: “desire for what is
objectively perfect” and “the direction of historic and
contemporary particular”

The poem including history has to be action poetry.
It is part of “an impulse to action” (‘A”-9, first line); it
is poetry responding to Karl Marx’s challenge, “the
philosophers have interpreted the world in various ways
but the thing is to change it.” There is an historical
agenda. Vita Nova; new life, new thinking. A poetic
kind of thinking: renewal is the revivifying power of
metaphorical troping. The poem participates in the
movement of history. The movement is everything, the
kinetics, the energy. It all becomes a matter of energy,
unblocking energy (that frozen landscape of the cold
war, the hardened stone of Dante’s sestina). Charles
Olson, another coming after Louis Zukofsky, who at-
tempted to appropriate the legacy of Ezra Pound and
divert the energy into “progressive movement,” in his
famous manifesto “Projective Verse” lays out “the kinetics
of the thing. A poem is energy transferred from where
the poet got it to ... by way of the poem itself to, all
the way over to, the reader. Then the poem itself must,
at all points, be a high energy-construct and, at all
points, an energy-discharge.” The advice is, keep moving.

If there is movement in history there is violence and
struggle (Sorel’s “philosophy of proletarian violence”).
Not necessarily class-struggle; there is also /z battaglia
delli diversi pensieri; and even la battaglia d’Amore.
Pound called his work an “explosion in an art museum,”
and dedicated, even in the 1930s, his Guide to Kulchur
“To Louis Zukofsky and Basil Bunting, strugglers in
the desert.” But in the same Guide to Kulchur he speaks
(with reference to his own Cantos) of “the defects in-
herent in a record of struggle.”

e need a new philosophy of movement, and

N x / it is not to be found in Spinoza. We need a
philosophy of process, not of substance. A
philosophy of energy, and therefore also of Amor: it is
Amor which moves the sun and all the stars. It will not
be a philosophy of perfection, but of struggle; and
violence; and death. All part of the process; creative
destruction. As Freud taught us, a philosophy of Amor
must be also a philosophy of Death; including all that

TikkuN VoL. 5, No. 6 109






at its own pace, inexorably but often unpredictably.

ustice leads them as well in the direction of the
novella, toward lengthier narrative forms that can
more fully develop the possibilities inherent in
improbable punishment, excessive reward, and con-
fused human motivation. This movement can be seen
best in a narrative that—though it is hardly known
even to most scholars—is one of the great masterworks
of all Hebrew literature. The narrative is called Ma’aseb
Yerushalmi, “The Tale of the Jerusalemite.”

The Tale of the Jerusalemite was probably first com-
posed to be part of a collection of exempla, to judge
from the moral that comes at its conclusion: “A son
should always obey his father’s commands, and must
never break an oath” Like many exempla, the Tale of
the Jerusalemite begins with the transgression of this
rule: its nameless protagonist, the Jerusalemite, makes
an oath to his father never to go to sea. Once his father
dies the son, a pious student, is persuaded by some
sailors to retrieve a fortune his father has left him
abroad. As soon as he goes to sea, he is punished: the
ship carrying him is wrecked and the Jerusalemite is
almost drowned. Washed ashore on a strange island, he
discovers, to his great dismay, that the island is in-
habited by demons.

Ever resourceful, the Jerusalemite manages to win
the favor of Ashmadai, the king of the demons. He
becomes Ashmadai’s counselor and eventually marries
his daughter, by whom he has a son. However, the
Jerusalemite begins to pine for his abandoned family.
Ashmadai’s daughter with great reluctance agrees to let
him visit his “human” home for one year after which,
the Jerusalemite solemnly promises her, he will return
to live with her forever. But once he arrives home, the
Jerusalemite announces that he will never return to the
island of demons. When the agreed-upon year passes
and he does not return, his demon wife and son and an
army of demons arrive to bring him home. She sum-
mons him to a court, and the judges decide in her
favor, since the Jerusalemite had after all promised to
return. When he refuses to yield, she kisses the man
goodbye and strangles him as they embrace.

Scholars have shown that the Tale of the Jerusalemite
is one of the earliest written versions of the folktale of
a man who marries a demoness. But it’s more than a
folktale: it has two remarkable /literary features. The
first of these is that the narrative’s language is packed
with the diction of the talmudic academy and its world.
Probably composed in Babylonia in the ninth or tenth
centuries at the height of the Geonic period, the narra-
tive brims with recondite allusions to halacha and rab-
binic tradition. Nearly every detail and description in
the tale is rabbinically correct, even that of the court to

which the Jerusalemite is finally brought. The Jerusalem-
ite himself is repeatedly called a ben torah. A traditional
designation for a student of Torah, its use in the story
also points to an identification with the yeshiva world
of the Babylonian geonim.

The tale’s second remarkable feature is that the de-
mons in it turn out to be even more Jewish—that is,
rabbinically Jewish—than the Jews that the Jerusalemite
has left behind in the “human” world. Indeed, when
the Jerusalemite first arrives on their island, he initially
believes that he has landed among Jews, because he
hears children studying verses from the Book of Exodus;
only later does he learn that the children are demons,
too. When Ashmadai, the demon-king, hires the Jeru-
salemite to be his son’s tutor, it is to teach him Torah.
And Ashmadai’s daughter herself, at the trial to which
she calls the Jerusalemite, invokes halachic precedent
on her own behalf; the other demons too are capable
of quoting not only scripture, but Talmud.

Yet the demons possess more than mere fluency in
rabbinic tradition; they also have a kind of native piety
that the Jerusalemite himself lacks. Though he is learned,
his religious behavior is legalistic rather than moral. In
the story’s course, he repeatedly proves himself a betrayer
of promises and oaths: first, his father’s oath; later,
a promise to Ashmadai; finally, the agreement he makes
with Ashmadai’s daughter to return to her. Each time
he pleads extenuating circumstances, but by the tale’s
end the Jerusalemite has lost all credibility in the read-
er’s eye. As one of the demons remarks early on: “Pre-
cisely because he is aTorah scholar . . . even the crimes he
committed unintentionally should be treated as though
they were done willfully” It is hard not to hear in these
accusations against the Jerusalemite an implied criticism
of the world out of which he has come, a sharp critique
of all types of legalistic shrewdness that disregard the
claims of morality.

he Tale of the Jerusalemite goes beyond social

criticism; it is an extraordinary attempt to imag-

ine otherness. The Jerusalemite’s inadvertent
voyage to the land of the demons can almost be read
allegorically, as the story of a Jew who leaves behind
his own world in order to live among the true gentiles.
To be sure, the precious irony behind the Jerusalemite’s
fictional journey is that the other world, literally
a world of aliens, turns out in practice to be little
different from the world he has left behind. But then,
the Jerusalemite himself is no different—no better a
person, that is—“there” (in the demon world) than he
is “here” (in the human one). In both realms, he shows
himself to be a scoundrel, an untrustworthy scamp,
a betrayer of others. Indeed, in its empathy for the
other—be it demonic or gentile—the Tale of the Jeru-
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