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On May 17, 1968, eight friends and I 

struck again, this time at a draft board 

in Catonsville, Maryland, where we car

ried hundreds of draft records into the 

parking lot and doused them with 

homemade napalm— soap chips and 

gasoline from a recipe we found in a 

Green Beret handbook. W e watched 

the records burn, we prayed and waited 

to get arrested.

Were we sorry? no, we most certain

ly were not. Would we do it again? yes 

we surely would...The Catonsville Nine 

knew that we were moving even deeper 

into some new existential, religious, 

ethical territory. Escalating our opposi

tion to the war; trying to startle the 

doves from the hawk’s nest of the 

Catholic church; acting out the Christ

ian mandate to resist evil. W e  were 

burning draft records at Catonsville to 

protest our government’s burning chil

dren. in Viet Nam.

— Philip Berrigan, Fighting the Lambs War
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On Watersheds
Steven Chapm an

Last April, I went down to Washington for 
a conference called W atershed: W riters, 
Nature, and Community. The creation of 
poet laureate Robert Hass and the Orion 
Society, it brought together many of the big 
names in environmental studies and nature 
writing: Bill McKibben, Barry Lopez, David 
Orr, Gary Snyder, John Elder, Wes Jackson, 
Wendell Berry, Peter Berg, Terry Tempest 
Williams, Peter Matthiessen, Scott Russell 
Sanders, and others. The conference was a 
watershed in its own right, a lively conflu
ence of critical and creative energies rallying 
for the preservation of the world. In our time 
of environmental distress and polyvalent cri
sis, the gathering of all these good people 
afforded hope that change could occur if 
enough people stood up for nature and com
munity against corporate interests and 
unchecked consumer-driven economic 
growth.

What inspired me to attend the conference 
was the connection between ecological and 
literary themes, along with the opportunity to 
meet some of the writers whose work I had 
come to admire. Such an assembly of power
ful voices from all over the country seemed 
an occasion not to be missed—even an event 
of potential historical significance. The con
ference confirmed a critical hunch I have had 
for some lime, namely, that “nature writing” 
is becoming a major force in modem Ameri
can letters. From Emerson and Thoreau to 
Muir and Jeffers, nature has always had 
something to say to the American literary 
imagination. Now, with the evidences of 
ecological degradation becoming more pal
pably discernible, the natural world is once 
again emerging as a privileged topos within 
the contemporary literary avant-garde. Even 
while wreaking havoc on all other aspects of 
American life, the environmental crisis has 
had a galvanizing effect on the formation of 
a new generation of writers. We may be wit
nessing something like the re-birth of Amer
ican literary culture out of the spirit of 
nature, or a new American Renaissance.

What is a Watershed?
The primary focus of the conference was 

on the idea of the watershed, conceived both 
in its geophysical realities and in its poetic 
possibilities. Water, which the earliest of the 
Ionian natural philosophers identified as the 
first principle, is the precondition of all 
organic existence. Water is the medium 
through which nutrients are filtered and recy
cled throughout the biosphere, and, through 
its capacity to store latent heat, it is the pri
mary determinant of temperature and cli
mate.

Technically speaking, a watershed may be 
defined in terms of the flows of the hydrolog
ic cycle within a given drainage area. The 
word is also used to designate the boundary 
between two drainage areas (the root -shed is 
derived from the Old English ge-scead.

meaning to divide, as in the cognate German 
word Wasserscheide). A watershed may thus 
be understood as the context within which 
any given ecosystem establishes itself.

Watersheds provide the primary context 
for human life as well. From the Paleolithic 
onward, humans have pitched their tents by 
bodies of water. For most of our evolution
ary history, the rhythms of life were inti
mately connected to the Hows of the water 
cycle, such as seasonal rains and floods. The 
availability of fresh water determines where 
fields are planted, which crops can be sown, 
and where towns can be built. The great his
torical civilizations sprung up along fertile 
river valleys, such as the Tigris and 
Euphrates, the Nile, the Indus, and the Yel
low River.

Boundaries between watersheds influence 
the variety of cultural diversity within the 
human family. In many mountainous 
regions, every valley may have its own 
dialect and local traditions. In Germany, the 
watershed division between the Rhine and 
the Danube roughly parallels the cultural 
division between the Protestant North and 
the Catholic South. Until the advent of the 
railroad, waterways were the primary means 
of transport and communication. In short, 
human beings are as dependent on water as 
any other animal— in spite of our tendency to 
view ourselves as above nature rather than as 
part of nature, and in spite of the violent 
means at our disposal to suit our own ends.

Returning to the Watershed
The primary goal of the conference was to 

explore how the concept of the watershed 
can provide a basis for ecologically responsi
ble community life. Thinking in terms of 
watersheds demands that we think in terms 
of where we are in the actual physical world, 
immersing ourselves in the network of inter
relations all around us—what Gregory Bate
son calls “the pattern which connects.” The 
extent to which we have been cut off from 
our watersheds is a good measure of our 
alienation from the earth as a whole.

Water for most of us tends to flow from 
the tap and into the drain. Our technological 
hyper-civilization has cut us off from the pri
mary reality of nature and substituted in its 
place a surrogate reality of freeways, malls 
and neon lights. By getting back in touch 
with their watersheds, communities can learn 
to reconnect with their surrounding ecosys
tems and come to recognize their own geo
graphical and cultural specificity. They may 
then be able to gradually shift their alle
giances and dependencies away from the 
chaos of the overdeveloped world and recon
stitute themselves within their natural 
boundaries in ecologically viable ways. In 
the short term, the idea of the watershed can 
help promote the rehabilitation of rivers and 
streams, the preservation and reclamation of 
open spaces, the establishment of ecological
ly sound economic and transportation policy, 
the creation of green ways and hiking trails, 
etc. The ultimate goal of watershed thinking,

however, is to move beyond the current aber
ration of technological society towards a new 
mode of human fjjvility in harmony with the 
primary flows of the universe.

Poetic Currents
It was fitting that the Watershed confer

ence was hosted by a poet laureate and billed 
as a literary event. Not only have writers in 
this country traditionally been in the fore
front in pleading for environmental protec
tion, but the depth of our current crisis 
demands a creative response which falls nat
urally to the office of the poet. The call to 
reconnect with the watershed is at the same 
time a call to expanded poetic awareness. 
There is an essential nexus between nature, 
creativity, and community which must be 
restored in order to move beyond our current 
impasse towards a new era of mutually 
enhancing human-nature interactions.

Our relationship to nature is still character
ized by an excessive dependency on scientif
ic-rational modes of thought, and must be 
supplemented by other forms of knowl
edge— including poetic knowledge. As 
Goethe well knew, the truth of nature is more 
readily expressed in poetic metaphors than in 
the dry language of science. Scientific 
knowledge is of course indispensable, but it 
is insufficient to bring about the deep 
changes in lifestyle and outlook which the 
necessities of the age demand. What is need
ed rather is a transformation of conscious
ness and a new openness to the aesthetic and 
spiritual dimensions of life. Western civiliza
tion’s merciless plundering of the environ
ment was made possible by the reduction of 
nature to the status of inanimate matter (“the 
death of nature”) and generally by what Max 
Weber has termed “the disenchantment of 
the world.” One of the goals of the environ
mental movement must therefore be some
thing like the “re-enchantment of the world”: 
we need to recover a sense of dwelling in a 
universe bursting with mystery. Such a pro
gram can begin by recognizing in the flows 
of the watershed the arteries and veins of a 
nurturing mother who— following James 
Lovelock— we may even address by her 
ancient mythopoeic name of Gaia.

Environmental Education
I arrived at the conference on an early 

Wednesday afternoon for a panel called 
“Place-Based Environmental Education.” 
David Orr, a professor at Rutgers University 
and author of an important book called Envi
ronmental Literacy, spoke of the need to 
transform the university into a vehicle of 
environmental change. John Elder, an Eng
lish professor at Middlebury College and one 
of the gurus in the emerging field of Ecocrit- 
icism, spoke of alternative paths of educa
tion, of outdoor classrooms, and of reading 
poetry among the high peaks. Catherine 
Sneed spoke of the beneficent effects of gar
dens in prisons and poor communities.

The panelists concurred that the current 
system of education is more part of the prob
lem than of any possible solution, and that if

real change were to occur it would have to 
involve a fundamental reconfiguration of the 
way knowledge is passed on (including a 
commitment to continuing education). What 
passes for knowledge today is most often 
knowledge about how human beings can 
more effectively transform the wealth of 
nature into the raw material of economic 
growth. Now, with the discontents of civi
lization exacerbated by the realization that 
we are slowly destroying the life-systems of 
the planet, we are coming to understand that 
all this knowledge is not serving us very 
well. The university, rather than serving as 
an instrument for the perpetuation of indus
trial-technological civilization, should 
become a vehicle of knowledge about where 
we are, who we are, and how we can better 
relate to our surroundings. Hope for real 
progress may well depend on such a program 
of reform, and on the cultivation of a new 
ecological paideia.

Writing fo r  the Environment 
That afternoon, I attended a dialogue 

called “Writing in a Time of Environmental 
Crisis.” John Elder spoke again, pointing out 
that our age is indeed an age of crisis (rather 
than merely a “problem”) demanding a cre
ative response. Peter Matthiessen spoke in a 
deep dry voice of the critical responsibility 
writers have to speak out on behalf of suffer
ing nature. Pattian Rogers, addressing the 
antinom ies inherent in the concept of 
“engaged writing,” noted that the urgency of 
the situation requires a kind of writing whose 
essence corresponds to the imperative of 
intervention, but which does not necessarily 
have to be political. Indeed, one of the 
empowering themes of the new ecological 
literature— which provides it with a certain 
charismatic justification—is that ecological 
writing can no longer take place in the 
wilderness, but must hone its critical edge 
and dare to speak out in the public sphere. It 
may even be that things are so bad in Wash
ington that writers have to scream to be 
heard! While poets will never become legis
lators (acknowledged or unacknowledged), 
they can at least inspire our hearts and minds 
to noble action—and just maybe make some
thing happen after all.

Nature and Community 
The following morning, I arrived late at 

another dialogue called “Conserving Com
m unities,” with W endell Barry and Wes 
Jackson. Wendell Berry, the author of a clas
sic work on the decline of rural life in this 
country called The Unsettling o f America, 
spoke of the wrongheadedness of our current 
agricultural policies and of what farmers 
them selves can do to improve their lot. 
According to Berry, the main problem is 
with what might be called the “Agro-Indus
trial Establishment,” the consortium of pesti
cide-mongers, fertilizer producers, oil com
panies, and university and government 
bureaucrats who do everything they can to 
promote agricultural “efficiency” without 
any regard for the social and environmental
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consequences of their decisions. Wes Jack- 
son, who is also a practicing farmer, spoke in 
similar terms about the virtue of sustainable 
agriculture and the perniciousness of an 
extractive economic system that encourages 
harmful practices via tax write-offs and mas
sive subsidies.

These two jovial farmers from the Ameri
can heartland seemed to me to represent the 
best of the older conservationist tradition—a 
sober alternative to the “New Age” tenden
cies of so much recent ecological thinking. 
One of the key teachings of this tradition is 
that the movement towards an ecologically 
sustainable society cannot occur without the 
reintegration of rural communities, a return 
to responsible farming practices, and equi
table compensation for those who till the 
soil. Conserving communities, however, 
depends ultimately—as in Aldo Leopold’s 
famous “land ethic”—on a broadening of the 
concept of community to include all the liv
ing beings who dwell in the land.

Urban Restoration
That afternoon, I took part in a clean-up 

expedition of the Anacostia river. There is 
nothing like picking through washed-up 
urban flotsam to bring home the connections 
between our environmental problems and 
our consumer habits—or to instill a lesson 
on the insidiousness of the plastics industry! 
While the energies of the environmentalist 
movement in this country have tended to 
focus on preserving remaining tracts of 
wilderness, the urban frontier is no less criti
cal. Given that the majority of the world’s 
population—and thus the majority of its pol
luters— live in urban areas, the movement 
toward responsible planetary stewardship 
must begin there. Taking part in the clean-up 
that afternoon were groups of local school 
children from the River of Words poetry pro
gram (sponsored by the International Rivers 
Network and Robert Hass). After the debris 
had been gathered into large plastic bags, 
these children read from their own poetry.

Bioregional Poetics
The following day began with a panel 

called “Rediscovering the Watershed” with 
Gary Snyder and Peter Berg. Snyder, who 
has been writing ecologically-oriented poet
ry for more than half a century and who has 
just finished a long poem entitled Mountains 
and Rivers Without End , spoke generally 
about the concept of the watershed, and more 
particularly about his own watershed in Cal
ifornia’s Yuba River Valley. Peter Berg, 
head of the Planet Drum organization in San 
Francisco, who has done more than anyone 
else to promote the concept of bioregional
ism, spoke of the need for human communi
ties to get back in touch with their natural 
foundations. The core idea of bioregionalism 
is that social life should be focused on geo
graphical and biological realities rather than 
on artificial political conventions. Poetry 
grounded in local and natural history, such as 
Snyder’s, can help communities interact 
more creatively with their surrounding

ecosystems, leading towards a kind of imag
inative symbiosis with the landscape and 
with the larger biotic community. Listening 
to these two Californians speak about the 
cross-fertilization of nature poetry and biore
gional politics, I had the impression that I 
had arrived near the inspirational core of the 
entire conference. Not the least of the 
achievements of Watershed was to provide a 
national venue for ideas previously familiar 
mainly in the Shasta bioregion—as if the 
movement of ecological consciousness, hav
ing reached fruition out West, was now 
working its way back East to become a full- 
fledged national movement.

Ecocentrism
I arrived at a later panel called “Writing 

from the Center,” expecting to hear Barry 
Lopez, Terry Tempest Williams and Wen
dell Berry speak of the centrality of nature to 
their work and to their lives. Instead, the pan
elists turned the tables on their audience and 
opened up the floor to each and all. The after
noon was transformed into a cross between a 
Quaker meeting and an ecological open- 
mike affair, with dozens of people from all 
over the country coming up to relate their 
own stories. While I was at first disappointed 
that the program bill was not being followed, 
I soon recognized the brilliance of the ges
ture. Hearing such eloquent testimony from 
so many people brought home the point (no 
doubt intended) that the center of nature 
exists in each and every one of us. Nature, 
which has always had something to say to 
those who listen, is speaking now through 
the words and deeds of so many concerned 
individuals. The issue of where the “center” 
lies raises deeper philosophical questions as 
well. Ever since the logos triumphed over the 
mythos, Western thought has been almost 
exclusively anthropocentric—as exemplified 
in Protagoras’ dictum that “man is the mea
sure of the world.” The ecological transfor
mation will require a shift toward an earth- 
centered or ecocentric view of the world. 
Just as the early Greeks believed that the ora
cle at Delphi proceeded from the center of 
the earth (omphalos— lit. belly button), we 
too must hearken to the voice of nature and 
recognize its prophetic authority. This means 
not only discerning that center within our
selves, but listening to how the spirit of 
nature is operating in the chorus of con
cerned humanity.

Rivers o f the World: Unite!
On Saturday—marking an early celebra

tion of Earth Day—the conference conclud
ed with an array of activities including more 
panels, the River of Words poetry contest 
awards, and readings by Robert Hass, 
William Kittredge and Gary Paul Nabhan. 
Towards the end of the day, speaking no 
doubt ex cathedra, Hass proclaimed that the 
poetic spirit behind the Watershed confer
ence should be spread abroad as part of a 
program of global ecological consciousness- 
raising. It is no longer sufficient to think 
globally and act locally, for everything has

become irreversibly global. Thoreau, in one 
of his more famous utterances, wrote that the 
waters of Walden Pond mingle with the 
waters of the Ganges. Ultimately, the whole 
Earth—seen from afar as the singularly blue 
planet— is one vast and interconnected 
watershed. All the rivers of the world thus cry 
out in sympathy for the Yangtze which is 
about to be dammed at the Three Gorges, as a 
once great civilization sacrifices one of the 
planet’s greatest natural treasures to satisfy 
the cravings of short-term economic growth, 
displacing 1.2 million of its own people in the 
process. With Western-style technology now 
threatening to overwhelm the entire earth, the 
effective response must be equally global. 
The ultimate goal of a conference like Water
shed is not only to empower local communi
ties to stand up against corporate and state 
coercion, but to help inaugurate a new era of 
planetary ecological consciousness.

Towards an Ecological Worldview 
On the train ride back to New York, I felt 

less isolated than before, less prone to throw 
my hands up in despair, and even hopeful that 
people of good will could accomplish some
thing. To me, the conference not only con
firmed that American literature was returning 
to its natural roots, but seemed yet another 
manifestation of the tremendous creative 
energies which are now being deployed to 
save the planet. Our age is indeed a time of 
crisis, but this crisis is at the same time a cre
ative crisis, revealing an immense opportuni
ty for the collective imagination to come up 
with a creative response to a decisive evolu
tionary challenge. I am reminded of one of 
H olderlin’s verses: “Where danger lies/ 
There grows the salvation.” Our current age 
of darkness may well conceal the seeds of a 
brighter future. As Thomas Berry argues, the 
survival of the species depends on adapting 
ourselves to a new ecological age in which 
our relationship with nature will cease to be 
governed by an objectifying will to power 
and become essentially poetic and co-cre- 
ative. But we are not there yet. The coming of 
the new'millennium gives occasion to reflect 
on the larger patters of human history, and to 
remind ourselves that the window of opportu
nity for effective change is rapidly closing. 
Are we a people who saw the dangers lying 
ahead and acted bravely and wisely to ensure 
that the intrinsic beauty of ever creative 
nature be preserved for future generations? 
Or will we go down in history as a barbaric 
and arrogant race, unable to wean ourselves 
from our addiction to self-i ictive pat
terns of behavior? The reality oi our situation 
is perilous indeed. The effective response can 
only be revolutionary, requiring a total trans
formation of lifestyle and consciousness. We 
have reached a momentous crossroads: it is 
time to choose.

Steven Chapman is currently teaching 
humanities at the Manhattan School o f  
Music, and writing a book on ecological lit
erary theory.
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Off Campus

At The Bookery
This presentation is part of our ongoing 
series of readings and talks upstairs in 

the DeWitt Mall.

Sunday, November 3, 4:00 p.m.

Fred Wilcox
will discuss his personal memoir, Chasing Shadows, which takes the reader 
on a journey through the darker side of the Beat years of the late '50s and 
early '60s. Fred Wilcox teaches in the Writing Program at Ithaca College.

Sunday, November 17, 4:00 p.m.

Ron Wilson
Have you ever wondered about the cre
ative steps laboriously taken to create a 
play and then the frusturating politics of 
getting it produced? Join Ron Wilson, 
Associate Professor in the Department 
of Theatre Arts at Cornell University for 
a discussion of these issues plus a short 
staged-reading with professional actress 
Elizabeth Ann Townsend from his play 
The Hollywood Canteen.

Sunday, December 8, 4:00 p.m.

An Afternoon of Poetry
Featuring

Paul Hamill, Director of Academic Funding and Adjunct Instructor of Eng
lish and writing at Ithaca College.
David McCann, Professor of Korean Literature in the Department of Asian 
Studies at Cornell University.
Introduced by: Gail Holst-Warhaft, Associate Professor of Comparative Lit
erature and Classics at Cornell University. *

Sunday, February 2, 4:00 p.m.

Brian Hall,
author of the passionate, The Impossi
ble Country: A Journey Through the Last 
Days o f Yugoslavia will be reading from 
his much anticipated new novel, The 
Saskiad. Following his twelve-year-old 
heroine from a commune in upstate 
New York through the imaginary world 
of literature to a mysterious rendezvous 
with her enigmatic father, Hall weaves 
a compelling coming-of-age tale.

Sunday, February 9, 4:00 p.m.

Diane Ackerman
will be reading selections from her 
newest book, A Slender Thread. Ms. 
Ackerman, author of the prizewinning 
bestseller A Natural History of the Senses 
parallels the wildlife in her backyard, 
and the anonymous, strung-out, desper
ate callers to a local crisis center. Once 
again she displays her gifts for science, 
anecdote, dialogue, poetry, and 
reportage.

The Bookery
DeWitt Building,

215 North Cayuga St., Ithaca 
For more information call (607) 273-5055

Writing Emily Dickinson
I Never Came To You In White
by Judith Farr
A Peter Davison Book, Houghton Mifflin
Company
240 pages, $19.95

Jeanne Mackin

Simple lives are often the most mysteri
ous, a paradox well reflected in Judith 
Farr’s fictionalized account of the young 
Emily Dickinson, I Never Came to You in 
White. Writing fiction about a personage as 
recognized and mythologized as Dickinson 
is fraught with potential difficulties and 
inevitable traps; even people who have not 
closely read her poetry or any of the 
numerous biographies of her have an opin
ion of Dickinson. The novelist, therefore, is 
faced with two choices—try to accommo
date all opinions or step out of the rush of 
platitudes and pop psychology and write 
freshly, without a backward glance. Farr, 
who has also published a nonfiction study 
of Emily Dickinson, comes marvelously 
close to accomplishing this. The myth of 
Emily Dickinson, 19th-century female poet 
and recluse, can never be left completely 
behind, but like any good novelist Farr 
takes delight in the narrative that creates a 
work of fiction and does not worry overly 
much about the consequences. It’s a tactic 
which D ickinson probably would have 
approved of, and it works in this book, 
thanks largely to F arr’s disciplined 
restraint.

The task of historical fiction is both to 
invent and to recreate the lives of famous 
personages, and the tem ptation for the 
writer is to answer as many questions as 
possible. But the experienced writer learns 
to address only those questions of interest 
to herself and—to paraphrase Edith Whar
ton—write what she wants to write. Farr 
seems to have done this, skirting around 
issues and questions she obviously finds of 
secondary interest or unanswerable, to con
centrate on matters that can be explored 
within the scope of the story she wishes to 
tell.

The novel is epistolary, based on an 
invented correspondence between Emily 
and several other characters, including her 
cousin, Emily Norcross; Abiah Root, a 
friend of the young Emily D ickinson; 
Susan Huntington Gilbert, the girlish vil
lain who becomes Em ily’s sister-in-law; 
and a Mysterious Person. Dickinson’s let
ters, as imagined by Farr, are lively, girlish, 
painful and charming. She is seventeen 
years old throughout most of the novel, a 
difficult age at best and an extremely per
ilous one for Dickinson, who is recovering 
from an unspecified illness and living away 
from her beloved home at a school for 
young ladies. Her language veers from 
poetic to extravagant, and her ideas range 
from the predictable to indications of great
ness. “Are you still devout, dear Sue? I feel 
I have not yet made my peace with God. He 
does not seem to be the One I crave...My 
studies at Mount Holyoke Seminary are 
rich with Challenge; but the courts of the 
godly here are not often populated with 
artists. I take drawing lessons but humor is 
not allowed...” Farr’s Dickinson is young, 
but young in a way that indicates a great 
maturity is to follow. She complains and 
gushes in teen-age fashion like any other 
young girl sent away from home to the 
dubious m inisterings of soured school 
teachers—only to rebound with thoughts 
and letters and fragments of poems that 
remind us that this is no ordinary school 
girl whose correspondence we have inter
cepted.

All the world loves a villain, however, 
and the villain of this novel, Susan Hunt
ington Gilbert, is almost too appealing, too 
witty, too endearing. G ilbert, a young 
woman of very limited means who must 
work for her livelihood, writes to Emily let

ters that are sarcastic, caustic, sharp and 
wounding. “Thank you for that brilliant let
ter of winged words and starry expressions! 
How rem arkable to think that I am 
acquainted with someone who writes as 
effectively as yourself! You must be quite 
proud of that talent of yours. Certainly I 
should be, were it my ow n...A  number of 
your letters lie about, which I have been too 
busy to answer. ..Ido  not think, dear Emily, 
that you and Lavinia, so fortunate in your 
worldly connections, in your loving parents 
and generous brother, could possibly imag
ine how dreary life can be in my circum
stances.”— and this delightful dig: “Your 
Valentine arrived while I was stooped over 
the laundry tubs. I did not at first recognize 
the hand and hoped, actually, it was sent by 
Austin! We have been seeing a good deal 
of each other lately. Then, when I unsealed 
the letter and read the salutation, I knew 
such extravagance could only come from 
you.”

Susan, as this novel demonstrates almost 
too well, is a heartbreaker when young, but 
vindictive and manipulative when mature. 
Her actual influence in D ickinson’s life, 
first as friend then as sister-in-law , is 
already well documented, and the villainy 
in this novel moves close to where truth 
really lives.

W hile one villain  is im perative in a 
novel, if only to contrast genius with petti
ness, a second one can be tricky, and the 
second villain in this novel is not as suc
cessful. Less well integrated into the psy
chological reality o f the beginnings of 
genius than is Susan Gilbert, less subtle, 
less endearing in her meanness, is school 
teacher M argaret Mann, Em ily’s writing 
teacher at the Academy. Like Susan, Mann 
is envious of what she perceives as Dickin
son’s life of privilege and ease. Susan suc
ceeds in getting what she wants: a comfort
able life, courtesy of Dickinson’s brother, 
Austin. Mann, however, must content her
self with tormenting the schoolgirl, Dickin
son, and later writing letters to the editor 
who first publishes D ickinson’s poems, 
trying to persuade him that Emily is per
verse, over-esteemed and—deadliest to the 
American Victorian mind— incapable of 
salvation. I Never Came to You in White is 
not a Gothic novel, and Mann’s character is 
so evil that she strains its fabric; the juxta
position of her narrow, mean religiosity 
with D ick inson’s pagan innocence is 
almost too strongly rendered.

But the concept of innocence is one of 
the m ysteries that Farr is prepared to 
explore. W hat exactly was Em ily’s rela
tionship with Susan? Were they lovers? It’s 
a question that tantalizes the contemporary 
mind because, even more so than the Victo
rians, we seem obsessed with who did what 
with whom and how often. In this, Farr 
seems to suggest, the Victorians were more 
subtle than we. For them, what mattered 
most was the emotion of love, whether or 
not it was physically consummated. Emily 
loved Susan. Farr leaves it at that, recog
nizing that Emily Dickinson’s innocence, 
or lack thereof, was a mental condition, not 
a physical one. The body was unimportant. 
Words mattered. And thoughts.

And what of the personage named by 
Emily as The Master, that unknown muse 
as widely discussed as Shakespeare’s Dark 
Lady? Emily often wrote to him, and her 
poems to him are among her best. Of the 
many mysteries surrounding the seemingly 
simple life of Emily Dickinson, his identity 
is the one mystery most tempting, and most 
dangerous, to explain. Farr manages, how
ever, by adroitly placing letters and poems 
to him in revealing sections of the narra
tive. He is both Master and Mysterious Per
son and, next to Emily, the most important 
character in the novel. He never writes 
back to her. I will leave it at that.

Jeanne M ackin ’s third novel, Dreams o f  
Empire, will be published this spring by 
Kensington publishers.
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Bell’s Curve
Daniel Bell
by Malcolm Waters
Routledge, London/New York 1996
198 pages, $16.95 paperback

Edward T. Chase
A new book on Daniel Bell notes his No. 1 

rank among postwar intellectuals in Charles 
Kadushin's The American Intellectual Elite 
(Little Brown, 1975). Such listings are fun and 
games, of course, and thanks to alphabetiza
tion, Bell heads the “first 10,” over such emi
nences as Edmund Wilson, Noam Chomsky, 
John Kenneth Galbraith, and such comers as 
Norman Mailer and Susan Sontag. Alphabeti
zation is not a factor, however, as Bell leaves 
the rankings of fellow sociologists Alfred 
Schutz, Talcott Parsons, Otis Dudley Duncan, 
Irving Goffman, Paul Lazarsfeld, Carl Hempel 
and Ernest Nagel in the dust. Whatever their 
genius, apparently they did not quite match 
Bell’s fame and influence, with his nine hon
orary doctorates, scads of lectureships, prizes 
and fellowships.

Bell was bom in 1919 of immigrant Jewish 
parents on New York’s Lower East Side, grad
uated from CCNY in its halcyon days, then 
proceeded into academia and books. He is 
today the Scholar in Residence of the Ameri
can Academy of Arts and Sciences in Cam
bridge, Massachusetts. His correspondence is 
voluminous (a collection would make a won
derful book), and the intensity of his analytic 
attention to the world’s happenings is apparent
ly unflagging.

In consequence, five of Bell’s major books 
are now being republished with extensive after
words by him. Two came out in October: 
Marxian Socialism in the United States (Cor
nell University Press), with a new historio
graphical introduction by Michael Kazin, and 
The Cultural Contradictions o f Capitalism 
(Basic Books) in a 20th-anniversary edition 
with Bell’s 20,000-word afterword. M.I.T. 
Press is to reissue Towards the Year 2000, with 
an introduction by Bell supplemented by Steve 
Graubard, and the Presse Universitaire de 
France is bringing out an edition of The End o f 
Ideology, dropping the strictly American mat
ter and adding a number of the top intellectual 
essays of the last decade. Finally, Transaction 
Books will be publishing Reforming o f Gener
al Education, with a new afterword by Bell.

Malcolm Waters, an Australian sociologist 
from the University of Tasmania at Hobart, has 
produced this comprehensive and useful book 
on Bell for Routledge’s series on sociologists. 
It is useful because it is conscientiously written 
for academic use; Waters sticks to his last, 
addressing Bell’s oeuvre in painstaking detail. 
By the same token, there are aspects of Bell’s 
life and career Waters does not touch upon, and 
one at times senses the disparity between 
Waters’ Tasmanian University background 
and Bell’s hyper-sophisticated-Jewish-CCNY/ 
Columbia-New York literary/editorial back
ground.

Thus one effect of Waters’ book is to shock 
one into realizing the uniqueness of Bell’s New 
York intellectual milieu and its approaching 
demise. Bell is in his late seventies. Sidney 
Hook, Clement Greenberg, Irving Howe, 
Harold Rosenberg, Philip Rahv, Dwight Mac
donald, Elliott Cohen, Richard Clurman, 
Lionel Trilling, Robert Lekachman are all 
gone. Irving Kristol, Norman Podhoretz, Nat 
Glazer, Norman Mailer, David Bazelon, 
William Phillips and Alfred Kazin are senior, 
some very senior, citizens.

Perhaps Irving Kristol’s description of 
Alcove I in the CCNY cafeteria in his recent 
memoir, Neo-Conservatism, most vividly 
catches the seedling period of the New York 
intellectuals of the 1930s. Kristol writes of 
those times:

If I left City College with a better education than 
did many students at other and supposedly bet
ter colleges, it was because my involvement in 
radical politics put me in touch with people and
ideas that prompted me to read and think and 
argue with a furious energy. This was not a typi

cal experience—I’m talking about a relatively 
small group of students, a particular kind of stu
dent radical. Going to City College meant, for 
me, being a member of this group. It was a priv
ileged experience, and I know of no one who 
participated in it who does not look upon it with 
some such sentiment.

He goes on to write.

The changing connotation of the term ‘alienat- 
ecf tells us much. At City College in the 1930s 
we were familiar enough with the word and the 
idea behind it. But for us it was a sociological 
category and referred to the condition of the 
working class. We were not alienated. By virtue 
of being radical intellectuals, we had “transcend
ed’ alienation (to use another Marxist term). 
We experienced our radicalism as a privilege of 
rank, not as a burden imposed by a malignant 
fate. It would never have occurred to us to 
denounce anyone or anything as ‘elitist.’ The 
elite was us—the “happy few” who had been 
chosen by History to guide our fellow creatures 
toward a secular redemption.

I think I know what “transcended” means 
here. I had felt the same about my very differ
ent but happy youth during the Depression as 
the son of a painter, then ever low in cash, in 
Woodstock, New York. It was when Wood- 
stock was still an authentic, vibrant art colony. 
We sons and daughters of the artists knew we 
were elitist about our felt superiority over, say, 
convention-ridden rich Republican kids from, 
say, Greenwich, whom we met at school and 
college. (There is an irony here as Kristol, in 
his late neo-conservative years, has become 
the darling of just such conservative types.)

Waters analyzes all of Bell’s major works, 
The End o f Ideology, The Coming o f Post- 
Industrial Society and The Cultural Contra
dictions o f Capitalism. He quotes Irving 
Howe’s characterization of Bell “as a schrift- 
steller [public intellectual] with a Jewish 
impulse ‘to beat the goyim at their own 
game...dazzle them a bit.’”

Bell is the father of no “school,” but his 
work—a unique combination of sociology, 
history, and journalism — is often rich in 
implications for political-economics. He calls 
himself “a socialist in economics, a liberal in 
politics, a conservative in culture.” A case is 
often made (see Steinfels’ The Neo-Conserva
tives, Simon & Schuster, 1979) that Bell is a 
neo-conservative. He denies it, and when he 
resigned from The Public Interest which he 
co-founded along with Irving Kristol, Bell 
wrote that

...Nat Glazer took my place on the balance 
wheel of the magazine... I simply felt it was time 
to leave. It had been nine years, and while there 
had been no political arguments, I felt like there 
might soon be with the direction the magazine 
was taking. When you’ve been friends with 
someone for more than forty years, as I had 
with Irving, you feel that friendship Is more 
important than politics.

In a letter to me commenting on Kristol’s 
recent memoir, Bell remarks that the last 
chapters become "a monstre sacre. “

The current commonplace defining the car
dinal character of today’s economic order as 
the “information age” was one of Bell’s early 
grand perceptions. In the mid-‘60s he foretold 
in specific terms the information superhigh
way—“a national information computer-utili
ty system with tens of thousands of terminals 
in homes and offices hooked into giant central 
computers providing library and information 
services, retail ordering and billing services 
and the like.”

A favorite Bell economic schematic is his 
idea of “the public household”—that is, the 
government as manager of public needs and 
public wants, as against private wants. The 
public household serves to “reconcile com
mon advantage with individual advantage.” 
The public household seeks to meet the mate
rial needs of society as the private household 
meets the material needs of individuals. Gov
ernment provides goods and services which

individuals cannot provide themselves— 
military protection, education, transportation 
infrastructure, and in recent times, such poli
cies as the redress of economic inequality, 
civil rights, housing, health care, income 
support. One consequence of this is an 
“expanded competition for public entitle
ments; the conflicting claims of different 
constituencies.” This goes to the heart of the 
debate over claims that entitlements like 
Social Security, Medicare and Earned 
Income Credit, etc., are biased in favor of the 
middle class, the underclass abandoned.

For all Bell’s insistence on his conser
vatism in cultural matters and the high value 
he puts on tradition, his “liberalism in poli
tics” and his “socialism in economics” 
impress one as his profound sense of a tradi
tional liberal civitas. He eschews unfettered 
marketeerism, deploring individual pursuit 
of “private vices, which can only be indulged 
at the expense of public benefits.” Bell is 
thus haunted by tax cuts like Dole’s propos
als that reduce the fiscal capacity to meet 
entitlements, which he feels can lead to polit
ical extremism and the undermining of 
democratic institutions.

Waters, given to egalitarian Australian lib
eralism and often critical of Bell’s old-fash
ioned conservatism, is generous in his praise 
of Bell’s analysis of culture, calling it “a bril
liant demonstration of his humanity, his 
intellect, his passion and his sensitivity.”

Extensive and surprising are Bell’s reflec
tions on religion. While Bell declares he is 
not a Jew by faith—indeed, when thirteen he 
declared himself an atheist—he dubs moder
nity’s stress on the individual as “the great 
profanation” undermining the moral certain
ties of the great religions. “Sacred religion 
was displaced by ‘political religion’ of 
which, for Bell, Marxism is the primary 
example,” writes Waters. “I have no ‘final’ 
place, for I have no final answers,” Bell 
states. Yet he asserts “the great profanation 
will inevitably be succeeded by the great 
instauration,” the restoration of religion as a 
central principle of culture, because “the 
existential questions of culture are 
inescapable.” Secular utopias may displace 
religion from modem culture but they cannot 
satisfy, says Bell, as they offer neither mean
ing nor certainty, but only a Nietzschean 
nihilism.

Waters comments: “It is clear from his 
writing that Bell experiences all the torture 
of the contradiction between being a deep 
believer in the capacity of religion to provide 
meaning and simultaneously of not being a 
practicing member of any religion.” Waters 
quotes Bell again:

I am Jewish [but] I am not a Jew by faith in the 
fundamentalist sense; I’m not a believer in the 
narrow sense. I am a Jew by fate in terms of 
who we are. And that, it seems to me, has 
always been true, that Judaism has never been 
religion. Judaism is defined as being a peo
ple.... I am bound, in the faith of my fathers, to

the thread, for the cord of culture—and reli
gion—is memory.

In The End o f Ideology Bell credits ideol
ogy as performing the important function of 
converting ideas into social levers, since, as 
Waters writes, ideology releases human 
emotions for political action: “But for Bell 
religion is more effective than ideology 
because it can help people to deal with that 
imperative fundamental of human experi
ence, death.”

Cultures differ but they must all address 
the basic elements of the human predica
ment: fate, chance, death. Of all the institu
tions of culture, it is religion, in Bell’s view, 
that best responds to those needs. Religion 
organizes its answers coherently into a creed 
and provides rituals that create emotional 
ties. Bell is surprisingly sanguine about reli
gion, Waters feels, stressing Bell’s faith in 
the return of religion, indeed a “genuine 
revival, a return to a tradition that will con
nect the individual with the past and the 
future.” This revival of religion in the West 
will have these characteristics—a puritanism 
placing restraints on moral fecklessness; a 
stress upon the individuals’ obligation to 
families, communities and institutions; and 
“a re-commitment to mythical symbols that 
reestablish that unity of culture—of the nat
ural world, of human expression and of ulti
mate meanings—that religion traditionally 
provides,” in Waters’ words.

In the light of all this, one may wonder 
what Bell makes of the most publicized 
“instauration” of religion today as represent
ed by Pat Robertson and Ralph Reed’s 
Christian Coalition, now playing so decisive, 
if not to say iniquitous, a role in the Republi
can Party. Doubtless Bell is dismissive, if not 
alarmed by this development. He bases his 
upbeat ending in The Cultural Contradic
tions o f Capitalism on the upcoming “Great 
Instauration” of religion not on particular 
creeds but on what he terms “redemptive 
religion”—that is, “a recovery of the moral 
ground that has been lost, a rediscovery of 
the past on an intellectual level by the urban 
middle class,” in Waters’ words.

I must say I am a bit astonished by Bell’s 
downrightness about the inevitability and 
contmctiveness of this “instauration,” a baf- 
flingly optimistic forecast that exposes my 
own limited imagination, I fear.

The afterwords Bell has just written for 
the current reissues of his books are vibrant 
with his commentary on the latest develop
ments in the arts, in philosophy, in technolo
gy, in sociology. The fact remains that, 
among America’s living intellectuals, Daniel 
Bell is virtually sui generis in the breadth of 
his knowledge, the startling associations he 
discerns, and the brilliance of his insights 
and interpretations about human society.

Edward Chase is former Editor-in-Chief of 
New York Times Books and senior editor at 
Scribner.
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W hen Fred W ilcox, the au thor of 
Uncommon Martyrs: How the Berrigans 
and Others are Turning Swords into Plow
shares  (A ddison-W iley , 1992) asked 
Philip Berrigan to write an autobiography 
the answer was a flat out “No.” Berrigan 
had no interest whatsoever in rendering 
himself, a sentiment Wilcox attributed to 
Berrigan’s extreme modesty. Wilcox how
ever, had no intention of giving up. His 
ten-year friendship with B errigan, and 
close involvem ent with the resistance 
movem ent for twenty years, convinced 
him of the necessity of recording Berrig
an’s life, even if it meant writing the book 
himself.

As it turned out, Fighting the Lamb's 
War was written over the period of a year, 
with Wilcox sending Berrigan long lists of 
questions, which he answered on tape and 
returned. Wilcox then attempted to create 
a narrative line around the answers, pre
serving Berrigan’s reflective and in tro
spective voice. This process went chapter 
by chapter, with Berrigan’s approval and 
ultim ate veto pow er over the text. The 
modesty problem was hammered out, the 
document created .

Philip  B errigan ’s life is thoroughly 
examined in his autobiography— the cir
cumstances of growing up poor in an Irish 
Catholic family; the zeal with which he 
went to fight and kill in World War II; and 
the pace at which his political conscious
ness evolved. There is no hesitation to 
address personal contradictions, or com
plicated issues, particu larly  in dealing 
with B errigan ’s re la tionsh ip  w ith the 
Catholic Church, his secret marriage to 
nun Liz McCalister, and his own ambiva
lent feelings about violence during his 
first imprisonment:

“I won’t get struck by a bolt of nonvio
lent lightning. I won’t fall off my donkey 
or my bicycle, only to rise in a cloud of 
light.”

The book is at it’s best when B errig
an’s conversational style is maintained. 
But, when the language becom es too 
intense and the political critique overheat
ed, the tone becomes uncomfortably close 
to that of a sermon. One wishes there were 
more descriptive images, such as Berrigan 
trying to shave on a train going through 
the South; his father bruised and bloodied 
after a fight with one of his sons; and 
Philip and his brother Dan, the two priests, 
sharing a bottle of whiskey— and talking 
political action—on the banks of Cayuga 
lake.

Philip Berrigan’s life spans an expan
sive history of political activism, from his 
work as a young priest, teaching and fight
ing for civil rights in the South, to Viet 
Nam War resistance, to the Freeze move
ment, and struggles for economic justice 
today. Berrigan and his wife Liz McCalis
ter have raised the ir ch ildren  in Jonah 
House, a faith-based community in Balti
more. A ccording to B errigan, resisters 
cannot survive w ithout com m unity. At 
Jonah House, Plowshares actions are dis
cussed and organized, people care for each 
other’s children in the event of an arrest 
(McCalister spent three years in prison for 
attempting to damage nuclear war heads), 
and group support helps individuals with
stand the brutality of prison.

Berrigan is unstinting in his critique of 
how American prisons are used to prop up 
a corrupt system;

The State holds together through police 
power, against the citizenry. The state, con
ceived in violence, and backed by violence, 
will never achieve true peace... A million 
million prison walls can’t protect us, 
because the real dangers— militarism, greed, 
economic inequality, fascism, police brutali
ty— lie outside, not inside prison walls.

The focus of Fighting the Lamb’s War 
never wavers from Berrigan’s mission of 
nonviolent w itness, and the reader is 
struck again and again by how long this 
man has been working, how long he has 
maintained his commitment to conscience 
and struggle. His fidelity alone is a shock 
to the American system, to our conscious
ness. We are allow ed that forbidden 
glimpse of history, that sense that there are 
men and women who learn to live their 
entire lives without losing their courage 
and dedication.

I was fortunate enough to speak with 
Philip Berrigan and Liz McCalister while 
they were in Ithaca for a book-signing at 
The Bookery on October 19th.

• • •
BP: What is your vision of “nonviolent 
revolution?” You talk about nonviolent 
revolution coming out of the wilderness, 
by which you mean American jails. But 
don’t jails serve to perpetuate violence? 
B errigan: Well, when people are getting 
ready for Plowshares we try to em pha
size the value of what we call “jail wit
n e ss .” We believe the ac tion , and the 
court appearance, and jail are all part of 
the same thing. When you try to stop the 
killing by nonviolent means, you might 
spend many long years in the peniten
tiary, because the courts back the m ili
tary and the government to the hilt. So 
they’re punishing you unjustly, and how 
you handle that will depend on what kind 
of understanding you have of the value 
of your presence in jail. I t’s a paradoxi
cal s itu a tio n — on the one hand, peace 
activists don’t belong in jail; on the other 
hand, in tim es of severe in justice  and 
oppression , people o f conscience  do 
belong in jail, because they are the voice 
against oppression. For that reason jails 
are a kind of precious aspect of the resis
tance. In fact, it could be said that there’s 
no resistance unless people are in jail.
BP: Does everyone in Jonah House com
mit to a certain amount of time in jail? 
Berrigan: No one ever com m its them 
selves to time in jail; you accept it, when 
it comes, as an inevitable consequence of 
what you have done. The members of the 
Plowshares community have all pledged 
to nonviolently resist war. That means 
they’re going to get into civil resistance 
and civil d isobedience, which, alm ost 
inevitably, will be publicly punished by 
ja il .  E veryone who p resen tly  lives at 
Jonah House has experience with jail .
BP: How do you feel they’ve coped with 
tha t?  Has it been traum atic?  Has it 
increased violence in their personal lives 
?
Berrigan: W e’ve had Plowshares people 
who couldn’t tolerate jail, who wrote to 
the judge and capitu lated . They might 
not have had deep enough convictions 
about ja il and its meaning in the whole 
resistance scheme. Nonviolent conduct 
includes personal re la tio n sh ip s  with 
o ther p risoners, the way you conduct 
yourself in ja il, the way you do corre
spondence, the way you do writing, the 
way you try to get the word out against a 
virtual blacklisting by the media.
BP: If nonviolent action isn’t covered in 
the m edia how do you feel people are 
able to benefit from what you are doing? 
B errigan: The media won’t accept any
thing you w rite, you have to go to the 
religious left magazines, and there you 
might get printed and you might not. The 
media are a corporate entity here in this 
country, dovetailed with the corporations 
and the governm ent. Increasing ly , we 
depend on word of mouth, and interper
sonal contact. As soon as a Plowshares 
action happens, we get on the phone and 
call key contact people all over the coun
try. We ask them to do mailings, to raise 
money for legal defense, and to contact 
their local media. Despite the co rpo ra te ..

media, there are still reliable individuals 
w ithin the m ainstream  press. I t ’s very 
important to have friendships with these 
people and to trust them. I was down in 
North Carolina for the last Plow shares 
action and four or five of these journal
ists came around. One of them wrote for 
the m ainstream  press in the C arolinas 
and o ccasiona lly  for the New York 
Tim es. He was really  an ex ce llen t 
reporter, and a fine human being. There 
are people like that, it’s not a complete 
w ashout. I believe that there are s till 
people within the system who will try to 
use their position  to speak some truth 
and to write about things that are impor
tant.
BP: In your book you talk about trying to 
live in a way that avoids complicity with 
a violent and corrupt corporate and polit
ical system . How is that possib le  in 
America?
Berrigan: All our members stay under 
the poverty limit. We share a commuity 
fund, so the IRS can’t trace any individ
ual incom e— taxation never becomes a 
question. We work under the table, shop 
at thrift stores, and go to a food bank for 
our food. Sometimes we go through the 
food th a t’s being throw n out in en o r
mous quantities at a produce term inal. 
N inety-five per cent o f that is shared 
with a poor neighborhood. We have a 
garden as well. We do fine.
McCalister: We work collectively; each 
week we sit down and decide who will be 
working what days, etc. If a dem onstra
tion comes up that necessitates all of us 
taking some time off, w e’re free to do 
that.
BP: But most people have to buy their 
food and clothes.
McCalister: T h at’s right. You cannot 
Jive in this culture.and not be complicit

with it. We drive cars, we use gasoline, 
we p o llu te  the a ir, we do all o f these 
things, if only to accomplish our work. 
No one can live in th is coun try  with 
clean hands, no one. If you try to do that 
you rem ove y o u rse lf  from  a position  
w here you can have any im pact. For 
example, we have a friend who will not 
drive, will not own a car or a phone. He 
can work in his neighborhood, but he can 
never be a part of a major demonstration 
because he w on’t travel. This radically 
lim its  h is ab ility  to  be in com m unity  
with other people.
Berrigan: W e’ve seen this in our own 
fa ilu res . By not p a rtic ip a tin g  to the 
extent that he could, he’s guilty of sins 
of omission.
BP: In F igh ting  the L a m b 's  War you 
refer to God as both feminine and mas
culine. Why?
Berrigan: Given the Scripture it’s very 
hard  to use in c lu siv e  language. For 
exam ple, there  are im p lic it m eanings 
asso c ia ted  w ith “F a th e r” in Jo h n ’s 
Gospel. W hen you get into words like 
parent, or creato r you lose som ething. 
We try nontheless, because God is nei
ther masculine or feminine. God is spir
it.
M cC alis te r: We say the Lord’s Prayer 
together every evening, and we will say 
either our God, or our father and mother, 
or our creato r— trying to be inclusive. 
D ifferent people handle it in different 
ways. If I can look at a text before read
ing it aloud, it’s a lot easier than doing it 
off the cuff. In portions of the Old Testa
ment I find m yself alternating the pro
nouns, ra ther than try ing to get rid of 
them. In my own head, I do think of God 
as Father, but the spirit is Female. That’s 
been with me for a very long time, think
ing of the spirit as the feminine of God.
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All Seasons

A nd the W ord is the Son— th a t’s 
unequivocally male. That’s good for me, 
and I can say Father without any sense of 
being sexist. But I often find myself say
ing Father and Mother, because it seems 
to be something others want.
Berrigan: T he p o in t— how ever i t ’s 
done— is to em phasize the equality  of 
women. That has to be emphatically stat
ed at every juncture.
BP: In F igh ting  the L a m b 's  War you 
touch b riefly  on your p ro -life  stance. 
Could you elaborate a little more on that? 
Berrigan: By studying the Scrip tures, 
and th rough d iscu ss io n  o f  these  very 
com plex issu es , we have com e to a 
nation of God as unconditionally loving, 
a God who is nonviolent, anti-w ar, and 
committed irrevocably to the equality of 
all human beings, looking upon them as 
d augh ters and sons. I t ’s up to us to

reflect this idea of God in our own con
duct. T h is m eans that you have to 
embrace what we call the seamless gar
ment— the sacredness of life. We have to 
take a position against all threats to life, 
whether it be the bosses in W ashington 
and th e ir  p ro -w ar cam paigns or the 
Kevorkians around, who assist the su i
cide  o f e lderly  people in pain. This 
embrace includes prisoners on death row. 
We try to derive  the a ttitu d e  o f  God 
towards life, and to imitate that.
BP: Do you feel that your pro-life stance 
has alienated you from secular left-wing 
organizations?
McCalister: I don’t think our stance has 
alienated that portion of the movement. I 
think the pro-lifers have. Though we’ve 
been pressed—hard— to do so, we have 
refused to participate in demonstrations 
at abo rtion  c lin ics . T hat is largely

because we recognize that women are 
victim ized in this culture, which itself 
does not value life. When a woman with 
a prob lem atic  pregnancy  is asked  to 
value the life of her unborn child, there’s 
little society has to offer to sustain that 
position. That’s beginning at the wrong 
end of the stick. I t’s up to us to first cre
ate a culture in which life is valued, so 
that a woman would naturally come to 
treasure the life of her unborn child. In 
conversations I’ve had with women over 
abortion rights, I ’m mainly interested in 
seeing how together we might reduce the 
need for those options. How do we sup
port a woman who is facing that kind of 
choice? Are we really willing to take her 
into our home? Are we willing to take 
responsibility for her child? If we’re not 
willing to do those things then what are 
we talking about? When you enter into 
that kind of deeper dialogue it’s possible 
to find a lot of common ground—even on 
such questions as responsible sexuality. 
B errigan: As long as we refuse to relin
quish our nuclear arsenal, it is impossi
ble to claim  that we as a society value 
life— let alone unborn life. We have been 
on a first-strike basis since 1973. That 
means our leaders, with the virtual sup
port of the American people, are saying 
that when our enem ies start breath ing 
down our necks, w e’ ll use these 
weapons. We’ve used them before, we’ll 
use them again. In recent times, we have, 
at least im p lic itly , th rea tened  to use 
nuclear weapons against North Korea, 
Lybia, and Iraq. We had six nuclear war
heads with our ships of the Sixth Fleet. If 
things had gone badly with O peration 
Desert Storm, we would have used them. 
So long as we do nothing about it, we are 
all complicit in this potential mass mur
der. If we are content to threaten life on 
that kind of scale, where does that leave 
the concern for unborn life or, for that 
matter, the environment? As long as this 
in ten tion  to use nuclear weapons p er
sists, we have little  moral standing in 
these matters. A friend of ours, a secular 
priest in New Jersey, says the Bomb is 
really the taproot of the problem—every
thing violent we do flows from that.
BP: W hat about v io lence before the 
Bomb? Violence didn’t begin in this cen
tury , w hat was the tap roo t befo re  the 
Bomb?
M cCalister: W hatever the B om b’s 
equivalent was in the past.
BP: In F ighting the L am b 's War, you 
talk  about the w orship  o f  n uclear 
weapons as a religion. How is that differ
ent from the worship and protection of 
capital at any cost?
McCalister: Because the Bomb is what 
protects it. Our claim to better than sixty 
percent of the resources of this world, for 
six percent of the world’s population, is 
made possible by the nuclear threat. And 
the threat is real because we have already 
dem onstra ted  our w illingness to use 
these weapons of mass destruction. 
B e rrig a n : R ight now, what the Bomb 
protects is the globalization of capital. 
Transnational corporations have become 
more powerful than governments. Of the 
hundred largest economies in the world, 
fifty  are now co rpo ra tions. W ithout 
regard for human life, they will do any
thing to increase profits—eliminate jobs, 
exploit cheap labor, devastate the envi
ronment.
McCalister: You can go a long way back 
in our history and see that, in interven
tion after intervention, our troops were 
used to protect corporations.
BP: You say in your book that, if voting 
were really effective in this country, that 
“r ig h t” w ould have been taken  away 
from the American people long ago. Do 
either of you vote?
McCalister: Not at the polls. Not pulling

levers. We vote in lots o f o ther ways, 
with our feet. W e’ll often have a demon
stration on election day. We’ve repeated
ly been arrested at the White House.
BP: Do you feel a d iffe rence  can be 
made by voting for a third party? Or is it 
the actual process that you are refusing 
to engage in?
M c C a lis te r : Yes. As for voting th ird  
party, I think the worst thing that could 
happen to Ralph Nader would be to win 
the election. It would completely corrupt 
and compromise him.
B e rr ig a n :  Or he m ight be w iped out 
plain and simple. He might be killed.
BP: Phil fought in World War II. Was the 
violence involved in liberating concen
tration camps and fighting H itler “ju s t” 
violence?
M cC alister: No. We only became more 
like Hitler in the process. When the allies 
made the decision to fire-bomb cities, we 
became just like Hitler. This led us to the 
use of nuclear w eapons on H iroshim a 
and Nagasaki.
BP: Do you th ink  so -ca lled  te rro ris t 
organizations like the IRA or the PLO 
have effectively used strategic violence? 
B errigan: Not at all.
M cC alister: What the IRA has done is to 
ju s tify  the persecution  by the B ritish . 
The IRA gives them the justification they 
need in the eyes of the world to continue 
the oppression.
B errig an : A lot of innocent people are 
killed and maimed in Britain because of 
IRA bombings.
BP: In the case of the Intifada in Israel, I 
see the uprising as having set the peace 
process in m otion . Is ra e lis  w ere no 
longer w illing to risk their children for 
the territories .
B errigan: Do you assume that the Intifa
da was violent?
BP: Yes. Planting bombs and throwing 
stones is violent.
M cCalister: I th ink  that those were 
ex cep tio n s, and that the th ru st o f the 
Intifada was based on non-cooperation 
and nonviolent witness. There were vio
lent actions, but they weren’t at the heart 
of the Intifada.
BP: But the exceptions and the violence 
were at the heart of the Israeli decision to 
pull out.
Berrigan: We have a friend in Hebron 
w ho’ s part o f  the peace team  that 
attempts to shield the Palestinians fami
lies from the Israelis. She told us of one 
fam ily who learned  th e ir  house was 
going to be wiped out by Israeli bulldoz
ers on a certain date. She and other mem
bers o f the peace team  went up on the 
roof, trying to stop the bulldozers. But 
the rest o f the P a lestin ian  com m unity 
w asn 't up on tha t roo f or o u tside  that 
building. So the army came in, scaled the 
roof, and dragged them  off. T his hap
pened because the Palestinian communi
ty w asn’t schooled in nonviolence and 
w asn’t w illing to suffer arrest or injury 
or worse. In this country, we congratu
late ourselves if we have fifty people in 
front o f the White House, even when we 
were bom bing Iraq, or now, when over 
six hundred thousand Iraqi children have 
d ied  in the past five years due to our 
blockade. Yet, paradoxically we have a 
rich trad ition  of nonviolent tactics and 
philosophy in America. It goes way back 
before the revolutionary war, and has to 
do with the poorest elements of this soci
ety rising up against the manufacturers, 
big land owners, bankers, and shippers. 
But this history of popular protest right 
up through the Viet Nam W ar is rarely 
taught in our schools—certainly as noth
ing to be proud of. It’s time that changed.

Cara Ben-Yaacov is a freelance journal
ist and  an e d ito r ia l a ss is ta n t a t The 
Ithaca Times.Photos by Jason  Koski
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Going Back

Don Karr

Ja n e t Sperber n
Recently, I visited Kolomyja, the Polish 

town where I was bom and which I had not 
seen in nearly half a century. The town is no 
longer Polish; the vagaries of history have 
led to fluid borders and my birthplace 
became a part of the Soviet Union. In 1991 
when the Soviet Union collapsed, Kolomyja 
was claimed by the new nation state, 
Ukraine.

I knew that Polish had ceased to be the lan
guage of discourse in Kolomyja, but I naive
ly allowed for no other changes, and was dis
mayed that the town was not in unison with 
my memory.

The market in the center of the town with 
stalls of fruit and vegetables, shops brim
ming with bales of wool and linen, an 
apothecary and adjacent haberdashery were 
no longer there. The streets that 1 thought of 
as wide, sunny avenues, stared at me narrow
ly. The gimnazjum that I passed daily on the 
way to my elementary school nestled in my 
memory as a building of imposing stature 
with a grand staircase ascending to a castle
like entrance. But the building had shrunk, 
and instead of the grand staircase, there were 
plain narrow steps, reminiscent of other pub
lic buildings in the small cities and towns of 
Eastern Europe.

The long-since renamed streets confused 
me, and I needed directions from an older 
man to find my old neighborhood. The hous
es seemed much closer to each other than I 
remembered. The small field near our house, 
where a boisterous game of soccer was 
almost always being played (I used to marvel 
at the dexterity of my brother, Max, who 
could hit the ball with his foot, knee, or 
head), was no more. A house had been built 
there.

Finally, I looked at number 21.1 remem
bered a wooden house that sat securely, like 
a bourgeois matron, on a large lot. As a child 
coming home from school, I could see the 
white paint of the house from a distance, and 
as I came closer, the natural wood of the win
dows and doors came into view. But now, 
the house seemed bent, wearied, the sav
agery of the past pressed down upon it. The 
light colors of the house of my childhood had 
become shrouded in a reddish, rust-colored 
substance, as though taking on the blood of 
the people, who, assembled on the street, 
made the short journey to the nearby forest, 
or the longer trip in cattle cars to Belzec.

I scrutinized the house, inspected and 
studied each detail, then stood on tiptoe to 
look above the fence—there was no fence 
when it was home— to have a clear view. 
The door facing the street looked familiar, it 
led to the room shared by Max and Munio, 
my brothers.

Faces came out of the past, as if to greet 
me. There was Max, smiling; father, serious; 
a fleeting glimpse of Munio; a pleased and 
radiant Donia, my little sister; mother about 
to hug me. I wanted to go inside the house, to 
feel their presence, to seek the scent of my 
mother.

I knocked at the gate, and hoped that the 
people who lived there would invite me to 
come in. A dog barked fiercely, but no one 
answered my knock. I waited...

Suddenly, without thinking, I found 
myself walking to my elementary school, 
surprised that my feet knew the way without 
my needing to ask directions. 1 made the 
proper turns, guided by memories lodged 
deep in my subconscious. At an intersection, 
I was jolted by the sight of the park that 
abutted my school.

“Krolowa Jadwiga” (Queen Jadwiga) 
school was small. The long, tree-lined walk 
that led from the street to the entrance of the 
school was strangely missing. Absent too, 
were the hum of voices and children’s laugh
ter. The tablet affixed to the building identi
fied my elementary school as a medical 
research laboratory. Through it’s windows, I 
could see the classrooms of my childhood. 
The fourth, fifth and sixth grades stared back

at me silently. The first, second, and third 
grade classrooms were on the other side of the 
building. Inching towards the rear, I was 
enveloped by memories of a slender inno
cence, when braids with ribbons of bright col
ors, tied in big bows were “szczyt elegancji,” 
the height of elegance. Graduating from 
Krolowa Jadwiga school had been the most 
momentous event of my life, simultaneously 
sad and exhilarating.

In a hazy distance, I heard the voice of my 
second grade teacher welcoming us “dear 
children” to school. I stopped in mid-sen
tence, searching for a word, and was startled 
to realize that the language of my childhood 
no longer flowed lightly and effortlessly. 
Then I remembered that now, when I whis
pered endearments to my own children, or 
calmed a bad dream, it was not the same lan
guage in which I mourned the loss of parents, 
siblings, and friends. Often my feelings and 
thoughts of those who perished were not in 
words at all, but images. Max, at the gate of 
the ghetto, watching me as I entered the 
horse-drawn cart; my father, standing, his 
face stem, defiant, refusing to go into hiding; 
mother’s expression imploring me to leave. 
Only Donia, my little sister, resides in my 
memory in both images and words. She is the 
ten-year-old girl who speaks to me in Polish. 
And I, the adolescent, pained by what she 
tells me, respond in English. “You should not 
hide in the native language of your children” 
a voice inside me murmurs.

I walked to the park, finding a bench near a 
large chestnut tree next to the school. The 
thick branches of the chestnut played a hide- 
and-seek game with me—now I see it, now I 
don’t, as I searched for the best view of the 
school.

Each day when the teacher entered the 
classroom we rose, and the Catholic children 
greeted her with: “Niech bedzie pochwalony 
Jezus Christas'.” (Praised be the Lord...) The 
Jewish children—we were four in a class of 
28 girls—stood silently and waited for the 
teacher to cross herself and lead the Catholic 
girls in the recitation of “In the name of the 
Father...” When the prayer was completed, 
the formal learning began.

The religious facet was the norm; I never 
thought about it as either good or bad, it was 
simply part of the school routine, unchanging, 
always there. Once when the only Jewish 
teacher in school had to teach the first period 
of the day, I wondered if she would cross her

self and recite the prayer with the children. The 
teacher, Pani Pordesowa, who taught math at 
the Krolowa Jadwiga School, walked into the 
classroom erect, head held high. Instead of her 
usual, slightly rumpled black dress, she wore a 
well-tailored brown suit. Standing perfectly 
still, she waited for the greeting, “Praised be 
the Lord...” and then, crossing herself by lift
ing her index and middle fingers to her fore
head, she said the words, “In the name of the 
Father...” The Catholic children recited the 
beginning of the prayer with her, but then pro
ceeded on their own, while Pani Pordesowa 
gently lowered her hand and stood there, hands 
clasped, until the prayer was completed. I was 
extremely pleased with her performance.

In our history class we learned about Queen 
Jadwiga, the namesake of our school, a figure 
of distinction in Polish history (she married the 
Grand Duke Jagiello of Lithuania and brought 
Roman Catholicism to pagan Lithuania). The 
school-mandated red berets perched on our 
heads were less than appreciated as an expres
sion of fashion, but worn with pride in kinship 
with the young queen who reigned over five 
hundred years ago. By the sixth grade, howev
er, we felt that the queen would not have want
ed us to wear the childish red berets, so we car
ried them in our pockets and put them on only 
when we approached the school.

I was enthralled by the bravery of our people 
in their struggle throughout history for a free 
Poland. We learned of the many uprisings 
against Prussia, Russia and Austria (countries 
that crushed and dismantled Poland in the 18th 
century until there was no longer a Polish 
state). I was full of empathy for the children 
who had to leam Polish in secret, because the 
evil Russian tsar forbade the use of our lan
guage.

A new Poland emerged after World War I, 
led by Jozef Pilsudski, who successfully 
defended Poland from the Soviets in 1919-20, 
and then battled the right-wing factions in the 
Polish Parliament. Even though he staged a 
military coup in 1926, our perception of Pil
sudski was that of a decent man who tried to 
bring order to Poland, and treated the minori
ties—including the Jews—as equal citizens. 
When he died in 1935, Pilsudski was mourned 
not only by the school children of Kolomyja, 
but by the Jews as well.

On September 1, 1939, Germany attacked 
Poland, and three weeks later the Germans 
were on the outskirts of Warsaw. On Septem
ber 17,1939, the Soviet Union invaded Poland

from the east. By the end of September, it was 
all over. Once again, Poland was partitioned 
by the Russians and Germans, disappearing 
from the map as a nation state.

I was twelve years old and had just passed 
the entrance examination to the gimnazjum 
when the Soviets marched into Poland. The 
Soviet occupation, less threatening to the 
Jews than the German, was nevertheless 
crushing. Poland was my country and home, 
and I wept when the Soviet troops entered our 
town. I found little solace in mother’s reas
surance that we were better off with the Rus
sians than the Germans. But my parents were 
uneasy about the travails that awaited us in a 
heathen Communist state.

I mourned the loss of my world and I wor
ried about the loss of language, fearing that 
the Soviets would prohibit Polish, just as the 
Russian tsar had done in the past.

Mother admonished Donia and me not to 
leave the house. But we could not remain 
home forever. Schools were reopened, and 
one of the first official Soviet deeds was to 
eliminate the gimnazjum as an educational 
institution. “It is too elitist!” we were told. 
Instead, we would be going to the ‘Ten Year 
school.”

The Russian language became compulso
ry, but we could add another foreign lan
guage. I, and almost all my friends chose Ger
man.

As in the past, I derived pleasure from 
school, though it was difficult to reconcile the 
heroic history of Poland (learned only recent
ly), with Soviet notions of Poland as an 
oppressive society. The eminent figures of 
Polish history were replaced by men named 
Lenin and Stalin, and the purported Polish 
exploitation of Ukrainian peasants was given 
much attention. The great men and women of 
Polish literature gave way to Ukrainian liter
ary figures, like Taras Shevchenko and Ivan 
Franko.

A Russian man in a military uniform 
appeared in our classroom once a week to 
deliver a civics lecture, mostly on the great
ness of the Soviet Union and the genius of 
Stalin. At first we listened politely and silent
ly, but after several weeks we began to giggle 
when we heard rote stories about Stalin (our 
“bat’ko” [father] who loved children), and we 
started asking questions that the military man 
found troublesome. Parents were summoned 
to the school, and alerted by our teachers 
about the consequences, unless we curbed 
our comments and questions. At home I was 
chastised severely: “You are endangering the 
family,” lectured my father. And mother 
reminded me that to be exiled to Siberia was 
not impossible. Rapidly, our enthusiasm for 
poking fun at the Soviet Union and her heroes 
declined. Still, school was not all bad. We 
were learning new things—algebra, Russian, 
Latin. And suddenly there were boys in our 
classrooms, though it was strange to have 
them next to us. We did not know how to 
behave around them, but their presence pro
vided considerable novelty.

My friends and I agreed that our teachers 
were mostly good. The tall, handsome, really 
dazzling Mr. Frankel, who taught math, made 
every girl an algebra scholar. The quiet, soft- 
spoken lady who was our Russian teacher, 
commanded our attention with a mere smile. 
Our serious and scholarly history teacher, Mr. 
Braver, was acceptable, unless he talked dis
paragingly about Poland. The Latin teacher 
was a big, powerful woman who sent fear 
into our hearts. To this day, I cannot remem
ber whether her real name was Yuffa, or if we 
gave her the name because we did not like 
her. The elderly German teacher was slow, 
and we shamelessly took advantage of his 
poor eyesight to play silly tricks on him.

• • •
In June 1941, Germany attacked the Soviet 

Union, and in the first days of the Soviet 
retreat, the Ukrainians became the masters of 
our town. Gangs of young, and not so young, 
men roamed the streets assaulting Jewish 
men and women.

The Germans quickly asserted their domi-
coniinued on page 9
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continued from page 8 
nance. They made the decisions, and the 
Ukrainian militia loyally executed their 
orders, with much pleasure. But only rarely, 
if ever, would a German stop a Ukrainian 
from killing a Jew when not ordered to do so.

Sitting on the park bench in Kolomyja, the 
branches of the chestnut trees swaying, I 
remembered when I understood that the 
world around me was collapsing, and that 
neither mother, nor father, nor all my uncles 
and aunts—not even the rabbi—could pre
vent it.

I understood this, not when we were 
ordered to hand over radios, bicycles, furs, 
jewelry, gold coins; and not when we were 
told to put on a white armband with the Star 
of David; and not when access to schools, 
libraries or any form of education was closed 
to us; and not when food became scarce; and 
not when the sight of a German soldier on the 
street spread panic and sent children and 
adults into the first available doorway. Not 
even the news that the German Wehrmacht 
was marching triumphantly in the East and 
West led me and my friends to think that our 
situation was hopeless and irreversible. In 
fact, secret classes began to form for the 
young adolescents in town. Someone volun
teered to teach us English, a language seldom 
taught in our schools. Why English? Perhaps 
because England was the only country that 
had not crumbled in Hitler’s path, and the 
Polish govemment-in-exile was in London. 
It seemed proper to prepare linguistically for 
the time—soon we hoped— when the British 
would swoop down on Kolomyja and liber
ate us. Our class met only once.

What finally made me realize that no one 
would rescue us was the first “Action,” as the 
Germans called it, on a Sunday morning. My 
mother, in a brown robe with little green 
squares scattered into a pattern of triangles, 
was preparing breakfast. My father was sit
ting at the kitchen table with cousin Lotta. 
My two brothers, Max and Munio, along 
with my younger sister Donia and I, were 
standing in the kitchen, hoping that breakfast 
would be a little heartier than it had been late
ly. Realistically, we had no reason to expect 
it to be. Food had become difficult to secure, 
although we still managed. The black market 
and other innovative means, like barter, were 
flourishing, and father was quite entrepre
neurial.

Breakfast was ready when my cousin 
Mina who lived down the street from us, 
burst in to tell us that the Germans were 
rounding up men in the center of town. 
“There is an Action!” she shouted. We were 
used to marauding gangs of Ukrainian men 
who hurled rocks at the windows, burst into 
the house and helped themselves to whatever 
pleased them. Sometimes, when nothing 
seemed of interest, they would break a piece 
of furniture for the mere fun of it, highly 
amused by our impotence. But none of us 
understood the word “Action,” though we 
feared it instinctively. Mother rushed father, 
Max and Munio to the attic. We women and 
children sat silently, not moving. Mother, 
attempted to cheer us by telling a funny story 
about a visiting relative, but she did not fin
ish. Instead, she gathered Donia and me in 
her arms, and held us close.

Around noon, cousin Klara came by to tell 
us that the Action was over. “Where did they 
take them?” mother asked. Klara did not 
know. The men came down from the attic, 
and they too asked, “Where did they take 
them?” M other shrugged her shoulders. 
Then, not quite knowing what else to do, we 
ate our breakfast. No one complained about 
the small portions of bread or the brown 
water that mother euphemistically called cof
fee. We ate quietly, silently contemplating 
the future.

At about two o’clock in the afternoon, sev
eral German men with their Ukrainian 
helpers ran up and down the street, shouting 
“Jews Out!” Once again, father and the boys 
went to the attic. Donia decided to go with 
them. Mother, Lotta and I stayed in the

house, ignoring the men outside. We assumed 
that they were not interested in women and 
children. But before long, there was loud 
banging on the door. A Ukrainian burst in 
shouting, “Out, out you Jewish pigs!” We 
stood up, realizing that we had miscalculated. 
Women were included.

There were about thirty people on the street 
in front of our house, almost all women. Our 
neighbors, too, had sent their men into hiding. 
Facing me, were my aunt Rose and my 
cousins, Klara, Dora, and Mina. Directly 
behind them, were my friend Tonia with her 
mother and sister Zhenia. As more and more 
people were led out, it seemed that all the 
women and children from our neighborhood 
were there. I did not understand why this was 
happening. What would they do with us?

I was clutching my mother’s arm, when a 
German turned to her, pointing his whip at me. 
“How old is she?” he asked.

“She is ten years old!” At first I did not 
understand why mother was telling him that I 
was the age of my younger sister, but then 1 
grasped that ten years might be the age of 
reprieve. She was right.

“Back to the house, quick!” the soldier 
shouted. Ignoring his order, I held tightly to 
my mother’s arm, pleading with her, “Let me 
come with you!” Mother embraced me, and 
gently touching my face, she whispered, “Go, 
quickly, I will come back!” Reluctantly, I let 
go of her arm and slowly moved away from 
the group, followed by a few more children. I 
stood there looking at mother, wondering 
whether I should run back to her. Each time 
we made eye contact, she shook her head to 
convey that I should go back to the house. I 
continued to stay there, hoping that perhaps 
the German would let her go. He did not.

Soon the command was issued: “Move on!” 
The Ukrainians shouted, “Faster, faster, you 
damned Jews!” as they led the people toward 
the center of town. I watched my mother walk 
up the small hill, until she was no longer visi
ble. The Germans and Ukrainians were gone, 
the street was deserted.

During the next few weeks, my sister Donia 
and I stood on the comer of our street twice a 
day waiting for mother to return. “If she does 
not come back now, there is still tomorrow,” I 
reassured my sister. We stood holding hands, 
dressed properly—the way mother would 
have expected us to dress. I can still see the 
large blue bow, matching her eyes, that was 
clasped to Donia’s short, golden-blonde hair. 
We usually stood there about fifteen or twenty 
minutes at a time. We did not talk much, but 
every few minutes we gave each other looks of 
encouragement, and then reluctantly returned 
to the house. Neither mother nor anyone else 
ever came back. There were rumors that they 
were sent to work in another part of the coun
try; that someone had received a letter from a 
labor camp in Germany, though one could 
never trace the recipient; that they were in jail; 
that they were shot in the forest outside of 
town. Donia and I continued our vigil, lest fail
ing to do so would make the rumors true. But 
after four weeks, there was another Action and 
we no longer stood on the comer.

• • •
When father came down from the attic to 

find that they had taken mother he was very 
quiet. Silently, he looked at us, his four chil
dren, and started to cry. I was overwhelmed by 
the sight of tears flowing down his cheeks and 
disappearing into the neatly trimmed beard. 
Had I ever been asked, “Can your father cry?” 
I would have said without hesitation, “Of 
course not, my father cannot cry.” But here he 
stood before me, weeping.

Finally, he said, “You children are young, 
you will survive and build new lives. But for 
me she was everything, without her I cannot 
go on!”

My father died in Belzec. He was wrong 
about the four children. I was the only one to 
survive.

Janet Sperber received a PhD in sociology 
from Cornell University, and has taught at 
the University o f Maryland and American 
University.
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Burning Questions
Jo h n  Wolff

Over 125 Ithaca area residents left their din
ner tables early one evening last June to attend a 
public information meeting on the Cornell Col
lege of Veterinary Medicine’s proposed med
ical waste incinerator. Among the scheduled 
speakers were Franklin Loew, Dean of the Col
lege of Veterinary Medicine; Chris Marcella of 
the State University Construction Fund, the 
agency that would plan and build the facility; 
Ray Nolan of the New York State Department 
of Environmental Conservation, the agency that 
would monitor the project; and Lawrence 
Doucet, of the consulting firm that conducted 
studies attesting to its safety.

The proposed facility would replace an exist
ing incinerator used for the disposal of carcass
es, and would include the added capability of 
burning regulated medical wastes, consisting 
primarily of plastics. Although Dean Loew 
claimed that the University had called the meet
ing in an effort to address the concerns of the 
community, many in the audience were of the 
opinion that the assembled officials had inten
tionally kept the public in the dark about the 
details of the proposed incinerator project. The 
public meeting they were attending had come 
about as the result of public pressure, not out of 
the University’s desire to inform.

In 1992, Cornell’s disclosure of plans to 
upgrade its incinerator facility was met with a 
large degree of public concern. At a meeting of 
the Ithaca Town Board, residents raised ques
tions regarding the potential health risks and 
adverse environmental impacts of the proposed 
incinerator. Cornell, officials responded with 
assurances that Cornell and the State University 
Construction Fund (SUCF) would work with 
the Department of Environmental Conservation 
(DEC) to address all legitimate concerns, 
including ample opportunity for public involve
ment in the process. Dr. Larry Thompson, of 
Cornell, noted further that so long as public 
concerns remained, an environmental impact 
statement would be prepared.

Under state environmental law, an environ
mental impact statement (EIS) is required for 
projects that pose a potential threat to the envi
ronment. Many townspeople assumed that the 
proposed incinerator, being a typical example, 
would fall under such requirements. The EIS 
process would ensure public input into the 
many issues of safety, public health, the exami
nation of alternative methods of waste disposal, 
and environmental impacts.

Despite Dr. Thompson’s pronouncement in 
1992, however, the public received no further 
information until the spring of 1996, and an EIS 
process never materialized. Only after the deci
sion had been made was the public informed 
that the State University Construction Fund 
would not be required by the Department of 
Environmental Conservation to prepare an 
environmental impact statement. The DEC 
determined that, because the proposed incinera
tor would replace an existing facility currently 
in operation, the proposed project would consti

tute no additional environmental impact. A neg
ative declaration was issued, clearing the way 
for the final permits and the eventual construc
tion of the incinerator.

Members of the community residing in the 
area close to the site of the proposed incinerator 
were incensed to learn that there would be no 
environmental impact statement, given that the 
incinerator might result in the release of dioxins 
and that the facility required a 177-foot stack 
height. State law requires an EIS for cases that 
pose a significant change to an existing environ
ment that might have adverse effects. Through 
their neighborhood association, residents began 
to examine the project in depth and to conduct 
general research into the pros and cons of incin
eration. Although they met with little official 
cooperation in their efforts to assemble the facts 
and figures behind the proposed project, what 
these residents did learn was startling.

The consultants who conducted the modeling 
studies on which the blueprints for the incinera
tor would be based had committed several cru
cial errors, calling into question the validity of 
their results. For example, wind modeling data 
was used from Syracuse, despite the fact that 
local data was available from a weather facility 
on campus. Similarly, upper air data was used 
from Albany, instead of more accurate regional 
data. Additionally, the model had incorporated 
assumptions for a rural area, despite the fact that 
the area in question contained thousands of res
idents as well as the Cornell University campus. 
Finally, the proposed stack height of the incin
erator— 177 feet—was well below the mini
mum height dictated by best engineering prac
tices.

At the June public meeting, the consultants 
pointed out that their work had fulfilled all legal 
requirements set forth in stale law and regula
tion. To the audience, this line of response was 
not reassuring; the community felt that the 
broader spirit of the law had been grossly vio
lated. Ray Nolan, the DEC official, was equally 
unpersuasive in convincing the public that the 
DEC would adequately safeguard public health 
and the environment through monitoring and 
enforcement activities. Given the DEC’S recent 
record for inadequate monitoring and compli
ance enforcement of several municipal waste 
incinerators across the state, the public had little 
faith in what Nolan was suggesting. Most 
importantly, none of the panelists could ade
quately explain why an environmental impact 
statement would not be undertaken. Many in 
the audience that evening questioned whether 
the formal process had intentionally been 
thwarted in an effort to avoid public scrutiny, 
despite the fact that the State University Con
struction Fund would use $3 million in taxpay
ers’ money to build the incinerator.

Cornell’s current incinerator had burned 
pathological medical waste streams consisting 
primarily of animal carcasses and bedding. The 
proposed incinerator, however, would be 
specifically designed for the burning of addi
tional regulated medical waste streams, consist
ing primarily of laboratory materials, rubber 
gloves, syringes, petri dishes, and plastics. Cor

nell officials were unable to provide an ade
quate response when an audience member 
pointed out that the differences between the two 
types of wastes precluded a one-size-fits-all 
approach to the design of a new incinerator. 
Furthermore, although Cornell spokesmen indi
cated that they were not seeking the required 
permits to do so at this time, many residents 
feared that Cornell intended to import waste 
streams from nearby hospitals as a source of 
revenues.

In September 1996, Dr. Paul Connett, Pro
fessor of Chemistry at St. Lawrence University 
and a prominent critic of incineration, spoke in 
Ithaca on the subject of the public health and 
environmental impacts of the proposed Cornell 
incinerator. According to Dr. Connett, incinera
tion is the most inefficient and counter-produc
tive method for the disposal of regulated med
ical wastes. He characterized incineration as the 
equivalent of trying to bale out an overflowing 
bathtub, when the source of the problem is a 
running faucet.

Regulated medical wastes often include bio
hazardous materials that require proper dispos
al to safeguard public health. While incineration 
does the job, according to Connett, the inciner
ation of plastics generates chemical compo
nents known as dioxins, which are known to be 
extremely toxic. The principal source of dioxins 
is combustion (i.e., incineration) in processes 
associated with chemical manufacturing, pulp 
and paper mills, metal refining and smelting. 
Even at trace levels, dioxins, which do not 
appear naturally, have been found to be among 
the most carcinogenic substances ever studied. 
Laboratory animals have been found to develop 
cancer from as little exposure as 5 parts per tril
lion.

Human exposure to dioxins occurs most 
often through ingestion of a wide variety of 
common foods that contain trace levels. Even 
human breast milk, at the top of the human food 
chain, has been found to contain these sub

stances. When dioxins enter the body and accu
mulate in biological tissues, they affect the 
body’s endocrine and immune systems. Unlike 
other toxic substances, such as arsenic or car
bon monoxide, dioxins at trace levels do not 
cause instant death, but their ingestion often 
results in reduced fertility, birth defects, and 
increased risk of diabetes and cancer.

The general public first became aware of 
dioxins during the controversy surrounding 
Agent Orange, a U.S. military herbicide which 
had harmful effects on many Vietnamese as 
well as American soldiers during the Vietnam 
War. Since the 1970s, there have been several 
cases of dioxin exposure among large popula
tions. In 1976, a Hoffman-Laroche chemical 
plant in Seveso, Italy exploded, exposing 
37,000 people to dioxins. In 1978, dioxins were 
discovered in Love Canal, New York, and— 
after sustained community protests—hundreds 
of families were relocated at government 
expense. Studies from these and other incidents 
have confirmed the severe health effects to 
humans caused by dioxins.

So why, the public asked in June 1996, was 
Cornell proposing to build an incinerator that 
would bum plastics, thereby releasing dioxins 
into the environment? At the June public meet
ing, Dean Loew could not adequately answer 
the question. Only now, after public concern 
has mounted to the point of outrage, has Cornell 
agreed to convene a community advisory com
mittee which will examine to what extent the 
University’s waste streams can be reduced, as 
well as alternative methods of waste disposal 
for both plastics and carcasses. Although the 
issue is far from resolved, the committee con
vened by Dean Loew now has the opportunity 
to investigate the important public health rami
fications of incineration.

John W olff is a member o f the Ithaca Town 
Board and has been an active participant in the 
incinerator debate.
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Biddy Martin

288 pages
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In Femininity Played Straight,
Biddy Martin traces the changing 
relations of lesbian and feminist 
theory from the late 1970's to the 
present. These essays argue for 
accounts of sexuality, gender, and 
subjectivity that make lesbianism 
intelligible and important for les
bians and non-lesbians alike. Les
bianism here provides a critical 
lever for exploring wider issues of 
sexuality, gender, power, and 
individuality. Femininity Played 
Straight puts lesbians in their 
place—a place that is part of soci
ety, culture, and critical discourse.

Biddy Martin is Associate Profes
sor of German Studies and 
Women's Studies at Cornell 
University.
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Not O u t of A frica : How A frocentrism  
Became an Excuse to Teach Myth as History 
by Mary Lefkowitz 
New Republic and Basic Books:
New York. 1996.
240 pages, $24.00

Black Athena Revisited
Edited by Mary R. Lefkowitz and Guy 
MacLean Rogers
Chapel Hill and London: U niversity of 
North Carolina Press, 1996.
Pages xxi+522; 4 maps and 3 charts, $19.95

Martin Bernal

Given the vagaries and delays of publishers, 
the appearance in the same month this spring 
of Not Out o f  Africa written by Mary 
Lefkowitz and Black Athena Revisited edited 
by her and a junior colleague, Guy Rogers, is 
unlikely to have been by design. Nonetheless, 
their simultaneous publication has magnified 
their impact, and not merely in scholarly cir
cles. The Internet debate set up by the publish
ers of Not Out o f Africa had over 2,000 sub
scribers, many with no academic background. 
At least two books of rebuttal and reply are 
being planned.

Mary Lefkowitz has been a professor of 
Classics at Wellesley for the past thirty years. 
There is some debate as to whether she was 
always conservative, or whether she only 
became so after her marriage in 1981 to Sir 
Hugh Lloyd Jones, former Regius Professor of 
Greek at Oxford. In the 1970s, she was inter
ested in the position of women in Ancient 
Greece and Rome, as well as in the American 
Classical profession. By the early ‘80s, she 
was writing criticisms of American feminism 
in the Times Literary Supplement and the 
extremely conservative English journal the 
Salisbury Review.

The term “Afrocentrism” has been around 
in African American circles since around 
1970, but it was first given prominence in 1987 
when Molefi Asante, professor of Communi
cations at Temple, published The Afrocentric 
Idea. Asante described “Afrocentrism” as a 
way to escape Eurocentrism and its extensions 
by looking at the world from an African view
point.

Since then, the label “Afrocentrist” has been 
attached to a number of general intellectual 
positions. These range from: “All good things 
come from Africa” or, as Leonard Jeffries puts 
it: “Africa creates, Europe imitates,” to the 
simple claim that Africans or peoples of 
African descent have made many significant 
contributions to world progress, but for the 
past two centuries these have been systemati
cally played down by European and North 
American historians.

The new “Afrocentrism” quickly became 
attached to a much older intellectual tradition 
among American Blacks—and white aboli
tionists—that dates back to the early 19th cen
tury. According to this. Ancient Egypt was 
both the “classical” culture of Africa and the 
source of European civilization. The connec
tion between Egypt and the rest of Africa had 
been set out by the radical French scholars 
Charles Francois Dupuis and Constantine de 
Volney at the end of the 18th century. The idea 
that Egypt was the source of Greek and hence 
Western civilization was the conventional wis
dom of the time, proclaimed with particular 
fervor by the Freemasons.

After 1820, however, the founders of the 
new discipline of “Classics” attempted, with 
increasing success, to cut the links between 
Greece and first Egypt and then the Levant. 
They replaced the traditional view of cultural 
influences on the Aegean basin from the south
east, with one of local developments and 
migrations from the north of Indo-European 
speakers or “Aryans.” Since this coupure. 
Freemasons have retained their traditions, but 
only within their lodges. A number of Black 
thinkers, however, refused to go over to the 
“Aryan Model” which they rightly saw as an 
exaltation of European and white supremacy.

Rocking the Cradle

Sharone Pionttcowski

Scholars like W.E.B. Dubois and St. Clair 
Drake used this “African” intellectual 
approach, cautiously but effectively, with the 
tools provided by white academia. Other ora
tors and writers stayed within the Black com
munity, with the result that they were cut off, 
not only from academic disciplines and fash
ions but also from the books, libraries and 
other resources that academics take for grant
ed. They were further isolated by preaching 
only to the converted. Thus, it is not surprising 
that they should make many trivial and seri
ous historical errors.

These charismatic autodidacts, who have 
retained the focus on Ancient Egypt as the 
source of African and European culture are 
now labeled “Afrocentrist.” The exclusive 
concern with Egypt distresses some African 
Americans who want attention paid to other 
African civilizations, and so call “Afrocen
trism” ’’Nilocentrism.” Nevertheless, the 
association of Ancient Egypt with Afrocen
trism has become firmly established among 
both Blacks and whites.

By her own report, Mary Lefkowitz’s con
cern, or obsession, with Afrocentrism came 
suddenly in 1991, while she was reviewing 
my Black Athena for the New Republic. She 
was appalled to discover that there were peo
ple writing books and teaching that Greek civ
ilization had derived from, or had even been 
“stolen” from, Egypt. They were making 
claims that the Ancient Egyptians were Black, 
as were Socrates, Cleopatra, and other impor
tant cultural figures in the Ancient World. 
They maintained that Greece had been invad
ed from Africa in the middle of the second 
millennium B.C.E.; that Greek religion and 
mystery systems were based on Egyptian pro
totypes, and that what was called “Greek” 
philosophy was in fact the secret wisdom of 
Egyptian lodges of a Masonic type. She also 
saw that these arguments were being support
ed by gross errors of fact, such as the idea that 
Aristotle had plundered the Egyptian library 
at Alexandria as a basis for his own massive 
philosophical and scientific writings. In fact, 
of course, the library at Alexandria was 
founded by Macedonian Greeks at least 30 
years after Aristotle’s death.

Since Mary Lefkowitz knew that this was 
all fantasy and did not conform to the facts as 
painstakingly assembled by modem classi
cists and ancient historians, why did she both
er to confront it at all? She explains that it was 
because Afrocentric literature was widely 
read and was being taught, not merely in a 
number of school districts, but also in univer
sities.

For this reason, Lefkowitz wrote a series of 
overlapping articles on these “myths.” Not 
Out o f Africa is a compilation from these, 
with some added material and argument. The 
blurbs on the back of the book proclaim it to 
be “a thoughtful inquiry” and “detailed, care
fully researched and fully documented...”. 
On the other hand, the eminent classicist Glen

Bowersock at the Princeton Institute, who is 
fundamentally opposed both to Afrocentrism 
and to my work, described Not Out o f Africa, 
as an “impassioned polemic” and wrote that 
there was “a rage that boils throughout” the 
book.

Mary Lefkowitz has had none of the mater
ial difficulties that afflict the Afrocentrists. For 
many years she has been tenured at a rich col
lege and has received financial grants from 
large foundations. Thus the Afrocentrists’ 
errors are much less interesting than the many 
factual mistakes she herself makes. For 
instance, she states: “Since the founding of this 
country, ancient Greece has been intimately 
connected with the ideals of democracy.” In 
fact, the source she cites makes precisely the 
opposite point: that the radical founding 
fathers were so terrified of the image of Athens 
that they did not dare to use the word “democ
racy” and were forced to accept the Roman 
“republic.”

Mary Lefkowitz’s sloppiness here might 
seem inconsequential, but in fact, it serves an 
important purpose in her general argument. 
Her implication is clearly that one cannot have 
freedom or democracy without a respectful 
awareness of ancient Greece, and that there has 
been a continuous flame of such reverence that 
can only be doused at our peril.

Her suggestion is untenable even within the 
Western tradition. The English “Revolution” 
of the 17th century relied for its historical 
precedents on the anti-royalist aspects of the 
Bible and myths of Saxon freedom, while the 
American and French revolutions of the 18th 
century took Republican Rome as a model. 
Nevertheless, there is no doubt that, since the 
1820s, the images of ancient Greece, and 
Athens in particular, have usually served a pro
gressive function. On the other hand, ante-bel
lum Southern writers used Ancient Greece and 
Athens to demonstrate the political and cultur
al benefits of slavery. And today, extreme con
servatives with whom, as we shall see, Mary 
Lefkowitz is intimately connected, are using 
images of ancient Greece for their own politi
cal purposes.

Not Out o f Africa was obviously written in a 
hurry. It still shows signs of its origins in the 
cobbling together of articles written with pas
sionate urgency for the popular and semi-pop
ular press. Nevertheless, this is less significant 
than the impact of two other factors which, 
interestingly, Lefkowitz shares with the 
extreme Afrocentrists. The first of these is the 
conviction that she possesses an absolute gen
eral truth that allows her to be cavalier with 
specifics. The second is that she and her allies 
feel besieged and therefore they sometimes 
feel obliged to abandon the niceties of open 
academic debate.

Lefkowitz's general truth, as set out in Not 
Out o f Africa, is that Greece did not derive any 
significant part of its civilization from Egypt. 
In this, she not only (lies in the face of Greek 
and Roman tradition but even goes further than

most of her classicist colleagues. Her sense of 
persecution comes from her view of herself as 
belonging to a small band of defenders of rea
son against the forces of unreason.

As in her earlier struggle against feminism, 
she has found powerful helpers on the far right. 
In the preface to Not Out o f Africa she thanks 
Wellesley College and the Bradley and John 
M. Olin Foundations for their grants. The latter 
two are among the most generous contributors 
to many right-wing organizations, including 
The National Review, The Heritage Founda
tion, and the National Association of Scholars 
(N.A.S.). Mary Lefkowitz sits on the advisory 
board of the N. A.S. and plays an active role in 
its journal. Academic Questions. The main 
concern of all of these organizations and jour
nals is to turn back what their members and 
contributors view as the tides of liberalism that 
have engulfed not only society but also educa
tion and the highbrow media.

This imagery resembles the sense of isola
tion and persecution experienced by many 
Black Afrocentrists, which explains their intol
erance towards interventions from hostile out
siders like Mary Lefkowitz. However, there is 
a fundamental difference, in that the Afrocen
trists really are in a social and academic ghetto, 
while she and her allies, like the paranoid anti
communists of the 1950s, are situated in one 
that is largely imaginary. Unlike Black schol
ars—or even white liberals—conservatives are 
amply funded and have access to many presti
gious journals. The articles that make up Not 
Out o f Africa appeared in the New Republic, 
The Wall Street Journal, Partisan Review, The 
Chronicle o f Higher Education and Academic 
Questions. Thus, Lefkowitz and her allies have 
every opportunity to carry out research, pub
lish their results and participate freely in acad
emic debates. Despite all these advantages, 
however—as we shall see below—she can be 
just as intolerant as the extreme Afrocentrists.

While she admits that she may have biases, 
Mary Lefkowitz argues that this is very differ
ent from “consciously setting out to achieve a 
particular political goal.” Ten years ago she 
would have been able to avoid this charge, 
because she, and those who think like her, held 
hegemonic power in academia.

This had been achieved during the 19th cen
tury, by Northern European scholars, who did 
have the explicit ideological and political aim 
of denying European or “Aryan” indebtedness 
to Africans and “Semites.” In the last decade, 
however, the previously unmarked origins of 
Ancient Greece have increasingly become 
seen as an ideologically constructed “Aryan 
Model of Greek origins.” Thus, the re-estab
lishment of the status quo in Classics has 
become an aspect of the general political aim 
of overturning the liberal “multiculturalism” 
and “political correctness” that conservatives 
see as having infected academia since the 
1960s.

Although there are complications, Mary 
Lefkowitz is basically right to deny extreme 
Afrocentric claims that Socrates and Cleopatra 
were Black. Nevertheless, her substantive 
claims are more contested. She treats the Afro
centrists as beyond the pale of rational dis
course because they maintain that the Ancient 
Egyptians had a mystery system of initiations, 
universities and a profound philosophy which 
influenced Greek rituals and philosophy.

There is no doubt that the Afrocentrists’ 
images of these aspects of Egyptian culture 
were shaped by the Masonic tradition, which 
in turn depended on 18th-century novels. 
These novels, however, were erudite elabora
tions of conventional wisdom in the Classical 
world. Furthermore, many, if not most Egyp
tologists would accept that there were initia
tions of the living in Ancient Egypt and that 
these influenced the initiations in the Hellenis
tic and Roman worlds. Equally, a strong and 
articulate minority of 20th-century classicists 
has maintained that, from their beginnings, 
there were Egyptian influences on the Eleusin- 
ian mysteries. It is also generally accepted that 
there were centers of learning attached to tem
ples in at least late pharaonic Egypt.

“Philosophy” is an extremely slippery con- 
continued on page 12
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cept, but taken in the general sense of wonder, 
or speculation on truth and reality, there is 
every reason to suppose that it was present in 
Ancient Egypt. Indeed, it was conventional 
wisdom among Greeks and Romans that phi
losophy had derived from Egypt. If, however, 
one restricts “philosophy” to Greek philoso
phy, then indeed some Greeks were the first 
philosophers.

Mary Lefkowitz’s ultimate bugbear is the 
Afrocentrists’ claim of a “stolen legacy.” She 
is right to the extent that there is little chance 
that Greeks could have stolen ideas that Egyp
tians do not appear to have possessed, such as 
Aristotelian logic and Euclidian geometry. 
Nevertheless, in general, the Afrocentrists are 
tapping here into a tradition of great antiquity 
maintained by a number of non-Greeks, which 
in the areas of religion and science appears to 
have some validity.

On all these topics, an argument with the 
Afrocentrists could have had great value, but 
Not Out o f Africa , which George Will 
described approvingly as a “howitzer aimed at 
a hamster,” merely exacerbates the already 
frightening racial tensions in the United States.

Does the rage that boils throughout Not Out 
o f Africa spill over into Black Athena Revisit
ed? This attractively produced book is made 
up of 20 essays by scholars, many distin
guished and others less well known. The 
essays are grouped in sections, treating many 
of the aspects of Black Athena: The Afroasiat- 
ic Roots o f Classical Civilization: Egypt, Race, 
the Near East, Linguistics, Science, Greece 
and Historiography. There is also an introduc
tion by Mary Lefkowitz and a conclusion by 
Guy Rogers.

It is disconcerting, but flattering, to have a 
large book devoted to attacking one’s work. I 
knew nothing about the project until an 
uncomfortable contributor told me that 
Lefkowitz was compiling a book on Black 
Athena. I immediately e-mailed her, asking to 
see the essays so that I could prepare a reply. 
She informed me that they “had decided not to 
have a response” from me. When I suggested 
that this was very unusual, she told me that it 
was because most of the pieces had already 
appeared, and I had published responses to 
them. “Were these to be included?” No, they 
had decided against. The most plausible expla
nation for my exclusion is that the book was 
compiled in the same spirit as Not Out o f 
Africa—to close down discussion rather than 
open it up.

A desire to stamp out heresy would also 
explain exceptions to the editors’ general prin
ciple of collecting reviews that had already 
been published. For instance, they did not 
select the only two reviews written by experts 
on Egypto-Greek relations, apparently 
because, although critical, they were consid
ered too favorable to my work. The editors did 
commission an article from the leading Amer
ican expert in Egyptian-Aegean relations dur
ing the Bronze Age. However, when he took a 
similar line, they decided that there was not 
enough room for his piece.

Fitting the same pattern, the two reviews 
written on the linguistic aspects of Black 
Athena, by Gary Rendsburg and John Ray who 
are competent in Egyptian, West Semitic and 
Greek, but are generally sympathetic to my 
work, were not selected. Instead, two Indo- 
Europeanists with the requisite hostility but no 
knowledge of Egyptian and little understand
ing of language contact between unrelated lan
guages, were invited to contribute.

The editors’ determination to end debate is 
also revealed in the exaggeration or distortion 
of my views to fit their hostile image of my 
work. For example, the first section of the 
introduction has the heading, “Are Ancient 
Historians Racist?” This strongly suggests that 
I have made such a charge. In fact, as I have 
constantly reiterated, I believe that classicists 
and ancient historians are no more racist than 
the rest of us, but that they are working within 
a model established in the 19th-century by 
men who were undoubtedly racist and antise- 
mitic.

In general, the editors maintain that I 
demand a return to the “Ancient Model” of 
Greek origins rather than to what I have called 
the “Revised Ancient Model,” which con
forms to the Ancient view that Egyptians and 
Phoenicians played central roles in the forma
tion of Greek civilization, but accepts the 19th- 
century identification of Greek as a fundamen
tally Indo-European language. Thus in contrast 
to the Ancient Model, the Revised Ancient 
Model maintains that there were substantial 
early cultural influences on the Aegean basin 
from the north.

At one point, Mary Lefkowitz does concede 
that “he (Bernal) has revised the ‘Ancient 
Model’ but she immediately adds that it is 
“(really, the ‘African Model’).” The desire to 
portray me as an Afrocentrist and eliminate the 
Asiatic aspect of my work is also apparent in 
Guy Roger’s final article, where I am accused 
of neglecting Mesopotamian civilization.

In fact, I stress the South West Asian char
acter of the Hyksos rulers of Lower Egypt 
whose settlement in parts of Greece is the only 
“invasion” from the southeast that I am 
inclined to accept. I have also published a book 
on the South West Asian origins of the alpha
bet, which hardly mentions Egypt. In an arti
cle, entitled: “Phoenician Politics and Egypt
ian Justice in Ancient Greece,” I emphasize 
that it was Phoenician city states, with deep 
roots in South West Asian social structures, 
not pharaonic Egypt, that provided the proto
types for the Greek poleis. Professor Tony 
Martin, an Afrocentrist, was far closer to the 
mark than Lefkowitz and Rogers, when he 
wrote:

If any of Bernal’s Afrocentric followers had 
slowed down a bit in their speed reading of Black 
Athena, they would have noticed that he was as 
much or more concerned with a “Semitic" origin 
for Greek civilization as for [sic] African influ
ence over Greece.

Another distortion of my position is the sug
gestion that I take the writings of Herodotos 
and Greek mythology literally. In fact, I main
tain that one should approach all sources, 
ancient and modem, with skepticism.

The editors of Black Athena Revisited draw 
a distinction between what they see as the 
acclaim Black Athena has received from out
side—which they plausibly link to the icono- 
clasm of the culture wars—and the skepticism 
of scholars within the relevant disciplines. 
There is clearly something to this, and it raises 
a difficult but interesting issue: the question of 
who should choose between competing histor
ical interpretations and upon what bases? In 
the introduction to Black Athena, I consider the 
problem and in particular, the relative weights 
one should give to the views of the specialists, 
who tend to know more but have a vested 
interest in the status quo, and the “cultivated 
lay public” with less knowledge, but equal 
intelligence and greater objectivity.

Even if one concedes all rights of judgment

to the experts, Black Athena Revisited distorts 
the situation. To my mind, the surprising 
aspect of the reaction to Black Athena has not 
been that a majority of the experts in these 
fields should dislike a work by an outsider that 
challenges many of their fundamental beliefs, 
but that a minority should generally agree with 
the criticisms contained in it. It is even more 
impressive that a larger number of classicists 
and other specialists, while disagreeing with 
my views, should welcome the debates that 
Black Athena has stimulated. By my estimate, 
nine or ten of the 30-plus reviews of Black 
Athena written in English by experts in the 
ancient Mediterranean have been generally 
sympathetic towards it. None of these was 
chosen for Black Athena Revisited.

Nevertheless, while there is an overlap 
between political and academic conservatism, 
it is far from absolute, and the ideological pas
sion of the editors is not shared by all the con
tributors.

Two scholars whose reviews combine 
extreme hostility with great thoroughness are 
the classicist Lawrence Tritle and the historian 
of science Robert Palter. However, as I have 
responded to their articles elsewhere, I shall 
not do so here. John Baines’s thoughtful essay 
is equally thorough, but like those of the other 
two Egyptologists, it is significantly less angry 
than those from other disciplines.

The chapter by the Egyptologist Frank 
Yurco contains views with which I agree, such 
as that on the North and East African physical 
appearance of the Ancient Egyptians. He also 
proposes an interesting solution to the problem 
of Greek reports that the Colchians were black 
and curly-haired. At the same time, he is star
tlingly slipshod when he claims that I maintain 
that the irrigation works in Boiotia were the 
result of Hyksos conquest. In fact, as I make 
abundantly clear, I accept a date for the earliest 
channels and dykes in the ceramic period Early 
Helladic II during the mid-3rd millennium, 
700 years before the Hyksos. What is more, I 
explicitly deny the likelihood that any Egypt
ian influence on this early irrigation and asso
ciated buildings was associated with a con
quest.

On the whole, however, sloppiness tends to 
be associated with extreme hostility, as it is in 
the article by the Indo-Europeanists, profes
sors Jay Jasanoff and Alan Nussbaum. 
Jasanoff has been described by a reviewer who 
is very skeptical of my work, as “the pit bull of 
the right wing of linguistics.” This may be 
going too far, but while many Indo-Euro
peanists are part of the modern linguistic 
world, others like Jasanoff and Nussbaum 
remain closer to the traditions of their disci
pline. Their article clearly reveals the develop
ment of Indo-European studies in mid- and 
late-19th-century Germany. It is written de 
haul en has from a position of complete disci
plinary authority. This is buttressed in the tra
ditional way with ponderous jokes of the type: 
“What others do with lost continents Bernal 
accomplishes just as successfully—or unsuc
cessfully—with lost consonants.”

Jasanoff and Nussbaum maintain that to 
propose substantial Greek lexical borrowings 
from West Semitic and Egyptian is as absurd 
as seeing “Annamite” as the origin of Celtic. In 
fact, of course, Egypt and the Levant are not 
far from the Aegean, and we know from 
archaeological evidence that there was close 
contact among the regions over thousands of 
years. There are also the strong Greek tradi
tions of cultural borrowings from Egypt and 
the Levant. What is more, over 60 per cent of 
the Greek vocabulary lacks Indo-European

etymologies. Plato stated the obvious when he 
said that Greeks, “adopt many foreign words.” 
Walter Burkert, the leading authority on 
Ancient Greek religion, emphasized that 19th- 
and 20th-century historical linguists have been 
predisposed to reject Semitic loans in Greek 
for ideological reasons. Given all these facts, it 
would be surprising to anyone not narrowly 
formed in the Indo-Europeanist tradition, if 
Greeks had not borrowed substantially from 
Egyptian and West Semitic, the two dominant 
languages of the East Mediterranean during 
the period in which the Greek language was 
formed.

All in all, the only point the authors have in 
common is their dislike of Black Athena, 
which of course is why they were selected.

This leads back to the title Black Athena 
Revisited with its implications of distance and 
objectivity. This is misleading, if only because 
the book is largely made up of essentially unre
vised reviews written as first reactions to Black 
Athena. A volume containing angry but seri
ous articles such as those of Baines, Palter and 
Tritle, together with the debates that followed 
them, would have been extremely useful to 
both scholars and interested lay people. Black 
Athena Revisited, however, is nothing of that 
kind.

For many readers, perhaps the most interest
ing aspect of the whole debate is, why the fuss? 
Why should abstruse arguments on the ancient 
East Mediterranean be of interest to anyone 
outside the arcane academic fields concerned 
with them? There are several political reasons 
why the right wing should pay so much atten
tion to these issues. First, Black Athena has 
been taken up by Afrocentrists and radical rel
ativists, who have promoted it as providing a 
far greater support for their ideas than a read
ing of the text would permit. Nevertheless, it is 
true that I do maintain that, while not socially 
determined, scholarship is socially embedded. 
This together with the heady atmosphere of 
European expansion, Romantic ethnicity, 
racism and growing anti-Semitism in the early 
19th century when classics was formed, means 
that I see the Aryan Model, and therefore a sig
nificant element in the discipline, as having 
been “political” from its beginning as a “feel 
good” myth for gentile whites. Such a view is 
anathema to American cultural conservatives 
because it completely undercuts their doctrine 
that scholarship was purely objective before it 
was politically polluted by left-wing radicals in 
the 1960s.

Second, as Michael Lind argues in his Up 
from Conservatism, intelligent conservatives 
realize that they cannot receive popular sup
port for their economic policies of soaking the 
poor and the middle class to benefit the rich. 
Therefore, they are much happier to fight 
“Culture Wars” in an effort to persuade people 
that what radical, middle-aged professors 
teach and publish is more important to them 
than economic realities.

Finally, Mary Lefkowitz’s two books and 
the attention they have received illustrate the 
frustrations of success. With the collapse of 
European communism, conservatives now 
control the world economy as well as most 
aspects of American society. Yet they can find 
no better targets than multiculturalism and sen
sitivity to the feelings of disadvantaged 
groups, which they have conjured up into the 
demon of “political correctness.”

Martin Bernal is a Professor o f Government 
and Near Eastern Studies at Cornell Universi
ty. He was previously a fellow o f King's Col
lege, Cambridge in England.
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