The Marxist Line
J a so n Cons
T h e C o m m u n ist M anifesto: A M od
e rn E dition . 1998. Verso:
87 pages, $13.00, cloth.

W e m ust recall here that the materials of
mythic speech (the language itself, photogra
phy, painting, posters, rituals, objects, etc.)
however different at the start, are reduced to
a pure signifying function as soon as they are
caught by myth.

—Roland Barthes, Mythologies
The 150th anniversary of The Commu
nist Manifesto should offer plenty of oppor
tunity to reflect both on the past history of
the brief volume and its various possible
futures. Despite its unfortunate and misdi
rected associations with some of the more
grim features of Soviet and Maoist society,
the Manifesto remains many things: it is the
founding text of Marxism; it is arguably the
most influential political docum ent'ever
written, with the possible exception of The
Declaration o f the Rights o f Man and The
Declaration o f Independence-, and, speak
ing in a language more appropriate to the
pamphlet’s current status, it is also the sec
ond “best-selling” book of all time. Since
the fall of the USSR, the Manifesto, along
with a few other relics of Marxist revolu
tion, has becom e enigm atic, or perhaps
iconic of seemingly mythic anti-capitalist
struggle. But most recently it has become a
vehicle for two-fisted irony.
Verso, the publishing im print o f the
M arxist journ al, New L eft Review, has
decided to release a new edition of the
Manifesto to celebrate its 150th birthday.
This slim volum e, to be appropriately
released on May Day, features E ng els’
approved translation of the original text,
together with his preface to the English edi
tion, and an extensive introduction by emi
nent historian and long-time NLR contribu
tor, Eric Hobsbawm.
Hobsbawm is the author of Age o f Revo
lution, Age o f Capital, Age o f Empire, and
Age o f Extremes which together make up a
definitive study of world historical devel
opment since the Industrial Revolution. A
new essay by him is cause for interest in
and of itself. But, aside from the introduc
tion, this volume celebrates Communism in
an extremely capital-minded manner. At
$13.00, it is the most expensive of the nine
editions of the M anifesto on the market.
Small, almost square, it has bright red endpages, and a red-ribbon bookmark that is
sewn in. Its dust-jacket features a beautiful
red flag waving against a black back
ground, painted by Soviet dissident post
m odernists, K om ar and M elam id. The
cover is black and, embossed in dark red
print, are the solemn, if slightly misquoted,
words, “The workers have nothing to lose
but their chains.”
The sheer appeal of the M a n ifesto ’s
packaging, coupled with the media event

Jack Sherman
Verso has actively created around its re-publication, make this the first edition of the
famous pamphlet ever to be distributed pri
marily on the basis of commodity fetishism.
Although it is tempting to view this “Modem
Edition” as Verso’s personal (and profitable)
joke on consumer society, one might also
consider the volume as re-affirming Marx’s
observations both in its famous text and in its
McCluhan-esque interpretation of medium
(or perhaps format) as message.
Hobsbawm’s introduction is a re-exami
nation and re-affirmation of the Manifesto's
significance. The pamphlet was written on
the eve of the bourgeois revolutions of 1848,
which Marx and Engels optim istically
believed would give way to proletarian
uprisings. Despite early problems distribut
ing the pamphlet, the Manifesto grew in pop

ularity and was published in a plethora of
different languages. Hobsbawm guides the
reader through these early years and up
through the pre-Bolshevik period when the
commitment of any member of a socialist
party “could be gauged invariably from the
number of earmarks on his Manifesto.”
Although the historical aspects of the
introduction provide useful background for
first-time readers, the analysis unfortunate
ly stops short at around 1900. Hobsbawm
doesn’t discuss the Manifesto’s relation to
Soviet society or its influence on some of
its more famous proponents and oppo
nents. The truly interesting part of Hobs
baw m 's argument is his analysis of the
young Marx’s world view.
Written when Marx was 30 and Engels
was 29, the M anifesto is, among other

things, one of the earliest articulations of
Marx’s analysis of capitalism. Along with
The German Ideology, The Communist
Manifesto marks the development of the
theory of historical materialism: the princi
ple that all history is the history of material
production and changes in the means of
production. Outside of this major theoreti
cal development, as Hobsbawm notes, the
Manifesto’s discussion of capital and wage
labor lack nuance and, in light of Marx’s
later work, appear somewhat immature.
Although Marx had begun to study political
economy seriously from 1843 onwards, he
did n ot set out to develop the econom ic
analysis expounded in Capital until he arrived
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Random Lives
in Sarajevo, but had been killed in the war
in some spectacular way; M cGraw, the
camera man, dreams of himself as a series
o f cartoon super-heroes. Flashbacks of
war-tom Bosnia are set against the touristy,
tropical world of the Galapagos, but Gilbert
gives only subtle clues to the newsmen’s
sense of culture shock:

Emily Fawcett
Remote Feed
David Gilbert
Simon and Schuster
224 pages, $22.00
David G ilbert’s first collection of short
stories, Rem ote F eed, portrays ordinary
middle-class American life in a way that’s
both imaginative and frighteningly real. He
conveys the sense that there’s an unlimited
potential for random events to change peo
p le 's lives— freak aneurysm s, a friend
made in a community CPR class, or a mug
ging in New York City. As a consequence,
Gilbert’s characters often seem bewildered
and their em otional distance from one
another is barely redeemed by their vague
desire to find some kind of meaning in the
strange turns taken in their lives.
In the title story, “Remote Feed,” three
CNN em ployees, recently returned from
beseiged Sarajevo, cover the First Lady’s
vacation in the Galapagos. Gilbert tells the
story in a matter-of-fact, third-person voice
that slowly reveals the inner lives of his
characters. We leam on the first page, for
example, that Zev, the party’s translator, is
always “slumping wherever he can, on park
benches, against walls. A passerby might
think he has just heard awful news.” As the
story progresses, it becomes clear that Zev
is the only one of the three who has been
deeply traumatized by his experiences in
the war — his current job seems so irrele
vant to him that he goes to sleep as the First
Lady disembarks from the airplane in the
final scene. The other characters are more
difficult to fathom — Lewis, the group’s
producer, would have preferred that their
star reporter had not died of natural causes

My

Against protocol, their shirts are off because
it's hot and they’re not used to being hot and
having their shirts off. It makes them happy
even though a lot of the tourists bitch about
the constant heat. But what do you expect?
It's the fucking equator. T h e guys laugh at
this. They’ve been laughing for the last hour
—

setting up the tripo d, talking to the

advance crew, m eeting the re p o rte r from
Brasilia Today — laughing because everything
seems funny.

G radually the reader realizes that the
forced banter of these characters conceals
their terrible frustration at not having been
perm itted to air the im ages that would
reveal the true horror o f their Bosnian
experiences—corpses hanging in trees, zoo
animals shot for food, and the footage of
their own reporter’s sudden convulsions.
Lewis, the crew chief, tells the others
that he wishes, just once, he could hear the
b roadcast words: “This is not a test, I
repeat, this is not a test. The end is near.
The bombs are falling.”
In “Cool Moss,” the first story in the col
lection, Malachai, suffering nameless trou
ble at work, is off to another summer party
with his wife. When it turns out to be even
more annoying than he expected, he dis
gusts his wife by wishing his son were sick
— “Just sick enough that we had to stay
home.” In “Don’t Go in the Basement,” a
sorority girl involved in a kinky relation

Heart

Laid

Bare
Joyce Carol Oates
has created a new
A m e ric a n epic in
this sweeping chron
icle o f the fo rtu n es
an d misfortunes o f
a fa m ily o f enter
p r is in g a n d inge
n io u s confid en ce
artists.
As the moral conse
quences o f crim es
resonate th ro u g h
the centuries, she
co n stru cts a com
p e llin g new con
cept o f A m erica n
history.

Joyce Carol Oates
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hunting—he’s too busy stopping at bars
to drink. In the end, his friend gives up
on him and goes on alone.
There is one story in this collection,
buried third from last, that is flawlessly
realized. In “CPR,” Kate Gerard (one of
Gilbert’s few female protagonists) keeps
imagining her husband’s death: “It was
the winter of phantom heart attacks.” He
dies at night in bed, and Kate wakes up
with the corpse, or she gets the dreaded
call from one of his associates at work, or
he is struck down suddenly in the middle
of a romantic walk along a seashore. The
reasons for Kate’s fantasies slowly dawn
on us as Kate learns things she doesn’t
expect about herself. When the white,
middle-aged Kate signs up for a commu
nity CPR course made up almost entirely
of young African Americans, Gilbert’s
writing breaks out of the purely descrip
tive into a beautiful, almost philosophi
cal passage, as Kate studies the CPR
manual before class:
when Kate began to look closer, she start
ed to recognize the people from picture to
picture. T h e businessm an choking was a
father having a heart attack w as a G o o d
Sam aritan givin g m ou th to -m ou th . T h e
waitress near dead was the superm om to
the tro u b le so m e b o y w as a wife to the
drow ned man. There was an interconnect
edness in this small tow n on the the edge
of death, w h ere e ve ryo n e w as a part of
e v e ry o n e else and to g e th e r they saved
each o t h e r in w h at w e re a lm o st daily
exchanges of breath. A n d the dying infant
w o u ld g r o w in to the dying child w h o
w ould grow into the dying adult.

Emily Faw cett is a writer who lives in
Ithaca.
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ship with an underclassman just waits to be
m olested, raped, or m urdered by some
unknown assailant.
Perhaps what these characters lack most
is a sense of proportion. In “Cool M oss”
Malachai tells us that, “The sky had this
grenadine glow. Months earlier a volcano
had erupted on some distant island in the
Philippines. A whole village was
destroyed, fifty-seven people burned up
and blown into the atmosphere — a defi
nite tragedy — but all that summer every
sunset seemed straight out of Hollywood.”
In “Girl with Large Foot Jumping Rope,” a
man staying home with his son for a day is
completely defeated by a clogged toilet; in
“Still in M otion,” a woman recently
mugged on the street in New York takes an
extreme dislike to starlings, which she reg
ularly shoots in her backyard with a Ruger
10/22; in “Anaconda Wrap,” Saul, a rich
Jewish movie producer on the verge of the
release o f his fifth flop, likens failed
m ovies to Nazi concentration camps:
“Cleopatra... Dachau; H eaven's Gate...
Auschwitz; Ishtar... Treblinka; Howard the
Duck... Lublin.”
Though these stories are generally wellcrafted, there is something both comforting
and despicable about Gilbert’s characters;
they’re sensitive to the nuances of a situa
tion, but they just seem to wallow in their
freely admitted failures, as if they can’t
find a good enough reason to do anything
else.
In the story “At the D6ja Vu,” for exam
ple, the narrator persuades an old college
pal to join him in M ississippi to hunt
turkeys. The description of his trip south
from upstate New York alternates with sec
tions on how to hunt and kill turkeys. The
narrator may talk like a man out of a story
by Hemingway, but he never actually goes
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The Ju m p
J. Howard S h a n n o n
He thought crashing through terra cotta
roof shingles at 120 miles an hour would
have hurt more. Instead it felt like he tore
through rice paper. It made a sound like
when you pop the Ovaltine seal for the first
tim e. But w hen he crash ed through the
cherryw ood flo o r o f the v illa ’s second
story, it made a bad noise and it hurt like a
poor dive into his sw im m ing pool back
home. Especially where his hip slammed
into and sh attered a heavy oak c h a ir in
which Napoleon had once sat. He remem
bered wanting to sit in the chair and the tour
guide had shook his head and m ade him
move on. But as he cleared the splintered
wood he knew the worst was yet to come.
He had to face the m arble o f the ground
floor, its cloudy grayish swirls sm iling at
his an ticip ated im pact. An in v o lu n tary ,
incoherent yell starting deep in his chest,
straight from his heart, surged out o f his
m outh as he threw his hands in front of
him.
John was getting used to waking up in
the push-up position, scream ing through
his clenched teeth. His girlfriend, on the
other hand, had pretty well had enough of
it. She pulled her knee to her chest, aimed
her kick at John’s hip and kicked him clean
o ff the side o f the bed. “O U T MY
A PA R T A M E N T O YOU FU C K YOU!
OUT YOU STUPID FUCK YOU. EVERY
NOTTE YOU FUCKING BASTARDO!”
John, who m om entarily thought he was
reexperiencing his dream, really did catch
his hip on a ch air w here his cam ouflage
uniform was draped. But this chair didn’t
splinter and his hip bone hurt like nobody’s
business as he stood up and tried to get his
bearings. Mara was still yelling at him and
he realized the best thin g to do was get
dressed and head for the base. He had to
jum p today. He had to jum p every day. It
was 0430. F irst fo rm atio n 0500, PT at
0530, breakfast at 0700, move out to the
DZ at 0730 and first jum p TIME ON TAR
GET 0830.
He pulled his PT sweats out of his back
pack and dressed. A fter neatly rolling his
BDUs he placed them and his beret snugly
into the back pack on top o f his boots.
Throwing the back pack over his shoulder,
he w alked around the end o f the bed to
M ara’s side, b ent dow n and k issed her
neck. She had fallen back to sleep. He
made his way dow n the c o rrid o r to the
door, opened, passed through and closed it
silently and hurried down the four flights
of stairs to the street below.
The city felt like it belonged to him at
this hour. It greeted him as usual and so
began their com m union. A conversation,
the words of which could be felt viscerally
ringing and bouncing off the inside of his
skull in a not unpleasant way, their mean
ing made clear, translated by his heart. A
carefree and careless way the city spoke,
full of emotion and expected the same from
John yet it never held a grudge if he decid
ed to keep to himself.
T here was a lig h t fog th at seem ed to
hang motionless throughout the streets as
he moved down them heading for the base.
His running shoes made soft padding nois
es w hich created a hypnotic rhythm . He
was nearing the gate before he realized it.
The city fell silent, jealous.
A line of cars had already started to form
at the front gate o f the base. B leary-eyed
soldiers in their bright yellow PT uniforms
flashed ID cards to the MPs from their cars,
shifted gear and headed for formation and a
punishing four mile run on base. Others,
like John B rennan, w ould be taking the
more scenic and more exhausting run to the
church on top o f M ount B erico . As he
passed through the gate and put his ID into
his back pack, 12 soldiers with heavy ruck
sacks wearing yellow sweats and combat
boots marched in loose form ation out the
front gate on the first leg of a twelve mile

road march. They disappeared into the
fog, the light clumping of their boots the
only evidence they still existed.
He was in a different world now. The
base communicated in a different way. It
had a mission. It was holding the line. It
was the leading edge. It knew this and it
told you every time you came through the
gate. The Mission. The Mission. The Mis
sion. Be prepared. Be hard. It was very
single minded and didn’t make for good
conversation. On the other hand it made it
p o ssib le for John to jum p. In fact, it
insisted that he did. The price for being
here? No... Jumping was a gift, as much
as the women, food and scenery of this
place were. John knew there was a price
somewhere to be paid. It would find him
eventually.
He walked down the long central street
and finally entered “AIRBORNE COUN
TRY.” The airborne battalion’s barracks
were at the far east end of the base and
most of the airborne troops were already
out in their company areas stretching and
waiting for first formation. He headed for
the grassy area betw een the B attalio n
Headquarters and Bravo Company’s bar
racks where his platoon did PT. Some of
the soldiers were already there.
“Hey Specialist Brennan look at you.
Looks like you got hammered last night.”
“B ren’s the only guy I know who can
get ham m ered three, four, five tim es a
night and still come in and run PT.”
“Fuck off, gentlem en,” John greeted
the boys. M ara’s last name was Martello
which means hammer in Italian. He fell
into formation with the others as the Pla
toon Sergeant came out of the barracks.
The Sergeant took his men through some
stretching exercises, then push-ups, situps and flutter kicks. He then had them
stretch out on their own. “W e’re going to
Berico today, boys.” There were groans
all around. The run to Mt. Berico was six
miles round trip. It included a mile and a
half of steep incline. It was a heart break
er.
T he P latoon S ergeant checked his
watch, adm onished the men, “No drag
ging ass you faggots, we gotta jum p this
m orning,” and sent them on their way.
The soldiers ran off in pairs and threes
heading back out the gate som e had
recently entered through.
John would have paired up with Roy
Cody but Roy was gone so he ran with his

ghost. T hey fell into th e ir usual pace
which quickly left m ost o f the platoon
behind. Brennan’s shoes again creating a
hypnotic rhythm.
“You got a fun one today Johnny boy.”
“I always got a fun one when I jum p,
brother. “
“W e’ll see.”
“W hat’s that supposed to mean?”
“How’s Mara? She miss me?”
“We don’t talk about it anymore.”
“C ’mon I d o n ’t believe it. W atch the
Car! Fucking Guido!” Roy shook a burnt
nub o f a hand m eant to be a fist at the
sw erving car. It sm oked like a m atch
stick. John ignored it and kept his pace.
“These fucking Wops, I swear to fuck
ing Christ one of these days...”
“Missed your chance buddy,” John shot
a grin at Roy’s ghost. The ghost looked
back w ith its m elted face. He alw ays
looked sad now or dismayed. John knew it
was only because o f the fire. Roy was
rarely sad. He could get pissed off though.
They were crossing the wooden bridge
that led to the winding stone road that led
to the monastery on top of Mount Berico.
John dug in tig h t lipped. B reathing
through his nose he leaned into the hill
and pumped his legs. Roy did the same, as
best he could, pieces o f burnt skin and
muscle dropping off in chunks. Suddenly
there was a loud crack.
“Owwww my laaaaayguh.”
A burnt through sectio n o f C o d y ’s
femur snapped in two. The ghost crashed
to the stones, knocking the remaining car
bonized skin from its gray bones. Brennan
ju st laughed and kept running. It was a
funny trick.
“Hey bud, don’t leave me again!” Cody
shouted after him. John brought him self
up short and turned back to his com pan
ion. He jogged down to him and grabbed
him by the scapula and began running and
dragging the apparition back up the road.
“ I didn’t leave you pal,” He pulled the
smoking skull to his face, “You left me,
you left M ara, you left this place and
where did it get you?” Brennan tossed the
skeleton ahead of him. The impact sound
ed like bam boo w ind chim es on H al
loween night. John ran by the pile of tan
gled bones which began rolling down the
hill.
“Touchy, aren ’t we pal? Sure yo u ’re
not feeling a wee bit guilty now?”
“ I ’m su re ,” he yelled back o v er his

sh o u ld er. “ Now cut it out. I t ’s hard
enough as it is.”
“Sorry, Bren. You know I don’t blame
you.” Cody was running along side him
again, looking more like his pre-crashand-burn s e lf ex cept fo r the trail of
smoke.
“I know it.”
They were nearing the top o f the hill
now, running under a long covered walk
way which ended at a circular open area
th at o v erlo o k ed the city below . They
were at the top of Mt. Berico.
“I miss you. I miss you both.”
“We miss you too.”
“I thought you didn’t talk about it any
more.”
“Shut-up.”
Cody smiled, faded and then vanished.
The run back would be boring.
At 0700 the men loaded onto the back
of the Deuce-and-a-Half truck. The green
canvas back flap had been removed and
the 15 men in the back of the truck had a
good view of the receding base. The nar
row streets were still relatively empty and
the truck, and the four others which it fol
low ed woke up any late sleepers along
their route. They passed buildings which
had held fam ilies centuries before their
country was even an idea in the minds of
men w hose p rin cip als they claim ed to
protect and who they knew little or noth
ing about.
Two girls no more than fourteen years
old pu lled in behind the truck on mopeds. They wore Invicta backpacks and
crash helm ets. Im m ediately a soldier,
McCloy from second platoon, was at the
tailgate yelling his obscene desires to the
school girls. He put his hand to his face
with fingers splayed while sticking his fat
tongue between them. Brennan, who was
sittin g near the ta ilg a te , in one fluid
m otion grabbed M cC loy’s collar, pro
pelled him forward as if to push him out
of the truck then yanked him backward.
McCloy threw his arms and legs outward
in a m om entary panic as the force o f
Brennan’s attack knocked him on his ass.
The truck erupted in laughter as McCloy
spit blood and curses at Brennan. Bren
nan stared at M cC loy, sat back in his
place looked at the girls without expres
sion and then turned his gaze to his boots.

continued on page 8
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The Domino Effect
Ithaca, NY: August 21, 1997

Off Campus

At The Bookery
This presentation is part of our ongoing series of readings
and talks upstairs in the DeW itt Mall.

Sunday, M ay 3, 4:00 p.m.
Denise Gelberg
In The Business of Reforming American Schools, Dr. Gelberg
describes how popular management theories and production
processes have been imported into schools during periods of
societal upheaval to create a sense of order and efficiency
w hile p ro d u cin g a w orkforce acceptable to employers.
Denise Gelberg, Ph.D., teaches in the Ithaca City School D is
trict.

Sunday, M ay 10, 4:00 p.m.
J. Robert Lennon
Lennon's fiction debut and the winner of the 7997 Barnes and
Noble Discover N ew Writers Award, The Light of Falling Stars
begins with a plane falling from the sky on the outskirts of M ar
shall, M ontana, taking more than just the lives of those on
board. As the residents of Marshall struggle to recover normalcy
in their lives, each undergoes a transformation— some for better,
some for worse. J. Robert Lennon recently moved from M is 
soula, Montana to Ithaca with his wife and son.

Sunday, M a y 17, 4:00 p.m.
Stephen L. Sass
In a discussion of his new book, The Substance of Civilization,
Stephen L. Sass, professor of materials science at Cornell Univer
sity, will explain how human civilization has been shaped by the
materials used for creating everything from tools to weapons.

It was what they'll ca]J a sweet accident
for years to come.
The guy really used his head
when the brakes failed
and the two-ton semi picked up speed
on the long, straight chute to the center of town:
Past the flat track houses on the edge,
one metal box moving fast through others going nowhere;
past the sloping lawns and Llenroc stone
of those who prospered and call this home;
past the large frame houses cut into quarters and more
for students passing through.
He knew the town. Knew the once brick road,
now asphalt slick, ended at the Commons,
a pedestrian mall,
where children played on the wooden gym,
hung by their knees, climbed ladders
and slid into sand;
where parents and others sat at cafes,
the chairs and tables of kindling or tin,
their bodies unprepared.
He called ahead, asked police to clear a path,
said he would turn wrong down the one-way fork
that fed the main road.
Turning wrong was the right thing to do.
Only one car slipped through the officers' net
and he brushed it aside as he took the turn,
deliberately sharp, rolled the truck on an island
between the roads, wheels left spinning in the air.
The cargo box split on impact
and 400 hundred-pound bags of the finest cane sugar
spilled over the road, the island, the banked earth above.
The driver walked away.
As huge shovels lifted scoop after scoop to the clean-up trucks,
people shook their heads.
That was one hell of a driver,
one sweet ending to the day.

— Kathleen Gemmell

Th e Substance o f C i v i l i z a t i o n
Stone Age to the Age o f Silicon

Sunday, M ay 31, 4:00 p.m.
Zellman Warhaft
Are Engineers Human? Greenhouse gases are rising at a dramatic
rate and cities, particularly in developing countries, are getting dirt
ier and more polluted. Should engineers— the inventors and design
ers of the power stations and automobiles that cause global and
local pollution— be held accountable for this? Dr. Warhaft, a profes
sor of materials science at Cornell will discuss both environmental
problems and the roll of the engineer Dr. Warhaft's most recent
book is An Introduction to Thermal-Fluid Engineering: The Engine
and the Atmosphere.

Friday, June 5, 8 p.m.
Funny Stories by Funny Women
O nce again, take a leisurely break from the street-level celebration,
come on upstairs, a n d jo in Irene Zahava, Annie Wexler, Marty
Waters, Kit W ainer, Koey Thorpe, Kathy Thom pson, Kathy
Kramer Emily Goldman and Yvonne Fisher for their 5th Annual
Ithaca Festival Reading at Off Cam pus at the Bookery.

Sunday, June 14, 4:00 p.m.
Ann Mohin
The Farm She Was is a novel about a single w om an's struggle to
save her farm. It is a story about our relationship to the land, to ani
mals, to nature, and to each other. Ann M ohin and her husband
raise sheep and most of their ow n food on their 180-acre farm
south of Syracuse. Her poetry and short stories have been pub
lished in literary magazines and anthologies across the U.S.

Invaluable, informative, concise,
and absorbing, Stephen L. Sass’s
The Substance of Civilization shows
that the history of hum an civiliza
tion can be read m ost deeply in
the m aterials we have found or
c re a te d , used o r abused. They
have dictated how we build, eat,
com m unicate, wage war, create
art, travel, and w orship. Some,
such as stone, iron, and bronze,
lend their names to ages. Others
such as gold, a n d silver con
trib u te d to the rise and fall o f
empires. How would history have
u n fo ld e d w ith o u t glass, p aper,
steel, cement, or gunpowder?
•
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D on’t Forget

M°OoO oS oE° W°OoO°D
Open for Lunch
and Dinner
(Dinner only Sunday)
Enjoy our innovative, international menu,
plus delicious, savory pitas, hearty soups,

The Bookery
DeWitt Building,
215 North Cayuga St., Ithaca
For more information call (607) 273-5055
or E-mail: offcampus@thebookery.com

fresh breads, tempting desserts, and an array
o f thirst-quenching beverages.

Monday through Sunday
Dewitt Mall • 273-9610
Fine Original Cuisine
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The M arxist Line
continued from page 1
in his English exile after the 1848 Revolution,
and acquired access to the treasures of the
B ritish M u se u m Lib ra ry in the su m m e r of
1850.... In short, Marx w rote the Manifesto less
as a Marxian econom ist than as a comm unist
Ricardian.

The Communist Manifesto is neither Marx
at the peak of his analysis of political econo
my nor Marx at his most theoretically devel
oped.
Despite these shortcomings, Hobsbawm
argues that Marx and Engels’ description of
the historical inevitability o f capitalism
remains chillingly accurate. The Manifesto’s
arguments, for example, that capitalism tends
towards the creation of a global market with a
universal (bourgeois) class interest is now
more true than ever. At the time Marx and
Engels were writing, industrial capitalism
was still comparatively young and undevel
oped. Now, as International Monetary Fund
policy in reaction to the recent Indonesian
financial crisis strikingly demonstrates, the
forces of capital actively dictate the rules of
international free-market trade. Even more
striking, as Hobsbawm notes, is the M ani
festo ’s claim that capitalism destroys the fam
ily; an argument that now is particularly reso
nant in Western countries where “something
like half of all children are bom to or brought
up by single mothers, and half of all house
holds in big cities consist of single persons.”
As Hobsbawm concludes,
...what might in 1848 have struck the uncom 
mitted reader as revolutionary rhetoric— or, at
best, as plausible prediction— can now be read
as a concise characterization of capitalism at the
end of the twentieth century. O f what other
document of the 1840s can this be said!

While much of the Manifesto may appear
anachronistic, many of its insights remain
compelling. Its demand for a heavy progres
sive income tax is still being debated today,
and the prediction of a “gradual abolition of
the distinction between town and country, by
a more equable distribution of the population
over the country,” seems almost uncannily
prescient. (Marx and Engels, them selves,
upon the Manifesto's republication in 1872,
admitted that it was a historical document that
was, in part, out of date.)
Historical insight aside, one of the most
rem arkable things about the M anifesto
remains its inspirational prose style. It is dif
ficult to read Marx and Engels 150 years after
the fact and not feel the energy of their com
position. The near lyric quality of some of the
Manifesto's more famous phrases lend them a
revolutionary energy. It is still exciting to
read such popular, alm ost to the point of
clich l, phrases as, “A specter is haunting
Europe— the specter o f C om m unism ,"
“Working men o f all countries unite,” and
“All that is solid melts into air.”

Perhaps it is these striking sentences that
have cushioned the Manifesto’s transforma
tion from revolutionary doctrine to market
ing tool. This form of fiery prose is easily
transformed into commodity slogans by
advertising agencies that have so success
fully transformed rebellion into consumer
lifestyle. The M anifesto's opening sen
tences, for example, almost invite word
play. Their striking metaphors have been
adapted into the language of commerce: “A
specter is haunting the publishing world...;”
“a specter is haunting the fin de sifccle...;” “a
specter is haunting the fashion industry—
the specter of Verso’s modem edition of
The Communist ManifestoF'
Indeed the power of Marxism in market
ing has already been proven with the suc
cessful commodification of Che Guevara.
The Che trend, also, incidentally, sparked
by Verso’s publication of his Motorcycle
Diaries, made millions of dollars for the
music industry (the guerrilla leader
appeared on countless t-shirts and posters
prom oting the band Rage Against the
Machine); Swatch Watch (which released a
special model featuring Guevara’s enigmat
ic face); and, of course, the publishing
industry, which produced three biographies,
one memoir, a reader, and a comic book
“introduction” to the revolutionary’s philos
ophy, all in the course of one year.
If nothing else, the Guevara campaign
may be read as the final nail in the coffin of
cold war culture. This message was further
implicit in a November 1997 issue of The
New Yorker (a publication which markets
itself to the upper-middle class and is decid
edly non-Marxist), which collected a series
of articles around the speculative question,
“What’s Next?” Highlighted in the maga
zine was a long essay by writer John Cas
sidy identifying Marx as, “The Next
Thinker.”
“The [Communist Manifesto ’j ] misguid
ed prophecies about capitalism’s imminent
demise,” writes Cassidy, “have obscured a
far more durable intellectual achievement:
Marx’s explanation in the Manifesto of how
capitalism works.” While Cassidy denies
Marx any political agency, he proclaims
M arx’s economic analysis to be the best
way of understanding the world around us:
“Despite his errors, he was a man for whom
our economic system held few surprises.
His books will be worth reading as long as
capitalism endures.” The article chastises
the academic and economic community for
shunning Marx for so long.
Although it is unclear what, if anything,
might bring about capitalism’s end, Cas
sidy’s celebration of the sanitized Marx cer
tainly helped pave the way for the Mani
fe s to ’s induction into consumer culture.
Even before Verso developed the book’s
attractive design, Barnes & Nobel and Bor
ders were promising to display the edition
in the coveted “impulse buy” area next to
their cash registers. This unprecedented

i n

interest by the nation’s two largest book
sellers has prompted Verso to increase the
Manifesto's print run from 5,000 to 20,000
copies, a massive printing for a company that
rarely sells more than 10,000 copies of any
given publication.
In the spirit of capitalism, Verso has man
ufactured an elaborate media marketing cam
paign that is sardonically directed toward
“sybarites” and “comfortable” consumers.
Managing Editor Colin Robinson even hopes
that the attractive volume will find its way
into the displays of such upscale companies
as Prada, and has been widely quoted
describing the edition as “slim enough to fit
in the pocket of a Donna Karan dress without
ruining the line.”
W hile Robinson’s remarks are clearly
tongue-in-cheek, the strategy does show
early signs of success. A number of major
publications from the Los Angeles Times to
New York magazine (which carried a half
page blurb about the Manifesto in its Spring
Fashion issue), have covered the re-publica
tion. Even more ironically, Barneys of New
York briefly expressed interest in incorporat
ing the book into a lipstick display add,
before a deluge of telephone calls from the
press caused them to reconsider. This para
doxical meld of Communism and capitalism
was recorded by the Associated Press, in a
quote that would make even the most cyni
cal leftist groan.

The marketing of Verso’s The Commu
nist Manifesto: A Modem Edition as a fash
ion object representing a revolutionary doc
trine, is a striking extension of this theory.
(It is, I think, safe to assume that Barneys
shoppers will not purchase the Manifesto to
read Hobsbawm’s engaging introduction.)

Beautiful to look at, stylish to own, the
pow er o f its ideas are here reduced and
objectified in a form which is clearly meant
to express a trendy social relationship. The
power of Marx’s writing, which has direct
ly and indirectly affected massive social
change, is elegantly transposed into a mate
rial object which self-consciously repre
sents rebellion through conspicuous con
sumption. The revolutionary history of the
pamphlet is sim ultaneously eclipsed and
symbolized by the beautiful red flag waving
on the cover. In this context, the book ceas
es to be a volume of ideas and becomes,
instead, an empty vessel, or signifier as
Barthes would have called it, carrying the
mythic and eminently marketable concept
of revolution.
D espite this dehum anizing and disempowering relationship, it remains highly
amusing to imagine The Communist Mani
festo circulating through all of the best cof
fee shops on Wall Street and Fifth Ave.
The idea of a corporate executive or highpaid fashion model reading such passages
as, “In one word, you reproach us with
intending to do away with your property.
Precisely so; that is just what we intend,”
borders on absurdist theater. Still, the obvi
ous appeal of the book’s packaging does
promise to introduce a new generation of
readers to Marx and Engels’ inspirational
pamphlet, and, this introduction to histori
cal materialism might even give free market
fanatics some pause.
If nothing else, this little publishing coup
might actually make money for Verso. As
C olin R obinson pointed out in a recent
issue of The Chronicle o f Higher Educa
tion, “If I can get play for radical authors in
arenas previously unavailable to people
publishing radical titles, it would seem
foolish not to grab that opportunity with
both hands.” Verso has a long, if not prof
itable, tradition of introducing important
thinkers such as W alter Benjam in and
Louis Althusser to English speaking audi
ences. If it can use the profits from the Man
ifesto to continue funding voices for social
change, then any irony at the expense of
Marx and Engels is most certainly justified.
In the opening sections of the Manifesto,
Marx and Engels continually juxtapose the
advances o f bourgeois society with its
inevitably oppressive nature. As such, they
challenge the reader to think of the forces of
capitalism as simultaneously the best and
the w orst thing ever to happen within
human society. A lthough decidedly less
significant than those larger forces of histo
ry, Verso’s modem edition of The Commu
nist M anifesto might withstand the same
form of dialectical consideration.
At the very least, it will make an ideal gift
for political lefties to give at holidays, birth
days, and graduations.

'M arx, Karl. Capital Vol. 1. trans. Ben
Fowkes. Vintage, 1977. pp 165-6.

Jason Cons writes about media politics.
He lives in Ithaca.

" W it h a handle attached, the b o o k co u ld
make a snazzy accessory to a designer dress,”
says Simon Doonan, creative director of Bar
neys on Madison Avenue. “O n e could sashay
tow ard the new millennium with the 19thcentury w ords of M arx and Engels dangling at
one’s side.”

The somewhat perverse marketing of his
work would surely have made Marx shud
der. The success of such a campaign, how
ever, does provide an apt illustration of
some of his more central theories on the
commodity form. As the late Marx famous
ly wrote in his passage, ‘T he Fetishism of
the Commodity and Its Secrets,”
T o the producers, therefore, the social rela
tions between their private labors appear as
w hat they are, i.e. th e y do n o t appear as
direct social relations betw een p e rso n s in
their w ork, but rather as material [dinglichj
relations between p erso n s and social rela
tions between things.1

IN
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T ad Szulc, lauded for his penetrating profiles o f Fidel
Castro and Pope John II, provides an intimate account o f
C hopin’s stormy seven-year affair with revolutionary fem
inist George Sand. Szulc reveals details about his great
musical accomplishments and offers new insight into his
life and exile and the m ourning for his hom eland that
he carried with him until his death in 1849. Szulc has T h e L ife
m ade full use o f his com m and o f Polish and French, a n d T i m e s
drawing on C h op in ’s own jou rn al, volum inous corre
of the
spondence, and contemporary Polish sources never pub
lished in English. Music lovers and readers interested in R o m a n t ic
one o f the most fruitful periods in European culture will
Composer
welcom e this lum inous, absorbing work.

Tad
Szulc

448 pages • $30.00^TTpages of black and white photographs • Scribner

Pol i t i c a l vi s i o na r y , h u m a n r i g ht s l e a d e r , p r e a c h e r ,
schol ar, martyr, Marti n L u t h e r King, Jr. r e m a i n s one
o f the mos t f as ci nat i ng a nd s i gni f i ca nt hi s t ori cal f i g
u r e s . No w, C h a r l e s J o h n s o n , a
Nat i onal B o o k Award-winning n o v e l 
ist, u s e s hi s k e e n i n s i g h t i nt o the
e n d o f the King y e a r s to p r o d u c e a
work o f hi stori cal fiction that d a r e s
to c h a n g e t he v e r y n a t u r e o f the
g e n r e . D r e a m e r is t h e f i r s t w o r k o f f i c t i o n to
e x p l o r e K i n g ’ s l i f e . It is a l s o a t a l e o f d o u b l e s ,
war ri ng b r o t h e r s , envy and inequality.

C harles
Johnson
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A nything b u t an Industrial Town
Jefferson Cowie
R ooted W orkers, M igrant Capital: RCA
o n th e Move in th e U n ite d States a n d
M exico. 1929— 1998.
Jefferso n Cowie
F orth co m in g , C o rn ell U niversity Press
S prin g 1999.
Singing "AuldLang Syne" and "Happy
Trails to You, ” workers marched down the
ramp o f Bloomington, Indiana's enormous
television manufacturing plant number two
fo r the very last time in April 1998. "It's
been a pleasure working with you...and God
Bless, " read the notice each former employ
ee clutched as she headed out o f the factory
gates and into an unknown future. Once
home to over 8,000 RCA jobs in the 1960s,
the southern Indiana community watched
helplessly as the company sent the last frac
tion o f its assembly work down the wellworn trail to Ciudad Juarez on the Mexican
border. Few questioned why the firm chose
to move to Mexico where poverty is high,
wages are low, and unions are weak. Neither
workers nor the traditional media that fo l
lowed their plight were aware, however, that
RCA originally selected Bloomington almost
sixty years earlier fo r the very same reasons
it continues to choose Mexico today.
To understand why Bloomington was so
alluring to RCA, however, we must first turn
to Camden, New Jersey — the place fro m
which RCA originally came. During a major
strike in 1936 to recognize the militant Unit
ed Electrical Workers at the massive RCA
plant complex there, one o f the major themes
in the company's extremely violent and wellfinanced campaign to break the strike was the
threat o f capital flight. Even RCA’s opening
salvo in its battle with the union was a thinly
veiled threat to abandon the com m unity
should the workers not return to their jobs.
"We want to keep our plants open...we want
to continue to provide gainful employmentfo r
thousands o f families in this area," explained
the com pany in the m iddle o f the Great
D epression, "but we cannot accede to
demands made by representatives o f a minor
ity organization...com pliance with which
inevitably w ould result in serious loss to
employees, the community and the compa
ny. " By the middle o f the fo u r week conflict,
lists o f machinery with removal tags attached
to them and rumors o f subcontracting efforts
began to circulate around the plant. As the
dispute dragged on into its fin a l week, the
threats o f community abandonment became
increasingly strident. "A VOTE TOMOR
ROW MEANS LESS JOBS FOR US IN CAM
DEN" declared a company-sponsored flyer.
When a solid majority o f 9,000 workers voted
in favor o f the union, the company chose to
make good on its threat to take production o f
consumer electronics out o f the city.
Sounding like a story from today's global
era, the corporation escaped the union con
tract by going in search of, in the words o f
one manager, "anything but an industrial
town." The site they chose, however, was not
an exotic location like the Mexican border,
but Bloomington, Indiana. There they hired
thousands and thousands o f young, single,
fem ale workers at a substantial wage sav
ings, signed a backdoor agreement with a pli
able union, and threw large numbers o f the
high-wage union workforce at the Camden
site out onto the streets. What follow s is a
selection taken fro m a fo rthcom ing book
about RCA's movement through communities
(Camden, Bloomington, Memphis, Juarez).
This section describes the early days in
Bloomington and argues that the relationship
between Camden and Bloomington in the fo r
ties and fifties was not so different from the
relationship betw een Bloom ington and
Juarez in the eighties and nineties.
*
*
»
Bob Doty looked like he ‘‘just fell in the
flour bin.” Stationed above the pulverizing
jaws on the big crusher, his job was to pick
out the mud, lost drill heads and other articles

that would destroy the machine if they got
caught in the mechanical jaws that convert
ed rock into marketable lime-dust. Like
many workers in southern Indiana’s
stonebelt, he carried a collapsible aluminum
cup into which the water boy could pour
relief from the hot and dirty work. On one
of the boy’s passages, Doty accepted his
water ration and began to roll a cigarette for
him self. As he began to put tobacco to
paper, however, the overseer barked, “You
ain’t got time to be rolling cigarettes. Buy
hard rolls.” One cross word quickly escalat
ed to another as the nineteen-year old Doty
refused to allow the foreman to push him
around. “You see all them guys standing
right out there across the creek there by the
office?” the boss threatened him, ‘T hey’re
everyone wanting your job.” It was 1939,
toward the end of the Great Depression, and
Doty’s patience had worn thin with the tenhour days, meager pay, no overtime, and
even less respect. “Mr. D obson,” he
responded, “you’d better get one of them
because I’m going home right n ow ... You
can mail my check because I’ll not even
come after it. That’s just how much I think
of you and this outfit.” Doty knew the eco
nomic hardships he faced without a job dur
ing the hard times that plagued rural Indi
ana, but “I was always standing up for my
own rights,” he remembered, “I always
have been. 1 guess I’d argue with the Presi
dent if I thought he was wrong.”
During the latter half of the 1930s, at the
same time that the Camden workers’ strug
gles helped to transform the course of U. S.
labor relations in the twentieth century, the
fight limestone workers faced in southern
Indiana was for simple dignity and survival.
Even in the late 1930s, Monroe County had
unemployment rates over 40 percent, one of
the highest foreclosure rates in the state, and
one of the highest percentages of workers
dependent upon relief in the entire nation.
Finding the coffers empty, the state govern
ment abdicated all responsibility for relief,
with the exception of some administrative
costs, to the local and federal governments,
which had stepped in to perform a modest
but crucial role of insuring subsistence
employment for the jobless in the Bloom
ington area. Drifting from odd job to odd
job after leaving the limestone mill, Doty,
along with over two million other young
people, ultim ately gained a slot in the
National Youth Administration’s (NYA)
vocational training program to receive the
skills necessary to become a machinist. He
never enrolled in the New Deal program,
however, as— pushed by the struggles of
the Camden workers— new opportunities
arrived in Bloomington.
“One of the greatest forward advances in
the history of the city” appeared to relieve
the community’s otherwise dismal employ
ment picture in February 1940 when the
local press announced plans for the opening
of a Radio Corporation of America factory.
Presented as a grand “opportunity to many
now on the pittance of WPA payrolls,” the
city leaders projected that the plant would
provide for permanent income, create a
demand for new homes, offer economic sta
bility to the community, and draw addition
al national corporations to open in the area.
With virtually the entire front pages of the
local papers devoted to the story, the new
plant promised to pull Monroe County out
of the Great Depression and to create “A
New Bloomington!” The arrival of RCA in
1940 not only saved many workers from
destitution; it launched a dramatic departure
from Monroe County’s earlier path of eco
nomic development as the factory quickly
grew to employ over eight thousand work
ers and became the industrial core of south
ern Indiana by the 1960s.
One of the thousands who signed up at
the new plant was Bob Doty. Having
received word to show up for work at the
factory, he did so early the following morn
ing at which time the personnel director told
him to sit at a bench and wait to be called.
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Adam Berenstain
By noon, when nobody had said anything to
him and he had done no work at all, he
became discouraged, gave up, and walked
home. The next day, however, his family
doctor, who had become the official physi
cian for RCA, came out to his house won
dering why he had left. Doty explained the
situation to which the doctor replied, “Get
cleaned up and get your clothes on. I’ll take
you down there. You’ve got a job.... They
was paying you yesterday.” In an era, as
Doty described it, when “you couldn’t buy a
job,” the number of men lingering outside
the gates of the stone mill waiting for some
one to be fired or to quit on that day in late
1939 remained a haunting testimonial to the
scarcity of employment in southern Indiana
and across the country. Being paid to sit and
simply wait, only a few months later, indi
cated a fundamental change for the local
population.
Clearly, what made B loom ington so
attractive to the corporation was the popula
tion’s desperation for work due to the devas
tation of the local economy. The core of the
economic crisis could be found in the way
the Depression severed the linkages that
generations of Monroe County workers had
with the land that nurtured the hardwoods
they converted into furniture, produced the
crops they ate and marketed, and harbored
the stone they cut into building material. As
the Purdue University Department of Agri
cultural Economics explained, “The south
ern section of the State has the poorer
resources and consequently the folks with
lower incomes, lower levels of living, and
communities and institutions of less accept
able standards.” The area, concurred a state
employment survey, prpvides “a constant
reserve of labor for industrial demands.”
Even without the ravages of the Depres
sion, Bloomington still would have been an
extremely attractive location for an industri
al plant. Since local residents had very limit
ed experience with factory work, as the
RCA employment manager explained, com
pany executives “figured that we would
stand to have good labor relations here for a
long time because people hadn’t been embit
tered or involved.” And she was right. In
1930, before the Depression com pletely
undermined the industrial economy, the
combined output of all of Indiana’s forty-

two southern counties (out of a total of nine
ty-two counties in the state) accounted for a
mere 14.3 percent of the state’s industrial pro
duction. Moreover, the presence of organized
labor in Monroe County had been minimal,
and the most active unionists were in the con
servative building trades that dominated the
local movement. A mob was even said to
have expressed its sentiment toward the Con
gress of Industrial Organizations by allegedly
confronting the President of the Indiana State
CIO and beating him up on the steps of the
Court House during his visit to Bloomington
in the late 1930s.
The local population’s desperation for
work and deference to those who could pro
vide it allow ed RCA to exert its control
through very strict guidelines on who would
be granted a job. ‘T he people that we hired
when we started RCA was this nice person’s
son and daughter,” the employment director
recalled, “You know, a rather high level of
clientele.” Without the constraints of federal-or state-m andated hiring rules, she
explained, “You could refuse to hire a per
son if you didn’t like the way they parted
their hair. So you had full rein of being very
selective.” Applicants “were just wild to get
a jo b ,” she continued, “and particularly
something in industry.... Jobs had not been
available. They needed them.” When work
ers lined up at the G raham Hotel for an
interview, a position “would be so important
to them, they w ould be so nervous, they
would shake like the leaf in the w ind.”
Workers were not concerned with how much
it paid, what they had to do, or what their
hours would be; “they just wanted that job
and wanted to hold that job.” Boys applying
for mere stock-handling positions typically
arrived in their Sunday suits, and even those
prospective employees that were “very min
im al in social and education standards”
would show up im peccably dressed and
groomed when they submitted their applica
tions. “It sounds like a fairy ta le ,” she
recalled about the workers’ submissiveness,
“but it was that important to them.” Man
agem ent’s only reservation about the for
mula they had found in Bloomington was
the possible influence of the coal miners in
the region and their deep com m itm ent to

continued on page 9

Ricky Baldwin
The first of May is a day of international
solidarity for the working class in virtually
every industrialized nation except the
U nited States, where it started. Here,
instead of remembering the lessons of his
tory and building momentum for current
struggles, Labor Day has been celebrated
in blissful ignorance on the first Monday in
Septem ber for a hundred years, a feel
good time of well-earned relaxation, bar
becues and the occasional flag-w aving
parade. The question of what happened to
May Day might seem as academic as the
meaning of Christmas; after all, what dif
ference does a holiday make? But U.S.
exceptionalism goes far beyond our calen
dars. With one of the lowest rates of union
membership in the industrialized world,
the U.S. also has the greatest income dis
parity and the highest violent crime rates,
the least access to health care and the worst
job security, the lowest taxes and the most
meager social services.
Now, with globalization shifting well
paying jobs to Indonesian child labor, with
union membership continuing a forty-year
tailspin, and with the Democratic Party
pushing more NAFTA and workfare, labor
is facing the fight of its life. In the wake of
the 1980s’ democratic reform in the Team
sters, the election o f John Sweeney as
President of the AFL-CIO, and the highly
popular victory against UPS, labor is also
enjoying renewed strength. W hether it
will be enough to counter the corporate
attacks on occupational safety and health
protections, the right to organize, and other
labor laws, depends upon how labor will
meet the challenges of the twenty-first cen
tury. In short, labor finds itself at a turning
point, much like it did on May 1, 1886.
It is unclear why an obscure labor coali
tion called the Federation of Organized
Trade and Labor Unions (FOTLU), pre
cursor o f the AFL, decided in the final
hours of their 1884 convention to desig
nate May 1, 1886 as the date after which
“eight hours shall constitute a d ay ’s
w ork.” An ancient E uropean festival
marking the first spring planting, the first
of May had, by the Middle Ages, become a

popular day of celebration among the trade
guilds, each exalting their own patron saint.
But by the nineteenth century, May Day was
no longer celebrated. What is clear, is that
FOTLU had no plan for implementing this
resolution, and never attempted any organiz
ing more serious than a mass mailing to var
ious unions in the country. The mailing con
tained a sample agreement, to be delivered
by each union to their bosses, simply fixing
the eight-hour day.
The eight-hour movement was already
immensely popular, however. Patterned after
the ten-hour m ovement in the 1840s and
1850s, the campaign for an eight-hour day
initially focussed on reform through political
lobbying. Eight Hour Leagues were estab
lished around the country for this purpose,
but they met with little success due to strong
opposition from the business lobbies. There
was as yet no legal right to organize, no right
to strike, no minimum wage laws or social
security o f any kind; those involved in
unions took part at great personal risk, with
full knowledge that their bosses virtually
owned the police as well as the state militias,
and that the most peaceful rally could end in
bloody mayhem. Union membership was,
nevertheless, growing by leaps and bounds.
The first national union in the U.S., the
Order of the Knights of Labor, was even
grow ing much faster than its leadership
would have preferred. The Order had already
all but lost control of its membership when
hundreds o f Knights of Labor locals and
other unions received the modest little com
munique that would lead to a general strike
of 340,000 U.S. workers on one day, a total
of 1,500 strikes in one year, and a day of
international labor solidarity. The leaders of
the K nights o f Labor were categorically
opposed to strikes, and the FOTLU had not
called for one, but the idea caught on that
May 1,1886 would be the perfect opportuni
ty for labor to flex its newfound muscles.
The date was two years away, so there was
plenty of time to organize, and hardly any
body in the U.S. labor m ovem ent was
opposed to the eight-hour day. There were
skeptics, of course, who argued that shorter
days would drive away business, and cost
jobs, but these were soon overwhelmed by
the mass clamoring for eight hours.
The Knights of Labor were powerless to

stop their own locals from organizing
around the plan, and in the end their mem
bers led many of the May Day strikes.
Socialists and anarchists also played a
prominent role in the organizing alongside
the trade unionists, convincing many
newspapers of the time that revolution was
at hand. Police and militia turned out in
force in numerous cities, prepared to put
down a full-scale revolution. The big day
came and went, however, largely without
incident. Thousands struck peacefully,
and some won the eight-hour day. Others
continued to strike and march for it right
through to the end o f the century, and
eventually it became the rule of the land.
H ow ever, on May 3, 1886, a police
shooting of unarmed strikers in Chicago
prompted a hasty rally the next day in the
Haymarket Square. It was rainy, and the
turnout was low, but several labor leaders
spoke at length. Just as the rally was
winding down, the police showed up and
ordered the crowd to disperse, which they
were already in the process of doing. Sud
denly a bomb went off, thrown by no one
knows whom, killing one policeman. In
the hysteria that followed, several anar
chists were rounded up and tried for the
killing. No evidence was ever presented
connecting any of them with the bomb;
their political beliefs were sufficient to
convict them. A lbert Parsons, August
Spies and two others were hanged, one
committed suicide, and the three remain
ing men were pardoned later.
The incident was an international scan
dal, and in 1889 the International Work
ingmen’s Association in Paris designated
May 1 an international day of labor soli
darity, to commemorate the Haymarket
martyrs. The Knights of Labor continued
dem onstrating every May Day for the
eight-hour day until their organization
died out, dam ned by the Left for not
endorsing the strikes and by the Right for
leading them. Later, the American Federa
tion of Labor, under Samuel Gom pers,
began to emphasize the first Monday in
September over the first of May, which
had too many radical connotations for
Gompers. That day soon became a feder
al holiday called Labor Day.
May Day was revived by im m igrant

workers from the turn of the century up until
World War I, when the Red Scare squashed
it. The Communists popularized it again in
the 1930s, when the Congress of Industrial
O rganizations (CIO) enjoyed its heyday,
and the groundswell of protest that accom
panied the Great Depression led to the New
Deal. In 1947, the U.S. Veterans of Foreign
Wars designated May 1st as “Loyalty Day”
in a conscious effort to cover up the radical
commemoration. In the decade of McCarthy
and the H ouse U n-A m erican A ctivities
Committee hearings, May Day in the U.S.
finally died out, although student radicals
did make a failed attempt to revive it in the
1960s.
The history of May Day is just a part of
what has been edited out of American his
tory as it is com m only taught, but it is
symptomatic of an American identity that
has been constructed to exclude certain
possibilities for action. This year several
major corporations and right-wing politi
cians have launched legislative initiatives
called “paycheck protection” bills at the
state and national levels that would pro
hibit the use of union dues for any purpose
other than collective bargaining without
the “prior, voluntary, w ritten authoriza
tion” of each worker. O f course, no similar
legislation has been proposed that would
require any form of consent from stock
holders before corporations could spend
their money on politics, even though, in
1996, co rporations reportedly outspent
unions in the political arena by eleven to
one. Unions, of course, are already barred
by law from contributing money raised
from dues or initiatio n fees to political
cam p aig n s or p a rtie s. T he B usiness
Roundtable, the National A ssociation of
M anufacturers, and other corporate inter
ests put together over $150 million for the
"paycheck protection” campaign, and the
Americans for Tax Reform assembled an
action kit. They were organized, but so
was labor, and the federal bill as well as
many of its state-level clones have so far
failed . They w ill certa in ly be back,
though, and the State of California, which
rescinded its eight-hour day two years ago,
will decide on “paycheck protection” in
June.
The seriousness of this issue is illustrat
ed by another example: There is presently
no O SH A stan d ard fo r ergonom ics
because UPS, Liberty Mutual Insurance,
and other corporations mounted a wellfunded campaign two years ago to prevent
it. Millions of dollars were spent on selec
tive studies and political lobbying, with
the result that last year Congress forbade
OSHA from even doing the research for an
erg o n o m ics stan d ard for an o th er year.
M eanw hile th ere is an epidem ic of
ergonomic injuries in the workplace, and
OSHA is generally under concerted polit
ical attack from U.S. business interests. If
some version of the “Paycheck Protection
A ct” passes C ongress, it is certain that
occupational health and safety regulations
will be severely impaired.
Under Sw eeney’s leadership, the AFLCIO has vowed to step up its educational
and o rg an izin g e ffo rts. Since the mid1980s labor-com m unity coalitions have
been proliferating, and current initiatives
like the A FL -C IO ’s “union cities” cam 
paign are encouraging them. Community
support was crucial to the success of the
Team sters’ strike at UPS, and that lesson
has not been lost on other unions.
There is still a tendency, however, to see
the lessons of history as somehow remote
from la b o r’s cu rren t problem s. But
whether the threat to decent standards for
working people com es from automation,
“downsizing,” or NAFTA, the credo of the
early labor movement is as apt today as it
ever was: Organize!

Ricky Baldwin is an o rg a n ize r who
lives in B uffa lo , NY. He covers labor
issues fo r Buffalo Alternative Press.
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The Jump
continued from page 3
The truck rumbled on toward its destina
tion. It pulled in through the gates of the air
field and went straight to the concrete load
ing area. On the opposite side of the runway
stood the hangers and control tower. Four
UH1H “Hueys” where parked in front of the
hangers. One was being prepped for flight.
As the men dismounted the vehicles the great
main rotor blade of the day’s jum p helicopter
began to turn creating the familiar thumping
that all of the soldiers knew so well.
Sixty p arach u tes and reserv es were
already laid out on the loading area and the
men spread out and began putting them on,
arms through shoulder straps, the main chute
going on their backs like rucksacks. Then the
leg straps, hanging behind them from the
main and b rought up betw een the legs.
Cinched down tight they provided the sol
diers with uncom fortable groins and reas
sured minds. Next the chest strap and finally
the reserve clipped on in front looking like
an oversized, green loaf of bread.
Brennan was one of the first to have his
gear on. He had been at this for two years
and putting the chute on was no different
than getting dressed in the morning.
The men began forming lines in front of
the Jump Masters, senior NCOs who would
perform the final pre-jump check, their jump
wings crowned by a star or a star surrounded
by a wreath. The men trusted these NCOs,
literally trusted them with their lives, and the
Jump Masters knew the weight of responsi
bility. They looked for twists or binds in the
static lines, checked the release pins on the
reserve chute, made sure it was hooked to the
main harness. They laid their hands upon the
packs and pronounced them sane.
O nce the m en w ere check ed out they
formed into files, four men long. Ten lines of
four were already w aiting as the whining,
thumping olive drab aircraft lifted off, tilted
its nose toward the men, pushed itself for
ward. B rennan’s Platoon Sergeant stepped
off the concrete, walked twenty five meters
out into the grass of the airfield and raised
his hands over his head. This alerted the air
craft to guide in on his hand and arm signals.
The helicopter centered itself facing the
soldier. He put his arms straight out to his
sides and the helicopter began hovering in
place tw enty m eters up. The great blades
slapped the air and threw it into the faces of
the so ld iers along w ith loose g rass and
debris. Slowly the Platoon Sergeant lowered
his arms to his sides. The aircraft mimicked
the descent of the sergeant’s arms and landed
gracefully fifty meters away.
The side doors were open and locked back.
The aircraft Jump Master, Second Lieutenant
Howard, hopped out of the helicopter and
motioned for the paratroopers to come for
ward. Two files of four ran toward the nose
of the resting beast. They ducked low and
split to either side of the aircraft and seated
themselves from the rear to the front of the
open doors. Reaching underneath their butts,
they found the simple canvas safety belts and
buckled them across their laps. Brennan was
the fourth man on the left side so he was
seated closest to the front. He would be the
last man out of the aircraft on the jump run.
Lt. Howard, wearing a headset, was back
in the center of the aircraft, checking the men
seated to either side of him to ensure that
their seat belts were fastened. He spoke a
word into his microphone and the thumping
of the rotor blades increased in tempo and
intensity. The helicopter began to rise and
initiated a slow, one-hundred eighty degree
turn. The men looked out at the grass, now
seven meters below, rippling in waves. Sud
denly the aircraft tilted its nose forward and
drove itself into the sky.
In gain in g a ltitu d e th ere was nothing
graceful about the vehicle. It didn’t glide or
sw oop. It forced its e lf upon the sky and
defied gravity to pull it down. And when in
fact the sky and gravity did conspire to bring
a h elico p te r dow n, they did so w ith a
vengeance. Roy Cody could bear dark wit

ness to this and John Brennan thought
about that fact every time he strapped
himself into one.
The aircraft banked and headed
toward the city, leaving the airfield and
the wind indicator, a paper streamer cast
out by Lt. H ow ard, behind. H ow ard
leaned over Brennan, looked toward the
tail, and studied the trajectory o f the
wind indicator intently.
The wind pushed the so ld ier’s legs
sideways as they dangled near the land
ing skid o f the “H uey.” Lt. Howard
began drawing the yellow static lines out
of the parachute packs and hooking them
on the locking base attached to the cen
ter bulkhead. As he locked each alu
minum clasp in place he tapped the sol
dier’s helmet, letting him know the time
was near. O nce all static lines were
attached, the Lieutenant stepped back
and shouted at the top of his lungs, “SIX
MINUTES, UNHOOK SEAT BELTS!”
The Aircraft banked again and Bren
nan, held to the flo o r by centrifugal
force, was able to look straight down at
the roof of the teatro Olympico which he
had so recently crashed through in his
dreams. The aircraft finished its turn and
headed back toward the airfield where
the jum p would occur. The “Huey” was
m oving at a slight angle follow ing
exactly the opposite trajectory that the
wind indicator had taken. Lt. Howard
shouted
“ONE M INUTE! GET
READY!”
The men put their hands on the floor
of the aircraft next to their thighs, get
ting ready to push off when the signal
was given. The men turned their faces
toward the center of the aircraft, watch
ing Lt. Howard and waiting anxiously.
Everym an’s heart was pounding as the
adrenaline really kicked in.
“GO!” Howard shouted as he pointed
to the first man who was on the opposite
side o f the aircraft from Brennan. The
man hopped off the helicopter as if he
were hopping off a picket fence and dis
appeared. Howard turned to Brennan’s
side o f the aircraft and pointed to the
first man on his side, “GO!” The soldier
pushed off, im m ediately covered his
reserve chute with his hands to ensure it
didn’t snag anywhere and dropped away
to the rear of the helicopter. The static
line did its work, yanking the chute from
its pack. B rennan w atched as it
deployed, elongated and shriveled and
then burst open, the soldier sw inging
underneath.
H ow ard had already sent the man
from the other side of the aircraft and
sig n aled the next man on B ren n an ’s
side. When he had jumped, Brennan and
the p aratro o p er next to him shifted
themselves toward the rear of the door to
get a better exit position. The lieutenant
was back on their side. “GO!” The man
next to Brennan pushed off and began
his controlled fall to earth. John heard
Howard signal the last man on the other
side and was looking over his right
shoulder. Lt. Howard appeared in his
line of sight, looked him straight in the
eye and shouted, “GO!”
John jumped. Feet and knees together,
legs straig h t out at a slig h t forw ard
angle, hands over the reserve. The tran
sition from the deafening noise of the
helicopter to the silence of the fall was
alw ays eerie. He counted to him self
“one thousand, two thousand, three
thousand, four thousand, five thousand,
six thousand.” He heard the ruffling of
fabric, then felt the slight jolt telling him
that his parachute was open. He could
now look forward to a peaceful descent
to the airfield below.
With his chute fully deployed, Bren
nan autom atically looked up and
checked the canopy for any signs of
damage then checked the space around
him to ensure he wasn’t going to collide

with other jum pers. T here was plenty of
space between him and the man who had
gone before him. Then he looked down. He
wasn’t over the airfield. He had gotten out
over the highway that ran parallel to the air
field. He grabbed the control toggles which
opened and closed a cut out area in the rear
of the chute. Pulling down on the left toggle
he turned himself back toward the airfield,
anticipating that the wind and the slight for
ward drive given by the cut out would take
him back over the highway. Unfortunately,
the wind had shifted. He was flying into the
wind and getting absolutely now here.
That’s when he noticed the power lines on
the airfield side of the highway. So now he
faced the p o ssibility o f com ing straig h t
down on the highway and being run down
by an Italian motorist or being hung up in
power lines and electrocuted.
T here had to be an o th er option. He
looked over his right shoulder and saw
green on the opposite side of the busy road
way. Decision made. Pulling down on the
right toggle he turned the chute and the
wind quickly took him across the the high
way. O.K. So he would land off the DZ. Big
deal. Lt. Howard sh ouldn’t have let him
jum p that late. B rennan felt secure that
when the shit hit the fan over this it would
blow Howard’s way.
It was at about this tim e that Brennan
noticed that all the green he had seen was in
the form of a vineyard which he was now
squarely over and descending tow ard. A
vineyard full of lovely grape vines, support
ed by lovely concrete and iron poles with
steel wire running between them. Brennan’s
breath caught short. This was bad. This was
real bad. He felt his stomach tighten as the
thought o f being im paled on one o f the
stakes raced through his mind. He looked
frantically to his sides. He had to find a
clear place to land and it had to be fairly
large and it had to be fairly soon. He
couldn’t get back across the highway.
Then he saw it. A farm house w ith an
attached bam about 300 meters to his right.
The farm house had red terracotta shingles
and the barn a shiny tin roof. It was set
about 60 meters in from the highway oppo
site the airfield. It was completely surround
ed by the vineyard except where a dirt dri
veway ran up to it. He was parallel to it
now. He decided he would pass it and then
turn one hundred eighty d egrees and
attempt to land on it. When he made the turn
to face the structure he could see the other
soldiers coming down on the airfield, their
chutes collapsing like swooning actresses as
the men hit the ground.
He focused on his target. The wind had
calmed now and it seemed he might over
shoot the structure entirely. That would
bring him into the power lines on this side
of the road way. He had to adjust. He turned
slightly back toward the thick of the vine
yard. For a moment an irrational hunger
over took him. Still 300 feet up the ripened
grapes loomed in gigantic proportion. If he
could land am ong them , m iss the poles,
stakes and wires he could eat his fill.
Roy Cody appeared on the tin bam roof.
He cupped his burnt nubs, “Dead men don’t
eat, Johnny!”
B rennan turned back tow ard the farm
house and barn. Cody was now using the
same hand and arm signals used to guide the
helicopter to bring him in. It was irrelevant.
The wind and John’s judgment would deter
mine if he landed spectacularly and su r
vived or landed spectacularly and left with
Roy.
He seemed to be moving in slow motion,
the house getting gradually larger. But at
about 100 feet everything began happening
very rapidly. Pulling down on the toggles
m ade him descend faster and slightly
increased his forward motion. By pulling
the toggles simultaneously, so as to prevent
a turn, and then releasing, he guided himself
toward the tin roof top of the bam. He had
judged the angle fairly well but a mistake at
the end could cause him to land just short of

the roof, slam m ing him into the stone
wall of the building.
Cody’s ghost was still guiding him, its
arms now held straight out to its sides in a
cross. It started lowering its arms toward
its sides signaling a landing and then dis
sipated into the heat waves radiating from
the tin roof.
Brennan was now taking short panting
breaths. His heart pounded and he could
hear the blood rushing in his ears.
T houghts began flash in g through his
mind. “My God I’m in Italy and I’m about
to land on a farm house. This conceivably
could be the last thing I ever d o .” He
thought of his brother and sister telling
their children in some distant time and
place about the uncle they would never
meet. W ould they say he died an idiot?
His father telling friends and acquain
tances that his son had died under myste
rious circu m stan ces som ew here in
Europe, and yes, the papers had said it
was a parachute accident in Italy but they
c o u ld n ’t tell the real story and neither
could he. His mother would say the Army
killed him. And Mara...
This was it. He was coming in perpen
dicular to the line o f the barn roof. He
angled his legs in front of him to roughly
match the slope of the roof. As he did so
his feet cleared its top. He dropped sud
denly as the parachute lost lift and he hit
heels then ass with a ridiculously loud
crash. He began to slide. Fast. He saw the
parachute fall forward and collapse into a
tree to his front. To his right in a second
story window a rickety gray haired man,
startled by the noise, dropped the small
bowl he was holding. Brennan heard it
shatter with a splash. And because it was
Italy and a farm house it had to be cafe
latte with yesterday’s bread. With his left
hand the old man gripped the dripping
spoon while holding his now empty right
hand needlessly underneath it to catch the
drops of gray liquid.
John continued to slide down the roof,
the tin giving him no purchase. In the
m om ent th at he reached the edge and
again became airborne he could see the
clu ck in g ch ickens run out o f the barn
doorway below, an elderly woman among
them screaming “DIO! DIO! DIO!”
Directly below him and to his front was
a T shaped pole used as a clothes line
anchor. He fell toward it, caught himself
on it at his chest, gripped it and swung
him self to the ground. He started laugh
ing. It was a movie stunt, he was the star
and had performed his own stunt. Clearly
he was q u ite fam ous because this old
w om an w as standing next to him , her
m outh covered by her hand, eyes wide
w ith d isb elief. A nd here cam e more
admirers. A teen-age girl and boy riding
double on a mo-ped kicked up dust in the
drive way as they stopped and stared. He
could hear the old man in the upstairs
window laughing.
G rinning, B rennan looked at the old
woman and said, “Mi scusi.”
“Si,” she responded automatically.
Now cars were beginning to pull up and
he could hear the sound of the helicopter
am ong the slam m ing of car doors and
loud conversation. He looked up in the
tree w here his parachute had fallen,
spread out like a sheet. He unhooked the
harness quick releases at his shoulders
and began to carefully tug at the chute,
removing it without damage.
The helicopter approached and hovered
fifty feet above him, Lieutenant Howard
leaning out. Brennan looked up and gave
a thumbs up. Howard nodded, spoke into
the headset microphone and the aircraft
thum ped aw ay. B rennan was still in a
state of disbelief as he stuffed the para
chute into the kit bag w hich had been
strapped under the reserve. It co uldn’t
have w orked out better. Just m inutes
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Two in a Box by Carolyn Chester

Kenneth Evett
When I first saw the ceramic work of Car
olyn Chester I realized that an ancient craft
that I admired could still be used for the cre
ation of serious contemporary art. While ele
gant proportions and refined color and tex
ture are evident in her work, the tonalities of
her glazes seem to me evocative of earthly
calamities, as though her creations had sur
vived the atom bomb, earthquakes, and vol
canic eruptions. The ironic paradox of the
classic grace of her objects and the hint of
global disasters give her work a quality of
fascinating ambiguity.
From the outset Chester has made use of
mankind’s most elemental medium and con
struct, the clay object as container (chalice
for ceremonial rituals, goblet for celebratory
drinking, tumbler for wine at dinner, or cup
for breakfast milk). With the varied possibil
ities of this archetypical model as a depend
able point of departure, she has been free to
bring her powers of imagination and inven
tion to bear in the act of creation and has pro
duced a wide-ranging body of work that is
distinctively her own.
Beyond the vestigial utilitarian functions
of her porcelain objects, Chester’s creations
have become vessels of psychic meanings,
of pure abstract relationships, gestures of
openness to the vast realm of space, signals
of female receptivity and enfolding, or, by
contrast, a positive presence, confronting the
impingements of surrounding voids and vol
umes. Because she knows that the give-andtake between forms and space is one of the
essential concerns o f art, her work tran
scends conventional distinctions between
craft and high art.
Given her choice of a form that requires
stability, Chester relates her work to the pri
mary human attributes of symmetry and verticality, then translates these realities into
formal visual terms. On that foundation, she
builds her rhythm ic variations o f motifs,
sequences, and proportions. Her use of color
is at once somber and seductive. Her tonal
range is limited to black and white and low
intensities of warm and cool hues that never
look muddy.
In recent years, C hester’s im ages have
moved into the realm of pure sculpture, and
this step has opened up new possibilities of
form and content. She now designs entities

that are assembled from preformed compo
nents. These constructs, being vertical,
assume a human posture and presence and,
when combined as free-standing figures or
placed in pure white, gesso-covered boxes,
become social beings, the tall figures male,
the shorter figures female, their bodies inter
acting in subtle contrapuntal contour
rhythms. The conjunction of these forms
allows for a variety of psychological specu
lations on the complexities of human behav
ior.
To produce these m ysterious images
Chester employs the traditional methods of
her craft, starting with white Grolleg clay
from Cornwall that is combined with such
ingredients as feldspar and silica. She then
builds her forms on a conventional wheel
and proceeds to sequences of firing and
glazing techniques that are carried out in a
subtly calibrated modem electric kiln. The
random effects of her glazes may seem to be
fortuitous, but, like every aspect of her
work, they are the result of thoughtful con
trol. Her designs invite handling and touch
ing, which lead to a sense of the sturdy,
weighty nature of her delicate porcelain
forms.
I am well aware of the seductive allure of
ceram ic objects. Years ago in Rome, my
colleagues at the American Academy told
me about the opened Etruscan tom bs at
Cervetri where ancient ceramic shards could
be found. Carried away by a longing for 5thcentury B.C. Greek black-on-red pottery,
buccero ceram ics, or cream -colored
Corinthian fragments, I became an amateur
grave robber and dragooned my twelveyear-old son into becoming my assistant.
Luckily, ceramic objects have the power of
survival, and we were able to assemble a
few clay items that not only give pleasure in
the present but also establish a bond of
respect and fellow feeling with our creative
ancestors.
Now these objects share space in our
house with two of Carolyn Chester’s mas
terful works. I believe that her porcelain cre
ations are so individual, so well-made and
beautiful that they, too, will survive and
give to future generations something like
the kind of pleasure they have given me.
Kenneth Evett is a painter and emeritus
professor o f art at Cornell University.

organized labor. “Well for years,” reported
the personnel manager, “we did not hire in
that area where you would have the coal
miner’s daughter.”
And it was, indeed, working-class daugh
ters that RCA hired for its assembly lines.
While men would toil in heavy work such as
shipping and stock handling, and relatively
skilled positions such as troubleshooting and
repair, the vast majority of the new workers—
about eighty percent—were to be women. As
the newspapers made clear, the corporation
chose Bloomington because of “a large field”
of “high-class feminine labor” located in the
city that could fill the assembly lines which
would produce the table-top radio, the “Nip
per.” More than just being female was
required, however, as recruits had to be
between the ages of seventeen and twentyeight, single, possessing a high-school educa
tion, within specified height and weight lim
its, to be of “high moral character,” and capa
ble of passing a physical exam and a series of
dexterity tests. The corporation’s personnel
director, who knew the local labor market
extremely well, later claimed with very little
exaggeration that RCA delivered the industri
al revolution to the women of Monroe Coun
ty. While offering much-needed work to
Bloomington women, the real financial
bonanza still belonged to RCA, as the female
operators in Camden started at between 40
and 50 cents per hour— up to double what
Bloomington women could expect.
More than just labor market conditions and
gender factored into RCA’ s hold on the local
population, as even the size and technological
dazzle of the industry assisted in controlling
the new workers. The first generation of RCA
workers remember awe at the immensity of
the operation and the excitement of learning
about something as sophisticated as radio pro
duction. “I had a feeling that that was the
biggest place I nearly ever seen,” remembered
Anna Belle Ooley about her first time entering
the plant, “when I walked down through there
I was scared to death. Cause you know it’s
big. It’s big!” Each woman began by learning
to crimp and solder wires, and those hired
very early on built an entire radio set from
start to finish. ‘That was the thrill,” remem
bers Jane Chestnutt about assembling her first
radio, “of course we didn’t get to keep it” she
added disappointedly. As the first Nipper
model rolled off the assembly line on the sev
enteenth of July 1940, everything in the facto
ry came to a stop as all of the workers gath
ered around to see the completed set. When
they turned the switch and music from the
radio broke the silence, everyone in the plant
“screamed and clapped” at their success.
The general sense of the early days was one
of a “family feeling” peppered with a variety
of complaints about the discipline involved in
the workers’ first experience with high-speed
production and autocratic management
brought in from the East Coast. Alyce Hunter
perhaps best summarizes the workers’ feel
ings about RCA. Never having seen the inside
of a radio—“which hadn’t been around for us
for a great long time anyway”—she found the
experience “fascinating” but life on the line
“rough.” The women’s feelings toward coworkers were unambiguous, however, as they
remember RCA in the 1940s having a “home

town feel” in which a close-knit group of
workers knew each other through a variety of
social and familial relations. “It was just like a
family, you know. And we got along so,” line
worker Joska Hoke summed up, “And if
somebody had sickness in the family, you
know it seemed like everybody... would take
up money and help.... Anytime anybody
needed help, it seemed like everybody was
always so willing to give and to do things. It
was just like a family.”
Management applied the family metaphor
to the Bloomington workers as well, but did so
in contrast to the contentious and unfamilial
environment that years of industrial struggle
had produced in Camden. “I can tell you unof
ficially that they certainly appreciated the
Bloomington workforce as compared to what
they had in the East,” reported Mary Frances
Roll, because “in the East they had consider
able labor problems. The labor environment
wasn’t too healthy, the employees, I don’t
think, had nearly as high a regard for their
work place as our employees.” In Blooming
ton, in contrast, RCA produced a “feeling of
camaraderie between the working force and
company that was certainly nonexistent in the
East.” Echoing the ideas of her employees,
she explained, “it was more of a family feel
and that family feel kept up for years and
years and years. It was the RCA family—very
strong.” The main factor Roll pointed to in her
analysis was the lack of industrial culture in
Bloomington. “It will probably be a long time
before we would have the adverse feeling
develop here as say might on the East Coast
[which] has always been industrialized, and
we weren’t an industrial community.” In con
clusion, she figured, "we have not had the
things that has poisoned the work force
against the work place.”
Although RCA had found a seemingly per
fect location for industrial investment, the
company’s very presence in Bloomington,
like Camden before it and Memphis and
Juarez to come, recast the culture and politics
of southern Indiana’s workers almost immedi
ately upon its arrival. Such transformations
make it clear that capital includes more than
just equipm ent, buildings, parts, and raw
materials; rather, it embodies a complex social
relationship. Since labor power is embedded
ip living, breathing, conscious workers with
an evolving sense o f culture, history, and
place, the new factory regime had an
inevitable impact upon the RCA employees’
social identity. Although RCA’s flight from
the insubordinate workers in New Jersey to
the seemingly cheap and docile workers in
Bloomington appeared successful on every
level, the very act of opening a factory in
Monroe County initiated a series of changes in
the same social factors that management
sought in its plant location decisions. The
“family feeling” of the early years of RCA’s
presence in Bloomington could not withstand
the continued exposure to industrial disci
pline. By the 1960s, changes in the local
working-class culture would deliver the same
types of industrial strife the company fled in
Camden.
Jefferso n Cowie is a Visiting Assistant
Professor at Cornell University’s School o f
Industrial and Labor Relations where he
teaches history.
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R eturn of the Menckenites
Jason Cons
Com m odify Your Dissent: Salvos from
T h e Baffler
T hom as F rank an d M att W eiland
W.W. N o rto n , 1997.
287 pages, $15.00, pap er.
For the past 10 years. The Baffler, or ‘The
Journal That Blunts the Cutting Edge” as it
bills itself, has collected a body of work by
some of today’s foremost young cultural crit
ics. Regular contributors include Doug Henwood, author of Wall Street and editor of The
Left Business Observer, Steve Duncombe,
author of Notes From Underground: Zines
and the Politics o f Alternative Culture, and
editor-in-chief Tom Frank, author of The
Conquest o f Cool: Business Culture, Coun
terculture, and the Rise o f Hip Consumerism.
The Baffler stakes its claim as heir to Upton
Sinclair, Sinclair Lewis, H.L. Mencken, John
Dos Passos and the other great social critics
of the turn of the century. Despite its general
excellence, The Baffler can be quite difficult
to find at most bookstores and libraries. For
tunately, many of the best essays from the
elusive first eight issues are collected in
Commodify Your Dissent: The Business o f
Culture in the New Gilded Age.
As the journal’s editors write in the intro
duction,
...The Baffler was o u r attempt to restore a
sense of outrage and urgency to the literature
of the Left and simultaneously to unmask the
pretensions of the lifestyle liberals. The cultur
al crisis of o u r time cannot be unde rstoo d
w ith ou t reference to the fact that certain
modes of cultural dissidence that arose in the
sixties are today indistinguishable from man

tor-in-chief sees wrong with an increasingly
corporate America. In considering such com
plex issues, Frank’s criticism is sometimes
more negative than analytical and his consider
able skill as a writer is often drowned in his
impassioned bitterness.
The polemics in Commodify Your Dissent
are at their best when they focus on more con
cise issues, extrapolating outwards into the
realm of social commentary. Take, for exam
ple, Steve Duncombe’s excellent essay on
technology, “I’ve Seen the Future—and It’s a
Sony,” in which he juxtaposes IBM’s “Think”
museum with Sony’s glamorous “Wonder
Technology Lab.” The goal of “IBM Think” is
to demonstrate the awesome power of IBM as
an organization. It offers a cold and austere
picture of technological, made to look like bio
logical, evolution in a remote modernist dis
play. The progress of IBM is seen in relation to
the history of social movements and the devel
opment of the U.S. in the twentieth century.
Sony’s display, on the other hand, denies
IBM’s outmoded notions of “linear” history in
favor of a more interactive Epcott Center-style
tour. “Sony Wonder” actually logs its partici
pants in as “Media Trainees," allowing them to
participate in robotic engineering and to nego
tiate environmental disasters.
The “IBM Think” exhibit highlights the
division between corporation and individual
and locates the viewer outside of the massive
forces of progress. Here, power relations are
more easily understood. IBM is the product of
a historical process and the viewer observes
this monolithic corporation from a detached
and disengaged point of view. Conversely, the
postmodern public relations of “Sony Won
der” mask the sway of corporate power over
the individual by encompassing viewers, con
sumers, and, of course, employees within the
display itself.

In its extreme form, managers’ dread of the
real world leads them into the embrace of East
ern religions. Zen is the most popular haven for
the lost souls of executives; indeed, Zen and the
Art of Archery is required reading in a University
of C h ica go co u rse on Management.... The
appeal of this philosophy to business writers is
obvious. From a Zen perspective, managers’
sense of their ow n purposelessness changes
from a burden into a transfiguration. T o think of
management of a task with achievable goals only
reveals a certain degree of immaturity and spir
itual pollution. Managing is really a state of being,
a never-ending trek inwards toward the purifi
cation as the manager’s soul; we cannot— must

agement theory. T h e distance between the
new species of business thinkers and the rebel
stars w ho populate o u r national firmament is

The totalizing politics of Sony W o n d e r are elu
sive; not because there aren’t any, but because

alm ost zero. O u r society is blessed with a
great profusion of self-proclaimed subversives,
few of whom have any problem with the terri

they’re all too familiar. They are an inarticulate
politics we’ve learned through years of breathing,

fying economic-cultural order into which we

unabated hyperconsumerism and corporate rule.

are blithely stepping on the eve of the millenni
um.

And because this experiential catechism is not

seeing, feeling, tasting— just living— in an era of

out in the world presenting itself as a belief sys
tem, it tends to go uninterrogated, and to slide

For a mission statement, this seems an
impressively tall order. But The Baffler does
manage to fall closer to this mark than a
number of other journals espousing the same
anti-corporate philosophy.
This “sense of outrage” at the state of the
culture industry shines through almost every
piece in the book. Indeed, Commodify Your
Dissent often teeters on the brink of brittle
cynicism. Tom Frank, for example, frequent
ly attempts to synthesize gigantic issues
deserving of (at least) book-length consider
ation into a relatively small space. Consider
the names of some of his pieces: “The New
Guilded Age,” “Why Johnny Can’t Dissent,”
“Twentieth Century Lite,” “Dark A ge.”
These essays, while often humorous, attempt
an explanation of almost everything the edi

corporations with a unified agenda that pro
duce unneeded commodities and an endless
stream of stale entertainment. Although the
term certainly conjures up images of powerful
anti-labor capital 'a la Carnegie and Frick, it
also simplifies the subtle interconnections
between these corporations. A better term is
media critic Mark Crispin Miller’s explana
tion of the entertainment industry as a
“National Entertainment Slate.” Miller’s ter
minology suggests the nuanced political con
nections and goals of corporate interests.
The Baffler's analysis of such management
icons as Tom Peters and the publications that
disseminate their rhetoric, such as Wired, are
the most engaging parts of Commodify Your
Dissent. The best of these essays is Bill
Boisvert’s, "Apostles of the New Entrepre
neur: Business Books and the Management
Crisis.”
For Boisvert, the “management crisis” is
directly linked to the economic changes
brought on by Fordism. He argues that by
diminishing individuality within the work
place, scientific management has also
stripped middle-managers of their identity
and sense of purpose.

by as neutral, o r worse, “natural.”

Duncombe’s frustration towards a corpora
tion that actively replaces “contemplation”
with “interaction” is also The Baffler's major
com plaint with the economic and cultural
transformation from modernity to postmoder
nity. This frustration manifests itself in an
undercurrent of nostalgia for the early twenti
eth century. Many Baffler contributors roman
ticize the social movements of the ‘30s and the
brief, if powerful, alliance of artists and work
ers in the period of the early CIO. This romanticization is especially apparent in their lan
guage. For example, Baffler writers, and Tom
Frank in particular, frequently use the term
“CultureTrust™.” This loosely designates an
amorphous conglomeration of profit-minded

not— scrutinize it by rationalist criteria of quali
ty and efficiency.

Boisvert gleefully pokes fun at the reinvention of the manager as entrepreneur in
such management manifestos as The Genius
o f Sitting Bull, Leadership Secrets of Attila
the Hun, The Age o f Unreason, by business
“apostles” Tom Peters, John Naisbitt and
Wess Roberts:
Should today's firms emulate civilizations whose
history consists of endless cycles of overgrazing,
famine, and pillage? Yes (I mean, YES!!!), says
Peters, w ho recommends Genghis Khan’s M on 
gol horde as a corporate model.

In new management ideology, the execu
tive becomes a (very) rugged individualist
who is not only ready and willing to change
things on a daily basis, but is openly hostile to
competing firms and ready to trim the fat from
bureaucracy by eliminating unnecessary jobs
and relocating to cheaper labor markets.
Boisvert suggests that one potential out
come, as management re-focuses its vision
towards its competitors and away from the
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factory floor, is greater possibility for solidar
ity in the workplace. This may be somewhat
optimistic, since Genghis Khan and Attila the
Hun were not known for tolerating dissent.
But The B affler’s collection of essays on
business culture certainly offers a compelling
analysis of how corporate management views
itself.
Commodify Your Dissent is not exclusively
devoted to business culture. It also offers
extensive critiques of current marketing
trends that situate consumption as the only
means of rebellion, the commodification of
“alternative” culture, and urban social stratifi
cation. Of particular interest is Steve Albini’s
“The Problem With Music.” Albini, a former
member of industrial/punk band “ Big
Black” and producer of such bands as Hel
met, PJ Harvey, and Nirvana, breaks down
the financial returns for band members on .a
major label record deal. He estimates that a
four-piece band that earns the music indus
try $3,000,000 (about 250,000 copies) on a
first record only makes a measly $4,000 per
band member after tours, merchandising,
and royalties.
Also of note are Tom Vanderbilt’s decon
struction of the culture of Edge Cities, insular
communities (more than suburbs, less than
metropoles) usually built around corporate
businesses seeking refuge from the high rents
in urban areas; Kim Phillips’ examination of
the empty promises represented by the lottery
in Chicago’s economically devastated South
Side; and Maura M ahoney’s attack on the
perversion of “Beat” poetry readings by such
media conglom erates as MTV in a witty
essay entitled “Back in Black.”
Commodify your Dissent, however, tends
to mask some of the things that make The
Baffler so much fun to read, partly because, as
many critics have observed, the overall tone
is often negative and, at times, seems more
like complaint than critique. The Baffler, on
the other hand, is a journal that publishes
poetry, fiction, art, and photography, in addi
tion to critical non-fiction. For some reason,
Matt Wieland and Tom Frank decided to
leave out of this anthology the journal’s artis
tic contributors whose work offers a real
alternative to the corporate media so heavily
lambasted in the essays.
Past issues of The Baffler offered fiction
by Irvine Welsh, author of Trainspotting,
and James Kelman, author of the Booker
Prize-winning How Late it Was, How Late.
Baffler #9 showcased the work of “p.t.t.
red,” a photographer who likes to takes pic
tures of stockbrokers on Wall Street trying
to pick up change that has been super-glued
to the pavement.
But even without their artistic counterparts,
the essays in Commodify Your Dissent are
well worth reading. Although they say more
about what is wrong with the world than how
to fix it, they are often acerbically funny and
insightful salvos against the ever-encroach
ing powers of corporate capital in modem
society.
Jason Cons is a writer living in Ithaca.

Tainted

Desert

Sally Banes

Environmental and social ruin in the Am erican W est

A fresh and innov
ative approach to
d an ce history—
from the Roman
tic ballet to m o d 
e m dance— from
the fem inist p e r
spective. Banes
opens up dynamic
new ways o f seeing
th e fem ale body
on stage.

Valerie L. Kuletz

\
296 pages»$22.99

For decades, the Am erican W est's rugged beauty has
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The Ju m p
continued from page 8
before he was w ondering about his own
death. It didn’t matter. He was still alive,
unhurt and insufferably pleased with him
self, at least until his P latoon S ergeant
showed up in an ambulance.
He c o u ld n ’t rem em ber seeing the
sergeant quite that mad any time before. He
shoved Brennan toward the truck with the
red cross, told him to get in the back,
clim bed into the passenger seat and
slammed the door. The vehicle immediately
began moving up the short driveway toward
the road. Brennan’s new fans ran behind the
truck, w aving. He waved back, then sat
down on the floor of the vehicle hiding
behind the tailgate.
He lay back against the kit bag containing
the parachute. He had jum ped so many
times and they had always opened. They
always opened and saved your life, saved
you from bouncing on the DZ, saved your
family the bad news, saved you from being
the horror story for the new guys in the bat
talion. One would have saved Roy if he had
gotten out of the helicopter.
“It’s like I always say, Johnny Boy, it’s
not the fall that kills ya...It’s the IMPACT!”
Cody’s laughing voice rang in his head.
“Yeah, the impact,” Brennan whispered.
The ambulance pulled through the gates
of the base, drove into “Airborne Country”
and stopped in front of Bravo Company not
far from where John had been doing push
ups earlier that m orning. The Platoon
Sergeant came around the back of the truck
as Brennan was swinging his leg over the
tailgate. He stopped and straddled it as the
Sergeant approached.
“Stow your gear and then disappear.”
“Sergeant?”
“You fucking heard me. Get the fuck off
base. Nothing happened. You didn’t jump.
Nobody wants to All out the stupid incident
report so there was no incident. Now DIS A
FUCKING PEAR! See you at 0600 tomor
row for PT. You owe me about a million
fucking push-ups. Bye.”
The P latoon Sergeant rem ounted the
vehicle and Brennan had to jump as it began
moving away. He twisted his ankle as he hit
the ground. He began laughing as he limped
tow ard the barracks and quickly disap
peared inside. It was 0930.
Now the day dragged. The last remnants
of adrenaline burned off like early morning
fog. He felt exhausted and a little depressed.
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C rossw ord by A dam P erl

SHAPE UP!

Answers: CLASS ACT

Roy w asn’t around to dog him about the
jum p, to call him a dum b-ass “cherry”
jumper. Roy really wasn’t around anymore.
A reality made more perfectly clear as he
walked past the MPs at the front gate and
headed toward the center of town. How
many times had they made that trip togeth
er? Maybe he would tell Mara about what
had happened, but for someone who had
never jumped... Well, why even tell some
one who had never jumped? Jesus, “some
one.” She was just a female for fuck’s sake.
An Italian female\
Brennan stopped and stared straight
ahead, locked in thought. “Man what are
you thinking? This is Mara you’re talking
about. Mara... He started walking again. He
wanted to spit, rid himself of the taste his
thoughts had left.
She actually might have seen today’s
spectacle. You could see most of the drop
zone from the apartm ent balcony. Mara
used to watch them everytime they’d jump.
She knew that paratroopers were special,
not like the “straight leg” soldiers. When he
and Roy would come back to the apartment
in the evening she would be waiting for her
“A irborne B oys.” Then th ey ’d be off to
V enice or Verona, the m ountains or the
beach on Fridays, three of a perfect pair.
After Roy was gone they made fewer and
fewer excursions. Cody’s voice echoed off
the buildings which lined the thin stonepaved streets, the cliff sides, the moonlit
waves. Now more of their time together was
spent locked in an embrace. Drowning out
the echoes.
Brennan suddenly found himself standing
in front o f the green wooden door that
opened into the stairwell that led to Mara’s
apartment. She took that moment to walk
out onto the balcony four stories above.
“Ciao, baby! Cosa fa i qua?" she yelled
down to his upturned face. “Hey, I seen
some fucking cherry airborne land on that
big casa. Somebody better kick his ass.”
In bed that night with Mara curled up next
to him, John Brennan relived his jump. He
remembered feeling a hunger as he descend
ed but that seemed far off, satiated. He
thought about Roy Cody. He smelled the
perfume of Mara’s dark hair. Three of a per
fect pair.
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Found in Translation
Jolisa Gracewood and
Jiw on Shin
What does the labor of translation do to
the idea of the original text? And exactly
how does the translator get involved in the
process of transformation caused by the act
of translation? For the text is not the only
thing to be transformed in the process of
translation It is traditional to lament what is
lost in translation, but we are tempted to
celebrate what can be found. In translating
the work of Korean and Japanese women
writers from both ends of the 20th century,
we have encountered moments in which the
original and translation produce, mirror and
transform each other. And we as translators
have found ourselves in the midst of texts
shifting themselves while transforming us
in the process.
It begins with literality. Or does it? On
first reading “Lifeblood,” for example, a
1911 story by Tamura Toshiko, the transla
tor (as an almost-but-not-quite-fluent reader
of Japanese) has to grapple with what hap
pens. The story takes place on a blazing
summer day: a particularly horrible morn
ing after the night before. The two rather
uncom m unicative protagonists wander
aimlessly around the demi-monde of shitamachr, the entertainment area on the fringe
of the pleasure quarters in Tokyo. But the
what is accompanied by an insistent why.
Why does Yuko, the woman, drag herself
around after a silent oaf of a man who pays
no attention to her? The story is saturated
with images and motifs that don’t quite add
up to anything: a dead goldfish, a dried-up
fountain, a bat, performing children. There
is no reciprocity, and minimal conversa
tion, just a claustrophobic alienation. There
is something theatrical about it all: Tamura
was an actress, and the stage on which the
action takes place is, after all, the theatre
district. And the story, written for the first
issue of Seito, a feminist literary magazine,

seems to be about the pleasures and perils
of free love. But the merciless sun illumi
nates a female body that is unable to speak
its lines with conviction, let alone to act on
them. “I have to leave him,” moans Yuko,
but she follows him nonetheless.
It is a fishy sort of bondage indeed, and
the process of translation seems to mirror
Yuko’s trajectory through the story. An ini
tial encounter of ambiguous moment and
undeniably erotic force is followed by a
long hot day of reconsideration. The foot
sore (wordsore?) translator is bound to the
literal, the “original” itself her mute and
mocking companion, dragging her around
Tokyo, through narrow alleyw ays, into
unfamiliar temples and shrines and grungy
theatres. At the end of it all, to paraphrase
Y uko’s exasperated relation to her male
com panion, the translator d o esn ’t care
where the translation takes her, as long as it
takes her with it...
Given the perverse pleasure to be gained
from such a mystery tour, we might useful
ly rethink the bondage of the story as a kind
o f vagabondage, and the tran slato r as
vagabond. The only conversation between
the protagonists is about an undefined
“home,” and is left unresolved. There is no
going back: Yuko’s “defiled” body “would
never return to the way it was before,” and
yet it is uneasily at hom e in the streets.
T he tran slato r experiences a sim ilar
(vaga)bondage: she cannot return to the
way she was before, and she is bound to fol
low the story wherever it goes. Every mom-

ing-after-the-translation-before brings a new
stock of m etaphors, a new relationship to
translation.
If the translator is a vagabond, is never real
ly at " ’hom e,” what would be her mother
tongue? What about the mother tongue of the
original? Can traces of the mother tongue of
the original be found in translation? In the
English translation of the opening lines of this
contemporary Korean poem, for instance:

Gail Holst-Warhaft
I began translating modem Greek poetry
and prose because I felt it demanded to be
translated. It was as rich as any literature in
Europe, but it remained largely unknown.
The aristocracy of Europe were raised on
Homer, but what English or German gentle
man could read modem Greek in the origi
nal? After sipping from the spring at Delphi,
Lawrence Durrell (an exception to the rule)
said,
The traveler w ho stoops to take up some of
the sacred w ate r of insp iration should
rem em ber to drink to the poets of m odern
G reece w h o have n ow begun to take their
rightful place in the European tradition to
which they belong; it is a slender chain of gold
links...Solomos, Palamas, Sikelianos, Cavafy,
Seferis, Elytis...(Spirit of Place, 1969)

A s I open the m irror and enter/ my mother is
seated inside the m irror, and / as I open the
m irro r and enter again / m oth e r’s m other is
seated inside that m irror, and / as I push the
m irror where m other’s m other sits, and cross
the threshold / m other's m other’s m other grins
in the mirror, and / as I poke my head through
the grinning lips of my m other's m other’s m oth
er. ..

(“Remembering the Day I Gave Birth to a
Daughter” by Kim Hye-sun; a full text of this
translation appeared in the March, 1998 issue
of The Bookpress.)
In the Korean original, the terms designat
ing the matrilineal kinship bear the suffix, oe
or outside; hence, “outside grandm other,”
“outside great-grandmother” and so on. As
.the translator (as a perfect bi-lingual of Kore
an and English) enters deeper and deeper into
the poem, she experiences that the Korean
word, mother, the etymological beginning of
all mothers and grandmothers, begins to flee
further and further away from the poetic /,
who is in labor. With this, the translator
begins her labor, chasing after the fleeing
word, “mother.” Instead of the conventional
“grandmother” and “great-grandmother,” she
chooses to multiply mother and navigates
through endless reflections of the same word.
Both the poem and the translation see the
word in their m other tongue fleeing and
expanding as soon as it is uttered. The transla
tor maps out every step of this exhausting
journey by using the infinitely expandable
screens of mirrors. The mirrors in the original
provide the multiple surfaces upon which the
translation reflects the words in the original.
Yet as the word mother grows and multi
plies, as the belly of the speaking I — the
woman in labor in the poem — swells up, the
mirror suddenly becomes fragile:

But Durrell was too optimistic. Despite
two Nobel Prizes (George Seferis, 1963 and
Odysseus Elytis, 1979), and despite the
championing of Cavafy by T.S. Eliot, E.M.
Forster, and W.H. Auden, modem Greek
poetry is still not widely read by Europeans
or Americans. Kazantzakis is probably bet
ter known to Americans than anyone on
Durrell’s list, and he is remembered for the
novel Zorba the Greek, rather than for his
immense modem Odyssey.
In addition to his works of poetry and
prose, Kazantzakis was also a remarkable
translator. He translated D ante’s Divine
Comedy, Goethe’s Faust, Cervantes’ Don
Quixote, and Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey
into modem Greek. Kazantzakis was aware
that if Greeks were to move away from their
Ottoman past and into a European present,
they needed the European classics, includ
ing Homer, to be available in good transla
tions. M odern Greece has always been
something of an anomaly in European
eyes— part Balkan, part Middle-Eastern, it
has also been regarded as supremely Euro
pean by inheritance. Not only did Greece
need to have its European classics interpret
ed, it needed ambassadors and interpreters
to present its contemporary culture to the
Europeans. When I translated the modern
Greek poets Nikos Kavadias and Katerina
Anghelaki-Rooke or the novelists Alki Zei
and Iakovos Kam banellis, I knew they
would not become household names, but I
felt as it I were performing a service for a lit
erature I admired. Translating modern
Greek into English gave me the rather heady
sense of introducing a beautiful ingenue to a

.. .the m irrors collapse before me all at once, and
/ as they break, they spew out one m other...

At the final moment, the poem announces
the birth of one mother, spewed out of the
text: the debris from the collapsed mirrors
and the product of a bloody expulsion. With
that, the translator, too, ends her labor. The
translator’s eyes quickly return to the text
(now translated, having gone through hours
of labor), as she caresses the less-than-perfect body of the new bom. It is a strange sort
of bondage indeed and neither the original
text, nor the translated text, nor the translator
can be com fortably at “hom e” as loving
mother-and-baby. In the process of this diffi
cult labor, what is lost is an assumed seman
tic transparency within the original text as
well as between the original and translation;
what we found is the tangible materiality of
the languages to which we are irrevocably
bound.
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room ful o f bored sophisticates — like
Doolittle bringing Eliza to Ascot. Translat
ing ancient Greek was exactly the oppo
site.
When I was asked to translate Aeschy
lus’s The Suppliants for the new series of
complete Greek tragedies being published
by The University of Pennsylvania Press, I
felt a hundred pairs of scholarly nostrils
breathing down my neck. Ancient Greek
literature suffers from over-interpretation
rather than under-interpretation. The chal
lenge was not to reach an audience who
would realize the literary m erits o f the
original— recognition was guaranteed—
but to turn a text crusty with literary schol
arship into English verse that would work
on the stage. Since there is alm ost no
action in The Suppliants, it wasn’t going to
be easy.
The Suppliants is one long argum ent,
most of it presented by the Danaids. The
daughters of Danaus flee Egypt with their
father because they refuse to marry their
cousins, the sons of Aegyptus. They seek
asylum in Greece, throwing themselves on
the mercy of Pelasgius, King o f Argos.

T heir claim to protection rests on three
grounds: 1. They hate th eir cousins. 2.
Through their mother Io, the Danaids are
really Argives and so entitled to stay in
Argos. 3. They’ve sat themselves down at
the altars of Zeus and the other Argive gods
so they’re on holy ground. They remind the
king that the Argives had better grant their
demands or Zeus will punish them.
Presum ably the argum ent of the play
was of interest to an Athenian audience. It
was a novel idea for women to object to
their prospective bridegroom s, one that
would have carried no weight in an Athen
ian court of law. The issue of asylum is
more persuasive and must have been as
interesting then as it is today. But the fact
that The Suppliants was one of the seven
Aeschylian tragedies selected for preserva
tion in late antiquity suggests that there
must have been more to it than its theme.
The poetry and music of the original must
also have been admired.
It seemed to me that I had two tasks as a
translator. First, in a play of ideas where
each point is won by rhetoric, the argument
had to be as clear as it was to the original
audience. Second, if the translation was to
give any impression of the operatic rich
ness of the Greek, it had to be in a metrical
form that made it sound as supple and
musical as the original. The translation had
to point up and perhaps exaggerate the dif
ference between a sung chorus and a swift
exchange o f dialogue. If I succeeded, it
w ould not be as an am bassador for the
ingenue Eliza, but as an ingenue ambas
sador, revealing my dowager empress to be

surprisingly spry. Here she is: judge for
yourself!
Kept from the river's verdant banks
she sings a strange lament fo r her haunts
composing the song o f her child’s death
the child she killed with her own hand,
victim o f a perverse mother's rage.
Like her, I weep in Greek fields
and tear my cheek,
tanned by the Nile's sun,
my heart unused to tears
I gather the flow ers o f lafnent,
anxious to fin d a friend
in my flight from a land o f mists.
But hear me, Ancestral Gods,
favor our rightful cause!
I f you truly detest pride
and don't act against fate
by giving young girls away,
then marriage might be just.
A sacred alter protects
even fugitives from war.
May Zeus’s will be done.
I t ’s hard to trace his desires
fo r the ways o f his mind reach out
through dark thickets, unseen.
It lands safe on its feet
whatever His mind decides
must be done, is done.
Brilliant it blazes out
even in the darkest night
and brings black fortune to man.
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