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The Real Oscar Wilde?
Sandra F. Siegel

I met with Moists Kaufman in his studio in New York on 
September 30, 1997 to talk about his new play and about the 
Tectonic Theater Project. Gross Indecency: the Three Trials 
o f Oscar Wilde had opened six months earlier in New York 
City at the Greenwich House, a small theater with a capacity 
of 200. In July, it moved to the upscale and slightly larger 
Minetta Lane, where it ran for over nineteen months. It has 
since toured widely in North America and Europe to equally 
enthusiastic audiences. During this commemorative centen
nial year of Oscar Wilde’s death it continues to contribute to 
the afterlife Wilde richly enjoys.

The life of Oscar Wilde has inspired countless narratives. 
Some are scholarly, others are fictional, and all present them
selves as authoritative. But none has merged the scholarly 
and the fictional with the intellectual force and informed 
imagination that Moisds Kaufman brings to this material.

The brilliance of the play depends on the canniness with 
which Kaufman seeks a theatrical form adequate to the com
plexity of Wilde’s life. Kaufman locates himself within a tra
dition made familiar to us by Bertolt Brecht, by Jerzy Gro- 
towski’s Polish Repertory Theater in Europe, and, among 
others, by Herbert Blau, Richard Schechner, Sue-Ellen Case, 
and Elin Diamond in North America.

Kaufman seeks to find a persuasive theatrical form—one 
that will persuade an audience that similar events are occurring 
in our cosmopolitan contemporary world. Although, as the fol
lowing interview makes clear, in Gross Indecency Kaufman 
meant to call attention to a multiplicity of dramatic tensions set 
into motion by opposing views, there is little to suggest that 
audiences grasped the multiple narratives or appreciated the 
decisions Kaufman intended them to contemplate. We readily 
recognize reviews as a suitable index of the reception of an art
work. Gross Indecency confirmed for some the view of Wilde 
they brought with them to the theater; for others, it clarified 
vague thoughts about Wilde they had not previously under
stood. But if Gross Indecency falls short of fulfilling the the
atrical principles Kaufman envisioned, his most recent play, 
The Laramie Project, which opened at the Union Square The
ater in New York on May 16,2000, marks a turning point in the 
achievement of contemporary political theater.

The Laramie Project is a version o f what happened in 
Laramie, Wyoming following the October 1998 murder of 
gay University of Wyoming student Matthew Shepard. The 
contrast between the brutality of the murder on the one hand, 
and, one the other, the innocence of Shepard, claimed world
wide attention and continues to claim the attention o f 
Laramie. One month after the murder, Kaufman and mem
bers of the Tectonic Theater Project went to Laramie where, 
over the course of the next two years, they interviewed hun
dreds o f  people who were touched by the murder. The 
Laramie Project is as much about the murder of Matthew 
Shepard as it is about the actors and actresses who conducted 
the interviews— and responded to them. Dramatizing the 
event in Laramie in all of its aspects, Kaufman is returning 
theater to the politics o f everyday life, which is where, one 
must suppose, it began.

Although readers of The Bookpress may not have the occa
sion to view The Laramie Project— it is expected to close on 
September 2— Moisds Kaufman is currently preparing a new 
version of the play for a film to be co-produced by Peter S. 
Cane and Roy Gabay. (HBO and Good Machine have bought 
the rights.) Although it is not certain when during this season 
it is likely to circulate, it would be surprising, unless Moists 
Kaufman has revised his view of documentary art, if the film 
did not seek to incorporate the experience of the performers 
who impersonated themselves— as well as others— in the 
New York production. For documentary theater, as Moists 
Kaufman conceives it, inevitably calls attention to itself at the

same time that it seeks to stir audiences into a fresh aware
ness. Its adversary is time: as there is always one more 
moment to include, so there are always moments that have 
been excluded. How did Kaufman address this in Gross Inde
cency and how will the forthcoming film version of The 
Laramie Project address this challenge? This is the question 
that documentary art presents and this is the subject o f the 
conversation that follows.

(Ellipses indicate an omission where the transcription o f the 
conversation is slightly abbreviated fo r  the purposes ofprint.)

S. In writing and directing Gross Indecency you appear to

Jack Sherman

have been influenced by the German theatrical director Erwin 
Piscator, by his experimental method as well as his conception 
of theater as a “living document.” At the same time, there are 
departures from Piscator—

M. Well, you know, he was doing “the living newspaper.” 
So this idea that the newspapers could be brought to life on the 
stage was very interesting. In writing Gross Indecency it was 
very important to portray on the stage the audience of the time, 
the society of the time. That was the only way that Wilde’s 
ideas would work as radical thought. I mean, although his

continued on page 6
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Marcham Moments
James McConkey

The Photographs of Frederick G. Marcham
Edited by John Marcham
De Witt Historical Society o f  Tompkins
County, 2000.
112 pages. Softcover, $21.95; cloth, $29.95.

Nobody is ever likely to surpass the record 
for longevity that Frederick Marcham set as a 
teacher at Cornell— or, for that matter, to 
exceed the length of his service as mayor of 
the Village of Cayuga Heights. Bom in 1898 
to working-class parents in Reading, England, 
he became a lecturer as well as a graduate stu
dent in history upon his arrival at Cornell in 
1923. After receiving his doctoral degree in 
English history in 1926, he was appointed to 
the faculty and continued to teach until two 
months before his death—at age 94 in Decem
ber 1992. So his Cornell teaching career 
spanned a remarkable sixty-nine years; and 
for thirty-two of those years he also served as 
mayor of his village. (There is a fine congruity 
in the fact that Marcham held a Goldwin 
Smith professorship at Cornell, for Goldwin 
Smith, though a member of a far more privi
leged English family, was also bom in Read
ing. He too was a historian, one whose affec
tion for Cornell, where he was a member of 
the faculty in the university’s early years, 
remained long after he left Ithaca.)

That Fred Marcham was an accomplished 
photographer will surprise those who knew 
him primarily as scholar, teacher, or mayor. 
Even his son John, for years the editor of the 
Cornell alumni magazine and the editor of 
this book, was surprised by the variety and 
extent of the prints he found scattered among 
his father’s possessions. As is the case with 
other volumes published by the DeWitt His
torical Society, The Photographs o f  Freder
ick G. Marcham is a handsome book, the pic
tures (they were selected and organized by 
graphic designer Phil Wilson) carefully 
reproduced. They include crowd scenes (in 
London and at Cornell athletic events) as well 
as pictures of English villages in which peo
ple are completely absent. And there are pho
tographs in which individuals, many of them 
children, are the exclusive subject. (Two of 
these—one of a little girl, the other of a boy, 
both of them in Covent Garden, the London 
market— are particularly winning.) Mar- 
cham’s photographs of his own children and 
grandchildren also show his ability to gain his 
subjects’ trust. In one such picture, studious 
young John seems to be contemplating the 
pleasures and difficulties of his future profes
sion as he surveys the upright wooden letters 
of the alphabet on the table before him.

Many o f the photographs collected here 
were taken during a trip to England that Mar
cham made in 1951; unlike the village scenes, 
in which the past is memorialized in the pre
sent, some o f those of London clearly are 
intended to juxtapose the ruins o f wartime 
bombing raids against enduring background

symbols—the undamaged spire of a church, 
the intact walls of the Tower of London. Still, 
the photographs that most held my attention 
are, in addition to those of children in England 
and Ithaca, a pair o f natural scenes taken in 
Tompkins County and some taken in Cornell’s 
Teagle Hall and at other indoor pools. In the 
pool scenes, divers are caught as they are sus
pended in air, apparently freed from gravity 
and limited only by the ceilings they almost 
touch; these are photographs in which physical 
grace would seem ethereal, were not the shad
ows of the divers outlined clearly on walls or 
ceiling. Substance and spirit are connected in 
these remarkable photographs, which possess 
the quality of a liberating dream.

Because o f its scope, this book doesn’t 
have the specific historical interest for local 
residents that, for example, the immediate 
predecessor of this volume—Farmboy, also 
edited by John Marcham—does. Instead, it 
captures much of the spirit of the person who 
put these images on film, a professional his
torian with a lifelong interest in art, other 
humans, and the natural world. John tells us, 
in the acknowledgments at the end of this 
collection, that he felt too subjectively 
involved, as Fred Marcham’s son, to give an 
unbiased and detailed account of his father’s 
life and work; instead, he provides a brief 
biography which (or so I assume) aspires to 
some of that father’s historical objectivity. In 
his opening paragraph, John tells us that Fred

was born “ in one o f  the poorest streets o f 
Reading, an industrial city ,” and that his 
mother was a barmaid, his father a brewery 
laborer. Particularly in England, such a back
ground could limit one’s possibilities, then 
probably more than at present; in addition, 
while still a young man, he was diagnosed as 
having a “weak heart.” To Fred, though, such 
handicaps apparently were a spur.

How he managed to overcome them 
all—winning a scholarship to an elite “public” 
school and then gaining admission to Oxford, 
meanwhile engaging in activities that strength
ened his heart and imbued him with a love for 
athletics and outdoor adventures— probably 
makes for a more moving story, as recounted 
in John’s spare words, than it would have been 
in a more embellished form. At Cornell, Fred 
taught boxing as well as history; John tells us 
that “as a faculty member and an elected facul
ty trustee, his closest friends were men he 
fished with, a mechanic who took care of his 
car, coaches he met while working out at the 
campus gym— men o f nonacademic back
grounds closer to people he had grown up with 
in England.”

It strikes me as a good thing that Fred Mar
cham, through his life in Ithaca and now 
through this book, has become an integral 
part of our local history.

Jam es McConkey is the author o f several 
novels and memoirs.
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For Whom the Poll Sells
The Ithaca

Support for Southwest
Poll by Cornell class shows majority favor development
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Barbara Regenspan
On June 10, 2000 the Ithaca Journal ran a 

four-page spread under the front-page head
line: “Support for Southwest: Poll taken by 
Cornell class shows majority favor develop
ment.” A sidebar highlighting the survey’s 
findings ran the smaller heading: “Statistics 
show slim margin of support for Southwest 
Park.” Prepared by students in Cornell Univer
sity Assistant Professor Dietram A. 
Scheufele’s “Communication Industry 
Research Methods” course and sponsored by 
the Ithaca Journal,  the survey contained more 
than thirty questions on various topics—only 
three questions in the survey referred specifi
cally to the city’s controversial Southwest Park 
development plan. However, these were the 
only questions addressed in the Journal article.

As an educational researcher who has 
taught research methods, I know how much 
work is represented by the survey conducted 
by the students in Professor Scheufele’s 
“Communication Industry Research Meth
ods” course. But because I appreciate the 
potential of student involvement in commu
nity projects that might represent mutual 
learning opportunities, it was upsetting to me 
to study this particular survey, which was 
based on a classic m arketing model as 
opposed to a teaching model. Both its con
tent and its interpretation by the Ithaca Jour
nal shout “miseducation” to me.

It is also worth noting that the Journal has 
held my response to the survey for over two 
months, apparently refusing to print it.

My concern is twofold: that it was dishon
est of the Journal to claim that this survey 
showed that 54 percent of Ithaca residents 
approve of the city’s Southwest development 
plans and that it was dishonest of Professor 
Scheufele to support the Journal's claim that 
such a conclusion was valid.

At Binghamton University, where I teach, 
courses typically emphasize the critical skills 
necessary to understand how specific 
research projects are constructed, interpreted 
and used. Students in such courses learn that 
surveys may be marketing or political tools 
in addition to their educational functions. 
They leam to analyze, for instance, how the 
choice and wording of questions can be 
designed to positively portray “the product,” 
and to limit responses so as to favor certain 
outcomes. I assume that the students in 
“Communication Industry Research Meth
ods” got at least some of this education. But 
in the Journal’s coverage of the survey pro
duced in that course, the public did not.

Grateful that Professor Scheufele has 
made a copy of the survey available to me, I 
would like to analyze two of the only three 
questions that specifically address the South
west development project and one of its more 
general questions, raising the issues I would 
raise to a class of research students.

Question 24 reads:

People have mentioned some positive 
and negative consequences of the 
Southwest Park development. On a 
scale from one to ten, with one being 
NOT AT ALL LIKELY and ten being 
VERY LIKELY, would you tell me how 
likely it is that each of the following 
consequences is going to happen?
a. more convenient shopping in the 
Ithaca area
b. increased potential for flooding and 
waste of water
c. more jobs
d. increase of traffic
e. increase of sales tax revenues for 
Ithaca
f. decrease of property taxes

Let’s look at this question as research stu
dents, analyzing how it is educationally selec
tive in a way that positively portrays “the 
product”, in this case the city’s proposed one 
million square feet of retail and office space in 
the Southwest. The Environmental Impact

Statement related to Southwest development, 
available at the library, contains hundreds of 
pages of testimony, much of it from local 
engineering, city planning and natural envi
ronment experts. Clearly, all of the negative 
projected consequences contained in it could 
not be reflected in the survey. However the 
balance of positive to negative paragraphs in 
the GEIS is one to ten. This survey question 
names only two possible negative impacts 
and four positive ones, all of the positive ones 
disputed by contributors to the GEIS.

Fully seven-eighths of the pages of the 
GEIS are devoted to negative consequences of 
the project not even mentioned in the survey 
question. Destruction of the Buttermilk Falls 
viewshed, the city’s estimated cost of at least 
$10 million for the laying of water and sewer 
lines, and the blighting of downtown (which 
has happened as a result of such development 
projects in hundreds of cities across the coun
try) are three of the most heavily represented 
problems in the GEIS but ignored in this ques
tion. Also, the inclusion of item c. “more jobs” 
ignores the reality that most of these jobs tend 
to be non-union and at minimum wage levels, 
typical of national retailers.

Now let’s see ourselves as students of this 
question, examining how it constructs for 
respondents what it is possible to think and 
not think—how the allowable answers limit 
the ability of respondents to accurately char
acterize their opinions.

For instance, I am a mother who likes to 
walk with her family on the Buttermilk Falls 
gorge trails. One of my own major objections 
to the city’s Southwest development plan has 
always been the visibility of one large site 
from a number of places on at least two gorge 
trails. I know that this objection to the city’s 
plan has been raised countless times, yet nei
ther I nor other lovers of Buttermilk Falls 
could register our concern in this survey.

Here’s another example: The city has con
sistently claimed that the point of its pro
posed one-million-square-foot development 
project is the generating of much-needed 
revenue for the city. Thus it was disturbing 
to me to leam at a Common Council meeting 
that the $10 million estimated cost for the 
laying of sewer and water lines in the pro
posed Southwest development area will be 
funded by city taxpayers before there is any 
assurance that developers will reimburse the 
city for these costs. I have been speaking 
about this reality to everybody I know, many 
of whom point out that the city has already

expended double its original projection for 
the exploratory work on this project. Yet I 
would not be able to express my opinion 
through this survey that the infrastructure 
costs, even the projected ones, are exorbitant 
and a dubious risk for taxpayers.

In fact, question 24 as worded does not even 
allow the possibility of a respondent suggest
ing that these sewer and water costs will actu
ally raise taxes. So the one-third of the respon
dents who said that they knew nothing about 
the city’s plan would have no way of coming 
to the conclusion that the plan might cost them 
a lot of money, and no way of framing the 
question, “Why not put stores in places where 
sewer and water lines already exist?”

Another major problem many area residents, 
including myself, have with the city’s South
west development plan is that the vitality of our 
downtown is already vulnerable. In fact, a sig
nificant number of downtown business owners 
have signed a petition calling on the city to 
reconsider its Southwest park project.

It is also common knowledge that two of 
the most important factors that draw tourists 
and tourist dollars to Ithaca are its natural 
beauty and its vital downtown. But the sur
vey provides no way to register concern that 
this major element of the city and county’s 
economic vitality could be jeopardized by 
the increased traffic and visual blight caused 
by such massive development.

Another thing I have in common with 
many Ithacans is that I have lived in other 
places and moved here by choice. The last 
place I lived with my family was Bingham
ton, New York, which went to great lengths 
to expand big-box retail—for the ostensible 
purpose of raising much-needed revenue and 
decreasing property taxes. In the years we 
lived in Binghamton, big-box retail in the 
area grew exponentially. Our property taxes 
remained stable. But our home decreased in 
assessed value by 20 percent! When we put 
it on the market we found that we were part 
of a mass exit, apparently not forestalled by 
increased shopping opportunities. There 
were over 100 houses for sale in the same 
well-liked residential neighborhood. Pre
dictably, we were forced to sell our home for 
$15,000 less than we had paid for it.

Again, the survey would not allow me to 
express what experience has taught me and 
many other Ithaca residents: that flooding a 
town with non-downtown shopping opportu
nities is not likely to create more value for 
homeowners and taxpayers.

My assessment of question 24 is that it 
would not allow a respondent to consider 
any of the above concerns, which happen to 
be my major ones. And all of them have 
some relationship to the fact of my being a 
mother who wants her kids to appreciate 
nature, walk in safe places, pursue an educa
tion, and not have to move to a different city 
during their childhoods.

These descriptors certainly give me a lot 
in common with other possible respondents, 
so the exclusion from the survey of all of my 
major concerns should raise questions about 
the validity of its public interpretation by 
the Journal, especially when we consider the 
question that follows immediately,

Question 25:

We've just talked about a lot of argu
ments in favor and against the pro
posed Southwest Park development 
plan. Now, I'd like to know if you per
sonally oppose or support this plan. 
Let's use a ten-point scale where one 
means STRONGLY OPPOSE and ten 
means STRONGLY SUPPORT.

The Journal's tabulation of 54 percent in 
favor of the project, based on responses to 
this question, included the one-third of 
respondents who admitted knowing nothing 
about the project except what they learned 
from the survey itself. As a parent and col
lege professor I am disturbed by a university 
and our major newspaper confirming the 
prevailing popular sentiment that every
body’s opinion is equally valid whether 
they’ve done their homework or not.

So a considerable portion of that 54 per
cent in favor of the city’s plans for South
west Park represents people who knew noth
ing about the threat to the Buttermilk Falls 
viewshed or the $10 million price tag esti
mated by the city for upfront costs. They 
would have heard nothing about dangerous 
environmental impacts catalogued in the 
Environm ental Impact Statem ent or the 
opposition to the project by local natural 
resource councils. They would have known 
nothing about the pages of undisputed testi
mony by local engineers and planners in the 
Environmental Impact Statement that one 
million square feet of additional commercial 
space is more than twice what the region can 
support. They would have heard mentioned 
the possibility of the project hurting small 
businesses only in the question that claims to 
represent “some statem ents people have 
made about their shopping behaviors,” and 
not in a context that suggests how such dam
age to local businesses may have negative 
quality-of-life consequences.

Yet, as troubling to me as are all of the 
issues above, the survey’s question 30 is 
even more disturbing because it speaks to 
the problem of how surveys, particularly 
marketing surveys, can manipulate respon
dents into extreme characterizations of peo
ple in their community who might hold dif
ferent opinions than themselves, thus further 
and unnecessarily polarizing the community 
around issues that require healthy dialogue. 
I reproduce question 30 here, exactly as it 
appears on the survey:

Now, I'd like to know which groups 
you talk to most often about local pol
itics and community issues. In other 
words, how often do you talk to:

a. Co-workers
b. People with extreme far-left views
c. African-Americans
d. Acquaintances
e. People with extreme far-right views
f. Neighbors
g. Friends
h. Atheists [INTERVIEWER: atheists 
are people who do not believe in the 
existence of a god]
i. Family members

continued on page 11
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O f f  C a m p u s  a t

TH E B O O B E lt?
Jewish Mothers Tell Their Stories
Rachel J. Siegel with Marjorie Hoffman and Barbara Holender 
Sunday, September 10, 2 p.m. Women's Community Building Library

Local author and retired therapist Rachel 
Siegel will read selections from Jewish 
Mothers Tell Their Stories: Acts of Love and 
Courage, a diverse anthology she co-edited 
with Susan Steinberg-Oren and Ellen Cole. 
Siegel will be joined at this event by two 
authors from the anthology, Barbara Holender 
and Marjorie Hoffman, who will read from their 
respective selections.

After Life
Rhian Ellis
Sunday, September 17, 2 pm Wbmen’s Community Building Library

Local author Rhian Ellis will read from her new 
novel, After Life. This unique thriller, set in an 
upstate New York town overrun with psychics, 
chronicles the life of Naomi Ash, daughter of a 
psychic radio show host and herself a practicing 
medium, as she comes of age in the small town 
of Train Line, discovers her talents, falls in love, 
and buries her boyfriend...

Deadly Persuasion:
Why Women and Girls Must Fight the Addictive 
Power of Advertising
Jean Kilboume
Wednesday, September 20,7:30 pm Dewitt Building Atrium
This event is co-sponsored bv Planned Parenthood of Tompkins County

Jean Kilboume is internationally recognized for 
her pioneering work on alcohol and tobacco 
advertising and the image of women in advertis
ing. A widely published writer and speaker, she 
is best known for her award-winning documen
taries Killing Us Softly, Slim Hopes, and Pack of 
Lies. She is a visiting scholar at Wellesley 
College, has served on the National Advisory 
Council on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, and 
been an adviser to two surgeons general.

An Evening of Poetry and Prose 
An event co-sponsored with the Constance 
Saltonstall Foundation for the Arts
Friday, September 22, 7:30 pm Women’s Community Building Auditorium

Presented by an ensemble cast, this evening’s special reading will 
feature poets and writers who have received grants and residences 
from the Saltonstall Foundation including Thom Ward, Ed Taylor Jr., 
Sheldon Flory, Nancy Kline, Meredith Trede and Paul Jaskunas.

G a l l e r y
n i g h t

Titus G allery 

Upstairs G allery

Clinton House Artspace 

Community Sch of Music & Art 

State of the Art G allery 

Sola Art G allery

Six Galleries. One Night. 
Sept 8, 2000/5-7:30pm
Information: 607-277-4933

Rosicrucian in the Basement
’ £ ' ■ 8 I
1.

“ What's to explain?" he asks.
He's a closet meditator. Rosicrucian in the 

basement.
In my father's eyes: dream.
“There are two worlds," he says,
liquid-filled crystal flask 

and yellow glass egg
on the altar.
He's the “professional man" —  

so she calls him, my stepmother.
That, and “ the Doctor":
"The Doctor will see you now," she says, 

working as his receptionist.
He's podiatrist—foot surgery a specialty—  

on Chicago's North Side.
Russian-born Orthodox Jew 

with zaftig Polish wife, posh silvery white 
starlet
Hilton Hotel hostess.

2.

This is his secret.
This is where he goes when he's not making 

money.
The way to the other world is into the base

ment
and he can't live without this other world.
" I f  he has to, he has to," she shrugs.
Keeps door locked when he's not down there.
Keeps the door locked when he is.
“Two nuts in the mini-bar," she mutters, 

banging pots 
in the kitchen upstairs.

Anyway, she needs to protect the family.
“Jew overboard," she yells, banging dishes. 
"Peasant!" he yells back.

3.

“ There are two worlds," he says lighting 
incense, "  the seen

and the unseen, and she doesn't understand. 
This is my treasure," he says, 

lead cooking in an iron pan, 
liquid darkness and some gold.
“ Son, there are three souls: one the Supernal; 

two the concealed
female soul, soul like glue... 

holds it all together..."
“And the third?" I ask.
"I  can't recall," he says. We stand there:
He begins to chant and wave incense.
No tallis, no yarmulke, 
just knotty pine walls and mini-bar 

size o f a ouija board, 
a little schnapps and shot glasses 
on the lower shelf, 
and I'm no help.
Just back from seven thousand dollar trip, 
four weeks with Swami Muktananda, 

thinking
Now there’s someone who knows how to con

vert
the soul's longing into gold.
Father, my father: he has this emerald tablet 

with a single word written on it 
and an arrow pointing.

— Robert Sward

H.L. Mencken

Across 47. Not dated 19. l ake place
50. W onder 23. Guitarists worry?

1. Beginning 51. Contest 24. Well-known loser
5. Soviet news agency 54. F.nd of the  quote 25. Characteristic
9. Buzzing 58. Inlets 26. Com e out, in a way
IS. Flair 59. Ray’s relative 27. A uthor |o n g
14. D ru g ____ 60. C om puter com m and 28. (Tuts
16. Record 61. Relative of pinkeye 29. Son o f  Suleiyman I
17. Start o f an H. L. Mencken quote 62. F.ros 30. Perm eate
20. No alternative 63. Gershwin heroine 31. Find o f a list
21. “Double Fantasy" artist 32. Tucci had a big one
22. “O cean s____” Down 37. Excuses
23. Merlin O lsen’s Co. 38. New Rochelle cam pus
24. They’re Kicked 1. Dare 40. F.lroy and  Ju d y ’s dog
25. Part 2 o f  the  quote 2. Cosm etic additive 41. Get m ore Tim e?
33. Not as common 3. S ta r____ 43. Deadly insect
34. Kind o f colony 4. NY to Boston dir. 44. Subject o f  m any a joke
35. Roman Kubrick classic? 5. Fashions 47. Kind o f  ba r
36. K eep____ 6. Dynamic beginning 48. S te p ____
37. W asn't well 7. l.ight 49. Saving Private Ryan subject
38. S tart to differ? 8. M aple syrup, once 50. Part of SATB
39. Hwy. regulators 9. Optimally 51. Funny ending
40. 60’s Hoffman 10. Fete .  52. lliey may be tight
41. Kind o f trade 11. Tournam ent 53. Stars have big ones
42. Part 3 o f the  quote 12. Best bits 55. Alias
45. Jeanne  and others 15. Tike som e lobsters 56. O n t h e ___
46. Santa _ 18. M o to r____ 57. Try to sum m on a genie?
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James Siegel

In East Java, in an area named Banyuwan- 
gi, about 120 people accused o f witchcraft 
were killed between December 1998 and the 
end of February 1999. East Java has had a 
long tradition o f sorcery. It is widely said, 
however, that the accused witch was usually 
expelled rather than killed, though certainly 
murder also occurred. Toward the end of the 
Suharto regim e the number o f  killings 
apparently increased. But it was not until 
Suharto left office that there was mass mur
der. “Mass” murder in a double sense: many 
people were killed in a short period o f time 
and the killings were often done not in the 
name o f the village nor in the name of “the 
people,” but o f the “massa,” the term that, 
though known before, beginning in the New 
Order has gradually been taking the place of 
the word for “the people” (rakyat) and 
which is best translated into English by 
“mob” or perhaps “masses”. The killings 
spread to other areas o f  East Java and 
occurred as well in West Java. They are con
tinuing at this moment.

East Java is a Nahdatul Ulama stronghold. 
Nahdatul Ulama is the national organization 
of Muslims headed by Abdurrahman Wahid, 
the Indonesian president. The leadership of 
that organization in the area is convinced that 
the killings, though they may have begun 
spontaneously and been directed at “gen
uine” witches (only one person I met when I 
visited East Java did not believe that there 
were those who had occult powers and used 
them malevolently), were in fact a plot (kon- 
spirasi) directed against them led by the 
army. After the first “real” sorcerers were 
done in, the next victims were, they said, 
members o f  the Nahdatul Ulama, village 
Koran teachers, often also magical curers but 
not sorcerers. When the N.U. Koranic teach
ers had all been killed they, the leadership, 
were to be the next victims. Fortunately, the 
murders ceased before any of the leadership 
were in any way harmed. They received 
many threats over the telephone, however, 
and many of them organized nightly patrols 
and furnished their membership with amulets 
granting them invulnerability.

There is no evidence o f a conspiracy. It is 
true that most o f the victims were from the 
Nahdatul Ulama, but so were the killers. The 
murders took place on different dates over a 
period of months and the killers were from 
the same villages as the victims, making it 
difficult to see how they could have been 
organized. Some of the victims were curers 
but most were not. There is no consistency 
o f class or religious background amongst 
them. Villagers were convinced that witches 
were causing strange deaths. Their only 
explanation was w itchcraft. They might 
have acted in the name o f the village or as 
“the people,” but, as I have said, they termed 
themselves “the massa,” those who through
out the regime had been condemned as 
revenant Communists or criminals tinged 
with the uncanny.

In February 2000, along with A rief W. 
Djati, I visited 32 families in Banyuwangi 
and also in Malang Selatan. In the latter area 
in December 1999, about 10 people were 
murdered. We spoke with several murderers 
and with others who distinguished them
selves from those who delivered lethal 
blows by saying that they just “went along” 
with the others; that is, they were part of the 
mobs who hunted down the “witches” who 
were then killed. (The police seemed to 
accept this distinction, usually holding only 
three or four for trial.) Although we did not 
find any evidence that the Nahdatul Ulama 
version of events, a version which was pub
lished nationally and was widely accepted, 
is correct, it is sincerely believed. It is, in my 
opinion, a further example o f the suspicion 
that reigns in the region. If there was no con
spiracy, however, it remains to be explained 
how mass killings can arise. I leave the 
explanation for another article. Here I mere

Indonesian Delusions

ly want to record the statements of some of 
those involved.

Here is an account of a woman from the 
Banyuwangi countryside:

Dad was accused of being a witch 
by the neighbors. He was a farmer 
and went to the fields every day. He 
wasn't a witch. He was just ordinary. 
Every day he would take part in the 
neighborhood lottery (arisan), he 
would be with his friends (silaturah- 
min, a word popular in the New Order 
which means something like "forging 
the bonds of friendship") and so on.

Then the house was stoned. My 
brother was in Bali working. I waited 
till midnight for Dad to come home. 
Next morning I went to where they 
had the meeting for the neighbor
hood lottery. I saw blood. I followed 
the traces. I just followed them. Then 
I looked for him in the gardens and in 
the fields. Then, at 5 in the morning, 
on the edge of the road, covered with 
banana leaves, there he was. His leg 
was cut off. He was crushed in all 
over. His neck had a rope around it 
and his trunk was cut almost all the 
way through. (She weeps).

I waited till 9 o'clock to report to 
the village headman to tell the police, 
the doctor and so on. Then he was 
brought home. He was bathed like an 
ordinary corpse. Why not; he was 
already a corpse.

He was tortured. If you saw him, 
mister, if you saw him you would be 
afraid to look. There was no proof. 
What was the proof? The real proof. 
Where was it?

Everyone has to die, mister. But 
not tortured like that, mister.

They arrested four people. In fact, 
there were lots and lots of people who 
cam e to the house. I couldn't see  
them all. I was afraid, I couldn't look 
at them one by one. In fact, they 
threatened to whip me. They wouldn't 
believe Dad wasn't here. Really. They 
came into the house, armed with 
whips, looking for Dad. They took lots 
of things. On top of everything else, 
they were thieves too.

They cut him up. Just cut him up.

The killers left a sign on the corpse written 
on the reverse side of a page from a calendar.

Don Karr

out of date by a year by the time it was used. 
It reads:

Atmoyo
Witch

Beaten by the masa
(mob; the word being misspelled)

A mob, as usual wearing ski masks, came 
for the son of another woman. The man ran 
to his mother’s house. The mob came and 
shouted, “Suwandi— out, Suwandi— out.” 
She blocked the door but they pushed their 
way in. They dragged her son outside onto a 
bench and beat him to death. She tried to get 
to him but they managed to tie one of her 
arms with wire. She used her other elbow 
against them.

She showed us with gestures where her son 
was when he was killed. Using a pail, she 
said: “This was his head” and stretched out 
her arm to show us his feet. “His face was 
shattered and his eye hung out.” After they 
left, she replaced the pieces of bone missing 
from his skull. She spoke without pathos.

Since his death, her son returned once, 
dressed in blue clothes. She asked him if he 
was well. He did not answer. As in all the 
other cases, it was neighbors who were 
arrested and who formed the mob.

In a village in Malang Selatan there is a 
hairdresser who learned his trade in Jakarta 
and then returned to the village where he 
made a fair amount of money staging wed
dings. His father, a teacher of the Koran, was 
murdered. Here is his statement:

Dad chanted the Koran in the 
prayer house (in front of their own 
house). After he finished praying, he 
read a magazine, talked with the kids 
(his students) and went to bed. The 
kids went home. I locked the door 
but left the window open. I heard 
someone at the prayer house and 
thought they might be th ieves. 
Maybe they were after our cucum
bers. I said , "Who's there?" Then 
about ten o'clock they started to 
throw rocks and broke the windows. 
There are no nearby neighbors.

Someone came in the back of the 
house by the window. I shouted for 
help. "Don't do that. If you scream, 
you'll be cut up" someone [one of the 
invaders] said. I went out another 
window to find a neighbor with a tele
phone. I didn't pay any attention at all 
to being cut up, I just kept right on 
screaming. But I [had to] telephone 
the police. (Later he said that the 
police came in 15 or 20 minutes, there 
being a police post not too far away.)

Mom was in the kitchen, getting 
the meal ready [the meal eaten just 
before dawn during the fasting 
month]. They locked the door and 
wouldn't let her out. There were 
many people at the mosque, but they 
were afraid to help.

Dad was asleep when they came. 
He was kidnapped, is the word. [In 
fact, he was murdered in his bed.] 
Then he was cut to pieces.

They could have come one by one, 
but they came lots at a time.

Later I saw pictures of the corpse. 
It was sadis (derived from "sadis
tic"). The police didn't want to show 
me them, they are afraid of raising 
an urge for vengeance. But I am not 
after revenge; I want the law.

There is someone here who envies 
(iri) us. So far as the santet (sorcery) 
issue goes, there is no truth in it. Just 
envy. He wants to smash this family. 
The one who envies us, he sees that 
we don't work [by which he meant 
"work in the fields, work manually"] 
and yet we live as well as they do.

A man, retired from the administrative 
office of his village, told us that the village 
headman warned him he was accused of 
witchcraft and he ought to leave right away. 
Since he was not a witch, he stayed. Soon after, 
his house was stoned and he fled. He roamed 
through East and Central Java and Bali. He 
went to a kijaji (Islamic teacher) who had the 
power to see the rays that witches emit but 
which are visible only to those with the special 
capacity to see them. He said to the kijaji, “Am 
I a witch?” The kajaji, he told us, looked at him 
carefully and then said, “No.” So he returned 
home and was about to go to his house when 
he met the koromil, the local military official, 
who also had the power to perceive witch rays. 
He asked this soldier the same question. This 
time the answer was, “Yes.” So he wandered 
about some more until finally it was safe to 
return home. He denies he is a witch, but it is 
obvious that he is not certain.

On the outskirts of the city of Banyuwan
gi the widow of one of the victims and her 
adolescent son spoke to us. The widow is 
convinced that there was a “provakator.” In 
the Nahdatul Ulama version of events there 
is always such a figure, but he is from Jakar
ta. This woman was convinced that the 
provakator was a neighbor. The mob came 
to the house with their faces covered, a la 
ninja, as masked murderers were termed. 
They dragged the father o f the boy out of the 
house, but left the boy with his mother in the 
next room. The mother told us that they were 
unable to do anything against so many 
invaders. The mob spoke Indonesian rather 
than Javanese; villagers, usually fluent in 
both languages, ordinarily speak Javanese 
amongst them selves. Soldiers or thugs 
brought in from the cities would speak 
Indonesian. But the boy said they were all 
locals. Asked how he knew, he said that they 
were his friends, that they had identified 
themselves to him and that they asked his 
pardon. “Did you forgive them?” I asked. 
“Yes” . Now they are friends again. His 
mother, though she is polite with the family 
she considers “provoked” the killing, has not 
softened in her attitude toward them.

On the night o f  the 9th o f  December, 
1999, in the village of Harjokuncaran, south 
of the city of Malang, four members of the 
same family, accused o f  being sorcerers, 
were attacked. Three were killed and one 
escaped. One o f the men arrested for the 
murders said, “Nateni, my father, was killed 
by sorcery.” He knew this because his father

continued on page 12
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The Real
continued from  page 1

ideas are still radical today, to see that 1 wanted to 
first juxtapose them with Victorian mores. And a 
great way to show Victorian society on the stage 
is by letting people use their own words. News
papers do that. They talk about the society and 
the mores and in the vocabulary of their time. 
That was Piscator’s contribution to this play. 
Newspapers are a representation of what the 
society is. Newspapers speak in the vocabulary 
of the world in which they are written.

S. There were many newspapers to choose 
from and a range of conflicting opinions. And 
a wide range of conflicting opinions in those 
nineteenth-century papers. When you read 
through them some principle of selection must 
have guided you?

M. Yes, there was a lot o f information . . .  I 
wanted to choose the opinions that were the 
most interesting and the most revelatory. . .  1 
considered: what is the thing that’s going to 
reveal the most? What’s really occurring in 
this event?

S. You had, then, a notion o f the events 
before you began to select?

M. Yes, I had a notion of the events before I 
read the first word about the trials. We have all 
heard about the trials . . . But the more, of 
course, I researched the more that notion kept 
changing. There were scenes written that never 
made it into the play. There were scenes writ
ten that I never thought of, scenes that 1 put in 
only after 1 saw the actors performing them.

S. Really?
M. It was a very dialectical relationship with 

my original idea. This is the way all art is, I 
think. You always start with a hunch. The 
hunch is very right in many aspects and is very 
wrong in many aspects. So one of the most 
important things about being an artist is that 
you have to throw your most precious babies 
away sometimes.

S. Are you saying this: you began with Pis
cator’s notion of “documentary theater.” Then, 
once you got started, as you worked with the 
material, the play took on a life of its own?

M. Yes. There was an earlier step, a concern 
that precedes the specifics of Piscator. Pisca
tor’s idea was one more tool that I used to 
address a prior concern. 1 created a company 
called the Tectonic Theater Project. The pur
pose of the company was to produce works that 
explore theatrical language and form. 1 am very 
interested in how theater communicates, in 
what constitutes a theatrical vocabulary and 
form. In a way that is why I was so attracted to 
Oscar Wilde. Because he was also dealing with 
form. He was also dealing with language, with 
creating new forms.. .  The whole thing began 
when 1 got a book...  1 got a book for my birth
day three years ago called The Wit and Humour 
o f Oscar Wilde. It was mostly epigrams and 
funny things that one has come to expect of 
Oscar Wilde. The last ten pages of the book 
were trial transcripts. And when I hit that—I

C O U N T IN G  C O UP
A  T r u e  S t o r y  o f  

B a s k e t b a l l  a n d  H o n o r  o n  t h e  

L it t l e  B ig  H o r n

LAR R Y  COLTON

W arner 1432  pages f $24.95 cloth

have always known that Oscar was tried and 
sentenced to jail—but the last ten pages of that 
book were part of the cross examination by Car- 
son when Wilde is asked about art. He’s forced 
to defend his art in a court of law. And I thought 
that this was one of the most important events in 
the twentieth-century history of art. How can an 
artist justify his art in a court of law? That led 
me to look for the full trial transcripts. It took me 
something like seven months to get the book.

S. Do you mean H. Montgomery Hyde’s 
The Three Trials o f Oscar Wilde?

M. Yes. But the original version. Because he 
later did an edited version. The original version 
is fifty years old and it is very difficult to get.

S. You must mean, then, the version pub
lished in 1948.

M. Is that when it was?
S. Yes, if  when you refer to “trial tran

scripts” you have in mind H. Montgomery 
Hyde’s version.

M. I see.
S. Here, I have a copy of the book. This one?
M. There was then a revised version that H. 

Montgomery Hyde edited.
S. Do you mean the Dover edition?
M. Yes, the Dover one.
S. But it is this, 1948 edition, that you are 

calling the original one?
M. Yes, that one. —So I read the entire trial 

transcripts and what became clear, what amazed 
me, was that Oscar Wilde was talking about art 
with such clarity and there was such a purity to 
his discourse that I found it astounding. You 
know in today’s world we really tend to look at 
art from a political standpoint, or from a social 
standpoint. But what Oscar is doing is talking 
about art from an artistic perspective. That I 
found really rare and I found it very important in 
1997. You remember when Oscar says “The 
purpose of art is to stir the most divine and 
remote chords that make music in our soul?” 
Wilde advocated that art could do what up until 
then it was believed only religion or science 
could do to better the human race. He’s saying 
art can do this better than any other thing and in 
its own terms. So after reading the trial tran
scripts—I was very methodical about it—I mad 
everything that Wilde ever wrote. . .  and really 
familiarized myself with his artistic ideas . . .  I 
came to think of Wilde as a revolutionaiy whose 
tools and weapons—he probably would have 
hated my using the word “weapons”—were art. 
He used art to force Victorian society into a dia
logue that it needed to have . . .  After I read 
everything he ever wrote I said: “Okay, the next 
step is to read all of the biographies by people 
who knew him. All his contemporaries or as 
many as I could get my hands on.” So, I read all 
of the biographies by people who knew him and 
had participated in one way or another in the tri
als. And then, only after that, I read biographies 
by people who never knew him, people like 
Richard Ellmann. And the last thing I did was to 
look at queer theory to try to see how modern 
academicians were looking at Wilde. Not only
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queer theorists, but political scientists and social 
scientists and, you know, people who think of 
Wilde as an anarchist and things like that. . . 
What happened at that point—and this was the 
birth of the piece—is that I became fascinated 
by two things: one, to tell the story of what hap
pened to Wilde, because I thought his voice 
needed to be heard; and second, to explore the
atrical language and form. More specifically, 
for this piece: Can theater reconstruct history? 
That is a very important question... Because as 
soon as I began to do the research I realized that 
there were as many versions of what happened 
as there were people present.

S. That’s exactly right.
M. My original intention when I was writing 

the piece was that instead of deciding who was 
right and who was wrong, 1 would just write 
from this book and from what this person says; 
and from that book, and what that person says, 
and I would put them side by side and see that 
they were contradictory—Lord Alfred Dou
glas says this and Edward Clarke says “I never 
said that.” You know, things like that. And 
because I’m very bad at making decisions, I 
said: “I’ll put it all in and eventually come up 
with one coherent story.

S. Did you?
M. I never got around to doing it because the 

moment I looked at it I saw that it would be com
pletely ridiculous—not to mention inauthen
tic—to come up with one coherent story. So the 
problem became: how do you come up with a 
theatrical form that can encompass the diversity 
of stories? And how do you do this so that the 
audience is put into the position that I was put in?

S. 1 see. That’s exactly what I thought you 
were doing.

M. And I think that’s what the piece is about. 
It’s an attempt to create a theatrical event that 
will allow the audience to construct the history 
from the information we are giving them .. .  
This is not what theater usually does. But I think 
this is one of the things theater can do veiy well. 
So as a writer, that was the formal problem.

But then, as a director, as soon as I got into a 
rehearsal room, the question became: How can 
an actor reconstruct an historical character? An 
historical character is based on the premise that 
this man really existed. That he really behaved a 
certain way. That he really looked a certain way. 
Now you are putting an actor on stage and you 
are saying: this is that person. And, of course, 
the moment that any actor begins to perform an 
historical character his idea of who the character 
is comes into play. So actingwise, I was having 
the same problem that I was having writing- 
wise. Writingwise, I was dealing with a number 
of versions of a story. Directingwise, I was deal
ing with a number of interpretations of historical 
characters. And every voice was, in turn, chang
ing or altering what 1 initially introduced...

I ended up with the problem of how to create 
a theatrical piece that incorporates all those voic
es. I was also fascinated by the fact that our only 
contact with this reality was the printed word. I 
am fascinated by the fact that most theater in this 
country and in the Western Hemisphere is not 
like theater in Oriental cultures where there is an 
oral tradition; here, it’s a written tradition. So I 
didn’t want to lose the connection with the actu
al object, with the book. That’s why on stage 
they keep reading the book and why in the play 
they say: “it’s from this book” and “it’s from that 
book.” In a way, I stage it this way to show the 
vulnerability of the attempt to reconstruct, from 
what we have read in books, something that hap
pened between human beings.

S. You stage something like a tableau vivant 
as Douglas and Wilde enact, through their bodi
ly gestures, a silent narrative of their attachment 
to one another; at the same time, through the 
sequential reading on stage of the various texts a 
different narrative unfolds. Dramatizing the two 
simultaneously produces a certain dramatic 
effect and creates dramatic meaning.

M. There are so many times in Gross Inde
cency that the text is used parallel to the action 
on stage. For example, in the first love scene 
between Douglas and Oscar Wilde, Douglas
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says to us what Wilde said to him and the phys
ical ity between them is a love scene.

S. Yes, 1 was quite struck by that not only 
with respect to what I am calling the double 
vision— you call it parallel actions— that 
inform each other—

M. Contextualizing each other—
S. Contextualizing each other and through 

that contextualization eliciting a different 
meaning for those in the audience who recog
nize the parallel actions. Throughout Gross 
Indecency, for example, the nonverbal enact
ment between Wilde and Douglas seems to 
betray Wilde’s spoken words during the trials.

M. Yes... what we have learned is that instead 
of elevating the text to a higher key—instead of 
the text being here and everything on stage is 
meant to support the text—the text can be one 
line of discourse and the blocking another line of 
discourse. It has a line of discourse and the sound 
has a line o f discourse and, for example, when 
you have the boys in their underwear you have 
another line of discourse that says: look at this. 
And that brings me back to Bertolt Brecht, who 
was a genius about stuff like that. What he called 
the alienation effect is about keeping the audi
ence thinking about what is going on rather than 
being entirely involved in the event.. .  I think 
that eventually my big discovery with Gross 
Indecency was that it is about a group of actors 
trying to discover what the historical event was. 
As long as that is the premise, the play that you 
are seeing is not the story of Oscar Wilde: the 
play you see is a group of actors trying to reenact 
it. Then you have all the license in the world. 
Because you have acknowledged the most 
important version of the play is what the actors 
are doing. Does that make sense?

S. It does make sense. Where do they arrive 
in the process?

M. Well, when the actors come out on stage 
and when Oscar Wilde picks up the book and 
says: “This is from De Profundis," that is not 
Oscar Wilde but an actor reading to the audience 
from the book: “Do not be afraid of the past. If 
people tell you it is irrevocable, do not believe 
them. The past, the present, and the future are 
but one moment in the sight of God. The imagi
nation can transcend them.” What does that 
mean? It means that the actors are encouraging 
the audience to revisit the past in an effort to 
change the future, which is a daring thing to do. 
And I think that after they have been through the 
whole piece the actors go through what they 
want you to go through as well, which is the dis
covery of what happened to this great man.

S. I want to return for a moment to your 
appreciation of Wilde as someone whose art, 
in your view, is pure rather than political.

M. Well, art is always political.
S. Exactly the question I want to ask you to 

address. Do you think of Gross Indecency as a 
political play?

M. Absolutely. Highly political.
S. It seems to me it is political in a variety of 

different ways, but most deeply with respect to 
the question of Wilde. In a certain sense you are
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Oscar Wilde?
bringing him out, portraying, in your version of 
Wilde, his increasing acknowledgement to 
himself—and the world—of who he is.

M. (Laughter) Outing him you mean?
S. Yes, outing Wilde in the same way you 

are outing the Wilde scholar, Marvin Taylor. 
He hides behind his ideas, his language 
obscures rather than clarifies his thought. He 
seems parodic.

M. Oscar Wilde was a very political person 
and a political character. What attracts me 
about his discourse on art is that he is not talk
ing about politics; he’s not thinking about pol
itics. He’s thinking about the power of art to 
transform human beings. Now, of course, that 
is a political idea. But even when he wrote The 
Soul o f Man Under Socialism, he was coming 
at it from an artistic, humanistic perspective 
much more than from a political perspective 
. . .  Still, creating the persona that Oscar Wilde 
was in the Victorian era was a political act. 
Oscar himself was a political event.

S. Perhaps you are drawing a distinction 
between political and ideological acts.

M. Hmm. Maybe its a distinction 
between—I think it’s about intention. We can 
look back and say of course what he did was a 
very strong political act or a radical political 
act. But he was thinking of it in terms of an 
artistic act. So it is very important to maintain 
the difference between what we think and how 
he interpreted his own behavior.

S. Are you thinking of some particular act or 
are you thinking generally?

M. Generally. Oscar Wilde was the first per
formance artist. He created this performance 
persona. It was Oscar Wilde.

S.I see.
M. And by parading this persona around Vic

torian England he created a theatrical event on 
the streets of London. I was talking to someone 
from American Theater yesterday. He asked me 
why Oscar Wilde did what he did. Why did he 
sue the Marquess of Queensbury? Everybody 
was telling him not to do it. Why did he do it? 
That’s one of the biggest questions in the play. 
And what I said to him is that he had achieved 
such a degree of fame and notoriety that he had 
gone as far as he could possibly go and still pro
mote his ideas. Imagine what would have hap
pened if he had won against Queensbury. He 
would have struck a blow for art. It would have 
been incredible. And he might even have 
thought that even if he lost becoming a martyr 
was the next step. You know, Andre Gide said 
“Don’t go back to”— you know he was in 
Algiers before the trial—“Don’t go back, don’t 
go back. If you go back you know what can hap
pen.” Wilde said: “I know exactly what can 
happen. But I have come this far and I can only 
go forward now. I can’t go back.”

S. I think o f Gross Indecency as a kind of 
documentary collage—maybe that’s not a term 
that you would like to use—it is, by whatever 
name we call it, made up o f documents you 
selected which represent your reading of Wilde.

M. Yes, our reading of Wilde.
S. Do you think of it as being faithful to the 

facts or as an artist, have you taken certain lib
erties ? For example, in the play The Picture o f  
Dorian Gray is important as the novel that 
Douglas inspires Wilde to write. In fact, Dori
an Gray was written before he met Douglas.

M. Right.
S. That’s, perhaps, poetic license?
M. No there are many things—the kiss is a 

much more specific one. I don’t have any his
torical account that they kissed on the lips.

S. That is clearly something that one can 
appreciate as interpolation. But what about—

M. Why? That’s very interesting. Why? 
What is the difference—

S. Between—
M. Between your example and mine?
S. My example has to do with publishing 

history—
M. Yes, it was published before that.
S. And the composition of a particular novel 

which was written before he met Douglas.
M. Right. And the kiss? Nobody says that

they ever kissed. Nobody ever said that they 
kissed. So that it is just as much a created, fab
ricated event as you just described.

S. Yes, they are both fabricated. But one is a 
public event the truth of which we can be cer
tain; the other is an event about which we have 
no direct information.

M. But that is only one of the readings that is 
possible. To me, I am never saying in the play 
that Dorian Gray was inspired by Lord Alfred 
Douglas. I have created a piece of blocking that 
creates a certain energy between the two actors. 
And a certain love effect between the two actors 
which dramatically I needed. I needed another 
love scene between the two of them and I thought 
this will be it So what you are doing is that you 
are projecting onto it: “Oh, this means that.” So 
that this whole distance between the event—and 
what you are doing with it—is what we are fasci
nated with. Exactly that. If we have somebody 
reading statistics about AIDS and two men come 
together on stage, you are going to think they’re 
going to die, or they’re sick, you will build the 
rest of the story. And that’s why it is so important 
that Gross Indecency is a group of actors telling a 
story, a group of actors and the audience, too, we
aring a story. So in terms of how factual it was: 
yes, most of the things that are in Gross Indecen
cy came from books, factual information. But did 
Oscar really behave the way Michael Emerson is 
portraying him? I don’t know. We will never 
know. This is what we think he behaved like. But 
we don’t know. That’s why, when you call this a 
“documentary collage,” I don’t know. Documen
tary theater is a very specific genre. I don’t think 
Gross Indecency belongs in it

S. I see.
M. I think that to say it is documentary is true 

in as much as it is based on documents. Col
lage: absolutely, because some of our formal 
research goes into how to create a narrative 
from different events. So those two things are 
true. But I would never think of it as a docu
mentary collage. I think of it as—I don’t know. 
Ten years from now somebody will think up a 
name for it  Right now I don’t know what it is.

S. I mean, it is based on documents and we 
are meant to believe in the veracity of those 
documents. Yet, insofar as they contradict each 
other, they undermine each others’ authority.

M. But there is another step. There is one 
more contradiction that encompasses all contra
dictions. Our recounting of the story changes it. 
So our pretense is we are a group of actors, a 
theatrical group, trying to find out what the story 
is. And, as such, take everything we say with a 
grain of salt: it is we who are telling the story.

S. Yet, in the interlude Marvin Taylor is the 
object o f parody, is he not?

M. Well, you know, it is very interesting. That 
whole thing with Marvin Taylor: it is the thing 
that is most talked about in the play. Which is 
kind of amusing. Because Marvin saw it and he 
didn’t feel that he was being parodied at all.

S. Marvin Taylor is not your invention?
M. No. And he speaks like that. So as much 

as you think it’s a parody, it’s a real guy. 
“Uhm,” “Uhm,” “Uhm.” He does that. The 
way that the actor rehearsed it is that I taped 
the interview and I gave him the tape. He lis
tened to the tape and what he enacts on stage is 
what he heard on the tape.

S. I thought he was a fictional character.
M. Marvin Taylor exists. You can interview 

him.
S. He’s at NYU?
M. He’s a Wilde scholar at NYU and co-edi

tor of the book Reading Wilde.
S. 1 didn’t notice his name as the editor.
M. He is a co-editor. There are four editors.
S. So you didn’t mean the interlude between 

acts to serve as a parody or as a comic turn ?
M. You know, Mike Nichols came and saw 

the show and he said the scene completely 
changes your perspective of the show because it 
says that there was no conception of the homo
sexual as a social subject. The idea of homosex
uality didn’t really exist as such... Foucault talks 
about it as well. As long as homosexuality wasn’t 
a construct you didn’t know what you were.

What Wilde does is go back to the Greeks and 
more specifically to the Spartan model of male- 
male relationships in which men were together. 
They went to war, they were extremely manly, 
masculine, and they made love. They had wives 
and they had mistresses and they had their lovers. 
So they were not defined by their relationships to 
members of the same sex. That is the model that 
Wilde was trying enact. So the question is why 
isn’t Wilde felling the truth? Why doesn’t he say 
that he slept with those boys? And the answer 1 
think is a very valid one. It is because his concept 
was much more about aestheticism than it was 
about homosexuality. He didn’t think of himself 
as a homosexual. He thought of himself as an 
artist. He was basing his creative nature on the 
classic Greeks. Which was the same source for 
the Italian Renaissance. You know, people talk 
about the Italian Renaissance as a return to the 
classic form of ancient Greece. In the same way 
Wilde was looking at the Renaissance and 
ancient Greece for models of how to construct 
his persona—I’m getting really, really intellectu
al here. But I think it is in answer to your ques
tion. So what does Marvin do? Marvin recontex
tualizes the whole event to try to make us under
stand what Oscar’s project was.

S. You really meant that scene to be taken 
seriously? The syntax is broken. Sentences are 
shaped oddly—

M. Well, it is exactly as he speaks. I didn’t 
touch it. It is exactly how the man speaks. I 
agree with what Ben Brantley said: “Marvin 
Taylor puts forth a series o f ideas that are 
nonetheless true for being portrayed amusingly 
or for being portrayed with some comedy ...”

S. I see .. .  O f course, then, my reading is 
probably one of many different interpretations 
o f the play, which you welcome. I rather 
thought that you were trying to—

M. —make fun of him.
S. Well, not so much making fun of him. I 

thought you were trying to reveal something 
about him that he tried to conceal from himself.

M. Well, that’s interesting. But the truth 
about that scene is that it’s very delicate. If it 
goes too far it becomes vaudeville, almost. 
And it becomes very funny. But if it’s played 
correctly, it works. Sometimes they go too far 
and sometimes they don’t go far enough. It’s a 
very difficult scene.

S. Yes, that is true. On the several occasions 
on which I saw the play I was struck by how 
different each performance was.

M. You know that scene is very interesting. 
I wanted very much to have it in. Everybody in 
the produclion voted and it was split right 
down middle: kill the scene; keep the scene. 
The actors kept asking: Is it going to work? Is 
it going to fail? Is it going to ruin the play? For
mally, it is one of the strongest departures from 
the narrative of the play.

S. Yes, it is.
M. Finally, we said we’ll do four previews 

and then we’ll decide what to do. Can you imag
ine how difficult it was for an actor to go on 
thinking that this might be cut? It was incredibly 
painful. In the first two performances it was 
either too dry or too funny. Too dry or too 
funny. Over and over and over. Until finally in 
the fourth performance, on opening night, we 
found it. And there was this glow from the 
actors that said “Ah, we did it. We conquered 
this terrible, horrible, difficult thing.”

S. So Marvin Taylor’s point of view is not 
being juxtaposed against the implicit view that 
the play enacts? “What is the meaning of the 
trials?” In the interview the actor who plays 
Moises puts that question to Marvin Taylor, 
the Wilde scholar. The scholar’s response is 
oddly incoherent.

M. Did you think it was incoherent?
S. Well, his hesitations, his broken sen

tences, his expletives, all paced as though he 
was breathless, so breathless that he had some
thing so important to say he was unable to 
speak. He was unable to speak because—

M. That’s nice.
S. He was unable to speak because something 

he had to say was yet unspeakable. Obviously,

this is why I am thinking that you were, in some 
way, outing him. He is trying to comment on the 
meaning of the trials when, in fact, everything 
that precedes and follows is Moists Kaufman’s 
theatrical response to the same question. Your 
response is rather different. The juxtaposition 
between what “the scholar” has to say and what 
we are being shown by your vision are dramati
cally played against one another. That is one of 
the sources of satire or parody.

M. Ben Brantley used the word “satire,” too. 
Observations are not less true because they are 
presented satirically. I agree with him.

S. On another topic: the principal text that 
you use for the play is H. Montgomery Hyde’s 
Three Trials o f Oscar Wilde.

M. Yes.
S. Do you have any idea about how he came 

to put this material together?
M. You know there are huge fights about 

that. You know that?
S. I do know that. What do you understand 

the fights to have been about?
M. People say that he went to the reporters 

and he got the information from the reporters.
S. Well, you know, he says that himself. He 

did not pretend otherwise.
M. Yes, he says that himself. But then, other 

people say that he made up a bunch o f the 
stuff. And other people say that he, you know, 
I mean, there are different versions and then he 
also got it from...but there wasn’t a court 
stenographer at the time.

S. That is true. There was no court-appoint
ed stenographer who recorded what was said 
in the courtroom.

M. So there is no—you know the transcripts 
are not like what we think of as transcripts.

S. That is exactly right. So that what is report
ed to have occurred in the courtroom is rather 
like Thucydides’ speeches in his History o f the 
Peloponnesian Wars. He presents the actual 
speeches of actual people. But when he doesn’t 
have access to what was, in fact, said, he invents 
what, according to their character, or according 
to the circumstances, they would have said. And 
he tells us, in his introduction to his History that 
there is some invention in his account.

M. That’s why it is very important that one 
of the first things that happens in the play is 
that the audience is told: “It is from this book.” 
They put it there and they put the light on it.

S. And an audience watching the play will 
think that book is authoritative.

M. Which it is. I think that we all think that 
it is an authoritative book. And how much of it 
was right or wrong? Well, you know people 
will make their own decisions just as we are all 
making our own decisions.

S. By the way what about the unpublished 
memoirs of Clarke? That is quoted from—

M. From different sources.
S. From different sources, Chiefly H. Mont

gomery Hyde, is that right?
M. Ah, no, actually, Part is from Carson’s 

books. I mean there are different places were 
ihey  talk about them. Ellmann talks about 
Clarke’s unpublished memoirs.

S. But the unpublished memoirs themselves, 
you—

M. I never saw the memoirs.
S. In fact, so far as we know, they do not 

exist.
M. Right. No, No. No. They do exist. I think 

they exist. I’m not sure. I think they exist and 
they are locked up somewhere. But I got them 
from others’ sources.

S. Sources such as H. Montgomery Hyde, 
for example, who thanks Clarke’s grandson?

M. Yes. Oh, I got a letter from the grandson 
of Oscar Wilde yesterday.

S. From Merlin Holland?
M. Saying that he wants to come to see the 

show, that he’s heard great things—
S. He is a lovely, generous man. I’m certain 

he will be very responsive to your play.

Sandra Siegel teaches British thought at 
Cornell University. Her book on Oscar Wilde 
is forthcoming.
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Biotechnology companies often claim 
that genetically m odified organism s 
(GMOs)— specifically genetically altered 
seeds— are essential scientific break
throughs needed to feed the world, protect 
the environm ent, and reduce poverty in 
developing countries. This view rests on 
two critical assumptions, both o f which we 
question. The first is that hunger is due to a 
gap between food production and human 
population density or growth rate. The sec
ond is that genetic engineering is the only or 
best way to increase agricultural production 
and thus meet future food needs.

Our objective is to challenge the notion of 
biotechnology as a magic bullet solution to 
all of agriculture’s ills, by clarifying miscon
ceptions concerning these underlying 
assumptions.

1. There is no relationship between the 
prevalence o f hunger in a given country and 
its population. For every densely populated 
and hungry nation like Bangladesh or Haiti, 
there is a sparsely populated and hungry 
nation like Brazil and Indonesia. The world 
today produces more food per inhabitant 
than ever before. Enough is available to pro
vide 4.3 pounds to every person every day: 
2.S pounds of grain, beans and nuts, about a 
pound o f meat, milk and eggs and another of 
fruits and vegetables. The real causes o f 
hunger are poverty, inequality and lack of 
access. Too many people are too poor to buy 
the food that is available (but often poorly 
distributed) or lack the land and resources to 
grow it themselves (Lappe, Collins and Ros
set 1998).

2. M ost innovations in agricultural 
biotechnology have been profit-driven rather 
than need-driven. The real thrust o f  the 
genetic engineering industry is not to make 
third world agriculture more productive, but 
rather to generate profits (Busch et al 1990). 
This is illustrated by reviewing the principle 
technologies on the market today: a) herbi
cide resistant crops such as M onsanto’s 
“Roundup Ready” soybeans, seeds that are 
tolerant to Monsanto’s herbicide Roundup, 
and b)”Bt” crops which are engineered to 
produce their own insecticide. In the first 
instance, the goal is to win a greater herbi
cide market-share for a proprietary product 
and in the second to boost seed sales at the 
cost o f damaging the usefulness of a key pest 
management product (the Bacillus 
thuringiensis based microbial insecticide) 
relied upon by many farmers, including most 
organic farmers, as a powerful alternative to 
insecticides. These technologies respond to 
the need o f  biotechnology companies to 
intensify farmers’ dependence upon seeds 
protected by so-called “intellectual property 
rights,” which conflict directly with the age- 
old rights o f farmers to reproduce, share or 
store seeds (Hobbelink 1991). Whenever 
possible corporations will require farmers to 
buy their company’s brand of inputs and will 
forbid farmers from keeping or selling seed. 
By controlling germ plasm from seed to sale, 
and by forcing farmers to pay inflated prices 
for seed-chemical packages, companies are 
determined to extract the most profit from 
their investm ent (Krim sky and Wrubel 
1996).

3. The integration o f the seed and chemi
cal industries appears destined to accelerate 
increases in per acre expenditures for seeds 
plus chem icals, delivering significantly 
lower returns to growers. Companies devel
oping herbicide tolerant crops are trying to 
shift as much per acre cost as possible from 
the herbicide onto the seed via seed costs 
and/or technology charges. Increasingly

price reductions for herbicides will be limit
ed to growers purchasing technology pack
ages. In Illinois, the adoption o f herbicide 
resistant crops makes for the most expen
sive soybean seed-plus-weed management 
system in modern history— between $40 
and $60 per acre, depending on rates, weed 
pressure, etc. Three years ago, the average 
seed-plus-weed control costs on Illinois 
farms was $26 per acre, and represented 
23% of variable costs; today they represent 
35-40%  (Benbrook 1999). Many farmers 
are willing to pay for the simplicity and 
robustness o f the new weed management 
system, but such advantages may be short
lived as ecological problems arise.

4. Recent experimental trials have shown 
that genetically engineered seeds do not 
increase the yield of crops. A recent study 
by the USDA Economic Research Service 
shows that in 1998 yields were not signifi
cantly different in engineered versus non- 
engineered crops in 12 o f 18 crop/region 
combinations. In the six crop/region combi
nations where Bt crops or HRCs fared bet
ter, they exhibited increased yields between 
5-30 percent. Glyphosphate tolerant cotton 
showed no significant yield increase in 
either region where it was surveyed. This 
was confirmed in another study examining 
more than 8,000 field trials, where it was 
found that Roundup Ready soybean seeds 
produced fewer bushels o f soybeans than 
sim ilar conventionally bred varieties 
(USDA 1999).

5. Many scientists claim that the ingestion 
of genetically engineered food is harmless. 
Recent evidence however shows that there 
are potential risks o f  eating such foods as 
the new proteins produced in such foods 
could: act themselves as allergens or toxins, 
alter the metabolism of the food-producing 
plant or animal, causing it to produce new 
allergens or toxins, or reduce its nutritional 
quality or value as in the case of herbicide- 
resistant soybeans that contained less 
isoflavones, an important phytoestrogen 
present in soybeans, believed to protect 
women from a number o f cancers. At pre
sent there is a situation in many developing 
countries importing soybean and com from 
the U.S., Argentina and Brazil, in whrQh 
genetically engineered foods are beginning 
to flood the markets, and no one can predict 
all their health effects on consumers, most 
unaware that they are eating such food. 
Because genetically engineered food 
remains unlabeled, consumers cannot dis
criminate between GE and non-GE food, 
and should serious health problems arise, it 
will be extremely difficult to trace them to 
their source. Lack of labeling also helps to 
shield the corporations that could be poten
tially responsible from liability (Lappe and 
Bailey, 1998).

6. Transgenic plants which produce their 
own insecticides closely follow the pesti
cide paradigm, which is itself rapidly failing 
due to pest resistance to insecticides.
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Instead of the failed “one pest-one chemi
cal” model, genetic engineering emphasizes 
a “one pest-one gene” approach, shown 
over and over again in laboratory trials to 
fail, as pest species rapidly adapt and devel
op resistance to the insecticide present in the 
plant (Alstad and Andow 1995). Not only 
will the new varieties fail over the short-to- 
medium term, despite so-called voluntary 
resistance management schemes (M allet 
and Porter 1992), but in the process may ren
der useless the natural pesticide “Bt,” which 
is relied upon by organic farmers and others 
desiring to reduce chemical dependence. Bt 
crops violate the basic and widely accepted 
principle of “integrated pest management” 
(IPM), which is that reliance on any single 
pest management technology tends to trig
ger shifts in pest species or the evolution of 
resistance through one or more mechanisms 
(NRC1996). In general the greater the selec
tion pressure across time and space, the 
quicker and more profound the pests’ evolu
tionary response. An obvious reason for 
adopting this principle is that it reduces pest 
exposure to pesticides, retarding the evolu
tion of resistance. But when the product is 
engineered into the plant itself, pest expo
sure leaps from minimal and occasional to 
massive and continuous exposure, dramati
cally accelerating resistance (Gould 1994). 
Bt will rapidly become useless, both as a 
feature of the new seeds and as an old stand
by, sprayed when needed by farmers that 
want out o f the pesticide treadm ill 
(Pimentel, et. al. 1989).

7. The global fight for market share mar
kets is leading companies to massively 
deploy transgenic crops around the world 
(more than 30 million hectares in 1998) 
without proper advance testing of short- or 
long-term impacts on human health and 
ecosystems. In the U.S., private sector pres
sure led the White House to decree “no sub
stantial difference” between altered and 
normal seeds, thus evading normal FDA 
and EPA testing. Confidential documents 
made public in an on-going class action 
lawsuit have revealed that the FDA’s own 
scientists do not agree with this determina
tion. One reason is that many scientists are 
concerned that the large-scale use of trans
genic crops poses a series o f environmental 
risks that threaten the sustainability of agri
culture (Goldberg, 1992; Paoletti and 
Pimentel 1996; Snow and Moran 1997; 
Rissler and Mellon 1996; Kendall, et. al. 
1997 and Royal Society 1998):

a.The trend to create broad international 
markets for single products, is simplifying 
cropping systems and creating genetic uni
formity in rural landscapes. History has 
shown that a huge area planted to a single 
crop variety is very vulnerable to new 
matching strains o f pathogens or insect 
pests. Furthermore, the widespread use of 
homogeneous transgenic varieties will 
unavoidably lead to “genetic erosion,” as 
the local varieties used by thousands o f
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farmers in the developing world are replaced 
by the new seeds (Robinson 1996).

b. The use o f  herbicide-resistant crops 
undermines the possibilities o f crop diversi
fication thus reducing agrobiodiversity in 
time and space (Altieri 1994).

c. The potential transfer through gene flow 
of genes from herbicide-resistant crops to 
wild or semi-domesticated relatives can lead 
to the creation of superweeds (Lutman 1999).

d. There is potential for herbicide-resistant 
varieties to become serious weeds in other 
crops (Duke 1996, Holt and Le baron 1990).

e. Massive use of Bt crops affects non-tar- 
get organisms and ecological processes. 
Recent evidence shows that the Bt toxin can 
affect beneficial insect predators that feed on 
insect pests present on Bt crops (Hilbeck, et. 
al. 1998), and that windblown pollen from Bt 
crops found on natural vegetation surround
ing transgenic fields can kill non-target 
insects such as the monarch butterfly 
(Losey, et. al. 1999). Moreover, Bt toxin pre
sent in crop foliage plowed under after har
vest can adhere to soil colloids for up to 
three months, negatively affecting the soil 
invertebrate populations that break down 
organic matter and play other ecological 
roles (Donnegan, et. al. 1995 and Palm, et. al. 
1996).

f. There is potential for vector recombina
tion to generate new virulent strains of virus
es, especially in transgenic plants engi
neered for viral resistance with viral genes. 
In plants containing coat protein genes, there 
is a possibility that such genes will be taken 
up by unrelated viruses infecting the plant. 
In such situations, the foreign gene changes 
the coat structure o f the viruses and may 
confer properties such as changed methods 
of transmission between plants. The second 
potential risk is that recombination between 
RNA virus and a viral RNA inside the trans
genic crop could produce a new pathogen 
leading to more severe disease problems. 
Some researchers have shown that recombi
nation occurs in transgenic plants and that 
under certain conditions it produces a new 
viral strain with altered host range (Stein- 
brecher 1996).

Ecological theory predicts that the large- 
scale landscape homogenization with trans
genic crops will exacerbate the ecological 
problems already associated with monocul
ture agriculture. Unquestioned expansion of 
this technology into developing countries 
may not be wise or desirable. There is 
strength in the agricultural diversity of many 
of these countries, and it should not be inhib
ited or reduced by extensive monoculture, 
especially when consequences of doing so 
result in serious social and environmental 
problems (Altieri 1996).

Although the ecological risks issue has 
received some discussion in government, 
international, and scientific circles, discus-

continued on page 10
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My Love Affair With America:
The Cautionary Tale of a Cheerful 
Conservative
by Norman Podhoretz 
Free Press, 2000 
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A cknow ledging Norm an P odhoretz’s 
substantial talents, impressive productivity, 
and widespread public renown, his latest 
book (eighth) merits serious consideration. 
It also affords a useful review o f the defin
ing works of our modern literary culture and 
a chronicle of the reigning ideas of our time. 
Podhoretz is an accomplished writer, indeed 
eloquent and even elegant passages often 
adorn his new book.

Its hagiographic jacket blurbs, by Sena
tor Daniel Patrick Moynihan and William 
F. Buckley, however, suffer a loss o f per
suasiveness given the worshipful (quid- 
pro-quo?) praise Podhoretz heaps upon the 
blurbers in the very book they blurb. Nev
ertheless, given Podhoretz’s leading role as 
a pundit for right-wing conservatives, this 
is a book not to be ignored, nor has it been. 
From the perspective now o f his seventieth 
birthday, Podhoretz rightly stresses his 
unique good fortune: He thanks America 
(i.e., the American Jewish Committee) for 
handing him “a magazine [Commentary] of 
my own to run when 1 had only just reached 
the age of thirty, and allowed me to go on 
running it with complete freedom and inde
pendence for thirty-five years....” America 
is also thanked for opening the way for 
Norman “to meet and mingle and live my 
life with some of the most interesting peo
ple of my time: people endowed with intel
ligence and erudition, or with great power, 
or with great wealth— and sometimes all 
three.” Famously hypersensitive to status

and rank as Podhoretz has always been, this 
no doubt expresses a priority gratitude. 
Cheerful text, this. But deeming himself “a 
cheerful conservative” (maybe his editor’s 
subtitle?) is a stretch from the feisty sour- 
puss author o f  Breaking Ranks and Ex- 
Friends.

The book opens with a long, wonderfully 
colorful account o f his immigrant Jewish 
family background. It features his childhood 
immersion in Yiddish and occasionally, 
throughout the book, he proudly notes his 
ever-improving mastery o f English. True 
enough—though occasionally he reveals the 
task is not quite completed, thus he writes 
Brooklynesely he “graduated Columbia.” 
Trivia.

What is serious, however, are surprising 
shortcomings, or lapses, from so veteran, so 
sophisticated a lifetime warrior of ideology 
and criticism. Here is a book celebrating the 
superiority o f  capitalist, freedom-loving 
America, yet never does Podhoretz reveal the 
faintest interest in or understanding of the 
essential dynamics o f capitalism ’s price- 
market system, the core institution his con
servatives deify. Surely he is aware that they 
would gladly leave everything to the market, 
to the ever-self-correcting invisible hand. 
Let’s privatize everything, everything’s for 
sale, winner take all. To be sure, it has done 
well for them, indeed for many if not most of 
us, including an increase in the number of 
billionaires from 66 to 268 in the past 
decade. And no rational liberal (“radicals” 
Podhoretz brands all of them, and he uncon
scionably keeps repeating that they “hate” 
his America, typical of his overkill rhetoric) 
disputes that the market is the dynamic that 
makes our economy perform so spectacular
ly well.

But, after all, Podhoretz is an intellectual, 
a mature, sophisticated, bona fide pundit of 
public affairs— not least by his own testa

ment. So one can only wonder how, in all 
honesty, he can so lightly sidestep consider
ing the costs o f the market system, widely 
noted among political economists and seri
ous students o f our culture. Examination 
and criticism  o f crucial deficiencies in 
American society should engage Podhoretz 
at some point but they don’t. It is not that 
the market fails us, it’s that the market plays 
no role in crucial realms—parks, nonprofit 
cultural institutions, museums, libraries, 
America’s unique public education system 
(now newly threatened by the voucher 
craze, incapable o f accom m odating the 
nation’s young but capable o f bankrupting 
the system). Podhoretz sidesteps the prob
lem of his conservative brethren’s push for 
massive tax reduction just when our falter
ing public education system requires radi
cally increased investm ent in schools, 
teacher training and salary increases. Pod
horetz writes gratefully o f  his luxurious 
New York City apartment, but not a word 
about his city’s apartheid public education 
system , where non-white d istric ts have 
$8,000-per-year expenditures per pupil ver
sus $18,000 per pupil in the metropolitan 
area suburbs, where teachers enjoy double 
the salaries and smaller classes.

Does it ever disturb Podhoretz that his 
conservative fraternity deem government 
itself, especially the federal government, as 
the “problem,” reiterating Reagan’s notori
ous airhead slogan? How does Podhoretz 
reconcile his oft-repeated admiration for our 
democratic system with this denigration of 
the freely elected national government of all 
the people, the crucial source for the non
profit institutions and programs the market 
is oblivious to, that insure our civilization? 
Try conjuring a scenario where such serious 
scholars devoted to constructive criticism of 
the American system, like, say, Lionel 
Trilling, John Kenneth Galbraith, Adolph 
Berle, Reinhold Niebuhr, Murray Kempton, 
Robert Silvers, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Irv
ing Howe, Anthony Lewis, Edmund Wilson, 
Daniel Bell, even Irving Kristol would feel 
the need to preach their “love affair” with 
America. Secure in their intellectual self- 
confidence they would find something con

founding about an intellectual who remains 
silent about obvious social deficiencies, yet 
effusive about his patriotism. To quote the 
English theologian and political economist 
Daniel Jenkins on the market system, “I can
not believe that the whole dynamic of soci
etal interchange and personal relationships 
depends upon the m agnification o f  self- 
interest to and beyond the threshold of 
greed.”

Podhoretz storms most vehemently against 
affirm ative action. One wonders how he 
responds to Colin Powell’s Republican con
vention support for affirm ative action as 
enabling thousands of young blacks to enter 
middle-class ranks. Podhoretz rests his ani
mus on the grounds that affirmative action 
involves discrimination. But Powell noted 
for his fellow Republican conventioneers the 
never-mentioned discrimination afforded 
conservative lobbyists gamering discrimina
tory tax loopholes, tax relief and government 
subsidies for private-profit corporate ven
tures. (And how, one asks, does Powell him
self reconcile his democratic views with the 
ideology of the Republican Party he endors
es?) Given the generation-after-generation, 
century-long, obscene reality of the crime- 
ridden, impoverished lives of the inner city 
black ghettos, so brilliantly analyzed by 
Moynihan in his classic report— the initial 
rationale for affirmative action—cannot Pod
horetz acknowledge the necessity for “dis
crim ination” for a radical governmental 
social intervention to change this situation? 
Apparently not: His book reveals no anguish 
over this defect in his adored America. And, 
by the way, contrary to the reactionary views 
of the conservative ideologues Podhoretz 
cites, affirmative action has largely succeed
ed, not failed.

One wonders how Podhoretz, a loyal 
Columbia University alumnus, reconciles his 
loving admiration for America with Colum
bia President George Rupp’s recent plea to 
its latest graduates to confront what he called 
“the fundamental challenge of the world: the 
growing disparities in income and wealth.” 
Prideful egalitarian America has the most 
extreme disparities of all the advanced indus
trialized nations—the top 5 percent of Amer
ica’s households earn nineteen times as much 
as those in the bottorrt 20 percent, compared 
with a ten-times difference as recently as 
1980, notes Rupp.

And what about Podhoretz ignoring such 
nagging embarrassments as the fact, edito
rialized in the New York Times, for exam
ple, that the pharmaceutical giants “con
spire to keep low-priced drugs out o f the 
reach o f  consum ers” by “paying tens of 
m illions o f  dollars to m anufacturers of 
generic drugs if they agree to keep products 
o ff  the m arket?” Why never criticism , 
indignation, on the order o f his long-ago 
condem nation o f  Norman M ailer’s “The 
White Negro” justification o f violence in 
Dissent (1957)?

One could expand on this litany but the 
point is clear enough. Podhoretz’s crush on 
America bespeaks a vulgar sentimentality 
and, worse, perverse intellectual irresponsi
bility. Sorry.

Edward T. Chase is the former editor-in- 
ch ie f o f  New York Times Books and senior 
editor at Scribner. He is a frequent contribu
tor to The Bookpress.
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sions have often been pursued from a narrow 
perspective that has downplayed the serious
ness of the risks (Kendall, et. al. 1997; Royal 
Society 1998). In fact, methods for risk 
assessment o f transgenic crops are not well 
developed (Kjellsson and Simmsen 1994) 
and there is justifiable concern that current 
field biosafety tests tell little about potential 
environmental risks associated with com
mercial-scale production of transgenic crops. 
A main concern is that international pres
sures to gain markets and profits is resulting 
in companies releasing transgenic crops too 
fast, without proper consideration for the 
long-term impacts on people or the ecosys
tem.

8. There are many unanswered ecological 
questions regarding the impact o f transgenic 
crops. Many environm ental groups have 
argued for the creation of suitable regulation 
to mediate the testing and release o f trans
genic crops to offset environmental risks and 
demand a much better assessment and under
standing of ecological issues associated with 
genetic engineering. This is crucial as many 
results emerging from the environmental 
performance o f released transgenic crops 
suggest that in the development of “resistant 
crops”, not only is there a need to test direct 
effects on the target insect or weed, but the 
indirect effects on the plant (i.e. growth, 
nutrient content, metabolic changes), soil, 
and non-target organisms. Unfortunately, 
funds for research on environmental risk 
assessment are very limited. For example, 
the USDA spends only 1% of the funds allo
cated to biotechnology research on risk 
assessment, about $1-2  million per year. 
Given the current level o f deployment of 
genetically engineered plants, such resources 
are not enough to even discover the “tip of 
the iceberg.” It is a tragedy-in-the-making 
that so many millions o f hectares have been 
planted without proper biosafety standards. 
Worldwide, such acreage expanded consid
erably in 1998 with transgenic cotton reach
ing 6.3 million acres, transgenic corn 20.8 
million acres, and soybeans 36.3 million 
acres, helped along by marketing and distrib
ution agreements entered into by corpora
tions and marketers (i.e. Ciba Seeds with 
Growmark and Mycogen Plant Sciences with 
Cargill), in the absence o f  regulations in 
many developing countries. Genetic pollu
tion, unlike oil spills, cannot be controlled by 
throw ing a boom around it, and thus its 
effects are non-retrievable and may be per
manent. As in the case of pesticides, banned 
in northern countries, but applied in the 
South, there is no reason to assume that 
biotechnology corporations will assume the 
environmental and health costs associated 
with the massive use o f transgenic crops in 
the South.

9. As the private sector has exerted more 
and more dom inance in advancing new 
biotechnologies, the public sector has had to 
invest a growing share of its scarce resources 
in enhancing biotechnological capacities in 
public institutions, including the CG1AR, 
and in evaluating and responding to the chal
lenges posed by incorporating private sector 
technologies into existing farming systems. 
Such funds would be much better used to 
expand support for ecologically based agri
cultural research, as all the biological prob
lems that biotechnology aims at can be 
solved using agroecological approaches. The 
dramatic effects o f rotations and intercrop

ping on crop health and productivity, as well 
as of the use of biological control agents on 
pest regulation have been confirmed repeat
edly by scientific research. The problem is 
that research at public institutions increas
ingly reflects the interests o f private funders 
at the expense of public-good research such 
as biological control, organic production sys
tems, and general agroecological techniques. 
Civil society must request more research on 
alternatives to biotechnology by universities 
and other public organizations (Krimsky and 
Wrubel 1996). There is also an urgent need to 
challenge the patent system and intellectual 
property rights intrinsic to the WTO which 
not only provide multinational corporations 
with the right to seize and patent genetic 
resources, but that will also accelerate the 
rate at which market forces already encour
age monocultural cropping with genetically 
uniform transgenic varieties. Based on histo
ry and ecological theory, it is not difficult to 
predict the negative impacts of such environ
mental simplification on the health of mod
em agriculture (Altieri 1996).

10. Although there may be some useful 
applications of biotechnology (i.e. breeding 
drought resistant varieties or crops resistant 
to weed competition), because these desir
able traits are polygenic and difficult to engi
neer, these innovations will take at least ten 
years to be ready for field use. Once avail
able, and if farmers can afford them, the con
tribution to yield enhancement of such vari
eties will be between 20-35% ; the rest of 
yield increases must come from agricultural 
management. Much of the needed food can 
be produced by small farmers located 
throughout the world using agroecological 
technologies (Uphoff and Altieri 1999). In 
fact, new rural development approaches and 
low-input technologies spearheaded by farm
ers and NGOs around the world are already 
making a significant contribution to food 
security at the household, national and 
regional levels in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America (Pretty 1995). Yield increases are 
being achieved by using technological 
approaches , based on agroecological princi
ples that emphasize diversity, synergy, recy
cling and integration and social processes 
that emphasize community participation and 
empowerment (Rosset 1999). When such fea
tures are optimized, yield enhancement and 
stability of production are achieved, as well 
as a series of ecological services such as con
servation o f  biodiversity, soil and water 
restoration and conservation, improved nat
ural pest regulation mechanisms, etc. (Altieri 
et al 1998). These results are a breakthrough 
for achieving food security and environmen
tal preservation in the developing world, but 
their potential and further spread depends on 
investments, policies , institutional support 
and attitude changes on the part o f policy 
makers and the scientific community, espe
cially the CGIAR who should devote much 
o f its efforts to assist the 320 million poor 
farmers living in marginal environments. 
Failure to promote such people-centered 
agricultural research and development due to 
diversion of funds and expertise to biotech
nology, will forego a historical opportunity 
to raise agricultural productivity in economi
cally viable, environmentally benign and 
socially uplifting ways.
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Short Short Stories by 
J. Robert Lennon

Live Rock Nightly Intact
Tired by a long country drive, we stopped 

at a roadside tavern for a drink and some
thing to eat. The tavern filled the first floor of 
a two-story brick building, and in the parking 
lot stood an illuminated reader board which 
read: APARTMENT AVAILABLE LIVE 
ROCK NIGHTLY.

While eating we engaged the bartender in 
conversation, and discovered that he was the 
owner o f the establishment. Emboldened by 
the food and drink, we brought up the reader 
board, suggesting that he might rent his 
apartment more quickly were he to remove 
the reference to live rock music.

The owner nodded sadly, and confessed to 
us that his teenage daughter had lived in the 
apartment, but some years ago had died in a 
drunk driving accident, the result o f  an 
evening spent in another bar a few miles 
down the road. The owner, his eyes brim
ming with tears, said that he blamed himself 
for the accident, as he had refused to serve 
his daughter in his own bar, where she had 
been employed illegally as a cocktail wait
ress. With her gone, he had had to hire a 
legitimate waitress, and as a result the tavern 
was no longer profitable and had begun to 
lose money. Renting the apartment would 
make his business solvent, but he still hadn’t 
gotten around to cleaning it out, and in fact 
did not want to face the task. At the same 
time, actively not renting the apartment was 
financially unjustifiable. The sign, he 
explained, was a compromise between his 
business and emotional needs. It had stood 
unchanged for two years, even though the 
band had broken up and live music was no 
longer played here. The owner admitted that 
the place was about to go up for sale.

O f course we were sorry to have asked. 
We left the owner a large tip, though once we 
were out on the road, driving with extreme 
care, the tip struck us as a tacky, even insult
ing, gesture, and made us feel even worse 
about our rude question.

Leaves

Our elderly aunt, long ago widowed, has 
spent the past ten years touring the world as 
part o f an old ladies’ travel club, despite a 
chronic social paralysis that prevents her 
from so much as taking the bus to the gro
cery store without a companion. When she 
returns from these distant places—which 
have included Thailand, Egypt, China and 
Brazil and we ask her to describe her experi
ences, she always tells us, after some consid
eration, that she had a wonderful time and 
enjoyed the other ladies’ company. She 
offers no other details.

At a recent family gathering, conversa
tion lingered on a grisly subject: the crash of 
a commercial airliner over the Atlantic 
Ocean, which resulted in complete destruc
tion of the plane and all its passengers. One 
of us commented that such a crash consti
tutes a double tragedy, as the passengers 
lose not only their lives but their identity, 
because they are blown to bits and scattered 
in the deep ocean.

All o f us were surprised when our aunt 
spoke up. She said that this would never hap
pen to her. Whenever she flies, she told us, 
she paints her fingernails and toenails the 
same unusual shade of purple, to aid salvage 
workers in the identification of her remains. 
In addition, she ties a length of heavy twine 
to one of her toes, then runs the other end up 
through her slacks and blouse to her hand, 
where she ties it to one of her fingers. This 
way, if she is blown apart, the top half of her 
body will be tethered to the lower half, and 
she can enjoy a decent Christian burial more 
or less intact.

The silence following this revelation went 
on for some seconds, as we all imagined the 
sight o f our elderly aunt’s shattered corpse, 
held together with twine. This silence deep
ened when it occurred to us that she had her
self imagined this very image, perhaps many 
times. Since then we have reinterpreted her 
reticence not as a symptom of some pitiable 
neurosis but as bold composure in the face of 
a morbid imagination.

We live in a profusely and variously foli
ated area, and our trees are large and old, cul
tivated here by an excellent public works 
department, so it is not surprising that our 
town draws tourists from far away come fall, 
when the leaves change color. They drive 
through our residential streets with their out- 
of-state license plates, pointing out to one 
another the extraordinary colors, from the 
stunning reds o f the red maple and black oak 
to the orange of the birches and radiant yel
low of the gingko, a streetside specialty here. 
Occasionally a visitor will pull over and talk 
to one o f  us, and com plim ent us on our 
leaves, as if  we had anything to do with 
them, but they never thank us.

And then, when they go back to their own 
towns, our leaves grow drab, they fall off our 
trees and into our yards and gutters, and if we 
don’t get rid of them they sit there and turn 
black and wet under the snow. Nobody 
comes to look at them then. We walk 
through them in our boots on the way to our 
cars and try to forget what’s happened, and 
we endure the winter, and eventually the city 
comes and takes the leaves away. We don’t 
think much about them and do our best to 
enjoy the bleak view o f the valley between 
the bare branches of the trees.

The one saving grace o f  all this is the 
spring, when new leaves come in. They’ve 
never yet failed to do so. They start out tiny 
and green, like mint candies, and for a short 
time they are ours alone, and nobody else’s. 
And then in summer, even when it thunder
storms and the wind tears through them at a 
furious clip, even then they stay right on the 
trees and make a sound like applause, all 
summer long. As if they are thanking us for 
spending this time with them before the 
tourists come and take them away.

Indirect Path
For many years a large table stood in the 

center of our dining room, blocking the most 
direct path from the living room to the 
kitchen and necessitating the development of 
an angled walking route that, over time, 
came to be visible as an area of wear in the 
dining room rug.

Recently we discarded the old rug and, 
since our children have grown and moved 
away and we now eat our meals in the 
kitchen, transferred our large table into stor
age. The dining room has been turned into a 
study, with bookshelves lining the walls and 
a narrow desk facing the front window.

Despite these changes, we find it nearly 
impossible to take the newly created direct 
path through the room, and continue to walk 
around the edge as if  the table were still 
there. When occasionally one o f us must 
enter the forbidden space, either to sweep the 
floor or pick up a dropped item, we find that 
we wince in discomfort, as if anticipating a 
painful crash into the missing table.

J. R obert Lennon is the author o f  two 
novels, The Light o f Falling Stars and The 
Funnies.

For Whom the Poll Sells
continued from page 3

Let’s examine the construction of this ques
tion in a way that would have been impossible 
for people hearing it on the phone for the first 
and only time:

Five categories include people you know 
personally. Now look at the remaining four 
categories. Two of them are, “People with 
extreme far-left views” and “People with 
extreme far-right views”.

Recall that in the mainstream press the Green 
Party, whose presidential candidate is Ralph 
Nader, is typically characterized as “moderate 
left” in its political orientation, although its 
spiritual emphasis defies any simple right/left 
categorization. The only groups I could charac
terize with the peculiar double emphasis 
“extreme far” would be groups willing to kill 
innocent people in order to support their cause 
because either “extreme” or “far” alone would 
be enough adjective to suggest that no dialogue 
is invited! The Nazis come to mind with the 
double adjective, as do other white suprema
cists, or the cronies of Idi Amin. Or I think of 
the Bader-Meinhof Gang who killed wealthy 
industrialists, or the Unabomber who maimed 
individuals he associated with high-tech sci
ence, or the few abortion opponents willing to 
kill doctors who perform abortions.

In the months in which I have been actively 
opposing the city’s Southwest development 
plan, I have never met a single person with 
“extreme far-right” or “extreme far-left 
views” involved in this cause. In my experi
ence, most of the folks who come to meetings 
and write letters are deeply spiritual people, 
often expressing concerns about the disas
trous •effects on the human soul of the hyper
material culture in which we live.

Thus, after the survey mentions five cate
gories of people you know personally, it 
appears to suggest that everybody you don’t 
know is either a deadly fanatic or an athe
ist—or else, interestingly, African-American.

I don’t think the survey was intentionally 
racist, but like most dated and provincial mar
keting surveys, it was designed for a white 
audience and reinforces the view of people of 
color as “other.” A survey designed to broad
en the perspective of Ithaca residents about 
who actually resides in their community—a 
teaching survey— would not have made this 
mistake. It is clear that in designing and pub
lishing this survey. Professor Scheufele and 
the Journal neglected to elicit input from col
leagues with a stake in this community who 
might have had a different perspective from 
their own.

Professor Scheufele has claimed that the 
Ithaca Journal should not print my analysis of 
this question for three reasons: 1) the question 
could be misunderstood by people outside of 
his field, 2) the students in the course own 
intellectual property rights to the survey and, 
3) the survey has not yet been analyzed by 
scholars in the professor’s field who will have 
the opportunity to critique it at professional

conferences and in journals.
As an education professor and researcher at 

Binghamton U niversity sharing the same 
employer as Professor Scheufele (who works 
for the SUNY system), I know that these argu
ments are both patronizing and disingenuous. 
Reputable research invites dialogue with the 
community it impacts about its rationale, 
methodology and findings. Certainly such 
dialogue represents the most significant edu
cational opportunity possible for the students 
in the course, who, incidentally, did not 
“invent” question 30. And, if a survey can be 
so easily m isunderstood, why would you 
implement it in the community to begin with?

Let’s examine the impact of lack of com
munity scrutiny of the survey by analyzing 
how question 30 asks, and then answers: Who 
are the people in your community when you 
don’t happen to know them personally, under
standing that some of them have different 
opinions than you do about local issues, like 
the Southwest development plan?

They aren’t mothers like me who want their 
kids to have natural beauty to appreciate, or 
other lovers of Buttermilk Falls, they can’t be 
people who generally worry about loss of 
more trees to construction, or folks who 
remember the 1995 flood and conclude that 
it’s a bad idea to build on a flood plain, they 
can’t be people with generally liberal and tol
erant religious beliefs who worry that the spir
it is getting overrun by the material in this his
torical era, or people who own or prefer to 
patronize small locally-owned businesses. 
They aren’t people who ask why these nation
al chains we’re inviting in will behave any 
better than the ones who have already aban
doned us (or refused to pay for traffic lights at 
their own entrances.) They can’t be fiscal con
servatives, asking why we should pay $10 
million for water and sewer lines on undevel
oped land when the area is home to plenty of 
empty stores that already have such facilities. 
They can’t be typically observant citizens 
who have personally seen tens of help-wanted 
signs in local stores and restaurants advertis
ing the availability of low-wage jobs like the 
ones this project will offer. They can’t even be 
enthusiastic shoppers who ask when enough 
shopping opportunities are enough!

They are either overtly evil, dangerous, or 
at least suspicious and extreme (as atheists are 
typically characterized), or they are “other”.

This may be one effective strategy for sell
ing a particular point of view, but reinforcing 
people’s mistrust of one another is a lousy 
way to encourage the kind of dialogue we all 
desperately need in order to negotiate the kind 
of a community we want to live in. We 
deserve better from the university we host and 
from our daily newspaper that has disingenu
ously claimed to feature unbiased coverage of 
local development issues.

Barbara Regenspan is an associate profes
sor o f education at Binghamton University.

F r i e n d s  o f  t h e  B o o k p r e s s

M. H. Abrams 
Diane Ackerman 
Frank A nnunziata 
Helen T . M. Bayer 
Martin He

Leslie Bernal 
Jo n a th an  Bishop 
Miriam Brody 
E. Wayles Browne 
Patti He

Jules Burgevin 
Edward T . Chase 
R. F. Cisne 
Maria He Gerald Coles 
William Cross 
Jon a th an  Culler 
Ruth Darling 
Robert J . Doherty 
Dora Donovan 
Ann Druyan 
Joyce Elbrecht

K enneth Evett 
Lydia Fakundiny 
LeMoyne Farrell 
Bryna Fireside 
Harvey Fireside 
Sheldon Flory 
Mrs. William I). Fowler 
G eorge Gibian 
Jody  G ladding 
H enry Goode 
Jerry  Gross 
Marj Haydon 
Neil He Louise H ertz 
Eva Hoffm ann 
Roald Hoffm ann 
Phyllis Janowitz 
G eorge He 

Audrey Kahin 
Alfred Kahn 
Peter Katzenstein

Carol He

Michael Kammen 
Steve Komor 
Isaac Kram nick 
M artha

& A rthur Kuckes 
Eva Kufher-Augsberger 
Sandra He W alter 
la fe b e r
R. Carolyn Lange 
Deborah Lemon 
Alison Lurie 
David Macklin 
Myra Malkin 
Dan McCall 

Jam es McConkey 
M aureen McCoy 
Terry McKiernan 

Scott McMillin 
Louise Mink 
Edward Murray

M argaret Nash 
Benjam in Nichols 
Sonya Pancaldo 
Steve He /

Jo h n n ie  Parrish 
Andrew He 

Nancy Ramage 
Mary Ann Rishel 
Edgar Rosenberg 
Nick Salvatore 
Ja n e  Parry Sleeper 
C ushing Strout 
Ann Sullivan 
D eborah Tall 
Ree Thayer 
Alison Van Dyke 
Gail W arhaft 
Paul West
W inthrop W etherbee 
M arian W hite 
Carol Ann W ilburn



page 12 The B QPKPRESS September 2000

Rubinstein Indonesian Delusions

V.

Tan ias  Eisn
On the ^ sn in g  of March 22, 1966 I broke 

a rule at (g>fnell. I snuck a camera into a con
cert in Bailey Hall in hopes of taking a pic- 
turei>£the performer, JCnowing full well that 
I w a s n ^ i ip p ^ ^ J ^ ik r s o .

The performer was Artur Rubinstein and I 
thought the world of his playing. 1 was also 
beginning to take photography seriously at 
the time, and the temptation to capture one 
of my favorite pianists on film was simply 
irresistible.

I am told that Rubinstein had not previ
ously played in Ithaca, so the performance 
on that particular evening may have been his 
only one in our midst. The program was glo
rious: Beethoven and Brahms, followed by 
Debussy, Ravel and Chabrier, and to top it 
all off -  Chopin. And did he ever play! To
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Thomas Eisner

the Chopin in particular he appeared to give 
his all. He poured his soul into the music, 
moving his audience to ecstasy.

I had kept the camera in my lap, concealed 
under my coat. 1 had given some thought on 
how I might take the picture. Use of flash 
was out of the question, so I had loaded the 
camera with Tri-X film, which I knew would 
give me an image even in the dimmest o f 
lights. I was sitting at some distance from the 
stage, but thought I would get enough magni
fication with the telephoto lens I had brought. 
I also knew that I would have to take a long 
exposure, which with a hand-held camera 
meant that I would get a somewhat blurred 
image. But why not give it a try?

I had held back until Rubinstein was about 
to play the Chopin. 1 reached for the camera 
and brought it to the eye just as he took his 
seat after acknowledging a round of 
applause. I waited for him to regain his 
poise, focused, and as he began lowering his 
hands to the keyboard, pressed the shutter.

The inevitable “click” earned me disap
proving glances from all around, and I was 
embarrassed. But it also gave me a picture I 
have loved ever since. I keep it framed on 
the piano. It portrays ever so accurately the 
Rubinstein 1 remember. Those drooping eye- 
lids...That anticipatory expression...I look at 
the picture now and can almost hear the 
piano come to life. Chopin’s Ballade in G 
Minor, Opus 23 perhaps? Well, perhaps not. 
But it happens to be what he played next, 
right after I took the picture.

Thomas Eisner is a biologist at Cornell 
University.
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could not stop urinating until the moment he 
died. His was one o f a number of strange 
deaths. Some people swelled up, their 
abdomens or an arm doubled in size until 
several died. About Muki, the father of the 
family of sorcerers, one man said, “ If he 
wanted to borrow money from you and you 
didn’t give him any, he got angry.” The 
im plication being that one then fell ill. 
Another man, in his early twenties perhaps, 
was indignant. His brother was being held 
for trial. He was outraged not because his 
brother was innocent but because his court- 
appointed attorney was asking for expense 
money; his brother was quite justified in 
killing a sorcerer since the man was a mur
derer. This young man was angry as well 
because the night of the killings he was not 
present and so was unable to participate in 
slaying these hated witches. His own house 
was a few kilometers away and his mother 
was ill, the result of sorcery. The very dis
tance between his house and the sorcerers’ 
proved how powerful the latter were. They 
could make his mother fall ill even when she 
was some distance away.

A man who had been an itinerant seller of, 
noodle soup said that Bukhori, Muki’s son, 
entered his house while he was out working. 
Bukhori was a relative of his wife, but ran 
off with her. Then the husband himself was 
bewitched. His arm swelled and he was in 
bed for months. He went to the doctor who 
told him he had an infection. But, he said, 
“there was no wound,” thus clear 
“proof"(bukti) o f  sorcery. Bukhori was 
known for his predilection for other men’s 
wives and each time, after the wife was 
stolen, the husband was bewitched. A 
woman from the same village said that at 
first she was grateful to Pak Muki. When she 
fell ill he would give her large pills and she 
got well. But as time went on she did not 
recover. And, she said, “many others got 
sick and they stayed ill and were killed.” The 
pills Pak Muki gave her had pieces of rice 
inside. When she was ill, she felt there were 
strange things in her stomach. She was sick 
for two and a half years. The doctor told her 
her illness “came from outside” and “was 
not the kind of illness he could cure,” so she 
was sure she had been ensorcelled. When 
Muki was killed, she got well. All those who 
died, she went on, had swollen abdomens.

They were all bewitched “for almost no 
reason at all.” For instance, people wouldn’t 
lend Muki .money or, if  they did, they 
couldn’t ask for it back and either way they 
would fall ill. At this point in the conversa
tion a young man broke in to say that if sor
cerers did not use their knowledge, it would 
attack them. This was meant as an explana
tion for why it was that Muki was so violent. 
It was not simply his character; it was a part 
of the structure of sorcery itself. One could 
not understand how much harm Muki and 
his family had done if one did not see that 
they were compelled to deflect the lethal 
force of sorcery away from themselves and 
onto their neighbors.
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Another seller o f  noodle soup said that 
Muki owed him Rp70,000, the price of twen
ty some bowls of soup, and that he could not 
collect the money. If he asked for it, Muki 
would say, “No problem. I’ll pay later.” I 
asked him why he continued to give Muki his 
wares; why not stop after, say, the 15th bowl. 
He replied that he was afraid he would die if 
he did so. Another man added that “if you did 
what he said, he helped you. But if not, you 
died.” Muki made no explicit threats. In the 
minds of his fellow villagers, he did not need 
to do so. Villagers were terrified of him. It 
was not at all clear to most of them that if one 
did as he said, one would not be affected. 
Muki’s own brother, who had helped him on 
many occasions, was also bewitched. And the 
parents of his daughter-in-law, who gave him 
land, were bewitched too.

The mother of Muki’s daughter-in-law, a 
woman who appeared to be in her seventies, 
said Muki sent an emissary to ask for her 
daughter’s hand. “We were forced [to 
agree]. If  not, 1 would get sick. So my 
daughter said yes.” Muki said nothing men
acing, but they understood that if they did 
not do what he wanted, they would suffer. In 
any case, the woman fell ill and her husband 
also. Muki said, “A whole water buffalo 
won’t cure him.” That is, they could spend 
the price of a water buffalo on cures and he 
would not get well. ‘T ro o f ’ she said. Her 
abdomen swelled to the point where she 
could no longer lie flat and her thighs 
swelled so much she could not urinate. But 
as soon as Muki was killed, she got well and 
her husband got well too. Time after time the 
swift recovery of ill people after Muki, his 
wife and his son were killed was taken as 
“proof’; they were a family of sorcerers.

The entire village, according to the testi
mony of the people we met, felt themselves 
enthralled by sorcerers. The result was the 
end of social reciprocity. A man asks for a 
fam ily’s daughter. There are none o f  the 
usual negotiations around marriage. There is 
only a tacit understanding on the side of the 
girl’s family: if the daughter does not marry 
the sorcerer’s son, him self a sorcerer, the 
mother will fall ill and die. A man gives 
Muki a month’s supply of soup. He is con
vinced that if he does not, he will die. Muki 
never pays. Someone is so sick, the result, it 
is certain, o f Muki’s efforts, that no matter 
how much he might pay, he could never get 
well. “W hoever had anything to do with 
Matrawi [Muki’s formal name] would have 
a mysterious [misterius] illness soon after” 
the local paper reports.1

Muki, his wife, and Bukhori, his son, were 
beaten and hacked to death, then strung up 
on display. Nineteen people were arrested 
for their participation. It is likely that many 
more were present. All those we met in the 
village, present at the killings or not, 
rejoiced at these murders. When the police* 
refused to release the arrested men on the 
demand of the villagers, the latter went en 
masse to the police station and burned it 
down. The police released most o f those 
arrested pending their trial. In other cases, 
usually three or four people have been found 
guilty and sentenced to a few years in prison.

The murderous rage and suspicion of these 
villagers approximates the state of some dur
ing the Indonesian revolution. Their action 
against the police carries the similarity fur
ther. But, quite different from that time, this 
rage was not harnessed to any political pro
gram. One sees how revolutionary potential, 
surfacing again at the collapse of a regime, 
was neutralized during the long years of the 
Suharto era as “the people” (rakyat) were 
gradually turned into “the mob” (massa).

N.B. Condensed from “Suharto, Witches” 
to appear in the journal Indonesia published 
by the Cornell Southeast Asia Program.

1 “Bisa Kencing Sehari Penuh” Malang Post, 12 Decem
ber, 1999, p.l.
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