
It Can’t Happen Here
Harvey Fireside

In 1976, Telford Taylor, a Columbia 
University Law professor and former US 
proseeutor at the Nuremberg Trial, edited a 
book entitled Courts o f Terror. Taylor and his 
co-authors described the justice system of the 
USSR, then under President Leonid 
Brezhnev, as geared to ideological goals at 
odds with due process for any individual who 
dared to express disagreement with the 
regime. From an American perspective, 
grounded in the Constitution and Bill'* of 
Rights, Soviet justice was an oxymoron. 
Fifteen years later, the Stalinist structure was 
replaced by reformed institutions in a Russia 
that had shed its imperial domain.

In one of those sudden shifts of history’s 
gears, it is now the United States that is set
ting up extra-judicial courts, ostensibly to 
mete out justice to terrorists in the wake of 
the attacks of last September 11, but as con
stitutional law experts see it, posing real 
threats to the rights of law-abiding citizens 
and noncitizens alike.

Six Ithaca residents, concerned with this 
latest threat to our civil liberties, presented 
their views to an audience of more than two 
hundred people at a forum on January 30, 
sponsored by groups including the American 
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and Cornell’s 
Center for Religion, Ethics and Social Policy.

One of the speakers, state Assemblyman 
Marty Luster, declared that “In times of crisis 
it’s a natural instinct of government to restrict 
our civil liberties.” Luster was shocked 
recently by a letter from the American 
Council of Trustees and Alumni (ACTA) urg
ing support for President Bush while criticiz
ing 115 college teachers by name for their 
“un-American statements.” What particularly 
irked Luster was that Senator Joseph 
Lieberman was listed on the letterhead of 
ACTA as a “co-founder.” The day before the 
forum. Luster was invited to a luncheon in 
Albany honoring that very senator. When 
pressed by Luster, Lieberman said that he was 
dissociating himself from ACTA and dis
avowing its letter. (Lieberman has since made 
public a letter to ACTA’s director to that 
effect.)

Lesley Lempert, chair of the Tompkins 
County chapter of the ACLU, reminded the 
audience that when John Ashcroft sought 
approval as attorney general he assured the 
Senate Judiciary Committee that he wouldn’t 
overstep his powers. Yet he is now consider
ing relaxing rules that prevent the FBI from 
spying on domestic organizations. “We can’t 
be for freedom,” Lempert asserted, “while 
limiting the rights that define it.”

Stephen Yale-Loehr, who practices and 
teaches immigration law, focused on the 
“widespread arrests of non-citizens” since 
September 11, many of whom are being held 
merely on suspicion rather than on specific 
charges. In addition to the racial profiling that 
characterizes the ongoing roundup of immi
grants, Yale-Loehr found several new prac
tices of the Justice Department deplorable: 
the unprecedented degree of secrecy sur

rounding these detainees, their unlikely 
access to an attorney, their unspecified term 
of imprisonment, official eavesdropping dur
ing client-attorney meetings, and “new regu
lations that allow continued detention even 
when a judge orders a suspect released on 
bail.”

Adam Crouch, who heads the Cornell 
University chapter of the ACLU, focused on 
the international aspects of the judicial pur
suit of “terrorists.” Taliban and al-Qaeda pris
oners taken to Camp X-Ray at Guantanamo 
Bay, Cuba, have been treated as “unlawful 
combatants” and interrogated after long peri

ods of sensory deprivation. Such treatment, 
Crouch contended, could be considered a 
“war crime” under the Geneva Conventions 
which require that, while their legal status is 
being determined, captives must be treated as

continued on page 10
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Letters
Climate Change Confusion

To the Editor:
In an otherwise excellent article on US uni

lateralism, your front page correspondent 
Milton Esman referred twice to the green
house effect, in both cases confusing it with 
ozone depletion. The 1997 Kyoto Protocol 
certainly aims “to reduce emissions of green
house gases,” but this has nothing to do with 
“protecting] the earth's vital ozone layer.” 
However, comparing the US response to 
these two very different issues is particularly 
instructive.

Ozone was a serious issue in the 1980s, 
when corporations like Du Pont Chemicals 
and others fought against the mounting inter
national consensus to ban chloro-fluorocar- 
bons (CFCs) and other ozone depleting sub
stances. They lost, and the'US became one of 
the first signatories to the 1987 Montreal 
Protocol-widely regarded as having solved 
the problem of ozone depletion. (The ozone 
layer shields the earth from harmful ultra vio
let [UV] radiation.)

Greenhouse gases, on the other hand, con
tribute to the more serious problem of global 
warming—more accurately termed “climate 
change.” Climate change threatens the entire 
stability of the earth's climatic system, and 
with it every living system whose existence 
depends on that stability. Increasingly severe 
storms, rising sea levels, and the inundation 
of several island nations are some of the other 
developments we can look forward to under 
the current scenarios.

Solving climate change requires bigger 
changes than were needed to save the ozone 
layer. Oil and fossil fuels generate much more 
revenue for US corporations than the ozone- 
depleting refrigerants and aerosol propellents
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did. So there is more money today for lobby
ists, political donations, and ad campaigns to 
oppose Kyoto than there was to oppose the 
Montreal Protocol.

But in both cases, all that is threatened is 
the current business of current corporations. 
After the Montreal Protocol, chemical com
panies simply produced ozone-friendly 
refrigerants and propellents. There is never 
any reason to believe that future sustainable 
products will be any less profitable than the 
current ones, or any less beneficial to the US 
economy. However, they may be produced by 
future, not-yet-existent companies, and it is 
very hard to lobby congress with future, not- 
yet-existent campaign contributions, or not- 
yet-existent lobbyists.

The US and international community’s 
response to ozone depletion showed what can 
be done when the common interests of 
humanity are placed ahead of the short-term 
interests of US corporations. It is in the inter
ests of American citizens as much as anyone 
else to solve the problem of climate change. 
The fundamental problem is a corporate- 
dominated political system and corporate- 
owned media which ensure that government 
decisions reflect the will of the Kenneth Lays 
of the world, and rarely that of the wider pop
ulation.

James Slezak, a Physics Ph.D candidate 
at Cornell, participated in the 1997 United 
Nations conference in Kyoto, Japan, after 
which the Kyoto Protocol is named.

Avoiding a Clash of Civilizations

To The Editor:
As the war on terrorism moves beyond al- 

Qaida, it is clear that the American focus 
remains almost entirely on the Middle East. 
Every group mentioned by President Bush in

his State of the Union address was from the 
Arab and Muslim world. And the two Middle 
Eastern members of the “axis of evil,” Iran 
and Iraq, were cited for being sponsors of ter
ror, but not for being behind al-Qaida’s oper
ations. Understandably, the horror committed 
by al-Qaida, and the threat that it still poses, 
have focused our attention on the Middle 
East. But it is a mistake to imagine that the 
global terrorism problem beyond al-Qaida is 
primarily Middle Eastern.

There is too much terrorism in the Middle 
East and we must seek to reduce it, but it must 
be put in global perspective. Consider our 
own government’s reports on global terror
ism. In the five years preceding the tragedy of 
September 11th, the Middle East was not the 
leading region in the number of terrorist inci
dents or in the number of casualties from ter
rorism. Moreover, while the terrorist trend in 
the Middle East moved downward every sin
gle year, it moved upward in other regions, 
including Africa, Asia and Latin America. By 
the year 2000, the Middle East had the fewest 
incidents of terrorism of any region around 
the globe, except for North America. In terms 
of images of large-scale horror against inno
cent civilians in the 1990s, it is helpful to 
remember that some of the most tragic and 
ruthless bloodshed took place in the heart of 
Europe, in the former Yugoslavia. In Africa, 
the Rwanda genocide will haunt our memory 
for ever.

As for terrorism against American targets, 
as defined by the State Department, the 
Middle East consistently accounted for less 
than 7% of all global attacks aimed at 
American targets, reaching a low of less than 
2% in the year 2000.

The world at large understands that our war 
with al-Qaida is just; this is a group that has 
inflicted such horror on America, displayed 
such skill and global reach, and declared a

war on the United States, giving the United 
States a right to respond that no one can deny. 
Beyond al-Qaida, however, we must not give 
justification to anger in the Middle East that 
the U.S. targets only that region even as we 
must work to reduce terror in that region.

The data cited above also points to anoth
er likely relationship: the decline of Middle 
East terror in the late 1990s was highly cor
related with a hopeful Arab-Israeli peace 
process that many believed was likely to end 
in agreements between Israel and the Arab 
states. And since the collapse of these nego
tiations, there has been a dramatic upsurge in 
terrorist incidents within the region—al- 
Qaida aside.

That there is a relationship between hope
lessness and violence broadly, and between 
Middle Eastern terrorism and the Arab-Israeli 
conflict more specifically, is accepted by 
almost everyone around the world. In a glob
al survey, conducted last December by the 
Pew Research Center, majorities in every cor
ner of earth believed that a resolution of that 
conflict would reduce terrorism.

And yet, our strategy for now seems to be 
entirely focused on the “supply side” of ter
rorism. One certainly must confront the mer
chants of death, who exploit hopelessness for 
their own ends, and who hijack causes in 
which they may not even believe. But this 
does not change the fact that there is a 
“demand side” to terrorism which enables ter
ror groups to recruit more members, raise 
more funds, and appeal to public opinion. As 
the Israelis have found in the West Bank and 
Gaza, destroying one supplier of terror will 
not work if in the process one increases the 
despair and humiliation and thus the demand 
side, which could quickly be exploited by 
other aspiring suppliers.

The danger in appearing to focus our 
broader war on terrorism, beyond al-Qaida, 
primarily on the Middle East and only on the 
“supply side” is three-fold: First, it is unlike
ly to work unless we have a simultaneous 
strategy to address the demand side by allevi
ating hardship and projecting hope; second, 
in our appearance to be targeting primarily 
Arabs artd Muslims despite the cited global 
trends, we reinforce their deep fears about us; 
and, third, we would transform what are com
plex and deep-rooted regional conflicts into 
ones involving the United States, and turn 
more of the anger toward us.

In the face of last September’s tragedy, 
President Bush moved prudently to prevent 
the crisis from turning into a clash of civiliza
tions with Arab and Muslim countries. Now 
comes the hard part: avoiding the slippery 
slope that can lead to such a clash despite the 
best intentions.

Shibley Telhami is a professor of govern
ment and politics at the University of 
Maryland and non-resident senior fellow at 
the Brookings Institution. His newest book 
(co-edited with Michael Barnett) is Identity 
and Foreign Policy in the Middle East

Listen to

WEOS
89.7 FM/90.3 FM  
Geneva/ l t haca

Democracy Now!, m - f, 9 1 0  a m

Unwelcome Guests 
a program about wealth, 

power and people's 
resistance to the 

New World Order 
Sundays, 9-11 p.m.

Free Speech Radio News 
Pacifica reporters against 

censorship 
Monday-Friday, 

6-6:30 p.m.

for
progressive

and
alternative 

news programs

The Shape of a Pocket 
John Berger

“The pocket in question is a small pocket of resistance. A  pocket is formed when 
two or more people come together in agreement. The resistance is against the 

inhumanity of the new world economic order. The people coming together are the 

reader, me and those the essays are about —  Rembrandt, Palaeolithic cave painters, 
a Romanian peasant, ancient Egyptians, an expert in the loneliness of certain hotel 

bedrooms, dogs at dusk, a man in a radio station.”

Pantheon Books ❖  264 pages ❖  $24.00 hard cover

Tepper Isn’t Going Out

Murray Tepper would say that he is an 

ordinary N ew  Yorker w ho is simply 

trying to read the newspaper in peace. 

But he reads while sitting behind the 

wheel of his parked car, and his car 

always seems to be in a particularly 

desirable parking spot. N o t  surprisingly, 

he is regularly interrupted by drivers 

w ho want to know if he is going out.

CALVIN TRILLIN
Calvin Trillin, a longtime staff writer for The N ew  Yorker, 

was also the co-editor of a one-issue publication called 

Beautiful Spot A  Magazine o f  Parking

Random House ❖  2I3 pages ❖  $22.95 cloth

C A L V I N

T R I L L I N

Tepper Isn't Going Out

A N O V E L



March 2002 The ROOK PRESS page 3

Handcuffing Education
Gerald Coles

In January of this year, George W. Bush 
began his second year in office by signing edu
cational legislation titled “No Child Left 
Behind Act.” He emphasized that it embodied 
his greatest concern, his “signature issue,” the 
one that also defined his tenure as governor of 
Texas and his domestic policies as president. 
To ensure that all children get off to a good 
educational start, he emphasized at the signing 
ceremony, a no-nonsense approach to reading, 
the foundation of all education, was necessary:

We’re going to spend more money, more 
resources, but they’ll be directed at 
methods that work, not feel-good meth
ods, not sound-good methods, but meth
ods that actually work, particularly when 
it comes to reading. So this bill focuses 
on reading. It sets a grand goal for the 
children. Our children will be reading by 
the third grade. And so, therefore, we 
tripled the amount of federal funding for 
scientifically based early reading pro
grams. We’ve got money in there to 
make sure teachers know how to teach 
what works. We’ve got money in there 
to help promote proven, methods of 
instruction. We know what works.

“Scientifically-based reading instruction” 
appears nearly 50 times in the legislation and 
refers to instruction that proceeds step-wise 
from smaller to larger units of written lan
guage: from phonemic sounds (smallest unit 
of speech sounds), to letter-sound relation
ships (i.e., phonics), to word identification, to 
reading fluency, and eventually to meaningful 
comprehension. Instruction is direct, explicit, 
and systematic, conveniently packaged in 
reading programs that include textbooks and 
an array of instructional materials, and manu
factured by big publishing companies. 
Teachers, serving as middle-managers and, 
adhering to the pre-planned lesson sequence 
in a teacher’s manual, lead their students les
son after lesson, skill after skill, day after day. 
Testing that is heavily skills-based is an ever 
present goal and shaper of this instruction.

Ironically—and distressingly—there is no 
scientific evidence supporting either the 
effectiveness of this approach or the need for 
mandating it through national legislation 
requiring school systems to adhere to the 
“scientific” imperatives in order to obtain 
funds. Further, there is no evidence that it has 
worked in Texas, where its achievements 
have been touted, and where the claims 
helped establish Bush as a “compassionate 
conservative” who cares about children, espe
cially poor children.

Gi-Go

The chief evidence cited in support of 
Bush’s “scientific” reading instruction is the 
Report of the National Reading Panel (NRP), 
a document published several months before 
Bush became president, and frequently 
referred to both by Bush and his Secretary of 
Education Rod Paige (www.nationalreading- 
panel.org). Although the congressional 
charge that created the panel asked for an 
assessment of the “effectiveness of various 
approaches to teaching children to read,” 
since the majority of NRP panelists are cham
pions of the aforementioned model of reading 
development, the report merely justifies that 
partiality and does not offer an objective 
appraisal of “various approaches.”

The chief devices used by the NRP to eval
uate the studies it reviewed were effect-size 
calculations and a meta-analysis. The former 
estimates the extent that something has an 
effect—large, medium, small, or absent—on 
something else, in this case, the effect of 
aspects of instruction on achievement. A 
meta-analysis does the same with a group of 
studies. These devices can provide useful 
information, but they also have substantial

deficiencies, such as the well-known “Gi-Go” 
problem of “garbage-in-garbage-out,” a term 
referring to the inability of a statistical analy
sis to exceed the quality of a study or group of 
studies it uses.

Reexamining the report’s effect-size calcu
lations and meta-analysis on their own statis
tical ground is important for appraising its 
validity. However, the report’s unsubstantiat
ed conclusions can only be partly understood 
this way because of deeper problems that 
fully undermine the statistical analyses and, 
in turn, the Bush legislative mandates. The 
following is one example.

Correlation vs. Causation

The NRP concluded that phonemic aware
ness training is the best predictor of students’ 
later reading success. (Phonemic awareness 
refers to the ability to separate and manipu
late speech sounds mentally and orally, as 
when blending or separating phonemes in 
order to identify words.) The report then 
describes one study as supporting this and the 
additional conclusion that “letter knowledge” 
(knowing the names of letters) is the second 
best predictor of reading success. The report’s 
description suggests that these predictors are 
“causes” of reading achievement.

However, the accuracy of this conclusion 
becomes questionable when one includes the 
study’s third strongest predictor of reading 
achievement, success on a “finger localiza
tion” test—a predictor not mentioned in the 
report. This test is conducted by having a 
child’s vision blocked while he or she identi
fies which of her or his fingers has been 
touched. Despite its predictive correlation 
with future reading achievement, finger local
ization skill could not be considered “causal” 
to learning to read, and no educator would 
suggest finger location training as a begin
ning reading method.

Zip codes are also good “predictors” of 
academic achievement. A student’s zip code 
(an indication of family income and educa
tion, quality of schools in the area, a child’s 
access to educational experiences, etc.) is 
strongly correlated with future school suc
cess. However, this correlation does not make 
zip codes a cause of academic achievement. 
Unfortunately, given the failure of some read
ing researchers to understand the difference 
between correlation and causation, it is possi
ble that one of them might concoct an exper
iment to see if the reading achievement of 
children in a poor, urban area with terrible 
schools might improve if those children were 
given the zip code of children in an affluent, 
suburban area with excellent schools.

The NRP Report also fails to mention that 
the researchers who did this study, which the 
NRP used to justify its own conclusions, 
offered an explicit caveat about confusing 
correlation with causation. Yes, they did find 
that letter knowledge was a strong predictor 
of future reading, but they emphasized its pre
dictive strength did not mean that beginning 
readers needed to know letter names in order 
to get off to a fast, secure start in reading. 
Although “knowledge of letter names has 
been traditionally considered the single best

predictor of reading achievement, there 
appears to be no evidence that letter-name 
knowledge facilitates reading acquisition,” 
the researchers stated.

Letter-name knowledge is likely to repre
sent experience with early written language 
that contributes to literacy attainment. That 
knowledge—like the knowledge of various 
skills, such as phonemic awareness—can be 
considered to be a “marker” of these experi
ences and accomplishments. None of this 
complexity and these distinctions are captured 
in the report’s simplistic summary.

“Reading” and Comprehension

A major problem in the report is the ever- 
changing definition of the term “reading.” In 
most of the studies the report used, the term 
refers to reading real or nonsense wordsfe.g., 
nef, pirn), or reading aloud smoothly and rap
idly. Seldom does it mean comprehending 
text, a process most people would define as 
key in “reading.” Furthermore, there is an 
amazing lack of evidence that the skills- 
emphasis instruction touted a§ “scientifically- 
based” promotes comprehension.

The meta-analysis used ten studies, from 
which twenty statistical relationships were 
derived, to evaluate the effects of phonemic 
skills training on reading comprehension. 
Among the twenty, six supposedly showed a 
“large” effect, six showed a moderate effect, 
and eight showed either a small or a negative 
effect.

In my. forthcoming book, Reading 
Unmentionables: Damaging Reading
Education While Seeming to Fix It 
(Heinemann), I review every one of the stud
ies on comprehension used in the report. 
Here, because of length constraints, I will 
review only the six “large” effects, the 
strongest evidence claimed in the report. 
Three of these came from a single study, a 
revealing fact not mentioned in the report and 
obtainable only through careful review of 
numerous details in one appendix.

This study divided poor readers into four 
groups, two of which received training in 
sound categorization (for example, learning 
which words shared beginning, middle, and 
ending sounds.) In addition to this training, 
one of these two groups used plastic letters to 
help learn the sounds. The third group learned 
how to classify words and picture cards into 
categories (for example, hen and bat are ani
mals). All three of these groups had the 
training added to their regular classroom 
instruction. The fourth group had classroom 
instruction only. At the end of the two-year 
training period, the two groups that received 
training in sound categorization had scores in 
reading and spelling that were statistically 
superior to those of the other groups, and the 
group that had also used plastic letters scored 
better than the one that had not.

Thus the “large” effects on reading com
prehension that the NRP alludes to are 
derived from comparisons of instruction ver
sus no instruction or of instruction versus cat
egorizing words and pictures. The study 
does show that specific training in phonemic 
awareness, with and without learning 
letter/sound relationships, can help children 
earn better reading and spelling scores than if 
they do not receive this training. However, it 
shows nothing about comparisons of effective 
teaching and comprehension.

With respect to the charge from Congress, 
we may ask, what are the “various approach
es” included in this study, since no group was 
engaged in meaningful instructional alterna
tives? Moreover, while the previous study I 
discussed offered some information about 
classroom reading instruction, the two publi
cations about this study offer none. Without 
this information, we can draw no conclusions 
about the classroom instruction and the need 
for this additional training. We see again how 
the simplistic model of the meta-analysis not 
only distorts the study’s findings but also ter
minates thoughtful inquiries about teaching

and learning at the very junctures where they 
should begin.

The other studies containing “large” effects 
on reading comprehension can be briefly 
summarized. One, conducted in Spain, found 
that, after pitting a skills-training group 
against a group that colored and cut and 
played various games, the skills training had 
a greater impact on reading.

And the regular classroom curriculum? The 
original paper says only that reading instruction 
“began with a global approach, using familiar 
and simple utterances followed by a more ana
lytical phase, where they focused on 
phonemes.” Little additional information is pro
vided. But for the NRP no more was needed.

The final study that yielded two of the 
NRP’s “large” effects was a study in Finland, 
where “formal reading and spelling instruc
tion starts the year the child reaches seven 
years of age.” While one group of kindergart- 
ners was in a phonemic skills training pro
gram for the entire kindergarten year, the chil
dren in the control group received no alterna
tive written language instruction. 
Nevertheless, the results of this something- 
against-nothing investigation provided the 
fifth “large” effect on reading comprehension 
as far as the report is concerned.

The sixth and final “large” effect is even 
less useful for the meta-analysis because the 
regular classroom instruction in this Finnish 
study used a “phonics program,” a fact the 
report fails to mention. Consequently, we 
have a study in which training in phonics 
skills is appended to phonics classroom 
instruction. I suppose we can conclude here 
that children taught with a phonics reading 
program will benefit from an additional phon
ics training program, but this is hardly evi
dence against other methods of teaching.

The Texas “Miracle”

If the evidence for the “scientific” reading 
instruction mandated in the Bush reading leg
islation is not in the research literature, per
haps it is in his so-called “Texas educational 
miracle.” According to a “Bush for President” 
news release, “Reading performance in Texas 
has improved: 88 percent of the third-grade 
students passed the reading portion of the 
state assessment test in 1999—up from 76 
percent in 1994.” Minority students too were 
described as having “made strong gains” on 
the state’s own Texas Assessment of 
Academic Skills (TAAS). For example, 
“African-American students in both the 
eighth and fourth grade increased their pass
ing rate on the reading exam by 23 points 
between 1994 and 1999.”

Texas Myth

Comparing the TAAS scores with those of 
Texas students’ performance on the National 
Assessment of Educational Achievement, 
educational researcher Walt Haney concluded 
that the “Texas Miracle” was really the

continued on page 8

http://www.nationalreading-panel.org
http://www.nationalreading-panel.org


page 4 The BOOKPRESS March 2002

Secularism, Science, and the Islamic Citadel
Nicholas Nicastro

What Went Wrong?
By Bernard Lewis
Oxford University Press, 2002
$23.00, 180 pages, cloth

Modernity, it seems, has been unkind to the 
self-perception of Moslems. To be sure, it has 
been very kind to their religion: by the only 
measure that really counts, the multitudes of 
Islam’s adherents have been growing all over 
the world, including in the United States. But 
if the mullahs, the autocrats, the diplomats, 
think-tankers and academics in and out of the 
region agree on anything, it is that the Islamic 
world is now poised at a collective cross
roads. The events of September 11 have 
served as both consequences and complica
tions of the crisis. Beyond this, however, 
agreement breaks down. If Islam faces a 
crossroads, what options does it confront? 
When must a choice be made? And perhaps 
as importantly, what road has it traveled to 
reach this point? .

Bernard Lewis believes he knows. In What 
Went Wrong? Western Impact and Middle 
Eastern Response the Princeton professor, 
whom The New York Times has called “the 
doyen” of Middle Eastern history, writes:

In the course of the twentieth century it 
became abundantly clear in the Middle 

East and indeed all over the lands of 
Islam that things had indeed gone badly 
wrong. Compared with its millennial 
rival, Christendom, the world of Islam 
had become poor, weak, and ignorant. In 

the course of the nineteenth and twen
tieth centuries, the primacy and there
fore the dominance of the West was 
clear for all to see, invading the Muslim 

in every aspect of his public and— more 

painfully— even his private life.

In the course of this slender book (159 
pages, not including notes and index), Lewis 
outlines the causes and symptoms of this 
great reversal of fortune. From the very 
beginning of Islam, it would seem the great 
powers of the Middle East had all the advan
tages. Joint heirs (with the Byzantine Greeks) 
of the cultural legacy of the ancient world, 
militarily unassailable, unshakeabiy assured 
of their own superiority, the Arab, Persian, 
North African and later Turkish constituent 
peoples of the Islamic world built a common 
home that stretched from Spain to the 
doorstep of China. The great cities of the 
medieval Middle East—Damascus, Baghdad, 
Cairo—far outshone their Western counter
parts; the philosophies, belles-lettres, and sci
entific discoveries of the Moslem world had 
few or no parallels in poor, fractured Europe.

Then something happened. As his book is 
more about the decline of the East than the 
rise of the West, Lewis does not account for 
modern Europe as much as assess its impact. 
The last standard-bearers of Moslem hegemo
ny, the Ottoman Turks, first noticed some
thing was amiss after a string of humiliating 
military defeats at the hands of the Venetians, 
Austrians, and Russians. By the end of the 
eighteenth century the territorial losses were 
becoming truly alarming. The ease with 
which Napoleon’s relatively small expedi
tionary force brushed aside Ottoman resist
ance in Egypt in 1798 was galling enough; 
even worse was that it took British power to 
expel the French. "This lesson too was clear,” 
writes Lewis. “|N]ot only could a European 
power come and act at will, but only another 
European power could get them out.” The 
new balance of military power was only the 
beginning. The vectors of innovation and 
influence in science, engineering, medicine, 
the visual arts and architecture likewise 
reversed with complete and brutal rapidity. 
By early in the twentieth century all that was 
left of Islam’s empire of faith, it seemed, was

the faith.
This Western triumphalist story is a famil

iar one by now. But is it true that the Middle 
Eastern peoples, their leaders, or perhaps 
Islam itself are somehow to blame for their 
relative backwardness? As Lewis recounts, 
there have been a raft of explanations, rang
ing from ecological dislocation to the inva
sion of the Mongols in the thirteenth century 
to that perennial twosome, European imperi
alism and Zionist conspiracy. But the fact that 
the West had empires in Moslem lands is less 
an explanation than a consequence—how did 
the great powers of Islam get so weak that the 
Western powers were able to conquer them in 
the first place? Indeed, other Asian societies 
suffered analogously from foreign conquest 
and domination, yet have by now raced far 
ahead of the Middle Eastern competition.

Notwithstanding the vast resources of the 
Ottoman Empire, it may have been a set of 
crucial attitudes and prejudices that prevented 
it from meeting the challenge of Europe while 
there was still time. The empire’s elites 
showed a striking incuriousness: as Lewis 
describes, while Europeans have been travel
ing and learning about “the Orient” since the 
Crusades, and European diplomats had set up 
consulates and missions all over the Middle 
East, the Sultanate in Istanbul had no perma
nent embassyJn any European capital until 
one was finally established in London in 
1793. Momentous events in the West—the 
Renaissance, the Reformation, the Thirty 
Years War—went by largely ignored in the 
Islamic world. Where many European 
nations, even tiny ones, felt compelled to take 
part in the exploration and settlement of the 
Americas, Lewis reports that “a Turkish ver
sion of Columbus’ own (now lost) map, pre
pared in 1513, survives in the Topkapi Palace 
in Istanbul, where it remained, unconsulted 
and unknown, until it was discovered by a 
German scholar in 1929.” While a European 
could study classical Arabic and Persian in 
Western universities by the sixteenth century, 
a contemporary Egyptian or Turk had no 
comparable opportunities in Western lan
guages. Indeed, for all the recent talk of 
“Orientalist” distortions of the East by 
Europeans, it seems that Europeans at least 
had the virtue of having some interest in the 
Orient. It appears that very few Moslems 
cared enough about their Western neighbors 
to misunderstand them. “Until a comparative
ly recent date,” notes Lewis, “there were no 
Occidentalists in the Orient.”

Disinterest in foreign ways was hardly 
unique to the Middle East. Lewis might well 
have recounted similar attitudes on the part of 
Chinese or South Asians who encountered 
Westerners. What appears to be unique to the 
Islamic world is an abiding contempt of the 
West that was borne of familiarity. For East 
Asians and Indians, after all, Europeans were 
exotics. By contrast, Moslems had had a bel
lyful of Christendom at least since Godfrey of 
Bouillon led his Crusaders over the walls of 
Jerusalem in 1099. Even more profoundly, 
Islam itself was defined as the culmination of 
a series of divine revelations that began with, 
and supplanted, Judaism and Christianity. 
Allah had accordingly placed Christians in 
North Africa, Spain, and southeastern Europe 
under Moslem suzerainty. By definition, the 
Western kaffir was fit only to be ruled. He 
could have nothing of importance to teach his 
masters.

As Osama bin Laden’s cave videos attest, 
these are more than matters academic in the 
Moslem world. At the very least, the legacy 
of all this history is a profound unease with 
Western-style modernization. At the most, it 
is incandescent rage. “If the peoples of the 
Middle East continue on their present path,” 
yarns Lewis, “tlje suicide bomber may 
become a metaphor for the whole region, and 
there will be no escape from the downward 
spiral of hate and spite, rage and self-pity, 
poverty and oppression, culminating sooner 
or later with another foreign domination . . .”

Though Lewis is unsparing in his diagnosis 
of the current disorder, his prescription is less 
than novel. He argues that Moslems must 
learn the lesson the West did after centuries of 
religiously-inspired civil conflict. As in 
Europe and America, the Middle East must 
find a way to reserve secular from religious 
power, and vice versa, and at long last con
struct a “civil society.” Insofar as the penetra
tion of Western culture presents a problem for 
Moslems, they must implement Western 
remedies: secularism, emancipation of
women, and dynamic, diverse economies. “If 
they can abandon grievance and victimhood, 
settle their differences, and join their talents, 
energies and resources in a common creative 
endeavor, then they can once again make the 
Middle East . . .  a major center of civiliza
tion,” Lewis declares.

It comes as some disappointment that all 
the author’s erudition comes down to such a 
stale admonition—for Moslems to shut up, 
roll up their sleeves, and get down to emulat
ing the West. To be sure, it is difficult to 
imagine any other practical alternative. But 
it’s hard to escape the suspicion that the 
poverty of options has more to do with our 
lack of imagination, particularly to envision a 
kind of modernization that doesn’t somehow 
resemble Westernization.

In truth, Lewis’s thin book (which was 
built up from a series of three lectures given 
three years ago in Vienna) does not seem ade
quate to the complexities of the issue. To take 
a single example, Lewis hardly considers the 
detrimental effect of the oil industry on the 
Middle East’s long-term economic develop
ment. Though petroleum exports have 
brought in untold wealth for some, the indus
try has arguably promoted a kind of content
ed codependency with the West. As a result, 
most Middle Eastern economies are still rela
tively one-dimensional—as Lewis aptly 
notes, the combined non-petroleum exports 
of the entire Arab world are still less than that 
of Finland alone.

It may be taken as evidence of Lewis’s the
sis that much of the original thinking about 
the imminent future of Islam has been done 
by Moslems living and teaching in the US. 
Much of what they say, however, belies the 
standard version of history. Georgetown 
University’s Seyyid Hossein Nasr, for exam
ple, recently addressed a group of Moslem 
students at MIT by saying “The idea [which] 
is propagated in the West [is] that Muslims 
are very brilliant, that they did science and 
things like that, [and then] suddenly decided 
to turn the switch off and went to selling 
beads and playing with their rosaries in the 
bazaar for the next 700 years till Mossadegh 
nationalized the oil and they came back on 
the scene of human history . . . This, of 
course, is total nonsense.” 1 Nasr, whose spe
cialty is the history of science, argues that 
Moslems did not just passively transmit 
Greek science to the West. Instead, they 
“totally transformed |it] into part and parcel 
of the Islamic intellectual citadel.” Likewise, 
we should not expect Moslems to construe 
modern scientific truth exactly the way 
Europeans or North Americans might. “To 
talk of circumventing what the West has 
learnt is absurd,” he grants. “But then the next 
step has to be taken on the basis of [an] 
Islamic world view and view of nature.”

Of course, this sort of thing is easy to say. 
What it actually means is not so clear. Just 
how, exactly, would an Islamic understanding 
of genetics differ from a Westerner’s? Or a 
Moslem theory of visual perception? People 
in many non-Western cultures have being 
doing science for a long time now, and have 
greatly contributed. But we scarcely hear of 
“Japanese science” or “Korean science” in 
any sense but the bureaucratic. Why must

I. Nasr, Seyyid Hossein, “Islam and Modern 
Science,” www.mit.edu/mitmsa/www/New 
S i te/ l i bs tu f f/na s r/nas r speech  I .html, 
downloaded 2/10/02

Moslems insist on their own proprietary flavor 
of science—or by extension, of modernity?

The answer may have something to do with 
the nature of Islam itself. As Lewis recounts, 
Christians had plenty of experience on the 
wrong side of civil authority until they con
verted their first Roman Emperor. Jesus may 
have delivered the most memorable formula
tion of the separation of church and state when 
he declared “Render therefore unto Caesar the 
things which are Caesar’s, and unto God the 
things that are God’s.” Mohammad, by con
trast, was prophet, proselytizer, and sover
eign—Moses, Paul and Constantine—all in 
one. The faith he founded was likewise a com
plete package, a perfect and total prescription 
for the conduct of a God-fearing life. As such, 
it is the sun around which the planets of law, 
culture, and philosophy must revolve. As Nasr 
puts it, ‘The problem of the partition of sci
ence from Islam is a problem that exists unless 
Islam is willing to give up its claim to being a 
total way of life.”

Of course, one should depart from Nasr on 
the question of what Islam is “willing” to do 
or what Islam “wants." Such talk resembles 
fatuous debates over whether Islam is funda
mentally peaceful or warlike, tolerant or big
oted, evolved or stunted. Neither Islam nor 
Christianity is any one thing or another. They 
are systems of thinking that must evolve with 
how people use them. The enduring strength 
of all the great religions, in fact, may lie in 
their capacity to subsume the contradic
tions—warlike here, peaceful there—that 
they need to survive under all possible chal
lenges. In this sense, faiths are organisms, and 
the history they dwell in, ecosystems. As in 
the history of life, faiths with the capacity to 
change—to evolve—propagated to the minds 
of more adherents than faiths that were not. If 
thought of as an evolutionary biologist might, 
religions are replicators that need people to 
transmit themselves. Fundamentally, reli
gions need believers even more than believers 
need religions.

So what do Moslems themselves want? 
Syracuse University political scientist 
Mehrzad Boroujerdi, suggests it is not funda
mentalism, nor confrontation, nor revenge. In 
a word, it is authenticity. “Authenticity," he 
writes,

is tantamount to taking hold of one’s 
existence and traditions in a manner 
that is genuine, trustworthy, and sincere.
To be ‘authentic’ is to embrace one’s 
time and culture critically, and, yet to 
keep an eye on the overriding sense of 

loyalty and belonging. For the prototypi
cal Iranian intellectual this has translated 
into a rejection of the apish imitation of 
the West on the grounds that mimicry 
and submission are fraudulent and coun

terfeit states of being.2

In this, Iranian intellectuals can-find com
mon ground with many throughout the West 
who find little nourishment in what our soci
ety has become. As for what went wrong, 
Boroujerdi might as well have been talking to 
Lewis when he concludes:

The cause of civilizational understanding 
and world peace will not be advanced as 
long as each side evokes deceptive, yet 

effective, prophecies anchored in 
abstract prejudices and concrete exag
gerations. This perpetual drive-by pseu

do-dialogue must be replaced by critical 
understanding.

Nicholas Nicastro is a writer and critic 
living in Ithaca. His second novel, Between 
Two Fires, will be published in October by 
Me Books Press.

2) Boroujerdi, Mehrzad, “Iranian Islam and 
the Faustian Bargain of Western Modernity,” 
w e b . s y r . e d u / ~ m b o r o u j e / j p r . h t m l ,  

downloaded 2/10/02

http://www.mit.edu/mitmsa/www/New
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Bush v. People of the United States
Mark Solomon

Prosecutors have a difficult task in our 
legal system. They are charged not merely to 

-s serve their clients—and we are all their 
clients—but to do more. They are also 
obliged to do justice. And that task is not 
made easier by some of the protections 
afforded clients in the special relationships 
between lawyer and clients carved out over 
the centuries, and embodied in lawyers’ codes 
of conduct and the law. Among these are, for 
example, that the prosecution may not ordi
narily speak with a defendant represented by 
counsel—a practice generally prohibited by 
both law and lawyer ethics; and that a prose
cutor may not invade the private relationship 
between client and lawyer, what is called “the 
attorney-client privilege.”

There is no question that both these norma
tive standards can impede efficient law 
enforcement and prosecution. But of course, 
so do all the relevant protections afforded 
under the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. 
A criminal justice system which forces self- 
incrimination is apt to produce a very high 
order of confessions and convictions. But we 
do not countenance beajings and extorted 
confessions—at least not within the law. And 
proposals to repeal, legislatively, the Miranda 
Rule which forbids the use of improperly 
obtained confessions and admissions have, 
until now, failed to gain much currency.

But until recently no one imagined any 
wholesale assault on the long-standing prac
tice which protects the communications of 
people with their lawyers. Called the lawyer- 
client privilege, it is really better termed in 
reverse the “client-lawyer privilege,” because 
in its essence it is an evidentiary rule, a right 
possessed by the client to insist that what has

passed between client and counsel shall 
remain closed to the world. Until now. On 
October 26, Attorney General John Ashcroft 
authorized eavesdropping on client-lawyer 
communications. The audacity of this rule, its 
unparalleled boldness and apparent contempt 
for legal tradition and form helps to illumi
nate what this administration is attempting to 
do at home.

Under the new rule announced by Ashcroft, 
anyone in custody—an illegal alien, a legal 
alien, a non-citizen, a citizen—anyone—can 
be monitored if the attorney general finds 
“reasonable suspicion” that the client “may 
use” communication with the lawyer to “fur
ther or facilitate” terrorism.

One might say—or at least one who did not 
require a lawyer’s services in a matter of 
grave concern—well, of course. Lawyers 
cannot be permitted to help their clients com
mit crimes.

But our codes of legal ethics and our crim
inal laws have never permitted lawyers to 
knowingly facilitate the commission of 
crimes. When lawyers forsake their codes of 
conduct, or when they break the law, they are 
punished for their acts. They are charged, 
tried, convicted and punished at least as often 
as anyone else. And unlike others, they are 
disbarred.

So the idea that there is a problem requiring 
this solution is, on the whole, an opportunis
tic invention. But the idea that eavesdropping 
on clients and their lawyers may be a law- 
enforcement tool that goes beyond fairness 
and threatens to gut our constitutional system 
of criminal justice—that is no invention.

To begin with, the president’s executive 
order does not define what is meant by the 
term “terrorism,” which means that the rule is 
intrinsically defective. If the rule “works,” it 
is easy to imagine how it may be extended

and abused. And absent definition, that 
expansion is as unlimited as the imagination 
of those who are given the authority to deploy 
it.

If a system of laws is to yield justice we 
believe that it must specify what is and is not 
permitted. Unlike matters of taste, as to which 
each of us is entitled to an opinion, we do not 
ordinarily want the power of the law to pun
ish according to the opinions of those in 
charge. To do so opens the possibility that if 
we don’t like you, or if you frighten us, or if 
we think you undeserving of our legal protec
tions you may well be a “terrorist.”

Moreover, and again absent definition, the 
rule justifies itself as intended “to avoid the 
risks of terrorism and violence,” which is 
even broader and less confined. We are not 
just speaking of people incarcerated, having 
first been fairly convicted. We are talking 
about people convicted and unconvicted, 
charged and uncharged, people held as wit
nesses, as detainees under immigration law, 
“or otherwise.”

Further, the Sixth Amendment guarantees 
“effective assistance” of counsel, not merely 
“assistance.” No one thinks seriously that a 
client can get effective assistance from a 
lawyer if what the client tells the lawyer is 
being heard by the government. Effective rep
resentation by a lawyer requires a trusting 
relation between lawyer and client. There 
must be open and candid conversation. 
Alternatives need to be shared and explored. 
Without that there can be only the show, the 
empty form of representation, and justice 
must suffer.

But the Sixth Amendment does not exist in 
a vacuum. When lawyers fulfill their obliga
tions to provide effective assistance they help 
afford the accused a component of what the 
Fifth Amendment requires: that “due process
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of law” without which human beings are not 
supposed to suffer deprivations of property or 
liberty at the hands of government. Finally, 
the chilling effect of the new rule is also 
offensive to First Amendment provisions of 
freedom of speech. Among the modes of 
speech with which government ought not 
interfere is surely that speech between clients 
and their lawyers intended to make real the 
due process of law.

For more than two hundred years it has 
been understood that conversations between 
clients and their lawyers are “privileged,” 
meaning that the lawyer must protect the 
client’s confidences and secrets, and that the 
law will not ordinarily intrude in the relation. 
It is this “privilege” which supports and per
mits trust. But this privilege cannot survive if 
what a client tells a lawyer is being over
heard. Neither client nor lawyer can or should 
speak plainly and openly when anyone 
else—and especially the prosecution—is lis
tening. The new rule will, as Robert Hirshon, 
the President of the American Bar 
Association wrote in December, “seriously 
compromise the ability of attorneys to carry 
out their constitutional role under the Fifth 
and Sixth amendments . . . and will unduly 
limit the First Amendment rights of 
detainees.”

How did we get to this pass?
In the weeks following the destruction of 

the World Trade Center our nation’s answer 
was plainly lex talionis. But that was merely 
reactive. Who we are and what law we uphold 
and impose is in flux, evolving perhaps more 
rapidly and with less public awareness or 
determination than has ever before been the 
case. May one even suggest, without being 
pilloried, that the “war effort” ought not be 
the engine driving the evolution of our legal 
processes and rules?

The potential crippling of the client-attor
ney privilege is a bad idea, but it is more than 
that. It is a metaphor, a sign of how much 
harm we may do acting in fear and without 
reasoned public discourse. A high-ranking 
administration official recently defended the 
new rule by asserting that it would be used in 
only a handful of cases. ‘Trust us” is what 
that means. But a bad rule cannot be justified 
by the claim that it will not often be 
employed.

A prestigious group of ten highly respected 
legal scholars—among them a former Dean 
of the Cornell Law School who was himself 
assistant attorney general during the Nixon 
Administration—recently condemned this 
new rule as unwise policy that is an unconsti
tutional infringement of the attorney-client 
privilege. The Constitution remains in force 
and we must remain ever mindful of the con
straints it imposes on unfettered government 
power. We cannot preserve liberty by aban
doning it.

Mark Solomon is an attorney in Ithaca.
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Ed. note: Ami Kronfeld is an Israeli living 
in this country who served in the Israeli 
Defense Forces in 1967, 1969 and 1973. 
Since 1982, he has actively supported Israeli 
peace groups. In our previous issue we pub
lished a talk he gave last November (“Israeli 
Dissenters”) describing the anti-militarist 
stance of two Israeli groups, Yesh Gvul 
(There is a Limit) and New Profile. Since 
then, more than two hundred Israeli reservists 
have signed what they call the “Fighter’s 
Letter,” declaring their refusal to serve in the 
occupied territories of the West Bank and 
Gaza.

In this issue we are publishing a personal 
statement and a short story by two reservists 
who have signed the “Fighter’s Letter.” The 
translations from the Hebrew were done by 
Kronfeld, who also supplies some explanato
ry notes.

Go Figure

Tal Belo

Kronfeld’s note: the narrator in this story 
belongs to the same Nahal Corps I was part 
of from 1967 to 1970 (Nahal. or NHL. stands 
for “Pioneering Fighting Youth"-don't ask. 
it's a long story). Some things never change, 
apparently. For example, it turns out that the 
soldiers of today still listen to The Doors. 
Other things have changed quite a bit. 
Although hashish was certainly around in my 
time (after the '67 war) and was smoked 
among students at Tel-Aviv University, l  never 
heard of anyone who smoked it in the Nahal. 
The idea of a soldier drinking whisky in the 
Nahal Corps was simply too exotic to con
template. It was literally unheard of.

But those who have read about the Vietnam 
War (and surely those who have been there) 
would recognize the symptoms o f an army 
slowly disintegrating under the pressure o f its 
own immoral objectives. There is no doubt 
that eventually, the settlements will be dis
mantled, the army will withdraw from the 
Occupied Territories, and an independent 
Palestinian state will struggle with its own 
problems. The question is how many more 
lives will be ruined before this happens. Tal 
Belo (l hope I transcribe his family name 
right) is signer number 152 o f the “Fighters’ 
Letter" (as o f2/24/02, there are 283 o f them).

That night, I was a bit drunk. We sat around 
drinking in honor of Daniel who came all the 
way from France and made aliyah [Hebrew 
term for a new immigrant—ed.] so he could 
faithfully serve the country, the army, and Tali 
the female military social worker. We 
uncorked a Johnny Walker that Tali’s brother 
gave her, and we were listening to The Doors 
while smoking some hashish. You can’t be a 
real Nahal Corps soldier without drinking 
Johnny Walker, listening to The Doors, or 
smoking hashish. And the select few partake 
in all three. We’d just gotten back from 
Lebanon, and after a week of R&R we were 
sent right to the territories, to Gaza.

There’s no place like Gaza. With its blue 
sea and excellent hummus which even if you 
include a ton of pita bread, cracked olives and 
French fries won’t cost you more than 10 
shekels, you’d even get back some change. 
Let me tell you about these Gazan olives. 
First of all, they are the most bitter ones in the 
entire world. Gaza people say that the olives 
get their bitterness from life in the Gaza strip. 
From the pressure of our occupation and the 
previous one and the one before that. And not 
only are these olives bitter, they can also 
drive you crazy with their saltiness. And that 
is because of the tears of the Gaza women. 
Tears they shed in the olive groves seep

The Bravery

through into the olives.
The Gaza women were the true heroes. 

While the men were busy tending to the mis
eries of life and looking for ways to liberate 
themselves from this or that occupation, the 
women were busy taking care of the kids, 
preparing the food and working in the groves. 
In the groves they had quality time. All alone 
there, they cried for their youth and for their 
dreams; for the sons who were killed or sent 
to prison, or for the sons who will be killed or 
will be sent to prison.

And the olives, they took it all in, 
which—contrary to general opinion—made 
them taste great and go very well with whisky. 
Suddenly I thought about my mother who 
doesn’t sleep at night. I tried to explain to her 
that all we did was drink whisky and eat 
cracked olives. But she didn’t believe me, my 
mother, and began to cry. She said she was 
scared. That she had bad dreams. Mom and her 
dreams. 1 told her not to worry and not to cry 
because if she did, the water in the Israeli 
aquifer would get salty and it would be her 
fault. This is what happened in Gaza and that’s 
why they are oppressed and occupied. It did 
not help, though. There’s no one like mom.

Tali said that Jim Morrison was king and

started dancing. She was so beautiful, Tali! 
With her direct manners and her flat stomach 
and her breasts with the nipples that stood up 
like two small hills in the prairie. Daniel 
joined her and they kissed. I sat by myself and 
thought how Daniel was a victim of life. A 
human being whose life got screwed up and 
no one was paying attention.

Last week, during the demonstration near 
the green mosque, Daniel accidentally fired 
some shots into the crowd and some pregnant 
Gaza woman was killed. I ran to her trying to 
provide some help, but she was already 
dying. She gave me a sad look and had tears 
in her eyes. She had a fifth-month belly, and I 
knew she’d lost the baby. She was bleeding 
heavily from the abdomen and it took me 
awhile to insert the IV and start the transfu
sion. Then she died at 6 p.m. Roni, the MD, 
and I began to cry.

Manny, the driver, mumbled that she was 
just an Arab. Dead, so what? But he too was 
sad and I could see he was having a hard time 
with it. I kissed him on his forehead and told 
him to drive to headquarters. No one said a 
word to Daniel.

There was an investigation and it was 
decided that this had been a mistake. An acci

dental bullet. But no one talked to Daniel. 1 
told Roni that Daniel needs some time off, 
that we need to talk to him, that he seemed 
strange. But Roni was busy and we were all 
busy: there were more demonstrations and 
more people got killed and I felt as if I was 
slowly going crazy. They taught us to fire our 
rifles, to set up ambushes, jump from an air
plane, carry our gear, run, fall, run again. 
They forgot to teach us to talk, cry, forgive 
ourselves. Daniel looked at Tali, gave her 
another kiss, and said that he was stepping out 
for a second to take a leak. I asked him if he 
wanted some company. Nah, he said, stay 
here and keep an eye on Tali for me. I stayed 
with Tali.

After a minute, we heard a shot.

Ethics and Idolatry

Assaf Oron

Assaf Oron, a Sergeant Major in the 
Giv'ati Brigade, is one o f the original 53 
Israeli soldiers who signed the “Fighters' 
Letter, " declaring that from now on they will
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of Refusal
refuse to serve in the Occupied Territories. 
He is signer #8 and one of the first in the list 
to include a statement explaining his action. 
My sense is that his statement comes as close 
as possible to being the refuseniks’ manifesto, 
given the loose structure of the group and 
their insistence on independent, individual 
responsibility. Read it, and you will no longer 
be surprised by the amazing response to the 
soldiers ’ initiative. —Ami Kronfeld

On February 5, 1985, l got up, left my 
home, went to the Compulsory Service 
Center on Rashi Street in Jerusalem, said 
goodbye to my parents, boarded the rickety 
old bus going to the Military Absorption 
Station and turned into a soldier.

Exactly seventeen years later, I find myself 
in a head-to-head confrontation with the army, 
while the public at large is jeering and mock
ing me from the sidelines. Right-wingers see 
me as a traitor who is dodging the holy war 
that’s just around the comer. The political cen
ter shakes a finger at me self-righteously and 
lectures me about undermining democracy 
and politicizing the army. And the Left? The 
square, establishment, “moderate” Left that 
only yesterday was courting my vote now 
turns its back on me as well. Everyone blab
bers about what is and what is not legitimate, 
exposing in the process the depth of their 
ignorance of political theory and their inabili
ty to distinguish a real democracy from a third 
world regime in the style of Juan Peron.

Almost no one asks the main question: why 
would a regular guy get up one morning in 
the middle of life, work, kids—and decide 
he’s not playing the game anymore? And how 
come he is not alone but there are fifty . . .  I 
beg your pardon, a hundred . . .  beg your par
don again, now almost two hundred regular, 
run-of-the-mill guys like him who’ve done 
the same thing?

Our parents' generation lets out a sigh: 
we’ve embarrassed them yet again. But isn’t 
it all your fault? What did you raise us on? 
Universal ethics and universal justice, on the 
one hand: peace, liberty and equality to all. 
And on the other hand: “the Arabs want to 
throw us into the sea,” “They are all crafty 
and primitive. You can’t trust them.”

On the one hand, the songs of John 
Lennon, Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan. Bob 
Marley, Pink Floyd. Songs of peace and love 
and against militarism and war. On the other 
hand, songs about a sweetheart riding the 
tank after sunset in the field: ‘The tank is 
yours and you are ours.” [allusions to popular 
Israeli songs—AK]. I was raised on two 
value systems: one was the ethical code and 
the other the tribal code, and I naively 
believed that the two could coexist.

This is the way I was when I was drafted. 
Not enthusiastic, but as if embarking on a 
sacred mission of courage and sacrifice for 
the benefit of society. But when, instead of a 
sacred mission, a 19-year-old finds himself 
performing the sacrilege of violating human 
beings’ dignity and freedom, he doesn’t dare 
ask—even himself—if it’s OK or not. He 
simply acts like everyone else and tries to 
blend in. As it is, he’s got enough problems, 
and boy is the weekend far off.

Rather quickly you get used to it, and many 
even learn to like it. Where else can you go 
out “on patrol”—that is, walk the streets like 
a king, harass and humiliate passers-by to 
your heart’s content, and get into mischief 
with your buddies—and at the same time feel 
like a big hero defending your country? The 
Gaza Exploits became heroic tales, a source 
of pride for Giv’ati, then a brand-new brigade 
suffering from low self-esteem.

For a long time, I could not relate to this 
whole “heroism” thing. But when, as a ser
geant, I found myself in charge, something 
cracked inside me. Without thinking or feel
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ing, I turned into the perfect tyrant. I settled 
accounts with “upstarts” who didn’t show 
enough respect. 1 tore up the personal docu
ments of men my father’s age. I hit, harassed, 
served as a bad example—all in the city of 
Kalkilia, barely three miles from grandma 
and grandpa’s home-sweet-home. No. I was 
no “aberration." I was exactly the norm.

Having completed my compulsory service, 
I was discharged, and then the first Intifada 
began (how many more await us?) Ofer, a 
close friend and comrade who remained in 
the service, has become a hero: the hero of the 
second Giv'ati trial. He was the commander 
of a company that dragged a detained 
Palestinian demonstrator into a dark orange 
grove and beat him to death. As the verdict 
staled, Ofer was found to have been the leader 
in charge of the whole business. He spent 
two months in jail and was demoted—I think 
that was the most severe sentence given an 
Israeli soldier throughout the entire first 
Intifada, in which about a thousand 
Palestinians were killed. Ofer’s battalion 
commander testified that there was an order 
from the higher echelons to use beatings as a 
legitimate method of punishment, and there
fore he was indicted as well. On the other 
hand, Efi Eitam, the brigade commander, who 
had been seen beating Arabs on numerous 
occasions, denied that he ever gave such an 
order and consequently was never indicted. 
Today he preaches to us about Zionism and 
morality on his way to a political career. (And 
in the current Intifada: the vast majority of 
incidents involving Palestinian deaths are not 
even investigated.)

In the meantime, I was becoming more of a 
civilian. A copy of The Yellow Wind [a book 
on life in the Occupied Territories by the 
Israeli writer David Grossman, available in 
English—AK] which had just come out, 
crossed my path. I read it, and suddenly it hit 
me. I finally understood what I had done over 
there. What I had been over there.

Gradually I began to see that they had 
cheated me: They raised me to believe there 
was someone up there taking care of things. 
Someone who knows stuff that is beyond me, 
the little guy. And that even if sometimes 
politicians let us down, the “military echelon” 
is always on guard, day and night, keeping us 
safe, each and every one of their decisions the 
result of sacred necessity. Yes, they cheated 
us, the soldiers of the Intifadas, exactly as 
they had cheated the generation that was beat
en to a pulp in the War of Attrition and in the 
Yom Kippur War, exactly as they had cheated 
the generation that sank deep into the 
Lebanese mud. And our parents’ generation 
continues to be silent.

Worse still, I understood that I was raised 
on two contradictory value systems. I think 
most people around me have discovered at an 
earlier age they must choose between two 
value systems: an abstract, demanding one 
that is no fun at all and that is very difficult to 
verify, and another which calls to you from 
every comer—determining who is up and who 
is down, who is king and who—pariah, who is 
one of us and who is our enemy. In the reality 
that slowly unveiled itself to me, it became 
clear that you can’t follow both at the same 
time. Contrary to basic common sense, I hesi
tatingly picked the first. Comparing the prof
itability of the two systems in our country, I 
can’t blame those who choose the second one.

I picked the first one, and found myself vol
unteering in a small, smoke-filled office in

East Jerusalem, digging up files about deaths, 
brutality, bureaucratic viciousness or simply 
daily hargssments. I felt I was atoning, to some 
extent, for my actions during my days with the 
Giv’ati brigade. But it also felt as if I was try
ing to empty the ocean out with a teaspoon.

Then one day I was called up for my first 
reserve duty in the Occupied Territories. 
Hysterically, I contacted my company com
mander. He calmed me down: We will be 
staying at an outpost overlooking the Jordan 
river. No contact with the local population is 
expected. And that indeed was what I did. but 
some of my friends provided security for the 
Damia Bridge terminal [where Palestinians 
cross from Jordan to Israel and vice 
versa—AK], This was in the days preceding 
the Gulf War and a large number of 
Palestinian refugees were flowing from 
Kuwait to the Occupied Territories (from the 
frying pan into the fire). The reserve sol
diers—mostly Right-wingers—cringed when 
they saw the female conscripts stationed in 
the terminal happily ripping open down-com
forters and babies’ coats to make sure they 
didn’t contain explosives. They tried to stop 
them, but to no avail. I too cringed when I 
heard their stories, but I was also hopeful: 
reserve soldiers are human after all, whatever 
their political views.

Such hopes were dashed three years later, 
when I spent three weeks with a celebrated 
reconnaissance company in the confiscated 
ruins of a villa at the outskirts of the Abasans 
(if you don’t know where this is, it’s your 
problem). This is where it became clear to 
me that the same humane reserve soldier 
could also be an ugly, wretched macho under
going a total regression back to his days as a 
young conscript. Already on the bus ride to 
the Gaza strip, the soldiers were competing 
with each other: whose “heroic” tales of mur
derous beatings during the Intifada were bet
ter (in case you missed this point: the beatings 
were literally murderous—beating to death). 
Going on patrol duty with these guys once 
was all that I could take. I went up to the 
placement officer and requested to be given 
guard duty only. Placement officers like peo
ple like me: most soldiers can’t tolerate stay
ing inside the base longer than a couple of 
hours. There were two other “permanent 
guards” there like me, who kept me company.

Thus began the nausea and shame routine, 
a routine that lasted three tours of reserve 
duty in the Occupied Territories: 1993, 1995, 
and 1997. The “pale-gray” refusal routine. 
For several weeks at a time I would turn into 
a hidden “prisoner of conscience,” guarding 
an outpost or a godforsaken transmitter on top 
of some mountain, a recluse. I was ashamed 
to tell most of my friends why I chose to 
serve this way. I didn't have the energy to 
hear them get on my case for being such a 
’’bleeding heart.” I was also ashamed of 
myself: This was the easy way out. In short, I 
was ashamed all over. I did “save my own 
soul.” I was not directly engaged in wrongdo
ing—only made it possible for others to do so 
while I kept guard. Why didn’t I refuse out
right? I don’t know. It was partly the pressure 
to conform, partly the political process that 
gave us a glimmer of hope that the whole 
occupation business would be over soon. 
More than anything, it was my curiosity to 
see actually what was going on over there.

And precisely because I knew so well, first 
hand, from years of experience what was 
going on over there, what reality was like 
over there, I had no trouble seeing, through 
the fog of war and the curtain of lies, what has 
been taking place over there since the very 
first days of the second Intifada. For years, 
the army had been feeding on lines like “We 
were too nice in the first Intifada,” and “If we 
had only killed a hundred in the very first 
days, everything would have been different.”

Now the army was given license to do things 
its way. I knew full well that [former Prime 
Minister] Ehud Barak was giving the army 
free hand, and that [current Chief of Staff] 
Shaul Mofaz was taking full advantage of this 
to maximize the bloodshed.

By then, I had two little kids, boys, and I 
knew from experience that no one—not a sin
gle person in the entire world—will do what is 
necessary to make sure that my sons won’t 
have to serve in the Occupied Territories when 
they reach 18. No one, that is, except me. And 
no one but me will have to look them in the eye 
when they’re all grown up and tell them where 
daddy was when all of that happened. It was 
clear to me: this time I was not going.

Initially, this was a quiet decision, still a lit
tle shy, something like “I am just a bit weird, 
can’t go and can’t talk about it too much 
either.” . |

But as time went by, as the level of insani
ty, hatred, and incitement kept rising, as the 
generals were turning the Israeli Defense 
Forces into a terror organization, the decision 
was turning into an outcry: “If you can’t see 
that this is one big crime leading us to the 
brink of annihilation, then something is terri
bly wrong with you!”

And then I discovered that I was not alone. 
Like discovering life on another planet.

The truth is that I understand why everyone 
is mad at us. We spoiled the neat little order 
of things. The holy status quo states that the 
right wing holds the exclusive rights to cele
brate the blood and ask for more. The role of 
the Left, on the other hand, is to wail while 
sitting in their armchairs sipping wine and 
waiting for the Messiah to come and with a 
single wave of his magic wand make the 
Right disappear along with the settlers, the 
Arabs, the weather, and the entire Middle 
East. That’s how the world is supposed to 
work. So why are you causing such a distur
bance? What’s your problem? Bad boys!

Woe to you, dear establishment Left! You 
haven’t been paying attention! That Messiah 
has been here already. He waved his magic 
wand, saw things aren’t that simple, was 
abandoned in the midst of battle, lost altitude, 
and finally was assassinated, with the rest of 
us (yes, me too) watching from the comfort of 
our armchairs. Forget it. A messiah doesn’t 
come around twice! There is no such thing as 
a free lunch.

Don’t you really see what we are doing, 
why it is that we stepped out of line? Don’t 
you get the difference between a low key, per
sonal refusal and an organized, public one? 
(and make no mistake about it, the private 
refusal is the easier choice.) You really don’t 
get it? So let me spell it out for you.

First, we declare our commitment to the 
first value system. The one that is elusive, 
abstract, and not profitable. We believe in the 
moral code generally known as God (and my 
atheist friends who also signed this letter 
would have to forgive me—we all believe in 
God, the true one, not that of the rabbis and 
the ayatollahs). We want to remind you all 
that there is such a moral code above and 
inside each and every one of you.

We believe that our tribal code has strayed 
too far, and now it has become nothing more 
than idolatry in disguise. There is no room for 
cooperation with this idolatry. Those who let 
such a form of idol worship take over will end 
up as burnt offerings themselves.

Second, we (as well as some other groups 
who are even more despised and harassed) 
are trying—with our bare hands—to stop the 
next war.

The most pointless, idiotic, crueL.and 
immoral war in the history of Israel.

We are the young Chinese man standing in 
front of the tank. And you? If you are 
nowhere to be seen, you are probably inside 
the tank, advising the driver.

http://www.yesh-gvul.org/english.html
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The Paintings of our Lives
By Grace Schulman 
Houghton Mifflin Company 
$22.00, 72 pages, cloth

Grief is palpable at times in this book; she 
writes “I shudder at the word autumn,” speak
ing for us the elegy we’ve been singing since 
September. Grace Schulman’s fourth collec
tion of poetry has little to do with current 
events and only tangentially touches political 
issues. However, because it is suffused with 
New York and meditates on the death of her 
mother (the last 15 poems are a sonnet cycle 
called “One Year Without Mother”), it search
es through sorrow for something more endur
ing.

In addition to street scenes and buildings in 
New York familiar to many, Schulman’s 
poems deal with songs, sculptures, concerts, 
and of course paintings, to investigate how art 
transforms the moments of daily life, provid
ing an order and, ultimately, a kind of recon
ciliation. It is art that reveals a design, even 
when that unifying pattern is unknown to us. 
This is the message of ‘The Paintings of our 
Lives,” the title poem.

Schulman describes The Annunciation 
Triptych by Robert Campin, and how the 
“light pours down / less on the holy figures

continued from page 3

“Texas Myth” because the seeming huge 
achievement gains demonstrated on the TAAS 
were not duplicated on this non-partisan 
measure (www.olam.ed.asu.edu/epaa/v8n41/). 
Fourth- and eighth-graders overall did about the 
same as students nationally—not worse, but not 
better. For example, in Texas grade 4 reading 
achievement had a mean of 217, exactly the 
same as the national average on the reading test 
at 4th grade.

For minority students, however, contrary to 
claims about the racial achievement gap nar
rowing in Texas, outcomes were worse. 
Between 1992 and 1998, the NAEP reading 
scores for fourth-graders showed an increase in 
the gap between white and minority students.

Why have students done better on the Texas 
Assessment of Academic Skills than on 
national tests? Interviews with teachers, 
Haney reported, suggest that teaching to the 
test was a large part of the answer: “In most 
schools TAAS practice quizzes were adminis
tered on a regular basis with emphasis on 
teaching to the TAAS format, such as having 
students practice ‘bubbling’ in answers on 
machine scorable answer sheets.” Similarly, 
classes have emphasized teaching TAAS- 
related content while deemphasizing content 
not related to the test.

Texas Education Facts

The Bush “signature issue” is, in fact, a 
simplistic—and wholly inadequate—boot 
strap “solution” to educating children, espe
cially poor children. Instead of focusing on a 
well-trained professionally competent teach
ing force and on providing them with all that 
is required to implement a rich education for 
children, “scientific reading education” offers 
seemingly “teacher-proof’ packaged pro
grams. The Bush approach offers education- 
on-the-cheap while enhancing the profits of 
publishers like McGraw-Hill, the major pro
ducer of the packaged programs.

To take one example of Bush’s indifference 
to building a professional, experienced teach
ing force, under his governorship Texas 
teacher salaries ranked 36th among states. One 
study found that 28 percent of Texas teachers 
had to take second jobs. Although Bush fre

Sorrow and Solace
than on objects / waiting to be used, that tell a 
story.” The Cloisters seems to have created 
“life-sized replicas” of the things in the paint
ing, but the objects "lack the painter’s order,/ 
his art of reconciling all that varies.”

The 28 poems are arranged in four sections, 
the last two focusing nearly entirely on 
Schulman’s mother and their relationship, one 
mostly of harmonies rather than anger and 
pained disclosures. There is a power in recent 
“confessional” poems that reveal intimate, 
and often abusive dynamics in families; by 
contrast, Schulman’s poems come off 
reserved, almost uneventful. The occasion of 
smashing a porcelain plate is recalled in one 
part of “Mosaic,” but her mother “laughed and 
said, ‘Let’s see hammered-silver bibles / in 
that old synagogue on Eldridge Street’.” The 
poem goes on to name objects that hint at her 
mother’s story: “a concert grand piano / once 
played every day,” “her husband’s brood of 
unwound watches,” “the porcelain she’s never 
served from,” and “a silvery menorah.” The 
things suggest a station in life, a religious her
itage, and so much more.

The first poem, “Prayer,” a perfect ghazal in 
the form of a letter addressed to Agha Shahid 
Ali, brings Jew and Arab together. New York 
and Jerusalem, Hebrew and Arabic. Her Arab 
“dress bought in Jerusalem” has the same col
ors as hand-made mosaics and the “blue-yel
low Dome of the Rock” or “strung beads-and- 
cloves.” The ending of the poem renders these

reconciled elements as a prayer: “My name is 
Grace, Chana in Hebrew—and in Arabic. / 
May its meaning, ‘God’s love,’ at last be 
taught in Jerusalem.”

Schulman's work moves in the tensions of 
the world attempting to find common ground 
in “earth’s surprises,” the flowers and animals 
that comfort with their beauty, but always 
seeking renewal in the making of art. The 
book finds both relief and a sense of purpose 
in the sacrifices of those who make beauty, 
like the artist Frederick Turner who was said 
to have lashed himself to the mast of the Ariel 
in order to witness a snowstorm. The story is 
apocryphal, but Schulman says “I believe it” 
because “I know that danger, that beauty/ 
now—and it persists.” The poet Paul Celan, 
painters Chaim Soutine, Edward Hopper, and 
Marie-Denise Willers and other artists all bear 
witness to the “hidden boldness” necessary to 
create. Even God is portrayed as a writer eter
nally revising Creation.

In the poem “Brooklyn Bridge” Schulman 
brings back those hundreds who crossed the 
bridge on September 11—literally and figura
tively. The poem then shifts to describe previ
ous passages across the bridge, under “trape
zoids” and “spun wire ropes / quivering in , 
sunlight.” These recall the speaker’s grand
mother, a printmaker in the 1920s with her 
“New York driver’s license, / one of the first 
earned by a woman” cranking the engine of 
“her stalled Ford.” The ending returns to pres

ent description, but now transformed into 
metaphor: “On the Manhattan turnoff,/ a road 
sign reads BRIDGE, white arrow pointing 
left./ Once you’re in that lane, you can’t turn 
back.” The bridge, the woman artist, the poet, 
and now the reader illustrate the “risk” and the 
“hard tasks” we all bend ourselves to, even 
though in the poem the artists pay the ultimate 
price: “it was life or death,/ the maker and his 
son lost to the river...to redeem the family 
prophecy:/ ‘It will be beautiful.’.”

In the midst of political turmoil, personal 
grief, and an age of transition, these poems 
affirm the value of imagination, of seeking 
beauty, and of the awe inspired by the origin 
of all things. The poet uses direct language 
which achieves an elegance perhaps more 
akin to Asian ink drawings than the paintings 
she evokes. The many sonnets and other for
mal elements are subtle, mainly because she 
uses slant rhymes rather than more obvious 
perfect ones, demonstrating an ear tuned to 
the music in language as it is spoken. A deft 
and lovely collection, The Paintings o f Our 
Lives rewards repeated readings.

Edward Dougherty, a poet, teaches at 
Coming Community College. He and his wife 
were peace volunteers in Hiroshima, Japan, 
for 2 1/2 years. His poems have appeared in 
many periodicals in the U.S. and Japan, such 
as Poetry East, International Quarterly, West 
Branch, SLANT and Cream City Review.

Handcuffing Education
quently mentions giving the teachers a $3,000 
pay raise in 1999, the largest in fifteen years, 
he leaves out the fact that he fought for a 
$1,500 raise but lost to the Democrats, who 
had first proposed a $6,000 pay raise.

Bush’s “signature issue” also masks his 
colossal indifference to children. While pro
claiming a dedication to ensuring that children 
obtain basic reading skills—a far cry from 
ensuring a full education—there was no equal 
concern for children’s living conditions and 
overall quality of their lives that have an incal
culable effect on learning success or failure. 
For example, Texas ranked second among 
states in the percentage of people—especially 
children—who went hungry, and third in the 
percentage of malnourished citizens. After 
vetoing a bill to coordinate hunger programs 
in Texas, reporters asked Bush about hunger 
in the state. “Where?” was his reply.

Under Bush, Texas was tied for the third 
highest percentage of children in poverty. Just 
three states provided lower welfare help. 
Under Bush, Texas slashed its food stamp 
payments, an essential program for the poor
est of children, by $1 billion. Also under 
Bush, Texas ranked second in the percentage 
of poor children who lacked health insurance. 
In 1999, when Texas was flush with a budget 
surplus, Bush initially fought to block some 
250,000 children from receiving affordable 
health care. While fighting this insurance pro
gram, he declared a legislative emergency to 
push through a $45 million tax break for oil 
well owners, saying “People are hurting out 
there.” He also had the opportunity to invest 
more of the surplus in education, but instead 
pursued tax cuts.

All of this while posing in one classroom 
after another, reading a storybook, and thereby 
exhibiting his devotion to the ‘Texas miracle.”

President Bush

Bush carried his Texas game plan into the 
White House. Accolades for his educational 
budget and dedication to education were 
ceaseless, with few commentators bothering 
to investigate beyond the facade.

What exactly was Bush’s budgetary great 
leap forward? Had he gotten his way, his 
increase in the education budget of approxi
mately $2.5 billion for fiscal 2002 would have

been about 5.9 percent. In contrast, the fiscal 
2001 education budget, the last Clinton budg
et, was $42.1 billion, an increase of 18 percent 
over the previous year’s funding. The final 
budget that Bush signed, following revisions 
in the House and Senate, was $48.9 billion, 
approximately a 16.2 percent—not an 
insignificant increase, but less than the last 
Clinton increase of 18 percent (the 48.9 bil
lion is also about the same size as the increase 
Bush recently asked for the military budget).

Although the budget puts $900 million into 
promoting “scientifically-based reading edu
cation,” other areas of education were cut and 
more will be cut in the FY 2003 budget. 
Support for libraries has decreased, even in 
light of the documented substantial inequali
ties between classroom libraries in rich and 
poor school systems, and despite strong docu
mentation showing direct association between 
access to print and reading achievement. The 
cuts, an American Library Association execu
tive calculated, could “buy nearly LI million 
hardcover books,” and the executive added, 
“We really thought if they were serious about 
education, they would give us somewhere 
close to the resources that are needed.”

During the Budget Committee’s delibera
tions, the Democrats offered several amend
ments that would have provided additional 
funds critical for improving education, such as 
class-size reduction, and school renovation 
and construction. The Republicans defeated 
all these amendments.

In the FY 2003 budget, Bush has proposed 
cutting all funds for rural education, school 
counseling, and educational technology. 
Frozen are funds for teacher quality programs. 
Barely enlarged are funds for Head Start, a 1.9 
percent proposed increase that would allow 
the program simply to maintain its current 
enrollment level of under 50 percent of all 
children eligible for the program.

Little attention is given to school conditions 
or to ensuring a professionally solid teaching 
force (e.g., in Los Angeles, overcrowding has 
forced children to attend school on a stag
gered year-round schedule; half of all new 
teachers, and a quarter of all teachers, lack 
formal teaching credentials).

At the same time, as organizations like the 
Children’s Defense Fund document, approxi
mately 12.1 million children—one in

six—live in poverty. Although there has been 
a recent drop in the poverty rate, children are 
more likely to be poor today than they were 20 
or 30 years ago. The child poverty rate is high
est for African Americans (33 percent) and 
Latinos (30 percent), but by international stan
dards, it is also exceptionally high for white 
children (9 percent). For children under six, 
the “near poverty rate” is 41 percent!

Twelve million children are in households 
unable to afford adequate and nutritious food. 
About 3.6 million children live in “severely 
substandard housing.” Eleven million children 
have no health insurance and "are less likely to 
receive medical and dental care when they need 
it” or have adequate follow-up care “to manage 
chronic illnesses like asthma or diabetes.”

It is within this context that Bush’s compas
sion and concern for children must be judged. 
Even if his “scientific reading education” did 
have a scientific basis, focusing on reading 
education, without concern for these cata
strophic realities would have to be seen in a 
questionable light. Instead, we can only con
clude that the Bush reading education legisla
tion, containing deficient solutions and false 
promises, is part and parcel of the rest of his 
policy of indifference to all but the wealthy.

In several years, after the failure of this edu
cational charade becomes clear, we can be cer
tain that the blame will fall not on national pol
icy or on the scientific reading programs, but on 
teachers, for not correctly implementing them.

Speaking at a middle school while cam
paigning for president. Bush asserted, “We 
want our teachers to be trained so they can 
meet the obligations, their obligations as 
teachers. We want them to know how to teach 
the science of reading. In order to make sure 
there’s not this kind of federal—federal cuf
flink.” Whatever he meant, isn’t it time for 
parents and educators who understand the 
deficiencies of Bush’s education policies to 
roll up their sleeves?

Gerald Coles is an educational psycholo
gist living in Ithaca. This article (copyright 
2002, Gerald Coles) is adapted from his forth
coming book, Reading Unmentionables: 
Damaging Reading Education While Seeming 
to Fix It (Heinemann). Reference sources for 
this article are the book. The author can be 
contacted at: gscoles@yahoo.com
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EquilibristsFiction

Joel Ray

Rather than ask him up to the hill, she had 
come to visit him down in the town. It 
impressed him. He imagined her as no 
office-bound, turf-proud professor, a type he 
himself had been years before and was still 
familiar with in his new work, but someone 
actively negotiating her way in a larger 
world—and probably, too, used to meeting 
whites on their ground. “No, no,” she’d said, 
“I’m glad to come, it’s on my way. You can 
show me what you’ve done and we can talk.” 
He wanted to think she took pleasure in 
ignoring the common power flow between 
the university and the town. More likely, he 
came to think, it was her gentility that 
brought her to his place.

He was editing a piece for her, and pleased 
by the role reversal where now he was the ser
vant, mechanic, and fixer. Though he also saw 
(from the history of black music) the other 
pattern that might obtain here: he as gatekeep
er, producer, agent. And editing was of neces
sity an interference in any case. Teaching stu
dents how to write had been an insufficient 
preparation for dealing with the work of his 
peers, whose ambition and edgy caution was a 
tricky mix at times. But he was getting better, 
he thought, at the human side of it.

She was writing sociology in this northern 
university, a long piece about the role of 
grandmothers as “caregivers” in the family, 
and she needed help. He felt the usual pre
sumption trying to divine a market in a field 
he knew little about. And the subject matter, 
too, was somewhat foreign to him; or rather 
the reality of grandmothers from her perspec
tive, her people’s perspective, the givens that 
she worked from, known to him only poorly 
from reading. Well, yes, his own grandmother 
used to dandle him on her knee and sing that 
he would have "all the pretty little horses,” 
had provided a home for him and his brother 
and mother after his father had died and his 
mother had no alternative, no job and no other 
place to go. He suspected, though he did not 
know, that Lily’s grandmother had always 
been in the home and served not simply as a 
last-ditch refuge: three generations, perhaps 
even four, living together, so common and tra
ditional who would see it as something to 
study? But now she had to publish for tenure 
and security. And so, he presumed, she chose 
something she knew intimately.

The caregiving of black women had been 
something well known to whites where he 
came from. Not so much by those in his class, 
though once in a while in her later years his 
mother had employed a,black woman to clean 
for her. Growing up he’d had little contact 
with black women himself. They were strange 
to him. Unattractive in the way they wore 
their straightened, pomaded hair, more remote 
than men and not given to the men’s contort
ed apologetics. More opaque. Forbidding.

Occasionally marked by the knife. He had 
seen them mostly at bus stops and along his 
paper route. He would not have 
imagined—had he been encouraged to—their 
lives as like his mother’s in any way that one 
could call their “common humanity” (not a 
phrase he would have heard or had a meaning 
for then), even though they shared the same 
daily tasks of caring for other people and were 
perhaps marked by similar fortune: bad men, 
shame, and want.

A draft had come back from the journal 
with stem directions for revision that would 
abstract the piece even further from any lived 
life of hers it might represent. He didn’t think 
she should go that way of abstraction, yet he 
felt uncomfortable offering not just to smooth 
the rough edges for her but reorganize her 
thought; giving advice on how to deal with the 
journal editor; contemplating questions about 
grandmothers and daughters and nurture 
among a people that had been and still were 
mostly invisible to him. Yet she was eager for 
suggestions, and he decided such private con
siderations of his must surely be irrelevant to 
her. The piece was, after all, a means to secur
ing her life; he would encourage her to sup
plement the statistics with her own experi
ence, perhaps with stories of her family. He 
would savor such stories.

She wore glasses with square rims and 
lightly tinted lenses. Was slim, dressed simply 
and quietly—a dark blue satin dress (not a 
pants suit), and low heels. Modest grown-up 
attire. She was feminine in a confident but 
unassertive way—would not be noticeable in 
a crowd except, perhaps, for a certain stillness 
about her. He had met black women at confer
ences who were bold, florid, and 
brilliant—intellectual Dinah Washingtons, it 
had once occurred to him—and by compari
son Lily seemed almost a country woman. No 
doubt she was from the working class. But 
wanting to leave that behind? It was hard to 
think of her as wanting to reject any part of 
her life, though; she seemed content in her self 
even as she puzzled through what the journal 
wanted.

As they talked her face began to come 
clearer. At first he saw her as rather plain-fea
tured. She told him about the piece, how it had 
come about, her hopes for it, and then, feeling 
a growing ease and comfort with her, some
thing to do with her modesty and apparent 
receptiveness and lack of academic impa
tience, he found himself speaking about his 
own history, especially his tussle with the 
rules of academia and the dislocation that had 
followed. In the city now looking for a new 
life after many years in the country, he was 
unguarded with people and had a tendency to 
search in them for something that might ring a 
bell. He believed in bells. When he told her he 
was from the South, from Asheville, she start
ed forward in her chair, her features suddenly 
mobile. She took off her glasses, and spoke 
with a guarded excitement: “Why . . . this is 
ju st. . .  amazing. I grew up there also. You are 
the first person I’ve met from there since I 
graduated and left . . .  all those years ago. 
1957.” “Then we’re the same age, too,” he 
said. “Oh my goodness . . .” She seemed lost 
for a moment in this coincidence, and he won
dered what she was thinking, feeling. He him
self had been struck into a kind of dumbness.

Then the moment passed and they spoke 
about the paths they had traveled since. She 
had gone to college, married young, and 
worked as a secretary; then had divorced and 
gone back to get her Ph.D. She said, with a 
proud sort of twinkle in her voice, “I think of 
myself as a young professional person who is 
still learning, trying to become better as a 
teacher and researcher and be self-sufficient in 
my life . . .” She smiled, sat back and consid
ered again. “My gracious, doesn’t it beat all?” 
He laughed, charmed by the correctness of her 
adopted language (he heard his mother saying, 
“Well I’ll swan, if that don’t beat all!”). 
Though he had to admit that it seemed also 
southern and very natural to her. But how did 
he presume to know that it was adopted? That

her upbringing had not been in the family of a 
preacher, say, or a doctor? He wondered where 
she had lived, though he did not ask. For a 
fleeting moment he thought to tell her that his 
distant cousin had been the town’s mayor, not 
so much to brag but to place himself in her 
imagination. His better instinct said no.

Then £he said quietly, as if in answer to his 
censored thought, "Of course in those days we 
would not have known one another.”

He could not have followed anyway with, 
the familiar eager questions—did you know 
so-and-so, do you remember the Christmas 
dance, who were your parents, did you play in 
the band . . . ? No way into a common past. 
Ah, for just one tangent moment somewhere 
back there . . . .  Had he heard the faintest 
regret in her voice? He felt a brute embarrass
ment. She had no such questions for him 
either, of course. There was a moment or two 
of strained silence. She had rung a bell, and 
seemed herself to have quivered with it for a 
moment, then put her hand lightly on the clap
per. So they returned to the article, and the 
watchful grandmothers.

After she had left and was there more pow
erfully in his mind's eye, he saw her as beau
tiful (especially in the plainness of her remark, 
which he had felt as a kind of shining from her 
person even as it had stunned and shamed 
him), and he felt great anger at the imagining 
of others’ lives that had been stillborn in him 
as a youth because of the implicit threats, the 
forbidding public signs, the agreed-upon 
silences, the order of things, and by the sense, 
borne in on him in a thousand ways, that that 
order was ordained; and for reasons, too, 
known to those who made the rules and never 
to be questioned by him. In her forthrightness 
Lily seemed an incarnation of his loss, and his 
people’s loss, her words a factual acknowl
edgment of and moral caution about silence. 
Suppose he had told her about his confused 
response as a paperboy to the nursing girl on 
the porch and the naked man on the couch; 
about his memory of the boys coming up the 
hill to play ball, about the mysterious woman 
bootlegger; about the exhilaration he felt 
when he saw her high school band; and the 
pleasures of the black radio station? And sup
pose, more difficult still, he had told her about 
his own people? But he had been frozen, 
afflicted.

He worked on the article, trying to do his 
best for her, trying not to be distracted by her 
beauty and the familiarity of her soft North 
Carolina voice. She would think, she had said, 
about a story or two about her grandmother.

One night during that period of work and 
reverie and remorse, he had a dream of his 
youth, of being lost from someone and dis
covering them at the end of the dream, some
one whose identity he did not know in the 
dream until it ended and he was awake. He 
was at a party, drinking, in a public building, 
and knowing he had to meet this person at a 
particular time and being thwarted by 
strangers who wouldn’t let him go, and who 
didn’t know the person he was looking for. 
Then he was driving down a long snowy 
peninsula, toward a distant village. 
Immobilized in snow drifts. Then walking 
through dark empty fenced alleys, startled by 
sudden cars careening around corners, their 
bright lights blinding him, until he was sud
denly in the middle of a square and an old 
woman crossing the wide main street came up 
and told him where the place was, the place he 
was looking for, where she would be. And the 
sweetness of finding her as she sat in the very 
back of the dimly lit room, and the watchers 
on the front porch welcoming him—even the 
strange man whose body was decorated like 
spiderman and who seemed her protector. Yes, 
he said, you are very late—but she has been 
waiting for you.

When he awoke in the dark he knew the girl 
was Elizabeth Signorelli, whom he had 
admired for her dark quietness and her small 
neat figure—she had had such a self-con
tained way of walking, in her saddle shoes and

long pleated wool skirt and white socks, hold
ing her books against the front of her blouse, 
the cardigan sweater open and falling around 
the books—and whom he had been a little 
afraid of because of her wealth. At school she 
was always hemmed in by her friends, and he 
remembered getting up the courage to ask her 
for a date and being invited to her house (he 
had walked the two miles through the city 
from his neighborhood to hers), and then sit
ting with her in the impossibly large living 
room at a deep window seat that looked out 
onto the arborous street where the doctors and 
lawyers and merchants and his distant cousin 
the mayor lived. In memory there was sorrv* 
thing intensely vivid about that window seat; 
aside from the now-faint image of Elizabeth 
herself (though she had been vivid in the 
dream and seemed to have such extraordinary 
power in the lamplit room, at the end of his 
anxious search), the window seat is what he 
most remembers. It is the image to which he 
has since subconsciously attached his feelings 
30 years ago in that large alien house, his wish 
for acceptance, his fear and inchoate sixteen- 
year-old desire. They are alone in the house 
and Elizabeth is sitting next to him in the 
recessed window seat as evening comes on; 
they’re turned toward each other, each with 
one knee drawn up on the cushioned bench 
looking out toward the yard and the darkening 
trees, rather than in toward the high-ceilinged 
room with the grand piano in the middle 
where she practices her classical music. In the 
absence of any other remembered detail it rS 
as though he has been caught in this moment 
forever, like a figure on a frieze.

He wondered at the dream. Was he reenact
ing the anxiety of walking through the city 
toward her house (the distractions and diver
sions, the dangerous streets)? And the memo
ry of what they had said to each other sitting 
in that window seat in the large opulent 
house—where had that memory gone? Had 
she rejected him? Sent him home humiliated, 
burning with a consciousness of the impassa
ble gulf between them? As soon as the words 
came to him he knew it was so.

The memory of the dream—and the relief 
of the embrace with which it had 
ended—stayed with him for many days.

Some time after the dream Lily called to 
say she hadn’t managed to write the stories 
about her grandmother. Yes, she had remem
bered some that might have fit the piece, but 
then decided, no, they were for her family 
only. Could they settle on the alternative ver
sion, as the deadline was near? So he reluc
tantly put aside the version he had envisioned. 
He finished working on the original and sent 
it to her though the mail, the statistics still 
dominating it, its form still closer than he 
wanted to the journal’s narrow demand. She 
sent him a check soon afterwards, with a brief 
thank-you note saying their collaboration had 
been “of great value to me.” He wondered 
how. And he thought with regret how those 
stories might have redeemed his mechanic’s 
work and offered an opening to talk with her 
about that time when they had not known each 
other.

Soon he learned that she had left town and 
was gone, to a big city in the South, out of 
academia, someone said. Had she not gotten 
tenure? Had the piece been rejected? He con- „ 
sidered his motives for feeling that she had 
been headed down the wrong path of white 
rules and privilege and technique. They were 
not so obscure—his stumble and failure on 
that same path; the startling coincidence of 
place that had suddenly opened up an unre
garded past and left him speechless with 
shame and desire; his present insecurities in 
the city. The persistence of the shadow in him.

Had he acted as a gatekeeper after ah / 
Sabotaged her in some way?

Or, he wondered—with hope? he could not 
say—had she chosen?

Joel Ray is a former editor o f The. 
Bookpress. He lives in Ithaca.
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prisoners of war. The threat of capital punish
ment has caused several of our allies, includ
ing Spain, Germany and the United Kingdom, 
to refuse to extradite suspects for trial in the 
US. Ironically, said Crouch, our government 
has condemned the Soviet Union, Peru and 
Nigeria in the past for such drumhead justice. 
(After Secretary of State Colin Powell’s 
memo to extend POW status to these 
detainees was leaked to the press, the White 
House announced that Taliban but not al- 
Qaeda prisoners would be treated by the 
Geneva Conventions’ mle,s. It was not clear 
how the guards would be able to tell to which 
group a particular prisoner belonged.)

Attorney Mark Solomon decried the attor
ney general’s decree permitting the govern
ment to monitor conversations between 
detainees and their defense attorneys. He 
called this unprecedented rule an unconstitu
tional “imperial fiat” that goes directly 
against the Sixth Amendment’s guarantees of 
a fair trial. Solomon pointed out that, since 
terrorism is undefined in the decree, govern
ment surveillance may be expanded to fright
en critics into silence.

Professor Steven Schiffrin of the Cornell 
Law School began by conceding that some 
restrictions on freedom, such as heightened 
security at airports, official buildings, and on 
trains, might be justified. However, the so- 
called Patriot Act goes too far, Schiffrin 
ajgued, in effect giving a victory to terrorists 
by undermining legal rights of Americans 
through such means as electronic surveillance 
of computers, even of calls from public phone 
booths, without requiring agents to show 
“probable cause.” The President’s decree 
gives the government unreviewable power to 
designate organizations as terrorist under a 
very loose definition, enabling it to seize 
assets without any warrant or judicial review. 
There is nothing patriotic about violating the 
Fourth Amendment, which bars “unreason
able searches and seizures,” Schiffrin said. 

***
A day after the civil liberties forum, 

Congressman Maurice Hinchey addressed a 
“town meeting” of his constituents at the 
State Theater in Ithaca. A member of the audi
ence said that he was shocked to learn that the 
congressman had cast one of the 356 votes in 
the House for the Patriot Act (against only 66 
no votes; in the Senate, Russell Feingold, of 
Wisconsin, had been the sole member on 
record opposed to the act.) How could the lib
eral Congressman explain this apparent 
lapse?

Hinchey’s answer (amplified in a subse
quent WHCU radio interview) was that he 
had simply made a mistake. The first version 
of the bill, drawn up by the White House, was 
an evident attack on civil liberties, so he had 
voted against it. A second version, which 
emerged from a conference committee of the 
House and Senate, seemed much improved, 
so Hinchey decided to vote for it. However, 
at the last minute, a third draft was substitut
ed by the administration in what Hinchey 
now terms a “bait-and-switch” tactic. At this 
juncture, congressional offices were closed 
under the threat of an anthrax attack, and 
staffers were unable to learn the details of the 
new 342-page bill that “the Justice 
Department had slipped through.” Hinchey, 
caught off guard, voted for the bill under time 
pressure without being able to see the final 
text.

Among the act’s worst features, Hinchey 
cites the provision enabling the attorney gen
eral merely to certify that he has “reasonable 
grounds to believe someone is a security risk” 
for the suspect to be locked up without any 
liv-aring or recourse to a court. Further, the 
FBI only has to inform a judge that it is con
ducting an “intelligence investigation” to 
obtain a warrant permitting secret searches of 
homes or offices. Regardless of state privacy

laws, suspects do not have to be informed of 
what was found in these searches, even when 
the government has covertly obtained their 
credit, medical, or student records. Hinchey 
now feels that such vital legislation should 
never have been voted on without prior con
gressional hearings. He says that a number of 
his colleagues are also having second 
thoughts about their hasty votes for the act. 

***
At the Ithaca forum on January 30, speak

ers expressed pessimism that the Supreme 
Court would rule against the military tri
bunals and secret searches being launched in 
the name of “homeland security.” Yet the 
same day, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg in a 
session with high-school students carried on 
C-SPAN, said, “If we gave up our freedom as 
the price of security, we would no longer be 
the great nation that we are.” Ginsburg relat
ed that her interest in law had been awakened 
in the 1950s by a professor in her Cornell 
classes who had praised those lawyers who 
dared to defy Senator Joseph McCarthy’s 
anti-communist witch hunts. When asked 
whether or not her views had changed since 
the September 11 attacks, she said no: “We 
have to show the world the values of our 
country and why our country could never be 
put down” by terrorists.

The justice was not alone in voicing such 
views. Other reasoned voices across the polit
ical spectrum had already raised similar 
doubts about suspending civil liberties in the 
cause of antiterrorism: from conservative 
Congressman Bob Barr and columnist 
William Safire to liberal Senator Pat Leahy 
and pundit Anthony Lewis.

As for the military tribunals President Bush 
authorized on November 13 by Executive 
Order, White House spokesmen have tried to 
construct a judicial rationale by citing the 
World War II case ex parte Querin (317 US 
1). In this rather obscure Supreme Court deci
sion, of July 29, 1942, eight of the justices 
said that President Franklin D. Roosevelt had 
properly set up military courts to try two 
landing parties of German saboteurs—on 
Amagansett Beach, Long Island, and Ponte 
Vedra Beach, Florida—whose mission had 
been “to destroy war industries and war facil
ities in the United States.” Roosevelt held that 
Articles of War enacted by Congress to try 
offenses against the “law of war,” applied to 
these suspects who had buried their German 
navy uniforms and donned civilian clothes to 
commit sabotage.

In denying the Germans’ legal appeal for 
release under habeas corpus, the Court 
attempted to make a distinction between its 
Querin decision and the landmark Civil War 
case in the area of military court authority, ex 
parte Milligan (4 Wall. 2). This concerned an 
Indiana resident, Lambdin P. Milligan, who 
had been arrested in 1864 by the military dis
trict commander for organizing an uprising 
by Confederate sympathizers and planning to 
seize arms and munitions stored in Union 
arsenals. A military commission convicted 
Milligan and sentenced him to be hanged. 
Milligan appealed to a federal circuit court in 
May 1865 on the grounds that, as a civilian, 
he should have been given the trial by jury to 
which he was entitled under the Constitution. 
The divided court referred the case to the 
Supreme Court, which ordered him released. 
The opinion of Justice David Davis in 1866 in 
effect chastised the late President Lincoln for 
resorting to military commissions when, in 
areas like Indiana, “the courts are open and 
their process unobstructed.” Even if Lincoln 
had obtained congressional approval, Davis 
said, “the military trial of Milligan was con
trary to law.” The Constitution, Davis said, 
was not suspended in emergencies; it was “a 
law for rulers and people, equally in time of 
war and peace.” Four of the nine justices con
curred in the result but disagreed with its 
sweeping character. In Chief Justice Salmon 
P. Chase’s opinion, Congress had the poten

tial power, though “not exercised, to author
ize the military commission.”

With the seemingly contradictory Querin 
and Milligan decisions in mind, the American 
Bar Association (ABA), representing 408,000 
of the country’s lawyers, met in Philadelphia 
on February 4. The ABA’s policy-making 
House of Delegates conducted a spirited 
debate on the proposed military tribunals to 
try terrorism cases. They heard US Solicitor 
General Theodore B. Olson argue that the 
administration needed the “support and flexi
bility to respond to circumstances we are still 
attempting to comprehend.” Nevertheless, the 
delegates voted 286 to 147 in favor of such 
tribunals only if they met strict legal stan
dards, such as presuming the innocence of 
defendants until proven guilty beyond a rea
sonable doubt, the right to appeal convictions 
to the Supreme Court, and requiring a unani
mous court for the imposition of a death sen
tence. The ABA also adopted the concurring 
justices’ view in Milligan, that Congress 
should authorize such tribunals before the 
president sets them up.

At this writing, the Pentagon is reportedly 
preparing to issue rules for how such military 
courts would operate. The tribunals are 
expected to be used later this year overseas to 
try prisoners suspected of being members of 
al-Qaeda. But in sharp contrast to such histor
ical precedents as the Nuremberg trials of 
Nazi war criminals, the Bush executive order 
does not allow for prior consultation with 
other countries, supposedly our allies in the 
war against terrorism. The London agreement 
and the Charter of the International Military 
Tribunal of 1945 that formed the basis of the 
Nuremberg trials, though due to a US impe
tus, were ultimately shaped by compromises 
reached with the British, French, and Soviet 
allies of World War II. Second, the new tri
bunals are designed to work in secrecy, with
out any of the constitutional safeguards, such 
as federal appeals, available even in courts 
martial. In Nuremberg, at the urging of 
Justice Robert Jackson, who became chief 
prosecutor for the US, many of the “due 
process” provisions of the Constitution were 
granted. Defendants could choose defense 
lawyers, even if they had been former Nazis; 
they could call witnesses, have the press 
attend all sessions, and even have a fair 
chance of acquittal. Of twenty-two “major 
war criminals,” twelve (including the absent 
Martin Bormann) were condemned to death, 
seven sentenced to varying prison terms, and 
three acquitted.

If Nuremberg broke new legal ground, it 
did so notably with the novel charge of 
“crimes against humanity,” which has also 
guided more recent international UN tri
bunals dealing with genocide in the former 
Yugoslavia and Rwanda. These international 
courts are the true descendants of Nuremberg; 
the Bush tribunals, which revert to the preva
lent US unilateralism discussed by Milton J. 
Esman in the February Bookpress (“The 
World According to GOP”), seem more like 
illegitimate offspring, mere spectacles staged 
by the victors.

*  *  *

A commentary in the January 24 Guardian 
Weekly reflects British skepticism that even 
nonpolitical prisons in the US show any con
cern for inmates as human beings. A court in 
Akron, Ohio, had recently heard testimony 
about one of the state’s “supermax” prisons, 
whose cells were likened to steel coffins that 
house prisoners for twenty-three hours a day 
under artificial light. Inmates often spend 
months without seeing the sky, even their one 
hour of recreation is spent alone in an indoor 
exercise room. Some prisoners compare the 
experience to being buried alive. Such super
maximum jails sprang up across the country 
in the 1980s and 90s. When there weren’t 
enough violent felons to fill them, they 
became dumping grounds for ordinary con
victs, especially those difficult to manage. If

prisoners are not mentally ill on arrival, the 
total isolation often robs them of their sanity. 
As in Camp X-Ray, the official rationale for 
sealing off prisoners is to protect guards from 
attack. But compared to these supermax pris
ons, the Guardian concluded, Guantanamo 
Bay seems like Club Med.

The Eighth Amendment prohibits “cruel 
and unusual punishment,” but the brutality 
that has become commonplace in US prisons 
scarcely intrudes on our public conscious
ness. Perhaps it is time to recall that, in the 
1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville came from 
France to assess Jacksonian democracy by 
first inspecting the condition of America’s 
jails. He recognized that a society should be 
judged not so much by the cleverness of its 
political institutions as by how its citizens 
treat the most powerless among them. Today 
that includes the poor and homeless, the ill 
who have no access to medical care, the 
growing number of unemployed and under
paid workers, as well as recent immigrants 
and other “enemies” who have come under a 
cloud of suspicion by the authorities.

According to recent polls, in the months 
following September 11 most Americans 
setem to have settled into their precrisis rou
tines, content to let the government carry on 
an indefinite war against undefined foreign 
enemies. Yet the disquiet expressed by mem
bers of the audience at the forum in Ithaca 
stemmed from a growing realization that the 
denial of civil liberties to alleged terrorists 
and their sympathizers diminishes the rights 
of everyone. It may be reassuring to recall 
previous spasms of superpatriotism which 
lasted for relatively brief periods before the 
genius of the US political system triggered 
corrective trends: second thoughts by courts 
that had sanctioned wartime emergency 
measures, congressional resistance to exces
sive executive power, exposure of corrupt 
officials in the press.

For the moment, President Bush’s approval 
ratings remain high and the jingoism and 
saber rattling of his State of the Union 
address on January 29 seems not to have 
affected his domestic ratings. (The number of 
standing ovations during his speech set a 
record, reminiscent of the “stormy, prolonged 
applause” that used to be reported in the min
utes of the Supreme Soviet of former days.) It 
took foreign media, such as The 'Economist of 
February 2, to point out that the president’s 
ultimatum about the “axis of evil” potentially 
“threatens the peace of the world."

What about disagreement by the opposition 
party? The official response to the president’s 
State of the Union speech by Democratic 
Congressman Dick Gephardt was that the two 
sides should not battle “toe to toe” over 
domestic legislation since they stood “shoul
der to shoulder” in fighting the war. Of 
course, there have been subsequent party 
splits on domestic issues like judicial appoint
ments, budget items and campaign finance 
reform. But in the face of the president’s cur
rent popularity and his announced determina
tion to go it alone, if need be, against the 
“axis of evil” composed of Iran, Iraq and 
North Korea, there has been little appetite by 
congressional Democrats for a fundamental 
debate on foreign policy. Again, we have to 
turn to The Economist’s commentator to point 
out that the US needs European allies to 
enforce sanctions and financial controls, offer 
diplomatic persuasion, help in the enforce
ment of antiproliferation measures, and sup
ply essential police and intelligence services. 
But foreign critics are not often heard on 
CNN or, apparently, in the Oval Office.

It remains to be seen if criticism and protest 
here at home can change that.

Harvey Fireside is a visiting fellow at 
Cornell Law School and Dana Professor o f 
Politics emeritus at Ithaca College. His books 
include The Fifth Amendment and The 
Nuremberg Nazi War Crimes Trial.
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I never thought it would come to this.
First up, I remember Jon Ronson from back 

home as a smart-ass, comic journalist. Bom 
and raised in Cardiff, Wales, he started out as 
an award-winning journalist for Time Out 
magazine, the bible of cool for all those who 
live in Greater London. He graduated from 
there to the Guardian, the tepid testament of 
cool for every aspiring liberal who lives in the 
U.K. He then became a documentary maker 
for Channel Four television, the gospel of 
cool for everyone who, er, watches minority 
channel television.

When I left the U.K. back in 1996, a new 
breed of journalist was emerging from the 
evolutionary slime. Not quite tabloid, broad
sheet or MTV, this pack of scribes was armed 
with cynicism, wit, and a determination to be 
hip. Like the giullare of Italian folklore, these 
hacks were prepared to “pop the pomposity of 
authority,” as Dario Fo would have it. Jon

Ronson, Louis (son of Paul) Theroux and oth
ers set out to report the story as it was. 
Clinical. Mean. Unforgiving. Funny. Very 
funny . . .  perhaps even satirical.

This type of journalism, of course, has a 
long history. The likes of Clive James, 
Alistair Cooke and Paul Foot have always 
reported world events with a sympathetic, 
slightly skewed, but always intellectual, 
viewpoint. Armed with pop-culture sensibili
ty, Ronson and his ilk have hijacked the 
genre, with wry glances at the rest of the 
globe . . . nudge, nudge, wink, wink, know 
what I mean?

So it is that we come to Ronson’s latest 
book. Them. Essentially a collection of essays 
written for the British press, combined with 
text versions of the documentaries he’s made 
for the British media, it purports to detail 
Ronson’s various exploits while tracking 
those faceless organizations who seek to rule 
the world.

So, we find ourselves accompanying 
Ronson as he interviews Ku Klux Klan lead
ers, religious zealots, Hollywood directors, 
and conspiracy theorists in the hope of find
ing the annual meeting place of the Illuminati 
(or the Bilderberg Group, or Dreamworks 
SKG, whichever conspiracy you feel most

uncomfortable or comfortable with).
The book starts out with a chapter on Omar 

Bakri, the man who, until recently, claimed to 
be Osama Bin Laden's right-hand man in the 
U.K. He comes across as a moderately intel
ligent individual, more concerned with his 
public persona than any message he might 
wish to deliver to the Muslims of the country. 
Ronson ghosted the man for a year, until a 
poorly worded article by Ronson in the 
Guardian caused Bakri to issue a death threat 
against him (not quite a Rushdie-esque 
Fatwa, but still worrying to the point where 
most of us would redecorate our gussets). The 
chapter seems to have been tacked on to this 
book in the wake of September Uth to give 
contemporary relevance and a chance of 
greater sales.

From there we jump to Randy “Ruby 
Ridge” Weaver and his daughter, Rachel. 
Ronson escorts Rachel on her first visit to the 
remains of the family cabin since the Siege 
almost a decade ago. He begins to hear a dif
ferent side of the stories he’s seen reported on 
television. Randy Weaver’s well-publicized 
allegiance to the Aryan Brotherhood comes 
into question, as does his alleged anti- 
Semitism. Joining Weaver and several others 
during the reconstruction of David Koresh’s 
church at Waco, Ronson realizes there’s a pat
tern beginning to emerge in people’s accounts 
of government conspiracy, global plots to 
subdue the masses and the media’s involve
ment. Ronson is fascinated by the concept 
that the clandestine rulers of the world hold 
regular meetings in a secret room. Using 
Occam’s Razor, Ronson concludes that if this 
is true, then all he has to do is find the secret 
room and the key to the door. It’s a beautiful 
premise that, sadly, never goes anywhere. Not 
because the powers that be prevent him from 
continuing his investigation, but because 
Ronson apparently forgets the idea.

At the time he was writing Them, Ronson 
was working as a documentary maker for 
Channel Four television in Britain. The book 
serves as a document for the subsequent 
series he directed and presented, called ‘The 
Secret Rulers of the World,” which has yet to 
air in the United States. This could be an 
example of the media conspiring to suppress 
the information he uncovered, or it may sim
ply be because the book and the series have a 
uniquely British perspective. Of course, it 
could be because the show is, frankly, a 
stinker.

The book takes us around the world with 
Ronson as he spends time with some of the 
planet’s more fascinating extremists. Well, 
perhaps extremist isn’t exactly the right word. 
My dictionary defines “extremist” thus: “One 
who advocates or resorts to measures beyond 
the norm, especially in politics.”

It seems that most of the characters Ronson 
meets are beyond the norm only in their 
behavior and manners. At worst, they are 
merely eccentric. Take, for example, his 
chapter on David Icke. For those of you not in 
the know, David Icke was a professional soc
cer player in England, before becoming a 
well-respected sports commentator. Then 
quite out of the blue one day in 1991, he went 
on a popular British chat show and 
announced to the baffled audience that he was 
the Son of God and that the world would be 
wracked with natural disasters in the coming 
twelve months. Unsurprisingly, given his 
habit of dressing in a bright turquoise track 
suit, audiences were singularly unimpressed.

The British like their lunatics to toe the line 
sartorially. The next day, the British tabloids 
went after him with great gusto. The only dis
aster that occurred in the twelve months that 
followed was the collapse of David Icke’s 
career. It seems odd that the great prophet 
didn’t see that one coming. Then again, when 
he played for Coventry City football club he 
didn’t see much coming either.

One of the problems with this book is that 
Ronson lends an equal lack of weight to ami
able nut-cases like David Icke and genuinely 
terrifying people like the Grand Wizard of the 
Klan. Ronson attempts to write in much the ^  
same style as Bill Bryson—personal, humor
ous, witty. When Bryson does it, it comes 
across as a written narrative. When Ronson 
does it, it comes across as glib and dismis
sive. Admittedly the book is an entertaining 
read, but given that Ronson actually has some 
degree of success in uncovering alleged glob
al conspiracies, particularly the mysterious 
Bilderberg Group, you find yourself wishing 
that he’d explored the subject in more depth. 
Almost every chapter in the book feels like a 
half-told, half-understood story, obviously 
magazine articles loosely thrown together 
around the theme of extremism.

Ronson continually makes reference to 
anti-Semitism, a particularly sore point for 
him as he is Jewish. Nary a chapter goes by 
without him openly worrying that his her
itage will get him into trouble. Perhaps more 
baffling, for those who haven’t seen or hear<L> 
Jon Ronson, is that he postures like a carica
tured homosexual from the “Carry On” 
films. You’d think that this combination 
would be like a red flag to a bull as far as 
most of the extremists he spends time with 
go, but no one seems to care very much. 
Most of these groups are so blinkered by 
their own agendas, that they simply don^t 
have time to notice whatever Ronson may or 
may not be.

Meanwhile, the presidential election gets 
rigged in the president’s brother’s state. Dick 
Cheney vanishes for months at a time then 
pops back up looking the picture of health. 
Defense spending quadruples in a failing 
economy. Enron rips off thousands and its 
executive officers start to commit suicide. 
There are bigger and scarier conspiracies out 
there, and they’re not hidden. That seems to 
be a point Ronson misses. There’s no longer 
any need to hide behind locked doors when 
you can conceal even epic skullduggery with 
(strategically shredded) paperwork and con
voluted accounting.

Perhaps Ronson’s book fails because we’re 
so used to America being a scary place on a 
daily basis these days. Perhaps it fails^ 
because it doesn’t answer the very questions 
it poses. Perhaps it fails because we live in a 
society where we fully expect John Ashcroft’s 
next press conference speech to be a close-up 
shot of him frantically screaming, “Look out 
behind you!”

Perhaps it fails because THEY want it to 
fail?

In short, there are better books on the sub
ject. Hell, if you want a broader overview, 
just go to your neighborhood watering hole 
and start talking to the drunkest guy in the 
bar. You’ll get more compelling theories . . l!Vjr. 
and perhaps even a free drink.

Originally an Englishman, Jamie Lewis is 
an occasional writer, director, actor and 
adopted Ithacan.
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“I Love A Parade, The Beat Of The Drum....”
By Carol Rubenstein

I’m afraid of a parade,” my voice cried unbodied, 
hoisted on daddy’s shoulders. And wheeled down 
a worry face, bangs fringing aside, closely fearing into his eyes.
The Grand Concourse pounded, loaded with ranks of lookalikes

spaced in blur, sunglare wrapped around their bugle sounds— 
they whose legs and elbows pumped and paced their uniform fit, 
caps cocked high up on bare straight necks. These, drummed ahead, 
were our boys sent to fight. Only bad boys fight, and girls never:

But these didn’t look like bad boys, these marching toward the fight 
to win the war. In a newsreel I saw shadow boys crouching running 
at Loew’s Paradise where stars all moved across the skyhigh ceiling, 
where angels flew along the walls and up the golden stairs. Now, big

drums, bruised, banged out heartbeats—each thumping echo swallowed 
up by the next thud, and again shaken hollow, loudly deaf.
The marching bands followed the silverdust glitter cast everywhere 
by whitebooted highstepping girlies twirling in their hands

goldheaded sticks: Twinkling makebelieve come true, picturebooks 
of trips and parties ahead—now watch your step and don’t trip. Hic- 
cuping tunes strutted and stuttered and struck, upraising to lips 
their glory chorus, shrieking their last, reaching for the heavens that

this day sent raying down its calm blue this day to bless the heads 
of our Bronx warrior boys. They who, in smudge of headline soon— 
with crashing discs for ears,

-■ with tripling bursts of pulse for eyes—would break, duck, run, fall, and

some again, in tilting film choppily bled blank. Unlike this home parade, 
marched in order and in order stopped—such minutes spent 
stamping in place, when the blue policeman shrilled his whistle, 
motioning with white gloves. Then the opposite sets of faces,

each fixed in mirrors tinily boxing the mirroring stares facing, broke 
awake, hey move—and waves of watchers hurried to change places, 
from East and P.S. 28 to West and up Snake Hill to the Park Plaza 
and back again, from West to East of the Concourse. Because I’m afraid,

afraid of a parade, I want to run and hide from it. Because I am no more 
me, a monster heartbeat marches me. O my Valentine, so shiny red, you 
heartshape, insides crinkling—you have fled into their buttonbright chests 
and copying backs. For I along with them am hooked alive dead stumbling

through booming beats and beats of slammed no beats. No, I could not 
shout no, no one would hear me, daddy I am locked 
into a picture puzzle falling apart—like theirs my eardrums 
are breaking in my head. I cannot stamp my foot insisting stop

as they pass, my shoes strike air. Who kept parading past, they never 
not going further to the Tremont Avenue Overpass that shook beneath 
their nonstop crush. And on up to Fordham Road, how greyly news
reeling through the huge March of Time voice: Those ever after passing

bright, clean, before my unnaturally high review. Daddy turned us, 
me and my brother standing curlyheaded, homeward through the crowd, 
each heavy beat falling backwards into missing silences still pounding.
Had I ever been to Fordham Road? Wasn’t Loft’s Candy near there, and

New China? My cousin and I had lambchops, handlebone end curlicued 
with a hat, the others had Moo Goo Gai Pan. Mommy went shopping 
at Fordham Road, having a bite to eat at Liggett’s, then lifting high her new 
outfits out of tissue whispering ribbony boxes, some I could fit into,

maybe hide inside. But never could I hide 
there or anywhere from the drumming that unmade 
my only self, from the mouthpiece blare blindly lifted 
to their total mouth of red mouths, blowing their heads off

Carol Rubenstein claims to timetravel, but only to the Bronx Then and back to Ithaca Now.

Fernando Uosa

In a novel that reunites the beloved 
characters of Sister of My Heart, Chitra 

Banerjee Divakaruni explores the emotional 
ties between two lifelong friends—and how 

they change when the husband of one is 
dangerously attracted to the other.

the vine of desire 
Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni
“The Vine of Desire is a box of valentines. 

What a delicious, romantic pleasure to read 
about this triangle of lovers. Magically, 
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni makes the 
reader fall in love with every one of her 
characters. Impossible to choose but one 

favorite valentine.”
—Maxine Hong Kingston, author of Woman Warrior
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