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INLUCETUA
Measuring the Task
The trouble is, of course, that what we remember
about our own childhood we have carefully selected. If we
are fortunate adults, with reasonably functioning psychic
lives, we remember the security of being a child, without
remembering the terrors of such vulnerability. We
remember that when we were frightened, grownups
protected us. That is what we thought grown-ups were
for-to ease the pain of our fears about the world. And
grown-up places and buildings and occasions did that too.
Church, for instance, was a mysterious undertaking, and
sometimes even dull, but you felt safe there.
The current situation in America for children is so
desperately awful that it is time for us to recognize the
urgent reality of children and how they live today.
Children's lives have never been easy-not in any culture,
at any time--but there can be few places where they have
been worse. This semester I have been teaching about
nineteenth century English child labor, and chimney
sweeps and machine minders and all the rest, but I stand by
my assertion: being a child in America today is just too
close to a nightmare for us to tolerate it any longer.
It is quite true that some children today are the
offspring of people who are putting great amounts of
energy and money into parenting. From high-tech
conception through LaMaze to strollers that are the
equivalent of a Mercedes, to computer camps, some
children in this country are desired, looked after, bred and
groomed for success and for happy lives. I do not think
that this treatment, and the high-powered, competetive,
aggressive way in which it is rendered, is altogether a good
thing; it has its problems, but this of course is not the kind
of situation I'm talking about. And let's not fool ourselves
that this kind of thing describes most childhoods.
It is hard not to be overwhelmed with despair at the
prospect of childhood today. Many of our neighborhoods
are places where children cannot play, unless they are part
of an organized, badged and numbered official group with
an authorized adult attendant and specified, properlyequipped locale. Children cannot trust strangers, for their
world has turned into the kind of place where every
unknown person is a potential harmer, or at least a
potential litigator. 'Loose' children in towns like ours are a
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rarity, because they are a danger to themselves and a
nuisance to the smooth working of most institutions and
businesses. A child playing alone in a park is cause for
alarm.
People with a great deal to do take children with
them, and then children are hurried and hustled and
harried and dragged, and at the worst screamed at and
beaten on in public by the people who ought to be
protecting them from hurt. Down under shoppers' feet,
they are bumped by carts, and pushed into edges of things,
their fingers and toes in the way of bigger and faster hands
and feet, of moving belts and automatic doors.
In empty houses they are frightened, or lonely. They
are set upon by older children, or by friends. They try
things they shouldn't, and hurt themselves with sharp
things or hot things. They lock all the doors carefully and
sit with the television for companionship, for the comfort
of the sound of someone's voice. They are dropped off at
the mall with money, where they participate in a kind of
rogue culture of consumerism gone berserk-buying
without desire or satisfaction, but with mere accumulation.
In groups like gangs, they range through the neon
hallways, aggressive and mocking-sad children playing the
only game our culture has taught them to play.
Our conversations about these situations tend to stop
at this point with a nostalgic look backward at a never-never
land, some romantic world in which children were safe and
cared for because women stayed home where they
belonged and took care. This land was only mythic, even at
the best of times. The ideal American family of the mid-50s
was white, middle class, educated and Father not only knew
best, he was employed. But many families and households
of that time did not match this description, even then.
"Going back" is not the pressing need, even if it were
possible.
And it is not possible. All over the world, women
have always labored to support their families, and now that
is true in our country of white, middle-class women too.
This is a fact, a reality, a situation that will not be wished
away, or fade out into some fantasy. In those old shows,
when Donna Reed tried out a job, she was back home by
the afternoon in tears and a clean apron. But that isn ' t
going to happen. Though our culture, certainly here in
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America, refuses to come to terms with it, that is a fact.
Children are not going to be raised in the circumstances
that most of us grew up believing ideal. Now what?
The thousands of people who work for child welfare
in hundreds of agencies must be the most tired and the
most discouraged of us. During the late nineteenth
century, when the state entered into the business of
protecting children in the absence of other efficient and
potent means, good people tried to set up systems which
would encourage parents to do their best for their children,
but also insisted that some things, namely, education, were
too important to the general good to be left up to
individual discretion. Compulsory education was the result
of a decision that said, in effect, something more has got to
be done on behalf of children than parents, left to their
own devices, will or are able to achieve.
We are now faced with a similar decision. Who will
help us make children's lives safe and decent? The state
has, for all practical purposes, broken down at this point It
has not been adequately responsive to the need. The
people who have been hired by the state cannot do what is
needed today on the kind of funding that we have-as a
state-opted to spend. They cannot do more than they do.
Not only budget decisions, but policy decisions which have
impact on the budget have all gone against children's
welfare in recent years, and the prospects are not
particularly bright for any change in this regard. As the
process of making budgets is more and more strictly
centered on the bottom line, then those with the least clout
will get the least, and that means children, who have and
are the least of everything.
It seems to me then, that making life safe and decent
for children is a task for the churches. While everyone else
tries to sort out the reasons for the symptoms, someone has
got to hold the hands and soothe the foreheads of the
fevered. As churches examine their reasons for doing what
they do, they will find no clearer mandate for any of their
activities than for taking care of children. Jesus' statements
about children are less ambiguous than anything else he
said, and he was talking at a time when no one even paid
lip service to the idea of the importance of childhood. In
an age when most people regarded non-productive
children as more or less disposable, Jesus said that his
perennial subject, the kingdom of God, was-children. He
said that they were the perfect way to understand what God
intended for the relationship between him and human
beings. He said that whoever harmed one child was better
off dead. When asked how to help him, or how to live in
the Kingdom, he said that when we gave a drink of water to
one of the least of these, we were giving it to him. And in
the crowd around him , the least of these were children.
So (in the good old Lutheran manner) what does this
mean? It means an initiative to do what we have not done
yet with all our might. It means moving child care and
youth services and programs up to the top of our
congregational agendas. It means stopping for awhile the
lectures about what ought to be, and how parents should
4

do better, and mothers should be at home, and looking
instead at what needs doing with the way things are.
It means joining with other congregations to set up
safe places for children to play, for young people to read to
old people, and for old people to read to them. It means
rocking chairs, and Kool-Aid, and lots of paper. It means
games that don't take batteries but do take someone to play
with you. It means being there, in the spaces where
children-any children, all children- can find us when
they need us.
Congregations that have buildings near a high school
could have afternoon open centers for talking. A pop
machine is about all you need. And one or two grown-ups,
just being there, ready to listen, ready to help with
homework even . Kids wouldn't come pouring in. You
might have a center open for months before anybody came.
You might not get the popular set; I admit it will be
unlikely that the leader of the cool gang says, "Say, kids,
let's all head over to Christ Lutheran for some hot cocoa!"
But what if she did say it? What if she would like to, but
the doors are locked because of liability laws?
I know that there are state regulations about the
widths of doorways and the number of bathrooms, and that
these always come up in the discussions of "why we can't"
But that's what lawyers are for. Let's us use the lawyers for
a change. We must reclaim the right to offer care for
children, as communities of caring people. If we want to
do something, we could achieve it, but we would have to
want to do it for the sake of those who couldn't thank us,
couldn't contribute, wouldn't make our numbers look
better, might involve us in trouble, and certainly would take
a lot of time, and spill a lot of Kool-Aid.
The need is immeasurable. But we have to meet it, in
the way that He said. With a cup of cool water.

In This Issue
Both Louis Owens' and Renu Juneja's articles are
marked with a feather symbol, part of the iconography that
Professor Robert Sirko designed for the Columbian
Quincentenary on VU's campus. During the year, The
Cresset will use this symbol for articles we consider part of
the observance, as together we re-discover the meanings of
the age of discovery. We encourage readers and writers
and artists of all sorts to tell us what they think, and what
they are discovering.
Peace,
GME
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"FROM THE INSIDE OUT'': IDENTITY AND
AUTHENTICITY IN JAMES WELCH'S FOOLS CROW
Louis Owens

In his first novel, the critically acclaimed Winter in the
Blood (1974), Blackfeet novelist james Welch examined the
predicament of a fullblood who thought he was a
mixedblood, an individual adrift in a world without
definition. In the course of that novel, the narrator catches
a fleeting glimpse of the way it used to be, of the Blackfeet
world of traditional times when the people possessed a
secure sense of place and therefore identity. With the
assistance of Yellow Calf and the aid of his grandmother's
stories-the assistance of Old Man and Old Woman-the
narrator begins to understand who he is by
comprehending where he has come from. It is at least a
beginning for the still unnamed narrator. In his second
novel, The Death ofjim Loney (1979), Welch turned his focus
upon a mixedblood protagonist for whom the past was
inexorably unknowable and irretrievable, making the
future impossible. Together the two novels represent
opposing possibilities for contemporary Blackfeet and most
Native Americans-two paths that lead in radically
different directions.
In his third novel, Fools Crow, published in 1986,
Welch returns to possibilities hinted at in Winter in the
Blood, turning his fictional clock back a century to the
Blackfeet world of the late 1800s. A historical novel, Fools
Crow relies heavily upon documented Blackfeet history,
merging actual events and characters with the author's
creations. And in this work, Welch attempts the full act of
cultural recovery glimpsed only as a distant possibility by
the narrator of Winter. Welch reimagines the Blackfeet
world here, and in so doing he replaces it, addressing for
the Blackfeet-and for Native Americans more generallywhat has been defined in one significant recent book as
Louis Owens, an American writer and teacher of Choctaw,
Cherokee and Irish descent, teaches literature and creative writing
at University of California, Santa Cruz, and has published
numerous worlts on American literature. His novelWolfsong wiU
be published this fall. This essay is excerpted from his forthcoming
book Other Destinies: Understanding the American Indian
Novel, to be published by University of Oklahoma Press. The
Cresset is pleased to publish this essay in connection with the
visit to VU's campus of author James Welch, as part of the
Columbian Quincentenary Arts Series, in November of 1991.
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the central "crisis of identity" in post-colonial literatures:
"the concern with the development of an effective
identifying relationship between self and place."
Throughout his fiction, like nearly all American Indian
novelists, Welch is deeply involved in this "dialectic of place
and displacement" (Ashcroft 8-9). By reimagining, or remembering the traditional Blackfeet world, Welch attempts
to recover the center-to revitalize what Ashcroft calls the
"myths of identity and authenticity" and thus reclaim the
possibility of a coherent identity for himself and all
contemporary Blackfeet people, that which was denied Jim
Loney. To accomplish his goal,Welch, more fully than any
other Native American novelist, explicitly seizes control of
the language of the Blackfeet's oppressors, making English
"bear the burden" of an "other" experience. The
conceptual horizon-or "map of the mind" -through
which the reader must pass in this novel belongs to the
traditional world of the Blackfeet, and in this world the
Euramerican is peripheral and alien.
In Fools Crow, Welch inverts the Western. As early as
Winter in the Blood, Welch had moved toward a redefming
of this conceptual horizon for his reader. Discussing that
first novel in a 1982 interview, Welch described his
intentions:
If you were a tourist coming along Highway 2 there on the
Highline, all you might want to do is get through this country as
fast as possible .... I wanted to hijack a carload of those tourists.... I
just wanted them to be immersed in this country so that they
would see as much as I saw, because, to me, that was a whole
world right there .... (Bevis 165)
In a later interview, Welch said of Fools Crow:
I'm staying exclusively with the Blackfeet. I'm trying to write
from the inside-out, because most historical novels are written
from the outside looking in. My main character is a member of a
particular band, and I'm talking a lot about camp life and
ceremonial life, those day to day practical things that they did to
survive-and to live quite decently, as a matter offact. So I'm
writing it from the inside-out. The white people are the real
strangers. They're the threatening presence out there all the
time. (McFarland 4-5)
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Like Welch's earlier novels, Fools Crow focuses on still
another young Blackfeet male, but this protagonist differs
greatly from Welch's previous central characters in that he
is a fullblood immersed in a traditional world. Unlike the
unnamed narrator of Winter and the directionless Loney,
Fools Crow knows at all times precisely who and where he is:
he is a Blackfeet in a world defined securely according to
Blackfeet values and Blackfeet discourse. The Napikwans
-white men-who a century later will become the
"stalking white men" haunting the narrator's world in
Winter, are only beginning to insinuate their power over
the Blackfeet world as Fools Crow opens. The fact that these
invaders are defined by Blackfeet language-as
"Napikwans" -underscores the Indians' sense of still
controlling their world, of being the privileged center
within this world wherein the whites are "other," though as
John C. Ewers points out, the word means Old Man Person,
and was applied to white men because of their impressive
wonder-working powers (13). If, as Ashcroft suggests,
language "becomes the medium through which a
hierarchical structure of power is perpetuated, and the
medium through which conceptions of 'truth,' 'order,' and
'reality' become established," (7) the primary structure of
power (and epistemology) in the world of Fools Crow still
belongs to the Blackfeet. The protagonist's world is intact;
there is no alienation-yet However, by manipulating the
syntax of the novel, by interpolating literal translations of
Blackfeet utterances (e.g., "sticky mouth," "real bear,"
"Cold Maker," etc.), and by rendering place so fully, Welch
simultaneously makes his reader acutely aware of the "gap"
his language attempts to overcome: that "resulting from
the linguistic displacement of the pre-colonial language by
English" (Ashcroft 10). Thus, as Welch attempts to do what
Ashcroft describes as the effort "to convey in a language
that is not one's own the spirit that is one's own"(39), the
tensions--dialogism-within the very language of the novel
become a radical indicator of the cultural denigration,
displacement, even genocide that the novel is meant to
demonstrate.

Fools Crow is set in the late 1860s, as the protagonist's
father, Rides-at-the-door, indicates when he says, "It has
been almost thirteen winters since the big treaty with the
bosses from the east (Welch Fools Crow 174). Though twice
ravaged by smallpox-in 1781, when more than half the
Blackfeet population died, and again in 1837 when twothirds of the tribe perished-as the novel opens the
Blackfeet have regained their strength and are a powerful
and confident people (Ewers 29, 66). White Man's Dog, as
the protagonist is at first called, is a member of the Lone
Eaters band of the Pikuni tribe of Blackfeet. The Blackfeet
are historically divided into three main tribes: the Pikuni
(Piegan) who are the focus of this novel, the Kainah
(Blood), and the Siksika (Northern Blackfeet, sometimes
called the Blackfeet proper).
Throughout most of the year each tribe was further
divided into bands of twenty to thirty families totaling one
6

to two hundred individuals. The Lone Eaters are listed in
George Bird Grinnell'sBlackfeet Lodge Tales as one of two
dozen Pikuni bands (208-25).
Having undertaken an unsuccessful vision quest two
years earlier, when he was sixteen, the young man still goes
by the childhood name he earned by trailing Victory Robe
White Man, an old storyteller, about camp. The name of
White Man's Dog, conferred by the band, has given the
protagonist an identity-though not one he relishes--and
replaced his birth name of Sinopa. However, he has yet to
earn the name which will define his adult place within the
tribe. The protagonist's first opportunity to prove himself
comes when he is invited with four other young men on a
horse-taking raid against the Crows. The group is led by the
seasoned warrior Yellow Kidney and veteran scout, or
"wolf," Eagle Ribs. Throughout the novel Welch
incorporates a number of names from Blackfeet history.
Eagle Ribs, for example, was an actual warrior who had
boasted of killing white trappers and who was thought to
be responsible for killing American Fur Company clerk
Henry Vandenburgh, allegedly stripping the victim's flesh
from his bones and throwing the bones in the Jefferson
River. Mik-api, the "many-faces" man of the novel, bears the
name of a figure from Blackfeet oral tradition: Mik-a'pi or
Red Old Man, featured in Grinnell's Blackfeet Lodge Tales
and about whom it is said, "Of all the great chiefs who had
lived and died, he was the greatest.. .. It must be true, as the
old men have said, that he was helped by the ghosts, for no
one can do such things without help from those fearful and
unknown persons."
Often, Welch uses the actual names of both Blackfeet
and whites involved in the historical events about which he
is writing, such as the chiefs Heavy Runner, Little Dog,
Mountain Chief, Big Lake and the mixed blood scout Joe
Kipp and white rancher Malcolm Clark. At other times, as
with Eagle Ribs, he apparently borrows historical names for
his fictional creations. Owl Child, for example, is a name
borne by one of the most successful Blackfeet cattlemen in
the 1880s and 90s, a name Welch ironically appropriates
for his renegade warrior in the novel. Welch even borrows
Grinnell's term for the traditional healer. "The doctor,"
Grinnell writes, "is named 1-so-kin'-uh-kin, a word difficult
to translate. The nearest English meaning of the word
seems to be "heavy singer for the sick" (284).
During the horse-stealing expedition, White Man's
Dog distinguishes himself while his more admired friend,
Fast Horse, commits a foolish act leading to the capture
and mutilation of Yellow Kidney. Having had a dream in
which "Cold Maker" told him to move a big rock blocking
an ice spring, and having failed to locate the spring, Fast
Horse has first erred in not turning back from the raid.l
His second error comes in an act of individual
aggrandizement-a shouted boast in the enemy campthat endangers the success of the raid and the lives of the
group.2 As a result, Yellow Kidney is captured by the Crows
who cut off his fingers and send him home as an example.
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(In acting this way, Bull Shield is not acting with unusual
savagery. Mutilation and torture were apparently fairly
common. Ewers recounts a story of a Blackfeet warrior
captured by the Cree who was "scalped, his right hand cut
off, and thus started back to his own nation to tell the
news." Ewers also writes of a Cree pipe-stem carrier killed
by the Blackfeet who then skinned the victim and stuffed
the skin with grasses, placing the figure "in a trail where
the Crees were accustomed to pass in their hunting
expeditions" (205 ff.). Before being captured and
released, Yellow Kidney contracts smallpox, an event which .
White Man's Dog has foreseen in a dream. ·w elch's
description of the dream suggests the historical arrival of
smallpox among the Blackfeet in 1781, when a
Blackfeet scouting party stumbled upon a seemingly
deserted Shoshoni village only to find the inhabitants
lying dead or dying within the lodges. Deciding that
an evil spirit had afflicted their enemies, the
Blackfeet took the best lodges and other
possessions and left the Shoshoni to die. Thus the
evil spirit of smallpox came among them (Ewers
29).
For the rough outline of his plot, Welch
has relied almost entirely upon historical
sources. The tribes raided in the novel are
traditional Blackfeet enemies. The outcast
Owl Child and the others who wage guerilla
war against the whites reflect those young
men who, in the 1850s, resisted and killed
the intruding whites throughout the
territory. It was such a group that actually
murdered the prominent ex-trader and
successful rancher Malcolm Clark.
According to Ewers, Clark was visited by
25 young Piegan warriors in 1869 and
killed. Five of the warriors, recognized
by Clark's children, were indicted for
the murder by a grand jury and
warrants were issued for their arrest.
Alexander Culbertson, a trader who
knew the Blackfeet intimately, declared
that the murder of Clark and other
whites was due to "a portion of the young
rabble over whom the chiefs have no
control," a declaration that is reinforced
by Welch's treatment of the episode
Historically, the chiefs did agree to round
renegades and kill them.
Similarly, the smallpox plague that
through
the villages late in the novel reflects the actual smallpox
epidemic of 1869-70, the third major epidemic to devastate
the tribes. The massacre of Heavy Runner's band is an
event that actually took place on Jan. 23, 1870, when the
half-breed joe Kipp, scouting for a large military command
out to avenge the murders of Clark and other whites,
mistook the friendly chief's village for that of the
November 1991

more hostile Mountain Chief. According to Curlew
Woman, a survivor of the massacre in Welch's novel,
"Heavy Runner was among the first to fall. He had a piece
of paper that was signed by a seizer chief. It said that he
and his people were friends to the Napikwans" (383-84).
Curlew Woman's account matches an Indian account of
the actual attack, which states that "as soon as
Heavy Runner learned troops were
approaching, he walked out alone to meet
them, and he was holding ·up his hand
and waving his identification paper
when a soldier shot him dead" (Ewers
250-1). Welch would also take the
murder of Little Dog and the decline of
the once-powerful Black Patched
Moccasin band straight from history
(Ewers 242).
Needless to say, Welch is
accurate-according to available historical
sources-in reproducing Blackfeet life of the
second half of the nineteenth century. At the
core of this historical novel, however, is the
fictional story of the young man who comes to
be a warrior, healer, and visionary for his people.
The protagonist's three names-in contrast to the
nameless narrator of Winter-illustrate the essential
process of maturation and integration into
community in the Blackfeet world. As Grinnell
reminds us, new names, resulting from new exploits,
were always recognized by a name assignment from
the community (194). Each new identity thus tells
everyone-Fools Crow as well as his fellow Pikuni precisely who he is.
Fast Horse acts as a foil to Fools Crow throughout the
novel. Cast out of the Lone Eaters band, Fast Horse joins
Owl Child's renegade gang. Like Fast Horse, Owl Child has
lost his place within the Pikuni community because he has
acted selfishly, falsely claiming a scalp taken by another
warrior and killing the warrior in the argument. Ironically,
the renegades who fight most vehemently against the
intrusion of the whites are already the most displaced
Indians in the world Welch describes; in their alienation
and displacement they come to resemble the displaced
whites whom they kill. So dangerous to the Pikuni are the
outcasts-individuals who are not controlled by community
responsibilities-that Rides-at-the-Door and the other
chiefs agree to kill Owl Child's renegades: "Tell this seizer
chief that we will kill Owl Child," Fools Crow's father says.
"'t is the only way to avoid War. ,3
Following Fools Crow's journey to try to bring Fast
Horse back to the Pikuni, Welch introduces another
displaced American, the white deserter from the
Confederate forces who serves as a guard for whiskey
wagons passing through Blackfeet territory. While
dreaming of home and family- the only myths of identity
and authenticity left for perpetually outcast Euramericans
7

-the young white man is abruptly murdered by Owl
Child's warriors. In this chapter, Chapter 25, Welch
accomplishes a fascinating stylistic shift. Throughout the
novel, he has attempted to convey the texture and sense of
Blackfeet speech not only by insinuating numerous literal
"translations" of Blackfeet terms (e.g., "sticky mouth," "real
bear," etc.) but also through a careful manipulation of
English syntax. Writing in predominantly simple
declarative sentences and avoiding complex syntactical
constructions, Welch attempts the nearly impossible feat of
conveying a feeling of one language through another while
simultaneously avoiding the cliched formal pidgin of
Hollywood Indians. The very first paragraph of the novel
-while moving fluidly in order to propel the reader into
the text-illustrates this deliberate style:
Now that the weather had changed, the moon of the falling
leaves turned white in the blackening sky and White Man's Dog
was restless. He chewed the stick of dry meat and watched Cold
Maker gather his forces. The black clouds moved in the north in
circles, their dance a slow deliberate fury. It was almost night,
and he looked back down into the flats along the Two Medicine
River. The lodges of the Lone Eaters were illuminated by cooking
fires within. It was that time of evening when even the dogs rest
and the horses graze undisturbed along the grassy banks.
It is interesting to compare this paragraph with a
paragraph from Chapter 25 in which the point of view is
that of the white man about to be killed:
The rolling prairies were as vast and empty as a pale ocean,
and the sky stretched forever, sometimes blue, sometimes slate.
The few small groups of mountains, like islands in this sea of
yellow swells, only seemed to emphasize its vastness. In the winter,
when snow covered the land and lay heavy in the bottoms, the
man was filled with foreboding dreams of an even larger isolation.
(289-90)

Seen through Blackfeet eyes, the landscape has
immediate presence; it is intimate and fully inhabited and
its signs are read in direct relation to their interpenetration
within the lives of the people and animals. Cold Maker and
black clouds have imminent and practical significance for
the illuminated lodges of the Lone Eaters and for the dogs
and horses dependent upon them and at home in this
place. In the lyrical rendering of the white man's thoughts,
however,Welch suggests the imposition of an aesthetic
valorization upon the landscape. For the white man, the
landscape is vastly uninhabited, empty of local significance,
mirroring, particularly in the key phrase "foreboding
dreams of an even larger isolation," Heidegger's
Unheimlichkeit, or "not-at-homeness" that informs postcolonialism (Ashcroft 82). Having no history, no "place"
within the landscape, the white man can only define it in
abstract, broadly aesthetic terms that enable him to
subsume it into his own romantic myth, as Ralph Waldo
Emerson's "not me" is subsumed into the Transcendental
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"me." In his lyrical response, this naive and doomed white
man reenacts the symbolic depopulation of the continent
("vast and empty") necessary both as a first step toward
appropriation and as a means of making the place
accessible to the abstract language which is otherwise so
inadequate to the task of description. At the same time,
through this lyrically "placeless" language, the white man
reenacts the colonial subsumption of the continent into
the "manifest" destiny of the invaders. Like the MricanAmericans in Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man, the Native
Americans become invisible inhabitants of the strangely
disturbing Promised Land surrounding the whiskeytrading, westering Euramerican. Emptiness characterizes
this environment: the monochromatic sky stretches
forever, while the prairies are a "vast and empty" sea-as if
heaven and earth have merged to form an embryonic seaspace within which the romantic imagination may bring
forth the new man, the isolate American. Very shortly,
however, phantoms will rise up from that peripheralized
reality to murder the young intruder.
When Fools Crow travels to the south, instructed by
Nitsokan to go on his quest, he moves deeply into the
mythology of the Blackfeet. So-at-sa-ki, or Feather Woman,
the mythological figure whom he encounters, is also an
outcast from her people. With amixedblood's fair skin and
pale blue eyes, Feather Woman confesses, "I do not live
much in your world .... I do not fully understand the ways of
the Pikunis anymore" (333). Sent back to earth with her
son, Star Boy-Poia-Feather Woman becomes an outcast
between earth and sky. "They say that you were never
happy again," Fools Crow tells her, "that you rejected your
people, that each dawn you would beg Morning Star to
take you back" (352).
During his stay with her, Feather Woman allows Fools
Crow a vision of the future, and he sees an apocalyptic
vision in the dual forms of the half-breed Joe Kipp leading
soldiers against the Blackfeet and the smallpox epidemic
awaiting the people. "I do not fear for my people now,"
Fools Crow tells her. "As you say, we will go to a happier
place .... But I grieve for our children and their children,
who will not know the life their people once lived. I see
them on the yellow skin and they are dressed like the
Napikwans, they watch the Napikwans and learn much
from them, but they are not happy. They lose their own
way" (359). Feather Woman's response is, "Much will be
lost to them .... But they will know the way it was. The stories
will be handed down, and they will see that their people
were proud and lived in accordance with the Below Ones,
the Underwater People-and the Above ones" (359-60).
In Fools Crow, Welch is the storyteller committed to
rediscovering and preserving this lost identity. Earlier in
the novel, the chief Three Bears has said, "We will not
become like the whitehorns that these white people herd
from one place to another" (256), but in spite of that
declaration this is almost precisely what the Blackfeet of
Winter in the Blood have become. With the heavy analogy
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between cattle and Indians and the motif of fences in that
first novel, Welch makes it clear that the Indians have
become like the livestock herded and fenced by the white
culture. However, in that novel the unnamed narrator, who
as Fools Crow predicted has lost his way, is allowed a brief
journey back in time, a glimpse if not a vision of the
traditional Blackfeet world, and that .glimpse provides
whatever identity and hope the narrator finally possesses.
In Fools Crow Welch himself has made a longer, more
difficult journey home, delving into the depths of Blackfeet
identity in order to make this world accessible to both
himself and his contemporarie·s. The role of the storyteller
is crucial to cultural and individual psychic survival, for
stories confer meaning and identity in the Indian world.
Bitterly, Fools Crow tells a survivor of the massacre of
Heavy Runner's village:
It is good that you are alive. You will have much to teach the
young ones about the Napik~ans. Many of them will come into
this world and grow up thinking that the Napikwans are their
friends because they will be given a blanket or a tin of the white
man's water. But here, you see, this is the Napikwan's real gift.

He is bound by a role while they are free.
Fools Crow ends with a ceremonial procession through
the Pikuni camp as the people celebrate the return ?f
spring. Mik-api, the many-faces man, makes an offering to
Thunder Chief, and the people pray "for long summer
grass, bushes thick with berries, all things that grow in the
ground-of-many-gifts." Having survived smallpox and the
massacres of the United States army, the people dance in a
circle through the village with Butterfly, the child of Fools
Crow and Red Paint, carried sleeping with the procession.
In an unmistakable sign of renewal and promise, Thunder
Chief sends rain to the village, and Welch concludes with a
lyrical-almost Homeric-vision:
Far from the fires of the camps, out on the rain-dark
prairies, in the swales and washes, on the rolling hills, the rivers of
great animals moved. Their backs were dark with rain and the
rain gathered and trickled down their shaggy heads. Some grazed,
and some slept. Some had begun to molt. Their dark horns
glistened in ·the rain as they stood guard over the sleeping calves.
The blackhorns had returned and, all around, it was as it should
be.

(385)

Not only has Welch fully recovered the traditional
Pikuni world in this novel, he has also rendered the
inhabitants of that world in the kind of convincing, fully
human detail seldom allowed Native Americans in
literature by Euramericans. The story of Running Fisher's
adultery with his father's young wife, Kills-close-to-the-lake,
for example, is a universally human drama. The pathos of
the youngest wife's frustration and entrapment is poignant,
and her movement toward first Fools Crow and then
Running Fisher in search of warmth and love is developed
as an inevitably human response. Rides-at-the-door's
response is also complex and compelling as he recognizes
his own culpability and acts out of compassion and
understanding. (There is plenty of evidence that severe
punishment of straying wives was commonplace.) In this
subplot, Running Fisher and Kills-close-to-the-lake achieve
a fully rounded dimension not available to Fools Crow.
Whereas Welch allows these minor characters to act out of
universally human impulse, his protagonist's role demands
that he represent the Blackfeet world more completely and
that he thus act more rigidly according to a role. As he
matures toward his identity as warrior-healer-visionary,
Fools Crow paradoxically never achieves the fully human
dimensions of his younger brother and father's young wife.
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Fools Crow-like the story of Feather Woman-is
about returning, about going home to an identity, about
looking back through the hole in time. And the world
seen is one in which man is not an isolated, identityless
drifter as he is in the first two Welch novels. Fools Crow
presents a world endangered but intact, where men and
women know who and where they are. In this world Raven
flutters down to give advice and Nitsokan comes to a
sleeper in a dream, and neither instance exemplifies what
in contemporary fiction has come to be called "magical
realism." In the Blackfeet world rendered so completely in
this novel, there is no disjunction between the real and the
magical, no sense that the magical is metaphorical. In the
world Welch recovers, Raven talks to men and women, the
sacred and the profane interpenetrate irresistibly, and this
is reality. If the reader can pass through that conceptual
horizon, if the reader acknowledges and accepts this
reality, he or she experiences an Indian world, that world
forever distanced from the airplane man of Winter and,
more tragically, from the doomed Loney. In Fools Crow,
Welch has accomplished the most profound act of recovery
in American literature.O

9

unable to accomplish what they promised, just as Welch indicates
in his novel.

Notes
1 Dreams were so respected that anyone having a dream
portending disaster was privileged to tum back without ridicule.
According to Ewers, "So great was Blackfoot respect for the
messages received in dreams that they said any man who accused
another of cowardice because he heeded his dream and went
home would surely be killed on the expedition" (131) .
2 Fast Horse's "ghost shirt" or war shirt with "ragged holes and
crude designs," a shirt given to him by his father, which had "once
belonged to Head Carrier and had deflected many arrows and
greased shooters," sounds like the famous "Lord's shirt" which
had originally belonged to Big Plume. Mter Christ had appeared
to him four times in dreams wearing variations on the shirt, Big
Plume had made the shirt with holes and crosses and had been
rendered invulnerable to wounds in war and even invisible (Ewers
1923).
3 According to Ewers, the actual chiefs Heavy Runner, Little Wolf,
and Big Lake of the Piegans and the Blood chief Gray Eyes met
with General &ully on New Year's Day, 1870. Welch includes the
Kainah chief, Sun Calf, Big Lake and Little Wolf of the Pikunis,
and Heavy Runner. Ewers says, 'These friendly chiefs agreed to
try to kill the murderers and to bring in their bodies and all the
stolen stock they could find" (248). In actuality, the chiefs were
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The House of Bees
My neighbor has summoned an exterminator,
And I imagine the eviction from his walls,
Where his tenants might migrate, but eleven miles
From here is the house of bees, a woman and man
Who sleep surrounded by bees driven to their home
By heredity's occasion. They've lain awake
Waiting for the sleep of bees. Their walls thick with combs,
They've wished a lullaby from horror, hired the man
Who vacuums bees, carries them elsewhere while news teams
Gather. 'The wiring among the bees," the man says,
"Brings an unsettling light," and his wife remembers
A man with a beard of bees, the patriarch look
Of him, the Old Testament illustration for
"There's nothing to be afraid of," the placebo
For fear of swarming, dread of invasion, fright from
The honeyed undertone of the new home's drywall.

Gary Fincke
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DOORS OF DARKNESS, DOORS OF LIGHT
Renu Juneja
On my return from West Africa this summer, a
friend greeted me with his familiar conversational gambit:
"What was the high point and the low point of your
travels?" I did not have to scroll my internal camera to
decide. The high point and the low point remained vivid,
and this time the same memory served both as the high
point and the low point: the visit to the slave house at
Goree island.
The beginning of the day has not set it apart from
other typical tourist excursions: The gathering in the hotel
lobby of a group of people who are becoming familiar with
each other and who now tend to break into little sub
groups of temporary alliances and intimacies. The walk to
the buses around which street vendors selling handicrafts
have already begun to hover. The chatter of the guide, this
one the garrulous, bossy type, full of cosmopolitan palaver,
an urbane citizen of the world. The short ferry ride from
Dakar to Goree, which gives this morning the feel of a
picnic. The leisurely saunter up to the next tourist
attraction, as we walk surrounded by local children who
have been distracted from their street play by the intrusion
of yet another set of foreigners into their world.
But once we enter the doors of the building, our day
is wrenched into an entirely different shape and meaning.
This is the slave house from which, and from others like it,
15 to 20 million slaves were shipped to the Americas over
three centuries. The wide curving staircase leading to the
top floor of the building gives it the deceptive charm of a
graceful colonial dwelling. Then we walk around the stairs
and see the dark, suffocating rooms with barred slits high
above head level. There is nothing much to see-a dirt
floor and iron rings on the wall with a few chains still
hanging to remind us of their use. And, yet, even after
centuries of vacancy, the dead, oppressive air stirs with
human forms. We have not exercised an act of visual
imagination. We can see them, hear them, feel their
palpable presence.
There are six rectangular rooms flanking a narrow
corridor that leads to a door of pure light overlooking a
narrow strip of rocks and then the endless ocean. The
Ren.u Juneja is Profesor of English at VU. She writes frequently
for The Cresset as a regular contributor to The Nation Column.
Her recent directions in scholarly work include feminist writing
and primarily post- colonial literatures in English. This essay was
written after a trip in the summer of 1991 with her husband,
James Kingsland, to Senegal.
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curator has hung handwritten signs on the entrances to
these rooms. The text of these signs is sometimes a stark
record of use-this one for healthy males, this one for
females, this smaller one for children, this one for males
less than sixty kilograms who must be fattened on extra
diet before they can be shipped. Sometimes, a moving
quotation from a Senegalese poet or public figure
accompanies this sign. The feelings of our dignified,
gentle-looking curator, who has watched over this building
for nearly two decades, have found expression in these
signs, have sought to humanize the incomprehensible
reality of these structures. In the hush that has descended
on our group, we read and hear the facts. For most of us,
the facts are not new. Dakar was the favored shipping post
of slave trade because it sits on a peninsula thrusting out
into the Atlantic, and is the western most point of the
African continent. The ease of departure from Goreethe island does not have a sand bar on the West-and the
difficulty of escape from Goree made it the chosen spot.
From October to April, the trade winds brought the ships
relatively swiftly to the various ports of the Americas. As
many as six million slaves died before the voyage was
completed, some not even having begun the sea voyage.
The unsanitary, overcrowded conditions began in these
slave houses where the mortality rate was as high as 30
percent, where many sickened and died and were thrown
to the sharks in the surrounding waters, the predators
having been drawn to Goree by human flesh to provide an
extra safeguard against attempted escape. Families will be
split up here as the father is shipped to Brazil, the mother
to the West Indies, and the child to the United States. And
so many frightened, confused, wretched human beings will
leave from that door in the middle, that door of pure light,
unbarred and beckoning now, but for them a door of no
return, for once they pass that door and board the ship,
they will see the shoreline of Africa recede forever.

I realize that I am crying. I look around and I see
that almost all the eyes are dimmed, that people are
reaching out for hands of friends for to experience this
alone seems unbearable. I look for my husband and see
him standing transfixed in that door of light. I do not ask
for meaning. I know he is invoking his ancestor who left
here a few centuries before. Most of us in the group are
African-Americans, or allied by blood to people of African
origin. We have come to Dakar to affirm the African
presence in Caribbean and African American literature
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and culture, and for all of us the shared academic exercise
that brought us here has found the bedrock of human
experience without which an academic exercise remains an
exercise.
Excerpts from a slave narrative first published in
1787: The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano,
or Gustavus Vassa the African, written by himself.
My father, besides many slaves, had a numerous family of which
seven lived to grow up, including myself and a sister who was the
only daughter.. .. One day, when all our people were gone out
to work as usual and only I and my dear sister were left to mind
the house, two men and a woman got over our walls, and in a
moment seized us both, and without giving us time to cry out and
make resistance they stopped our mouth and ran away with us ...
The next day proved a day of greater sorrow than I had yet
experienced, for my sister and I were then separated while we lay
clasped in each other's arms . . . I was left in a state of distraction
not to be described. I cried and grieved continually, and for
several days did not eat anything but what was forced into my
mouth. At length, after many days of travelling, during which I
had often changed masters, I got in to the hands of a chieftain in a
very pleasant country. This man had two wives and some
children, and they all used me extremely well and did all they
could to comfort me. From the time I left my nation I always
found somebody that understood my language till I came to the
sea coast .. . Indeed I must acknowledge, in honor of these sable
destroyers of human rights, that I never met with any ill treatment
or saw any offered to their slaves except when tying them, when
necessary, to keep them from running away ... . The first object
which saluted my eyes when I arrived on the coast was the sea,
and a slave ship which was then riding anchor and waiting for its
cargo. These filled me with astonishment, which was soon
converted into terror when I was carried on board. I was
immediately handled and tossed to see as if I were sound by some
of the crew, and I was now persuaded that I had gotten into a
world of bad spirits....The closeness of the place and the heat of
the climate, added to the number on the ship, which was so
crowded that each had scarcely room to turn himself, almost
suffocated us. This produced copious perspiration, so that the air
soon became unfit for respiration from a variety of loathsome
smells, and brought on a sickness among the slaves, of which
many died ...This wretched situation was again aggravated by the
galling of the chains, now become insupportable, and the filth of
the necessary tubs, into which the children often fell and were
almost suffocated. The shrieks of the women and the groans of
the dying rendered the whole a scene of horror almost
inconceivable... One day . .. two of my wearied countrymen who
were chained together ... preferring death to such a life of
misery, somehow made through the nettings and jumped into
the sea: immediately another quite dejected fellow ... also
followed their example; and I believe many more would very soon
have done the same if they had not been prevented by the ship's
crew. (15-30)
I have quoted Equiano at length for several reasons.
His is one of the voices that survives to tell its own story and
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no rehearsal of facts can equal the power of narrative.
There are elements of the story that need attention. This
boy kidnapped at the age of 10 remembers that his father
had many slaves. The. slave traders who captured Equiano
and brought him to the slave ship were also black. The
existing institution of African slavery facilitated the large
scale export of slaves. But the important differences
between African slavery and our own experience of it are
are also embedded in Equiano's account and might
explain why so many Africans helped the European slavers.
The shock of discovering the difference between the two
forms of slavery made Madame Tinabu, a slave trader, an
ardent abolitionist. (Her life is described in Eminent
Nigerians.) Equiano speaks of being well-treated by his
black masters and even by the slave traders themselves. His
experience was not exceptional, and although human
cruelty can manifest itself in all situations and among all
people, physical cruelty against the slave was rather the
exception than the rule in Africa. He speaks of being
almost absorbed within the fold of his master's family, and,
indeed, adoption within tribe and family was one of the
acknowledged functions of acquiring slaves; it was
perceived as a method of acquiring a larger kin group and
thus gaining more power for the group.
Adoption may have been the most benign function
of African slavery because most slaves were undoubtedly
acquired for their capacity to labor, for their economic
value which included the salability of the slave for money.
This is specially true when the slave trade across the
Atlantic began. We see that Equiano is sold and resold
several times. In more traditional manifestations of slavery,
slaves could expect to live and die in the household of the
master. Their marriages and social alliances may have
been controlled, but they could expect to form permanent
family units. Many lived in slave villages, leading lives not
very different from those of other agricultural laborers.
Travellers to Africa often failed to detect the presence of
slavery because they used the criteria of treatment,
occupation, or living conditions. Often there were few
distinctions of these kinds between the slaves and other
members of the community. There is no need to
sentimentalize African slavery. The trauma of capture and
kidnapping, of dislocation from family units, of the new
social marginality because even in the most benign forms
of slavery there was always a galling gap between the
freeborn and the slave-all these imply real suffering. Nor
must we shy away from acknowledging that the magnitude
of the slave trade was in some measure possible only
because of widespread existence of slavery in Africa. But
we also need to remember the differences. African slavery
did offer a chance of upward mobility, and many slaves
rose to substantial economic wealth and political power;
they even acquired slaves of their own, and in some
instances became kings. (As described in Alagoa's Jaja.)
African slavery was often a form of punishment, and the
society might have decreed a more harsh form of
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punishment if the alternative of slavery were not available.
Ache be's novel, Things F.all Apart, records the giving up of a
child to another village in compensation for homicide. In
the choice between freedom and death, the sensible
African would have preferred slavery.
This is specially so because the value we attach to
freedom, or rather to a special kind of freedom, has little
meaning in a culture where the supreme good is belonging
rather than independence. In defining African slavery,
Kopytoff and Miers write: "In most African societies,
'freedom' lay not in withdrawal into meaningless and
dangerous autonomy but in attachment to a kin group, to a
patron, to power-an attachment that occurred within a
well-defined hierarchical framework ... Significantly, the
Giriama of the Kenya coast, when asked to name the
opposite of mtumwa ('slave'}, invariably replied 'Mgriama,'
meaning simply a Giriama. Among the Suku of Zaire, a
man who had quarreled with his lineage and set up his own
compound with his wife and children in isolation in the
countryside was compared to a muhilr.a , a term for
outsiders acquired by a lineage" or a kinship group (17).
Slavery is the extreme end of the kinship continuum, but it
still belongs on the continuum. In American slavery, color
and race defined the black as perpetually outside the
continuum, incapable of belonging in any other terms
except as chattel. Paradoxically, the very veneration of
liberty that marked the founding of the United States, that
led to the declaration that all human beings are created
equal and that all have the right to life, liberty and pursuit
of happiness may have ensured worse treatment of
American slaves than elsewhere. The only way of denying
freedom to slaves would be to deny their humanity as well.
The advent of European slavery radically changed
the nature of African slavery not only because of these
differences in the lives of American slaves but also because
it led to the cultivation and multiplication of petty tyrants
who now ravaged the countryside and engaged in warfare
to acquire slaves as a means of ready money usually
deployed in buying European goods, specially guns to wage
more wars. In-group hostilities were exacerbated in this
mutually destructive warfare. West African populations
were left at dangerously low levels, with the most valuable
sector of the population-those between the ages of 16 and
45-being most depleted. The predominance of slavery
within the economy of these states tended to limit the
development of other forms of economic activity. When
we think about the "backwardness" of Africa, we need to
remind ourselves that one of the consequences of
colonialism was not the "advance" we would expect because
of contact with a technologically superior civilization, but
in fact the very reverse of the process. Indigenous
technical development was hampered, and indigenous
social arrangements disrupted and distorted. Africans no
longer dictated the pace and direction of their
development; the priorities and interests of other people
and governments now took precedence.
November 1991

If Goree is a reminder of the wrenching of Africa that
took place with the slave trade, then Dakar is a reminder 0f
other contradictions generated by the past that haunts the
present. France had grouped its sub-Saharan possession
into a federation and built Dakar as its capital, a city left
with too large an administrative structure, a surplus of civil
servants, when the Empire dissolved. This city built for
elites now has skyscrapers and expensive hotels for the new
elite. To drive from the colonial palace now housing the
Senegalese president onto the marine drive with charming
villas overlooking the sea is to see one face of. Senegal.
Most of the citizens of Dakar, however, still live in Medina,
originally the segregated section for Africans - crowded
shacks and huts built from broken concrete blocks or
timber held together by chicken wire, where tin roofs
predominate. Again and again, one is struck by the ironies
of modernization. The ecologically sounder and
climatically better adapted huts with thatched roofs have
now been replaced, even in the countryside, with these
galvanized tin-roofed sheds. The gains in durability must
surely be offset by the hot suffocating interiors inevitable in
these new huts. As American tourists, we had, of course,
stayed in the grandest hotel. Typically, our only excursion
into Medina was a tour stop at the local government
sponsored craft market in Medina.

As in most of the world, specially the so called Third
World, the impact of the modern century is difficult to
assess- both difficult to determine except in most
superficial terms, and difficult to evaluate. Has
independence, the control of the nation's destiny by its
own people, only meant the shift from one kind of elite to
another? When all the artifacts of modernity have become
necessities for any functioning nation, how much
indigenous control can really exist? In many ways, modern
Senegal seems even less independent of France than in
colonial times. Certainly, the actual numbers of French
actually living in Senegal have greatly increased. French
continues to be the language of education and the
language of commerce. Beyond that, the need to have
modern buildings, cars, elevators, pencils, telephones,
modern banks, computers, and Coca Cola means that
Senegal's economy must remain heavily dependent on
imports. Senegal does not manufacture its own pencils,
though it does have a plant for bottling the ubiquitous
aerated drink, for which we tourists were indeed grateful,
specially those with tender stomachs. But my use of the
word "need" was unambiguous rather than ironic. Senegal
does need the accouterments of modem development if it
wants to take its place in modern world. Even Coca Cola
may be "necessary" if Senegal is to draw the tourist trade,
and the tourist trade "necessary" t0 earn the hard currency
without with other necessary developments may not be
possible. Neocolonialism of the multinational variety
seems inescapable, and Gandhian notions of selfsufficiency for newly independent nations seem to recede
more and more into the realm of romantic idealism.
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Unless Senegal and other nations like it are to turn their
backs on the rest of the world, they must reckon with the
problem of economies of scale. Of course, it makes no
sense for Senegal to manufacture its own pencils or tires or
air-conditioners or soap or cheese or cookies. It has only to
learn to pay for them. The sub-Saharan, near desert
conditions, the infertile soil, the lack of mineral resources,
virtually one crop economy - partly the result of climatic
factors but partly the legacy of colonialism where
economies and produce were geared to the needs of the
colonial powers - make it difficult to pay for the imports.
These new client states now produce their own varieties of
slavery.
The ironies of neocolonialism extend beyond
economic dependence. The political opposition to French
colonial rule in Senegal begins, as it does in other parts of
the European empires, with the elites educated under the
colonial system, who, despite their revolutionary zeal, are
trapped in hybridity which often distances them from their
traditional culture. Even the most revolutionary creeds, as
for instance the aesthetic of Negritude, can be curiously
positioned in their relationship to the culture they
ostensibly oppose and one they ostensibly validate.
Leopold Senghor, one of the founders of the movement
and the first president of Senegal, found in Negritude a
powerful political and psychological tool of liberation, but
Negritude was, after all, a development out of Paris, a
creation of intellectuals of African descent who, even as
they spoke for their fellow Africans, tended to be separated
from them through education and residence in France. As
Markowitz writes, "Most of them did not feel a patriotic or
even sentimental attachment to any particular segment of
overseas France. Intellectuals spoke about 'Africa' rather
than Senegal, Ivory Coast or Gabon. How could it be
otherwise? Descent, tribe, caste were more important and
real than artificial European-imposed national boundaries"
(43). The appeal of Negritude remained potent for the
intellectuals rather than for the people in general; it spoke
to the modernized in Africa rather than to the traditional
population. It was the alienation of the elite, at least in
Africa, that Negritude set out to remedy because the
people living in the villages were not alienated from their
own culture.
While Negritude revolted against
colonization, it remained a product of that very
colonization. Ezekiel Mphalele has articulated the
suspicion that the colonized elite feel a greater need for
asserting their traditions than those who have not been
colonized: "Must the educated African from abroad come
back to re-colonize us? Must he walk about with his mouth
open, startled by the beauty of African women?" (23).
It is only after I had responded to my friend's
question about the high point and the low point of my visit
that I began to see how my experience at Goree and the
attendant reflections were, indeed, paradigmatic of my
experience in Senegal in general. The jagged sensibilities
resulting from the visit to the slave house, my recognition
of the oppositions and contradictions of African slave
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trade, my growing awareness of paradox, complexity and
richness of the totality of this experience - all these were
anticipated and recapitulated many times. I remember the
mixture of ironic amusement, aesthetic pleasure, sadness,
and celebratory triumph in seeing obviously staged
performances of "African Dances" at the hotels we stayed in
and even during our entertainment at lunch at Goree.
These were obviously routine performances for tourists,
but in this instance most of the tourists were African
Americans with rhythm still in their blood, or at least that
rhythm of the drums. I knew that the dances were not
really "authentic" although they contained traditional
elements. We could think of the dances as modernized to
appeal to a western audience, but we could also view the
change as a successful aesthetic experiment by these young
dancers, an instance of tradition being reinvigorated.
For all the cosmopolitan modernity of a city like
Dakar, I know that traditional structures survive through
mutations and adaptations. Senegal still remains a
hierarchical society, and even as the old caste system
weakens, new social subdivisions are replacing it. We may
reject the traditional caste system as backward and
superstitious, and as certainly out of harmony with modern
egalitarian sentiments. Senegambian society was
traditionally divided into hierarchical groupings of the free
people (rulers and cultivators), the artisans (and these
included the griots or praise singers, both oral historians
and poets of the Senegambia) who remained socially and
economically subjugated, and the slaves who formed the
lowest social and economic stratum. The system was, to a
large extent, inflexible although it had a web of clearly
understood responsibilities and obligations that lent a
human dimension to these relationships. But today's
subdivision between the haves and the have nots seems just
as inflexible. In talking to students from the University of
Dakar it seemed that most of them came from a privileged
class in terms of the occupations of their fathers. Through
the university education of this second generation, the
privilege was going to be perpetuated. And no network of
mutually understood social obligations stretches across this
new gulf between the elite and the masses.
Besides the usual trips arranged through a tour
company, a few of us had made a pilgrimage to the grave of
Cheikh Anta Diop. Diop, a natural scientist by training,
was also a seminal intellectual, shaping the consciousness
of the educated Senegalese, Africans, and African
Americans. The university in Dakar is named after him.
The trip to his village - where he is buried in a rather
obscure and very simple grave, seemingly at his behestcontradicts what I have said about the self-perpetuating
elite. This very poor and remote village, rather wretched in
terms of the amenities available, was the home of a modern
intellectual giant of Senegal who began his education in a
traditional Koranic school. But in the Koranic school lies
another dimension of the complex relationship between
the modern world and the African past Political power in
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Islamic Senegambia had passed to a large extent to
marabouts, religious leaders of traditional Islamic
brotherhoods, who contain in their traditional role aspects
of both the teacher and the prophet. In the traditional
marabout and disciple relationship, the disciple is promised
salvation in the next world in return for faithful obedience
to the marabout in this world. The marabouts also wield
considerable economic power in so far as they usually
control the Cooperatives, the rural institutions overseeing
the staple agriculture. The modern politician must reckon
with the marabout as must the modern educator at the
university. If Diop's rise to eminence contradicts the usual
patterns, it also confirms the crucial role of Islam in
shaping the culture ofWestAfrica.
The paradoxes of the Senegalese experience have
pursued me home. I returned to read my latest copy of The
New York Times Book Review. A reissue of Cheikh Anta
Diop's Civilization or Barbarism is being reviewed. The
thesis of Diop's book is that Africa is the cradle of western
civilization. And he makes this claim in terms of a
specifically black and African civilization in Egypt. The
claim is shaky and has not gained much credibility among
scholars though it is seemingly iterated in some politically
correct courses. Diop's interests in this book are far
ranging, and even if the answers are unsatisfactory, Diop
raises some very important questions. The reviewer who
challenges Diop's claims and methodology is not
altogether unsympathetic to Diop's enterprise. And he
notes the irony: The book, he points out suffers "from an
overkill: in order to attack the mistaken view that Africans
were not autonomous and inventive, [Diop implies] that
other cultures could not have been autonomous and
inventive"(Baines 13).
There are even greater ironies in the fact such
attempts perpetuate their own version of simplification and
stereotyping. Somehow, we must find a way of seeing
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Africa and Senegal which can contain these contradictions
and ironies. To deny them in support of some ideology or
form of political correctness is an intellectual and
emotional betrayal of no less magnitude than the cold
objectivities of a position arguing for a version of truth that
cannot see the importance of, almost the necessity of,
ideology at certain points in our history. There is no one
particular version of truth that can contain all the images,
all the emotions generated from this trip to Senegal. 0
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THINKING ABOUT FATHERS: GEOFFREY
WOLFF'S THE DUKE OF DECEPTION
Mark Allister
Though literary theorists have argued for years now
about the referentiality of language, about narrative and
tropes, only lately has such theory entered discussions of
biography. Two books of criticism, Dennis W. Petrie's
Ultimately Fiction and Ira Bruce Nadel's Biography: Fiction,
Fact & Form, suggest what happens when theory is
accounted for--biography is seen as an art form, the
biographer is sister to the novelist, the shaping of a life
from materials is an act of the constitutive imagination. As
Phyllis Rose, biographer of Virginia Woolf, says, "A life is as
much a work of fiction-of guiding narrative structures-as
novels and poems ... " (viii).
Blurring the boundaries between biography and
fiction has been useful to correct simplistic notions about
biography's "truths." (The attempt, however, to efface all
distinctions- the claims that all texts are "fictions," no
language is purely "referential," "facts" are dependent
solely on individual perception-is too simplistic on the
other pole to account for the power we feel as readers
reading biography or narrative nonfiction in general.)
Such blurring has also made clearer the ways that
biography and its study as a genre is closely tied to
autobiography, which Paul John Eakin has called "the art
of self-invention." The autobiographical act, Eakin argues,
is a second coming into being of self, a 'past' narrative
given form by a 'present' consciousness. Biography, would
suggest, is simply-or not so simply, of course-the selfinvention of an other.
In Geoffrey Wolffs The Duke of Deception, the writing
of another life in the form of biography becomes
personally crucial to the biographer. Wolffs subject is his
father, and for the son, telling the story of his father
accurately means discovering what he didn't know as a
child and young man: his father's 'real' past, and therefore
his own. In the telling of his father's life, Geoffrey
recognizes his own role both as a character in that life and
also as the biographer of it. He understands, as he never
could have earlier, how he has been shaped by his father's
fictions about the family. An analogous act to writing the
biography becomes, then, a r~valuation of his own life, so
that The Duke of Deception comes to serve as both biography
Mark Allister leaches in the Department of English at St. Olaf
College, where his special interests are American literature and
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and autobiography.What makes The Duke of Deception so
powerful is that we see, directly in the narrative, the
struggles of Geoffrey Wolff to "construct" his father, and
then give his own past a shape with the knowledge he gains
bv doing so.
The Duke of Deception begins not with birth, the
traditional opening of biography, but with death. On a
summer day so beautiful that "it was almost possible to
disbelieve in death that day," a phone message breaks the
serenity. Geoffrey, reading the faces of his friends,
suddenly believes, irrationally, that one of his two young
sons has died. When his brother-in-law tells him, instead,
that his father is dead, Geoffrey replies, "Thank God."
"The words did not then," he writes, "strike a blow above
my heart, but later they did, and there was no calling them
back, there is no calling them back now. All I can do now is
try to tell what they meant" (5).
While biographies are often archival, a record of what
someone famous has done and said, there is a different
kind of biography-of the unknown life-and a different
impulse to write such a life. For Geoffrey Wolff, the
impulse is to discover what his words "Thank God" meant.
Duke's death prompts Geoffrey's search to understand why
his early love for his father turned, when he became an
adult, to hate. Death, ironically, gives Geoffrey the
opportunity to compose a story that will give meaning to
his father's life, and subsequently to his own.
At the time of his father's death, Geoffrey had not
seen him for 10 years, years when Duke was in and out of
prison and mental institutions. Geoffrey would not help
him, would not take his sons to see their grandfather, and
felt able to live his life freely only if he was away from his
father. And yet being away was not an answer, for even at
moments that his mind was as empty as he could will it to
be, he says, it was never empty of his father (256). We
learn, late in the Duke of Deception, that Geoffrey had written
once before about Duke, had written a novel called Bad
Debts. But the fictionalization of life growing up with his
father didn't exorcise the demons, didn't make him care
again for his father or attempt to understand him. It would
take more years and a different genre-biography-to do
so.
The form is crucial. In his essay on the craft of
biography, "Minor Lives," Wolff said that when he began
writing biographies, he had written three novels "and had
The Cresset

an affection for the novelist's control of his world, the sense
of a world poised to be made up whole and shaped" (60).
What becomes important in this new try at writing about
his father is that he is not writing a novel. He has to
discover and then confront, as a biographer, the'facts' of
his father's life. That is, he cannot invent, while sitting at
his desk, what seems right to invent; instead, he must
research-interview those who had known his father, write
schools and companies for information about Duke, look
up records in old newspapers.
What makes the research necessary is that The Duke of
Deception is no ordinary biography of a father or
autobiography of a son. At its core is deception. Early in
the book Geoffrey describes the facts about his father he
grew up believing: schooled at Groton and Yale, Duke
became a fighter pilot for the RAF during WWII and then
went on to a mysterious but important career in the service
of his nation. "A pretty history,'' Geoffrey writes, but "its
fault is that it was not true. My father was a bullshit artist"
(8-9). True, there were boarding schools, but Duke was
kicked out of each one, and none of them was Groton.
There was no college degree from Yale, or anywhere. He
helped design airplanes for the RAF but never flew, and his
post-war record showed one engineering job after another,
lost because of insubordination or drunkenness.
Duke Wolff believed that a personal history, the
past, was only useful to one's present desires, and so he
invented bloodlines, family history, education, jobs, a war
record. As someone whose sustaining line of work was as a
confidence man, Duke had no interest in the 'facts' of a
life. For example, because he was a Jew, which "did not
seem to him a good idea," it was his notion "to disassemble
his history, begin at zero, and re-create himself" as a nonJew. Geoffrey's research into his father's life is crucial; as
biographer, to discover the facts of the life; as son, to
uncover the deception and learn how he has been molded
by it.
Geoffrey soon learns of an unknown family history.
Because Duke denied being Jewish, he could not place his
father, Dr. Arthur Wolff, among kindred named Samuels
and Krotoshiner. Aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents--all
were lost to Geoffrey as a boy. "' first heard the inventory
of family names," he writes, "as I stood with my cousin Bill
Haas, a stranger, in Hartford's Beth Israel Cemetery, above
the bones and marker-s of Beatrice Annette Wolff... and
Harriet Krotoshiner ... and Arthur Jacob Wolff... I was thirtyeight, a latecomer to my family. Bill Haas, and two Ruths-his sister and his cousin-led me through names and places
and dates" (13). From them, and others in the family,
Geoffrey learns about his father's boyhood. Born late in life
to a man talented as a doctor and inventor, Duke could not
measure up to his father's high expectations. He lived in
fear of his father's explosive temper. But at the same time
he was spoiled beyond imagination with toys, baseball
gloves, clothes. Geoffrey pieces together an "old and sad
story ... of love's shortcut through stuff." As Geoffrey writes,
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"Certainly The Doctor begrudged his son [Duke] time, and
instead of time preferred to give him things, forgetting the
attention and education lavished on him by his own
father." Duke's older cousin Ruth, who knew him as well as
anyone, tells Geoffrey that Duke "never had a chance"
(23).

Duke bounced from one boarding school to the
next. The headmasters remembered him for the way he
refused to apply himself scholastically, or for running up
large clothing debts; his classmates recalled Duke's
warmth, generosity, and talent as a musician and athlete;
The Doctor saw only his son's faults, and responded with
vitriol and self-pity. Reading letters to Duke from The
Doctor, Geoffrey can sympathize with his father: "' wonder
if such exaggerated expression was ever turned toward my
father in praise, pleasure, love? I listened in mute terror as
my father listed my torts against him, real and fancied. But
I listened, too, when he called me the best, brightest, most
loving, most loved apple of his eye, pride of his life, one to
whom all things were open."
Unlike his father, Geoffrey does have an obsessive
interest in facts; writing the biography is his attempt to
confront rather than to evade the facts of both his father's
life and his own. But he does not let those facts speak for
themselves. He must compose a story that gives them
meaning to him now. Geoffrey's narrative of his father's
childhood and adolescence describes Duke as a victim who,
if not blameless for his later actions as a husband and
father, certainly had precedent to mistreat his son. Writing
this part of his father's story, Geoffrey resees his own
childhood, understanding intellectually as an adult what he
had only felt emotionally as a child-the importance of his
father's praise, his father's warmth. He closes with a
question: "' wonder if The Doctor ever said healing words
to his patient, his son?" (40).
The research into his father's early past leads
Geoffrey to the next stage, to learning about Duke's
marriage and early years as a father. Because few
documents existed to help Geoffrey in this research, and
the Wolff family knew little of Duke at this time, Geoffrey
had to turn to the one person who did know, but who was
most difficult to ask-his mother. Geoffrey had not lived
with her from the age of twelve and had not seen her at all
between the ages of fifteen and twenty-six. Before he began
work on the book, there had been for many years a
"chilling formality" between them because of the hurt they
could do each other in discussing the past. But his mother,
Geoffrey writes, wanted to restore that past to him.
When she tells about her own hardships growing up,
with a mother who died young and a father who molested
her, when she tells unpleasant truths about Duke's affairs,
firings, desertions of the family, about her own disregard
on occasion for Geoffrey and his brother, Geoffrey can still
marvel "at the chance conjunction thatjoined them, made
my brother, made me, shaped us all" (48). Though he
feels joy at the new revelations, it is not because he glosses
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over hardships, hate, anger, loss. Geoffrey's obsessive
interest in the truth, in facts, won't allow for that. But he is
now able to face these stories, to understand his mother
and father from the perspective of a husband and father
himself.
From this point on in the book, Geoffrey needs to do
less research, needs less help from his mother, because
Duke's story comes primarily from Geoffrey's own
memories. And while Geoffrey once numbered himself
among his father's victims, he sees, by shaping into
narrative his father's life and his own-the times they
argued, played, discussed music, laughed together-that
he need not think of himself any longer as a victim,
because for all the lies that Duke told Geoffrey about the
family history, about himself, and about truth, Duke had
also taught him many important things: how to read
respectfully, how to distinguish between good and bad jazz
music, how to behave appropriately and even morally. "The
things he told me," Geoffrey writes in retrospect, "were the
right things to tell a son, usually, and by the time I
understood their source in mendacity they had done what
good they could" (27).
The autobiographical text that weaves through this
biography comes to function for Wolff much like
psychoanalysis because a person's disturbed past continues
to be, unconsciously, the disturbing and disturbed present,
a 'cure' becomes dependent upon the patient's ability to
fashion, after examining the past life, a history that heals
instead of paralyzes. One's personal past does not have to
be (cannot be) remembered precisely as it happened, but
it can be constructed. The patient and analyst need to
make a coherent narrative that becomes satisfying because
it makes sense of something confusing.
In fusing his father's biography and his own
autobiography-using new knowledge, new beliefs about
his father to reconceive his own past-Wolff acts as both
analyst and patient. As 'patient' Geoffrey produces
fraqments of a past, versions of it, and as 'analyst' he helps
form that past into a coherent narrative. The complex
interactions of transference and counter-transference take
place in the writing, in the shaping, affecting both the past
that is produced and the story that will take shape.
"Writing," Wolff says in "Minor Lives," "can heal,
translating vague, unarticulated pain into narrative" (71).
And this is what writing the biography of his father has
done, transforming the chaotic feelings and desires of the
unconscious, and even the half-shaped memory, into
narrative, into stories that show, explain, heal. By the end
of the book-by the end of the process-Geoffrey has
come to believe that he has been estranged from his father
by his apprehension of other people's opinions of Duke
and by a need to be free of Duke's chaos and destructions.
Recalling events from his childhood, Geoffrey now can
realize that his father had raised him with compassion,
care, generosity, endurance. Even more. Although Duke
"was a lie through and through," still there was love. His
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father never lied to him when he said "I love you."
"Children think of themselves as alone in the world," Wolff
writes in "Minor Lives." "At least I did; narrative restored
my case to its deeper reality, a process of strophe and
antistrophe, commerce, community, a family ... " (71).
ln The Duke of Deception, Wolff shows the importance
of his not writing a novel about his father, but writing a
biography in which he resees, then reconstructs his own
life. Though few of us have been raised by someone like
Duke, who distorted and invented family history, the model
is a good one. Reading Wolffs book and watching his
struggles are closely akin, I believe, to how we think about
our own fathers, and The Duke of Deception has been
followed in recent years by many books-among others,
Vivian Gornick's Fierce Attachments, Carl Bernstein's
Loyalties, and Adam Hochschild's Half the Way Hom~in
which a writer writes a biography of a parent.
In nearly every discernible way, my father is the
opposite of Duke. I usually think of how, compared to
other men I know, my father has made life easy for me.
Unlike men who desire to share housekeeping and
parenting but struggle with conflicting perceptions of the
male role, I have my father as a model and these activities
seem natural, because, growing up, I watched my father
cook and clean cheerfully, and knew that he was taking
care of me as much as my mother did. My father and I
never fought, and he allowed me to argue as an equal. He
did not try (nor did my mother) to make me become the
person he might want me to be.
By an outsider's account, by my account, my father
and I still get along well. He loves my two children-plays
with them, teases them. When my wife and kids and I visit,
he and I play board games, talk about sports, sit around
together. But if there were, and are, no overt problems,
there is still much to puzzle through as I think about myse.lf
as a husband and father, because there is much that I don't
know about my father's past, and some of what I know
doesn't make sense.
·
I do know that my father was in the army in WWII,
fighting in Europe after the Normandy invasion. But all he
has ever told me about those experiences-and I've asked
him directly, over the years-is that he spent many hours
peeling potatoes and serving on KP because he violated
army standards such as being dressed properly. (This seems
right to me: his silent rebellion against conformity, his
subtle maneuverings to escape his fellow soldiers.) He
won't say why he won the Bronze Star, though the story
I've heard, through my grandmother to my mother to me,
is that he threw a grenade down a German halftrack, saving
the lives of his squad. I can imagine part of this scene- my
father, composed and rational, being quick but not
hurrying, gearing up his pitcher's arm and hurling a
perfect lob ball-but I can't imagine my father in battle,
because he is, as I've known him, gentle, noli-violent. And
so there are times, when I'm with him and when I'm not,
when I want him to explain such a contradiction to me.
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I also want to know why he gave up his vocation, why,
when he returned from the war, he relinquished his dream
of singing professionallv. I know his answer to this--he met
my mother, they decided to marry, she got pregnant
quickly, he needed to support the family so he went into
teaching high school math-but it's a short answer, and I
want more. Math for music? What kind ofloss has this been
to him? He was probably the best math teacher in the
school district (he explained clearly and patiently what
many of my teachers could not), but from what I could see,
neither teaching nor the subject of math absorbed his
interest or gave him passion. Teaching was merely a way to
earn a living and be the husband and father he wanted to
be. What mattered most to him was his family, was working
on a school schedule so that he could have vacations when
his four children did, could be home after school when his
children got home. He had few friends at his school.
Because of my father's devotion to my mother, my
sisters, my brother and me, I have not understood why he
has seemed uninterested in his own sisters, though in my
most recent visit, when I put this question to him, I heard a
short story about my Aunt Janet gravely insulting my
mother and her parents, with the resulting tiff dividing my
aunt's family from my family, and, for the most part, my
aunt from my father. I was glad to hear the story, to
understand something I had not understood before, but
my father was not forthcoming, did not say how he felt
about the separation, and so I'm left only with partial
satisfaction.
Though my father bucked his generation's male role
by doing much of the "woman's work," he has been, like
most men, unable or unwilling to explain his own feelings.
My father's reluctance to say his feelings, to express his
desires, has been troubling to me because I don't think I
know him as well as I know my mother, as well as I'd like
to. I don't know the story of his life, and dealing as I do, as
a teacher of literature, with stories of people' s lives, I want
to be able to construct my father's life. I press him only
rarely to say his feelings because I'm not sure that it's fair
to him that I want him to be what he isn't, to be more like
me. That's not exactly right, though. Rather, in trying to
understand what I am, I want my father to have had joys
and feelings that I have now, and I sometimes wonder
whether he is happy, or even content, behind the
appearance.
Each December my mother and father come to
Northfield to visit and attend the St. Olaf Christmas
Festival, and when we sit in the darkened hall, listening to
one of the finest choirs in the country, listening to students
devoted to their conductor and passionate about singing, I
think about how my father used to direct church choirs,
before a shoulder injury made it impossible to do so. I also
think about how, with his exacting standards, his caring, his
expertise, he could have been directing a choir like the St.
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Olaf Choir, and how fulfilled that would have made him.
Does he think this too? Ifl asked, would I hurt him in some
way, perhaps unknowingly?
If the sociologists and psychologists and novelists
have it right, men don't discuss intimate subjects with other
men. We talk about our careers, or politics, or sports. If we
talk about our children it's what they are doing, not what
we are feeling about them. But occasionally conversation
becomes intimate, if only briefly, when in the midst of talk
about juggling work and family a man refers to his father,
or in the telling about a family vacation to "the
grandparents" a man, with a trace of bitterness, says that his
father is kinder to and plays better with the children than
he ever did with him. Men today sometimes resent the
expectations placed upon them-the demands (often
unexpressed) to be both provider, like their fathers, and
nurturer, unlike their fathers. Perhaps men seldom talk
intimately, to each other or to women, but men do reflect
about the past in trying to understand the present, and
when they do, they think about their fathers. 0
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Emperors
With No Oothes
James Combs
I spent the summer and fall of
1991 in my native Virginia. Ah, Virginia.
The mother of Presidents. The home
of Thomas Jefferson, the true
democrat sleeping on his private
mountain, with dreams of political
dignity and republican virtue
supported by an educated electorate.
But also the home of the First Families
of Virginia, and as ingrained a
tradition of social snobbery as ever
traced a genealogy back, with much
discomfiture, to the original case of
American miscegenation, John Rolfe
and Pocahontas. The bastion of the
Confederacy and the myth of the
cavalier class, something that survived
in the political rule of gentlemen. The
state of the gentlemen of the Byrd
machine, who ruled with a reputation
for rectitude and probity that would
astonish and perplex benefactors of,
say, the "systemic outputs" of the
Democratic organization of Cook
County, Illinois. Virginia. A place of
staid politics and conservative values,
of stable regimes and dull but
trustworthy politicians. A politics that
can be safely ignored because of those
good gray men who deserve that trust.
Jim Combs writes regularly for The
Cresset about popular culture. These
days, he writes from the Virginia valley
where he is writing his boolt on punditry,
and smiling at lifo's passing parade.
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No one here is ignoring politics
in 1991. The governor, already
significant as the first black elected
governor, is engaged in both
entertaining his rather Shakespearean
ambitions to be President (or at least,
and more realistically, Vice-President),
and thwarting the equally large
Presidential ambitions of Senator
Charles Robb, with whom he has been
engaged in feuding, spying and
undercutting, likely for his own
vaunting ambitions.
Ah, Charles Robb. A true
Democratic hopeful. The rugged exMarine officer, Vietnam vet, married
to the daughter of Lyndon Johnson,
successful governor, respected senator,
one of the founders of the Democratic
Leadership Conference (the moderate
coaltion that might someday win the
Presidency with someone like Charles
Robb heading the ticket), a stalwart
husband and father, with solid values,
old Virginia family plate, real
Presidential timber. The stuff of
political punditry and party insiders
future talk: given the right
circumstances (a deepening economic
crisis, the inconclusive and still violent
conflict in the Middle East, the further
eclipse of American international
standing), maybe, just maybe solid and
sober Chuck Robb could end the
conservative Republican grip on the
White House. All the auguries were
favorable that someday soon the
biggest American political prize was
within his reach, letting him walk in
the shoes of giants, live in that
magnificent mansion, and become a
mover and shaker of history. (And
besides, Lynda Bird knows where all of
the closets are.)
But now, sadly, the shimmering
vision of glory has vanished, and the
Presidential ambitions of Senator
Robb may be finished. Why? Let us
term what happened to him, and
others like him, the "Kane Exposure."
Recall what happened to gubernatorial
candidate Charles Foster Kane in the
movie Citizen Kane; his electoral hopes
and Presidential ambitions are
thwarted when the headline appeared
before the election linking Kane to a
lovely young woman who was not his

wife. According to Richmond and
Washington inside dopesters, Robb
has always been the subject of rumors,
but so too have been Bush and Quayle,
Jesse Jackson and Martin Luther King,
Jr., many presidents and Capitol
powerbrokers. Rumors by themselves
are however ephemera, fantasy talk
that only imagines corruption or
dalliance. Robb, again like some
spectacular predecessors, only got into
big trouble when there was a corporeal
being, a corpus delecti, a young single
woman who offered testimony about
having had a sexual and illicit affair
with the then-Governor Robb, married
and 44, when she was the reigning
Miss Virginia-USA, single and 20.
Robb's reputation had survived
the rumors, and even a book written
by a Republican "private investigator"
purporting to detail Robb's moral
lapses over the years. But with the
appearance in the mass media of a real
woman who is young and desirable,
willing to say that she had an illicit
affair, then the politico-candidate was
in big trouble, since a significant part
of the populace is quite willing to
believe her. And since that significant
part of the population is so willing, it
becomes news, and she becomes
newsworthy. The news is regarded by
many as events reported by the media
because things happen, so the affair,
which may indeed be quite fabricated,
acquires the status of having "truthvalue." It has become a news event, an
event that happened because it was
reported as possibly having happened.
The process is one of media logic
at its most circumstantial. If the
politician is in fact innocent in the
matter, he is in the frustrating position
of the innocent man about to be
executed for a crime he did not
commit; he just doesn't understand
why no one believes his protestations
of innocence. He may be a victim of
circumstances, someone else ' s
ambitions, or even political conspiracy,
but he is one more example of the
victim always being guilty. One of the
remarkable things about the
contemporary media environment
which helps "expose" and destroy
politicians is that both much of the
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media, and certainly many in the
audience, proceed with the premise
that the politician is guilty until proven
innocent. Kane was exposed in print
("Kane Caught in Love Nest with
'Singer'"), therefore Kane was guilty,
no matter how much he might protest
his innocence. The protestations of
innocence only compound their
crime, adding a hypocritical and
pathetic attempt to cover up their
adultery. Positive media exposure
giveth one a reputation, and negative
media exposure taketh it away; cursed
be the name of the media. Chuck can
cancel the orders for campaign
paraphernalia, quit musing over who
will be in the Cabinet, and shred that
draft of an inaugural address; Lynda
Bird can forget those remodeling
plans for the White House living
quarters. "Robb Caught in Love Nest
with 'Beauty Queen.'"
At this point in our sordid little
tale, we all may be excused ifwe feel a
bit jaded. To use one of the Yogi
Berraisms, it is indeed "deja vu all over
again." In recent years, we have lived
through the expansion and in some
measure the legitimation of "the
expose industry," those who truck in
the exposure of the peccadillos and
moral lapses of the rich and famous.
Sleazoid media have always been with
us, but now such fare has become part
of mainstream media, or perhaps
more precisely, mainstream media
have become part of such fare. TV
networks and established newspapers,
formerly jealous of their superior
reputation, now have joined the ranks
of "sexpress," "zipper journalism," and
"peephole reporting." It was, after all,
NBC that rather sniffily reported the
"evidence" on Senator Robb's
indiscretion on a nightly news feature
program called "Expose" featuring the
lovely young woman in question, quite
willing to discuss her alleged liason
with the man of power. The good
Senator did not appear, but released a
statement denying all.
The former beauty queen is one
Tai Collins (pronounced Tay, but
short for Tanquil; Tanquil? sounds like
a mild pill politicians should take
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when tempted by the seven deadlies).
Ms. Collins also testified that she and
the Governor (is Lynda Bird home
knitting by the hearth during all this?),
uh, "dated" for ten months in 1983-84,
attending parties of the rich and
famous where cocaine was snorted and
call girls abounded. The magisterial
Washington Post soon thereafter ran a
front-page story announcing that for
all of their efforts they "couldn't
confirm" the reports of drug use, in
the best do-you-still-beat-your-wife
fashion; their inability to confirm
enough evidence to suit the editors
doesn't mean you're innocent, and
certainly not off the hook, pal.
In the dramaturgy of such an
event at this point the media event has
become defined as a "scandal," and
even though it takes two to tango,
blame seems to point to the politician.
He is, after all, older, glib, connected,
adept at Machiavellian wiles, able to
sweep an innocent beauty queen off
her feet, dazzle her with bright lights,
impress her with the aura of his power.
Pretty soon they are in fancy suites in
such hotels as New York's Pierre, and
the truly scandalous, we all assume,
occurs.
We also assume that not only is
he the guilty initiator who is to blame,
that somehow she, even though a
willing party to the extramarital tryst, is
a blameless victim who is quite justified
to kiss and tell, as it were, since in
some curious way she IS not
responsible for what happened. He
has acquired political notoriety,which
may destroy his career; she has
acquired cultural notoriety, which at
least momentarily enhances hers. Tai
Collins is now a celebrity, indeed even
something of a pundit, an authority on
the conduct of the powerful. Having
been so close to the throne, and
having no interest in maintaining the
dirty little secrets of powerbrokers,
according to this popular logic she can
be believed. His reputation may be
ruined, but hers is assured.
Contemporary political morality
seems to dictate that when such a
mass-mediated scandal occurs, the
political hero is transformed not so
much into a villain as a fool. Some

moral folks will condemn such an
extramarital affair-if it did in fact
occur-as a wrong for which he should
be punished. But exactly how is not
clear any more: should he be forced to
resign from the Senate, or just what?
After all, Congressmen have been
ruined for having sex with a page,
soliciting sex from prostitutes, and so
on. Big-time House politicos such as
Wilbur Mills and Wayne Hays were
done in by their infamous liaisons with
Fannie
Fox
("the Argentine
Firecracker") and Elizabeth Ray,
respectively. But in all cases, guilt
seemed to be transformed from moral
to political: they showed bad
judgment, got caught, played with fire,
were hypocrites. Their excuses were
lame, their attempt to restore the
status quo ante merely pathetic, their
political cloak of rectitude vanished.
For the moment, something
similar has happepned to Robb. When
Ms. Collins went public the Senator's
staff put out the usual blanket (or is it
sheet?) denials. They accused her of
attempting to fabricate such a tale to
promote her own fortunes. If she did,
she was certainly successful. Playboy
paid her top dollar to tell and show for
the benefit of their readers. "The
Governor and the Beauty," "The
Woman Senator Charles Robb
Couldn't Resist," appeared in the
October 1991 issue. Tai recounts that
she was dazzled by the attention:
"Here was the governor sending me
letters, flowers, gifts, calling me at
home and at work."
When the story began to break,
Robb told the Post that, yes, he did see
her in his suite at the Pierre Hotel in
New York on the night she claims they
first made love, but no, nothing that
ultimate occured. He claims they
shared a bottle of wine, he changed
into a bathrobe, they got into bed, and
she gave him a backrub. That's all. "I
know the whole thing looks bad,"
Robb rather lamely admitted.
"Clearly, some of the things that I have
done are not appropriate for a
middle-aged, happily married man."
Ah, yes. In what sense the whole
thing looks bad depends on your
viewpoint. The pictures accompanying
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the Playboy story reveal a woman of
extraordinary physical beauty. Thus
Robb is branded a fool not only by
those who think him foolish to have
engaged in an extramarital affair, but
also by those who think him a fool if
all he got was a backrub. Indeed, that
latter foolishness has entered the
political language; when elder
statesman Clark Clifford recently
testified before Congress proclaiming
his innocence in the BCCI bank
scandal, an incredulous Congressman
responded, "So what you're telling us
is that all you got was a backrubl?"
Worse, the Senator has been
made to look so foolish that he has
become a political joke. It is at this
point we may note the similarity of this
tawdry little episode with its
predecessors. In some ways the signal
event that precedes subsequent political
ruinations was Chappaquiddick.
Senator Edward Kennedy was the heir
apparent to the lost crown, the brother
of fallen kings who would someday
restore Camelot.
Then the accident, the drowned
young woman,the questions, perhaps
even a cover-up, certainly a great deal of
what we now call "spin control." And it
became a joke, a sick joke, to be sure,
but we all have heard the
Chappaquiddick jokes: maybe you
wouldn't buy a used car from Richard
Nixon, but would you let Ted Kennedy
drive it? Kennedy's credibility and
"judgment" came under great
question, as well as the claim of sexual
innocence. Similarly, Gary Hart's
carefully constructed public persona,
including the happy marriage to Lee,
collapsed with the Donna Rice affair.
When the candidate appeared on the
cover of The National Enquirer with a
buxom blonde on his knee, the public
could be .forgiven for concluding that
here was a Presidential hopeful who
did not play with a full deck. And,
predictably, within days of the story,
the jungle drums were beating out the
jokes across the land. Hart had
become a joke. So too did Steve
Garvey, the great first baseman for the
Dodg~rs and Padres, who entertained
big political ambitions in California,
and was once described by a
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Republican state politico as "the
perfect candidate," who saw his
political career-to-be go down the
tubes when his wife of a perfect
marriage, divorced him and wrote a
nasty book about what a jerk he was
(in their custody fight he had her
tossed into jail). Still a political
hopeful, Garvey was being touted for
high office (the Senate was even a
possibility) when word came out that
he had fathered two children by two
different women to whom he was not
married. Immediately, bumper stickers
appeared in San Diego: "Steve Garvey
Is Not My Padre."
Political figures such as Kennedy,
Hart, Garvey, and Robb might object
that they have been wrongly undone
by an exploitative media culture that
takes advantage of them, by a cynical
and corrupted press that assumes the
worst, and by a debased populace
whose prurient interest in such
salacious matters is inexhaustible.
They might even argue, perhaps quite
rightly, that such episodes in their lives
are not unique with them, if the
statistics on affairs, prostitution, and
one-night stands are correct.
But they might say further that
their mortality and the weaknesses of
the flesh of which they are as prone as
the rest of us shouldn't matter as
much as it seems to. Their political
abilities, the argument goes, are
independent of an occasional moral
lapse, so such incidents should be
regarded as a small matter in the great
scheme of things. If one is gifted with
the will to power, this majestic trait
attracts those who wish to surrender to
that powerful personage. Thus
temptation, in the form of lovely
temptresses such as Tai Collins, is
constantly being thrown in their paths.
And these temptresses are oftentimes
unscrupulous, using such an
association for their own career
purposes, or maybe just for a cheap
thrill, like groupies with rock stars.
These defenses, however, beg an
important question: why do they do it?
I mean this not in the carnal but
rather in the political sense: why do
they risk it? They must forgive our
fascination with these escapades,

because at base one of the things
about such affairs that does pique our
collective interest is not the
salaciousness nor the hypocrisy
involved, but rather the mystery of the
risk. If politicians want power, and
these particular individuals have a real
chance at the biggest political office in
the country, then why do they risk
throwing it all away by consorting with
young women other than their wives in
circumstances that court disastergoing to the Chappaquiddick beach at
midnight, touring the Carribean with
two single swingers, going to parties
and hotels with Miss Virginia? Is there
some kind of self-destructive urge
here, or do they come to think they
are destined and thus immune from
harm? If their burning ambition is to
rule, then why do they so tempt fate?
When we consider the careers of
women in power we are faced with an
inescapable question: is the problem
of power and sex gender-specific, a
males-only phenomenon? To be sure
powerful women have been involved in
scandals: Imelda Marcos bought too
many shoes, Tammy Fay Baker airconditioned her dog house, Geraldine
Ferraro was wife to a man involved in
financial impropriety and mother to a
son convicted of drug dealing. But
when was the last time a powerful
political woman was ruined because of
a sex scandal? Will we soon see
headlines that read: "Margaret
Thatcher Hostess of Male-Prostitute
Parties" or "Representative Pat
Schroeder Escapes to Caribbean with
Chippendales Dancer?" Boggles the
imagination, doesn't it?
Suffice it to say here that power
and sex are intimately connected
(there are no double entendres in this
essay), and one can imagine a kind of
sexual hubris on the part of energetic
male politicians, excessive pride not
only in the exercise of political power
but also in personal power, one
manifestation of which is proving
themselves attractive to young and
beautiful women. Power is their great
anxiety, and the loss of power in a
sense is a loss of potency; one way to
temporarily alleviate that anxiety is to
demonstrate one's personal potency,
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and a satisying way to do that is
through the sexual conquest of
attractive women. One may surmise
that there is no real affection in such
relationships; they are purely political
acts.
In any event, perhaps the
popular attitude of amused cynicism
about such political embarrassments is
the correct stance. Mighty may be the
fall of such political worthies, but it is
more pathetic than tragic. The

political demise of a Woodrow Wilson
or Richard Nixon may be tragic, but
the eclipse of the Harts and Robbs is
merely idiotic. Their desperate
attempts to reattach the fig leaf are
both sordid and silly, so the public is
rightly amused by the emperors with
no clothes, and reinforced in their
cynical view toward politicians. If they
are guilty of personal infidelity, we are
quite justified in being suspicious of
their commitment to political fidelity,

the latter of which directly affects us.
But such episodes should also remind
us that political fidelity is what's
important, and that even those
politicians who are personally
reproachless are not necessarily
looking out for our best interests. In
all cases, we should watch out for those
politicians who want to give us more
than just a backrub. 0

Mondrian and the Thlips
The old men on the benches
are wise to him, consider him quite mad.
"The Dutchman, he's nuts on tulips!" they mutter
when he appears on the April walk,
stiff in the cone of his gray coat.
He is habitue, alien, thief in this place.
His tall boots are polished black cylinders
posting in the startled grass.
Yes, and with what insouciant little polonaise
he enters the beds of the tulips,
luring the nodding turbans
into the ebony gleam of the boots,
where in rayings palpable as tubes
they abstract deeply,
blazing with Divine fierce energy.
And then to the studio's planing walls
where brushless lines of red, yellow, blue
draw an asymmetrical equilibrium
of pure colors meeting at right angles.
That done, nature surprised again,
he sits in a cantilevered steel chair
waiting for the first darkness
when curious blue lions arrive
to have gold thorns removed
from each green paw.

John Solensten ·
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Letter from Jerusalem:
Standing at the
Temple Wall
James Moore
We are at this moment on the
threshhold ofYom Kippur, the highest
holy day of the Jewish liturgical year.
Certainly, every synagogue in America
is preparing for the largest crowds at
services of the entire year. Many print
tickets so as to know at least that people won't be disappointed by not getting a seat. Many synagogues celebrate
this event with an elaborate ancient
liturgy that often includes extraordinary special music much like churches
prepare for Holy Week and Easter.
Naturally, the Orthodox synagogues
will use the full Hebrew liturgy passed
on for generations from rabbi to rabbi.
The service is an extraordinary spiritual experience that concludes a period
since Rosh Hashana (the New Year)
set aside for personal confession and
reconciliation between the people.
Even a visitor such as me can feel the
appeal of this Day of Atonement as
families with special family liturgical
books sit together among the whole
family of this people of God.
Jim Moore teaches at VU in the Depart-

ment of Theology. His visit to Jerusalem
last summer was for a workshop on teaching about antisemitism sponsored by the
International Center for the University
Teaching ofjewish Civilization at Hebrew
University. This talk was originally delitr
ered during Morning Prayer at VU in
September of 1991.
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I cannot help but think, though,
about another synagogue where the
language of the people is not the liturgical Hebrew preserved for the sake of
the religious community but is the living language of the people. I think of
another gathering place where families (Fathers, Grandfathers, children)
all gather together with special prayer
books in an impressive array of groups
all chanting their special liturgies
which have been preserved. Despite
the enormous pressure to destroy this
culture, these people have endured. I
think of people who live a constant life
in the place where the heritage of
three great religions lives in the buildings and speaks from the striking hills
and distant desert I wonder what Yom
Kippur is like there. I remember people whose response to their Judaism
left me with images and stories that
spoke to my Christianity.
Let me take you with me back to
Jerusalem, back to the small synagogue
on the south side of the city, to the old
city with ancient communities of Christians, enclaves representing a mosaic
of Christianity found nowhere else in
the world, even in the impressive tower
of the Lutheran church near the Via
Dolorosa, and eventually to the temple
wall where history meets present reality in a striking, partly disturbing, but
mostly hopeful way. I want to tell you
about three events, stories of my time
in Jerusalem last summer in the heat
of July, at the celebration of Tisha
B'Av (The Day of the Commemoration of the Destruction of the Temple).
My first story began with a stroll
from Hebrew University's Givat Ram
campus through the streets of West
Jerusalem toward the apartment of a
rabbinical student. I had been invited
to spend the sabbath with this young
couple and their friends not because
they knew me well but because the
were told they should by their rabbi,

one Joseph Edelheit. (Some of you
might remember, but others will not,
when Rabbi Edelheit taught with us
here at VU in the Department of Theology.) But sabbath meant not only
the meal, impressive as that is, but also
the service at a reformed synagogue
just two blocks from their apartment
This was no ordinary reformed
synagogue. The service was a liturgy of
evening prayer, mostly sung by a congregation so exuberant I could hardly
believe I was in a synagogue. The joy
of the people and the excitement of
their singing was infectious. I knew in
these moments that I was privileged to
wi tness the best of that which is the
new Israel. For this service could only
have taken place there, where Hebrew
flowed as a familiar tongue and the
people felt the joy of worshipping on
the soil of their homeland. The music
stuck in my mind for days, even weeks.
The extraordinary appeal of the rabbi
lovingly putting children on his lap as
they all sang and as he spoke made me
realize what is our deepest wish- that
the language ofworship is.also the language oflife.
This young couple indeed did
invite me for sabbath meal, delightful
for me to see these young Jews able
now to grow in to the feel of living in
Israel. Their youth and excitement
gave me hope for that land. But this
story flows into a second, this one of a
walk in the old city on the sabbath with
a friend from our workshop, a Canadian Jew who knew the city well. Together we wandered through the narrow
streets, many of which were filled with
street vendors who look like they have
leaped from a movie scene. But of
course, there were no vendors in the
Jewish quarter. Instead, that section
had been drawn completely into the
remembrance of the sabbath. We
Americans so rarely experience this
complete devotion to the sabbath day
anymore, where the activities range
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from masses of people going to sabbath worship, to special meals served
so that the people do not need to prepare food on the sabbath, to old people sitting and talking and children
playing in the square.
The accumulation of this feel of
the sabbath day had its impact on my
friend which I only saw fully later at
the wall with the beginning of Tisha
B'Av. For the moment we wandered
much of the afternoon back and forth
through the areas of the city, including
a visit to the Lutheran church. I only
began to realize that my friend was
struggling with a decision as we came
to the road toward the Damascus gate
several times only to turn away. I
could not know what was happening.
For me the gate has some meaning
pointing toward the road to Damascus,
such a point of mixed themes at that
point in time. For him, the gate
marked a place of fear; a place of violence which led directly into Arab East
Jerusalem. He could not bring himself
to go through this gate, fearing this
place more than the temple mount or
the extraordinary monuments of
Islam. But finally he could not avoid
his fear. We walked toward the gate, a
marvelous mixture of merchants, kids
hawking goods on the street. We

passed through without incident, and
realized that such a passage symbolized for my friend much more than
meeting fear. He believes strongly that
hope between Arabs and Jews lies in
face to face negotiation, but still lived
with these fears. To go through the
Damascus Gate was a triumph for him
and a sign of hope for something different for the future.
But I want to leave you at the
wall. The two of us once again made
our way to the old city on the evening
of Tisha B'Av. The area around the
wall would become the center of activity for much of the next 24 hours. People come from all over the city and
from the countryside to gather in
groups to chant the text of Lamentations, the traditonal liturgy of this day
of commemoration. The sight is
remarkable. Nowhere else in the
world is it possible to see the gathering
of such a variety of Jewish worldsAshkenazic, Sephardic, Arab Jews, Persian Jews, African Jews, Hasid from
MearSharim, wise rebbe, elders of
each community. For the whole
length of the men's section of the wall,
groups were gathered chanting, each
in their own traditional liturgies and
prayers, this service for Tisha B'Av.
This very evening, the evening of

Yom Kippur, I am sure similar crowds
will be there chanting the liturgies of
atonement with the same fascinating
variety of worlds that live only in
Jerusalem.
My friend moved from group to
group at first in a curiosity at the varieties of peoples, then in a growing
attraction to his own spiritual and
deeply moving trip to the wall, he
placed his hand there in prayer. He
would have never have joined in this
service at home in Canada. But the
place, the presence of the wall, the
power of the feelings in this homeland
of the spirit moved him beyond words
to the deep passions of the inner life.
And I was moved as I had never been
before, for I too had made a journey
of the spirit through these two days from the exhilaration of sabbath worship to the power of the old city on the
sabbath, to the moment of watching a
friend face his fears and reinforce his
belief to the wordless spirituality at the
wall. I have never experienced such a
spiritual journey elsewhere, for this
also is our refuge. I, too, had been
drawn in to the depths of my spirtuality, feeling on this level a oneness with
these people, and with my friend, that
dialogues and ideas and ideals cannot
capture, at the wall on Tisha B'Av. 0
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The One and Only
Superpower
Albert R. Trost
The claims that have been made
for the significance of the demise of
the Soviet Union sound extravagant.
"The break-up of the Soviet empire is
the most significant event of the last
half of the twentieth century." "The
rise and fall of the Soviet Union as a
world power is the geopolitical event
of the century." Can this development
be more significant than the two world
wars of this century, the crimes of the
Holocaust, or the birth of seventy new
nation-states?
Probably not, unless you were
one of the subjects of this empire over
the last seventy years. However, for
one teaching in the areas of
international relations, American
foreign policy and the politics of the
Soviet Union, the events of the last two
years in Eastern Europe and the Soviet
Union have been overwhelming and
unexpected. As some of my colleagues
know, my own extravagant reaction is
that I still cannot believe it has
happened. When the coup was
attempted in the Soviet Union in

AI Trost is Chair of the Department of
Political Science at VU. As a specialist in

comparative government and politics, he
particularly relishes his trips to Ireland and
Central America. He writes regularly for
The Cresset as a Nation columnist.
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August, I was sure that it would
succeed in turning back the unlikely
events of the previous two years. We
all now need to overcome our surprise
and disbelief and adjust to the world
that now is.
In this new world, the United
States is the only remammg
hegemonic regional power, and by far,
the most powerful military force in the
world. We are the world's one and
only remaining superpower. Most of
the people I know will be embarrassed
and uncomfortable with this national
distinction. They will want to withdraw
from this role, as will many other
Americans, for denial of great power
status and aversion to international
ambitions for influence is a strong
strain in American political culture.
Already some contenders for the
Presidency have appeared who will
give strong voice to this instinct to
withdraw. Senators Bob Kerrey and
Tom Harkin are good representatives
of this strain in American populism,
and an important segment of the
Democratic Party.
The arguments for pulling back
and rejecting superpower status are
well-known and convincing. Our own
problems of poverty, homelessness,
racism, sexism, inadequate health and
educational systems, and unsafe cities
have received inadequate attention
and money, especially during the
1980s. Money and attention lavished
on international matters, especially the
threat posed by the old Soviet Union,
can now be redirected to domestic
concerns. Even as this article is being
written, Secretary of State Baker is
being criticized for running around

the Middle East trying to get Israelis
and Palestinians to the same peace
table. It is suggested that we are
wasting our money, time and
attention. Many find it hard to see
why this area should be our
responsibility. The same doggedness
applied to our domestic problems
would have a more direct result and
would be more legitimate as a matter
of national interest.
Another powerful argument for
pulling back is that we have abused
our power in the past.
Our
hegemonic position in Latin America
is the most vulnerable to this line of
attack. We seem to have used our
power there to uphold authoritarian
regimes that abuse human rights, as
with the Somozas in Nicaragua, or the
current regime in El Salvador. We
sometimes even seem to seek the
overthrow of democratically-selecte d
regimes, such as that of Mr. Allende in
Chile. We have exploited the nations
of Latin America economically, as
much as Britain and France ever did
with their colonial empires. The
American-owned factories on the
Mexican side of our common border
are only the latest example of this
exploitation. Our hegemony and our
wealth in the region have not dented
the poverty or the inequality within the
nations of Latin America. The
argument concludes with the
observation that our use and abuse of
power in foreign fields have made us
unwanted and unloved. We have
acted immorally on some occasions.
Therefore, we should withdraw and
come home.
These arguments in favor of
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withdrawal from some of our
international activity, especially given
the decline of the Soviet Union,
contain valid and convincing points.
However, posed against the arguments
for pulling back are those which point
to our global obligations and
responsibilities, responsibilities that
flow from our position as the last
remaining superpower.
For better or worse, the concept
of collective security, one of the
foundations of the United Nations
system, will not work without American
military power and leadership. The
concept of collective security posits
that the world community stands
against aggressive acts and threats to
the peace. Though these threats and
aggressive acts must first be dealt with
by diplomacy and the machinery for
the peaceful settlement of disputes, it
is the ultimate threat of sanctions,
especially military sanctions, that gives
aggressive nations pause.
The
founders of the United Nations (and
the League of Nations before them)
underestimated the difficulties in
achieving consensus on what
constitutes aggression and threats to
the peace, and what should be done
about them. The vetoes in the
Security Council of the United Nations
are the most visible manifestation of
this disagreement. Nevertheless,
collective security has moved to
military sanctions at least twice since
World War II. Both times, in Korea in
the 1950s and this past year in the
Gulf, the United States provided the
leadership and the military muscle
within the collective security system.
At the present time, there appears to
be no alternative to the United States
for this role. Japan is limited by its
constitution to non-military foreign
intervention. Britain, France, and
Germany are now limited by their
commitment within the European
Community to only go forward on
foreign initiatives after political
consultations within the Community.
Russia and China are the two other

November 1991

national alternatives, but they are
presently plagued by well-known
domestic challenges. A military force
made up of small nations is a
possibility, but much of the cost and
logistical support for this would have
to be borne by the United States.
In addition to a formal role in
the collective security process, the
United States has influence in the
Middle East that is not now rivaled by
any third party. As tiresome as the
exchanges and travel must seem, the
United States probably stands the best
chance of getting a meaningful peace
process started, that would include
Israel. In the past year, the United
States was the main participant in
arranging protection for the Kurds in
Iraq. It was the United States that
played the major third-party role in
halting the Ethiopian civil war.
As a further example, Yugoslavia,
where lives are still being lost at this
writing, is an area where there is
potential for a constructive American
role in peacemaking. We have held
back, both because of our now general
reluctance to expand our international
activity in the wake of the demise of
the Soviet Union, and because of the
presence of an alternative third-party,
the European Community. So far, the
European Community's role is active,
but not successful. Much of the
comment on the Yugoslavian crisis in
Congress and in the press has called
for a 'hands-off approach. Parallels
are seen with the trouble in the
Balkans before World War I, and the
basic conflicts are described as 'petty'
or too intractable to be bothered
about. At least at the public level,
Yugoslavia offers a foretaste of
attitudes to come about foreign
involvement
Of course, a more assertive
international superpower role for the
United States is fraught with danger.
Messianism, jingoism, empire-building
of our own are some of these.
President Bush's call for a "new world
order" in the wake of our involvement

in the Gulf reminds us of these
dangers. The substanc~ of his
proposal seemed to be a call for a kind
of collective security system,
participated in by the G-7 nations
Qapan, Britain, France, Germany,
Italy, Canada and the United States),
and led by our own resolve to make
the world a better place. Whether it
was the style of the presentation, ·or
the credibility or the presenter or the
presenter's country, the proposal
became known as "Bush's new world
order," viewed rather derisively at
home and abroad. In addition, since
most of the world's populations have
been victims for most of their
collective lives, they suspect any power
located in the Northern Hemisphere
of wanting to manipulate and exploit
them. Though the "new world order"
may promise peace, prosperity,
development and human rights,
ulterior motives are suspected. At the
very least, American national selfinterest is expected as a motive. Most
go beyond this and see the
furtherance of relationships and
inequality and dependency, stimulated
by the seeming victory of world
capitalism over socialism.
Given the self-doubts in the
United States, the economic costs, the
criticisms from home and abroad, and
the moral ambiguities of intervention
abroad, the easier course over the next
few years is going to be diminishment
or withdrawal from our great power
status. We are going to hear a litany of
America's domestic problems in the
coming election campaign. Some of
the candidates are going to out-do
themselves as economic nationalists,
with a fair amount of Japan and
Europe-bashing. We need to resist
these calls, both out of long-term
national self-interest, and out of our
responsibilities as the last remaining
superpower. We can put our power at
the service of an international
collective security system, punishing
aggression and guaranteeing the
peace. This will require a good deal of
patience, humility, and·self-criticism. Q
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Tom O'Brien. The Screening of America:
Movies and Values From Rocky to
Rainman. New York: Continuum, 1990.
219 pp. $21.95.
Compared to the other arts, film
has not been around very long. Its
brief history and persistent popularity
have led many sorts, aesthetic and
moral, to denigrate it as a vulgar
upstart. And only grudgingly has
academe's self-preserving elitism-a
mean gatekeeper, to be surebestowed some marginal disciplinary
status on film study, and then, one
suspects, only to cash in on what
sensibly can no longer be ignored.
Predictably, academe's interest has
fabricated elaborate systems of aestheoretical
explanation
and
interpretation, generally arguing that
nothing in film is as it seems but, in fact,
presents a semiotic puzzle that dissolves
into meaninglessness, indoctrination, or
soporific.
Happy we might be, then, for a
thoughtful exploration that presumes
that movies mean pretty much what
they seem to and that they do have
readily detectable social consequences.
As the book's subtitle indicates, author
Tom O'Brien, the regular film critic
for the Roman Catholic periodical
Commonwea~ explores the interplay of
film and social and moral attitudes in
the last decade and a half of American
28

film. Written for a general audience,
O'Brien traces the "mythic" import of
recent popular film as it has affected
eleven discrete slices of American life,
e.g., women, teaching, sports, and
religion, to name a few.
Throughout, his comments are
apt and generally on the mark,
although any book that tries to
categorize so many different fllms will
occasionally exasperate with the
seeming perversity of some of its
judgments about meaning or quality.
The book's strongest note,
carried throughout, indicts the two
gangs of moviedom, the Hollywood
moneymakers on one hand and, on
the other, the "snob" critics who
eschew anything traditional or
popular (20). A remarkable bit of
fresh air about film viewing, its wisdom
potentially liberates the reader /viewer
to see with one's own eyes rather than
through advertising hoopla or effete
trendiness.
Still, O'Brien stumbles in his
populism insofar as his interpretive
moral schema very often amounts to
no more than the social agenda of an
old-style liberalism, which itself was
decidedly elitist in spirit. In other
words, while his populism is amply
open on aesthetic and cultural
questions, he rather too readily adopts
the predictable judgments of the social
cognoscenti, as on teaching ( 42) and
individualism in sports (83). He
decries "groupiness" among critics and
then seems to tumble into one that
limits
an
otherwise
healthy
iconoclasm. Another
problem,
probably unavoidable in a study of this

kind, is its very inclusiveness, an
analytic strategy that catalogues
broadly without a commensurate (on
occasion at least) depth of discussion.
Even this, however, pushes the reader
to ponder her own instincts and
judgments. For those who love movies
and thinking about their meanings
and socio-moral influence, O'Brien
offers up a feast for reflection on the
significance of that which meets the
eye.

RoyM.Anker

Maggie Ross, Seasons and Death and
Life: A Wilderness Memoir,
San
Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1990.
Cloth, $19.95.
This book "converted" me. The
turning of which I speak did not happen
to be religious, but the word has other
legitimate uses, of course. Before
reading it, Maggie Ross was just one
more name in a rapidly rowing legion of
authors on spirituality. Now I am one of
her fans.
Seasons of Death and Lift is, first and
foremost, a book about solitude. It is a
fictionalized yet true account of a year in
the monastic life of Maggie Ross, an
Anglican solitary and theologian. Like
far too many young people in traditional
Christian communities, Ross was hurt by
the abuse of power in her own religious
institutions. In this story, presented in
diary form, she follows her yearning for
deep solitude into the remote and
beautiful forests on the northwest coast
of the United States.
Here she meets a local woman
The Cresset

named Muskrat who becomes her
companion and teacher. Out of a life
filled with violence and deprivation,
Muskrat has distilled impressive wisdom
and a loving-kindness born of suffering
that helps Ross find the healing she
desperately needs. She also finds healing
in the Iand-in work necessary to live
through its seasons, the chopping of
wood, the encounters with wildlife, the
caring for her garden.
But what her solitude gives her,
most of all, is the opportunity to face
herself and her God. Particularly for
those Protestant traditions that lack
celibate and hermetic options, Seasons of
Death and Life is a wonderfully accessible
introduction to the terror and the joy of
the solitary life. This is a finely crafted
book about dying and living, about
worship and God, about growth and loss,
and about stillness ... told by a woman
who writes with searing honesty about
herself.
The Trappist Thomas Merton was
once asked if monks actually hated other
people. "No, we don't despise being
around others, " Merton relplied. "It
isn't that. For some of us, we just have to
be alone to be ourselves."
Wayne G. Boulton

Betty A. DeBerg. Ungodly Women: Gender
and the First Wave of American
Fundamentalism. Minneapolis, Fortress
Press, 1990. ix, 165 pp., Appendix,
Index, pbk., $9.95.
This book, originally a doctoral
dissertation, is a needed addition to two
major on-going movements in the
writing of American religious history; the
reassessment of the early years of
Fundamentalism, and the impact that
gender conflict made on the unfolding
of that history. Beyond its revisionist
timeliness it is a major contribution in its
methodology of careful uncovering of
more grass roots, rank and file opinion
within American Fundamentalism (18801930) than the existing studies give it. In
sum, the older interpretations of
Fundamentalism being largely if not
exclusively over inerrancy doctrine, antiNovember 1991

modernist theology and pr<><reationism
science must now take account of
DeBerg's findings.
In systematic fashion, the author
builds a plausible case
that
fundamentalism's agenda was as much if
not more (the question is how much
'more') shaped by its adherents
attempting to hold fast to traditional
Victorian gender roles in face of the
larger secular society moving towards a
more progressive, acceptable stance on
such matters. These included the proper
spheres of activity for women and men
in public life, the extent to which the
home was 'divinized', seen by
fundamentalists in fact as more decisive
than the church "as the primary location
of religious meaning and as the
cornerstone of Christian civilization"
(p.62).
DeBerg also presents persuasive
evidence that although in the
nineteenth century church life (if not
policy making) had been considered the
proper domain of women, the new
controversy over gender roles led
fundamentalist males to reclaim that
domain of power. The two key chapters
to her argument are those over "the
fundamentalist and the flapper," and
"fundamentalist theology and gender
roles." Here the author uses her
considerable primary source of evidence
to argue that fundamentalism was as
much shaped by a determination to hold
on to traditional Victorian gender roles
as it was a theological battle over
premillenial eschatology, the "five
fundamentals," "Princeton orthodoxy"
evolutionary thought and the other
familiar items on their agenda (see 141
especially).
In a final chapter the author
focuses on the resurgence of
fundamentalism centering around the
New Christian Right. She suggests that
its opposition to feminism and abortion
were not born in the 1970s or the 1980s
but first appeared in the years forming
the boundaries of this book, 1880-1930.
This is a very provocative claim, one on
which hopefully the author or an equally
competent specialist will do the same
kind of exhaustive, careful sholarship
demonstrated in this volume.
Erling Jorstad

A. E. Harvey. Strenuous Commands: The
Ethic of Jesus. London: SCM and
Philadelphia: Trinity Press International.
248 pp. 'pbk., 1990,$17.95.

In this meticulous, scholarly
exploration of the ethical teaching of
Jesus recorded in the Synoptic Gospels,
particularly in the Sermon on the
Mount, Anthony Harvey, Canon of
Westminster Abbey, London, begins by
noting how surprisingly neglected the
topic has been. There is little reference
to it in the rest of the New Testament.
Many treatments of Christian ethics
hardly refer to the Sermon on the
Mount at all. Is this because of
philosophical, theological or practical
considerations? Or is it because the
ethical teaching of Jesus makes too great
a demand on his followers? Harvey sets
out to repair the cleavage between the
profession of Christian ethics, and the
comparative neglect of the teaching of
its founder. He does so by comparing
the teaching of Jesus with other
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examples of the way in which tasks of
moral education were undertaken in the
ancient world, asking what response the
teaching of Jesus would have elicited
from its hearers.
One of the initial problems in this
task is the apparent impossibility of the
ethic of Jesus. Was it meant to be
obeyed? By careful analysis of the
traditions both of the Pharisees, and
especially also of the Wisdom Schools,
Harvey argues that Jesus' ethic adopts
the characteristic style of the wisdom
teachers, and we are invited, therefore,
to place it in a new context. This is not a
context of 'laws' which may be
impracticable, but rather of the tradition
of moral wisdom teaching common in
the ancient world. The style of the
wisdom teacher was to use pithy sayings
or aphorisms to raise the hearer's level
of moral awareness, and challenge
current presuppositions. The object is to
inculcate an attitude, not to define a
rule. It uses emphasis through
exaggeration. It appeals to good sense.
This is not necessarily to include Jesus
among the wisdom teachers: it may,
though, help to clarify the intention of
his teaching.
Harvey then explores in detail
various themes which occur in Jesus'
ethical teaching: blessing and judgment
(beatitudes, anger, lust, divorce,
swearing); particular strenuous
commands (non-retaliation, love for
enemies); the problem of property ("sell
your possessions and give alms"). Jesus
adopted themes familiar in traditional
moral teaching, but brought to them a
new emphasis which challenged the
~earers to a new awareness, often by
taking the extreme case as illustration.
We need to see Jesus in the light not
only of the Jewish wisdom tradition but
of the wise men of Greek and Roman
culture also. Now the distinctiveness of
Jesus' teaching appears: it is not the
imposition of ethical demands, not a call
to a way. of life which few can manage,
not even an ideal to strive for; it is rather
a constant challenge to look again at
what is so often taken for granted. It
does so by grounding the teaching on
the imminent reign of God which had
already broken into the world. So the
response expected from the hearers is to
." live as if" the new age has already
30

dawned. As Harvey puts it, "The
'strenuous commands' have found a
resonance in the hearts and minds of
cou·ntless
people
who
have
acknowledged that this would indeed be
an admirable way to behave if only the
world was such as to make it possible.
Christians believe that is is not just
possible but is a future guaranteed by
the promises of God Their response is
to act as if it were already present. By so
doing they demonstrate its power as a
realizable vtswn and therefore
contribute to its realization" (209).
The book is clearly, though
demandingly written. Its argument is
tight, its scholarship careful, its end
notes fill 25 pages. There are, no doubt,
many details to argue over. But the
overall impression made on this reviewer
is one of gratitude for a book which
opens up discussion of the ethic of Jesus
in an exciting and refreshing way.
DavidJ. Atkinson

Richard C. Chewning, John W. Elby and
Shirley J. Roels, Business Through the Eyes
of Faith. San Francisco: Harper & Row.
1990.
Business and Christianity have
traditionally made strange bedfellows. In
the first century, St. Jerome said, "A
merchant can seldom if ever please
God." St. Augustine went even farther
when he wrote, "Business in itself is evil."
It is vital for modern Christians to
continue to reflect upon this
relationship between faith and business,
because contemporary business has
changed markedly from the type of
business referred to by the church
fathers. The corporate world in
particular has become a relatively
autonomous force within global society
and, coupled with technology, is
profoundly shaping the lives of us all.
One possible way of understanding
regular conflicts between business and

Skin
He let them tangle his beard,
rough as lake sand between the fingers.
He touched the names of each of them
with his tongue, clicking and clucking
to make them giggle.
His friends stood around, kicking at weeds,
wondering what had gotten into the man.
Mothers wanted the rabbi to bless and be done,
but the children wanted to cuddle and be teased.

Margaret D. Smith
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Christianity may be to look at the issues
of temporality versus "eternalness." In
the parable of the unjust steward, Christ
said, "For the children of this world are
considerably more shrewd in dealing
with their contemporaries than the
children of light." And rightly so,
because the parameters of commerce
are based upon the concept of the
business as an ongoing concern, i.e., the
bottom line, current competition,
practices that
'work,' longterm
planning calculated in units of years.
This shrewdness naturally mistrusts a
brand of wisdom that deals with fearing
the Lord, the Golden Rule, daily dying
to self, the Narrow Path, and a worldview
that does not take human concepts of
time very seriously. The natural tension
between the temporal and the eternal
could be rephrased in another
illustration of Christ's about the end of
this world when He said, "two will be
lying in bed [business and Christianity],
one will be taken and the other will be
left."
Business Thrcrugh the Eyes ofFaith was
written to reconcile, as much as possible,
both these worlds and to "help
Christians integrate the tenets of faith
with the practice of business." The
authors develop their understanding of
business as an appropriate and even
necessary part of our human calling on
earth before the face of God. They argue
that it's possible to be ethical and
successful in business, but that being

ethical and Christian will not necessarily
guarantee either success or acceptance.
The book was produced primarily
for business students at Christian
colleges and universities. It presents
concerns and motives of Christians in
the business world by covering a
multitude of knotty, practical issues such
as measurement of success in business,
treatment of employees, use of natural
resources, true value of products, role of
profit, and the impact of business on
future generations. Fortunately, the
authors take a liberated tack in their
discussion; neither overly suspicious of
business or business apologists, they
approach the business world with a kind
of critical appreciation.
Business is a useful and intelligent
book, impressing this reviewer with its
use of sources ranging from Dag
Hammarskjold and Studs Terkel to the
Catholic Bishops' pastoral letter,
Economic Justice for AU. A Soviet Christian
recently asked a visiting delegation of
business people, "How is it possible for a
person in America to be in business and
still be a Christian?" Business Through the
Eyes of Faith would answer that though a
tension between the two worldviews
certainly exists, it is possible, although
not easy, to be both in business and a
Christian (and perhaps even possible,
temporarily, for both to get an
occasional good night's sleep.)

Notes on Poets-Gary Fmcke is Writing Program Director
and
Men's Tennis Coach at
Susquehanna University. His most
recent book of poems, The Public Talk of
Death, has just been published by Two
Herons Press. He has published often in
The Cresset.
Margaret D. Smith lives in the state of
Washington. Her book of poetry, A Holy
Struggle: Unspoken Thoughts of Hopkins,
will be released by Shaw Publishers in
the spring of 1992.
John Solensten has published a novel
and three short story collections. He is
Chair of the Humanities Division at
Concordia College, St. Paul, Minnesota.

James M. Stiick

hy not consider giving a gift subscription to a friend, colleague, or graduate? At only $8.50 for nine
issues The Cresset is-dare we say it-a good deal.

I WOULD LIKE TO SEND THE CRESSET TO:

Name: .................................................................. ..

From:

Address: ............................................................... .
City/State/Zip: .................................................... .

0 1 year, $8.50

November 1991

0

2 years, $14.75

31

