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1
INTRODUCTION: 
SOME OF US DID NOT DIE1



ONCE THROUGH the fires of September 11, it's not easy to remember or O recognize any power we continue to possess.


Understandably we shrivel and retreat into stricken consequences of that catastrophe.


But we have choices, and capitulation is only one of them.


I am always hoping to do better than to collaborate with whatever or whomever it is that means me no good.


For me, it's a mind game with everything at stake.


For example, what has what kind of savagery blurred or blocked or buried alive?


This is an excerpt from my Poem To Take Back The Night:






What about moonlight


What about watching for the moon above


the tops of trees and standing


still enough to hear the raucous crickets


chittering invisible beneath the soon lit stones




What about moonlight


What about moonlight




What about watching for the moon


through windows low enough to let the screams


and curses of the street the gunshots


and the drunken driver screeching tires


and the boombox big beat and the tinkle


bell ice cream truck


inside


 What about moonlight


What about moonlight. . . .





Luckily, there are limitless, new ways to engage our tender, and possible responsibilities, obligations that our actual continuing coexistence here, in these United States and here, in our world, require.


For example, as the great Afghan poet, Rumi, has written:




“Bird song brings relief


to my longing. . . .







Please, universal soul, practice


Some song, or something, through me!”





Thank you so much, Barnard's Women Center, and thank you Barnard College, for your notice and your faith! Thanks for asking me to speak, out loud, about the rough-hewn trajectories of my poet's life.


I am rather late as I try to tell you tonight about my gratitude.


Back in 1975, I wrote:


“To be honest, I expect apocalypse, or I look for and I work for defeat of international evil, indifference, and suffering, only when I am not otherwise stunned by the odds, temporarily paralyzed by the revulsion and grieving despair.


But life itself compels an optimism. It does not seem reasonable that the majority of the peoples of the world should, finally, lose joy, and rational justice, as a global experiment to be pursued and fiercely protected. It seems unreasonable that more than 400 million people, right now, struggle against hunger and starvation, even while there is arable earth aplenty to feed and nourish every one of us. It does not seem reasonable that the color of your skin should curse and condemn all of your days and the days of your children. It seems preposterous that gender, that being a woman, anywhere in the world, should elicit contempt, or fear, or ridicule, and serious deprivation of rights to be, to become, to embrace whatever you choose. . . .


At Barnard, there was one great teacher whom I was privileged to know, Barry Ulanov. And in freshman English I remember two assignments for which I will always feel gratitude. One was a paper that would pull together, I think he said ‘somehow,’ Alfred North Whitehead's Aims of Education and Edith Hamilton's Mythology. Many of my classmates became more or less suicidal as they reflected on this task. But I thought, damn, if you can synthesize Whitehead with Greek mythology, then maybe you can bring the Parthenon to Bedford-Stuyvesant, and make it all real.”2




Back then, I meant to say that Barnard College never gave me the connection between the apparently unrelated worlds of black and white. But that is not quite true: because there was no obvious given connection between Barnard and Bedford Stuyvesant, I had to discover and invent that connection for myself—which is worthy work for anyone, for sure.


And because this/Barnard was the Parthenon, I got to thinking about how some of us choose to remember, and why, and how: why we do not forget.


And I got to thinking about the moral meaning of memory, per se. And what it means to forget, what it means to fail to find and preserve the connection with the dead whose lives you, or I, want or need to honor with our own. 


Before Barnard, I didn't even know there was a Parthenon, or a Pantheon— these are ideas at least as much as they are standing, if mostly ruined, remains of human pride and hope and a reaching for impossible, and imperative, accomplishments. So, however belatedly, thank you for that! And thank you for the man who became my husband and the father of my son.


“In between classes and in the middle of campus, I met him on a very cold day. He stood, without shivering, behind a small table on which an anti-McCarthypetition and pages of signatures lay, blowing about. He wore no overcoat, no gloves, no scarf, and I noticed that his cheeks seemed almost bitterly red with the wind. Although that happened some half century ago, I remember that he wore a bright yellow Oxford cloth button-down shirt, open at the neck, and no tie. He explained the petition to me. But I wanted to do something else. I wanted to excuse myself and find him a cup of coffee so he'd keep warm enough to continue standing out there, brave against Senator Joe McCarthy and the witch-hunts that terrorized America. He looked like a hero to me. It really was cold. He really didn't care. He stood there, by himself, on purpose. I went away to bring him back a cup of coffee, and, as I recall, that same afternoon I told a couple of my friends that I had met the man I would marry.


That was 1954. He was a twenty-year-old senior at Columbia College. I was eighteen and a sophomore at Barnard College, across the street. It would be hard to say which one of us was younger or more ignorant of the world beyond our books, our NAACP meetings, school parties, ping-pong, running hikes through Van Cortlandt Park, or our exhaustively romantic letter-writing at the rate of two or three letters a day. But he was taller and stronger, and he was white. We were not the same.”


And beginning then, inside that interracial, state criminalized relationship, I learned all the way to my knees, the sometimes terrible consequences of difference, the sometimes fatal response of religious, and of political, and social systems set against differences among us, differences characterized by those most powerful as deviant, or pathological, or blasphemous, or beneath contempt.


That confrontation with heavyweight intolerance carried me through our Civil Rights Revolution and into our resistance to the War Against Vietnam and then into the realm of gender and sexual and sexuality politics. And those strivings, in aggregate, carried me from Brooklyn to Mississippi, to South Africa, to Nicaragua, to Israel, to Palestine, to Lebanon and to Northern Ireland, and every single one of those embattled baptisms clarified pivotal connections among otherwise apparently disparate victories, or among apparently disparate events of suffering, and loss.


Issues of community control in New York City's public schools plunged me into the complicated facets of self-determination. And, then again, my personal recovery from actual rape catapulted me into difficult questions about resistance as a reluctant attitude for anyone who believes he or she has been violated and debased.


In turn, several intricate problems of resistance have taken me into repeated attempts at overview constructions and analyses of the world-wide absurdity of endangered female existence: I mean, why is that our universal situation? And when will we revolt against our marginalized, pseudo-maverick status and assert our majority, our indispensable-to-the-species’ power—and I do mean power: our verifiable ability to change things inside our own lives and in the lives of other folks, as well.


For example, I attended one of the best prep schools for girls in this country. 


And then I came here to Barnard.


And I did not know, I did not understand, the fantastic privilege such an education implied.


I think I more or less mostly tolerated school because, to me, it was just that, “school.” And yet, here, in this new millennium, we are struggling with the consequences of the abysmal fact that education, that basic literacy, in fact, is not god-given, or a sovereign state entitlement. As a matter of fact, education is denied to most female human beings on the planet. And even if you disregard the significance of that for girls and women, you just might, nevertheless, begin to care about the documented correlations between illiterate female populations and the impoverishments, the barbaric hardship of every society maintaining and/or imposing such an unequal, such a literally suffocating status quo.


Before the Taliban took over most of Afghanistan, 90% of girls and women were illiterate. After the Taliban, it is virtually 100%. Now some of us knew about these deplorable conditions quite a while ago. In my 1993 essay, “I Am Seeking an Attitude,” I wrote:


“It took longer than inexcusable indifference for folks inside the United States to even raise an outcry against the documented, systematic, genocidal rape of more than 20,000 mostly Muslim women, and girls, inside the former Yugoslavia.


It is still all quiet on the documented, horrifying fate of women, and girls, inside Afghanistan.”


And yet it was years later, and not because our official government cared about the sisters of the Taliban, before USA policies stopped supporting the Taliban.


Indeed, it was American feminists including Jay Leno's wife, who agitated for censure of horrible Taliban practices. And, nevertheless, as recently as 4 months ago, George W. Bush gave the Taliban 43 million dollars. Why? To cajole Taliban cooperation with our War Against Drugs—Clearly a war way more important than a war against the maiming and annihilation of Afghan women.


I have evolved from an observer to a victim to an activist passionately formulating methods of resistance against tyranny of any kind.


And most important, I think, is this: I have faced my own culpability, my own absolute dirty hands, so to speak, in the continuation of injustice and powerful intolerance.


I am discovering my own shameful functions as part of the problem, at least. I no longer think “They” are this or that, but rather, “We” or “I” am not doing enough, for instance, or “I” have not done my homework, and so on.


Here is one poem from my Kosovo Suite:




April 10, 1999


The enemies proliferate


by air


by land


they bomb the cities


they burn the earth


they force the families into miles and miles of violent exile







30 or 40 or 81,000 refugees


just before this


check-point


or who knows where


they disappear







the woman cannot find her brother


the man cannot recall the point of all


   the papers somebody took


     away from him


the rains fail to purify the river


the darkness does not slow the trembling


   message of the tanks


Hundreds of houses on fire and still


   the enemies seek and find


     the enemies







only the ones without water


only the ones without bread


only the ones without guns







There is international TV


There is no news







The enemies proliferate


The homeless multiply


And I


I watch I wait.







I am already far


and away


too late







too late





And as I have wrestled with my own violence, my own instincts to strike back, to strike out and smash what hurts me, or my people, or my country, or my ideal aspirations for my beloved America I have written in part:




“the bombing


began and did not terminate for 42 days


and 42 nights relentless minute after minute


more than 110,000 times


we bombed Iraq we bombed Baghdad


we bombed Basra/ we bombed military


installations we bombed the National Museum


we bombed schools we bombed air raid


shelters we bombed water we bombed


electricity we bombed hospitals we


bombed everything that moved/ we


bombed everything that did not move we


bombed Baghdad


a city of 5.5 million human beings”





And then, getting strictly personal, and strictly political, at the same time, I wrote Soldier, the story of my childhood:


“Maybe I should have been born a boy. I think I dumbfounded my father. Whatever his plans and his hopes for me, he must have noticed now and again that I, his only child, was in fact a little girl modeling pastel sunbonnets color-coordinated with puffy-sleeved dresses that had to accommodate justin-case cotton handkerchiefs pinned to them.


I’m not sure.


Regardless of any particulars about me, he was convinced that a “Negro” parent had to produce a child who could become a virtual whiteman and therefore possess dignity and power.


Probably it seemed easier to change me than to change the meaning and complexion of power.


At any rate, he determined he'd transform me, his daughter, into something better, something more likely to succeed.


He taught me everything from the perspective of a recruiting warrior. There was a war on against colored people, against poor people. I had to become a soldier who would rise through the ranks and emerge a commander of men rather than an infantry pawn.


I would become that sturdy, brilliant soldier, or he would, well, beat me to death.”


And sometimes, I suspect, whenever any of us feel defeated we may think maybe everybody should have been born a boy. Maybe everybody should have been capable of the awesome and inspiring heroism of our firefighters, and our police, who sought only to retrieve and rescue the living and the wounded from the infamy of September 11.


Maybe we should all of us be that strong that way.


Maybe that would be easier, all around.


But there is also the humble love of Ruth and Naomi I will place right next to the derring-do of David's love for Jonathan.


There is the bravery of the Women In Black who for more than a decade hold public, silent vigils to end the illegal Israeli occupation of Palestinian territory.


There are the ridiculed pink-beribboned people against violence in the bedroom, the kitchen, the streets, and in our domestic and foreign priorities. There is the bravery of women against the valorization of violence and force rather than the valorization of a negotiating wish and commitment to make merciful and just our coexistence with really different people trying, always, to fully and freely live on this one earth.


So, actually, I am ok with being a girl, and becoming a woman.


I am fighting breast cancer, and it's not a readily visible contest but you know, it's mine, and it's also the fight that a stupendous number of other women have no choice about.




Ode #2 Written During Chemotherapy at UCSF


or 
 Ode to I'd Really Rather Be Sailing 


Or failing to dive fast enough so fish


Marvel at the rapidity of my descent into the sea


So deep even sperm whales move on sound


So dark even what's electrical will not ignite into a luminous event







Oh, I'd rather be flying


Or lying beside somebody lift


My lips to lips


Averse to words


Lips articulate as colorings of an eye


About to blink me just beyond just lust







I'd rather be no answer


Or no cancer always stuck inside gray company


Of frail and bald and sagging melodrama


Intro-venous drips and problematic pokings in my veins


And daily pills that kill acuity of consciousness


And stats that say, “That's it! That's that!”







Oh, no lie!


I'd really rather be somebody's


Sweet potato pie!





In 1999, I published an essay, Are You Hunting For Jews?


“‘You're looking for me.’


With those four, casual swords, Aryan Nation member Buford O. Furrow Jr. presented himself to the FBI in Las Vegas, August 11, 1999.


One day earlier, Furrow was hunting for Jews. He wanted to kill Jews. He wanted America to wake up. He thought that killing Jews would help to interrupt a dangerous national sleep during which ‘the spawn of the devil’— Jews, blacks, homosexuals—have gained something or other powerful and good at the expense of Christian white people. . . .


And then, a few weeks later, I heard an Auschwitz survivor, Elly Gross, in an interview with Laura Flanders on Pacifica Radio.


Elly Gross is part of a class action suit seeking compensation for the slave labor forced upon her, and thousands of other Jews, in 1944.


What struck me to my soul was her spontaneous, on-air declaration. She said: ‘I guess it was my destiny to live.’


She meant that her life hopes to honor the memory of her mother and her five-year-old brother who were waved to the left—to their death—by a white-gloved Nazi officer, June 2, 1944, while she was waved to the right, first to Auschwitz, and then to the slave labor at Fallersleben.


She meant that to live is not just a given: To live means you owe something big to those whose lives are taken away from them.”


And two things happened for me: I realized that regardless of the tragedy, regardless of the grief, regardless of the monstrous challenge, Some of Us Have Not Died.


Some of us did NOT die, for example, on September 11th. This is what Elly Gross meant by “I guess it was my destiny to live.”


And I come among you, here, humbled by that attack against the World Trade Center, September 11, that atrocity against so many thousands of men and women, from more than 50 countries around the world and as I listen to and as I watch various New York City survivors express their rage and their terrified, seared consciousness, and their inconsolable longing for loved ones lost, and their sense of safety lost—may I just repeat this idea that, as Elly Gross said, I guess it was your destiny to live.


Indeed some of us did not die.


Some of you, some of us remain, despite that hatred that violence that murder that suicide that affront to our notions of civilized days and nights.


And what shall we do, we who did not die?


What shall we do now? How shall we grieve, and cry out loud, and face down despair? Is there an honorable non-violent means towards mourning and remembering who and what we loved?


Is there an honorable means to pursue and capture the perpetrators of that atrocity without ourselves becoming terrorists?


I don't know the answer to that.


But I do believe that fundamentalist anything bodes ill for the irreducible diversity of our species.


I do believe that fundamentalist conflict burns at the core of our international fratricide.


I do believe we cannot even aspire towards safety without respectful reckoning with completely different, religious, world views, embraced by most of humanity.


This will take study, and time.


And even as I study and I respect and I beg others to continue to do likewise, it seems clear to me that only inside a secular political state can we harbor and cherish diverse religions, as well as other moral systems, and practices.


Religious belief must stay separated from political power because, otherwise, the secular human potential of democracy itself will be compromised, or snuffed out, entirely. The humane secular potential of democracy rests upon the conviction that just because you exist you—male/female/Jew/Gentile/ Muslim/poor/rich/smart/beautiful/lazy/scientific/artistic/gay/straight/bisexual/ Republican—you are equal under the law and it is the law which reigns as the supreme organizing governance of our experiment, our United States. That is the humane secular basis for a democratic state.


And so I hope we can bestir ourselves not to “Rally Around Caesar,” as the recent Economist recommends. I hope we will bestir ourselves to rally around an emergency/militant reconstruction of a secular democracy consecrated to the equality of each and every living one of us.




Some of Us Did Not Die


We're Still Here


I Guess It Was Our Destiny To Live


So Let's get on with it!







Scenario Revision #1







Or


suppose that gorgeous


wings spread


speckled


hawk


begins to glide


above my body lying


down


like dead meat


maybe start to rot


a little bit


not moving


see


just flat


just limp


but hot


not moving


see


him circle closer


closing closer


for the kill


until


he makes that dive


to savage


me


and inches


from the blood flood lusty


beak


I roll away


I speak


I laugh out loud







Not yet


big bird of prey


not yet








1 Adapted from a keynote presentation at Barnard College, 11/9/01.


2 Notes of A Barnard Dropout, 1975. From Civil Wars.
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THE INVISIBLE PEOPLE 
An Unsolicited Report on Black Rage1





WE DO NOT PLAY.


Ninety percent, or more, of us voted for Gore, nationwide. “I would have been amazed if we'd voted any differently!” the distinguished political scientist Charles Henry exclaims. He's chair of African American Studies at U.C.–Berkeley, and he speaks without hesitation: “As an electorate, we are very sophisticated.” And, rapid-fire, he cites several instances when black folks shifted our votes to whatever column held the most for us, on a programmatic level. “Besides,” he amplifies, “per income grouping, we weigh in more active than white Americans: more aware of the differences among candidates, more attuned to the content of the choice, and more likely, through daily conversations, and, even, literal organizing efforts, to keep political matters front and center.”


He's talking with me as readily as, just an hour before, Nobel Laureate Toni Morrison answered my call.


I'd rung her up and asked, “What do you think of this mess? This stolen election?”


The questions, themselves, evidently relieved her from a punishing sense of isolation and disregard. Until I asked, nobody from the national media had bothered to make such an inquiry! “It's more than sinister,” she said. “It's really really frightening, on every level I can think of. . . . You know there's always been a fascist strain, here: It's not even political in the sense of this party or that. It's like a virus that can attach itself to Democrats or Republicans or whatever. And we know it's around. We can tell because black people are the nexus. United States politics have always been determined by the South. Look at the ‘New South’ or, under Nixon, ‘The Southern Strategy.’ It's finally about how Presidential candidates make accommodations with the South: It's about race! Because, what doesn't change is the dispossessing and the disenfranchising of black folks. That's precisely what the Electoral College was invented to guarantee: To give power to smaller states that allowed no woman and nobody black to vote.”


As eagerly, and with comparable passion, Robert Allen, editor of The  Black Scholar, tells me: “Of course, it was, first and last, about race: this stolen election. And then Gore didn't want to touch it because Gore didn't want to break with white supremacy—even though that meant he'd lose the election! That's how much white supremacy means to him. Can you imagine? He'd rather lose the Presidency than stand with black folks!”


And then I was standing with Sweet Honey in the Rock's Bernice Johnson Reagon, who was preaching, clear as clear: “Oh, we really do vote against people! We were voting against Bush, against Ashcroft, and all the rest of it. And we knew, because we know: You have to play the game that's on the board. We didn't have time for Ralph Nader or anybody like that. This was too serious! And now look: If I wasn't living in it I wouldn't believe it.” Observing that 54 percent of eligible black voters made it our business to vote, Reagon says, “Now we have to push for 84 percent! Let's expose the system: It's a system set up for low turnout. So let's push it, let's make it collapse! Let's see how many of these elections they can try and overthrow. Everywhere there should be voting inspection teams to create a lot of heat. Every university should be examining the electoral process closely right where it is. Make it The Number One ongoing research. Get the students to do the investigations. We have to be inventive. And make this one fired-up little country!


“You know, we need to keep the culture of rage, keep it spiked! You have to dig deep to get back to as bad as this is. You have to go back to Rutherford B. Hayes and Plessy v. Ferguson. I’m saying, let's make it 84 percent turnout in two years, and then see what happens!”


Toni Morrison still mourns for the many black people who died just trying to secure, or exercise, the right to vote, and she says, “Oh, yes! Vote! Dress yourself up, and vote! Even if you only go into the voting booth and pray. Do that! It's a ritual of respect for the blood shed so we could do this thing, so we could, so we would, count.” When I tell her I've spoken with Bernice, and what she's said, Toni is audibly happy, audibly relieved. In fact, she says, just having our long distance phone conversation is a big help—out of the isolation and the disregard. Bernice gives me a big hug and a big smile when I convey Toni's thoughts, and the love that Toni sends to her.


All four of these African Americans share a raging and a sorrow at the discount of our people. We have moved from The Invisible Man to The Invisible People. It's a raging and a sorrow at the terrible meaning of that discount— for us, and for democracy itself.


All four of these faithful Americans have devised, per force, a survival of The Greater Evil, more than once in their lives. And so they view this most recent triumph of The Greater Evil with profound shock, anger, and alarm.


As Toni Morrison sees it, “This is NOT just the Republicans! This is the crowd in control of the Republicans—which is really terrifying. So, if they do what they used to do—like encouraging recession and starving our public schools—the future is very, very bleak.”


And, while these four faithful Americans have struggled through the absolute bleak before, there's an absolute difference, now: In contrast to the days and weeks and years of the civil rights revolution, “We don't have any outlets, any newspapers, any media! It's like Pravda,” Toni declares. “Or, worse! Because there's no news! For example, you wouldn't know there were truly massive protests in D.C. Or who knows about the speeches and the demonstrations in Tallahassee? It's a capitalist consolidation of the press—with consequences the same as Pravda: Horrifying distortion and sabotage!”


To which I must add, “Whites Only,” in the public consciousness, and on the public forums. Where is there record of any major national newspaper or TV channel attempting—before, during, and after The Stolen Election of 2000—to find out what black people were thinking, and why? How is it acceptable to what's termed the American Left, that, until January 25, 2001, nobody asked our Nobel Laureate, Toni Morrison, for instance, for her thoughts, and her feeling, about our national crisis? And, certainly, nobody asked me to write this report!


What does such disregard, and such indifference to our black presence, our black rage, connote?


Well, we're pushing on toward an 84 percent black turnout in 2002. We’ll expose the system. We're going to push and push and make it collapse.


Whether y’all ready or not!





1The Progressive, March 2001.
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A FAR STRETCH 
WELL WORTH THE EFFORT1



I'D HEARD FOREVER about T’ang poetry. It seems that no poems were ever so beloved or so marvelously composed, as these. There were 300 of them, I was told, and Chinese children memorized huge numbers of these jewels, as a matter of course. But everywhere I looked I could not find an English translation even suggesting such amazing accomplishment. Yes, here and there, the imagery astounded this reader, but nowhere did I encounter a river of poetry to carry me, pellmell, into ecstatic delight and sensual enlightenment. And then, one afternoon, a guest speaker came to my class at U.C. Berkeley, to describe distinguishing attributes of the Chinese language. I listened almost in disbelief.


Roughly, summarizing what he said:


There is no gender, and no pronouns, and no past or future tense / no inflections of verbs, and no plural case, and no prepositions, and no definite or indefinite articles, and this is the language. The carrier of the consciousness, of the majority population of the world!


Fantastic!


Haphazardly, but with tremendous excitement, I continued my readings. Finally I ran into an introduction to T’ang poetry that described these poemsas extremely musical: A fixed end-rhyme scheme, a fixed number of lines, and all stress syllables—because, in the Chinese, there would be no possibility of a two-syllable “word.”


Then, in a phone conversation with my best friend's husband, who is a T’ang poetry scholar, I learned that these poems were always “sung” aloud, and not intended as written and silently absorbed events.


With this information, I felt, as I certainly do feel, tonight, the chasmic separation between myself—a captive of the English language—and the absolute treasure of poetry that human beings have created in languages I cannot even imagine.


Translation, then, becomes a necessity, and, at the same time, a chimerical undertaking that we embrace because something—faithfully attempted—is sometimes, although not always, better than nothing.


In relation to T’ang poetry, I decided to assign myself and my students the entirely humbling task of writing Chinese in English: T’ang poems that hold to the most strikingly clear attributes of the Chinese language, but written in English.


A few weeks ago, my students and I confronted this assignment, once again. First, we thought we should decipher The World View bespoken by Chinese attributes of the Chinese language.


We concluded that in T’ang poetry there is NO: personal subject, no pronouns, no subject/object, or fixed/fluid syntax, no subject acting on object, no subject distinct from a predicate, no poet apart from his or her environment, and, therefore, no acceptable English translation of a T’ang poem.


On the other hand, we decided that, in T’ang poetry, you will find: fluid interrelationships, equality in value among all elements (words), humility, the poet as a part of all that is, collective cultural allusion, precision in multiplicity of meanings versus either/or formulation, or surmise, and eminently musical composition.


Well, one of my students wondered, how would you say, “She Followed Me Home?” So, with my students, I worked out the answer to this question. This is what we composed:




She Followed Me Home


foot step sound skirt flare


run near dare path share


stare eye flirt sneak smile


find face flush heart bare





And, later that night, on my own, I wrote this other T’ang poem, just for the thrill of it:




heat sound pound plum spill


ground rise fruit fall fill


air splash branch rain wash


chance start heart kill chill





And, by the way, another wonderful thing about T’ang poetry, in English, is that the poem can work on the vertical as well as the horizontal. For example, to return to our collectively composed T’ang poem, you can also read it: foot run stare find / step near eye face / sound dare flirt flush / skirt path sneak heart / flare share smile bare.


And, with a bit more work, you can make the vertical lines abide by the same rhyme scheme that governs the horizontal. I hope that some of the happiness provided by and provoked by translation issues of need and differences appears, perhaps, a bit more obvious, and less daunting, now.


Spring 2002





1Credit: Mantis: A Journal of Poetry, Criticism, and Translation.




















4
HUNTING FOR JEWS?


“YOU'RE LOOKING FOR ME.”


With those four, casual words, Aryan Nation member, Buford O. Furrow, Jr., presented himself to Nevada's F.B.I., August 11, 1999.


One day earlier, Furrow was hunting for Jews. He wanted to kill Jews. He wanted America to wake up. He thought that killing Jews would help to interrupt a dangerous, national sleep during which “the spawn of the devil”—Jews, Blacks, homosexuals—have gained something or other powerful and good at the expense of (Christian) white people.


On August 10, Furrow attacked a Los Angeles Jewish community center. Firing a made-in-China Norinco 9 millimeter semi-automatic rifle, Furrow wounded five Jews, including three small children. One of these victims, 5year-old Benjamin Kadish, remains in critical condition, as I write.


On August 10, just after this furious assault, Furrow then spotted somebody he presumed to be “Asian or Hispanic” or, in short, Not White. Furrow shot and killed this man, Joseph Santos Ileto, with nine bullets fired from a Glock 9 millimeter semi-automatic gun.


Because I do not watch television, I did not know about Furrow and the L.A. shootings until the morning afterwards when the Times arrived and I saw a still photograph of cops leading pitiful strands of Jewish children holding hands across what looked like ghastly, uninhabited space.


The night of the shootings, and that murder, I'd been reading my mail, rather carelessly, until I came across a large xerox of another photograph of many people crowded together with a blue ballpoint circle drawn around two of their heads. In the margin—also scrawled in ballpoint ink—there appeared this explanation: “My mother and my brother.”


I looked more closely at the xerox and wondered who might have sent that picture to me, and why.


Rifling through the papers on my table, I found the covering letter: It came from 70-year-old Elly Gross (“born Berkovits”) who was thanking my students for poems written to her almost a year ago.


I'd heard Elly Gross in an interview with Laura Flanders on Pacifica Radio and, stunned by her matter-of-fact tenacity, I'd rushed to my class to tell about this amazing woman, this Auschwitz survivor, who was now a plaintiff against VW: Elly Gross is part of a class action suit seeking compensation for the slave labor enjoined upon her and thousands of other Jews, in 1944.


What struck me to my soul was her spontaneous, on-air, declaration! 


She said:




“I guess it was my destiny to live.”





She meant that her life hopes to honor the memory of her mother and her 5year-old brother who were waved to the left—to their death—by a white gloved Nazi officer, June 2, 1944, while she was waved to the right—first to Auschwitz, and then to slave labor at Follersleben.


She meant that to live is not just given: To live means you owe something big to those whose lives are taken away from them.


She was alive. And she was hoping “to make things right” by testifying to the heinous wrongs committed against her, and her family, and her people.
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Fifty-five years beyond 1944 and here comes this heavily armed, self-righteous, white supremacist hunting Jews in Los Angeles, California. And on that Wednesday morning after Furrow opened fire, I confronted an up-to-date newspaper photograph of Jewish children struggling for safety.


Next to that I placed the old (xerox) photograph taken moments before the Nazis sent Elly Gross’ mother and brother “to the left”—to be gassed at Birkenau. 


It was more than half a century later, and here we were, again.


And here we are.
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Finally, there's a headshot of Joseph Santos Ileto printed, finally, in the papers.


He could have been my father or my son.
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Buford O. Furrow, Jr. is a member of the Aryan Nation and, levelling his murderous aim at Jews and one “Asian or Hispanic” Filipino-American, he has earned his entry into “The Phineas Priesthood.”


In the Bible (Numbers, 25), Phinehas (sic) murdered an Israeli who “brought unto his brethren a Midianitish woman in the sight of Moses.” Phinehas, when he saw “it” (an inter-racial/inter-tribal coupling), “he rose up . . . and took a javelin in his hand:


And he went after the man of Israel into the tent, and thrust both of them through, the man of Israel, and the woman through her belly. So the plague was stayed from the children of Israel. . . .


And the Lord spake unto Moses, saying, Phinehas . . . hath turned my wrath away from the children of Israel, while he was zealous for my sake among them. . . .


Wherefore say, Behold, I give unto him my covenant of peace. . . . ”


Today it is “Christian Identity” followers who aspire to such zealotry and divine acclaim. Through literal elimination of those perceived to be apart from God's wish and/or those who do not qualify as God's (white) people, the Phineas Priesthood publicly confirms its own violent notions of religious and racial virtue.






[image: pra101.jpg]







In June, a gay couple was murdered, near Redding, California, and three Sacramento synagogues were set afire. Two brothers, Matthew and Tyler Williams, have been arrested and charged with all of these crimes.


In connection with this violence, police have been investigating organized white supremacist activity:


In the June 24th, San Francisco Examiner, William Pierce, leader of the National Alliance is reported thus:


“We have a number of people in the Sacramento area, but they don't get involved in the burning of synagogues. That's strictly against our policy.” (My italics.)


On the other hand, Matt Hale, head of The World Church of the Creator, responded in this way: “Certainly there is nothing immoral about torching the den of the serpent.”


In July, Benjamin Nathaniel Smith murdered a Black man and a Korean American man. He also wounded six Orthodox Jews and one Taiwanese American, before killing himself. That rampage took place in Indiana and Illinois.


On August 11, Buford O. Furrow Jr. told F.B.I. officers, “You're looking for me.”
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The impending millennium is a completely Christian construction. As we approach what would be the two thousandth birthday of Jesus Christ, American media blithely ignore the remarkable, restrictively religious meaning that underlies millennial hoopla and Y2K hysteria.


So-called “hate groups” do not.


From the Aryan Nation through “The Phineas Priesthood” these organizations/ideologues/soldiers of the Lord/maniacs/loners/racists/anti-semites/ homophobes are running hard and fast to imminent glory.


They mean to purify the world or, at least, these United States. They perceive themselves as persecuted heroes: American Kamikaze bound to destroy or be destroyed.


By definition, a supremacist cannot co-exist with anyone different. Coexistence with “the spawn of the devil” belies intolerable cowardice and promises only the dishonorable accomplishment of suicide.


Seized by an ideological need to choose suicide or homicidal assault, these supremacists choose homicide, arson, and any other wildly terrorist tactic they deem necessary to their ultimate self-defense.


They believe they have lost their place: Their standing, their purity, their power.


They strike because they have been stricken from their rightful, righteous ruling of the land: God, Himself, has been eclipsed by those who do not worship and obey His commandments.
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Several, repeating elements unite these recent terrorist outbreaks:






	 Jewish places of worship and community are attacked, but Jews are not murdered, so far. Clearly, the last two murderous ravings have sought to change that fact.


	 Black men, gay men, Asian men are murdered, but no places of worship and community specific to the race or religions of these men are attacked.


	 Apparently, these killers cannot be satisfied until their irreversible wrath condemns a social variety of victims to terror, or death, or both: These multiple targets bespeak a fiendishly fused hatred that is religious and racial and heterosexist, all at once.


	 There is a preferred pattern of terrorist attack upon Jewish institutions that suggests an errant religious analysis of “evil” allowing, perhaps, “civil” war between “peoples” but disallowing any such (terrorist) civility vis à vis what is not “people”: Non-white members of the species.


	 Every single so-called Christian component of this terrorism relies, exclusively, on the Old Testament of the Bible, for its validation. But, in Christianity, there is no way around the teaching of the Gospel According to Matthew, Chapter VII, Verses 1–3.
“Judge not, that ye be not judged. For with what judgement ye judge, ye shall be judged and with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you again. And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother's eye, but considerest not the beam that is in thine own eye?”


	 Against “the spawn of the devil” we have become prey to The Spawn of The “Godly”: Those who arrogate to themselves the judgement of good and evil. Those who reject the humility required of all religious believers; those who, instead, assert themselves as “good” enough to condemn and destroy everyone—anyone else—who challenges the boast of their moral and racial supremacy.


	 It is a commitment to purity, to absolutism, and to certitude that, regardless who we may be, provides for our own possible evil-doing and demise.




On Friday the 13th, three days after the L.A. shootings, I went to Berkeley's Congregation Beth Israel.


I went to the 7:30 p.m. service at sundown.


I went there in solidarity and in grief.


I went there to honor the hope of the survival of Elly Gross.


I did not and I do not believe that Buford O. Furrow, Jr. is a “loner.” I did and I do believe that there are thousands of other men hunting for Jews, and for me.


As I understand the mentality of these killers, I am a walking ground zero because I am, obviously, not white. The synagogue is ground zero because the killers assume that everyone inside is Jewish.


I wanted to confront murderous, insane concepts of Jews and of myself, my people, and begin the conversion of “targets of opportunity” for death into opportunities for unified resistance to hatred.
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I almost drove past the synagogue. It's a small corner building surrounded by small homes of comparable size.


There was nos security posted, anywhere.


Inside, a clean white room was simply divided in half by a waist-high fence. Men would sit to the right, and women to the left.


Despite a hundred, or so, folding chairs mostly folded up and leaning against a wall, the space felt humble to me, and bare. Fewer than twenty people were milling about or reading from The Prayer Book, aloud.


Towards the front, four or five women busied themselves with preparations for dinner.


A couple of little children sat on their fathers’ laps, or ran across the scarred wood floor.


Several people smiled at me and I smiled back.


It began to feel really familiar, this gathering to worship with no pomp, no pretense, and yet, a pervading air of purpose, pride and joy.


It reminded me of the shanty one room church on John's Island where only five people came for evening service and who was not there did not matter.


It reminded me of a glass of hot tea in Belfast where it was dark inside that haphazard shop, and cold, and dangerous, and nobody cared.


The Rabbi, Eli Finkelman, welcomed me, and when I asked if the scheduled guest speaker was really coming, he said, “Yes, but he's late!” and we laughed. 


(It was 8 o’clock and the service had yet to begin.)


Eventually, perhaps sixty men and women prayed and sang and swayed and bowed their heads and sat and stood and prayed, together, in that Congregation.


And I watched the children, peaceful in that space, and I marvelled at the bravery of their fathers who had brought them there, depending only on the strength of their good faith, for their security.


And then there was communal dinner and the washing of hands with cold water from a large, plain basin.


The Rabbi invited me to sit at his table, “so you’ll know somebody!”


He blessed the bread and offered prayers and I was allowed to break that holy bread with them.


I was allowed to sip the sweet wine passed around.
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The scripture was Leviticus 24, verses 10–22.


The topic was “The Dynamics of Rage.”


The speaker (visiting from Baltimore) was late.


Beginning his lecture sometime after 10 p.m., I found myself riveted to his utterly respectful, and creative, deconstruction of the text.


(“Does it make sense?!
What's wrong with this story?”!)


But this was the companion piece to Numbers 25! As against Phinehas, the merciless zealot of the Lord, this scripture centered on the son of an inter-racial marriage: The son of an Israelite woman and an Egyptian father who “went out” and fought with a (100%) Israeli and blasphemed God. And, so, Moses asked God what should be done. And God said that the Israelites should stone that man because he had blasphemed God. And so the Israelites stoned him to death.


I was thinking that, as with Numbers 25, this was an example of scripture and verse inveighing against The Other/the outsider/the impurity and that, now, that preachment was being held against its original believers.


But the speaker was encouraging fanciful conjectures and logical criticism: What did it mean, he “went out?” And, why would he blaspheme the God of the Israelites?


And, in order that we be able to disperse before midnight, the speaker would only raise more and more questions, and contribute more and more illustrious interpretations that did not agree with each other.


He would not give us the answers.


We would have to leave that small white room and return to the darkness beyond its doors, without the answers.


He did suggest that the son of that inter-racial marriage had “gone out,” and fought, and blasphemed God because he'd been set up—doomed: “He had no place to be.”


And perhaps he had found that unendurable. And perhaps he had raged against this radical displacement imposed upon him.


But, then, what was the meaning of God's response to that understandable rage?


And the speaker said he would continue the next morning, at 10:30 a.m. 


It was time to go somewhere, home.


And I felt at a loss as I was about to leave this orthodox community that had welcomed me into its own light.


And I thanked Rabbi Finkelman for the privilege of my sitting among them. And he thanked me for my willing solidarity. And we embraced. And both of us said, “Take good care.”


And I headed into the night beyond the Synagogue, by myself.
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And maybe the unity of resistance to hatred that will stop that hatred seems improbable. Maybe an orthodox Jewish congregation will never stand in protective vigil outside a gay and lesbian community center, or the clinic of an abortion provider. Maybe a Black student organization will never rally for Asian American rights. And maybe gay and lesbian activists will not bodily interpose themselves between a synagogue and a “Phineas Priest.”


Maybe none of us will ever recognize that all of us are wrongfully, equally, condemned: The Spawn of the Devil.


Maybe. But, meanwhile, I am moving on an irrepressible wish that all of us will: All of us will build that circle of our common safety that all of us deserve.


I’m saying, “Are you hunting for Jews? You're looking for me!”
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A LETTER TO MARIA1



DEAR MARIA!


You'd like to talk with me about the Civil Rights Revolution. That's what you say, at the end of an evening when you come by my house almost delirious with radiant pride and excitement:


“It was fucking fabulous!” you exclaim. “I wish I was there, right now!”


In three years of trial and triumph as a star young activist and as a politically committed intellectual and poet, you have never seemed so exhilarated, so obviously tripping on good work well done. Not even when you proved pivotal to the filling up of eighteen buses with U.C.–Berkeley students bound for the strawberry fields of Watsonville: Not even then!


So, looking at your face, and listening to your report on L.A., I know a couple of things, for sure:







	L.A. was huge news for progressive, and radical, fifteen- to twenty-four-year-olds.


	Except for independent media people and their soaring appearances on cable-access TV channels across the country, and their deepening impact upon radio airwaves, and their Internet ingenuities, your huge news exploded entirely off camera and microphone.









Instead, PBS, for example, and CNN, for another example, drearily competed in irrelevant, boring, and inane coverage of the largely irrelevant, boring, and inane Democratic Convention. (Did I say it was irrelevant, and inane?)


And then you showed me color photographs: The Spanish-speaking black workfare mother you translated for, at a rally, the small group of black and Latino and white and Asian teenagers intent upon a moment of tactical reevaluation, the multiracial mass gatherings of this truly new youth movement (40 percent under eighteen) that regards a nineteen-year-old as “an adult organizer,” and all the publicly lifted words about money for school, not prisons, and housing for the poor, as well as the homeless, and no more criminalization of “youths,” and no more police lies, no more police violence, and Yes! To every kind of human rights, including the right Not To Be Ignored and/or Misrepresented!


It was thrilling to watch and listen to your great, bursting pride about your part in the young leadership that figured out how to keep the violence-baiting LAPD at the periphery of thousands of other young, and determined, Americans who just wanted to exercise their constitutional right to demonstrate against state brutalities, and elected official hypocrisies, and nauseating pieties.


You managed to outwit police power deployed against the people our Constitution was designed, in fact, to protect!


You and your comrades never swerved from your political agenda even though the safety of your and my Constitutional freedoms does not appear in the Republican or the Democratic platform!


You completely ignored the commonplace of no candidate for the Presidency of the United States convening a press conference in order to declare all-of-the-above unconstitutional, and, you know, wrong.


Undeterred, you stayed on your predetermined, and idealistic, mission.


As close to L.A. as I am—an hour's flight would have put me on those streets—I could not escape newspaper and TV characterizations of you and your many thousands of comrades as “anarchists” or “hopelessly diffuse” or “mostly white” or “far far left” or “beside the point, because they do not vote,” and so forth.


Nevertheless, before that week shut down, I did piece together some bare-bones information: 2,000 delegates, 10,000 to 15,000 super-LAPD-police, plus perpetual helicopter harassment versus several hundred to 6,000 of you and your kin—mostly young, mostly multi-everything, and, always, overwhelmingly, and self-consciously, and ecstatically, nonviolent.


And then you showed up, shining! And when you exclaimed, “I wish I was there right now!” you made me remember a black fifteen-year-old girl, about thirty-five years ago, who told reporters, “We are all so very happy!”


That interview took place in Birmingham, Alabama, just days after the heinous murder of other black girls in the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. And I heard what she had to say and, for the first time, I understood the spirit of resistance:







	It feels terrific.


	It knows it will prevail.


	It's immune to enemy assessment.


	It agitates for one's life, one's soul.


	It's basically, and ultimately, collective.


	 and 7. IT FEELS TERRIFIC!







Back in her day, the movement relied upon press coverage that was neutral, if not sympathetic.


Just as Gandhi realized the futility of his gigantic political ambitions unless the (sympathetic) world press covered the tactics of India's nonviolent surging toward independence, so did Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. make sure to secure international press attention for our second American Revolution.


Now you and the rest of America's progressive, and radical, peoples confront a hostile or inaccessible or perverse press community, in general.


And, therefore, your morale relies much more upon nonvirtual, in-your-face, on-the-ground, at-the-meetings live interchange and support.


And, further, the fantastic eruption of independent TV and radio and Internet heroes and heroines becomes daily more crucial to your national, and international, outcome.


In 1965, that fifteen-year-old black girl spoke as an exception to the rules about “important people” and newsworthy folks.


Now, as you yourself testify, fifteen-year-old male and female teenagers compose the core of their own new movement. Without them, there is nothing “there.”


And also, at last, there's a brilliant, female equality of presence at every level of your insurgency!


But one thing has not changed: In 1965, most of the participants of the Civil Rights Revolution could not vote.


In 1965, throughout the South, it was deadly dangerous to be black and even try to register to vote.


So voting, or the right to vote, was a goal, yes, but not an overriding objective, nor was it a strategy, nor was it a tactic.


The overriding objective was freedom from American apartheid: its violence, its short-circuiting of our dreams whenever and wherever we lifted our eyes to the hills, hoping to behold the full light of the opening skies. And others of us—black Americans living up North—didn't worry about voting or not voting: We were forced, instead, to worry about where could we, and how could we, raise a family and what kind of school, and what kind of work, and what kind of housing could we get, finally, if we did this, and we did that, and that, and that on the streets and on the roads of this broken-off country founded by religious fanatics and by the smiling buyers and sellers of African slaves.


So voting was not exactly the point, or the way.


Just as, now, you burst into hilarious laughter when I ask you if you will vote, in November.


Voting is not the point.


And, meanwhile, the activist, political consciousness and energies of teenagers in deliberate, or haphazard, racial and ethnic array—leading themselves, and delighted by the collective entity they have become—Maria, that's altogether as new as this second millennium!


So, let's have that conversation about the Civil Rights Revolution.


But there's no worry and no hurry! You're already studying that literature, those films, and the manifestos; you're already studying how history repeats, or evolves.


The big deal is today and tomorrow morning: Just this minute and then the next determines whether you or I do whatever we can to stop the injustice, and the tyrannies, surrounding us, and inside our hearts.


Right now is the only time we own!




—Dedicated to Maria Poblet.





1The Progressive, October 2000.
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DO YOU DO WELL TO BE ANGRY?


(The Book of Jonah, 4:4)





DEDICATED TO STEPHANIE YAN








INTO THAT INFAMOUS Tuesday inferno of fire and structural collapse, a humbling number of men and women fell to a horrifying death. And now the rest of us remain, stricken by fear, stricken by grief.


We have become a wilderness of jeopardized loved ones, and terrifying strangers.


I am an American.


I listen to our leaders calling for “the eradication of evil,” and I am wondering, who among us is without evil?


What nation, what people, what stretch of my own personal history is good without blemish, without blame, without crimes of inertia, at least?
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