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—  H u m o r , A rt, P o e t r y ,  P ro s e ,  Y o u !
—  d e fy in g  a u th o r i ta r ia n is m  a n d  r e s is t in g  c o n v e n tio n
—  tru th , ju s t ic e ,  an d  th e  u n -A m e r ic a n  w ay
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—  a v o id in g  a l ie n a tin g , b la n d , s u p e r f ic ia l  o n - l in e  t e c h n o l o g y

to  fa s h io n  c o m m u n ity  an d  c o u n te r c u l tu r e
—  an in t im a te  p o s tm o d e rn  s a lo n  o f  in te l le c tu a l  d is c u s s io n
—  tim e  w ell sp en t!

C o m m en ts , su b m iss io n s , angry  th rea ts : C laire E. Cocco a n d  
V incent J. R om ano, 35 B arker Ave. #4G , W hite P lains, NY 10601.

" In sist on y o u rse lf;  n ever  im ita te . Y our ow n gift you c a n  
p r e se n t  ev ery  m o m en t w ith  the c u m u la t iv e  force o f a 
w hole life 's cu ltivation "  —  R alph W aldo  Em erson
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Welcome to the OFF-Line community!
What's up? I'm Vincent Romano, a 25-year-old agitator who bounces between 
various "socially responsible" jobs and unemployment. My partner is Claire 
Cocco, 26, working for the past four years as the membership outreach 
coordinator of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, an international pacifist 
organization, but preparing to become a subversive high school history teacher. 
We live in White Plains, NY, a burb 20 miles from New York City: not the best 
activist scene, but diverse and conveniently located near disgusting 
corporations, cool concert venues, some great parks, fabulously wealthy 
neighborhoods and plenty of poor and homeless as well.

Thanks for taking a look at this best of collection. Check out our "mission 
statement" on the inside cover to understand why we're doing this zine. We 
hope you'll want to join us and become a regular subscriber and contributor.

With over 400 pages of articles from which to choose, we necessarily had to 
leave a lot of interesting stuff out. Our regular columns include: Charged 
Feedback /  Reel Critical (music, concert, book and film reviews); Foolplay 
(original hum or and cartoons with a radical edge); Garden of Vegan (recipes); 
In-Verse Reaction (poetry, including the epic "Re-visioning the Future: The 
Vermont Walk for Nuclear Abolition"); Life on the Loquator (personal stories); 
Media Rewind/Journal of the Absurd (media criticism and notes on the state of 
the world); and The Writer's Block (essays and editorials). In this compilation 
we have featured our own work, but we also have a small pool of excellent 
writers contributing articles, plus a sometimes large and contentious (but 
respectful) letter column, the Reader's Forum.

If you would like to read any of the back issues, please send some money for 
postage to us. Below is a partial list of their contents. Hope you enjoy them!

OFF-Line #1 (32 pp.): Individual Choice and Responsibility, Top 33 Films 
O f f - L i n e  #2 (48 pp.): Anarchism Part I; Funny Concert Stories 
O f f - L i n e  #3 (64 pp.): Anarchism Part II; A Short Course in Nonviolence; 
Protesting Police Brutality; 21st Century 1984: Pangaea; Peace vs. Paychecks 

OFF-Line #4 (48 pp.): Anarchism Part III; NATO's Nuclear Weapons; SOA 
O f f - L i n e  #5 (44 pp.): Is Sabotage Nonviolent?; Protesting Kosovo; Iraq 

OFF-Line #6 (64 pp.): Women Around the World — Bosnia, Mexico,
Nicaragua; "Enemy" of the State; Tolerable Ethnic Cleansing 

OFF-Line #7 (64 pp.): On the Ground in East Timor; H um an/N ature; Worlds 
Apart in Spain; Three Kings; Vigils Against Hate Violence

OFF-Line #8 (72 pp.): Spirituality — The God of Process, What Every 
Churchgoer Should Know, Dialogue; In Defense of the Seattle Rebe ls SOA
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Media Rewind
OFF-Line # 7 (Autumn/Winter 1999)

"Ruining the Neighborhood"
Vincent

A P e rso n a l E xam ple  of M ed ia  Bias an d  C e n s o rs h ip : E lsew here  in 
O FF -Line #7, you  have  read  p e rso n a l accounts of the even ts th a t have 
tra n s p ire d  in  E ast T im o r b e fo re  a n d  s ince  th e  fa te fu l v o te  for 
in dependence  on A u g u st 30. U nfortunately , w e need  to have a zine like 
O-L because you  canno t find  such  perspectives in any of the m ainstream  
m edia.

This is the sto ry  of W ESPA C's m ost recen t a tte m p t to crack o p en  the 
shell of m ed ia  co n tem p t for ac tiv ists ' v ision  of the tru th , far d iffe ren t 
from  the san itized  version  the m ed ia  p resen ts  in  a u n ified  fron t. Soon 
after C harlie  and  Jill re tu rn e d  to N ew  York after be ing  forcibly expelled  
from  East T im or, a g ro u p  of us m et at W ESPAC to d iscu ss  w h a t we 
could  do locally to p ress the U.S. to end  its su p p o rt of Indonesia  w hile 
that coun try  con tinued  to b u rn  hom es, kill nuns, and  th row  civilians into 
concentration  cam ps in East Tim or.

O u r id ea  w as to w a lk  in to  the m ed ia  sp o tlig h t th a t h a d  b een  cast 
recen tly  ov er the  C lin to n  fam ily 's  decision  to m ove in to  a h o u se  in 
nearby  C h ap p aq u a , NY. The local gossip  an d  tab lo id  ta lk  w as titilla ted  
by the ad d itio n  of the royal celebrity  of the First Fam ily to this extrem ely  
w ealthy  bed room  com m unity . O n the o ther h and , un til th is cu rren t crisis 
exp loded  in to  the p o p u la r  consciousness, Indonesia 's  occupation  of East 
T im or has received  close to zero  coverage in the m ed ia  d u rin g  the past 
25 y ears , d e sp ite  the  d o z e n s  of ETA N  p ro te s ts  n a tio n a lly  a n d  in 
W ashington , D.C. W e h o p ed  tha t the cause of peace an d  h u m a n  righ ts 
m igh t finally  receive som e recogn ition  if w e held  a d em o n stra tio n  a t the 
C lin ton 's soon-to-be hom e.

O ne problem : the W eisberg  fam ily tha t sold the house to the C lin tons still 
occupied  the house, since the P residen t has no t com pleted  his m ortgage 
a rran g em en ts . N ev erth e less , w e co n tin u ed  o u r o rg an iz in g , k n o w in g  
th a t ou r m essage n eed ed  to reach  the W hite H ouse  an d  the A m erican  
people, and  that this action had  the best chance of achieving those aims.

The fo llow ing  is from  a le tte r to the residen ts of C h ap p aq u a  tha t I co­
w ro te , w h ich  w as also d is tr ib u te d  to the m edia . It is s im ila r to ideas 
con tained  in the new s release tha t I co -au thored  to a lert the m edia. This 
exp lains W ESPAC's m o tiv a tio n  for th is action, as w ell as the th ink ing  
tha t m otivates activ ists generally  to partic ipa te  in  stree t dem onstra tions:



"We com e to you this evening  w ith  hearts full of so rrow  for the suffering  
of the peop le  of East T im or. We com e to the fu tu re  hom e of P residen t 
C lin to n  to v ig il, s ilen tly , p eacefu lly  an d  n o n v io len tly , for a s tro n g e r 
U nited  States response  to the h u m an ita rian  crisis in  East T im or. W e are 
no t m erely  'd em o n stra to rs ,' b u t citizens of W estchester an d  the U n ited  
States w ho take the responsib ilities of citizenship  seriously .

"...W e u n d e r s ta n d  y o u r  c o n c e rn  a b o u t o u r  'in v a s io n ' o f y o u r  
neigh b o rh o o d , and  app rec ia te  the uncom fortab le  p o sitio n  the W eisberg  
fam ily is in because of the ir decision to sell their house  to the C lintons. 
W e hope tha t the W eisbergs and  the C lintons w ill enjoy their new  hom es
— bu t can 't he lp  no tic ing  the d estru c tio n  of h u n d re d s  of th o u san d s  of 
hom es, and  the in v o lun ta ry  relocation, forced u p o n  the ir residen ts, by  the 
Indonesian  m ilitary  an d  m ilitias in East Tim or.

"We m ean  no d is re sp e c t by  o u r b rie f p resen ce  in  C h a p p a q u a  th is  
W ednesday . We hope th a t you  w o u ld  w elcom e us so  th a t w e can  bear 
w itness to ou r P residen t. W e app ro ach  w ith  candles to shed  ligh t on a 
su ffering  w hich  has long been ignored. W e b u rn  only w ith  the m em ory 
of the ongo in g  trag ed y  in  East T im or an d  the u rg en cy  of e n d in g  the 
v iolence th a t ou r g overnm en t had  allow ed to take place.

"M any of us have called an d  w ritten  the W hite H ouse, w e have m et w ith  
ou r R epresen tatives, w e have  p e titio n ed  the governm en t. But P resid en t 
C lin to n 's  re sp o n se  h as b een  too  little , too  la te , a n d  too  h a ltin g  to 
forestall the crisis in  East Tim or. W e are b ring ing  o u r m essage quietly  to 
C h ap p a q u a  an d  W estchester, w here  w e live, because  w e h o p e  it w ill 
reach  the P re s id en t in  a w ay  he has no t been  reach ed  by  decad es of 
k illing in East T im or. Like four P residents before h im , he tu rn ed  a deaf 
ear to the cries of the East T im orese people.

"N ow  th a t he has finally  beg u n  to listen, w e hope th a t he w ill take our 
concerns an d  th e ir  p a in  to h e a r t an d  m ake c lear to the  In d o n es ian  
m ilita ry  an d  g o v ern m en t th a t the ir econom ic an d  m ilita ry  re la tio n sh ip s  
w ith  the U n ited  S tates d ep en d  on end ing  the v iolence in  East T im or and  
a llow ing  peop le  there  to enjoy a peacefu l tran sitio n  to the  in d e p e n d e n t 
na tion  78.5% of them  vo ted  for.

"C h ap p aq u a  neighbors, w e apologize if you w o u ld  ra th e r  no t hear our 
cry. But if it reaches you , p lease join o u r call for justice  in East T im or 
an d  a ro u n d  the w orld . T hank you."

W e received  an u n p reced en ted  m edia  response  to o u r an n o u n cem en t of 
the can d le lig h t vigil: CBS, NBC, FOX, C N N , AP, The New York Times, 
The New York Daily News, The New York Post, an d  The journal News all 
expressed  in terest. A ssu red ly , none of these m ed ia  w o u ld  have th o u g h t



abo u t o u r even t for tw o seconds if it w as no t taking place at the C lin ton 
house.

W hile w e achieved  the level of a tten tion  w e h o p ed  to receive, it tu rn ed  
ou t th a t the conten t of o u r m essage (as usual) w as p a id  no  m in d  by these 
b astions of dem ocracy . The m edia  took g rea t d e lig h t in  d ep ic tin g  our 
g roup  as fools, since it decided  to alm ost exclusively focus on the location 
of the p ro te s t, ra th e r  th a n  o u r m o tiv a tio n s  for g o ing  there . G reat 
ex ag g era tio n s w ere  em p lo y ed  to ro u n d  ou t the fic tion  th a t we w ere 
in trusive , like the Daily News  w riting  that "several d o zen  cops kep t the 
d em o n stra to rs  aw ay  from  the d ark en ed  hom e" (actually , there  w ere  less 
th an  h a lf  a d o zen  of them , an d  they  lo u n g ed  a ro u n d  b ecau se  o u r 
ro w d iest action w as to sing  "C ourage, Brother").

The Times  r e p o r te r , w h o  w as co u rte o u s  w ith  m e on  the  p h o n e , 
a p p a ren tly  d ec id ed  th a t it w as w o rth  w riting  a sm all article (bo ttom  of 
page B2, M etro section) on the day  of the p ro test to criticize it, b u t not 
cover the action  itse lf a fte rw ard s. "There goes the n e ig h borhood ,"  was 
the firs t sen tence  an d  recu rrin g  them e. N otice the tone taken  in the 
second  p a rag rap h : "In a p lan  th a t has b o th  b ew ild e red  an d  an n o y ed  
residen ts here, rep resen ta tiv es  from  W estpac, a W hite P lains g ro u p  that 
describes itself as 'an  o rgan iza tio n  w ork ing  for peace, social justice and  
the en v iro n m en t,' p lan s  to h o ld  a v igil in  fron t of the C lin tons ' fu tu re  
hom e to p ro test m ass killings in East Timor."

T hree sub tle  p o in ts  to dem o n stra te  how  the m edia cou ld  care less abou t 
w h a t w e w ere try ing  to accom plish: first, the nam e isn 't W estpac —  it's 
W ESPAC, an d  it says so rig h t there  in large type in the h ead er of the 
new s release. M inor, yes, b u t it reveals how  concerned the Times is w ith 
g e ttin g  the facts s tra ig h t. Second, W ESPAC "describes itse lf as...?" 
W ESPAC is an  o rg an iza tio n  w o rk in g  for peace, social justice  an d  the 
env ironm ent. The use of quo ta tions here bu t no t in o th er places reveals 
condescension  to o u r m ission . T h ird , w e w ere  n o t m ere ly  p ro te s tin g  
m ass killings in East T im or — the focus w as m ore on p ro testin g  the U.S. 
role in  allow ing  the killings to h appen , and  w h at the P resid en t sho u ld  be 
do ing  to stop  the killings now .

P lacem ent is ano ther tactic of the "objective" m edia tha t conveys how  the 
w rite r  an d  e d ito r  feel ab o u t the subject. M ark  Jacobs, d ire c to r  of 
W E SPA C , d id  h av e  a g o o d  s ta te m e n t q u o te d : "'W e h a v e  v e ry  
in ten tiona lly  chosen the m ost respectfu l and  qu ie t form  of p ro test. But 
w e feel the im portance  of this m essage ou tw eighs the inconven ience  of 
the peo p le  of C h ap p aq u a .'"  H ow ever, it w as san d w ich ed  b e tw een  the 
w o rd s of the T ow n S u perv iso r, w hich  w ere  ra th e r igno ran t: "...They're 
p ro te s tin g  ab o u t a c o n d itio n  th a t is n o w  being  a d d re sse d , w ith  U N  
peacek eep in g  forces g o ing  in to  East T im or.... If [they] w a n t to sen d  a 
m essage  to the  W hite  H ouse , I th in k  W estern  U n ion  m ig h t be m ore
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ap p ro p ria te .'"  Since w h en  is the T ow n S u p erv iso r an  e x p e rt on  East 
T im or and  political activism ? Yet by g iving h im  the first an d  last w ords, 
W ESPAC com es o u t look in g  r id icu lo u s , w h ile  o u r rea l p u rp o se  is 
obscured.

M any of the m ed ia  w ho  said  they w ere in te res ted , an d  d id  m ake the 
even t in to  a circus of ro lling  tape and  sn ap p in g  p h o to s , w o u n d  up  no t 
b ro ad castin g  any  foo tage  of the v ig il. NBC, CBS an d  FOX h ad  o ther 
th ings w ith  w hich  to fill the ir tim e, such  as fo rtu n e  tellers, dogs, a guy 
a n d  h is  p e t sq u ir re l ,  a n d  p ro m o tio n  fo r th e ir  o w n  n e tw o rk 's  
p ro g ram m in g . W e w atch ed  h o u rs  of m in d -n u m b in g  "new s" sh ow s in 
vain. Perhaps they w ere h op ing  for m ore sensationalism , like m aybe we 
w o u ld  th ro w  rocks at the h o u se  or cam p o u t on  the fron t law n  or 
som eth ing .

The G an n e tt chain  Journal News tsk -tsked  us for tw o d ay s before the 
vigil. In a bo ttom  fron t pag e  article, the rep o rte r ch arac terized  ou r idea 
of s tan d in g  in  a circle w ith  candles as "an act of defiance." T hen, a lead 
ed ito ria l h ead lined , "W ESPAC's p ro test in  C h ap p aq u a  is ab o u t 270 m iles 
off the m ark." "Last tim e w e checked, an d  at least for the  tim e being, 
C lin ton  lives in  a h u g e  dom icile  on P en n sy lv an ia  A venue," a lth o u g h  
G annett p rev iously  had  never no ted  any ETA N /W ESPA C  p ro tests  at said 
address. "P rotesting  in a ne ighborhood  because the p res id en t looked for 
a house  there  ju st isn 't fair to the residen ts w ho  lived  there  an d  sim ply  
d o esn 't m ake sense."

W ell, ap p aren tly  ou r idea w as rig h t on: C lin ton  d id  h ea r of the action. 
The Daily News co n c lu d ed  its negative  p iece w ith  a u n iq u e  p a ra g ra p h  
(the last w ord , once again): "The W hite H ouse w as also perp lex ed  by the 
p ro te s t . . .  'T he P re s id e n t p la y e d  an  in s tru m e n ta l  ro le  in  s e c u rin g  
peacekeepers in East T im or an d  his leadersh ip  in East T im or is beyond  
question ,' said  W hite H ouse spokesm an Jake Siewart." A ha, so the guilty  
p a rty  says he 's innocen t an d  the m edia  lets him  off like that? O ur point 
w as th a t the P re s id e n t k n ew  the v iolence w o u ld  occur — In d o n esia  
th rea ten ed  it for w eeks b efo rehand  — an d  let the v io lence occur for ten 
d ays un til he in te rv en ed  w ith  peacekeepers. Before tha t, the p re s id en t 
h a d  n ev e r m ad e  a p u b lic  s ta tem en t on b eha lf of the  E ast T im orese. 
U h... can you  believe the gall of this liar?!

The focus on the im p ro p rie ty  of our action  and  the v io la tio n  of po lite  
d eco ru m  reveals the in terests  of the m ainstream  m edia  as a ligned  w ith  
the coun try 's  elite, as found  in this insanely  w ealthy  tow n. The segm ent 
w e saw  on UPN9 ex trapo la ted  on this ad nauseam. The n e tw o rk  sta tion  
inc luded  a 1.5 second clip of ou r cand leligh t w alk an d  m en tio n ed , in his 
on ly  reference  to w h a t w e w ere  d o in g , th a t w e w e re  " ca llin g  for 
P residen t C lin ton  to do m ore to end  m assacres in  East T im or." The rest 
of the 90 second piece w as sho t earlier in  the day. The re p o rte r  d id n 't
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stick a ro u n d  to interview  any of us, bu t asked p len ty  of locals w h a t they 
th o u g h t ab o u t us. '"I hope  th ere 's  no extra traffic,'" one sa id , echoing  
the sen tim en ts  of an o th er th a t w e m ig h t affect the p a rk in g  s itu a tio n  in 
th e  to w n . W e " p ro te s te r s "  c o m in g  to  th is  "n e w  to u r i s t  
a ttrac tio n ... d is tu rb ed  the quiet" of C hap p aq u a , the rep o rte r su m m arized , 
b u t a ssu red  onlookers tha t "the m ystique  of the house w ill fade" in  time. 
N o t quickly  enough, though , since it d rew  him  and  his crew  ou t to m ock 
us.

'"It's a sham e. It ru in s  the n e ig h b o rh o o d ,'"  an o th e r sa id  in  the  P ost 
article. The Journal News checked  w ith  som e local au th o ritie s  as well: 
"Two teen-agers... said  they w ere d isg u sted  by  all the activity." (I felt like 
I w as w alk ing  th ro u g h  M ississipp i or som e p a rt of the S ou th  as a t least 
h a lf  a d o zen  cars of ad o lescen t red n eck  w a n n a b e  boys h o o te d  an d  
cu rsed  us w hen  they roared  by: "Go hom e you fuckin' losers!")

O nly  C N N  no ted  any of the p ositive  th ings w e had  go ing  for us. The 
en tire  tow n  w asn 't again st us: w h en  the ow ner of the local d ru g s to re  
h e a rd  a b o u t o u r ac tion , he jo in ed  us. C N N  C o rre sp o n d e n t F ran k  
Buckley said, "At least a few peop le  here  th ink the p ro test is exactly w h at 
dem ocracy  is all about." Their b roadcast show ed  a clip of store m anager 
Jacques Saisselin  say ing , "U sually  y o u  d o n 't have  the o p p o r tu n ity  to 
in terface w ith  som eone w ith  th a t m u ch  p o w er th a t easily . So to have 
the  p re s id e n t  live  d o w n  the  s tre e t, yo u  k n o w , I th in k  th a t 's  an  
advan tage ." In con trast, the Daily News said  th a t "residen ts cou ld  only 
chuckle at" us.

It is ju st u n fo rtu n a te  tha t no one reco rded  any of C harlie  Schem er's b rief 
closing w ords: "This vigil rem inds m e of a sim ilar funera l p rocession  tha t 
h a p p e n e d  in East T im or in  1991. 271 East T im orese w ere  k illed  by  the 
In d o n es ian  m ilita ry  after they  nonv io len tly  p rocessed  from  a m em oria l 
M ass to the cem etery  to rem em b er an  in d ep en d en ce  ac tiv ist w ho  w as 
m u rd e re d  tw o w eeks before. W e d o n 't have the sam e w orries th a t they 
d id , th o ugh . W e d o n 't have to fear be ing  sho t at by M-16s; w e d o n ’t 
h av e  to risk  p u n ish m e n t for ex p ressin g  o u r v iew s. Let us u se  th is 
p riv ileg e  th a t w e have  to keep  the aw areness of the su ffe ring  in East 
T im or alive." It seem s th a t o u r m essage w as just too p o w erfu l for the 
m ain stream  m edia  to handle .



9

The Writer’s Block
 OFF-Line # 5 (Summer 1999)

Creatures on the Top and Bottom:
Some Thoughts on Privilege 

Claire

"There are many persons ready to do w hat is right because in their hearts 
they know it is right. But they hesitate, waiting fo r  the o ther fe llo w  to make 
the f ir s t  m ove  — and he, in turn, waits fo r  you. The m inute a person  
whose w ord m eans a grea t deal dares to take the open-hearted and  
courageous way, m any others fo llo w .”
—  M arion Anderson, 1956

How many o f us can relate to this description of hum an interaction? I can, 
easily. Too many times I have known in my heart that som ething is wrong 
or unjust —  observing a man harassing a girl on the street, w atching a 
m other sm ack her child in a store, w itnessing an em ployee slighted for no 
perceptible reason except for his ethnicity —  yet I fail to speak up. W hy 
is "speaking up" difficult for me and perhaps others? How im portant is it 
for people in com fortable positions to speak on behalf o f others with less 
pow er? In this essay (which really is ju st an experim ent in dealing with a 
few aspects o f com plex issues) I want to unpack privilege, explore what it 
means in our society, and suggest proactive ideas for privileged individuals 
on how to deal with everyday injustices.

I'm Privileged, So What?
T here 's a passage in The H itchh iker's G uide to the G alaxy  tha t goes 
som ething like, "Som e creatures live their lives sitting on top of other 
creatures. The creatures on top can live much o f their life not having to 
think about those on which they sit. B ut those on the bottom  do their 
utm ost to get the other creatures off their back." As I am a visual learner, 
this image describes very well the dynam ic of privilege for me.

If you are a wealthy stockbroker, you do not have to think too much about 
those people who have contributed to your wealth but do not benefit from 
it, like the w orkers who made the product in w hich you have invested. 
You are sitting pretty com fortably. How ever, the wom an m opping your 
office floors everyday, or those w orkers in Flint, M ichigan or Indonesia 
who m ade the product, m ight think quite a bit about incom e inequality  
when they are struggling to buy food. They might even organize.

How can that p riv ileged  person becom e w illing to feel uncom fortab le  
about "sitting on" another being, and then do som ething about it? Often, 
that person first needs to realize that s/he has  priv ilege. The creature



"underneath" may scream and shout and try to force the dominating 
creature to take notice. A former dominant creature who now lives on 
equal terms with the "sat upon" creatures may approach and reproach the 
one sitting on top. Or, the creature's conscience could be touched by the 
situation and willingly decide to get off the other's back, judging the 
positions to be unequal and therefore unfair.

I wouldn't be striving to be an ally to those I have "sat on" because of my 
birth and heritage as a white, straight, and middle-class person without 
previously forming ties with an African American man, a working class 
man, and several gay and lesbian friends. RACISM, CLASSISM, SEXISM, 
HETEROSEXISM, AGEISM are huge and impersonal words that, for me,
fail to become real without associations with people who live, breathe, cry, 
hurt, laugh, kiss. You can think, I ought to be anti-racist (opposing racism 
actively), but if you are white and therefore do not face the fallout from 
racism everyday, it is a hard struggle to keep up because it appears 
inessential to your daily life.

Why Be an Active Ally?
It may be difficult at first for a man to feel that he should be an active 
advocate for women's rights, simply because he is not a woman. He may 
be sympathetic, but feminism may seem to have nothing to do with him. 
After all, feminists argue that men are the dominant gender and receive 
benefits that women do not just because they are men. If, however, he has 
an understanding that all people, no matter their differences, are connected, 
he realizes that feminist struggles do affect his life.

For instance, women have fought against the stereotype that depicts normal 
women as weak, pretty playthings that must be protected by men. The 
feminist effort to free gender roles frees men as well. Our society's general 
stance that "real men" are strong and therefore do not show emotions like 
crying denies a natural part of men's humanity. This simple example 
illustrates something I have come to believe — that the "creature" on top is 
limited by injustice just as much as the "creature" being sat upon.

Cultural Blocks to Becoming an Ally
I have been a victim of the part of this culture that is suburban and 
individualistic. Growing up, my extended family was an important part of 
my life, but I lived in a suburb where we did not speak to most of our 
neighbors, and usually everyone kept to themselves. There was no town 
square or other central meeting place to foster a sense of community. The 
exception was the apartment complex near my street where I played as a 
girl — university graduate housing for many international students and 
their children. There, I was exposed to different cultures, holidays, and 
smells emanating from people's homes. But once I started going to private 
school, in ninth grade, my ties to my neighborhood lessened even more.
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The isolation of suburban living obscures the reality o f  all humanity 's 
interconnectedness. Television greatly contributes to this warping of 
natural human interaction. The nuclear family can watch and passively 
experience the most intimate and dramatic events through television. TV 
provides the illusion that people are connected to others simply by sitting 
in their living rooms (or separately in their bedrooms) and watching people 
on their screens "live." Most people in our culture can recite the same 
jingles from ads, and know the storylines from the popular sitcoms of the 
moment, yet do not know their neighbors names or even, sometimes, what 
is happening within their family.

Now, I am as guilty as anyone for relying upon television as a way to 
escape my daily life. But shouldn't I try to make my life better if possible 
than lose myself in the false reality o f  TV? Shouldn't I try to interact with 
others, and thereby maybe discover something about myself?

When you couple suburban life (often synonymous with middle-class) with 
the "American" values of self-reliance and individual accomplishment, you 
have a potent cultural block against becoming an ally for people who are 
not as privileged as yourself.

Why Be a White Ally for People of Color?
For me, the connection between men and women in our culture is much 
easier to see than the connection between the lives of people of color and 
White people. Every man, after all, has a mother, and usually relate to 
women in many ways in their daily lives. The only relationships a White 
person may have with people of color, however, may be through services 
rendered to that person —  by a bus boy, a nanny, a bank teller, a 
landscaper, a cab driver.

It is possible never to have to think about some ethnic groups in our 
country  —  for example, Native Americans, who were shoved off  to 
reservations after Whites stole their land and destroyed their culture. It is 
funny how images and references to Native Am ericans abound in the 
mainstream society (e.g. the Atlanta Braves , the Ford Com anche , the U.S. 
military's Apache  helicopters), yet as people they are invisible. People of 
color, on the other hand, have to deal with White people all the time, given 
that fact that Whites in society overall are dom inant econom ically  and 
politically.

So what do W hite people have to gain from being active in struggles 
against racism and the effects of racism? It seem paradoxical that we have 
something to gain from giving up privilege.

People from a dominant group do not see everything identically, but they 
do tend to see things within the same parameters, like looking through a 
window. Various individuals can see different things out the window,
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depending on where they are looking, but the general view is the same for 
all in that room. I think it is incredibly boring to look at the same view all 
the time. Being open to the viewpoints of people not of your gender, 
culture, or class provides the possibility to see more of the entire world, not 
just a narrow slice of it.

What is White Privilege?
"Many, perhaps most, o f  our white students in the United States think that 
racism does not affect them because they are not people o f  color; they do 
not see "whiteness” as a racial identity.

"In my class and place, I did not recognize myself as a racist because I 
was taught to see racism only in individual acts o f  meanness by members  
o f  my group, never in invisible systems conferring unsought racial 
dominance on my group from birth."
—  Peggy Macintosh, 1998

W hen I a ttended the Peacem aker T rain ing Institute, FOR's training 
program for youth, a facilitator on racism had us all do an exercise in 
which we were to describe our background, and then write down aspects 
of our culture that we were proud of and aspects that we did not like. This 
was a very difficult exercise for me.

What was  my culture? I had never thought about the question before. I 
knew I was part Irish, Scottish, Welsh, and Italian, but I could not say I felt 
very connected to those countries or their music or history. The only thing 
I could name was "pasta vasul" (pasta  e fagiole ) —  an Italian dish my dad 
makes. I was Catholic (which set me apart slightly from my friends at 
private school who were generally Protestant) and celebrated Christmas, 
but didn't everyone? I could not think of one thing about my culture that 
made me proud, and I could name many that I did not like. (For example, 
some of my ancestors settled this country, and thus stole it from Native 
Americans.)

When we returned to the group, I shared my thoughts and concluded sadly 
that I did not have a culture. Through discussion, I learned that it may 
seem that I lack a unique culture, because my culture (more or less) is all 
around me —  it is middle class white culture. It is the norm and the ideal 
for many —  even if it is not the reality for many.

As a member of this culture I was privileged to fit in, to not have to even 
think about how I might be different, and to have others accept me, while 
people of different classes or ethnicities face extra assumptions about them 
that they must overcome to be seen as individuals. I, however, take it for 
granted that people will see me as an individual (at least when it comes to 
my race and class).
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This was a revelation. But I was further shocked when, after I said I was 
not proud of anything in my cultural background, many students of color 
s tarted  nam ing things that t h e y  thought were adm irab le ,  such as 
democracy (even if flawed), medicine, and scientific discoveries.

I felt shaken by this whole experience, realizing that I had  a culture and 
yet I was not too proud of it. Yet the student of color in my group did not 
trash me or my culture. I began to feel that there might be more to my 
heritage, especially  before it was hom ogenized in the striving of  my 
ancestors for the middle class life and cultural acceptance.

The dynamic of racism affects White people by disconnecting them from 
their roots. After all, the Irish were considered a different and lesser race 
by the English, and Italian immigrants faced systemic discrimination in the 
U.S. In struggling to identify as White, to receive social and material 
benefits, few traces remain to tell us White folks from where we came.

I am not calling for nationalism, an ideology that has dire effects, especially 
when taken to the extreme (e.g. Bosnia and Serbia). Ultimately, the goal of 
working for justice is a world without national or racial distinctions. Yet 
this world will acknowledge, celebrate, and revere all cultures, without 
implicitly ranking some as more legitimate than others.

In order to achieve this vision, White people must discover not only the 
rich, positive aspects o f  their heritage, but also understand how their 
history is inextricably linked to the history of people of  color throughout 
the world. We must come to understand how that history affects people 
today.

Getting Over Denial
I was aware, going into the training described above, of many things White 
people have done, and still do, to people of color for their own economic 
and social benefit. M any people, however, do not see a connection 
between "past history" and their individual  life today. Perhaps if White 
people knew more o f  their e thnic group's collective history, or saw 
themselves as members of  a dominant race or culture, they would think 
differently. As it is, many W hite people see their personal history as 
discrete and individual from others, even other White people.

I often hear, "I was not around to kill any Indians, neither did any of my 
ancestors, so why don't we just celebrate Columbus Day and gel on with 
it? Why harp on the past —  slavery was two hundred years ago." This 
may all be true. Yet what the person expressing these feelings fails to see 
is that as a White person, s/he still benefits from an oppression from this 
nation's history.
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Think White people in this country are not in denial about slavery and the 
Native American genocide? As Noam Chomsky has pointed out, imagine 
if Germans named their soccer teams and military helicopters "Jew" and 
"Gypsy." Should Jews and Gypsies forget about the Holocaust because, 
after all, it happened more than fifty years ago? Are they wrong to demand 
a homeland for themselves? Germans and the whole world (except a few 
highly publicized wackos) have accepted the reality and the responsibility 
of the Jewish Holocaust. You can visit Auschwitz, not as a tourist 
attraction, but as a reminder that this is what humans are capable of  and 
must never do again.

In our country, you also can visit plantations in the South and gamble on 
Indian reservations or buy turquoise jewelry. I have visited a plantation in 
Charleston, South Carolina. We saw the slaves' quarters there, but the 
main attraction was the Big House, the mansion, and all o f  the fine 
furniture and antiques within. There was no talk about the lives o f  the 
slaves, about their work in the cotton fields building the wealth o f  the 
plantation owner. A White woman gave the tour while a Black woman, 
who spoke Gulla, came in to clean. Gulla is a dialect with African roots. It 
is likely that the Black  w om an 's  ancestors were slaves on the very 
plantation for which she now cleaned.

Today, White folks own the plantation and operate the tour, offering a 
version of history —  as they perceived it, through their historical window. 
My sense that the plantation was a tourist site was confirmed when I saw 
the dolls in blackface for sale in the gift shop. Imagine if Germans sold 
dolls of Jews in black and white striped uniforms in a gift shop at 
Auschwitz. Culturally, the United States still has to own up to the fact that 
its foundations lie in the dehum anization and exploita tion  o f  human 
beings.

Getting Over Guilt
I was paralyzed, devastated, to realize that I am a racist. I was always well- 
intended, never used racist epithets, was "color-blind" —  that is, I thought 
that I judged everyone as individual human beings. But I was blind in 
other ways —  not giving credence to what people o f  color saw through 
their "window," not realizing that their perspective was not only different, 
but was determined by the fact that I was sitting on them. That is, I 
received benefits because I was White.

In a class at college, I failed to give any credence to another student's claim 
that something we were reading presented the reality of White wom en as 
the only reality. I said, let's just  discuss this passage; we don't need to talk 
about women of color in order to understand this passage. Due to my 
emphatic stand that the "women of color issue" was not important, she 
called my comments racist. Humiliated and defensive (me racist?!), I 
resisted her viewpoint for awhile. Then I started to get over the feeling that
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I might be a terrible person if I had racism in me, and gave her the benefit 
of the doubt.

I am so glad I had that experience. I am more open to accepting faults that 
I never knew I had. I struggle to consciously use my privilege for just 
causes, not simply passively benefit from it and remain an anonym ous 
White person disconnected from a larger community. Now, I do not want 
to be White, for what meaning does "White" really have. I am  still 
discovering my culture and identity.

Guilt is a stage that White people do not want to feel but will have to go 
through if there will ever be true equality in this country. To quote Jurgen 
Habermas, "Collective guilt does not exist. Whoever is guilty will have to 
answer individually. At the same time, there is such a thing as collective 
responsibility for a mental and cultural context that makes crimes against 
humanity possible." In resolving feelings of personal guilt, and moving to 
a w il l ingness  to see them selves  as responsib le  for c rea t ing  and 
participating in such a "mental and cultural context," White people can 
become active forces for justice.

What To Do Next
So, you are ready to become an active force for change. W hat do you do 
next? I suggest educating yourself, through reading, attending lectures or 
conferences on issues of  justice, rather than making assum ptions about 
people you know little about. Always remain open to new, challenging, 
and unexpected notions, and do not be afraid of taking risks and making 
mistakes. Listen first, without judgment, especially if your worldview is 
being challenged by som eone in a different position of  privilege. Try 
giving them the benefit o f  the doubt. Since being an ally can be difficult 
and lonely, join an organization or support group to keep at it.

Finally, examine yourself and think about the ways in which your life has 
benefited from the oppression of others. Can you use your privileges in 
ways that will subvert oppression? For example, if you hear a racist joke, 
as a White person, you can say that it offends you.  You can look for ways 
to speak for those who cannot speak for themselves to (or will not be heard 
by) people in power. To take an example from my own recent experience, 
I felt it crucial for me to take part in the rallies against police brutality in 
New York City, to show that I, a White person, do not want protection from 
a police force that infringes on the civil rights of other people.

I have spoken with and read the words of numerous activists o f  color. 
They call upon White people to raise their voices in the struggles for 
justice, or else gains will always be limited and partial. To attain true 
justice, everyone needs to be involved, to see their connection with, and 
responsibility to, others. In the process, we will unearth surprising and 
fuller aspects of our humanity, and ensure a more secure world for all.
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It is more dignified to be homeless and free than a corporate slave.

In the United States of America, the status quo has decayed far beyond the 
point where there might remain any hope for redemption through mere 
reforms. Each passing year multiplies exponentially the numbers of persons 
who are forced from their homes and compelled to beg for their survival. 
The haunting fear of falling to this level has enticed working people to 
accommodate to the increasing demands that the masters of the purse-strings 
are placing upon them. Thus, their sufferings have swelled mightily, as the 
ruling class continue to remove, one by one, the few benefits that still accrue 
to their labor and squeeze them for every last drop of wealth they can extract.

The state government enforces this decrepit situation by trumpeting 
ideological slogans, promising vague improvements, and utilizing its vast 
influence over the media to convince the populace that the agents of its 
ministerial arms are hard at work developing policies for the general interest, 
all while it continues to dance at the beck and call of the socio-economic 
elite, the true rulers of this country.



What is being heralded as the triumph of global capitalism has provided us 
with the most opportune conditions for resistance. We can no longer 
tolerate the abomination of our daily compliance with systemic evil. The 
tyranny of self-selected, amoral power must be undermined by our willful 
withdrawal of support from all exploitative and oppressive structures. One 
individual's nonviolent condemnation of social institutions shall shine like 
a lamp in the darkness, encouraging others to see more clearly and join the 
historical movements to create a better world. It will light a bold path 
towards freedom and declare the beginning of a new day of hope for all 
humankind.

One cannot fail to observe the warning signs of the increasing decay of 
American society....

The people are divided in so many ways. Gated communities, the Internet, 
and religious conservatism all encourage us to turn in and focus on 
ourselves, in the comforts of our own suburbs, living room sofas, and 
churches. They are instruments that tell us to take comfort in who we by 
focusing our intentions on ourselves, and by measuring ourselves against a 
false standard that denounces those not like us, those who have been raised 
in different social conditions. Our complacency in our own individualist 
lifestyle choices becomes justified by demonizing other groups, creating 
the stigma that allows us to continue self-righteously on our own paths, 
which engenders the fear and suspicion that eventually crushes those 
groups in a self-fulfilling prophecy, while the insulated elite look on, pull 
the strings, and laugh.

The television, perhaps the most defining common element of modern 
society, is the most lethal instrument to the mind and spirit. Sports are 
meaningless, engendering values of competition and patriotism that bolster 
harmful habits in the workplace and views in the international arena. The 
news is merely sensationalist infotainment, a selective portrayal of the 
world that favors glitz and schlock over substance, and horror stories to 
make us feel afraid. Most programs are fantastic diversions from reality 
that hypnotize viewers into passivity. All serve primarily as vehicles for 
product-peddling, pushing an endless need for more stuff into our brains. 
We all strive to have more like the well-off people we see represented 
there, and meanwhile, if we acknowledge the real issues of the day with 
our compromised attention, it is only to cluck, frown, and pray that God or 
someone else will intervene and do something, while we sit in our easy 
chairs.

There is a solution to this Moloch-like malaise, a path to take to wake 
those tricked into believing they are powerless from their "corporate sleep." 
It is the possibility of anarchist revolution.



Anarchism is about power. It aims at reaffirming the inherent self-worth of 
every person, even in the midst of oppressive power structures; inviting 
people to subvert the rules of the game, but also to step outside of it and 
create the rules of the new society that we envision within the shell of the 
old.

As Catholic Worker Ammon Hennacy said, "An anarchist is anybody who 
doesn't need a cop to tell him what to do. What use are the laws when the 
good people don't need them and the bad people don't obey them?" Thus, 
anarchism is meant only for mature, responsible people of conscience who 
will not abuse the power that is invested into them as individuals, as the 
power holders of society already have done.

However, because these characteristics are available to all people as 
potential, we must nourish the anarchy in each one of us, because more 
than anything else, perhaps, anarchism is about seeking community: the 
free individual searching for a society that is not alienating, but supportive; 
not atomizing, but cooperative; not full of drudgery, but work that becomes 
the fullest expression of ourselves.

Thus, in the end result, anarchism is about fun, because when these 
conditions are realized, then the life of the human being is transformed: 
home and work, culture and self are all habitats we equally desire to enjoy.

The Middle Class Sell-Out.

It is well-known in America today that a college education, while steadily 
devaluing in power in the ever more competitive job market, still is 
essential to relative security and financial well-being. Indeed, less than 
twenty percent of the populace attains an education beyond high school, 
and this is the only segment that truly matters for the operation of the 
corporate nation-state. In spite of affirmative action and other recruitment 
programs, the deeply racist meritocracy generally does not open real 
opportunities to many people outside of the traditional privileged sectors.

Market forces and earning potential dictate the types of careers to which 
most college graduates will aspire, and the elite occupations usually 
require still more advanced degrees, which are sold by the academy as a 
product like any other for as high a price as the market will bear. The 
massive indebtedness to lending institutions that is produced by this self- 
perpetuating system effectively locks the upwardly mobile into the service 
of the managerial class and the corporate interests, for which they will be 
rewarded with a small measure of pacifying comforts. Thus, an education 
is not an unalienable human right that is given to allow all people to realize 
their potential, but rather a method of suppressing broad sectors of the 
population in social inequality.
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Sugarplum s dance in the head of those enam ored with the American dream 
o f a house, a car, a white picket fence, a fam ily with two children, a dog, 
and nice vacations. Believing that the more one has, the happier he or she 
w ill be, the upw ardly  m obile chase after this m irage in a desert o f 
socioeconom ic disparity, a fantasy that can only be reached by the select 
few of the privileged class willing to pay the price: those who m ake the 
self-interested, seem ingly rational cho ice  to strive after their own security 
instead of the betterm ent of all, whatever the costs may be.

In m ost cases, pursuing their chance at achieving the dream  com es with 
the sacrifice of large parts o f their hum anity along the way; they offer 
unw avering  fealty  to the sym bols and tangib le  pow er o f the State, 
suppressing  the dam ning facts and shaping their reality  to serve the 
m ythology. As Howard L isinoff writes, "During V ietnam  my father coined 
a saying that w ent far (and still does) to explain where m iddle A m erica 
stands: T h ey  would rather give up their sons than their TV sets.’ W hat's 
changed since then? The 'yellow ribbonization' o f m iddle Am erica in 1991 
is a good exam ple of where that social group's politics lie."

The cap ita lists have raised  them selves up by eagerly  leaping into the 
system  that keeps m ost people on the level o f dependency because of 
denied opportunities, yet they preach the doctrine that any person who 
should work hard enough can attain their status! This m ythology blinds 
m any into scurrying about, to the delight o f their m asters, in a hopeless 
trap in their attem pt to becom e part o f the oppressor class, participating in 
its institu tions according to the rules and thereby further enriching and 
co n so lid a tin g  its pow er, in stead  o f app ly ing  th e ir  en e rg ies  m ore 
constructive ly  to rem oving them selves from  this g reased  slide tow ard 
sp iritu a l death  and seek ing  to c rea te  an a lte rn a tiv e  that w ould  be 
sustainable for all. "Oh, there's no hope for change," they plaintively cry, 
revealing the m assive success of the state cam paign of indoctrination and 
incentive to passivity.

This is the story o f the m iddle class, which continues to identify w ith the 
ruling class and aspires to rise to their level o f dom ination in society. They 
turn away in righteous scorn and masked terror from  the poor, their natural 
allies in the struggle against social control. Their incessant striving has 
alienated  them  from  their true selves as well as from  the m asses of the 
people. As much as they contribute to system ic oppression, by forcibly 
keeping others down as they advance to one of the lim ited supply of loftier 
positions in the hierarchy, they are also oppressed them selves. They do 
not realize the real freedom  that com es from the true liberty of all human 
beings, the freedom  w hich allow s one to reach out and e x plore deep 
hum an relations and genuine solidarity with all people. 



Can we blam e them  for doing what seems only natural and good to them? 
W e certainly can, although that is not our principal aim. All o f us have 
been in stilled  w ith the values that fill a person w ith good character. 
Patiently  w aiting for one's turn, settling  disputes w ithout fighting, and 
generously  sharing w hat one has w ith others are all taught to us as 
children. H ow ever, when we attain the w isdom  o f age we becom e so 
"practical" that we throw all o f our ideals out the w indow , claim ing that 
selfishness, violence, and greed are m ore realistic patterns of behavior. 
Indeed, society  is constructed  to o ffer incentives tow ard individualist 
striving after personal gain. One person going against the grain will surely 
suffer grave social penalties, so it is so much easier to take the path of least 
resistance, the w ell-trodden  road, focused on a vague prize ahead to 
deliberately avoid seeing the waste and harm  that clam ors on all sides.

One M an's Experience.

In regards to entering the workforce, the fam iliar conundrum  for all but the 
m ost w ell-connected  youth (i.e., sons and daugh ters o f ru ling  class 
members) in A m erica has been that one needs experience to get a job , but 
needs a job  to get experience. This usually places teenagers in the lowest 
rungs of the em ploym ent ladder, typically in unfulfilling service jobs that 
hardly respect their contribution by offering a fair com pensation.

I had an endless litany of such job s during my high school and college 
years. T hese included  two cash ier positions at The G reat A & P Tea 
C om pany and CVS. In both com panies my clerking contributed  to the 
success o f the business o f selling foodstuffs and m edicines. I handled 
thousands of dollars that passed through my cash reg ister each week on 
their way to m anagem ent bank accounts. I was required to know dozens 
of codes and procedures for various items, returns, exchanges, m ethods of 
paym ent, etc., and was responsible for the presentation o f the stores (e.g., 
stocking, cleaning) as well as the courteous treatm ent o f custom ers. In 
addition, I w ould often  perform  w ork that m anagem ent itse lf  w ould 
norm ally do. O f course, I never received appropriate com pensation for any 
of these efforts, but received a level o f pay that was barely above the 
m inim um  wage, fit for "unskilled" teenage workers. The current trend with 
these and many other em ployers has been to hire many temp or part-tim e 
workers, in order that they not be required to provide benefits o f any kind.

M anagem ent inform ed me of the value of my service in many other ways. 
Schedule conflicts were frequent, even though I always follow ed the policy 
o f w riting a note to request certain hours or days o ff for personal reasons. 
The boss w ould  o ften  d isreg ard  the advance n o tice  and schedu le  
according to his convenience, leaving the responsibility  for covering the 
hours upon my shou lders. Ju st com plain ts  re su lted  in th rea ts  or 
punishm ents that w ould lim it my hours. M anagem ent also discouraged
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talking am ongst the w orkers, so that em ployees w ould focus solely  on 
w ork and not be able to form  distracting relationships that m ight m ake the 
dull nature of the work more tolerable. In certain cases when I did extra 
w ork beyond my expected hours or w orked in a different store as a favor 
to the com pany, I did not get paid for my time. And while m anagem ent 
would never give credit for a job  well done, it was quick to offer belittling 
blam e that always found som ething wrong with your perform ance. On the 
o ther hand, m anagem ent itself was untouchable by criticism . The boss 
was looking for personal advancem ent to move to bigger stores and reap a 
heftier personal income from  the efforts o f the regular workers.

Since I naturally  did not desire to spend my entire life slaving in such 
degrading institutions, I enrolled in a prestigious college. H ow ever, the 
tw enty-five thousand dollar-plus per year price tag for higher education at 
a top  p riv a te  c o lle g e  or u n iv e rs ity , the  key to a lm o s t any 
socioeconom ically  rew arding occupation , is so steep that I have been 
chained into financial servitude to my creditors. This ensures that my 
range of possible career paths is lim ited to certain accepted fields that work 
w ithin the social status quo. I cannot volunteer to serve hum an needs 
w ithout accum ulating  m ore in terest on my debt, requiring  either up to 
tw enty years o f service in m enial labor and m eaningless work, a high- 
paying  corporate  jo b  that will suck me in to executing the program s 
w aged against civil society , or, at best, w ork in a low -paying , often 
ineffective non-profit organization that again rarely com pensates young 
people for the true value of their work, if they are lucky enough to get one 
o f these jobs at all. Certain occupations that seem  to not be included in 
these categories, such as teaching and social service agencies, usually  
support the system  in other ways: keeping ideas bound w ithin accepted 
fram ew orks, re inforcing  obedience to authority , and practic ing  charity  
w ithout justice.

So with the onset of loan payments after graduation, I resorted to accepting 
a position w ithin a nom inally not-for-profit corporate office. I worked for 
the FSC/D ISC Tax A ssociation (FDTA), whose mission is to educate large 
m ultinational corporations in how they can take advantage of the m ost 
extensive corporate w elfare program  for U.S. exporters, the Foreign Sales 
C orporation (FSC). The FSC is a com pany that exists only on paper in 
order to serve as a tax shelter for up to thirty percent o f a m ultinational's 
export profits. M ethods like transfer-pricing allows com panies to shift their 
p rofits to off-shore locations like Guam , Jam aica, Berm uda, and Barbados 
outside U.S. tax jurisdiction, so that the corporations' hom e offices do not 
appear to be m aking a profit. O utstanding  clients such as L ockheed  
M artin , Philip  M orris, In ternational Paper, and Texaco (renow ned for 
m arketing  m ass and cancerous death , destroying the environm ent, and 
institutional racism , am ong other characteristics) send their legal and tax 
accounting experts to the association 's sem inars and conferences to learn
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how to fill out and file the paperw ork correctly, and the com pany profits 
handily from  the business.

W hat would you expect proper com pensation to be for such service to the 
g rea t fin an c ia l in te rests  o f the coun try? One w ould th ink  that by 
expanding  the association 's m arket through tireless database research, 
do ing  the p repara tion  g roundw ork  fo r the co n feren ces, and o ther 
activities, I m ight be entitled to a share in the FDTA's profit. C onsistent 
with many other com panies large and small, however, the FDTA offers its 
em ployees no health care plan, no paid vacation or other benefits. The 
salary  is ju s t enough to get by w ith ju s t a little extra, certa in ly  not 
sufficient to be able to rent my own apartm ent. If I was not living as a 
dependent o f another corporate slave (my mother, whose tireless efforts as 
an executive secretary and adm inistrator after thirty-five years barely earn 
her enough to cling to the bottom  o f the middle class), I w ould have b6en 
hom eless, too.

The structure of higher education and the econom y it is geared to serve is 
such today that students who hope to be successful internalize the values 
o f the ruling class and select from  am ong a lim ited range o f possible 
educations. Thus, w hen m any o thers at college w ere preparing  for 
lucrative careers as law yers, doctors, and accountants, I was im m ersing 
m yself in the history of nonviolent direct action and the study o f world 
religions as a basis for pacifist nonconform ity. I refused to be trained for a 
m anagerial class that will take advantage of those who are w eaker than 
m yself. I allied m yself with the low er classes by turning my back  on 
privilege and sharing in their unsteady situation. Security is bought at the 
price o f one's soul, by turning away from  one's fellows and looking only 
after oneself, rendering all else secondary before the dem ands of the god 
of M ammon.

I reject seeking m arketable skills that will single me out as more desirable 
to be em ployed by the ruling class. For instance, I was encouraged by 
em ploym ent agencies to learn a spreadsheet program . If  I do this, I will 
be able to code num bers in to  various arrays that w ill o rgan ize  a 
com pany 's profits into a schem e that will only m ake it easier for it to 
exercise its control. The rew ard for my com plicity with and assistance to 
the corporate interest will be ju st enough com pensation to pacify me. I 
will be provided with an am ount of money that I can barter for my needs 
and enough entertainm ent to d istract me from the urgent task at hand, 
organizing for equality and ju stice  in my occupation and in the nation. 
My allegiance becom es only to my em ployer and his goals o f personal 
profit, and w hatever connection to my fellows that may rem ain buried in 
my mind is severed. I becom e ju s t another corporate tool, m erely one 
more cog helping the system  to sm oothly continue to grind away at the 
essence o f our humanity.



Planting Seeds of Imagination.

A narchism  may be only a d ream  to people who have not a llow ed 
themselves the liberty to dream, and ridicule those who do. These are the 
kind of folks who are often impatient with children, urging them to grow 
up, sit still, stand up straight, and be seen but not heard, corralling their 
natural energy. They barely tolerate and condescend to their magical 
worlds, knowing they will pass and be replaced inevitably by the confining 
expectations of  the "real world." Such people are intolerant too of 
adolescents and students, who are halfway to the responsibil i t ies  of 
adu lthood , but have no t yet su rrendered  the ir  idea lism  to b land  
pragmatism.

To this kind of person, the natural human impulse toward freedom, much 
less than a fully-developed anarchist philosophy, would be mocked as a 
"boy's dream," an unachievable aim. They might even be so resigned to 
the dom inant ideology of au thorita r ian ism  on e v e ry  level —  state, 
corporation , school, family, church —  that they might ju s t  as likely 
conspire with those who benefit from the established order to smash the 
challengers, rather than aid them and see if they could accomplish the 
dream together.

Here is the greatest tragedy —  not the as yet unrealized anarchist society, 
but the failure of creativity and the disowning of imagination, the primary 
tool that sets humanity apart from the animals. Imagination allows us to 
broaden our horizons; it is the liberating force with which we are endowed 
for becoming humble before the truth.

Thus, for a future to be possible that is worth living for, a future that 
replaces the boot stepping on a human face with a handshake, a hug, and 
hope, we must embrace imagination first o f  all. Let us return to our 
childhood and the world of pretending. Let us take up the tools of make- 
believe that we set aside when we became men and women. For, as Jesus 
said in all of the Gospels, the good news of God, scolding those adults who 
prevented their children from "disturbing" him, "Let the children come to 
me and do not hinder them. It is to such as these that the kingdom of God 
belongs. I assure you that whoever does not accept the reign of God like a 
little child shall not take part in it" (Mark 10:13-16 par.).

And what is that kingdom, or reign, of God? No less than perhaps the most 
stirring vision of peace and equality ever conceived. "The spirit of the Lord 
is upon me; therefore he has anointed me. He has sent me to bring glad 
tidings to the poor, to proclaim liberty to captives, recovery of sight to the 
blind and release to prisoners, to announce a year of favor from  the Lord" 
(Luke 4:18-19). That "me" is me; that "me" is you . The kingdom of God is 
accessible to us now, in small pieces, if we build it. Isn't that vision 
something worth imagining and struggling for?
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C h i l i  R e l l e n o s

I  d r e a m e d  y o u  g a v e  m e  t h e  k e y  t o  y o u r  a p a r t m e n t .

I  w a n t e d  y o u r  t r u s t ,  w e l c o m e d  t h e  a t t e n t i o n .

I  u s e d  i t  t h e  v e r y  n e x t  d a y  -  I  t h o u g h t  y o u ' d  b e  o u t .

I  d i d n ' t  k n o c k ,  j u s t  w a l k e d  r i g h t  i n ,
A n d  w e n t  f o r  t h e  c h i l i  p e p p e r  I  s p i e d  e a r l i e r .

I  d e s i r e d  t h a t  s h i n y ,  r e d  p e p p e r .

I  c l a n k e d  a r o u n d  i n  y o u r  k i t c h e n .

Y o u  m o v e d  i n  t h e  o t h e r  r o o m .  

You could have been alarm ed. but looked so calm .

Y o u  w a n t e d  a n  e x p l a n a t i o n .

I  t h i n k  I  w a n t e d  t o  m a k e  a  c h i l i  r e l l e n o ,  I  s a i d .  

O r  a t  l e a s t  l i v e  n e x t  d o o r ,

W i t h  w e l c o m e ,  u n e x p e c t e d  v i s i t s .
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Activist Reports OFF-Line # 3 (Spring 1999)“There Has to Be a Better Way”: 
Protesting Police Brutality

Claire
I'm turning the corner around City Hall Park, coming off the Number 6 train. I 
can hear muffled music echoing off the buildings. I notice that there are police 
cars parked along the sides of the road, cops standing in pairs, on corners, in 
doorways. I hurry along in the frigid cold, my face buried in my ski jacket and 
hood. I turn another corner, turn my head to the left, and look up at the 
enormous Gothic/Deco City Hall building, which looms above the peons 
scurrying to and fro. I expect to catch a glimpse of Quasimodo lurking in a 
tower.

Under the shadow of City Hall, 1,500 people stand body to body in front of a 
small stage. I can hear what is being chanted now. "Amadou! Amadou!" a 
woman with an African accent cries out. The crowd joins her. Immediately 
before me are about fifteen police officers, concentrated around the entrance to 
the protest area like an unfriendly welcoming committee. I pause for a brief 
moment, then pass through without looking up at them.

What must the other people on the street, driving or walking to their luncheon 
meetings, think of us, I wonder? Do they ask themselves why we are here? Do 
they only see the signs that lampoon Mayor Rudolph Giuliani as Hitler, only 
hear angry Black women who ought to be working or at home taking care of 
their kids? Do they think of us at all?

It is March 8, International Women's Day, and this rally is organized by mostly 
African-American women in response to the killing of Amadou Diallo, the 
unarmed West African immigrant who was shot nineteen times by four White 
police officers. This killing has kicked off daily nonviolent vigils and rallies 
organized, and largely attended, by people of color tired of a long history of 
police brutality in their communities. I want to know why these women have 
come to stand in the cold today. I want to do more than stand here; I want to 
connect with them.

I first approach Jennifer, a young White woman standing towards the back of the 
group along one of the police barricades. "I'm at the rally to show concern about 
police brutality, not to demonize the police or anything," she says. I ask her, 
what would she like the administration to do? "I think it can take steps to 
address internal problems, address the question of systemic police problems in a 
large city. There has to be a better way to work for justice."
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A middle-aged Black woman with dreds is standing alone, listening closely to 
the speakers. Why are you here? I ask. She speaks, simply, briefly, with a trace 
of a Caribbean accent: "For my grandfather." I wonder, was he a victim of 
police brutality? "He was a hard-working man." What do you think the city 
administration can do? "No men, only women." (I.e., fire all the men, just have 
women run the government. Interesting idea.)

I next approach an elder Black woman, holding a banner reading, "Impeach 
Giuliani." She explained, "I'm part of a city-wide campaign that formed in 
October to remove Giuliani from office. If Clinton could almost be impeached, 
then we think Giuliani definitely should be. We are asking the federal 
government to come and take the New York City government under 
receivership." She didn't name any personal reasons for why she was involved 
in this campaign.

Nearby, a White woman in her forties stands, holding some of the multiple 
flyers that folks have been handing out. She says, "I'm here to support the 
march. It shouldn't have to be this way. I've lived here for forty years and seen 
it get worse." I ask her, what about the Giuliani Quality of Life campaign, 
which touts a lower crime rate and cleaned up, safer streets? "It's quality of life 
for some. What about everybody's responsibility to make a better quality of life 
for individuals and the community?"

I move forward into the thick of the crowd. A petite Asian woman now takes 
the stage. "I want you to know that four years ago, my sixteen-year-old brother 
was killed by police when they received a 911 call in my area of Brooklyn. He 
was shot in the back of the head." When she protested and tried to get an 
explanation from the police, she was basically disregarded and threatened for 
interfering with an investigation.

I turn to a White woman next to me, someone I recognize from a peace and 
justice conference a few months back. I ask her, how does she think things will 
change? "With a mass movement monitoring the police and grassroots activity, 
they will be more cautious. The NYC police were originally formed to catch 
runaway slaves. Their purpose was to prevent groups of people of color from 
threatening the distribution of wealth. It's scary that now Giuliani is touring the 
U.S. with his crime prevention message," she adds.

I notice a Black woman yelling directly at the police on the other side of the 
sawhorse, who were ignoring her. I approached her and asked why she had 
come. "Because of the police brutality and for justice. They're shooting our 
Black babies." She speaks emphatically. "I am a victim of police brutality. Ten 
years ago I was handcuffed and beaten on the head with a nightstick. I sued the 
police department but they didn't want to give up money. And no lawyer wanted 
to defend me and go against the police." She said that in the end, s he received 
some financial compensation, but "it was peanuts to them. They thought that
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throwing a little money at me was enough. But it was nothing compared to the 
trauma I experienced."

A Black woman near us notices me and wants to talk to me. She holds a small, 
handwritten sign with a photo of a young, smiling Black man. It says, "Kyle, 
1974-1997." She speaks in a rush, she has a story to tell that is crucial to her 
very life, a story that too few people want to hear. "My son was murdered, he 
was the baby of the family. I have two other children, they're school teachers." 
She raises her voice. "Drugs and guns are annihilating people of color. And the 
drugs aren't produced by us, the guns aren't produced by us. What happened to 
the idea of social responsibility? I'm college educated, I know the great 
American claim to civic responsibility. What about those gun manufacturers, the 
people bringing them into our neighborhoods? They're killing our young men.

"My son was twenty-three when he was killed. The police haven't solved the 
case. They were insensitive — until I called them on it. I told the detective, 
learn a little compassion."

If you could say one thing to Giuliani, I ask, what would you say? "'Good-bye.' 
I think he's impersonal, a paper pusher, he doesn't listen to people. He's not 
compassionate. He’s only looking at the 'haves.'"

Suddenly, incredibly, her tone lightens from angry frustration to a hopeful 
peacefulness and determination. "But we'll keep up the work. My son knows 
that I'm a fighter," she says with a smile, holding up her sign. "He knows that 
I'm here today, fighting."

We look at each other. "My name is Janice." "I'm Claire," I say. We hug each 
other.

Some of the women who came out today had a complete analysis of the police as 
enforcers of a privileged power structure. For other women, Diallo's killing 
triggered in them the sense that something is deeply wrong in our society. And 
for many of the women, police brutality and systemic violence is a personal, 
daily reality, as familiar as garbage that never seems to go away outside your 
home. They have stories to tell that rarely are heard on the eleven o'clock news.

As I leave the rally, I look to see how many women police officers are on duty. 
I see six out of maybe eighty. I approach one blonde-haired woman on the other 
side of the police barricade. Would she like to comment on the Women's Day 
action? She smiles a little, and shakes her head. I really want to hear her story; 
instead I sense the gap, widening.



A c tiv is t  R e p o r ts  
OFF-Line # 1 (Winter 1999)

A n  E d u c a t i o n  i n  R e l a t i v e  S a c r i f i c e s

C l a i r e

Why did he sit on the tracks while a train rolled over him, taking his two 
legs with it? "To express truth in the most honest way I know. I'm not 
ever sure what it accomplishes." The train was carrying arms to the 
contras in Nicaragua in the 1980s. The speaker was Vietnam vet Brian 
Willson. He expressed this profundity during a lecture in September. I 
was listening to it on cassette during an eighteen hour van ride to Fort 
Benning, Georgia. I was considering putting myself at risk by illegally 
entering the gates of the School of the Americas.

Brian Willson has taken many actions to witness against war and 
oppression in his life since Vietnam, where he awakened to the immorality 
of war. As he stated in the above quote, he’s never quite sure what will 
come of his actions, but he knows he has to reveal the truth where he sees 
it. As I questioned myself on the long ride to Georgia ("What is my 
getting arrested going to accomplish, anyway? Just my getting in trouble, 
right? Can’t we just pass a law to close the school?"), I thought deeply of 
Brian's message and his courage.

I suppose a simple metaphor for the idea behind civil disobedience could be 
the following scenario: you see a child in danger of being run over by a 
careless driver, and you jaywalk across the street to help save the child,
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even when others on the street do not see or seem to care. You've broken 
the law by jayw alking and put yourself at considerable risk of bodily harm, 
but you do it because it is clearly the right thing to do. Certain laws —  like 
jayw alking —  become irrelevant in cases where harm is done or about to be 
done.

The School o f the A m ericas at Fort Benning, G eorgia trains Latin 
American soldiers. M any o f the soldiers and high-ranking officers of Latin 
American armies who have been main motivators behind repressive 
dictatorships (M anuel N oriega, for exam ple) are SOA graduates. There are 
many notorious exam ples that I could cite; I'll name the m ost famous. In 
1986 four U.S. M aryknoll nuns were raped and killed by a death squad in 
El Salvador. Three of the five officers responsible were SOA graduates. 
In 1990 a U.S. C ongressional T ask Force discovered that officers 
responsible for the deaths of six Jesuit priests, their housekeeper and her 
daughter in El Salvador were trained by the SOA. This prompted a 
Mary knoll priest here in the U .S. —  Fr. Roy Bourgeois —  and others to 
stand vigil outside the gates of the SOA and commit civil disobedience 
eight years ago. In 1996, declassified U.S. Army manuals revealed that the 
SOA taught torture as a tactic in a training manual.

W hy is the U.S. interested in training Latin American m ilitaries in such 
blatantly undemocratic and repressive m ethods? Supporters of the SO A  
claim  that the school teaches dem ocracy to Latin American soldiers and is 
blocking communism. F irst o f all, this claim  is racist, assum ing that the 
people south of our national border are so inferior that they can't figure out 
human rights, participatory dem ocracy, free speech, etc. for themselves and 
that they need their m ilitary to enforce democracy, a military that needs to 
be instructed by the righteous U.S.

W ell, others have figured out before me that the real reason the U.S. 
welcomes the Latin Am erican m ilitaries and teaches them repressive tactics 
is that this will keep m ovem ents for the rights o f the people down, and thus 
maintain a "favorable investm ent climate" for U.S. investors and 
corporations. After all, The Gap w ouldn't want its employees in El 
Salvador to start getting the idea that they have a right to a living wage —  
such an idea seems pretty com m unist!

I chose to break one law —  crossing the property line into the SOA —  
because the U.S. governm ent and the soldiers it trains are breaking so many 
other laws, including the moral laws that are not necessarily written in the 
books. I was nervous then, and I am still scared to think of where 
practicing civil disobedience may lead me. But it was an amazing feeling to 
stand on Sunday, N ovem ber 22 with over 2,300 others who were carrying 
white crosses, prepared to risk arrest as well. I considered m yself taking



part in a real funeral service to honor those in Latin America who probably 
never had a funeral service after their murders or disappearances.

It was even more incredible to realize that we had overwhelmed the base 
police and security (who were always polite to me, and in some cases 
surprisingly young) and were being released in a city park! We were free 
to go anywhere except inside the base for the rest of the day. After a few 
chaotic moments, we re-organized ourselves into rows of four, as we had 
done when we entered the base. This time we did not walk in virtual 
silence, but sang joyous songs through a residential section of Columbus, 
receiving many friendly waves and a few shaking heads.

I was overwhelmed by the response we received by the approximately five 
thousand other people waiting outside the Fort Benning gates. People 
applauded and cheered with huge smiles. I felt a great sense of having 
accomplished something for the good. I can only expect that this many 
numbers will pressure the US government to finally close the SOA. (The 
House of Representatives voted this fall to close it, and it lost by eight 
votes.)

A note of caution, however. Even if the SOA is closed, it is but a 
symbolic victory, and our government representatives should not feel that 
they are off the hook. For there are about one hundred other military bases 
in the U.S. that train foreign soldiers in the tactics of terror. The U.S. has 
to change its entire policy regarding control of other countries for its own 
greedy purposes.

The sacrifice I committed to make in crossing the line at Fort Benning was 
put into perspective by the name of the Salvadoran written on my white 
cross. It read, "Michaela, age one."



E n v i r o n m e n t a l  

e d u c a tio n  o n  a  1 7 th  c e n tu ry  

D u t c h - s t y l e  s l o o p  o n t h e  H u d s o n  

R iver - t id a l  e s tu a r y .

C l a i r e ' s  

C l e a r w a t e r  C a l l

A fter hoisting the m ainsail 100 feet
w e  f l e m i s h  

coiled the halyard

blue
crab

O s p r e y  S o a r

a b o v e  t h e  c l i f f s  
o f  t h e  P a l i s a d e s

t h e  G e o r g e  
W a s h in g to n  

B r i d g e

T h e young  and  young  a t heart a re  fa scina ted
by the living creatures from the Hudson.

N e w  Y o u r  C i t y  -  
the view from 
Yonkers



L if e  o n  t h e  L o q u a t o r
Off-Line # 7 (Autumn/Winter 1999)

A r r r ! ! !  S a i l i n g  w i t h  C l e a r w a t e r

C la ire

Silky smooth and placid as a lake. Boisterously wavy and angrily iron 
gray. Polluted and fought-over, abused and enjoyed. A living and dying 
eco-system. The Hudson River is all of these. Its ever-changing moods 
have fascinated me since I moved to the banks of the river, specifically to 
Nyack, New York, near the region of the high rock cliffs of the Palisades. 
Now I live to the east of the river, and have the privilege of driving over it 
everyday on my way to work in Nyack. The Tappan Zee bridge crosses 
the river at its widest point. So for three miles, each way, each day, I gawk 
at the endlessly varying views.

Some days I can see clear to Manhattan. Other days the smog obscures 
that island and the man-made behemoths poking up from it. I've seen a 
full harvest moon rise orange and bloated above it, and watched a 
rainstorm sweep down toward me through a sunny valley. I recently drove 
over the Tappan Zee on a morning that was sunny and clear in 
Westchester. When I started onto the TZ, I saw that halfway across the 
bridge sat a bank of clouds that totally obscured Rockland County. I drove 
into the clouds, couldn't even see the water on either side, but looking in 
my rear view mirror, I saw a strip of trees and hills in Westchester lit up 
and outlined by the gray clouds. I've experienced the most beautiful 
images just when the sun is setting behind me and I'm driving directly east. 
On clear days, everything takes on a reddish-yellow glow — the quality of 
the light changes. I feel changed.

I've lived near the Hudson now for three full years, but because I don't 
have any familial roots in this area, I've felt disconnected and ignorant of 
the history of the area. I also miss physical work or exercise from being 
inside an office and staring at a computer monitor for most of my waking 
life.

For these reasons, and because I wanted to challenge myself in a new area, 
I pursued volunteering as a crew member on a boat — but not just any 
boat. The Clearwater is a replica of a 17th century Dutch trading vessel, a 
sloop that was built by the folk singer and activist Pete Seeger in 1969 to 
educate and advocate for a clean river.

Actually, Clearwater is more than a sail boat. It is an organization that has 
members from up and down the Hudson (which, incidentally, reaches from 
north of Albany to New York City). Some activists, nature lovers and



corporate and municipal sewer and dumping area. In the 1960s up 
through the 1980s, it was pretty much a toxic disaster area, General 
Electric being among the worst of corporate abusers. GE dumped the 
carcinogenic chemical PCB into the river, which was (and still is) not only 
dangerous for the plankton and animals in and around the river, but also 
for humans. And state regulators were not doing their jobs, preferring to 
let their chums in industry do their dumping. Citizens began to want their 
voice to be heard, so they organized. Clearwater was one group to come 
out of this people's movement.

Today, the Clearwater sails up and down the Hudson, stopping along the 
way at various points to take school children and adults on board. It 
teaches them, in a highly participatory way, about sailing, basic navigation, 
aquatic life, chemistry of the water, the food chain, and a little history of the 
area.

Never having sailed myself, I was discovering as much as the school kids 
were. I quickly learned about knots, halyards (lines of rope), the ebb and 
flow of the river, how to read a chart, how to lift the peak, and when to just 
stay quiet and watch how the mostly under thirty years of age crew 
handled a 106 foot sailboat with one huge (109 foot) mast and the biggest 
mainsail in the country. We sailed during some beautiful sunny days with 
almost no wind, and also some crappy, cold and rainy days when we 
skidded along and pitched like we were on the sea.

I was surprised to see how many river creatures we caught, and their 
variety. The Hudson is unique because it is a tidal estuary, meaning that 
there is both salt water and fresh water parts to it, and it has tides like the 
ocean. So a unique variety of fish, crabs and eels can survive in it. And 
they are doing a lot better than they were even ten years ago, mostly due to 
citizens' pressure on local governments and corporations. You still cannot 
eat fish from the river, though.

A funny thing about the tides: we almost ran aground during an ebbing 
tide (the water was going out and getting quite low) while we were trying 
to dock at a sewage treatment plant. The captain maneuvered for about a 
half hour as if she were trying to parallel park. A crowd of several plant 
workers watched the odd scene of this dignified-looking vessel trying to 
get its fanny to fit into the docking area.

The sewage treatment plant was actually a memorable experience. We 
went there to drop off several dozen buckets of human refuse — you don't 
think that they'd dump it into the river, do you? I had th e honor of 
carrying many of them into the plant, but luckily didn't have to participate 
in the dumping and cleaning of the buckets. When I saw the designated 
dumpers put on rubber boots and plastic bib overalls I was quite relieved. 
I did get to see one of the treatment rooms — a busy place deserted of all



hum ans but pum ping and sloshing things through all sorts o f pipes, 
including one labeled "sludge cakes" with an arrow pointing tow ards the 
river.

There were all sorts o f unique aspects to my one week as a sailor. I lived 
in a small cabin with ten other people, and my bed, while com fortable, was 
a mattress with about two feet of head room above it. The volunteers slept 
next to each other like sardines, while the crew had the luxury of wooden 
slats separating their bunks. Usually, gentle slaps o f waves near my head 
lulled me to sleep. One night, however, five foot waves made the sloop 
pitch like an unending carnival ride, causing several perm anent crew 
m embers to adm it their nighttim e fear of dock lines snapping. W aking up 
early, though, to work on the deck, was always pleasant. Som eone would 
sing and play guitar as a wake-up call.

The Hudson is an incredible gift, one that I appreciate more now that I 
have com e face to face with the creatures who live in it. It is not ju st 
beautiful to gaze at, or merely the am usem ent for which the many speed 
boaters and je t sk ie rs  use it. It is the result o f m illions of years of 
evolutionary change and adjustm ent, a process which balances itself out. 
Human developm ent and "progress" (i.e., the nearby Indian Point power 
plant) upset the balance. The C learw ater  attempts to exist in balance with 
the system  around it.

These days I'm back to driving over the TZ every m orning. But now, I 
stare with more intense and knowing wonder.
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The Writer' s  Block
o f f - l i n e  # 5  (Summer 1999)

Roots of Radicalism
Vincent

H ig h  schools are dangerous places for m any  adolescents. Besides the daily 
hum ilia tions from  the social elite an d  often au th o rita rian  punishm ents o f 
the adm in istra tion , in w h a t is becom ing a fam iliar list of schools — 
Paducah , Eugene, Jonesboro, L ittleton, etc. — stud en ts  are coping w ith  the 
rage of a g row ing  nu m b er of teens w ho  tu rn  to b lazing, random  gunfire as 
a k ind  of w arped , hopeless answ er to the ir problem s.

Is it the m ovies, the m usic, the v ideo  gam es, the parents, the guns? The list 
of possible causes for these senseless school shootings are endlessly 
debated . There is indeed a "culture of violence," but clearly, the easy 
availab ility  of firepow er to m inors is one of the leading culprits. 
A m ericans m ust increase the p ressu re  on  politicians to take bolder steps to  
curb the accessibility of h an d g u n s to children.

H ow ever, the  w ay tha t ou r society has tu rn ed  to deal w ith  this crisis in the 
schools has been largely to n a rro w  o u r sights on the w eirdos, the m isfits, 
the  p o ten tia l problem  children  (note the M ay Time cover story, "H ow  to  
Spot a T roubled  Kid"). W hile there  is no excuse for the sh o o te rs ' 
abdication  of m oral responsib ility , there  are w ays of und erstan d in g  it. We 
forget tha t the p e rp e tra to rs  of h o rren d o u s  violence are also victim s.

According to studies conducted by the U niversity  of M ichigan, since 1976 
fifteen to tw en ty  percent of h igh school seniors have consistently  rep o rted  
being deliberately  in jured  at school. O thers w ho are no t physically 
assau lted  are th rea tened , verbally  den ig ra ted , socially ostracized, and  
dehum anized  in w ays th a t dev asta te  the en tire  w orld  of the adolescent 
psychology.

Those studen ts  w ho are a ssau lted  usually  e ither fade into the w oodw ork  
and  stew  w ith  dam aged  self-esteem , or rise up to defend them selves in 
v io len t w ays. Fights and  rivalries o ften  fall below  the rad a r of school 
officials; in the w ake of th is year's  shoo tings, it seem s m ore likely tha t only 
the restless, resen tfu l freaks d ressed  in black will be singled ou t for 
correction. If w e forget the source of the problem  — the bullies — and  fail 
to add ress the violence tha t they  encou rage  and  their victims believe is the 
only w ay to fight back, w e w ill be re w a rd in g  petty  ty ran ts and  reinforcing  
a h ierarchy  of to p -dow n  control: in  sho rt, rep licating  the w orst aspects of 
ou r society.
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Eric H arris , one of the tw o C olum bine shoo ters, m ain ta ined  a p e rso n a l 
w eb site and  a journal that reco rded  his angry , hatefu l though ts. Som e 
en tries from  an o th e r h igh  school s tu d e n t's  jou rn a l are m ixed  w ith  the 
excerpts from  H arris ' w ritings. Exam ine the sim ilarities:

1) "Every m in u te  th a t passes, I tend  to becom e m ore in tro v erted , 
m ore  rem o v ed , an d  feel m ore su p e rio r  to m y peers  an d  som e 
adu lts , too. I could  fill several pages w ith  nam es of people w hom  I 
desp ise  because of the ir nega tive  qualities. I am  the subject of 
d isc rim in a tio n  because  I s ta n d  o u t from  m ost o th e rs  — I am  
different, m ake no effort to conform , and  like it that way."

2) "Things I hate: liars, cou n try  m usic, racists, peop le  w ho d o n 't 
believe in p e rso n a l hygiene, peop le  w ho  say 'eX preso ' in stead  of 
espresso ..."

3) "I w o u ld  like to see a w ar deep  dow n. I w an t to experience one 
(since it is so far aw ay it p robably  w on 't affect me), read  abou t the 
d ay -to -d ay  o p e ra tio n s  an d  feel the  n a tio n a l p a tr io tism .... I fu lly  
su p p o rt Bush in this crusade. Kick S addam 's ass!!!"

4) "To you  assholes in Iraq  and  Iran  and  all those o ther piece of sh it 
desert lands w ho hate  us, sh u t u p  and  die! W e will kick your ass if 
you try and  fuck w ith  us."

5) "Petty, b iting , g rasp ing . M ight m akes right. If you get A 's y o u  
are a n erd , a lienated , shunned . You m ust fit the norm , even if tha t 
m eans ig n o rin g  ev ery  m o ra lity  an d  va lu es  you  have  ever b een  
tau g h t. To feel su p erio r, p ro u d  of yourself, you m u st p u t o thers 
d o w n  — g rin d  them  into du st. If there  are no b lem ishes on the 
v ic tim ’s character, insu lts and  false stories and  passed  on th ro u g h  
the general body. If the victim  has m ade past m istakes, has faults, 
they  are  ex ag g era ted  an d  k ep t alive for an  u n n a tu ra l len g th  of 
tim e. A lone, they m erely ignore you, bu t in sufficient num bers they  
attack  you  from  all sides, p ressing  w ith  no m ercy un til you  e ither 
w alk  aw ay and  are b ran d ed  a w im p (m ore like no t w an ting  suicide) 
or do figh t back an d  are sq u ash ed  in to  a p u lp  by sheer n u m bers. 
E ither w ay there is no victory. Very big of them."

6) "D ead peop le  can 't do m an y  th ings like argue , w h ine , b itch , 
com plain , narc, ra t out, criticize or even fucking talk! So th a t's  the 
only w ay to solve argum en ts w ith  all of you fuckheads ou t there, I 
just kill!"

The even  quo tes are H arris 's . The o d d  ones are m y ow n, w ritten  e igh t 
years ago. The m ost in trig u in g  th ing  abou t them  m ay be the fact tha t



w hile Eric H arris w en t on to becom e a m ass-m u rd e re r/su ic id e , I becam e 
a nonv io len t peace activist.

W hy is that? The easy answ er is tha t H arris had  bo th  an  affinity  for and  
a m eans to acquire gun s an d  bom bs th a t I, as a she lte red  teenager, d id  
no t (a lth o u g h  I ad m it vengefu l fan tasies along those lines). T hat does 
no t begin  to explain  w hy  H arris (and  all of the o ther s tu d en ts  w ho  bring 
w eapons to school) actually  u sed  them .

Yet both  of us expressed  ou r a lienation  and  anger, and  m asked  o u r pa in  
in  h a tre d . A lth o u g h  it is d iff ic u lt to accu ra te ly  c ro ss-ch eck  o u r 
personalities and  experiences w ith o u t hav ing  know n him , there are som e 
surface com m onalities tha t I can note.

H arris  s tood  ou t by w earing  b lack  trench coats; in p rep  school, I h ad  to 
w ear a un ifo rm  w ith  everyone else, b u t I d id  no t m eet the s ta n d a rd s  of 
m a n h o o d  a n d  n o rm a lcy  b ecau se  I w as sh o rt a n d  s lig h t of b u ild  
("faggot!"). Jocks p u m m eled  h im  against the school lockers; I too never 
fared  w ell w ith  the football p layers an d  tried  to carve a niche for m yself 
in  track, bu t w as rid icu led  for m y inep titude .

In teresting ly , w e bo th  tran sm u ted  ou r desires for inflicting  su ffering  in a 
r ig h te o u s  cau se  u p o n  a d e te s te d  en em y  by  id e n tify in g  w ith  o u r  
g o v ern m en t in  its w ars  again st Iraq. Both the G ulf W ar an d  D esert Fox 
w ere co n d u c ted  like rem o te-con tro lled  v ideo  gam es, so we could  easily 
p lu g  in  an d  v icariously  cast o u rse lves as the su p e rp o w e r d eg ra d in g  a 
sm aller na tion  of bad  guys.

It is possib le  th a t I m ig h t have h ad  even  d eep er m otives for in ju rious 
rep risa ls  than  H arris, since bullies h u rled  an  ice ball a foot in  d iam ete r at 
m y head  at p o in t b lank  range, flicked a b u rn in g  c igarette  in to  m y eye, 
an d  lit m y b lazer on fire.

M ost peop le  w o u ld  recognize th a t there is a su b te rran ean  w orld  to h igh 
school th a t exists in all p laces an d  tim es: a cau ld ro n  of fear, aggression , 
m is tru s t, a n d  e s tra n g e m e n t th a t h as  the  p o te n tia l to o v e rflo w  in  
v io lence. In  c o m p arin g  the th in g s  th a t Eric H a rris  an d  I sh a re d  in  
com m on, I realize tha t no rm al peop le  p laced  in u n su p p o rtiv e  s itua tions, 
if p u sh ed  far enough , are capable of do ing  barbaric things.

Look at D ylan  K lebold, the o ther C olum bine  shooter. H e w as also p a rt 
of the  "T renchcoa t M afia," b u t c la ssm a te s  d e sc rib e d  h im  as m o re  
reserv ed  and  the fo llow er of the pair; they w ere shocked  and  d ism ay ed  
to find  th a t he w as one of the tw o gunm en . He h ad  s im ila r g rievances, 
an d  Eric, w ith  his s trong  charism a, p ro v id ed  h im  w ith  a w ay to strike 
back.



4 0

They both  crossed the line, yet I know  that there w ould  I go also, b u t for 
the grace of G od, and  a few o ther key factors. Those e lem ents — and  a 
couple  of o thers, w hich  I, p a rt accidentally , s tum b led  upon  in college — 
are the im p o rtan t th ings that we need  to em phasize  in our schools and 
ou r society to create radicals for peace in stead  of radicals for violence.

E ven th o u g h  b o th  H arris  and  I read  the uberm ensch  p h ilo so p h y  of 
N ie tzsche , w e h a d  o p p o site  reactions: he spoke in  G erm an  w ith  h is 
friends as a code for his con tem pt for o thers, w hile  I w as rep u lsed  by 
N ie tzsch e 's  d e n ig ra tio n  of C h ris tian s  as w eak . The s tro n g  re lig io u s 
g ro u n d in g  I rece ived  at hom e an d  in C atho lic  school w as c ruc ia lly  
im p o rta n t to m y d ev e lo p m en t. It n u r tu re d  in m e a v a lu e -cen tered  
character, so that I could  no t even conceive of strik ing  m y "enem ies." As 
a p ious a ltar boy, it seem ed  to m e tha t I a lw ays used  to take the stories 
of Jesus m ore seriously  th an  m y peers.

P aradox ica lly , th is m ay  be w hy  I u ltim a te ly  g rew  m ore  rad ica l th an  
conventional church  teachings. The hypocrisies of the in stitu tion  an d  the 
com placency  of m u ch  of its flock th a t H arris  an d  K lebold observ ed  in 
L ittle ton  repe lled  m e as w ell. They w ere  said  to loathe the d o m in an t 
C hristian ity  that p erm eated  the school: a stifling  b rood  of true  believers 
in love w ith  a G o d  co n cep t th a t v a lid a te d  the ir success a n d  h a rsh ly  
ju d g e d  d e v ia n t "s inners." C h u rch es  can  s ta r t  u n d e rm in in g  these  
h ierarch ies in  a n u m b er of w ays, such  as by abandon ing  the second-class 
citizensh ip  of w om en  an d  hom osexuals, d iscard ing  inapplicab le  ju st-w ar 
justifica tions an d  tak ing  challeng ing  s tan d s  ag a inst all s ta te -sp o n so red  
violence (i.e., the dea th  p enalty  in ad d itio n  to abortion).

W hat w e n eed  from  re lig io n  is to fo ste r a d ee p e r experience  of the 
o pp ressed , especially  in affluent suburbs like L ittleton (or m y hom e tow n 
of Bronxville, N ew  York) w here  there is little connection  to po v erty , or 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t every  rich  co m m u n ity  w o u ld  no t be able to exist 
w ithou t the presence of a servan t class. H ow  m any  churches and  schools 
fo s te r  c r itic a l d is c u s s io n s  of so c ia l in e q u a lit ie s  th a t a v o id  the  
conven tional w isdom  that the poo r are "lazy"?

W hen I s tu m b led  in to  a libera tion  theo logy  class in  college to fulfill a 
req u irem en t, m y lim ited  w o rld  v iew  w as sh a tte red . I got m y first in- 
d ep th  look at the ram p an t suffering of people  in countries like Peru , and  
it w as easy for m e to identify  w ith  them  because I also had  experienced  
stra tifica tio n  (i.e., being  p icked  on for p e ren n ia l h e igh t d isad v an tag es  
th ro u g h  adolescence, and  excluded from  social circles and  events because 
of m y fam ily 's lack of m oney). F inally, I could  recognize the s tran d s  of 
m y  re lig io u s  tra d itio n  th a t a ff irm ed  the  c e n tra l p laces  fo r G o d 's  
red eem in g  w ork: the sp ir itu a l p o v e rty  of the rich  an d  the m a te ria l 
pov erty  of the oppressed .



41

Religion is no t som eth ing  th a t ou r n a tion  can force u p o n  its public  school 
ch ildren . H ow ever, th a t is w h a t the relig ious rig h t in C ongress a im s to 
do , like w ith  its passage  of a bill to post the Ten C o m m an d m en ts  in  all 
p u b lic  classroom s. As a su b stitu te  for g u n  contro l leg isla tion , th is is 
d isgracefu l, and  yet, in  m y experience, m orality  is largely  m issing  from  
the classroom . There s tu d en ts  w ill be subjected to d iscip line, o rder, and  
obedience, b u t teachers an d  ad m in is tra to rs  need  to do  m ore to im p a rt 
basic ethics in post-k in d erg arten  school lessons.

A n essen tia l basis for any  m oral system  of ethics is the G olden  Rule: do 
u n to  o th ers  as yo u  w o u ld  h av e  th em  do  u n to  you . Schools can s ta rt 
instilling  this into s tu d en ts  by ad o p tin g  m an d a to ry  service requ irem ents. 
It is p e rp lex in g  th a t m an y  s tu d e n ts  an d  a d m in is tra to rs  be lieve  th a t 
serv ice  o u g h t to be a v o lu n ta ry  activ ity ; of course  it sh o u ld , b u t the 
w orlds of m ost teenagers na tu ra lly  focus aro u n d  the trin ity  of I, me, and  
m ine. W ithou t p a ren ts  an d  educato rs teaching the value of service, it is 
likely to be sw a llo w ed  by the in d iv id u a lis t cu ltu re  of co m p e titio n  an d  
p e rso n a l goal-setting .

I rem em b er m o an in g  an d  g ro an in g  along  w ith  the rest of m y class in 
sen io r y ear of h ig h  school. M aking  g ra d u a tio n  co n tin g en t u p o n  the 
com ple tion  of seven ty  h o u rs  of service seem ed  like a cruel an d  u n ju st 
p u n ish m en t, like u n d ese rv ed  d eten tion . Yet w h y  no t req u ired  service? 
The sta te  has m in im u m  s ta n d a rd s  for m a th  and  read in g  profic iency  — 
w hy no t include m oral d ev e lo p m en t in the cu rricu lum  as well? I know  
m y tim e sp en t tu to rin g  learn ing  d isab led  s tu d en ts  m ade m e m uch  m ore 
inclined  to join com m unity  service p rog ram s after h ig h  school. Even for 
those s tu d e n ts  w h o  m ay  hav e  rem a in ed  an n o y ed  w ith  the concep t of 
fo rsak ing  som e sm all m easu re  of selfishness, exposu re  to the v a lu es of 
service certain ly  lessened  the likelihood  tha t any of them  could  com m it a 
crim e of ha tred .

I w as fo rtu n a te  to receive these  sp ir itu a l and  eth ica l e lem en ts in  m y 
education , b u t there w ere o thers that I, m y peers, and  the s tu d en ts  in the 
shoo ting  schools sorely  lacked. Boys are w on t to p rove  their m an h o o d  
by s lu g g in g  it o u t w ith  th e ir  fists because  they  have  n ev er lea rn ed  
e lem en tary  conflict re so lu tio n  techn iques. H ow  m any  schools create  a 
space for s tu d e n ts  to exercise crea tive  peacem ak ing  in  p eer m ed ia tio n  
p ro g ram s?  A re schoo l a d m in is tra tio n s  a fra id  to in s till the  k in d  of 
nonv io lence  tra in in g  th a t activ ists use for d em o n stra tio n s in to  s tu d e n ts  
because it is too em pow ering?

Such p rep a ra tio n  is g iven  at the an n u a l g a th erin g  to close the School of 
the A m ericas at Fort B enning, G eorgia, a tra in ing  cen ter fo r  som e of the 
w orst te rro rists  an d  h u m an  righ ts abusers of Latin  A m erica . I t  cou ld  be 
m ade in to  a k ind  of ho n o r code in  ou r h igh  schools. S tuden ts could  read  
and  affirm  aloud  on a w eekly basis tenets of nonv io len t behavior:



• O ur a ttitu d e  as conveyed  th ro u g h  w ords, sym bols, an d  actions
w ill be one of openness, friendliness, and  respect tow ard  all people
we encounter;
• W e will h arb o r no anger, b u t su ffer the anger of others;
• We w ill refuse to re tu rn  the verbal or physical assau lts of others;
• We w ill refra in  from  insu lts and  sw earing;
• We w ill p ro tec t o thers from  insu lts or attack;
• We w ill no t dam age property ;
• We will no t b ring  or use any d ru g s or alcohol;
• We w ill carry no w eapons.

Like the g enera l society , A m erican  s tu d e n ts  are peace illite ra tes. We 
m em orize a h isto ry  of nam es and  dates an d  places of battles, and  learn  a 
red u c tion ist version  of p o p u la r  strugg les. The h a rd -ea rn ed  victories of 
o rg an ized  labor is su p p re sse d  in to  a "P rogressive Era," in  w h ich  the 
federal g o v ern m en t ben ign ly  passed  refo rm  acts, an d  the long  sto ry  of 
the civil righ ts m ov em en t is condensed  to Rosa Parks and  M artin  L uther 
K ing, Jr. S tuden ts are m ore likely to practice  peace if w e teach it, if w e 
sho w  th em  ho w  m an y  o rd in a ry  A m erican s becam e h e ro es  w ith o u t 
p icking up  a gun, and  p repare  them  to be the h isto ry  m akers of today.

P residen t C lin ton said , in the w ake of the L ittleton shootings, th ings like, 
"We know  that w e m u st do m ore to reach  ou t to o u r ch ild ren  and  teach 
them  to express their anger and  to resolve their conflicts w ith  w ords, not 
w eapons," and  "The g o v ern m en t m u st take responsib ility  to coun te r the 
cu ltu re  of violence." From  childhood, how ever, w e learn  to d isd a in  w h at 
o u r e lders say  if w e see them  do  the exact opposite . H ow  can y o ung  
peo p le  resp ec t the P re s id en t's  w o rd s, w h en  at the sam e tim e he w as 
try in g  to "resolve" a cen tu rie s-o ld  e th n ic  conflict in  the B alkans by 
random ly  d ropp ing  bom bs?

If w e teach  w ar in s tead  of peace, is it any  w o n d e r th a t m an y  y o u n g  
peo p le  becom e in u re d  to v iolence? Several th o u sa n d  schools, m an y  
s tra p p e d  for re so u rces  an d  in  p o o r n e ig h b o rh o o d s , accep t P en tag o n  
fu n d s for Ju n io r R eserve O fficer T ra in ing  P rog ram s (JROTC). D espite 
the P residen t's  zero-to lerance policy  for guns in  schools, the b ranches of 
the a rm ed  forces are  free to tra in  JROTC s tu d e n ts  in  m ark sm an sh ip  
skills w hile  recru iting . Som e y o u n g  peop le  w h o  have  en lis ted  in  the 
m ilita ry  w ith  w h o m  I am  a cq u a in ted  exh ib it the m en ta l g y m nastics 
ability they have acquired: they are quick to m ake a d istinction  betw een a 
"killer" and  a "m urderer."  Eric H arris  h o p ed  to becom e a U.S. M arine 
after g rad u a tio n . H ave w e a lread y  fo rg o tten  th a t the O klahom a C ity 
bom ber, T im othy  M cV eigh, lea rn ed  his skills as a M arine in the G ulf 
W ar?



In New York City, many schools believe it is somehow enriching to take 
classes on field trips to the Intrepid War Museum, a retired battleship in 
the Hudson River, where young people can vicariously experience the 
thrill of bombing Iraq — literally — in a flight sim ulator. Mixed 
messages again: we will never embrace a culture of peace as long as the 
state continues to sanction some forms of violence as acceptable and 
even commendable. How about an expedition to places like The Peace 
Abbey in Sherborne, Massachusetts, which boasts a statue of Gandhi and 
dozens of m onuments to other peace heroes, to balance the constant 
exposure to war memorials in most American towns?

In the wake of shocking events like school shootings, some would like to 
believe that they are safe from such violence where they live, but 
Littleton convincingly revealed the falsity of this myth. Some would like 
to believe that Eric Harris, Dylan Klebold, and the other shooters were 
psychos, nuts, somehow different from the rest of us normal people. The 
precise reason why Columbine took everyone by surprise, however, is 
that in living in a military family, in an affluent suburb, expected to have 
a bright future, Eric Harris was considered to be very normal.

We all have a great potential for goodness and evil. Our society is not 
doing enough to nourish the good. There is no question that our 
educational institutions contain many seeds of violence. Desensitized 
and tolerant of all kinds of violence, far-away, fictional and real, the 
time is long-overdue for Americans to make use of the ample resources 
we have at hand to ground our youth in the strong values and skills that 
affirm life. It is time to decide is whether we want young people to 
become radicals for violence or radicals for peace.
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S t r a n g e r  Than Fiction
OFF-Line # 4 (Spring/Summer 1999)

When Life Gives You Lemons...
Vincent

Roger was standing in the middle of the street. Not a particularly good idea, 
with cars swerving and screeching figure eights around him. He hurriedly 
hopped off the double yellow line to the sidewalk.

Here, a group of burly men standing next to a familiar building were anxiously 
heaving large barrels, filled w ith a liquid that appeared to be lemonade, into the 
air, where equally frantic folks, leaning out of open windows, caught them and 
brought them inside.

This seemed unusual.

The building closely resembled the ruins of the Roman Coliseum. Screaming 
people clambered into the dark recesses of its open doorways, wailing 
something about the Interlopers.

One of the men cupped his hands around his mouth and called to Roger: "Hey, 
brother, are you just going to stand there? Give us a hand!"

O.K. It definitely wasn't your typical Saturday.

Suddenly, the group of men scattered. Their one-two-three hurl of a barrel 
slipped out of the hands of the high receivers, and descended in slow motion. 
Like they say, what goes up m ust come down, especially when you drop the 
object in question.

Liquid sloshed everywhere and doused Roger. He licked his lips. Yep — it w as 
definitely lemonade.

The manic hubbub around him suddenly ceased, as a large shadow darkened 
the already dark recesses of the Coliseum-like building's open doorways. In the 
thick silence, Roger thought he detected the rhythmic lock step march of w hat 
sounded like a column of troops.

Ah. The Interlopers. Roger was catching on.

As the column rounded the comer, it was preceded by some of the nastiest 
looking dogs Roger had ever seen. Except Roger had never seen any dogs like 
these. Straining at their leashes, these black mutts from hell were at least twice 
as large as any German Shepard, and salivating some foul yellow drool. 
Probably not a good sign.



Roger quickly ducked inside one of the doorways. Too late. The hounds were 
loose, and racing to snap the limbs off the remaining deer-in-head lights frozen 
pedestrians. And then one of the Cujos — no doubt smelling the pungent 
lemonade dripping from his clothes — was upon him in the shadows, snarling 
and spitting in his sorry face. Ouch. Roger never thought it would end for him 
as kibbles 'n bits — breakfast time for Lucifer's gravy train.

Now, this was confusing. He could still hear the wild dog barking — trying to 
perform Beethoven's Ninth, perhaps, with its small range of one Satanic note — 
but it was light, and his face was still attached. That certainly was a good sign.

The light beams had now entirely passed through his optic nerves and into 
Roger's brain, switching on the realization that the neighbor's dog was bark- 
happy at 6:00 am again, would keep barking incessantly even though it couldn't 
do the theme from "Jaws" with its limited repertoire, and didn 't care a bit about 
intruding into neighboring hum an being's dreams. Bastard.

Still, it was his bed -- a reassuring concept. A rumbling sigh escaped the prone 
body of the man at his side, twisting the covers away from him. Whoever the 
Interlopers may have happened to represent in his dream consciousness, it was 
irrelevant beside the confirmed discovery that he was, indeed, not puppy chow. 
Lemons and ruins and dogs, oh my.

Wait a second.

Roger's dawning enlightenment, he quickly confirmed, after cross-checking the 
various elements of the dream -world and the real world, did not explain the 
presence of the snoring interloper sharing his bed.

Too tired for more brain teasers, Roger gave up and flipped over, reclaiming his 
sheets. It was Saturday morning, 6:08 a.m., for God's sake.

Roger opened his eyes. No barking. 8:37 a.m. That was better. He rolled. No 
strange sleeping man. Much better.

With a large, satisfied yawn, Roger put his arms behind his head and gazed at 
nothing in particular.

"Breakfast time!"

That was from the direction of the kitchen. A man's voice — seemingly also 
saying: You hapless little man, to think you were entitled to a self-satisfied 
reverie on a Saturday morning!

Resigned, Roger felt for his slippers, figuring he ought to try to get a grip on this 
situation once and for all. Hair sticking straight out of his head, he fumbled his
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way into the kitchen and saw a man, wearing his bathrobe, standing before the 
stove. "Excuse m e... uh, good morning —  who are you?"

"Your brother." The man inspected Roger quizzically.

"Oh." Roger wrinkled his forehead, sitting down at the table. What was this guy 
trying to pull? He was an only child. But he was past the point of protest. He 
lifted his cup and puckered his lips at the sour-sweet taste. It was lemonade.

"Can I have some coffee?" Roger blearily asked.

"How do you expect to wake up in the morning if you want to drink coffee?" his 
"brother" answered. "Besides, you know how rare that stuff is since the Latino 
A m ericanos stopped producing the cash crops and w ent back to subsistence 
farm ing. The nerve of them, w ithholding the m ortgage paym ents on their 
countries! I don't know why President Austin doesn't send a few M arine 
battalions down there to set things straight."

"M m -hm m ." Roger thought M innesota's G overnor V entura was the only 
professional wrestler elected to public office in the country, but he seemed to be 
missing a bunch of things lately. The matter at hand was much more pressing: 
the arom a w afting from  the stove was provoking his stom ach to m im ic his 
canine neighbor. "What do you have frying up there?" he asked.

"Hot Dogs!" the interloper replied. "Hope you're hungry."

"Hot dogs for breakfast?" Roger raised an eyebrow.

"W ell, there was a special on salted terrier at the B&Q," rejoined his cooking 
bed mate. "I'm fixing an omelet with some kibbles 'n bits tossed in."

"I'm sorry, I don't care for a dog omelet," Roger snapped. "Hot dogs are made 
from pigs, anyway."

"What on earth are you talking about?" the guy quipped.

"Never mind." Roger flipped on the small kitchen television, hoping the news 
would give him more of a bearing on the larger context of his world. The m icro­
part of it was just a bit wacky.

The anchorm an w as intoning, "...M ayor Sharpton strongly  criticized  city 
residents and Council m em bers that have not supported the NYPD's highly 
successful W hite-Collar Crime Patrol Unit's crackdown in m idtown offices and 
the Upper East Side. He called those who denounce the sweeps as 'corporate 
profiling' 'silly and partisan."'
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His female co-host took over. "In the trial of Bill Gates for capital m urder and 
sabotage, the ju ry  returned with a guilty  verd ict after ju st one hour of 
deliberations, and the death penalty is expected to be applied by Judge Darden 
at sentencing next month.

"Coming up after the break, we'll have the heartw arm ing story of the courageous 
Italian police poodle that foiled the attem pt of the H izbubbah terrorists to 
occupy the Coliseum  in Rome, and didn't miss a bark in then saving a cat from a 
tree. And don't miss Hal Joker's weather report —  the sun is so scalding today, 
you'll need at least 300-level artificial ozone block to go outside."

Roger flipped the switch off. This was going nowhere. Getting up from the 
table, he said, "Would you excuse me? I need some more sleep."

"Yeah, you look dog-tired," his "brother" sympathized. "But don't ruin the whole 
day by spending it in bed."

Roger took refuge beneath the covers. Three times might be a charm.

His eyes opened. 10:46 am. The house was quiet. He flipped on the bedside 
clock radio.

The new s announcer buzzed in, "...President Clinton announced that he is 
seeking an additional twelve billion dollars for the military budget this year to 
build a national m issile defense system . He affirm ed that nuclear w eapons 
remain the 'cornerstone of the nation's defense.'... NATO forces admitted that at 
least seventy Kosovan Albanians in a passenger train were killed by a missile 
one of its planes fired to destroy a bridge. A State D epartm ent official said, 
'Unfortunately, we cannot exclude some collateral dam age from this bom bing 
cam paign."... A human rights report released in Guatem ala im plicated the CIA 
in supporting the military genocide of 200,000 Mayan Indians during the 1980s 
there, through training in counter-insurgency techniques. The CIA would not 
offer com ment, an official said, until it had a chance to see the report.

"Now, yesterday's winning lottery numbers..."

Ah! Things were back to normal.

Roger got out of bed and went to his empty kitchen to fix a long-overdue meal. 
Dognabbit —  he forgot. He put off going to the supermarket until today.

Hell, if you're going to have to put up with a bunch of interlopers, Roger wryly 
thought, they ought to have at least stocked up h is kitchen. All he had in the 
refrigerator were a couple of lemons.
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T r a v e l  W i t h  T h e  U . S .
Y e s , y o u  to o  c a n  f ly  in  I r a q i  a ir s p a c e , f e e l in g   th e  

t h r i l l  o f  t a r g e t  p r a c t i c e  a t  t o w n s  a n d  h e r d s  

s h e e p  i n  " s e l f - d e f e n s e ! "

N o  n e e d  t o  g o  a l l  t h e  w a y  t o  I n d o n e s ia ,  M e x ic o ,  

N i c a r a g u a  -  o u r  f r i e n d s  c a n  t a k e  c a r e  o f  t h e i r

o w n  a t r o c i t i e s !



Military! by Claire Cocco and Vincent Romano See exotic places like Serbia and Kosovo from 15,000

f e e t  o r  a  s h i p  c o m p u t e r  m o n i t o r  h u n d r e d s  
of m iles aw ay!

S O  j o i n  n o w !  W h o  k n o w s  w h e r e  w e ' l l  g o  n e x t  t o
e n f o r c e  t h e  n e w  w o r l d  o r d e r !  D o n ' t  a s k  -  w e ' l l
te ll y o u !
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Charged Feedback
O F F - L i n e  # 2  ( W i n t e r / S p r i n g  1 9 9 9 )

Raging Against Nothing:
Free Mumia Concert Review 

Vincent
"They came, they saw, they left, with no major incident... many just came for the 
show," announced 1010 WINS-AM, New York City's "All News, All the Time” 
radio station announced as their top story immediately after the concert's 
conclusion — perhaps as an advance reassurance to worried moms and dads at 
home. (Don't worry, parents, you are raising your children to be apolitical very 
well.) What "incident" was WINS expecting: a revolutionary riot?

I waited on a long line outside in the cold for an hour to purchase tickets for this 
concert: the ultra-popular Rage Against the Machine, Beastie Boys, Bad Religion, 
and Black Star at Continental Airlines Arena in East Rutherford, New Jersey 
(combining rock, rap, and punk music forms). Having supported the international 
campaign to free Mumia Abu-Jamal for some time now, I was totally psyched to 
see some of the most intelligent, politically conscious bands I know rock the house 
against capital punishment. I was disappointed and unprepared to encounter an 
audience that was largely antagonistic and ambivalent to these aims, disavowing 
open-minded, intelligent thought and expressing narcissistic and immature 
behavior.

For those of you unfamiliar with his case, it is unclear who the actual killer of 
Police Officer Daniel Faulkner was in Philadelphia seventeen years ago, but 
perfectly clear that Mumia was railroaded at his trial. It was racially biased: his 
Black Panther affiliation as a youth was used as (irrelevant) evidence to sway the 
minds of an all-white jury, before which Mumia was not allowed to represent 
himself, in favor of an inexperienced court-appointed lawyer. It was judicially 
compromised: the judge was a former Fraternal Order of Police member who is 
known as "The Hanging Judge" for sending more defendants to Death Row than 
any other judge in the U.S. And the prosecution was flawed, since the police 
concocted evidence, intimidated witnesses, etc.

The response of the powers that be, from the corporate-owned media to the police 
and even the Governor of New Jersey, was harshly negative, and something I could 
expect. Their stance encourages people to not exercise their own judgment, but 
accept at face value the proposition that the justice system is fair, and therefore a 
man has to be killed by the state. The bands all handled themselves admirably, not 
taking the bait to respond in a war of words. They saved their remarks for the 
stage: as frontman Zach de la Rocha of Rage Against the Machine stated at the 
show, "Tonight's benefit is not to support cop-killers or any other kind of killers. 
And if there were no questions about Mumia Abu-Jamal's guilt, we would not be 
holding this concert. But whether Jamal is guilty or is himself the victim of an 
outrageous miscarriage of justice is precisely what is at issue."



Chuck D, renowned rapper for Public Enemy, gave the last address to the audience 
before Rage's final song, saying, "I saw a 'Free Mumia!' sign when I was on tour in 
Italy, of all places! How come I have not seen those signs in the U.S.A., the 'Land 
of the Free?'" Maybe because free speech protections can allow successful artists 
to buy a stage for a night for their cause, but certainly do not allow regular people 
without money to express their views: Mumia supporters attending the show had 
their informational leaflets confiscated at the door. The authorities would not 
allow the truth about Mumia to be spread even at his own benefit concert!

All of that is par for the course. Most upsetting to me was the attitude of the 
teenage audience. While the political atmosphere was the most charged of any of 
the concerts I have attended, the spiritual energy was equally negative. It was a 
gross, distended apathy, a feeling so palpable it nearly choked me. When Chuck D 
first came on stage, the boys in front of me moaned, "Who the hell is that? Get 
off!" Then, when he introduced himself, they changed their tune: "Oh, cool, it's D"
— from just another black face to an important celebrity. They smuggled a beer 
inside, past the "No Alcohol" checkpoints, because, of course, you can't have fun 
without a warm Meister Brau.

After Pam Africa, one of Mumia's full-time advocates, made her case from the 
stage and urged students to "Take it back to your schools, your churches, and your 
communities," someone threw a cup of liquid from the general admission area that 
nearly hit her. Another boy near me, needing to display his machismo, shouted, 
and repeated, "Kill him and televise that shit!"

The crowd also was obnoxious on the whole. Those Mumia leaflets that did make 
it inside to be distributed were soon folded into paper airplanes. Literally hundreds 
of them were careening from the rafters during the set breaks. It was easy, from 
our high seats, to observe thousands of teenagers lighting up cigarettes — 
interesting compared to the Black Sabbath concert I saw a week later in the same 
venue, where hardly anyone smoked (the median age of the fans was at least ten 
years older). The need to be cool apparently still transcends the known health 
threats.

Chuck D implored everyone to use their brains and not act like robots, then joined 
Rage for "Killing in the Name Of" in a chorus line shouted by every fan: "Fuck 
you, I won’t do what you tell me!" Unfortunately, teenagers seem to apply this 
only to their own small worlds; they respond to the rhythm of the beat, but not the 
content of the rap. While I can only hope that, over time, these nonviolent seeds 
will percolate to the top of their consciousnesses — there are so many trendy, 
superficial diversions and smokescreens in their way suppressing them — for now, 
those who work with youth have tremendous obstacles in their way. Rage perhaps 
summed it up best in the conclusion to "Know Your Enemy": "Compromise, 
conformity, assimilation, submission, ignorance, hypocrisy, brutality, the elite: All 
of which are American Dreams!"



Two Tin Cans and a String
O F F -L ine #  8  (W inter 1999)

Dialogue on Spirituality
Claire & Vincent

[Here we are trying to be more collaborative and spontaneous, having a 
conversation  by w riting a paragraph and then having the o ther person 
jum p on and add his or her thoughts in response. I alw ays liked those 
"You Continue the Story" books as a kid .... We hope that you are engaged 
and can find places to hook into the flow by sending us y o u r  com m ents.

Claire: To be honest, I don't feel particularly com fortable about speaking 
openly in this zine about my "spirituality." This may be because I have 
done, and still do, a fair share of negative judging of people who affiliate 
w ith organized  relig ions, especially  C hristians. I m uch m ore enjoy 
s tudy ing  d iffe ren t fa iths and the behav io r o f th e ir adheren ts in a 
sociological way. M edieval history was my main focus in college. M aybe 
it is easier for me to think of m yself as observer rather than part of a group 
that can be studied. Anyway, I think I fear that people will judge me for 
my spirituality.

V in cen t: Really? But if  you're saying that you judge other people in 
organized religion, and are also afraid that you yourself will be judged  by 
them, so you wind up hardly ever broaching the issue, it seem s like it will 
be hard for e ither you or o ther people to benefit from  each others' 
experiences, with those defensive walls you've placed in the way. I know, 
I have aversions to certain kinds of religious behaviors too, but if we agree 
to respect each other we might see som ething in a different way.

C la ire : I don 't really  fear being judged  by people w ith in  organized 
religion —  it's more like I fear being seen by those who are alienated from 
organized religion as a freak or som ething. I much prefer to talk about my 
sp iritu a lity  than re lig ion . Perhaps this is a p roduct o f the general 
N ortheastern-secular culture that has influenced me. Also, I can't really pin 
down my spiritual identity, and I don't think I want to (as in, I am Buddhist, 
I am Catholic), and that makes me feel anxious about talking about my 
"faith." I even have to put it in quotes!

W hat religious behaviors are you averse to?

V in c e n t:  A nything righ t-w ing , like the C hristian  C oalition  or the 
creationist fundam entalists, which interprets the B ible as literally inspired 
by God, but very narrow ly to support their own priv ilege and oppress



others. Also, parasitic televangelists, and anyone who thinks their faith is 
the only true way.

Let me ju s t  say that I conceive o f sp iritua lity  as being the personal 
m anifestation o f the faith tradition in which one is raised —  the im portant 
essence that you m ight hold dear w ithout necessarily being confined by all 
the official dogm a. So I'm  influenced by C atholic and Buddhist ideas, 
because I respect the teachings of Jesus and G otam a, but don ’t consider 
m yself either or both.

Claire: I was raised Catholic —  not strictly, but with plenty of fam iliarity 
with the Church, through lots of years of CCD and a relative who is a nun. 
I grew up hearing wacky stories of what it was like for my aunt, ju st out of 
high school, to enter the convent and a cloistered culture that repressed 
youthful urges to talk, laugh, and rebel. (Incidentally, m ost o f the nuns that 
I know, including my aunt, are fun and have crazy senses of hum or.) My 
mom and her siblings tell stories of sneaking stuff to my aunt through an 
iron gate at the entrance of the convent, their only access to their sister. 
These stories really struck me.

V in cen t: W ell, we all have heaps o f crazy C atholic nun sto ries.... My 
second grade teacher was an ex-nun who thought a good way to keep me 
from talking out in class was to tell me I was expelled, m ake me pack my 
things and sit in the church asking God for forgiveness. A fter 45 minutes, 
she cam e over and told me she didn't mean it and I could com e back. I 
was scarred for life... m akes you think about what happens to these sisters 
in the convent. I am definitely  opposed to the unquestioning hierarchy/ 
obedience thing, that you should do what the superiors say always because 
they know better and it will discipline you to serve God better. W hatever. 
Serve G od in your ow n way. My God isn 't the head of a chain of 
com m and; God exists along side us. OK, I got o ff on a tangent, but I 
wonder why you don't think very m uch about this spirituality question and 
think it is not important.

Claire: To answer that I need to back up a bit. Growing up, I received this 
im age o f God: om niscient, He sits up in the sky or another dim ension 
looking dow n on us; there was a little bit o f God in his son, Jesus, who 
now is also in H eaven looking down on us hum ans; and there is this 
invisible entity floating around called the Holy Spirit w hich is som ehow  
also God. I rem em ber very clearly as an eleven or tw elve-year-old having 
serious doubts that God existed. I couldn 't to tally  buy into the w hole 
thing. Yet I felt like there was some value to church —  a time for reflection, 
a time to be with family.

My point is that I still have pretty ingrained in me this idea o f an a ll­
know ing m ale G od w ho is separate from  hum ans. So when I w ould 
consider the question o f having faith in God, and I thought o f God in this
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way, I didn't want anything to do with it. But recently, especially with 
exposure to Quakers and through studying m ysticism in a variety of 
religions, I have developed a sense of a non-personified God, God that is 
within all beings, all things, really. This is a God I can believe in, because 
it means honoring the self, all people, animals, and the environment.

V incent:  Honestly, to me the Trinity was one of the most useless concepts 
in Catholic religious ed. When I was 11 and 12 it made no sense. Only 
after many more classes (like brainwashing, sort of), I got a bit more 
understanding of it. The 3-in-1/1 -in-3 God is like describing three different 
aspects of God, sort of like the Hindu idea that there are a thousand gods 
that all manifest a facet of the divine, except Catholics o f  course have to 
declare that there is only this Trinity that is doctrinally correct. God as 
Father is transcendent, omnipotent; Jesus as Son is supposedly equally 
God and human and thus God incarnate and immanent in the world; and 
the Holy Spirit is totally immanent, inspiring us and so on. That is 
supposed to be a balanced conception, but of course it’s a wholly male 
conception and lacks feminine traits, separates God in substance from us 
and other problems that you've noted.

I don't subscribe to that either, so now since the Quakers have taught you 
that there is "that o f  God in everyone" and held you in the light and stuff 
like that, are you re-exploring the possibilities? I know, it takes a l o n g  
time to recover from Catholicism! From previous conversations, I know 
that you have questions about the need of having religion or spirituality. 
Could you see this kind o f  revised spirituality as an asset to draw upon in 
the work for social change that we're doing? Or do you feel that religion 
or spirituality isn't essential or could even be a hindrance to living well and 
helping others?

C laire :  As you know, I can't stand when people are self-righteous in their 
religious beliefs and proceed to tell others how to live and what to do. If, 
however, their faith remains in the background of what they do, then faith 
certainly can be an asset for social change and helping people. Which 
faith, then, and how to be serious about it without being self-righteous? 
Well, for me, I have long felt that God, Allah, Yahweh, the Divine in 
whatever form people profess to believe in, is one, and I prefer to live 
according to the core values that these religions have in com m on rather 
than follow certain tenets. But I am also attracted to the Buddhist idea that 
"we know nothing" —  that we are constantly learning.

V in cen t :  OK. Let me just  say that being self-righteous is not the same as 
having a strong belief in something and not being afraid to share that with, 
others. It's only when a person is closed-minded and not open to change 
(like the Catholic Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith). The thing 
that's tricky about spirituality is that, in trying to take the common values 
of  religions, you have to be able to sift the wheat from the chaff, so to



speak. Like, lots of religions have accommodated to the world, despite 
rhetoric  o f  prophetic  resistance. M any average Catholics, Jews and 
Protestant Christians, as well as their leadership, especially display this in 
America. So much o f  religion is thoroughly domesticated, Sunday (or 
Saturday) only, very much under the sway of our oppressive, exploitative, 
self-preoccupied culture. I think trying to have a revolutionary spirituality 
often implies taking more risks than most religionists are willing to take. 
What are these common core values for you?

Claire: As I already said, the idea that "there is that o f  God in everyone" 
really appeals to me. This idea sustains the belief that killing is always 
wrong, because there is something GREATER within creation, and holds 
out the faith in reconciliation that I try to have as a nonviolent activist. 
Also, faith can serve as a grounding in something larger than the self, 
family, clan, country —  whatever. For me, a spiritual connection to nature 
keeps me going, keeps me wanting to save the world from ourselves. At 
times, when I experience the earth in its natural state, I feel how I am part 
of the universe, as is everyone and everything. But those moments get 
harder and harder to capture, what with technology and W estern culture 
doing its best to severe our ties to nature. Feminist theory sees that women 
in the West have been associated with the natural world, and both women 
and nature were and are seen as unruly, wild, and requiring the control o f  
men (which becomes the practice of domination). So, as a woman, trying 
to repair the world is a very personal and emotional effort for me.

Vincent: It's obvious that in a place like Bosnia, if the Catholics, Orthodox 
C hristians and M uslim s w ould  put aside their superf ic ia l  re lig ious 
differences and not see them as a pretext for violence, they could draw 
upon that Godliness that binds them inextricably together. This interfaith 
aspect of the Fellowship o f  Reconciliation is one of its strongest points. I 
agree that it is the same thread that binds humans to the environment. 
Indigenous and Gaia/Earth Mother philosophies have made that most clear. 
On the other hand, I was once discussing this with a friend, and we agreed 
that sometimes you can't just  walk into a forest clearing or mountain-top 
and automatically feel God's presence. How exactly do you feel the 
oneness of God? What is it about the world that gave you that idea? Why 
do you believe that God is present in everything? And how do you get to 
that point if you are a man, who is molded by sexist conditioning?

Claire: Obviously there is something wrong with you and your friend if 
you cannot have an epiphany every time you go outside. I mean come on. 
(Just kidding you literalists.) Well, first of all, I don't think that women are 
more apt to feel a connection to creation because of their gend e r  than some 
individual men. There is a pathology there that is hard to shake for both 
men and women who internalize it.



5 6

To answer your last question, men and women conditioned by this sexist 
culture can start by questioning accepted gender norms, because they 
reflect a larger cultural tendency to separate humans from the Divine and 
the rest of creation. Why, for example, have the most natural acts been 
treated as dirty, unmentionable, and problematic, like menstruation, child 
birth, and menopause? Why is it that women who wear makeup, high 
heels and shave all the hair o ff  their body from the neck down are 
considered beautiful (by some)? Similarly, why are green lawns, sculpted 
hedges, and manicured parks considered more beautiful (by some) than 
lawns with weeds and natural hedges or parks? Usually those who are 
convincing us that these things are beautiful are also trying to sell us 
something. The connection to spirituality, I guess, is that patriarchy and 
Western cultural norms tend to distance us from nature and are distractions 
from the natural order of things, which is one place I perceive God to be.

I think God is present in everything because I think that all people have 
value inherently, and I also think that people have evolved from this world 
and are not separate from  it because of our in telligence, ability to 
communicate, etc. (Except for those descendants of aliens, who truly are 
higher life forms.) :-) Thus I believe that there is inherent value in the 
world from which we evolved —  animals and the natural environment. 
What is this value? Is it just to be pleasing to the human eye? No, I think 
this value is harmony; the cycle of birth, death and birth that everyone on 
this planet shares. And for me, I perceive that cycle when I am physically 
in nature, and see it in the organic forms around me. M aybe I am 
particularly attuned to this from watching tons of nature shows when I was 
a kid. Who knows! And why do I think God is in this? Again, I don't 
think there's an all-powerful guy or gal who created all this —  I just  think 
that it is all part of some Life force. I know this is vague and I don't claim 
that I have it all thought out. I believe that the wisdom of indigenous 
people who hold that W esterners normally perceive only a smidgen of 
reality is intriguing. How come you believe in God, Vincent?

V incen t:  Oh, thanks! You keep pulling me back to the basics here. Well, 
isn't it self-evident that God exists? I mean, come on... :-) You know, I 
don't have a flip answer ready. You'd think I'd be ready with a sound bite, 
but I actually have to think about it. That's probably good, to revisit this 
question so one isn't totally complacent about it.

OK, this is my best crack at it. God is, for me, because I am alive. Because 
of the music of Max Cavalera and Pink Floyd; because of  this amazing 
waterfall in a Kentucky state park, and the sunrise over the Atlantic ocean 
in Narragansett, Rhode Island. God is because of the lives of  Dave 
Dellinger and Peace Pilgrim; because of spaghetti and raisins; because of 
this poem, "The Waking," by Theodore Roethke. God is because of Jonah 
House in Baltimore and the Mustard Seed in Worcester. I believe in God 
because I'm willing to take that risk, that one day I might be proved wrong.
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I believe in God because of what Oskar Schindler did and how Gandhi 
lived and what the Catholic Workers do each day. Without God, we can 
live our lives, but it all would be existentially meaningless. God is in my 
love for you, which I think would be pretty self-absorbed if  I murdered 
God. God makes it possible to love (or try, at least) people I'd otherwise 
want to kill. I couldn't put God on and off the shelf even if I felt like it, 
because God is so in my face. That's some ways of trying to explain it.

I think stating that all people have value is such a radical idea that it's 
almost alienating, a lthough it aims to bind humanity together. Does 
someone like the CEO of Lockheed Martin, for instance, have value? How 
about a Ku Klux Klan leader, or Charles M anson, or that homeless 
criminal who randomly bashed someone's head with a brick in New York 
City? Does even Hitler have value?

Claire: I am surprised by and really like your answer to why you believe 
in God. About Hitler, etc. I don't mean to say I like everybody, nor do I 
say that everyone's actions have a positive value, but their life does have 
value. Everyone makes choices in their life. Morality is available for 
everybody, and one can choose whether they will make moral decisions. 
People like Hitler or Aryan Nation folks or rapists have gotten the way they 
are due to some socialization factors and probably some real undealt with 
psychological issues. W hich leads me to think that we all ought to be 
careful with our actions and how they affect others —  'cause who knows if 
the video game you're marketing or your snide comment to a gawky boy 
will turn him onto the path Dylan Klebold chose to take at Columbine.

Vincent: Right. Except I conceive of morality as not simply a kind of 
option that's "available" to people, but defin ite ly  and defin itive ly  
under-girding every choice we make. And God as be ing  love  is the 
foundation for an objective moral system, which in its basics isn't too hard 
to understand —  share, sacrifice, don't rape, etc. —  but has subtleties over 
which we subjectively conflict. It's not necessary to believe in God to be a 
moral person, obviously, but having a consciousness of God can, I think, 
really help people make good moral choices —  unless it's what I would 
consider to be one of  many unhealthy ways that project our own faults and 
psychological problems onto the image of a deity.

C la ire :  But it's d isagreement over those finer points of morality that 
sometimes gets people violent, doesn't it? Even if people aren't physically 
violent, we can be extremely judgmental about others belief systems. And 
when you are an activist, there is a fine line between trying to change 
injustice and judging  and therefore invalidating other p eo p le's moral 
beliefs that we may not consider to be moral. On the flip side, activists risk 
negative judgm ent for taking conventional morality to extremes. So we 
need to keep communicating, and as we do, strive for non-attachment to 
our views, to leave possibilities for change and so we don't maim each other.
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Breezemont and the Bronx: 
Amazing Grace?

Vincent

Jonathan Kozol is one of my favorite authors. His style of writing has 
deeply influenced my own, and he has won numerous awards as a 
modern-day Upton Sinclair, a muckraking journalist who penetrates the 
hearts o f  his subjects. Through his writing Kozol makes visible the 
struggles of the homeless, the cast aside public school children, and the 
forgotten poor, while simultaneously turning blushing shame upon himself, 
me, and you.

It was a reality check for me, suburban working class white boy, to read 
my fourth Kozol book, Amazing Grace: The Lives of Children and the 
Conscience of a Nation (Harper, 1996), a chronicle of the lives of some of 
the poorest neighborhoods in the South Bronx (and the U.S.), while 
working at Breezemont Day Camp in fair Armonk, New York, a summer 
playground for kids from families dripping with money.

These kids have everything. The cost o f  eight weeks of camp, $4100 —  
more than $100 per day —  is on a par with tuition for an elite private 
college. The grounds are acres of  fields, a lake, six pools, with facilities for 
gymnastics, film/video, theater, clay, nature, etc. Of course, there was not 
one non-white face among the more than 1,000 kids at the camp.

Contrast Breezemont with Kozol talking to a boy in the South Bronx: 
'"Have you ever been away to camp?' 'No,' he answers. 'Are there places 
here where you can play?' 'Not really,' he replies, his eyes fixed on the 
ground.... In a deep gutter, one small child, wearing only underpants, lies on 
his s tomach in a pool of  dirty water about six inches deep, splashing 
joyfully, pretending he can swim."

Besides the blatantly obvious contrasts in opportunities for these extremely 
well-off/white and extremely poor/black children, there were some deeply 
disturbing elements of Breezemont that demonstrated to me how the camp 
reflected, both institutionally and from the people who comprised it, the 
dominant culture it celebrates. Ten things stick in my mind:

10. I asked my camper Jared why he was missing the last week of camp. 
He said, "I'm taking a week off  before I go on vacation." N ot an 
uncommon remark from my kids, who had many tales of exotic trips: "My 
parents are going to Paris!" "I'm going on a cruise!" "I went to the World



Series in San Diego last year!" "I saw a Giants' game in the stadium luxury 
box!"

Having done none of these things in my life (nor will I, or the kids from the 
Bronx), I am resentful of the privileges of  wealth —  not because I don't 
have them, but because all people can't live like this. These kids will grow 
up probably never understanding how they take their status for granted, 
how spoiled they are, and how their inherited "good fortune" could not 
exist in a capitalist society of gross inequality without literally depriving 
others of their fair share.

"Segregation," Kozol writes, "is neither sought nor imposed by healthy 
human beings. M any o f my white friends who live in New York City, I 
believe, would probably agree but might insist that they are personally 
'imposing' nothing on the people of  the South Bronx. They might say that 
they have simply come to New York City, found a job, found a home, and 
settled in to lead their lives within the city as it is. That is the great luxury 
of long-existing and accepted segregation in New York and almost every 
other major city of our nation nowadays. The evil is already set in stone. 
W e just move in."

9. I was bemused by Breezemont Day Camp's tours for parents o f  next 
year 's  p rospec tive  cam pers. T he parents  sc ru tin ized  the cam p as 
rigorously as a college, which makes sense since it costs almost as much! 
"Is B reezem ont good enough for my  children?" is the natural parental 
attitude that has as its side effect the corollary, "To hell with everyone else." 
Does anyone care whether garbage is good enough for the kids of  the 
South Bronx?

8. Parents have more money than they know what to do with, so I received 
their largesse like runoff from a waterfall. I felt like I was working at a 
country club for juniors; the tips I received were well more than a week's 
pay (I was a good golf-child caddy). W ould they give as m uch to a 
supplicant who approached them on their way from the theater in New 
York City, someone who desperately needs that money? Spare change 
might be too much, because unlike me (who was just  doing my job), the 
poor are "undeserving."

'"The rich,' said St. Vincent de Paul, 'should beg the poor to forgive us for 
the bread we bring them.'" Kozol's thinking mirrors my own long-time 
way of viewing the world: "Maybe we simply ask forgiveness for not being 
born where these poor people have been born, knowing that if we had 
lived here too, our fate might well have been the same."

7. On visiting day, Travis' mother asked me what I do during the year: "Do 
you teach like everyone else here?" "No, I w ork in non-prof i t  
organizations, doing peace and justice work." "Is that legal?" she frowned.
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I thought to say, "Mostly," but came back politely, "Yes." I told her I 
edited for magazines, organized demonstrations and stuff like that. "Is that 
like P.R?" she asked. Only on corporate planet, where you're from.

6. My driver was perhaps the biggest mental void I've ever met. I was 
grateful to her for the rides back and forth from camp, but they were 
agonizing stretches of banal superficialities that numbed me into closeted 
insanity. Five years my senior, she would only say things like, "My 
stomach hurts," "I'm hot," "Do you have my five dollars?"

It became clear after a few days that we had little in common, and my 
conversational attempts were deflected into rock walls. One day I tried to 
provoke her into responding above and beyond monosyllabic phrases. I 
told her I had to miss a day of camp. "Why?" I have to go to New York 
City. "For what?" Well, I have a court date for a trespassing charge from 
an anti-war protest a couple of  months ago. Dead silence. Then, she 
veered into her daily detour to dunkin'' Donuts: "I'm hungry."

No one at camp, to my know ledge, raised any issue that could  be 
considered political during the summer. It's so much easier to ignore any 
unpleasant subjects, like "Why is one of my co-workers putting himself on 
the line against the system?" Surrounded by such numbing opulence, it 
would have been nearly impossible for someone to turn philosophical and 
wonder, "Why does poverty exist?"

Kozol quoted a young student on life in the ghetto:

'"If you weave enough bad things into the fibers of a person's life —  
sickness and filth, old mattresses and junk  thrown in the streets, ruined 
people, a prison here, sewage there, drug dealers here, the homeless people 
over there, then give us the very worst schools anyone could ever think of, 
hospitals that keep you waiting for ten hours, police that don't show up 
when someone's dying, take the train that's underneath the street in the 
good neighborhoods and put it up above where it shuts out the sun, you 
can guess that life will not be very nice. Sometimes it feels like we've been 
buried six feet under their perceptions.'"

5. Love those military metaphors: "Battlefield" is a game like dodge ball in 
a circle. The campers run around with several balls and when they are hit, 
they have to sit on the ground. But if a camper who is still a live  runs near 
them, they can act like "land mines" and tag them, restoring themselves to 
life. A fellow counselor joked about writing a strategy book for Capture 
the Flag because "It's like war"; one of my campers announced with glee, 
"Launch the missiles!" when four of his teammates prepared to kick their 
balls simultaneously in line soccer.
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Quite a few kids came to camp with American flag paraphernalia: shorts, 
towels, etc. The Pledge of Allegiance is mandatory every morning before 
the day begins. One camper wore an "American Com bat Planes" T-shirt, 
with pictures of the F-16, F - 117, etc. How much of this do they internalize, 
before they have the ability to be critical thinkers?

And why would any of them not become, staunch defenders of "our way of 
life" when it has rolled out the red carpet for them? It's an entirely different 
story for "the children of disappointment," Kozol writes. A social worker 
there told him, "'Many of the ambitions of the children are locked in at a 
level that suburban kids would scorn. It's as if the very possibilities of life 
have been scaled back. Boys who are doing well in school will tell me, 'I 
would like to be a sanitation man.' In this neighborhood, a sanitation job 
is something to be longed for."'

4. The "guy ness" my male co-counselors exuded was sickening and not 
atypical. One told me of his aspirations to found a vegetarian restaurant 
chain that would be an alternative to M cDonald 's .  Laudable, but he 
speculated that the ambiance might be enhanced by a coterie of Hooters­
like topless waitresses. I told him I wouldn't be eating at any sexist, 
exploiting establishment. "Where did you get your principles?" he replied.

Another guy would ride any boys who didn't act up to his standards of 
manhood. "Look at these kids —  they're shivering!" he said, as my 
campers came out of the pool. "Men don't shiver! Be men!" he growled. 
On another occasion, when a boy playing basketball fell and scraped his 
knee, he mocked, "Real men don't go to the nurse! Play tough!"

I overheard an older camper say to his friend about something distasteful, 
"That's so gay!" You have to teach each new generation to hate. With all 
the m achismo around, how many boys will grow to be misogynists and 
gay bashers?

3. Gender stereotyping was prevalent in many other ways. Besides the 
girls' group names being ultra-feminine (e.g. Muffins, Shortcakes, Chicks), I 
was distressed to see some of the boys' group names are "Apaches" and 
"Cheyennes." Besides disrespecting indigenous peoples by using their 
tribal names as mascots like pro sports teams do, I don't appreciate the de 
facto equivocation of Indians to animals (other groups were Colts, Cougars, 
Cubs, etc.). Also, instead of the Retro-aggro "Hunters," how about the less 
bloodthirsty "Gardeners?" Too effeminate for our boys, I guess.

2. I'd love to see how some of these kids turn out ten, twenty years down 
the road. The problem children never listen, incessantly argu e  about who 
will be first in line, constantly disobey by throwing dirt, grass, rocks, 
kicking sand, splashing, hitting, jum ping and spitting on other kids. One 
day, a cam per of mine was indulging the young boy's fascination with



stepping on ants. "W hy do you do that?" "I don't know." I told him to lay 
off: "W hat if som eone bigger than you came along and decided you were 
annoying and stepped on you?" N aturally, a couple of hours later, he was 
at it again. W ouldn 't it be nice if we didn 't flatten the little guy ju s t 
because it feels good?

The little guy often disappears ju st from  sheer neglect. There may be no 
sm oking gun of out-and-out murder, but it is wanton, prem editated killing 
nonetheless. It is the hand-w ashing guilt of Pilate, to let things in a 
decrepit situation run their course w ithout putting oneself on the line by 
stepping in to help. My cam pers had me to look after them and supervise 
their safety in extensive facilities. Other children are not so lucky.

Kozol reports one such tragedy that the powers that be twisted to cover up 
their own culpability: "The death of an eight year-old is being attributed to 
a broken elevator door that opened when he leaned against it while he had 
been playing in the hallway. The city is blam ing the fam ily for letting an 
eight year-old go out in the hallw ay, but they got to go out s o m e w h e re . 
The real outside, where they would get some air, is ju st too dangerous."

1. The cam p also took the easy way out environm entally . Instead of 
having a d ishw asher like my cam p did when I was a kid, B reezem ont 
served  lunch  to 1,000 ch ild ren  over fo rty  days w ith  d isp o sab le , 
indestructible and nonbiodegrade-able styrofoam  trays. M ultiply that out, 
and watch those landfills grow.

M ilitarism, patriotism , classism, racism, sexism, homophobia: it's all there at 
B reezem ont. W e had a lot o f fun, but it was the kind of environm ent in 
which I never felt entirely com fortable. It stifled the real V incent Rom ano 
and I suffered the suffocating w eight o f conform ity, afraid to rock the boat 
and say anything about the things in which I believe.

W hy should I have, when everyone was so happy? Only because o f the 
nagging sense that B reezem ont in no way accurately encapsulates the 
reality  of m ost people on the planet. Kozol questioned a South B ronx 
child, '"Do you know  children who cry?' 'M any cry.' 'Do you know  
children who are happy?' 'Truly happy? No.' 'Happy at all? '...'N ot for one 
day. For 15 m inutes.'" Is this a tolerable state of affairs?

Kozol's book is an im portant contribution for those who have never drunk 
from  the cup of pain strolling through the barren concrete o f  Fordham  
Road and the bad-m outhed areas around Yankee Stadium  like I have, who 
lock their doors when driving through "bad" neighborhoods because they 
fear the claw of poverty m ight reach into their m obile suburban bubbles, 
who come up with all kinds of rationalities to explain away the desperation 
that chokes the air o f these places as the endemic fault of the poor.



He exposes the racism  that perm eates every level of city life, from hospital 
services to departm ent store culture to the joke  of N ew  York City public 
schools. Reading his book, we walk through R iker's Island prison, the 
repository of all the unwanted refuse of the streets, and we see that we pay 
ridiculous am ounts of m oney to keep the prison system  incarcerating , 
rather than rehabilitating, because it is our safety that is most im portant —  
not actually giving prisoners the tools they need to cope with (and thrive as 
we do in) this dysfunctional system.

I feel for the kids who are crippled by pediatric asthm a, with which I also 
coped with to a m ilder degree, because I know that it is the w asteland we 
have created  for them  that engenders their cond ition . "The asthm a 
m ortality  rate for people in the Bronx, the borough with the h ighest 
concentration of black and Hispanic residents, is nearly nine times that of 
Staten Island, which is the whitest borough in the city."

'"It has to take extraordinary self-deceit for people w ho plant flow ers on 
Park A venue but pum p their sew age into H arlem  and transport their 
medical waste to M ott Haven, to imagine that they have the moral standing 
to be the judges of the people they have segregated and concealed. Only a 
very glazed and clever culture in which social blindness is accepted as a 
normal state o f mind could possibly perm it itself this luxury.'" Kozol will 
not hide the honest feelings of the people who live in the South Bronx from 
us, because that's what B reezem ont/polite society demands. I revel in their 
reprehension, even as I blush from my own com plicity.

I find that my acute sense of existential guilt is one (of many) things that 
separate me from my peers. It is the source of my m ourning quietude, and 
a signal to me that I am still em otionally alive and have not yet lost my 
humanity. I might have to work at Breezem ont Day Cam p for a sum m er to 
get by financially, but I never aspire to send my own kids there. I w ouldn't 
trade my guilt for any com forts in the world.
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