
jective (e.g., Johnson, according to 
Boswell, on Rousseau: "Rousseau, Sir, is 
a very bad man. I would sooner sign a 
sentence for his transportation, than that 
of any felon who has gone from the Old 
Bailey these many years. Yes, 1 should like 
to have him work in the plantations"). 
Johnson is a support of the structure of 
Western civilization. Writes Racevskis, 
"Foucault . . . intends to disrupt the 
power mechanisms that obtain in West-
em societies." Such power mechanisms 
—things like humanistic and scientific 
discourses, which Racevskis calls "the 
principal modes of domination and sub­
jection in Western societies"—^are used 
to claim that certain things are good and 
others bad, some things diseased and 
others healthy. All of this is inverted in 
Foucault's approach. He seems to have 
an attachment for all of those outside of 
the structure: the mad, the criminal, the 
sexually deviant. Thus, in his terms, Sade 
would be a more appropriate referent 
from the 18th century. Foucault grants 
Sade a great deal of respect, which is cur­
ious, given Foucault's comment about 
the "writer" in "Language to Infinity": "If 
we asked to whom the words of Sade 
were addressed (and address themselves 
today), there is only one answer: no one." 
Given Foucault's answer and the notion 
that literature is supposed to convey at 
least a modicum of meaning to another 
person (the old Jakobsonian author to 
reader), Foucault's iconoclastic allusive-
ness begins to appear in another guise: 
as pseudosophisticated nonsense. 

Johnson and that particular episode 
were selected for the first paragraph for 
one reason: to make the point that cer­
tain intellectuals deserve a well-placed, 
physical or metaphysical, kick instead of 
fawning adulation. 

While such blows would undoubt­
edly be an unexpected disruption, there 
is a more ominous threat looming. To be 
a French intellectual in the late 20th 
century means to risk the enmity of 
motor vehicles. Think of Camus. Notes 
Jonathan Culler in his workmanlike, suc­
cinct, valuable introduction to Roland 
Barthes, "in February 1980, coming out 

of a luncheon with socialist politicians 
and intellectuals, Barthes was knocked 
down by a laundry truck while crossing 
the street in front of the College de 
France." Barthes died one month later. 
Is it tasteless to be so flippant about men, 
in Tennyson's phrase, "crossing the bar," 
or in Foucault's, "transgressing the limit"? 
Yes and no. Yes for most civilized people. 
No for French (and now American) 
intellectuals who, in Blanchot's formula­
tion, are concerned with "death's 
space." 

Maurice Blanchot is a French writer 
who is little known in this country, 
though he made minor waves in France: 
Barthes, for example, used him in Writing 
Degree Zero, a book in which, as Culler 
describes, Barthes takes on the old guard: 
Sartre. The recent once-swelling tidal 
wave of interest in all things French that 
engulfed select American academics 
caused Blanchot to be hoisted in essays 
by the likes of Edward Said (a man who 
is very obsequious to Foucault in his 
Orientalism [Pantheon, 1978]). The 
Space of Literature was originally pub­
lished in 1955 by GsJiixaatdasL'Espace 
litteraire. The translation should cause a 

ripple around those who, like Lemert 
and Gillan, have fallen "into the strange­
ness of [Foucault's] language and 
thought." For example, the first sentence 
of Foucault's "Language to Infinity" is: 
"Writing so as not to die, as Blanchot said, 
or perhaps even speaking so as not to 
die is a task undoubtedly as old as the 
word." "Writing so as not to die" is a major 
concern for Blanchot; his essays— t̂o de­
fine them in a generous manner— 
become rather funereal as he presents 
Kafka, Rilke, and others vigorously, sul­
lenly, scribbling away so that they will 
transgress death's limit, leave a monu­
ment beyond their corporeal existence. 
However, this isn't exactly the same thing 
as drawing up a will; those involved in 
the task, if Blanchot is correct, are termi­
nal adherents to something along the 
lines of Sacher-Masoch. That is, Blanchot 
rhetorically queries: "For isn't the writer 
dead as soon as the work exists?" Work, 
of course, means completewoTk: no one 
is done until he is done. That is a rather 
banal observation, yet it seems that 
cryptically clothed banality is in vogue 
nowadays and is to be accepted a bouche 
bee. n 

Waiting for Locusts 
William Kennedy: Ironweed; Viking 
Press; New York. 

by Stephen L. Tanner 

William Kennedy is putting Albany 
on the literary map. Irontveed is the third 
in a cycle of novels treating his home 
town, a trilogy Saul Bellow has called 
"memorable" and "distinguished." The 
May issue of The Atlantic contains 
Kennedy's article on Nelson Rockefeller's 
Albany Mall. That is the ostensible sub­
ject; the article is really about the kind of 
city history and colorful characters that 
go into his novels. His work of nonfic-

Dr. Tanner is a frequent contributor to 
Chronicles. 

tion O Albany! is scheduled for fall. 
It is the underside of Albany life dur­

ing the 1930's that most interests Ken­
nedy. His novels are peopled with gang­
sters, whores, show girls, pool hustlers, 
gamblers, bookmakers, bartenders, bar­
flies, bums, cogs in the corrupt political 
machine, and newspapermen at home in 
such company. More respectable mem­
bers of the Irish Catholic community ap­
pear, though only on the fringes. Family 
relationships, particularly between 
fathers and sons, are central to the psy­
chological conflicts, but the main char­
acters are seldom presented with their 
families. Instead, they are exhibited in 
bars, poolrooms, cafes, and the haunts of 
vagrants. 

Kennedy makes this unsavory milieu 
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come alive, primarily because he seems 
to capture so accurately the various idi­
oms. The slang, sarcasm, profanity, and 
Irish intonations have the stamp of au­
thenticity and are woven into engaging 
characterization and narrative. He con­
veys a period flavor by including the 
movies and songs of the era, and he re­
creates old neighborhoods and city land­
marks with an obvious tincture of nostal­
gia. Any prominent figure associated 
with the city receives mention: the James 
family, Thomas Dewey, Jack "Legs" Dia­
mond. Fortunately the period material is 
handled with restraint. He avoids the ex­
cesses of Doctorov/s Ragtime and Joyce 
Carol Oztes's A Bloodsmoor Romance, 
in which period trivia is scattered about 
gratuitously and the fictional family 
comes into contact with every headline 
personality of the age. 

Legs (1975) is a fictional biography of 
Jack "Legs" Diamond, the flamboyant 
gangster who was shot in an Albany 
rooming house in 1931. Reading it is like 
watching one of those movies of a crim­
inal's personal life that subtiy entices your 
sympathies until, with an unsettling real­
ization, you find yourself wanting the 
police to lose. The story is told by Marcus 
Gorman, an Albany lawyer who foregoes 
an opportunity for a political career in 
order to work for Diamond. He sees Jack 
as "a singular being in a singular land, a 
fusion of the individual life flux with the 
clear violent light of American reality." 
What particularly attracts and fascinates 
him is Jack's "electric animation" or "lu­
minosity": 'Tou felt something had de­
scended upon him, tongues of fire may­
be or his phlogiston itself, burning its way 
into your own spirit." As one character 
puts it, he had the right to steal fi-om us: 
"He was magic. He had power." This Ir­
repressible energy or vitality receives 
pointed emphasis in the first and last 
sentences of the novel. In the first, 
Marcus says, 43 years after Jack was 
gutmed down, "I really don't think he's 
dead." In the last. Jack is imagined after 
death saying, "I reaUy don't think I'm 
dead." 

What Kennedy seems to be suggest-
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Cheaper hy the Dttzeti 

Atcoriling to thu ('/vctiji</ Irihunc rt-
|T<)n. the uonmn. wlio is in ht-r 2()'.s. is 
'hosoniy. hloml." The phoiognijih at-
c<)nipan\iiig tlic .si()r\' shows ;ui alir.iilivi-
woman .sprawled on a lied as she "pores 
oviT coc )klTO( )ks." (.learly. this w onian is a 
ran- lind in the HDs. gi\en her predilec­
tions, iliinjis. of eoiirsc-. are not what they 

si-eni. 'ilie woman is one I'aiila Parkinson, 
a former Vtashington lohbyi.st who t\so 
yi-ars Ayiti was. the report .says, "in the 
midille of an ugly . . . se.\ scandil involving 
si.\ married i()ii}{res.sinen." In addition to 
her otJier traits :uid :il')ilitii>. Ms. l-'arkinson 
is a nuithematieiiui of morality. Kevii-win}; 
her reaction to the public tli.selosiire of 
her in\dl\emenl with the men. she said; 

1 ilon'l Ihiiik [li:il li:iviii}> .sex willi six 
nicii ill lu'd vein's is tlial li:iil... 

With its inimitable sense of style, 
(.hiciiao Tnhunu profiles Ms. Parkinson 
in depth: 

she could oxik well, ciijcnt-il enlenaiii-
ing. piirtits. iimsirvalive iTolilies. 

Ilie ii.seof \erbs hy the Trihiowwriter 
strike's us as soniewhal (KIII. hut after a 
moment of reflection we eoiikl linally 
grasp how one can "enfoy" lonservative 
polities. r 1 

ing is that Jack lives on in a mythic di­
mension, embodying a repressed desire 
in the American consciousness for unre­
strained, lawless energy. The central pre­
occupation of the novel is with our para­
doxical tendency to enshrine sensational 
criminals in the same hierarchy with 
royalty, heroes, and movie stars, seeking 
their autographs on one occasion and 
then crying for their blood in a paroxysm 
of righteous indignation on the next. 
Keimedy provides no explanation for 
this phenomenon, probably because he 
himself is so infatuated with Diamond as 
mythic figure. 

Billy Phelan's Greatest Game (1978) 
is set in Albany in October of 1938. Billy 
Phelan, a young pool hustler, bookmaker, 
and all-round gamester, becomes per­
sona non grata in all his regular haunts 
when a powerful political boss suspects 
Billy is implicated in the kidnapping of 
his son. Billy represents the etertial child 

in man, the instinct for play and games. 
And this archetypal impulse is one of the 
novel's two main concerns. The other 
comes into focus with Martin Dau^erty, 
a newspaperman wlio mediates between 
Billy and the political boss. Martin is 
psychologically tormented by his rela­
tionships with his fether and his son. His 
situation, involving a compounded ver­
sion of the usual Freudian triangle, raises 
questions about authority, domination, 
and exploitation in father-son relation­
ships. A recurrent Abraham-Isaac motif 
is used to signal this theme. In the end, 
Martin is able to reconcile Billy and the 
reigning political femily by pointing out 
Billy's peculiar kind of integrity and 
magic— t̂he same two qualities the nar­
rator of Legs finds admirable in Jack 
Diamond. 

Uilly's father, Francis, who appears 
briefly in Billy Phelan's Greatest Game, 
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is the main character in Ironweed This 
third novel is set in the same time and 
place as the second; the same background 
events and characters appear in both. 
Francis is a bum whose life is a pattern of 
death and flight. As a talented young base­
ball player, he was involved in a troUey 
strike and killed a man by using his skill­
ful throwing arm to hurl a baseball-size 
stone. He runs. Later he returns and 
marries, but when he accidentally drops 
and kills an infant son, he runs again, de­
serting his family. Now he returns after 
more than 20 years of drinking, violence, 
and vagrancy. During Halloween and All 
Saints Day, the dead he has known appear 
to him in random encounters; he talks 
with them the same way he does with 
other chance acquaintances. 

The novel begins in a cemetery and 
ends with Francis apparently killing 
another man, this time using a baseball 
bat on a cop during a raid on a hobo 
jungle. And on the same night, the wo­
man and man he had teamed up with die. 
Francis is surroimded with death: "Bodies 
in alleys, bodies in gutters, bodies any­
where, were part of his eternal landscape: 
a physical litany of the dead." He has had 
"a lifetime of corpses." He is plagued 
with guilt for some of these deaths, and 
he ponders the question of responsibility: 
the deaths, his desertion of his family, 
and the shape of his life in general. He 
sees himself as "a man in whom there 
would never be an equanimity of both 
impulsive and premeditated action," 
and he is convinced that he Uved in "a 
world where events decided themselves 
and that all a man could do was to stay 
one jump into their mystery." He con­
cludes, "My guilt is all that I have left. If I 
lose it, I have stood for nothing, done 
nothing." 

At the conclusion, Francis is in a box­
car headed out of town again, reverting 
to the same old pattern of flight des­
cribed earlier in the novel: "Francis 
began to run, and in so doing, reconsti­
tuted a condition that was as pleasurable 
to his being as it was natural: the running 
of bases after the crack of the bat, the 
running from femily, from bondage, from 

destitution of spirit through ritualistic 
straightemngs, the running, finally, in a 
quest for pure flight as a fiolfiUing manner­
ism of the spfrit." 

Kennedy's writing is slightly remini­
scent of Steinbeck's in its portrayal of 
the beautiful little people, the lovable 
bums, of the 30's. There is also the flavor 
of Steinbeck's nonteleological or "is" 
thinking: things are the way they are be­
cause that is the way they are. Ironweed, 
we are told in an epigraph, is a member 
of the sunflower family, receiving its 
name from the toughness of the stem. 
The title seems to signify that Francis is 
like the ironweed, undesirable but 
tough, and part of an abundant species. 
His life as a bum is repeatedly linked with 

sleeping in the weeds. What are the im­
plications of this? Weeds are as much 
plants as are flowers and vegetables. In 
fact, the definition of weed is problemat­
ic, because some weeds may not be uni­
versally recognized as such. The defini­
tion reaUy derives from what particular 
people consider useful and desfrable 
rather than from some inherent charac­
teristic of a plant. Kennedy may be sug­
gesting that people like Francis are weeds, 
yet they have as much purpose and dig­
nity in the human sphere as weeds do in 
the scheme of plant life. Weeds, after all, 
are usually the hardiest of plants. 

These Albany novels are characterized 
by a nonjudgmental attitude; this passes 
for compassion in contemporary fiction. 

In the forthcoming issue of Chronicles of Culture-. 

Qualitative Living 
in a Quantitative World 

"A strong ca.sc can be made that Western culture began to 
define itself with the remarkable conjunction of art and 
philosophy which emerged in Periclean Athens during the 
fifth century B.C. Arguably, ;ilso, the 'decline of the West' 
began—or at le;ist accelerated—with the development of 
modern psychology as a popular pseudoscience during the 
current centur)'.. . . 'ITie classical attempt tt) understand 
man's complex relationships to the mysteries of nature and 
life was crudely transformed into an effort to explain ... that 
has turned into the bizarre Tlieater of Contemporan' Psy­
chology . . . . [which] may well have produced the ultimate 
Frankenstein monster, a seU'-consciousness that paralyzes 
instead of liberates and which finally destroys the very 
phenomena it seeks to explain." 

—from "Tales of the U n k n o w n " 
bv David A. Hal lman 
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There is an overt antagonism toward 
moralism. Religion has a prominent place 
because most of the characters are Irish 
Catholics, but it is treated as a cultural 
phenomenon of essentially negative 
consequence. The question of moral re­
sponsibility is toyed with, but the impres­
sion left is that the lives of men and 
women are largely determined by forces 
outside their control. There are pas­
sages near the end of Ironweed in 
which Kennedy seems to be on the 
verge of illuminating in a profound way 
the tangled riddle of moral responsibili­
ty; ultimately his treatment is ambigu­
ous. The values that animate his artistic 
vision are an indiscriminate tolerance 
and a fondness for energy, vitality, and 
the instinct for play in human personal­
ity. Integrity is important, but it is de­
fined as adherence to the values just 
mentioned. 

Despite the many admirable qualities 
of Kennedy's fiction, his moral vision is 
at times astonishing and unsettling. For 
example, the narrator of Legs says he is 
"bored by people who keep returning 
life to a moral plane, as if we were reduc­
ible, now, to some Biblical concept or 
its opposite, as if all our history and pre­
history had not conditioned us for what 
we've become.... When we get off the 
moral gold standard, when the man of 
enormous wealth [moral wealth?] is of 
no more importance to anybody than 
the man in rags, then maybe we'll look 
back at our own day as a day of justifiable 
social wrath." He calls Jack Diamond a 
pioneer, likens him to Prometheus, and 
says, "I don't want to trivialize Jack's 
achievement by linking him to lesser 
latter-day figures such as Richard Nixon, 
who left significant history in his wake, 
but no legend; whose corruption, over­
whelmingly venal and invariably hypo­
critical, lacked the admirably white core 
fantasy that can give evil a mythical 
dimension." Or consider the climax to 
the Abraham-Isaac motif in the second 
novel. The slogan "free the children" 
comes into Martin's head like a war cry: 
"Stop the fascists." He concludes: "To 
free the children it is necessary to rupture 

the conspiracy against them. We are all 
in conspiracy against the children. 
Fathers, mothers, teachers, priests, 
bankers, politicians, gods, and prophets. 
For Abraham of the upraised knife, pro­
totypical fascist fether, Isaac was only a 
means to an enhanced status as a believer. 

Go f [—] yourself with your knife, Abe." 

JMLatthew 13 tells us how the wheat 
and tares grow together in this life. If 
Kennedy were one of the reapers during 
the great time of harvest, one wonders 
where he would apply the match. D 

Sense in a Sa^^ge Society 
Blanche Bernstein: The Politics of 
Welfare: The New York City Experi­
ence; Abt Books; Cambridge, MA. 

Joseph Sobran: Single Issues; The 
Human Life Press; New York. 

by Allan C. Carlson 

A he New York Times once labeled 
her "an acerbic, unsentimental, highly 
schooled critic of government welfare 
policies." Amsterdam News dismissed 
her as "anti-poor." In fact, Blanche 
Bernstein proved to be one of the few 
defenders of the poor remaining by the 
late 1970's with a clear enough head to 
recognize some of the disastrous conse­
quences of the welfere policies pursued 
during the preceding two decades. As 
New York State's deputy commissioner 
for income maintenance (1975-78) and 
chief of New York City's sprawling Hu­
man Resources Administration (1978-
79), Dr. Bernstein worked to turn matters 
around. She believed that the system 
could be run both eflSciently and com­
passionately, that fraud could be reduced, 
and that the integrity of welfare pro­
grams could be restored by vigilance 
and close attention to administrative de­
tail. Before being pressured out of office 
by the cabal of welfare professionals, 
"minority leaders," civil libertarians, and 
political hacks that make up the "welfare 
community," she managed to prove her 
point. The Politics of Welfare is her tes­
timony and prognosis for the future. 

Dr Carlson is editor of Persuasion at 
Work. 

Bernstein moved into social service 
administration at the tail end of a 
quantum jump in the level of welfere de­
pendency. As late as I960, there were a 
mere 3 million recipients of Aid to Fami­
lies with Dependent Children (AFDC), 
the largest Federal welfere program. True 
to original congressional intent, a hefty 
portion of even these recipients were 
widows and orphans. By 1976, however, 
10.8 million were on AFDC, all but a 
handful being unwed or divorced 
mothers and their oflfepring. Similarly, 
the food-stamp program, recast in its 
current form in 1964, claimed 9.4 million 
recipients in 1971 and 22 million in 
1980. 

What lay behind this vast expansion 
in the scope of welfare in America? At 
one level, the system simply fell captive 
to bands of activists determined to re­
distribute income, and the more the 
better. The quadrupling of the welfare 
case load in New York City during the 
1960's, Bernstein notes, was for minor­
ity leaders, radical clergy, ŵ eLEare ^vork-
ers, and liberal politicos "less a cause of 
concern over the evidence of increasing 
dependency than a cause for rejoicing 
that justice was finally being done." 
Among caseworkers, "it became some­
thing of a badge of honor... to manipu­
late the regulations to build the largest 
possible grant for a client." Food-stamp 
advocacy groups, working through the 
regulatory agencies and the courts, pro­
moted "the broadest possible interpreta­
tion of the laws and regulations" to in­
crease the number of recipients, "no 
matter what the results were in adminis­
trative complexity, costs, and potential 
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