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The Greatest is only the 'pretty-goodest'
THE GREATEST
Screenplay by Ring Lardner Jr.
Directed by Tom Gries
Produced by John Marshall
Staning Muhammad Ail, Ernest

Borgnine, John Marley

Very early in the film version
of Muhammad Ali's autobio-
graphy, The Greatest, the young
boxer is given a piece of advice by
a backer: don't make waves—ad-
vice that he would ignore for the
rest of his life.

AH is one of America's true
folk heroes—Billy the Kid and
Horatio Alger rolled into one. He
will probably be treated more
kindly as a legend than he is re-
garded today; for despite his
rags-to-riches rise to become
heavyweight champion of the
world and an even more specta-
cular comeback in the face of ov-
erwhelming odds, Ms name is
anathema to a lot of people.

Ali is hated for the same rea-
sons he is loved—because he's a
loud-mouth egomaniac who de-
fied the government by resisting
the draft, who joked what many
thought of as a crackpot religion,
and who was the wrong color to
be pulling off all these stunts with
such style. But, as the p..t, blurb
states, that's only the story you
think you know,

As a gold medal Olympic box-
ing champ in Louisville, the
young Cassius Clay was fair
game for local enterprising white
financiers. In the film these are
mostly decrepit old women who
admonish him not to get his odor
on their dogs and that sort of
thing. The disgusted kid chucks
his medal in the river when he

realizes that a dozen medals
won't blind the racist residents to
his skin pigment. He begins train-
ing with Angelo Dundee (solidly
performed by Ernest Borgnine),
the only non-despicable white
guy in the place.

Then one day while in hot pur-
suit of a sleazy white hooker,
Clay is intercepted by some
brothers of Islam and is coerced
into hearing Malcolm X speak.

As a Baptist, Clay is puzzled
over the charge that Christianity
is the white man's religion. "Give
Jesus a haircut and a shave, and
he's just like the cop bustin* your
head on the street," one of his
companions explains. Ali under-
stands.

The rest of the film is a fairly
straightforward chronicle of Ali's
big bouts and his courtship of Be-
linda Boyd (subtly and skillfully
played by Annazette Chase.) Be-
tween-fight scenes tend to bog
down, but the actual film clips of
Ali in the ring with Liston, Nor-
ton and Foreman make Rocky
look like kid stuff.

The point of keenest interest
seems to be how well the champ
plays himself. Some people
have played themselves in bit
roles in movies, but an entire film
biography is breaking new
ground. As an actor, Ali is no
heavyweight, but since his per-
sona has always been so artifi-
cially constructed, he does very
well at recreating famous scenes
of bravado and blowhardisrn.

One problem with the film is
its treatment of racism—the ex-
tremes of which are all embodied
by females. There are plenty of

Muhammed Ali being chewed out by trainer Ernest Borgnine.

corporate bigots and redneck
crackers around as well, but their
obnoxiousness is impersonal, un-
like the women's. From scuzzy
prostitute to old bats to snotty
teenagers, these are all some
honky bitches! By contrast the
modest, downcast-eyed Muslim
women seem doubly appealing.

Ring Lardner Jr. adapted the
screenplay from Muhammad
Ali's autobiography, and one
might have hoped for a bit more
selectivity on this point. Since

this is Ali's story, it could be
that's just the way things seemed
to him. When making a film,
however, those involved must
accept responsibility for choos-
ing which "truth" they tell. Re-
gardless of their degree of resem-
blance to reality, stereotypes are
still cheap shots.

The film is dedicated to its late
director, Tom Gries, who did a
competent, if uninspired job.
James Earl Jones and Robert Du-
vall make cameo appearances

that will do more for the box of-
fice than for their Curriculae Vi-
tae, but their considerable talents
provide some needed moments of
added punch.

The Greatest isn't really the
greatest. But I guess "Pretty
Good" would have looked silly
on a marquee.

—P. Hertd

P. Hertel writes film reviews re-
gularly for In These Times.

Radicalism and its repression
among Finnish Americans
CHILDREN OF
Produced by AI Gedicks, Noel

Bruckner, Mary Dare and
Richard Broadman

^Children of Labor is possibly
the best film about the American
working class produced in recent
years, but you may have a hard
time getting to sue it.

A history of the Finnish-Amer-
ican community in the U.S. from
the turn of the century to the
present, the film is a beautifully
constructed collage of old phot-
ographs, rare documentary film
strips, television news spots,
business promotionals and inter-
views with midwestern Finnish-
Americans. If S.s unique ia that it
takes its structure from the stor-
ies of these people. The docu-
menlaiy materials provide- -doc-
umentation.

The journey through 20th cen-
tury America has been a frustrat-
ing one fur the Finns. As the film
shows, it was political radicalism
that played the crucial sole in
forming Finnish-American cul-
ture. The first immigrants
brought with them revolutionary
goals and many joined the IWW
and the Communist party. Yet
the daily struggle was for short-
term goals, and when these were
in great part achieved, the revo-
lutionary <r:.$iQz appears tc have
lost its re!evan"-s.

The subsequent disparity be-
tween goal and motive has not
only frustrated hell out of the old
Finns, hut their children as well.

Thus, one of the most poignant
scenes is an interview with a rel-
atively affluent middle-class cou-
ple, standing on their marina,
talking about the woman's IWW
father and her own sense that
something basic has been lost in
their life.

In the post World War II era,
there were problems within the
Finnish community: divisions be-
tween old wobblies, Communists
and non-political cooperators
during the '30s led to irreparable
breaks. Children of Labor per-
mits the various factions to air
their grievances.

At the beginning of the '30s,
for example, the Communist
party organized Finnish-Ameri-
can lumbermen to go to Russia
to help put the lumber industry
on a sure footing. They expected
about 200, but it was the Depres-
sion and they had been claiming
that Russia was a workers' para-
dise. So, when over 10,000 signed
up, they sent them over.

Two old men talk about the ex-
perience over coffee cups. One
says: "Work and good wages for
the working man, that's heaven. I
went. There was no wages and
plenty work. Too damn much."

His friend, an old wobbly,
chimes in: "I told you it wasn't
run by workers. It was state capi-
talism. But you wouldn't listen."

A cooperator says, "The Com-
munists wanted to take over the
co-op. They heard the clink of
the cash register. They wanted to

use the surplus for political or-
ganization and propaganda...
We wanted the surplus returned
to the consumers." A Commun-
ist answers: "We wanted to use
the co-ops to build a people's
movement, to bring the people
together. The right-wing cooper-
ators wanted a business on a busi-
ness basis."

Subtitled, "Radicalism and its
repression among the Finnish-
Americans," the film shows that
the repression was as much inter-
nal as external. Residues remain:
old people with clenched fists sing
the Internationale at mid-summer
festival. But Children of Labor is
not a hype for the glorious old
days when reds were reds and the
working class was heroic. More
than any other film of its kind, it
provides the viewer with an op-
portunity to join the men and wo-
men of a sector of the American
working class in important and as
yet unresolved debates.

Children of Labor is available
from CD Film Workshop, 28
Fisher Ave., Roxbury, MA 02120

—John Grady
John Grady teaches at Framing-
ham State College in Massachu-
setts.
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P.O. Drawer 268, Naperville, IL 60540

CLASSIFIED
INFORMATION WANTED—Cop-
ies of'papers, bibliography and
personal comment regarding so-
cialist psyche as may be postu-
lated from the following: (1) Na-
tional organization conceals the
word socialist in their name by
using initials only in return ad-
dress when writing to their mem-
bership in plain brown sealed en-
velopes. (2) Prominant organiza-
tion defines its socialistic goals
in academic terms but finds the
use of the word socialism or com-
munism abhorent. (3) See April 20
ITT article, "George McGovern:
Master of Ideological Brinksman-
ship—"He (McGovern) is aware
of the enormous strides in living
standards made by certain social-
ist countries, yet he is unwilling
to articulate even the less radical
aspects of their economies as
possible solutions to be applied
within the USA. It is a curious
kind of ideological brinksman-
ship." Information needed for
strategy study as member of
State Executive Board, Socialist
Party, USA. Francis Beecher,
2904 Harvey St., Madison, Wl
53705.

WORLD FELLOWSHIP CENTER,
Con way, NH (03818) offers vaca-
tion and dialogue on current
events, June 24-Sept. 6, with Sid-
ney Lens, Martin Sostre, Sid Res-
nick, Annette Rubinstein and oth-
ers. Write for brochure and reser-
vation. (603)477-2280.

GODDARD-CAMBRIDGE gradu-
ate program in social change. Ac-
credited M.A. program of God-
dard College, accepting students
for 1977-78. Project areas include
U.S. Empire at home and abroad.
Feminist studies, U.S. social and
cultural issues. For catalogue,
write or call: 186 Hampshire St.,
Cambridge, MA 02139. (617) 492-
0700.

"M. BEGIN-EXPANSIONIST AND
DEMAGOGUE," Editorial in June
issue, JEWISH CURRENTS. Also
"Franz Boas, Founding Father"
by Philip Rosen; Austin's Pro-
gressive Mayor," by Seth Kramer;
'"Jacob the Liar,'—Wry Truth,"
by Elsie Levitan; Award to Irene
Paull.—News, Reviews, Editor's
Diary by Morris U. Schappes. Sin-
gle copies 60$. Subscriptions
$7.50 yearly U.S.A. JEWISH CUR-
RENTS, Dept. T, 22 East 17 St.,
N.Y.C. 10003—SPECIAL: "The
Jewish Question before and after
the Holocaust," by Bruno Frei,
Austrian Marxist —Feb. and
March issues together, $1.00.

MARXISTS AS DOG OWNERS—
A satirical essay on this antagon-
istic contradiction. By Fred Harte.
Send 25<t to: Box Moud, 9th fl., 33
W. 17St.,NY, NY10011.

BUILDER, 53, needs conversation
with other socialists. P.O. Box
1799, Vineyard Haven, Mass.
02568.

SOCIALISM & RELIGION, a con-
ference. Speakers include Peter
Steinfels, Rosemary Reuther,
James Will. Sat. June 11, 9:30-4.
St. Paul's Church, 655 W. Fuller-
ton, Chicago, ill. Donation $4.00.
For more information write
Chicago Democratic Socialist Or-
ganizing Committee, P.O. Box
59422, Chicago 60659.

ORGANIZERS: Two staff posi-
tions available with action orient-
ed student organization. Com-
munity and/or student organizing
experience essential. $800-51,000
per month. Hiring now. Send let-
ter and resume to Student Organ-
izing Project Hiring, RSO 838,
UMass, Amherst, Mass. 01003.

CLASSIFIED RATES:
$.15 per word.
10% Prepaid Discount
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SWEET
HOME
CHICAGO
Photographs by In These Times'Ken
Firestone will be shown at the Soho Gal-
lery, 34 W. 13 St.t New York, from June
7 to 28. Pictures in the exhibit were taken
in and around Chicago, the photograph-
er's home for the last 9 years. Firest one's
pictures have appeared in several publi-
cations; he has exhibited in Chicago and
Washington, D. C. Gallery hours are: Sat.
and Sun., 1 to 6p.m. and Tues. 7 to 9p.m.
In These Times' readers are in vited to the
opening reception Tues., June 7, from 5
to 9 p.m.
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