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characters with motives for their
decisions. Daniel Day-Lewis (re-
membered for his role as the gay
punker in My Beautiful Laundrette)
is a younger, more impudent
Tomas than in the book, and his
insouciance makes it easy to side-
step his imperial sexual attitudes.
Juliette Binoche's Tereza melds
pathos and power in her eternally
innocent sensuality. Lena Olin’s
Sabina looks more vulnerable than
the novel's cool Sabina, and more
commonplace as the l-want-my-in-
dependence artist fighting for gal-
lery space in every Western city.

The psychological plausibility of
the characters supplants Kundera’s
intellectual drama. The personal is
in the foreground of this movie, and
the political is a trigger that moves
a plot, the very plot that Kundera
kept sabotaging. Despite the film's
slow storytelling that allows Kauf-
man to savor symbolic detail and
echo, and emphasize the intense
confrontation with self and other,
you still want to know: What hap-
pened then? And no wonder: this
isn't a movie with something to say
but a lot to show. In the end, the
movie resolves along the happy-
ending lines of a Hollywood movie,
with carelul qualifications that cite
its source in Eastern Europe.
Personal and political: Kauf-
man himself was concerned not to
make an anti-Communist movie,
and the film does avoid that, by
neatly excising Kundera’s savage,
total indictment of Communism as
kitsch. Czech bureaucrats and in-
tellectual  decision-makers are
cowards and fools, and Russians
are aging thugs and lost-boy sol-
diers. But although they have a
powerful effect on the lives of the
characters, the confusions and
conflicts that propel the central
characters’ search for love belong
to themselves. The story's been re-
cast as Kaufman describes it: as the
tale of ordinary people “swept away
by history."

In the most basic ways, The Un-
bearable Lightness of Being doesn't
make sense. However, moments
and scenes and characters make
not sense but poetry, a kind of
poetry that you rarely see in the
movies. It takes money and connec-
tions to turn talent and courage
into wide-screen art. Although
Kaufmian didn't find it easy to get
this oddest of erotic epics made,
he could dare to try on a scale few
can. (He got backing from producer
Saul Zaentz, who with Amadeus and
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest
took big artistic gambles to huge
box-office payoff.) And if the film
uneasily joins the different preoc-
cupations of an Eastern European
intellectual and a Hollywood artist,
it never errs on the side of safety.

Kaufman has transmogrified
Kundera's deep intellectual pes-
simism into a profound sensual joy
on screen. And that irrational, in-
explicable fount of optimism buoys
the movie past its irreconcilable
differences of vision, [
€ 1988 Pat Aufderheide

Kristin Callahan

Stetsasonic’'s anti-apartheid
rap up: that’'s edu-tainment

By Mark Sommer

ROOKLYN RAP GROUP STETSA-

sonic’'s new  record,
“‘AFRICA” is part enter-
tainment and part educa-

tion, according to group leader
Daddy-O. He calls it, “edu-tain-
ment.” Like Little Steven's anti-
apartheid anthem, “Sun City,”
“AFRICA. includes a powerful
video and study guide to help get
an anti-apartheid message over the
airwaves and into the classrooms,
The record was inspired by a trip
Rev. Jesse Jackson made to south-
ern Africa’s frontline states in the
summer of 1986. Fragments of a
Jackson speech open the record.

hs

his Drums of Passion. The video im-
ages reflect the song’s lyrical inten-
sity.

“AFRICA. expresses how we
feel about what's going on over
there,” says Daddy-O. “Being from
Brooklyn, we're used to seeing
people killed from crack or being
shot up; it’s like a mirror held up
to us every day. But learning that
Angola is the amputee capital of
the world because of anti-govern-
ment forces supported by us and
South Africa is no joke...This is our
way of doing something.”
Revelation was televised:
Daddy-O says the group learned
about Jackson's visit to the
frontline states from a segment on

Against Racism” concerts the past
four summers in New York, per-
formed “Sun City” in New York’s

“A.F.R.LC.A.," like
“Sun City” before
it, is a benefit.

i ——

—
Central Park with Little Steven,
Bono, Fela, and others, and last
year performed "AFRICA” in
Washington, D.C. at the peace and
justice rally before more than
100,000 people.

“AFRICA." like “Sun City” be-
fore it, is a benefit with all proceeds
going to The Africa Fund. Money

J— »

Jesse Jackson with Brooklyn's Stetsasonic crew: rapping to get the message through.
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And a sparse rhythm kicks in after
Jackson's righteous anger charges
“our nation at its lowest would have
partnership with South Africa. It's
a moral disgrace!” Stetsasonic be-
gins by chanting the names of
South Africa’s neighbors, and goes
on to draw attention to the unde-
clared war being waged against
them by Pretoria. The six rappers
and musicians who compose the
group are joined by Nigerian per-
cussionist Babatunde Olatunji and

ABC's 20/20. He says his group’s
young audience is more apt to be
listening to RUN-DMC and the
Beastie Boys than watching 20/20.
But he says the group's fans seem
to like the record, and other rap-

- pers have told him they, too, now

want to talk about South Africa.
Stetsasonic has a reputation for
performing at benefits for a variety
of issues—and in a variety of loca-
tions, including day-care centers
and prisons. They have done “Rock

raised from this record will aid
humanitarian relief projects for
people living in the frontline states.
The Africa Fund’s project coor-
dinator, Marcia McBroom Landess,
says the study guide they have de-
veloped for grades junior high and
up is geared to provide information
on apartheid’s devastating conse-
quences, and show ways to oppose
it. Like the record insert, the study
guide also provides information on
each of the frontline states, discus-

ses the economic and military war
leveled against them by Pretoria,
and explains the regional alliance
these countries have made to es-
cape South Africa’s control of in-
dustry, trade and transport.

“The ‘Sun City’ guide continues
to do very well, and that is why we
were inspired to do another one,”
says McBroom Landess. “This guide
is easy to read, very informative, it
includes photographs and a glos-
sary, a message from the Stet, and
it really focuses on the plight of chil-
dren in these countries. They're tor-
turing, maiming, and killing children,
and we want the reader to become
aware—and enraged.”

“At the end of the guide,” says

McBroom Landess, “we've included
things people can do and are doing,
because it's not enough to just be
aware of the situation; we want to
encourage them to act”
Video education: Loretta Will-
iams, who directs public policy
work for the Unitarian Universalist
Association, says she is already
using the video with youth groups,
and it's effective. “I think it's a val-
uable addition to the repertoire of
materials that are out there. This
isn't just another kind of depressing
picture of what's happening. It's
dynamic, and it's about people
working to change things and their
determination to be free.”

Stetsasonic’s Daddy-O says it
was important to the group that
Jesse Jackson be on the record.
“Jesse’s very influential in the black
community. Originally he wanted
to do it live with us, but his
schedule didn't permit it. But we
did perform it with him in Chicago
at a reception for [African National
Congress leader] Oliver Tambo. It
was amazing! There were people
there 8§ to 80, and it was the first
time | saw gray-haired ladies danc-
ing to rap!”

Jackson’s voice can also be
heard on the flip side of the 12"
single in a rap called “Free South
Africa,” by Tack Head. He is heard
along with Tambo, Zambia's Ken-
neth Kaunda, Zimbabwe's Robert
Mugabe, and Tanzania's Julius Nye-
rere commenting on the freedom
struggle for southern Africa. The re-
cord is also dedicated to the late
President Samora Machel of
Mozambique.

When the record debuted re-
cently, it was played simultane-

- ously across the country on over

100 black and urban radio stations
as well as in Mozambique. It's also
been featured on 2020. Still,
“AFRICA” co-producer Rick
Dutka says that because “the re-
cord’s got a strong black sound and
is very political, it isn't expected to
get as much exposure if it were
neither of those things.”

To obtain the “AFRICA.” re-
cord, video and teaching guide, and
the “Sun City” teaching materials,
contact The Africa Fund, 198
Broadway, Suite 402, New York, NY
10038, (212) 962-1210, (m)
Mark Sommer is a Boston-based
freelance writer.
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Nicaragua

Continued from page 13

through a Sandinista-allied cooperative. On
the ground it’s a mirror of the old share-crop-
per system, to the extent that the campesino
assumes all the risk of planting and harvest,
with the important exception that he is not
already committed to selling off a part of his
harvest to the landowner. (There are other
cases where campesinos farm enough land
to harvest a large surplus for sale, with the
stipulation that they sell part of their harvest
to the state purchasing agency, ENABAS. The
“rent” they pay for their land is the difference
between what ENABAS pays for their crop
and what they can make on the black market.
Undoubtedly too many campesinos unable
to resist too much temptation makes for dis-
appointing harvests, and shortages at the Mi-
COIN.)

Within this system is a political decision
to redistribute as much arable land as pos-
sible and reverse the years of “marginaliza-
tion” of the poor. Within the system, as well,
is a terrible contradiction. The Sandinistas
stand accused of gross mismanagement of
their farm sector, clearly their country’s
most essential. Even the policy of distribut-
ing land to the landless has had an unex-
pected side effect: a shortage of migrant
laborers to harvest the export crops, such
as coffee and cotton. Reduced export income
means lower profits to reinvest in the farm
economy, the capital needed for machinery,
pesticides and fertilizers. And if you are a
government committed to building up the
small cooperatives, if necessary at the ex-
pense of the large, independent estates—
and the FSLN is—then ultimately a decision
will have to be made to favor small, subsis-

tence plots like Carlito’s over ones produc-
ing for the export market.

Meanwhile inflation is running at 600 per-
cent or better, rendering almost worthless
the cordobas raised in the internal market,
and making the price of imported chemicals
and machinery dearer still. After four or five
years of this the big, efficient farms find
themselves unable to make a profit of any
kind. Some hang on, losing money, others
are abandoned, and then are appropriated
by the Sandinistas.

The obvious risks in this type of system
are that large producers will go outside the
legal (taxable) market, seeking what profits
they can from speculators. Or worse, eventu-
ally too much of the country’s farming will
be done by those least equipped to absorb
the costs of securing a harvest. Carlito is
already cutting so many corners in trying to
bring in his crop, what would happen in a
nation of Carlitos? Famine is not a remote
possibility. Up to now these are risks the
Sandinistas have been willing to ‘take. The
government is unwilling to risk losing the
campesino loyalists. It is a political decision,
certainly, but also a religious one. It is a
literal example of ‘exercising a preferential
option for the poor’ discussed at Medeilin,
and the root from which all of the theology
of liberation rises. In the past three years
the FSLN banks have forgiven thousands of
small farm loans when drought or a bad har-
vest wiped out a campesino’s ability to repay.
More mismanagement, perhaps, but that is
the cost of vigilance against backsliding to
an era when rural society was divided be-
tween the haves and the have-nots.

“The project”: The story of how
Nicaragua’s strongest movements—San-
dinista, the theology of liberation, the

u._uj\

=ean You
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counter-revolutionary war—are woven to-
gether takes place back in Carlito’s fields.
Carlito exemplifies what the Managua prop-
agandists call Nicaragua's “new men.” Ask
Carlito if he's a nuevo hombre and he’ll laugh
at the joke. But in Pilas he is something spec-
ial. He is the product of the community, and
not just in the psychoanalytical sense. He is
their “project,” and all of the community has
a stake in his success.

His fields come not from land adminis-
tered by the state but from CEPA, part of five
cooperatives loosely federated with the
Christian base communities. While there is
apparently no loyalty test in Pilas—member-
ship in neither the communities nor the San-
dinista front is a requirement for joining the
cooperatives—the town is too small for
there to be very many lone wolves, and as
it happens the overlap between revolution-
ary Christians and cooperative members is
rather large. In fact, the relationship between
the community and the Alberto Gutierrez
Cooperative is the same relationship, writ
small, as that between the Sandinista front
and the radical church.

Risky business: The eight years of San-
dinista rule are also the same eight years
Carlito has spent becoming a “delegate of
the word.” He made his decision in the last
days of the Somoza dictatorship, just before
his 12th birthday. It is not easy for a North
American to imagine the gravity of such a
decision. In the last two years of the Somoza
dictatorship, hundreds of delegates had been
murdered by the National Guard. Indeed, so
many catechists, priests and lay workers had
been persecuted that, in some villages, religi-
ous life ground almost to a standstill. At the
same time, Carlito was making the transfor-
mation from “fed’—a hungry half-worker
who costs more than he can earn—to feeder,
in campesino terms the fullest measure of
adulthood. All this at a time of profound so-
cial change in Rivas—an armed revolt fol-
lowed by a revolutionary new regime. Yet
he was ready to step out on a road whose
signposts are the very slogans of the revolu-
tion.

In Pilas, delegates train in Friday night dis-
cussion groups held at the home of Juana
Gonzalez Ruiz. She, too, was one of Padre
Gaspar's catechists, and is herself a delegate
of the word, and vice-chair of the sewing
cooperative.

As in all seminaries, rigorous Bible study
is an important part of the course. The “pre-
ferential option for the poor” that is at the
heart of liberation theology is taken literally,
to the extent that every book, chapter and
verse can be interpreted as giving strong
endorsement to popular rebellion. In Central
America whole masses and songbooks are
devoted to the “religion of the campesino”
where parables of the Bible are applied to
campesino life.

But becoming a delegate of the word in
Pilas requires something more than the abil-
ity to read rebellion into the Good Book. For
Carlito and those before him, it means under-
taking a process of self-discovery. Commu-
nity service must be demonstrated, as well
as personal sacrifice. It is years of learning
the confidence to take a leading role in the
community—not an easy concept for an
unwed campesino mother in her teens, like
Juana—in Bible study or petitioning Ei Senor
for a better split of the harvest, or challeng-
ing God for the answers to why there is so
much pain in their lives. Carlito is the pride
of the community. The change from the most
timid peasant ashamed almost to tears of
his patched clothes and bare feet to the man

who can stand up and take a leading role is
made, not born. “You should have seen him
then,” beams Alejandra, nearly bursting with
pride. “He wouldn't even talk. Nobody
thought he would stick it out.”

Indeed, a glimpse of the old Carlito can
be seen when his voice drops below a
whisper, a little mouse-squeak, when he
checks to see if his two words of English,
“sank you,” are correct. He can be seen in
Rufino, five years younger than Carlito but
already stooped into middle age, who runs
behind the house in fright when Donna and
I try to ask him a question.

And, in the final analysis, that is why Car-
lito was chosen—with all the odds against
him—to farm with the cooperative. The old
Carlito would already be crushed by the
odds, slinking back to the hacienda to chop
weeds for wages, or hitting the road for eight
months on the harvest circuit. “Today, Lord,

~ we are hungry—for work, shelter and

bread...” read the words of “Comunion,” one
of the hymns in Carlito's book Songs of My
People. “Give us now your body and blood,
and the strength to fight.” All of a revolution
are in these words: We are hungry, master.
Give us The Lord’s strength to fight for our
lives.

Our group spent its last night in Managua,
back at Casa Colorado. Our final “reflection”
(the name Maria gave our end-of-day Bible
reading and round-table talk) began with a
passage from the New Testament, Matthew
Chapter 19, verses 13 and 14.

They brought children for him to lay his
hands on them with prayer. The disciples
rebuked them, but Jesus said to them, “Let
the children come to me; do not try to stop
them; for the kingdom of Heaven belongs to
such as these.”

Donna and I spent one last night in Man-

agua at the old Somoza mansions. We joined
a delegation of church workers visitihg
Nicaragua from the U.S. and the Dominican
Republic. Two Episcopal priests, Father
Henry and “Father” Maria, a Guatemalan
woman who now spreads the gospel as a
chaplain in the New York state prison sys-
tem, led us in a reading from the Book of
Matthew, Carlito’s favorite.
Christ and revolution: After staying in
Pilas one remains at a loss to speak of the
“big picture” where Nicaragua is part of a
headline in the New York Times. Who can
argue against a kingdom pledged to assist
the poor? Who can forget how far away that
kingdom is, how long and hard the road
ahead? ‘

“You know,” says Father Henry, “In some
versions this chapter starts ‘Some people
brought their children forward. Who are
‘some people?’ They're the poor, those who
have no name, who don't matter. That's the
first thing you lose when you're poor in Latin
America, your identity. That you're unimpor-
tant is something you learn over and over
again every day until you die.”

Nicaragua is not the only country in Latin
America where discussions take place, but
it is still the only one where hundreds of
government workers, farmers, soldiers, dent-
ists and truck drivers are trying to live its
themes. It is one of the few where ideas—of
reform, of justice—can be discussed freely,
and made into public policy.

And so hundreds of Christians come to
Nicaragua from Europe and the US. and the
rest of Latin America, to learn about trying.
Many leave as the CEPA trainees leave, intent
on effecting social changes at home. In that
way, yes, Nicaragua is a threat to its neigh-
bors. And also their hope.
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= HELP WANTED ]

ALTERNATIVE JOBS/INTERNSHIP op-
portunities! The environment, women's
rights, disarmament, media, health,
community organizing and more. Cur-
rent nation-wide listings-$3. Commu-
nity Jobs, 1516 P St., NW, Box 1028,
Washington, DC 20005.

BUSINESS MANAGER-/n These Times
seeks person with accounting and com-
puter skills to maintain fully integrated
computer accounting system, manage
cash fiow, do budget analysis, etc. High
pressure job for dedicated individual.
Salary negotiable. Send resume to: In
These Times, 1300 W. Belmont,
Chicago, IL 60657. (312} 472-5700.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR. Position availa-
ble for statewide coalition of organiza-
tions concerned about social justice is-
sues. Must have proven ability in public
policy advocacy, community organiz-
ing, grant writing, and administrative
duties. Salary $20-24K plus health ben-
efits. Send resume to: TAHN, 2520
Longview, Suite 311, Austin, TX 78705.

UNION  ORGANIZER  TRAINEES-
SOUTHERN U.S.—for Washington-
based, medium-sized AFL-CIO union
representing workers in U.S. and Cana-
dian food industry. Duties: organize the
unorganized in union’s jurisdiction. Re-
quirements: willingness to put in long
hours working hard; interest in and
commitment to a career in labor move-
ment; willingness to relocate; college
graduate preferred. Training provided.
Modest wages, full benefits. Resume
and references to Union, Box 414, 8811
Colesville Rd., Silver Spring, Md. 10910.

] PUBLICATIONS »

GAY COMMUNITY NEWS - “The gay
movement's newspaper of record.”
Each week GCN brings you current in-
formative news and analysis of lesbian
and gay liberation. Feminist, non-profit.
AND there's a monthly Book -Review
Supplement. Now in our 12th year.
$29.00 for the year (50 issues). $17.00
for 25 weeks. Send check to GCN Sub-
scriptions, Suite 509, 167 Tremont St.,
Boston, MA 02111,
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PEACE IS BREAKING OUT IN NICARA-
GUA! IN THESE TIMES features in-
depth reports on how the Arias Peace
Plan is working in Nicaragua. From the
Miskito Indians to the contra foot sol-
diers, IN THESE TIMES reports on how
the Nicaraguan people are ending the
war, Reprints of the October 21-27 issue
are available for $3.00 each, or 50¢ per
copy for 25 copies or more. For more
information call Maggie Garb at ITT
{312) 472-5700, or send your order to:
Special Issue, In These Times, 1300 W.
Belmont, Chicago, IL 60657.

PRESIDENTIAL BIOGRAPHIES: Send
22 cent stamp for monthly listing of
available titles. AMERICAN POLITICAL
BIOGRAPHY, 39-B Boggs Hill Road,
Newtown, CT 06470.

B VIDEO ]

THE WAR IN EL CEDRO as reviewed in
ITT, Jan. 26 now available in VHS or
Beta video. $30 rental, $45 purchase
from Northstar Productions, 3003 “0”
St. NW, Washington, D.C. 20007. (202)
338-7337.

L] EDUCATION n

INDEPENDENT STUDY MASTERS DE-
GREE PROGRAM. Lesley College Grad-

A MERE $-7 2 r-gu
PLUS A PALTRY 2. FoR Pt +
CALE RES. ADD 6.5 % SALE TAX oLt
SEND GOOD CHECK. OR MONEY ORDER 70 :
LIFEIN HELL Ro. Box 36E6H Lo 4.:5:41&“
WHoLEsaLe wQuiews: (113)935-83¢¢ exeriewd

uate Schoo!, Advanced Graduate Study
& Research Division. Design your own
project-oriented graduate studies. No
residency reguirement. Call Margot
Chamberlain, 1-(800)-541-8486 or (617}
868-9600, ext. 426 or 438. 29 Everett St.,
Cambridge, MA 02138-2790.

UNIVERSITY DEGREES AT HOME. Con-
venient, inexpensive, accredited.
Write: Kensam, Box 1383-ITT, Far Roc-
kaway, NY 11691.

WORK/TRAVEL/STUDY: Central
America/Caribbean: Travel’Documen-
tation. Cultural, historical, political
studies in several countries. Spanish
Training. SOUTHERN AFRICA: Workin
community development project/
Documentation. Swahili. Both nine-
month programs begin Sept. 1, 1988.
Include periods of preparation and pre-
sentation in North America. 1iCD, PO
Box 1063, Amherst, MA 01004, (413)
549-5285.

Do You Want to be a
More Effective
Worker for Peace?

Learn how to:

o affect attitudes on peace
issues

e communicate sensitively

e do strategic planning

® keep a positive mental
attitude

o motivate friends, volunteers

Read Working for Peace,
edited by psychologist

Neil Wollman, Ph.D.

$9.95 + $1.25 shipping,
Impact Pubs., Box 1094,
San Luis Obispo, CA 93406.

- VOLUNTEERS ]

ITT NEEDS VOLUNTEERS in the Busi-
ness Dept. Gain political/practical ex-
perience in a stimulating environment.
Flexible hours available between 9-5,
Mon.-Fri. Benefits include staff sub-
scription rates, ping-pong. Call Hania
at (312) 472-5700.

. TYPESETTING u

CONCERT TYPOGRAPHERS shares
your interest in social change...Our
profits help support In These Times.
Concert Typographers provides excel-
lent, fast typesetting with individual
service and spirit. Put your typesetting
dollars to work for social change. Call

This publication is
available in microform
from University
Microfilms
International.

Ci /Institution

City

State

Phone )

Call toll-free 800-521-3044. In Michigan,
Alaska and Hawsii csll collect 313-761-4700. Or

mail inguiry to: University Microfilms International,

(312) 472-5700. Ask for Shery! Hybert.
Or write for our FREE brochure: 1300
W. Belmont, Chicago, IL 60657. Mem-
ber CTU, No. 16.

= PERSONALS x

CONCERNED SINGLES NEWSLETTER
links left singles, nationwide. Free sam-
ple. P.O. Box 555-T, Stockbridge, MA
01262.

SCANDINAVIA, USA, THE WORLD:
Educated members seek enlightened
correspondence. SCANNA, Box 4-IT.
Pittsford, NY 14534,

" ASSOCIATIONS ]

DEMOCRATIC SOCIALISM. For free lit-
erature contact the Socialist Party, 516
W. 25th, New York, NY 10001.

CALENDAR

300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, MI 48106.

Use the Calendar to announce confer-
ences, lectures, films, events, etc. The
cost is $20.00 for one insertion, $30.00
for two insertions and $15.00 for each
additional insert, for copy of 50 words
or less (additional words are 50¢ each).
Payment must accompany your an-
nouncement, and should be sent to the
attention of ITT Calendar.

] WASHINGTON, D.C. | ]
March 11

Focus on Zaire: AConference on Zaire's
role in U.S./South African/israeli reac-
tionary policies in Southern/Central Af-
rica; human rights abuses under
Mobutu; U.S. legislation pending, de-
nying Mobutu further aid, and call for
international support. Speakers: Col-
lette Braekman, Belgian reporter; Will-
iam Minter, author on Africa; Serge
Mukendi, Workers and Peasants Party,
Congo; Prof. Nzongola Ntalaja, Center
for Research on Zaire; Ann Seidman,
Africa scholar; John Stockwell, Assoc.
for Responsible Dissent. At 11 Dupont
Circle, 8th floor conference center, 9
a.m.-6 p.m., $15. Student $5. Call for
information (212) 864-3000 (NY), (202)
543-8324 (DC).
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Classified Ads

Grab Attention

...and work like your own sales force.

Your message will reach 96,000 responsive
readers each week (72% made a mail order
purchase last year). ITT classies

deliver a big response for a little cost.

Word Rates: Display Inch Rates:
80¢ per word 1 or 2 issues $28 perinch 1 or 2 issues
70¢ per word  3-5 issues $26 per inch  3-5 issues
65¢ per word 6-9 issues $24 per inch  6-9 issues
60¢ per word 10-19 issues $22 per inch  10-19 issues
50¢ per word 20 or more issues $20 per inch 20 or more issues
All classified ads must be prepaid. Ad deadine rs Friday,
12 days before the date of publication. All sssues dated on Wednesday
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Enclosed is my check for $____ for __ week([s].
Please indicate desired heading
Advertiser
Address __
City State Zip
Send to:

IN THESE TIMES, Classified Ads, 1300 W. Belmont, Chicago, IL 60657.
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By Salim Muwakkil

N WHAT MIGHT BE CALLED A COMPLAINT-
cum-preemptive strike, 48 black writ-
ers and critics recently signed a public
statement protesting the literary estab-
lishment's failure to appropriately reward
Toni Morrison, author of five novels includ-
ing the critically acclaimed Beloved.
“Despite the international stature of Toni
Morrison, she has yet to receive the na-
tional recognition that her five major works
of fiction entirely deserve,” the letter reads.
“She has yet to receive the keystone honors
of the National Book Award or the Pulitzer
Prize. We, the undersigned black critics
and black writers, here assert ourselves
against such oversight and harmful whim-
sey.”
The statement, which appeared in the
January 24 edition of the New York Times

- Book Review, was accompanied by

another letter bemoaning the failure to
award the late James Baldwin those same
“keystone” honors. The letter, passionate
and ornate, speaks of a “grief that goes
beyond our sorrow at his death.... We
grieve because we cannot yet assure that
such shame, such national neglect will not
occur again, and then again.”

The documents, both composed
primarily by poet June Jordan with some
assistance from University of Pennsylvania
English professor Houston A. Baker Jr,
were inspired by the outpouring of emo-
tion and regrets expressed at Baldwin's
December 8 memorial service at the
Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New
York City. Baldwin died December | of
stomach cancer in southern France. “How
shall we explain the exile of this man who
wanted to be loved so much at home?”
the letter asks.

The notion that black writers are seldom

granted their due by the white literary es-
tablishment is not a new one. What's new
IS the concerted aggressiveness with

which that establishment is being chal-

tenged. Included among the four dozen
signers of the statement praising Morrison
are writers who seldom find agreement
elsewhere: hard-core socialists like Amiri
Baraka are listed with romantic poets like
Lucille Clifton, feminists {or “womanists”)
like Alice Walker and nationalists tike
Eugene Redmond. “After the letter—I pre-
fer to call it a love poem—was composed
it was forwarded to key peopie in different
parts of the country,” explains Baker. “The
signers were a wide-ranging group, and
the move was absolutely historic and
structure-breaking.”

Black writers, like writers everywhere,

are independent spirits, traditionaltly averse
to group endeavors. But the lonely death
of such a towering figure as Baldwin who,
though widely acknowledged as a writer
of great power and skill, had never re-
ceived a major literary award, provoked
considerable anger among those he influ-
enced most profoundly. It was his treat-
ment by this country’s arbiters of literary
merit that forged this unprecedented unity
of black writers.
Rising expectations: Pulitzer Prize win-
ners will not be announced untit March
31, but Morrison’s lavishly praised new
novel, Beloved, has already lost out in two
of literature’s most prestigious awards (al-
though the book was a finalist for both
honors). The 1987 National Book Award
was presented to Larry Heinemann's Viet-
nam novel Paco’s Story, and Philip Roth’s
The Counteriife won the National Book
Critics Circle Award.
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Is excellence its own reward?

To some, this protest seems somewhat

out of historical sync. After all, black writers
(at least, black fernale wvriters) are currently
riding a wave of popularity. Black poet Rita
Dove won a Pulitzer last year for her book
Thomas and Beulah and Alice Walker won
in 1983 for The Color Purple. Morrison her-
self won the Circle Award 10 years ago
for Song of Solornon, and her other works,
The Bluest Eyes, Sula and Tar Baby have
all been big sellers.
Receptive publishers: What's more,
black writers have seldom found pub-
lishers more receptive than in the last 10
years or so. Works by Gayl Jones, John
Edgar Wideman, Richard Perry, Octavia
Butler, Paule Marshall, Gloria Naylor,
Ntozake Shange, Charles Johnson, Ad-
rienne Kennedy, Toni Cade Bambara,
David Bradley, Jamaica Kincaid and many
others have found their way into print. For
black women writers in particular the last
15 years have been extraordinarily produc-
tive; they are now the dominant voices in
African-American literature.

Just as the black social movement of

the ‘60s became more insistent during a
period of rising expectations, so it is too
with writers. The explosion of published

eloved

works by black authors apparently has
energized and emboldened the African-
American literary community. “The legiti-
mate need for our own critical voice in
relation to our own literature can no longer
be denied,” the 48 signatories note. “We,
therefore, urgently affirm our rightful and
positive authority in the realm of American
letters and, in this prideful context, we do
raise this tribute [to Morrison]...."

Amiri Baraka, who eulogized Baldwin
at the emotional memorial service, says
the statement is an indication of the Afri-
can-American community’s growing con-
fidence and maturity. “Many of us now
realize that it is our duty to register outrage
at the system of white supremacy that con-
sistently devalues our best creative artists.
And more than that, he adds, “we want
to go on record for paying tribute to those
writers we value while they live.”
Endorsing tokenism: Not surprisingly,
these documents have created some con-
troversy. The response of Washington Post
columnist Jonathan Yardley is typical:
“Since the suggestion has been made that
Morrison has failed to win a major prize
because she is black, are we now to under-
stand she should be given one because

™~

she is black?” he asked in a January 26
column. “...However much we may sym-
pathize with their [the signers of the state-
ment] feelings, we must not let this blind
us to the rather less attractive implications
of their protest.”

Yardley argues contrarily that Morrison’s
Beloved has been a great success. Like all
of her other novels, he says, it was the
“recipient of extravagant, indeed exces-
sive, reviews, and spent a number of
weeks on the best-seller lists.” Race,
Yardley adds, has nothing to do with the
giving of awards and “to suggest as much
is nothing except dangerous self-delu-
sion.” But in Yardley's eagerness to defend
the arbiters of literary merit, it is he who
appears deluded. To exclude race as a fac-
tor is to ignore this country’s racist tradi-
tions; even the Washington Post can’t get
away with that.

Black novelist Ishmael Reed also
criticizes the statement, but for completely
different reasons. “To complain about not
getting an award from the white male liter-
ary establishment is to give credence to
tokenism,” Reed contends. “It’s an old co-
lonial ploy to award one exceptional na-
tive to keep the rest of the natives happy.
If they really wanted to do an effective
protest, they could start their own book
awards.

“Those so-called literary awards are ac-
tually set up by representatives of the pub-
lishers and thus they are more concermned
with commercial considerations than with
literary ones,” he adds. “Even self-respect-
ing white authors are abandoning those
phony, award-giving rituals, and it's really
embarrassing to see so many allegedly in-

telligent black writers giving credibility to-
dying institutions. But | guess, for many of
- them, the only Writing they ever do is sign

petitions,” he says. Reed also criticized the

documents’ writing style as “antiquated,

19th-century prose.” .

Reeds’ gripe goes deeper than his objec-
tion to the protest by the 48 writers. He
has passionately argued the view that
there is a literary conspiracy to elevate
black women writers at the expense of
black men. This plot, he contends, is part
of a concerted social effort to isolate and
stigmatize black males as brutish, even
criminal, chauvinists. By Reed’s reckoning,
Alice Walker's The Color Purple was a
major manifesto of this conspiracy, and
won the Pulitzer Prize only to ensure that
it would be widely read.

His 1986 novel, Reckless Eyeballing, was
a thinly disguised attack on Walker,
feminism and the white literary establish-
ment that he contends uses black women
to serve its socio-political purposes. Reed’s
lack of enthusiasm about the statement
praising Morrison has to be considered in
that light.

But Reed’s ulterior motives should not
completely discredit his objections to the
protest letters. For one thing, his criticism
of the writing style is not entirely off base.
Consider the following sentences: “And so
we write, here, hoping not to delay, not
to arrive,-in any way, late with this, our
simple tribute to the seismic character and
beauty of your writing. And furthermore,
in grateful wonder at the advent of Be-
loved, your most recent gift to our commu-
nity, our country, our CONscience, our Cour-
age flourishing as it grows, we here record
our pride, our respect and our appreciation
for the treasury of your findings and inven-
tions.”

Say what? ]



