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profits and executive salaries), but they’ve also cut corners by
skimping on staffing, supplies and care. A Consumer Reports
survey of nursing homes last summer ranked most for-profit
chains near the bottom in quality. Also, cost-cutting and
understaffing contributed to a 55 percent increase in occupa-
tional injury and illness for nursing-home workers between
1983 and 1993, making it twice as dangerous as the average
private-sector job, worse even than in the construction or
manufacturing sectors.

Unions have been successfully organizing nursing-home
workers despite the hardball anti-union tactics employed
by for-profits and not-for-profits alike. Still, less than 15
percent of nursing-home workers belong to unions, and
more than half of them are with SEIU. As part of its Digni-
ty, Rights and Respect campaign, the union hopes to
improve wages, benefits, training, security and workloads
for employees, thereby creating career-oriented workers
who will have more rewarding employment and will be
able to provide better care.

The union recently won breakthrough victories at two big
chains, GranCare and the Sun Healthcare Group, bringing
SEIU closer to its goal of setting stronger regional and
national standards in negotiations. It is embroiled in a similar
battle in California with Hillhaven, the nation’s second
largest chain, and soon, in coordination with the Food and
Commercial Workers, SEIU will take on Beverly Enterprises,
the country’s biggest chain,

SEIU has prepared for these contract showdowns over
several years. The union carefully coordinated the timing of
negotiations at its facilities so that two-thirds of its 900 nurs-
ing-home contracts would expire this year. That allowed

SEIU to apply more
unified negotiating
pressure on nursing-
home operators. (The
union hopes to estab-
lish national standards
for contract issues such
as worker retraining,
union recognition and
employee input, says
David Snapp, SEIU’s
national nursing-home
campaign director. But
because states establish
Medicaid reimburse-
ment rates, the union
intends to establish
uniform wages only for
each state.)

The GranCare con-
tract, which covers
workers in Michigan,
Wisconsin and Cali-
fornia, dramatically
moves toward nation-

al standards. “It’s the
single most important
victory in our nursing-
home division” in many

their latest campaign. years, according to Sal
I Rosselli, the president of
SEIU’s big San Francisco health care local. The contract
provides workers an industry rarity, pensions, which will
be paid by the company into the union’s pension fund. As
an experiment in several facilities, GranCare will also pay
for a patient-care representative—chosen by the union—to
help solve problems of staffing and quality of care. Seeking
to use its bargaining power to help organize the unorga-
nized, the union got the company to agree to a “code of
conduct” that limits anti-union activity and ensures union
access to workers in organizing drives. The company also
agreed to accept the results of expedited representation
elections. These elections will not overseen by the National
Labor Relations Board, which means that balloting won’t
be subject to the legal delays that companies often exploit
in labor-board elections.

In contract negotiations with several smaller companies,
SEIU persuaded employers to recognize the union immedi-
ately if a majority of workers in a facility simply signs union
cards; those agreements also press employers to remain neu-
tral in organizing drives. “Using the power of organized
workers to circumvent legal restrictions on workers and to
counter the boss’s power is extremely important,” says Paul
Kumar, the political director of SEIU’s New England Local
1199N. “This is a cornerstone of future organizing.”

Though workers in the unorganized homes show strong

SEIU leaders have made the
quality of care in nursing

homes a leading issue in
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interest in unions, it is tough to win an initial contract—or a

i better contract later—targeting one facility at a time. Nurs-

SUbscrl e ing-home workers have little traditional union power, since

employers can quickly replace most of them if they strike.

SEIU has mobilized workers at all the chains this year for

tO possible full-scale strikes, but so far it has called only selec-
tive, one-day strikes.

Primarily, the union has had to rely on other tactics.
' Among those employed at GranCare were workplace
demonstrations of solidarity. Union members refused to

¢

participate in an “appreciation” lunch since the company
neglected to show its appreciation in the contract. And at
one facility, the union conducted a “work-in,” with 100
union members protesting understaffing by showing up to
volunteer their services. Recently, SEIU sponsored a free-
dom train ride with Jesse Jackson from Sacramento to
San Francisco that picked up hundreds of Hillhaven
workers along the way for a final rally in support of
workers at five homes on a one-day strike. Hillhaven
retaliated by permanently replacing about 20 strikers,
most of whom were rank-and-file leaders, according to
the union. The company also locked out 60 other work-
ers. Local 250 responded immediately with protests
directed at Hillhaven management.
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Republican Medicaid cuts will put new pressure on the
industry, workers and the union, but cuts may also give
workers new incentives to organize. “No one in their right
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ESRAEL

Aftershocks of

Vitzhak Rabin’s
death won’t
change much in
the Middle
[Last—and the
subculture of
violence that
spawned the
murder may
still go

unchecked.

By Benny Morris
JERUSALEM

2n assassination

espite the tremendous
shock and massive outpour-
ing of grief that have con-
vulsed Israel in the wake of
the November 4 assassina-
tion of Prime Minister
Yitzhak Rabin, the troubled
course of the Israeli-Pales-
tinian peace process seems
unlikely to change. To be
sure, many short-term signs
suggest that the assassina-
tion may have shifted politi-
cal opinion back toward the
Labor camp and the cause
of peace. Many Israelis have
made the remembrance of
Rabin an occasion to draw
together in mournful intro-
spection. More than one-
fifth of the country’s popu-
lation filed past his body as
it lay in state in the Knesset
plaza or paid respects to the
cortege leading to Rabin’s
grave site on Mount Herzl.
The Kings of Israel Square
in Tel Aviv where Rabin
was shot has already been
renamed Yitzhak Rabin
Square; and thousands of
young Israelis, between the
ages of 10 and 20, contin-

ued to hold vigils there and outside Rabin’s
homes in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem for more
than a week after the assassination.

Yet the assassination and its aftermatch
probably will not alter the landscape of
Israeli politics. The peace process with the
Arab states and the PLO—the focus of
Rabin’s government and the central theme of
Isrzeli history this decade—will likely contin-
ue undeterred. Negotiations with Syria will
proceed as planned. In the coming months,
the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) will gradually
withdraw from the West Bank’s main cities
and, shortly afterward, the Palestinians will
hold general clections. Israel and the Pales-
tinians will begin negotiating (probably in
May 1996) a final peace settlement.

The Labor government moved with alacrity
to resolve many of the immediate questions
raised by Rabin’s murder. The refashioned
cabinet, under the leadership of former For-
eign Minister and one-time Prime Minister
Shimon Peres, will, if anything, be slightly

more dovish in composition than its predecessor. The govern-
ment will remain in its full four-year term of office, with gen-
eral elections o be held as scheduled next November.

In many respecis, the assassination of Rabin bears com-
parison with that of President Anwar Sadat of Egypt, who
was gunned down by Islamic fundamentalists in Cairo in
1981. Sadai was murdered in part because he had signed
peace agreements with Israel, bringing to an end the bel-
ligerence that had characterized Israeli-Egyptian relations
since Israel’s founding in 1948. Rabin was murdered
because he—and Peres—had recognized the PLO and pro-
moted the peace process.

Many Israelis who had opposed the Egypt accords had
argued in the late *70s that Israel should not give up the
Sinai peninsula in exchange for peace and that the Egyptians
could not be trusted, even if Sadat himself could. The
moment he was removed from the scene, the argument
went, his successors would tear up the treaty and Israel
would have neither peace nor land to show for it. But
Egyptian and Middle Eastern history confounded these dire
forecasts. Sadat’s successor, President Hosni Mubarak,
stuck to the letter of the agreement, and peace, sometimes
lukewarm, sometimes chilly, but peace nonetheless, has gov-
erned relations between the two countries ever since.

The upcoming elections, more than any realignment
spurred by the assassination, will decide the future contours
of the Israeli political scene. Between now and next Novem-
ber, any number of events—bus-bombings by Muslim ter-
rorists, for example, or the start of final-stage negotiations
with the PLO—could dramatically sway minds and votes.
At best, the assassination may have lastingly tilted lefrward
some portion of the 10 percent or so of Israeli voters who
traditionally have floated between left and right.
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But any such electoral gain on Labor’s part will most like-
ly be counterbalanced by the loss of its greatest electoral
asset, Yitzhak Rabin. Peres today may enjoy more popularity
than when he led Labor to defeat in successive elections in
1977, 1981, 1984 and 1988. But he will probably never have
Rabin’s electoral appeal. Rabin inspired a great deal of trust
among Israelis. His distinguished military record projected a
core sense of no-nonsense devotion to Israel’s security that no
right-wing politician was able to challenge or undermine.

Precisely for this reason, in fact, Peres will probably try to
emulate Rabin’s course in setting both the substantive terms
of the peace and the pace of its implementation.
In order to “sell” the upcoming peace moves to
the Israeli public and to secure the re-election of
the Labor government next year, Peres must
appear to be moving toward peace in measured,
ultra-careful strides rather than in a headlong,
conciliatory rush. Above all, he must not appear
“soft” on the Arabs or “weak,” a sure-fire
recipe for electoral disaster.

In the long term, Rabin’s assassination is
unlikely to move any hearts or minds among the
politicians, party activists and supporters of the
opposition. The allegiance of these opposition
forces covers a wide spectrum on the right: from
the Likud and its sister parties—Tzomet (mean-
ing “crossroads,” led by Greater Israel supporter
and Reserves General Rafael Eitan), the Nation-
al Religious Party (NRP) and Moledet (meaning “home-
land, led by Reserves General Rehavam Ze’evi) to the fanat-
ical and semi-fanatical extraparliamentary factions and
movements. Rabin’s assassin, Yigal Amir, and his accom-
plices emerged from this latter grouping, which includes
Gush Emunim (“the bloc of the faithful”), Zo Artzenu
(“This is our country”), Eyal (an acronym for Irgun Yehudi
Leumi, or the National Jewish organization), and Kahane
Hai (“Kahane Lives”). Right-wing opponents of the peace
may harbor some remorse over the destructive form, but not
the ideological content, of Amir’s action: Activists on the
right will continue to believe and preach—as Amir does—
that the peace process is leading to the creation of a Palestin-
ian state in the West Bank and to withdrawal from the
Golan Heights that will endanger Israel’s existence.

To be sure, the right will probably temper many of its
harsher political pronouncements and utterances in the
coming months. Indeed, the Israeli police and judicial
authorities have already begun a crackdown against the
unrestrained, hate-filled rhetoric that allowed Amir and his
friends to feel that they were merely carrying out the popu-
lar—as well as the divine—will. No longer will right-wing
crowds be able to chant “Rabin (Peres) is a murderer,”
“Rabin (Peres) is a traitor” and hold aloft placards showing
Israeli ministers in Nazi dress while Likud, Tzomet, the
NRP and Moledet leaders look on approvingly and offer
their own singular contributions.

Likewise, many of the right’s more confrontational

actions may be reined in, at least in the short term. No
longer, one assumes, will the police and the IDF allow West
Bank (Judea and Samaria) settlers and their supporters to
run riot against Arabs in downtown Hebron, illegally squat
on West Bank hillsides, block traffic on Israel’s highways or
harass peace-supporting MKs, as they have done freely dur-
ing the past two years.

Nevertheless, crackdowns seem unlikely to reverse the
startling deterioration of Israeli political debate. The differ-
ences of opinion over vital, indeed existential, questions,
remain deep. Since the 1993 Oslo accords, Israeli politics

has suffered an extreme lack of
restraint and absence of civi-
lized discourse, especially on the
part of the right. In their efforts
to derail the peace process and
EEE— bring down the government,

right-wing politicians have
mounted a systematic campaign in the Knesset and in pub-
lic rallies to delegitimize the main coalition parties, Labor
and Meretz, their policies and their leaders—in short, to
delegitimize the government. Likud leaders Binyamin
Netanyahu, Yitzhak Shamir and Ariel Sharon, Moledet
leader Rehav’am Ze’evy, Tzomet leader Rafael Eitan and
Mafdel leader Zevulun Hammer all participated in this
incitement, variously branding Rabin and his government
“criminals,” “Nazis,” “Quislings,” and likening them to
Ernest Bevin (the reputedly anti-Semitic British foreign sec-
retary from 1945-1951), the collaborationist Vichy regime
of World War II and the Judenrat (the Jewish committees
in the ghettos of Nazi-occupied Europe that cooperated
with the Nazis).

Most Israeli commentators agree that this rhetoric of
delegitimization and “criminalization”-has helped forge
the mindset of Amir and his co-conspirators. But this
analysis obscures more potent and direct influences on
their action—a tradition of illegal political activism and a
group of spiritual mentors who mapped out religious justi-
fications for political extremism.

The hate-filled rhetoric of
the Israeli right helped
prepare the ground for

Rabin’s assassination.
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Amir and his friends were educated in the national reli-
gious school system—Amir attended the Kerem DeYavne
yeshiva and Bar Ilan University—that was, and remains, the
seedbed of Gush Emunim, the settler movement that heralds
the continued growth of “Greater Israel.” Here, teachers
and rabbis brought home the message that fealty to the
Land of Israel is the supreme divine command, outweighing
all other imperatives, including “Thou shalt not kill.” Here
the young Amir and his friends learned that the Law of God
(“Halacha™) is more important than the Law of Man, that
God, rather than the state, must be obeyed. Whole schools
of rabbis brought up in this system taught, advised and
preached to a generation of disaffected Israelis, interpreting
the Halacha in a narrow, ultranationalist manner.

Throughout the late *60s and *70s, Gush Emunim contin-
uously broke the law in its campaign to set up Jewish settle-
ments on the West Bank. The Labor-led governments of the
day, under prime ministers Eshkol, Meir and Rabin, contin-
uously bent to their will, and the settlements grew and mul-
tiplied. During the *80s, even though the Likud-led govern-
ment of Menachem Begin promoted settlement, groups of
settlers seeking to counter the growth of Palestinian nation-
alism set up the Jewish “Underground,” a terrorist organi-
zation that murdered a handful of Arab students in Hebron,
severely injured a number of Arab mayors of West Bank
towns and planned to blow up the mosques on the Temple
Mount in order to facilitate the construction of the Third
Temple in Jerusalem. These terrorists were eventually
caught—but successive Israeli justice ministers and presi-
dents commuted their sentences and pardoned them. Within
sixx years of committing multiple murders, none of the con-
victed “Underground” members was in jail.

The return of Labor to power in 1992, together with the
news of the Israel-PLO negotiations, triggered a renewed
campaign of Jewish terrorism against Arabs in the West
Bank—in large part a reaction to Arab terrorism against
Jews—as well as a sustained effort to vilify the government.
The settlers and their supporters, with rabbinical sanction,
almost daily broke the law in attacks on Arabs and Arab
property, and continuously mounted illegal demonstrations
in the Occupied Territories and in Israel proper.

The most important milestone in this longer buildup to
the assassination was probably last February’s slaughter of
some 30 Arab worshipers in the Mosque of Abraham (the
Tomb of the Patriarchs) by another religious, right-wing
fanatic, the American-born Baruch Goldstein. The subse-
quent failure of the government to crack down on the Israeli
right’s lunatic fringe only aggravated the climate of extrem-
ism. Indeed, with official sanction, the settler movement
turned Goldstein’s grave in the Hebron Jewish suburb of
Kiryat Arba into a lavish memorial and point of pilgrimage.

Since then, rabbinic support for anti-government agita-
tion has grown more strident. Less than a year ago, a con-
vocation of the rabbis of Judea, Samaria and the Gaza Dis-
trict issued a ruling (psak balacha) calling on 1IDF soldiers to
disobey orders to evacuate settlements or camps in the West

Bank. In another, secret ruling five months ago 11 (or more)
rabbis gave a green light to the assassination of Rabin and
Peres by agreeing that their fate should be that of rodef (one
who hunis 2 Jew in order to kill him) or mosser (one who
hands over Jews or parts of the Land of Israel to non-Jews).
Less than two months ago, a number of rabbis and Kabbal-
ists issued and published a curse (pulsa de’nura) against
Rabin, calling for his murder and consigning his soul to
utter darkness. It is likely that Amir personally, or directly
through one of his co-conspirators, received sanction for the
planned assassination from one or more rabbis.

This national-religious tradition of lawlessness clearly
dovetails with an older tradition of right-wing “Revisionist”
terrorism that dogged the Yishuv and Israel from the °30s
through the *50s. Revisionist Zionists formed the right wing
of the Zionist movement, countering its predominantly
socialist leadership. In 1948, the Revisionist movement
became the Herut party, led by Menachem Begin; in the
1980s, Herut changed its name to the Likud.

Revisionist Zionists may have murdered the director of
the Jewish Agency’s political department, Chaim Arlosoroff,
back in 1933 (in the end, no one was convicted). They cer-
tainly murdered hundreds of Arab pedestrians (and occa-
sionally Jews) in terrorist campaigns in the late *30s and
*40s. Occasionally they committed, or tried to commit, acts
of terrorism after the establishment of the state (one Likud
MK, Don Shilansky, tried to plant a2 bomb in the Foreign
Ministry in Jerusalem in reaction to improving German-
Jewish relations; other Revisionist supporters killed Dr.
Israel Kastner, 2 Hungarian Judenrat member and Labor
Party official, in 1957).

In 1983, another right-winger, Yona Avrushmi (who has
since turned religious), threw a grenade into a Peace Now
demonstration in Jerusalem protesting the Lebanon war.
One demonstrator, Emile Greenzweig, was killed, and 10
were wounded; Avrushmi received a life sentence. (It’s
worth noting that Avrushmi, like Amir, is 2 Sephardi Jew;
both of their crimes highlight an important, but little-dis-
cussed, tension between Israel’s Sephardim, who are dispro-
portionately represented in the Israeli working class and fre-
quently complain of ethnic discrimination, and the Ashke-
nazi elite who make up much of the leadership of the Labor
Party and the peace movement.)

Ironically, Israel’s subculture of political violence has bur-
geoned at a time when it was much on the mind of “Kaf,”
the now much-criticized head of the Shin Bet, Israel’s security
service. In 1990, Kaf submitted an M.A. dissertation to
Haifa University on the roots of right-wing terrorism that
briefly discussed the possibility of a lone fanatic assassinating
a leader and thereby sparking a civil war. In Israel, however,
the specter of civil war lingers deep in the polity; it settled in
long before Rabin’s death and will continue to haunt the
country through the final stages of the peace negotiations.
Benny Morris is 2 historian at Hebrew University in Jerusalem. He
is the author of The 8irth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem, 1947-
19489, Israel’s Border Wars and, most recently, 1948 and After.
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The senior circuit

By Robert Westbrook
Studs Terkel has been talking with those unwilling to go

quietly. “This is no time to relax,” says veteran envi-

ronmentalist David Brower, now 79. “They say you’ve
reached the retirement age, but if you’re this old, damn well,
there’s no real reason to retire and to be put on the shelf and
forget what you’ve spent all this time learning.” Brower is
one of 70 Americans over the age of 70 who tell their stories
to Terkel (himself now 83) in Coming of Age, the latest in
his extraordinary series of oral histories. Nearly all of
Terkel’s respondents share Brower’s view of retirement, if,
sometimes it seems, little else.

Unlike the best of Terkel’s books—Hard Times (1970),
Working (1974) and “The Good War” (1984)—Coming of
Age lacks a clear historical or topical focus. The result is a
set of disparate memories and reflections that fail to hang
together very well. Terkel admits that all of his subjects
share only a lengthy life span and an obstinate determina-
tion to hang onto it, which is hardly grounds for much of a
collective sensibility. He assembles his interviews into four
parts of no discernible cohesion and divides these parts into
chapters along more or less occupational lines, a category
that seems merely convenient.

There is, to be sure, a great deal of common ground
among some of those whose voices are heard here, for they
are battle-scarred soldiers of the struggle to build the modest
American welfare state currently under demolition. They
include in their number labor organizers, environmentalists,
reform politicians, radical priests and ministers, pioneering
proponents of gay and lesbian rights, and veterans of
decades of struggle against racism. These respondents sub-
scribe to the “credo and recipe for longevity” of 92-year-old
Robert St. John: “Continue to harass all establishments.”
And like Kentucky gadfly Joe Begley, they are determined
that “the last flicker of my life will be against something
that I don’t think has to be.” Yet to this dominant chorus,
Terkel adds the strains of corporate lawyers, investment
bankers, public relations pitchmen and homicide detectives.
He even includes a relentlessly upbeat Iowa businessman,
Russell Knapp, who thinks “we live in the most wonderful
time in history,” and a wealthy nonagenarian of no identifi-
able occupation, Margot Jacoby, who allows as how she
“never in my life mixed with another class of people ... with

people I considered inferior.” Perhaps these two interviews
are here to remind us that we need not necessarily respect
the views of our elders.

One is never sure what sort of questions Terkel asks of
his conversation partners, for he rarely reveals them. But in
this case, the perfunctory questions one can glimpse between
the lines—such as “What is your average day like these
days?” or “Are you religious?”—elicit few memorable
responses. As Terkel says, his subjects “are, in a sense, living
repositories of our past,” yet the historical memories offered
here are fragmentary and fleeting. Terkel is right to worry
that Americans are suffering from “a national Alzheimer’s
disease,” and to lament, in particular, the truncated histori-
cal sense of the young. But if you are searching for a gift for
youthful amnesiacs, you would best put a copy of “The
Good War” in their hands. It remains Terkel’s masterpiece.

Nonetheless, Coming of Age is not without considerable
rewards. Many of these old folks are sharp observers of the
changes that have transformed American society in their life-
time, and few are as sanguine as Russell Knapp is about
what they see. For example, no teacher can fail to register the
aptness of the observations of Timuel Black, who says of his
students: “When I look at their basic skills, reading, writing,
and even in conversation, they are much more limited than
they were when I first started teaching [in 1952]. ... They talk
in short, curt sentences. They write, even if legibly, in phrases
that are short, vague, and often not to the point.”

Even the Republicans Terkel talks with lament the col-
lapse of workplace solidarity, institutional loyalties and civil
society. Charles A. Bane, a one-time partner in a prestigious
Chicago law firm who lost his pension in an unfortunate
merger, comments perceptively on the cruel effects of corpo-
rate downsizing: “When my son started in the banking busi-
ness in Palm Beach, he was put on a six-month consulting
basis. Somewhere along the line it was suggested that he be
put on as a one-month consul- —
tant. That’s not very far
removed from being hired day
to day as a laborer. ‘Consul-
tant’ is just a title for someone
doing an employee’s work
without the benefits.”

Many of Terkel’s subjects
are bewildered by technologi-
cal change, and they can be
forceful in expressing their
concerns about an increasingly
“virtual” reality. Painter Jacob
Lawrence lovingly fingers a

collection of hand tools and ocfog:l l:gC(::f;:ug; g;‘e.rit:g
reflects on the loss of tactility yypsve Lived It

in computer art. “Some stu- By Studs Terkel

dents feel good about not The New Press

coming into contact with a 468 pp., $25

canvas or paper,” he says.
“It’s done by machine. ...
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Hammer? Chisel? Feel of the hairs of a brush? They don’t
want to be accused by their peers of succumbing to this
human thing: touch.” In similar fashion, Dr. Quentin
Young offers a brilliant tour of the postwar transformation
of American medicine, and laments the manner in which
doctors have grown literally out of touch with their patients.
As he puts it, “When you look at the lab sheet, you avoid
the laying on of hands. If you approach a doctor-in-training
program today and ask him how Mrs. Smith is doing, he’ll
instinctively go to the computer and punch up the latest lab
stuff. ‘Did she have a good night’s sleep? Is that pain in her
chest different?’ ‘Oh, I didn’t check that.” Distant? You bet.”

The crisis of the American labor movement looms large
in this book, reflecting Terkel’s own center of gravity (even
though he twice misidentifies the IWW as the “International
Workers of the World”). He himself rages about an
encounter with a yuppie couple at a Chicago bus stop who
greet his appreciative anticipation of Labor Day with the
curt assurance that they “loathe unions.” Terkel’s
response—a vigorous lecture on their unwitring debt to
those union men and women who fought for the eight-hour
day—elicits only the stricken flight of the youngsters. Ernest
Goodman, a Detroit labor lawyer, sums up a century of
struggle, accomplishment and defeat as he looks out upon
the grim vacancy of Cadillac Square. “The emptiness of
Cadillac Square is a metaphor for the changes that have
taken place in our economy and society,” he observes. “See
the old County Building at the end of the square? It was
built in 1898. There is a stool in front of it, so the person
standing on it could exercise free speech. Trying to exercise
that right, you’d get arrested as easily as not. After all the
battles were over, the tool remained as a symbol: the stool
on which you could stand and speak to the masses below.
But there are no masses anymore. There’s nobody. In 1930,
free speech had a hard time. Now there’s plenty of freedom
of speech—if you want to address an empty square.”

Despite this bleak prospect, few of the left-wing elders
here are prepared to throw in the towel. Though very few
would trade places with the young, fewer still are inclined to
write off their children and grandchildren, and many remain
participants with their juniors in a wide range of local
activism. Farm labor organizer Jessie de la Cruz speaks for
many in the book when she remarks that “You get older
and you realize there are many things you can do besides
just staying home, besides feeling sorry for yourself. There is
always something to do, no matter what age, as long as you
can get up and walk and talk. There’s always hope.”

Even though material such as this is clearly meant to
rouse the battle-worn troops of the left, a few of the best
interviews in the book have little to do with politics. Occa-
sionally, when asked to reflect on aging and dying, Terkel’s
subjects offer something other than a quick recital of the lat-
est word from their doctor or time-worn clichés about
death, and one catches a glimpse of the much different book
Terkel might have composed had he been as interested in
such matters as in the legacy of the American left.

I W

The finest of these off-beat interviews is that with Sophia
Mumford, the 94-year-old widow of Lewis Mumford, in
whose shadow she lived most of her life. Mumford’s
remarks are a moving reflection on the experience of those
who live private lives and who, as a consequence, are able to
live on beyond their mortal lives, not in the public record
like her husband but in the frailer memories of those among
the living with whom they have shared their lives. She opens
by saying that she “never thought about being remem-
bered,” but it soon becomes apparent that being remem-
bered is precisely what concerns her. Until she was in her
70s, she tells us, “I honestly thought of myself as a second-
rate person. I didn’t have the oomph. I wasn’t the sort of
woman men made a pass at. Men never did. Not when I
was young and not when I was old. They accepted me, as a
friend. I was treated nicely, but I wasn’t a sex object ever.
And that was a black mark.”

Among the men who shared this assessment was Lewis
Mumford, if his most recent biographer, Donald Miller, is
to be believed, and I suspect Sophia Mumford has used her
interview with Terkel to convey something of the extraordi-
nary affection and partnership she and her husband shared,
despite his sexual wanderings, which Miller has documented
in graphic detail. “When Lewis came into my life,” she
recalls, “conversation, good conversation, became part of
our natural selves. It wasn’t just talk, it was an exciting back
and forth. ... We read poetry out loud. We read novels.” But
conversation is evanescent, and as Mumford told her, “No
one is ever going to know the amount of intellectual stimu-
lation you gave me.” And, with Mumford’s death, the one
person whose memory could take the sting from this “acco-
lade” was gone. No wonder she then “felt there was no
sense of my being here,” a sense that has passed only with
new friendships with young people eager to share in her
own memories and keep them, and her, alive.

Near the end of her interview, Mumford offers a
poignant meditation on the death of her son, Geddes, killed
on the battlefield in World War II at age 19. Like many of
Terkel’s subjects, she has outlived one or more of her chil-
dren, yet she is among the few who have much to say about
what this might mean. “When I'm dead,” she says, “there
will be nobody who knew my son to carry his essence on.
Those of us who remember him will be gone. That’s the only
time in which immortality, or the lack of it, troubles me.”

If for most of us it is private memory that provides what-
ever measure of immortality we hope for, we must nonethe-
less be aware that memory is a fickle guardian of the past.
That is why even the best oral history—and Studs Terkel’s is
among the best—must be greeted with a measure of skepti-
cism, lest we confuse memory and history. We would do
well to remember that those who consent to such interviews
are, like Sophia Mumford, not only trying to recover the
past but also to craft an epitaph. 4
Robert Westbrook is a professor of history at the University of
Rochester and the author of John Dewey and American Democracy
(Comell University Press, 1992).
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The god that flailed

By James Weinstein

and the opening of many closely guarded archives, a

spate of specialized histories, memoirs and documen-
tary collections has appeared. Some, such as The Unquiet
Ghost, Adam Hochschild’s gripping account of Stalin’s
victims and victimizers (see ITT, April 4, 1994), are acces-
sible to the non-specialist, and must reading. Others, such
as David Holloway’s Stalin and the Bomb (see ITT,
March 6, 1995) and Stephen Kotkin’s Magnetic Moun-
tain, Stalinism as a Civilization, are comprehensive
accounts of their subjects that provide fascinating details
and important insights into the contradictory nature of the
Soviet experience. Still others, such as Pavel Sudoplatov’s
Special Tasks, offer a useful peek into the bureaucratic
mind and culture of Stalin’s Soviet Union.

All these books, and even ideological exercises in Cold
War self-congratulation—or simplistic Soviet demoniza-
tion—such as Peter Schweitzer’s Viciory, tell us something
useful about the nature of this century’s most important his-
torical experience. But none makes sense of the rise and fall
of what Soviet leaders liked to call “real existing socialism.”
That task has been left to Moshe Lewin, whose most recent
work, Russia/USSR/Russia, brilliantly elucidates how Stalin-
ism and then the bureaucratic Soviet state developed—and
why it ultimately collapsed. I know of no history that can
match Lewin’s analysis of this unique social experiment in
its many heroic and tragic dimensions.

In the most general sense, Lewin sees Soviet history as a
richly complex process of forced transition from a near-
feudal peasant society to a predominantly industrial urban
one. Realizing that awesome ambition took a mere 40
years, but it was achieved at a terrible cost. And by the
1960s, when the goal was reached, the reasons for the
Soviet Union’s eventual collapse from within had already
become apparent.

Lewin’s narrative is driven by two underlying ideas, the
first theoretical (or ideological), the second historical. In his
introductory chapter, he states flatly that from day one
“socialism had no chance” in Russia because “the condi-
tions were not ripe for it.” Lenin and the other Russian rev-
olutionary leaders understood this, Lewin explains, because
their initial ideology was “German-made.” To them, as to
Marx, this meant that capitalism prepared the ground for
socialism. It did so by exploding the traditional feudal rela-

I n the four years since the collapse of the Soviet Union

tions that blocked modern development, for without the
urban markets, class systems and the struggles for democra-
cy that were characteristic of capitalism, socialism was
unimaginable. In this sense, as Lewin notes in the title of one
chapter, “Russian socialists firmly believed in capitalism.”

Even so, as early as 1880, Marx and Engels speculated
that the weakness of the tsarist state might allow Russian
socialists to seize power in order to act as a catalyst for pro-
letarian revolution in the West. And in 1917, Lenin adopted
this notion to convince his comrades to act. Lewin concedes
that the Bolshevik initiative can be seen as “premature,” and
that by leading the Communist coup, Lenin could be
accused of causing a “catastrophe.” But Lewin maintains
that the logic of this critique ignores the actual historical sit-
uation the Communists faced. Coup or no coup, catastro-
phe was already in the cards in 1917. It had been brought
about first by tsarism’s collapse, “almost of its own
weight,” and then, later that same year, by the Provisional
government’s fall in much the same manner.

When the Bolsheviks prepared to seize power, Lewin tells
us, Lenin still believed that the “most realistic scenario for
Russia™ was to replicate a “version of the ‘bourgeois democ-
ratic revolution’ that had brought or was pushing developed
countries into a democratic era.” Unfortunately, however,
the Provisional government’s inability to establish political
democracy made *he chances for such a scenario slim indeed.
The Bolsheviks, as a result, seized power almost by default.

By 1921, the Bolsheviks had managed to win the civil
war in Russia and to hold onto power—though they
incurred extraordinary casualties in the process. But the
New Communist International had failed to spread the rev-
olution to the West, and the Bolsheviks were left alone to
govern a country devoid of the social prerequisites for the
society they envisioned.

Indeed, Russia was far more backward, and its situation
far more desperate, than Lenin
could have foreseen in 1917.
The suffering of the peasants
during the civil war, Lewin
tells us, entailed a social retreat
throughout the vas