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Introduction

“Everylthing or nothing: all of us or none.”
— Bertol! Brecht

Bruce Boone and | conceived the idea for a politics and wrilers conference in the spring of 1980
and sent a letter to some 30 writers of various ethnic and aesthetic viewpoints seeking feedback
One third of those queried replied We then wrote a second letter calling for a planning meeting
Al this session | was decided an “open’ of public meeling should be held in the fall, Over 30 writers
attended. John Curl was elected conference coordinator and inlergsied persons signed up on
committees: Agenda, Finance. Publicily and Logistics. Each commillee elected a chairperson who
along with Curl, constituted the Conferance Steering Commuttee The conference was sponsored by
no one political or aesthelic group but arose democratically from the interest and energy of many
independent groups and individuals

From October to December, the Agenda Commiltee me!l biweekly 1o decide on (a) overall
structure and purpose, and (b who would be asked 10 lead workshops and panels. As many previous
sugyeabiitis ds pussible were incrrpesated  Disputes and deadinerd yntps agie nol uncommaon
but compromises were worked oul 16 The commillae’'s general satisfaction If firs! choice panelists
were unavailable, we sought others representing similar viewpoints and constituencies From
December on, the Steering Committee then meal weekly. All conference meetings were open and
often were attended by outside inlerested persons

The purpose of the conference was threefold. We hoped for aclive participation from all sectors
of the Leftist writing communily. We hoped the conference topics and structure would lead from
grassrools experience and concerns to wider and deeper historical and theoretical understandings
We hoped an ongoing organization or alliance might deveiop oul of the confereance. While we
perceived the conference as an sducational even!, we hoped an activist sense of Leftist unity
might also be fostered.

Over 300 persons of all ages, gender and ethnic background attended al least some part of
the two-day conference. Faced with a newly-elecled Reagan Administration, enthusiasm and a
unanimous sense of urgency about the need for Left unity ran high. The main disagreemenls,
as the following transcripls show, centered on how Lo achieve this unity. Some felt we should align
according to previous political formulations and models. Advocates of this approach stressed
Internationalism and the need to see class oppression as fundamental. Feminists, gays and many
ethnic writers felt racial and sexual oppression mus! be viewed as co-equal concerns and thal
no true Left unity could be forged without this understanding Others maintained still different
positions. The central dynamic, however, hinged on debate between the first two groups.

This conflict of views should not be wondered at as it mirrors current political debate internationally,
particularly in Europe. As imperialism has moved into the subjective realms of information technology,
media and advertising, and as an Increasing segment of the work force in advanced industrial
countries has shifted into high tech, bureaucratic and service jobs, a growing awareness of political
semiotics and a sense of “the political as personal” has developed. This awareness was alluded o
by writers as diverse as Robert Chrisman, Judy Grahn and Ron Silliman on the panels and was
discussed in several workshops. Since these developments are just beginning to be addressed and
have not yet reached definitive formulation, It is not surprising that easy solulions eluded our grasp
MNavertheless, lhe dispute is of cenlral and critical importance as can be seen in how it later emerged
in the Union of Left Writers

One of the great benefits of the conference—besides getling wrilers to think about the politics of
their lives and work in general—was thal so many writers of diverse communities came together,
some for the first time. For many, Informal discussion outside paneis and workshops was the
conference highpoint. | would hope future conferences might aliow more time tor such discussion,
perhaps even setting aside a workshop period where all altending could meet in small groups to
discuss their own writing. Another criticism is that greater emphasis should be placed an participants
sharing in responsibility for childcare, Bul despite mistakes, major steps in the right direction were



¥ |

was the consensus of our conference questionnaire and of subsequent conference
:::;r;s.l::gti?sming 81 The Black Scholar, July B1 Gay Community News, March BL C.‘tyhﬂarr.; :.l:g:z.;:?s,
Spring 81 Contact Il, March 81 National Guardian, March 81 Noe Valley News, March 3, 8 I

h 81 Poetry Flash).

Trir:: f:é E:r:;:erenca pler:ary aa;slon, the Steering Committee’s proposal for an ungolr;g Le:: ::.r‘bit:r:
group (see appendix) was unanimously endorsed. Fifty persons attended the first !wa al‘tactlg
but attendance declined during lengthy discussions on a statement of purpose, diacu?s e?n;;hat dn-eg
earlier disputes at the conference itself. Should the group be an alliance or a un on il does
fighting racism, sexism and homophobia rn:ar:st_llj..r mean an!:! how serious was the gr:up 5 ::-::-m el
to these struggles? Several successful political benefits were _sponsored by tie Un Dn'rrad K
Translation Committee put out a fine newsletter, but a split in the organization occu i
a conference review in Contact Il. Several Union members objected to what thnaaw.II 5Ewl ast wrltn'
sexist and homophobic™ stereotyping in the review and a motion was made for the Un fi:uln :d s
a letter to Contact Il criticizing it. Although the motion passed, heated discussion continu G
two mesetings later, the motion was overruled. At this point a major split in the group occurred,

subsequent splits.
m';’%“:ig::y dlvisigﬁs are not necessarily bad. Lessons may be learned from 1hemtar;:l rpg;s;?s
involved can later regroup with an even greater understanding and nummnmﬁn : A ? fg bee!rr{
| believe Leftists must be more sensitive about reductionist tendencies than has.r ara bﬂl o ink
the case. Stereotypic language is objectionable because it “re.'i‘:lucgs ;:ana to urlI atr?ra nealsughe
and categories of victimization. Terms such as “fascism,” “racism” and “'sex sr:n ca;mm pos
reductive if not precisely used and explained. It's been noted that. oppressors o ta?n e
exploit such conflicts to wreck Leftist unity. At the same time, no one can nglree o c;; A 0::155
of unity that deny the validity of their own struggles or that assign these atn.;gg E:m ra:; b
of minor importance. We on the Left must forge stronger bonds of trust among Dutr ctivé
bonds based on mutual respect and support as well as openness 1o well-intentioned, constru
criticism., S

nel and workshop at the conference was to be tape recorded. Unfortunately, som
weE:Bpr;rFt,ﬁr inaudible or ran out before the conclusion of discussion. V‘i!hﬂrﬂ nacessar',rr.‘ u;ada:::{a:g
participants to write a summary of their remarks. We also wanted to include as muﬁad t-.; it
discussion as possible but condensation was necessary. Most transcripts have beerhad it
half of what was actually said. Some transcriber/editors chose to interlace verbatim qu-I:; iea s
summaries whereas others presented remarks as If verbatim while cutting out [remet" :;: b
amplification. | further edited all transcripts for balance, clarity and cnnalaten-:':;.m s DAl
has been approved by the ULW Publication gﬁ;lmmltt::.l :urhosa project it was, and by the con

mmittee who commissioned and financ ]
St?ﬁu:ri::ﬂdcﬁka to thank C.T. Hall and John Sergeant who recorded the nunferancas. to th:s;eor; t:;ar
ULW Publication Committee who diligently transcribed and edited the taﬁps. fto lta\:ﬂ tr;n s
Ty pun, Uenise Kastan tor copy editing and prootreading, R:n;ﬁi;:;emg::)trl:cq?&ﬂ?gzmns:;;.;ags
‘Ken Wei infing. Sbecial thanks also to everyone who
ﬁli?ud;:;hmg:epi?\ﬁnnicipatad in benefits for it and the Zellerbach Fﬂunda:tinn :I:::- gn\;:
the conference a grant. We hope this report will rekindle the inspiration, enthusiasm goa

of the conference itsalf.
— Steve Abbott

First Panel: How Does Writing Arise From And Affect Our Communities?

MNellie Wong, Asian American aclivist, - «el. member of Unbound Feet
theatrical collective

Alejandro Murguia, poel. founder of SF Roquet Dalton brigage

Judy Grahn, lesbian aclivist, poet, co-founder of Diana Press

Robert Chrisman, poet, critic. publisher of The Black Scholar

Steve Abbott, moderalor. editor of Soup. Poetry Flash

Conference Coordinator John Curl began by welcoming everyone to the conference and
emphasizing the goal of Left unity. He stressed that those leading panels and workshops
should not be considered political or literary “stars” but that everyone’s participation was
vital. Each panelist would speak for 15 minutes after which there would be discussion
from the audience.

NELLIE WONG began by quoting Genny Lim's “Author's Notes™ to Paper Angels:

Writing is a political act. Every word, every sfafement is a commitment of belef and
every belief is shaped by history or that arlist's perception of it I cannot separate
my concept of history from my skin nor can | separate my sex from the way history has
shaped me. Hisltory is, in the linal account, a political statement. It is time now for new
voices to be heard

But Asian American voices, like American Indian, Black and Latino voices, are not really
new. Racism, self-hatred, sexism and white cultural imperialism have contributed to the
dearth of available Asian and Pacific American literature. This doesn't mean Asian
Americans have not been creating, have not been political.

Mames of Asian and Pacific American writers create a panorama that becomes poetic and political
all at once. The fabric's intricately woven, its threads intact. These names should be tamiliar to all:
Sui Sin Far (Edith Wharton), Onoto Watanna (Winnifred Wharton), Ferris Takahash (Mary Howard
Constable), Sophronia Aoki, Sierra, Chiye Mori, Heien Acki. Lews Chu, Toshio Mori, Ber Fee,
N.V.M. Gonzales, Bienvenidos Santos, Diana Chang, Nanying Stella Wong, Le Thi Anh, Jade Snow
Wong, Frank Chin, Nobuko Miyamoto, Clarita Roja, Jessica Hagedorn, Hisaye Yamamoto, Wakako
Yamauchi, Sam Tagatac, Alan Chong Lau, Lonny Kaneko, Lori Reiko Higa, Doug Yamamoto.
Connie Young Yu, Serafin Malay Syquia, Willyce Kim, Edward Sakamoto, Cynthia Zarco, Emma Gee,
Laura Tokunaga, Al Robles, Nancy Hom, Brenda Paik Sunoo, Emilya Cachapero, Norman Jayo,
Merle Woo, Lou Syquia, Davis Hwang, Phillip Gotanda, Jeffrey Paul Chan. Garrett Hongo. Cathy
Song. This is only a sampling. We write about politics, racism, sexism, inter-generationa and
cultural conflicts, love, class and labor struggles, family, loyalty, honor, heroism, feminism,
lesbianism, alienation, becoming free. ;

We're long time Californ’ and we're here to stay. We've been lynched and still we write. We've
been excluded, incarcerated, and still we write. In Chinatowns, Japantowns, Manilatowns, Korea-
towns we've been mistaxed, slandered, chased out of homes and jobs and stil we write, sometimes
slowly, infrequently, dispiritedly but our work thrives We threaten, we provoke, we're controversial,
We present ourselves politically.

Read Aiiieeee! Listen to its cries. Read Roots, An Asian American Reader and touch base with
emerging voices of old and new. Read Longtime Californ” A Documentary Study of an American
Chinatown and know the people. Read Carlos Bulosan's America Is In The Heart and learn about
the heroism of Filipino workers. Read Eat A Bow! of Tea and laugh and cry about the struggles of
two generations of Chinese in New York. Read Asian Women aboul the beginnings of feminism
integrated with Asian struggles. Read John Okada’s No-No Boy and learn about the camps. Read
The Woman Warrior and China Men by Maxine Hong Kingston, Shawn Wong's Home Base, Mitsuye
Yamada's Camp Notes & Other Poems, Lawson Inada's Before The War, Janice Mirikitani's Awake
In The River, George Leong's a lone bamboo don't come from Jackson St

We've had our writing conferences. We've sought each other out in Oakland, Seattle and Honolulu
especially women. Women have met with other women on university campuses, at women's centers,
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teminist conferences. We've gathered together to brdge gaps belween us as Chinese. Japanese.
Filipino, Korean, Hawaiian, Pacific Islanders. We've learned about ou® commaonalities, of America’s
exploitation of us as workers. the prostitution of Asian wormean (he ~oen e at g Mrehaarers dug
to restrictive laws.

Asian American women are parl of the feminisl wave ol wnuing. We speak tor ourselves. We're
angry, strong. militanl and radical We resist cullura! genocide fight sexism and homaphobia,
create new forms Some of our recent prose and poetry includes Eteanor Wong Telemague's
it's Crazy to Stay Chinese in Minnesota. Fay Chiangs In The City of Contradictions. Geralding
beva bk an » S T TR e Ny wal gl s e St AW Moersseidaogae s Karegrr o atssinin
Ai's The Killing Floo:r. Barbara Noda s Strawberries Recent arfthologies alsu uiude Ine work ol
Asian and Pacific women

Art and politics are intertwined, in our lives and in society’s. We need to build coalitions with
other oppressed racial and sexual minority groups. We need a united front so that our struggles
are linked: affirmative action. reproductive rights, gay rights, jobs, childcare. While we must continue
to wage battles against racism and sexism in the media, in Charlie Chan and Fu Manchu movies,
we must also find ways 1o conlinue our art, We want our stories, dramas, poems and visions out
there where they rightfully belong Filmaker and writerfactivist Chris Chow notes:;

Asian American culfure is in crisis. The question is not whether Asian American
cufture will live or die The crisis is complex—how to keep it growing, progressing and
expanding when we can’t make enough money fo support aurselves with our arl; when
our communities aren’l prosperous enough 1o patronize us; when we are an lhe verge
of cutting each other’'s throats over the dwindling crumis of foundation and government
grants; when white owned and operated mass media ignore our work, distorl our images,
and rape our minds

Cultural repression will not stop us. It whips up new challenges. revives the creative spirit, clarifies
our voices, hones our skills, We've been working in America a long time and we're not going to stop
singing and fighting now

ALEJANDRO MURGUIA: I'm pleased 1o see so many here today. Writers have always played an
importan! role in anti-fascis! struggles such as in the writers conferences held during the Spanish
Civil War. | want to talk first about our immediate. local communities and secondly aboul the
internatiuns community we all have a stake in. As wrilers, we have a commilment o raise our
voices and our pens in acknowledgment of both kinds of struggles

Speaking as a Latin writer who's lived all his lite in barnos, | want to emphasize the inspiration our
people give us. Qur work comes from our neighborhoods, our streets, and from the ingidants that
happen in our immediate environment. And since our wnrk comes from our (neighborhood) people.
it must reflect their reality and aspirations. We should show what it is o liva in these communities.
We don't want ta be sloganeering ad men. When Chicano and Latino culture became popular a while
back. some of our young writers wouldn't study the techniques of good literalure or do the work
necessary to find their own unigue style. It was easier to fall inlo slogans like "Down with the
Pigs" or “Viva La Raza" ten imes in a row. If what we write isn't of good quality, people won't read
it and if people don't read it, we can't get the message across. As Ernesto Che Guevara said, “Quality
is respect for the people.”

instead | teel we should take everyday Incidents and give a certain magic to them or synihesize
their importance to curselves. For instance one can do a story about a young man robbing a liquor
store or a mother trying to teed her kids and transtorm it into something out of the ordinary.
We want to make images that will stick in people’s minds as they read. Even the most mundane,
insignificant event can be transiormed so as to reflect the reality of an entire continent. Take the
case of Nesim Mara, an Uruguaian writer, who wrote a brilliant short story aboul a subject so
common no one had thought to do it before. It was about a bodyguard, one of the commonest
figures in Latin America next to the dictator. His story was so powerful for the psychological
insight it shed that it landed Mara in jail.

As progressive writers, we belong to a progressive segment of people struggling all over the world.
| can't stress enough the importance of our solidarity with Cuba, | don't think people realize the
problems Cuba has faced in the last twenty years, not because the sysiem they instituted was against
the grain of their people, but because of a material, medical, media blockade instituted by the

U.5. government. We're constantly hearing anti-Cuba propaganda. We must be able to analyse and
see ﬂt{}activeiy what this is. Regardiess of whether we agree with the Soviet form of communism,
Cuba is very important as a progressive example to the rest of Lalin America. Micaragua and
El Salvador also need and deserve our support | can'l over-emphasize 'he Importance ol these
strupgles for the future of this conlinent

Finally | want to point out the oppression of writers as writers in Latin America. They're
constantly being persecuted. They "disappear” on a more regular basis than husbands do In this
country. Even right here in Califarnia, the Nicaraguan poel Pancho Aguila is in jall. He was sentenced
to twenty years because a Brinks guard was killed in a robbery he was involved in. On the other
hand Dan White shot the mayor and a supervisor in this town and they'rg letting him out in three
years. So we can see what kind of justice writers and Third World people get In this country
Basta Ya! Y hasta la victoria siempre!

Robert Chrisman, Alejandro Murguia, Steve Abbott, Nellie Wong, ludy Grahn Photo by 1d Kashi
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JUDY GRAHMN: I'd like 1o use myself as an example of how writing arises from community. | hold
myself accountable to several communilies: working class, gay, lesbian, teminist, Leftist.

| grew up In a little town where my father was a restaurant cook. We were very poor. | listened to
my parents a lot. My father spoke from his own experience, made up jokes and gave me the equipment
needed to be a poet which | was by age six. My mother came to school plays | was in and praised
me because | was the only one she could hear. | memorized Shakespeare and courted other girls with
Romeo & Juliet. | also knew what Langston Hughes meant when he wrole aboutl men working on a
railroad they could never ride on.

| entered (writing) contests & won prizes til | was 16 & they threw me out. | wrote about my own
experlence bul they accused me of plaglarism. This taught me 10 never trust people who run contests
{laughter). At 18 | ran olf with a woman who was In college. There, | was S0 poor her roommales
brought me food. | worked as a waltress for 50 cents an hour plus one meal a day. When | slid down
10 92 Ibs. | joined the Air Force because they offered you 3 meals a day and took you out of your home
state. After 8 months | was thrown out for being lesblan.

| then lived in Washington, D.C. where | joined my first picket line for gay rights in 1863, There

were 15 of us & we were all required to look as straight as possible. | worked my way up to baing -

a medical secretary & went lo every college | could inciuding Howard. My tavorite teacher,
Dr. Nathan Hare, was very radical. He recommended we read a lesblan magazina, The Ladder, which
had a tracl on gay rights. He wanted us to see how another minority group struggled against
oppression. | was so impressed | wrote an article in a protessional journal saying not all lesbians are
sick. But most of what | wrote was not only unpublishable but unspeakable not only becuase of
lesbianism but because | wrote as a pro-woman working class person.

Swepl into the ‘60s, | met my lover, Wendy Cadden, a Jewish artist & radical from New York. We

came to San Francisco, joined Newsreel & participated in nearly every demonstration from the.

Black Student's Strike at Slate lc People’'s Park to offering our bodles as a buffer between rioting
police & the Black Panthers. Bul Newsreel & other Left organizations were hopelessly sexist. We
then joined women's consciousness-ralsing groups but when discussion of our lesblanism paralyzed
our straight sisters we dropped out & started a group with 5 other political lesblans. We formed,
defined & acted out lesblan separatism. For the first time we had a voice of our own & we used It
loud and clear. We were a mixture of races & classes & used separatiam as a 1ool, not as a way of life.

Wendy & | were ambitious artists but first we had to organize a community that would make use
o our worh Soowe 11) planned meetings and actions that would help define woumen as a group,
(2) lived in a hallway house for women 1rying to bréak away from unwanted marriages, alcohollsm,
mental hospitals & so on, (3) we began a press. I've heard big presses budget $20,000 for a poelry
book & that small presses budget $5,000. We put out postry books for $300. Our house also had &
bookstore, was a meeting place for various committees & wea published 2 newspapers.

Mot only were we publishers. We were examples of women doing non-traditional work such as
running & fixing our own press. We published Third World and working class material and especlally
tried to break down old slereotypes. We next merged with the larger Diana Press but were drastically
attacked and vandalized. Diana Press then folded & we temporarily dispersed, exhausted.

In order to write out of a community | had to work hard to organize the community and to use my
art to help define and focus it. I've never had the problem of allenated writers needing to go oul
and seek experience. I've had more experlence than | could ever get down on paper. I've learned
to trust everyday people who could tell me whether or not my writing was working, not those already
astablished as critics or writers or those who would set themsslves up above my various communities,

Every kind of group uses separatism to define itself. We who began It perceived lesbian separatism
as a tool, one crucial for women who define Issues from a base. We fought for this method & we'll
continue to use it as a form. But separatism alone is not enobgh. When It's exclusively white It
pecomes racist as a matter of course. We need all our communitles. We need to understand, com-
municate with, emotionaliy & politically identify with those (communities) we don't belong to.

Art is like a bowl. A bowl is beautiful but it's also meant to hold things. Art s not a way oul. Thera
is no way oul. There's only what we've got and how to turn it around to relnforce our fighting genlus,
to clarify and polnt out what has been stolen from us. We musl take It back or continua with nothing.

Moving art is never merely personal, never merely selt-axpressive, never merely produced solaly
tor museums or record companies, Nor do arilsts ever know when they've produced it. Only other
people can judge a bowl by Its usefulness to them. At its best {art) comes from our bitterest anger, our

most expansive love, our most courageous hopes, our most vital vision, our ingi

fiercest determination. And this is a collective feeling. If the collelgli-.r:lijs rlr::;:'nne?:;zzl It?wilr?r:rsl':?lg
speak of loneliness & alienation, of longing & isolation. If the collective is together, art even at its best
catches_ Eml;u' the thinnest glimmer of what we all feel when we allow ourselves 16 sh'c:uw how we Icc,rl1

Now it's time m_icrgetlthe word bowl since that is simply an analogy of something which is scciali;:
useful. And at this particular time a bowl is not socially useful though it should be. Perhaps the
:‘::;“f,}“d tshh.entp_es iifell i:‘ttﬂ a long shiny surface which someone holds up and we éll peer into il

, “Yes, that is a face | recognize, that is i i i

56 ot n ho aniaianan suunc?s." an event | formed, that is what determination looks
hManw_.r pet_:-ple have pretem:!ed to see _the artist in the shiujn_.r surface the bowl makes bul she is not
there. She is over here holding up a piece of clay. Sometimes pecple see the shine & say, “Every
witch must have a knife."” And then someone else will say, “Hey, | just cut myself on that }mage i
While someone else will take it and bury it in their enemy's heart. That is what | mean by “sociali
useful.” That is what | mean by “moving art.” ;
ROBERT CHRISMAN: Hearing the varieties of experience and frames of reference. | believe a number
of points in common are being made. Starting with the most basic statement, one can say writing is
a political action that expresses consciousness and shapes reality. Too often we take one part
of that triptych rather than seeing the whole. Some of my political militant friends have a cerlain
amount of scorn for art because it doesn't do anything. On the other hand | just read in Gramma that
the national poet of Cuba, Nicholas Gillion, founder of the Negritude movement in Cuba and
a member of the Central Committee, donated 50,000 Cuban pesos to the Territorial Militia.
These were royalties from his books. | haven't seen Norman Mailer give that much to the Black
Panthers (laughter).

Having established the relation of writing to action, I'd like to emphasize the importance of
criticism. Art expresses consciousness but also aexists in the consciousness of other people so the
process of growth comes from the interaction of consciousness. That interaction, evaluation and
exploration is called criticism. | stress this because, as Alejandro mentioned, writing in the "60s and
“70s too often lacked criticism. | don't mean the kind you'd get in The Saturday Review or New York
Review of Books which maintained that class or ethnic militants weren't artists because (1) they're
wheolocical or (21 espressing political content bl o craft That kaned of cotomme of course st
most ideological of all. (laughter) The New York Times represents monopoly capitalism at its
highest form.

The criticism we need is the interaction and evaluation among our own communities. Art is an
intellectual and passionate activity. Too often many of us coming from a class or ethnic content
base fell into what Alejandro called sloganeering or what | call mindless emotion. A recent history
of anti-intellectualism in the Bay Area has contaminated almost all of the movements of any
persuasion. I've lived here since 1948. | remember a time when people talked about what they
thought or had read, not just about the hot tub or the weed they're smoking or who they're screwing
and how and why and other sensations.

For me, the movements of the ‘60s—Black Militant, Hippie, Ecology, Drug Consciousness or
Feely Movement—suffered from a real contempt for the intellectual process. People would say,
“That's Establishment” or “Man, that'll mess up your consciousness,” or “You're eating too much

steak. Don't be so aggressive,” or “It's patrar hal All kinds of reactions came against the
attempt to use one's mind as an instrument to shake and transform reality. Now where did that
antemtellec tual contamination come irom? The bourgeose do nor want itelligent people  The

want ignorart, mindless people. (applause) Anything that will destroy your mind they will let you
have in this society. Name your dope, your dance, your v show—you'll get it. If it's mindless,
they'll subsidize it.

So we have to see, regardless of intentions, anti-intellectualism reinforces a reactionary class
position. If there's one problem with the American people, despite an extraordinary dialectical
struggle against reaction, it's the abysmal lack of political education and political consciousness.
{applause) So we can have a war lord like Alexander Haig questioned for the post of Secretary
of State and someone can say, “What about Watergate? Didn’t you run the White House for three
months, call up the generals and say, ‘Don’t listen to Nixon, he's incompetent.” " And someone
glse will say, “Oh, forget about it. That's in the past.” And we accepted it. When that occurs it's
an abysmal moral, social and political ignorance. And it's encouraged and swallowed.

|



Other problems are what | call Scholastic Marxism and Mostalgic Nationalism. {laughter)
The first concerns people who are serious about developing a political tool but somehow seem
obsessed with obsolete arguments: The Stalin vs. Trotsky argument, “What did Lenin mean
in the second message to the Dumma?” {applause) The problem with that—and | call it scholastic
because it reminds me of colleagues at UC Berkeley who research footnoles o Sh.akespeare’s
Henry V—is that “arvemis a dynamic, progressive science. And a practice. The conditions that
axisted for Stalin or Trotsky in the '20s no longer exist, One could say the current internationalist
spirit verifies Trotsky's thesis, the Cuban support of Angola, for instance. The difference is that
now there are ten to forty soclalist-oriented states. So the conditions for Trotsky's and Stalin's
theses have changed. Cultural workers have to see their own ideology existing in a present and
future tense in the real world.

The problem of Nostalgic Nationalism afflicts the movement I'm closest to, the Black movement.
By this | mean brothers and sisters feel, and quite rightly, that much African and Black integrity
was destroyed by the process of colonialism and slavery. But this process began in the 1400s and
we cannot return to a mode of feudal organization whether it be the subordination of women to
men or a kind of veiled militarism where the war lord and political leader are the same.

Life is a dialectical process. In the process of criticism we need to make a constant analysis
of what the bourgeois media is doing. | think the most important development today lies in the
very basic shift from print to the alectronic media. The infrastructure of capitalism was historically
stored in the printed word: encyclopedias, dictionaries, textbooks, etc. This even generated certain
forms like the novel. Now information is stored electronically. This doesn’t mean we return to an
earlier oral state or to the antithesis of the written but we are moving into a new stage in how we
receive stimulation and in the way things are expressed. (reads a poem written in the ‘40s by
Margaret Walker about Harriet Tubman) One of the things we learn by reading is that the Revolution
didn't begin five minutes after we joined the movament.

DISCUSSION:

DAVID MOE: Alejandro, what position do you take on all the writers imprisoned in
Afghanistan and elsewhere?
MURGUIA: If you're asking me if | support the torture and imprisonment of writers, no.

ALLEN COHEN: This is supposedly a community conference but as | look around the audience
| see mostly white people. I'm wondering if the energy of this conference might be a little misdirected.

CHRISMAN: In this society is a universal culture represented by the national media. It's an extra-
ordinary ambiguity wherein we're both integrated and segregated. If there were an equally
monalithic reaction to that oppressive “universal” culture we'd be in a civil war. But what we have are
different communities in which are different levels of development attacking the dominant culture.
And different agendas. For instance, the Native American culture has a completely different context
than does the Black culture. But the recognition (of the need to struggle) exists in all the cultures.

WOMAN IN ORANGE SWEATER: In response to what Alejandro said, | feel there's a process In
Left history that's stifling, a kind of patriarchy or wet dream of uniformity. | object to the elevation
of men in the socialist movment such as in Cuba.

GRAHN: | see patriarchy as an umbrella {inaudible section). So there's not as much a contradiction

as it first seems.

MURGUIA: The question posed is intricate. I'm not sure what you mean by “‘always being oppressed
by ‘Great Men' "' because in Latin America there have also been women who have been liberators.
(gives examples) So I'm not understanding this constant antagonism toward men. Concerning Cuba,
there's faults there as there are everywhere but 1o criticize a society that's trying to create a new
man—and by that | mean new man and new woman—isn | where it's at when there are so many
problems in this society that perpetuate colonialism and imperialism. So just because Cuba isn't
advocating lesbianism or homosexuality, it's because they're trying 1o solve problems 100 times
more acute and more important to the people. {applause mixed with booing)

ABBOTT: There are going to be disagreements. {laughter) | think it's a starting poine that we're
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How can a non-Asian tell us Asian Americans we can'l criticize (such a poem)? | hope this conference
{will realize) racism is for all of us to fight.

Carol was talking aboul capitalis! oppression and sure, Asian men are involved in that, too. We
see it in the |-Hotel struggle . . . We see it a lot in Chinatown. Progressive Asian Americans are
fighting that It's a degradation of our people and we won't accepl it. But | will also challenge any
comrade for racism, sexism and homophotia. I'm-a straight woman but | stand with my gay sisters
and brothers. (applause)

SHEPHERD BLISS: | was formerly a correspondent In Cuba for The National Guardian but stopped
writing for The Guardian because of its refusal to cover issues around sexuality. | support the Cuban
Revolution and think Alejandro was correct to bring that issue up, but it's also important for both
gays and non-gays to begin thinking more about sexuality in s fullness, invelving the right of all
people to have full control of their bodies. This involves abortion and a whole series of interrelated
issues that we tend to see as isolated, There are three great political questions: class, race and
sexuality. As writers we need to look at the complicated relationshp between these variables. We
should at no point back off from our determination to suppert anyone in these struggles . . (applause)

CHRISMAN: Very well said. And as San Franciscans we should look at the interaction (of these
struggles) as they take place in our own city because these are basic, strategic issues that have to be
addressed. I'm aware of animosity between Blacks and gay concerning real estate developmenl! in
the Western Addition. {I'm aware of) attacks on gays by Third Worid men. We have lo examine lhese
ditficult, knotty questions in our own communities where we can do somathing about them

LISA BERNSTEIN: Robert raised an interesting point about the electromic media. I'm in love
with print media bul it seems to be becoming less relevant 1'd like you to expand on thal.

CHRISMAN: Print media's no longer the mass media of our cullure. The novel isn't whalt il was
In the 19th century, poetry, you print a thousand books. TV and film are now the mass media, and
very expensive mass media. It costs $10 to $20 million to put out a teature film and they're collectively
done. We have to think how to use visual media, either become visual arlists or exploil it in ways
Brecht used, film strips, music with verse. (We can) use alternative and bootleg media systems
like cable cassettes. This conference could be video taped and it could be a very effective vehicle
tor organizing people.

— franscribed and edited by Steve Abbolt



Past Political Lessons: An Overview of Left Writing Workshop

George Benet, San Francisco Longshoreman associated with Watefront Writers’
Workshop. for three years

David Plotke, formar editor of The Socialist Review

Robert Gluck, moderator. author of Elements of A Coffee Service. housepainter

GEORGE BENET talked about the changing subculture of the longshoremen, and
about writing, especially working class writing. He described what life was like on the
Bay Area waterfront before 1960 where:

.. a lot of the jobs were horrendously tough, like shoveling bones where you get bones in your
nose, or working steel or barbed wire or copra with bugs . . . and | thought, God, these people
work like they're Phoenicians, 2,000 years ago! What's modern about this? | understood anc many
of the longshoremen understood, but not all of them understood, that somewhere along the line
there'd be a day of reckoning.

Nevertheless, the waterfront was their territory; they worked, lived, and played there, and
it “wasn’'t uncommon for a longshoreman or a teamster or a seaman to never go uptown
for ten years."” : o
But things changed. In the 1960 contract Harry Bridges negotiated with the_Paclhc
Maritime Association, the workers agreed not 1o strike and to allow mechanization and
automation. In return the contract guaranteed no layoffs and cash payments for retirees.
‘Since then the number of Bay Area longshoremen reduced from 6,000 to 2,000 not by

layoffs, but by attrition.

As soon as the contract was signed, the ship owners started automating and using cnntsfingrs
brought to ships by trains and loaded far inland by people paid low wages and with no association
with the docks. Since San Francisco property was too expensive to use as storage areas, Oakland
soon became the big dock area. As the San Francisco piers started to shut down, the Chamber
of Commerce and the San Francisco Realty Board quickly helped to "Manhatt:anize” the city
by encouraging the building of such places as the Cannery, Ghirardelli Square, and Pier 39. Dram.?tuc
change was also brought about by the ending of the Viet Nam war. San Francisco had been “the
war port on the West Coast,” because of the Army docks and base and the Navy supply center.
So when the war ended San Francisco became a more depressed port than others on the
West Coast; LA, for instance, was not really bothered, because it depended on junk cargo from Japan.

As a result of all these changes, youth was excluded from being longshoremen; a dead industry
had been created. In ten years, George predicted, there would be a thousand longshoremen at
most in this area, a cadre of technicians. George, who is himself a crane driver, a wench and a
forklift and a straddler driver, explained that he felt like Charlie Chaplin in Modern Times.

George read three of his poems: “The Year They Invented Poor People,” “Daughter”;
and a poem about the poet Lew Welch, a clerk on the docks who was one of George's drinking
buddies. This last poem caused George to talk about writing:

Lew had a tendency to become very downbeat. | don’t know how many times he told me about hm:r
as a poet he was being crushed. But | have a totally different idea about art and writing. | don't
think that artists are the primary thing in this world . .. a woman that has a child is doing more in this
world than anybody that writes a novella or a8 poem or a book. | think it's all kind of co-equal. A guy
that builds a bridge or that works as a carpenter and puts a good door frame in a house, he's an
artist in his own way . . . | think writers sometime get the mistaken idea that they're the chosen
pecple and that their line of bullshit is the only bullshit in the world and when you begin to believe
your own bullshit, you're in trouble.

George then talked about the Waterfront Writers. They were a group of “literary guys” working
on the waterfront, some clerks, some longshoremen, with a variety of political views who decided
to get together and have poetry readings. Right off, Herb Caen wrote them up in the Chronicle,
KPIX news put them on local TV and, eventually, they appeared on the NBC Today show.

1

At first they were anxious for media attention; they wanted to present their working clas view.
But the media became so intrusive and exploitative, the writers began to disagree on how to deal
with the publicity and control their participation. Eventually, Harper and Row decided to publish
an anthology of their work. But the editor demanded two-thirds of the small $3,000 advance, leaving
only $100 per writer. George, disagreeing with this arrangement, left the group.

George also disagreed with the Waterfront Writers aesthetically. He felt they restricted themselves
by their intention, as they would say “. . . not to write about butterflies and bees and all that crap
... we're going to talk about work, we're going to talk about brutality and loading coffee and
closed coffin funerals.” George declared, quoting Ernest Cardnell, that . . . the roses don’t belong
to the rich. In the revolution we’ll have roses ton ~George felt that writing is mostly bad becauseit is
writing in which "an idea is expected to carry everything,” and, consequently, insufficient attention
is paid to matters of craft and beauty. y

Responding to a question about taking political stands, George insisted that he did take out-
spoken stands on political issues, but that “as a writer . . . | don't write about the way things can
be, or should be, or might be, | try to look at something and present it as it is, as | see it.”

Another questioner wondered if George was being provincial and insensitive to Third World
consclousness in some of his poems and declared that “the philosophy of the working class is
that they in fact are concerned with the slums in Migeria." George countered:

Well, there's no way | can answer that. You believe that. Believe that. I've worked in about six
industries. | worked in a foundry when | was about 16 . . . I'll leave you on a note. The working class
is much more American than any other class in the United States . .. The left wing made the big
mistake of trying to approach the wrong class. If they had approached the rich, they would have
made a success, because the rich will sell to anybody. They would send laser beams and tanks
and atom bombs and computers over to Russia to make a profit. The working class is usually the
one that does not want to do that. Every war that was ever fought in the U.S., good or bad, was
fought by the American working class.

DAVID PLOTKE wanted to focus upon “. . . the single most common accusation made about left
writing, whether it's a political statement or a piece of poetry or fiction—that it's rhetorical.” To
illustrate, he selected the following Preamble from a pamphlet being passed out at the conference:

“Unhampered by the hangovers of feudalism, USNA capitalism by the end of the 19th century
had fully entered into its aggressive, moribund, final stage—imperialism. The USNA multinational
state is the international hangman of revolutions and the enemy of the peoples of the earth. The
working class of the United States of North America is locked in a life and death struggle with the
capitalist class. This struggle is evolving under conditions where the workers have had no general
staff—no Marxist-Leninist Communist Party—to guide them. In the struggle to form and develop
such a party, the Marxist-Leninists are carrying out their historic responsibilities. Basing ourselves
on the Communist Manifesto and the program of the Communist Inernational, the Marxist-
Leninists of the USNA set out to rally the revolutionary working class around the following program.”

David identified two problems characteristic of leftist writing. First, “the piece is inaccessible
to most of the people to whom it was directed.”” And secondly, it is: “triumphalistic, by which it
makes grandiose claims for itself that, because anyone reading this program knows that these
claims are so far from the reality of this group today . . . become a parody of political aspiration.”

David questioned why “this problem arises so persistently as such a deep tendency within left
writing.” “Finger-waving speeches” are not sufficient; if it were simply a matter of bad intentions
or bad attitudes on the part of the writers, this could have been corrected long ago. Before attempting
an answer to his question, David first defined rhetoric in two ways. Rhetoric may “. . . mean
something inauthentic, something emotionally dishonest . . . analytically shallow . . . something that
is not expressive but pretends to be.” But rhetoric may also be "a means of expression, as a strategy
for creating and communicating with an audience . . . The problem is that for the left this rhetorical
strategy is used as a way of creating conventions of language, of imagery, conventions of symbolism
that seal or bind a community together. Now this is not a serious problem if what you're trying
to build is a church . . . because when you build a church you want to create a tight network of
symbolism that marks off believers clearly from non-believers, that brings people in and allows
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But why has rhetoric intensified? First, when the left constructs itselt as a highly internalized,
secular church, Its language becomes more introverted, archaic, and al odds with its original
Impetus. lronically, It becomes marginal to its own existence.

Citing an example of what he called this “cycle of marginalization,” he said that "if someone were
teaching a course on the Romantic Movement in early 19th Century Arts and Literature and pul
the Communist Manifesto in that course, passages could be seiected from it from which it would
do very well alongside a whole tradition of Romantic poetry of that period. I you take those same
exact words and put them In your party program today, they don't have the same passion, the sams
meaning, or the same soclal context.”

Secondly, political debate and struggle have become increasingly specialized as they become
Increasingly Incorporated Into social science analysis. For example, in 1930s magazines such as
New Masses or Partisan Review, cultural analysis and political strategy were seen to be closely
Iinterrelated. But In the last 20 or 30 years, a separation has occurred. Political writing has
consequently suffered. Insisting that writing and thinking must be linked, David pointed to two
rhetorical strategles used by many leftists which are unsuccessful.

The first Is the insistent repetition of dogma using specialized terminology or jargon In the
belief that this will eventually destroy false consciousness. The second imitates working class
language In hopes this wlll In Itself converl people. David posed the contemporary problem of the
left to be at the “level of language and rheioric . . . how do you maneuver between a phony affort
to sound popular, and a sectarianism that's so abstract and rigid that it isolates you from the
peaple you want to reach?”

Oavid concluded with an analogy between this problem and the debates of arl and literature
critlcs concerning the Modernist problem of being avanf-garde in a contemporary period.

He asked If . . .“as artists, as film makers, or poets, or writers, should we seek to define an
avant-garde strategy that clearly articulates a cultural way forward? Or should we seek to relate
to the broadest popular audience through the language and the forms they understand? . . . avant-
gardism as a cultural and political movement has collapsed. You can find endless discussions
of that. If you go through these discussions and substitute vanguard and socialist organization
when you see avant-garde . . . you'll find a host of problems that bear on the socialist left's own
problems of thinking about its relationship to society.”

In subsequent discussion, a woman felt we should stress positive examples of left writing,
such as Nellies Wong's spesch in the morning session. This woman felt David was guilty of
“internalizing some kind of anti-leftism . . . like some people internalize sexism and racism."”

MNext, a man complained that the problems David discussed were not really problems of the
Ieft but of our whole soicety, our non-verbal culture in which mass media exert tremendous
Influence and pressure. This man, while believing that academic rhetoric could be divisive, also
believed it Important to those Involved in the “science of soclalism™ to develop a fitting language.

David responded that | don't want it to be thought that I'm making some sort of anti-left thing.
Obviously, I'm addressing this within an audience most of whom consider themselves on the left,
so that's the framework for making these criticisms. On the other hand, | don't think we get out of
this stuff by projecting onto the enemy. Sure, TV is rhetorical, but that doesn't make it OK for us to be.

On the “sclence of socialism" he noted that he was “not opposed in principle to printing
speclalized stuff, and God knows, Socialist Review prints some impenetrable articles to people who
aren't educated in certaln ways . . . But there's a big difference between the science of socialism
and the science of blochemistry . . . The science of biochemistry does not presume to say that
everyone should become a biochemist; whereas, the science of socialism, so far asil'sa science, has
as one of its predominant theses the idea that everyone should be able to be able to participate in
the mastering of their own lives and their own affairs . . . and that difference places a much greater
demand for clarity and lucidity and openness on the vocabulary that socialists use among
themselves, than it does in biophysics.”

— transcribed and edited by Calvin Doucet
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Native American Writing Workshop

Wendy Rose, moderator, on Native American Studies faculty at UC Berkeley

Frank La Pena, praserver-creator of ceremonies and songs

Jack Forbes, historical writer, novelist, poet and a professor at UC Davis
Cultural Center

Janet Campbell, novelist and poet from Washington State

Maurice Kenny, poet, critic and editor of New York magazine Contact ]

WENDY ROSE introduced workshop members and began by speaking of the reasons
such a workshop was needed: “. . . we are not recognized in so-called mainstream
literature, even in the small press world . . . people shake their head and say, ‘gee | didn't
know there were any Indians who were writing." She said a few years ago she was looking
for a novel by N. Scott Momaday at City Lights Bookstore. She was directed to the
anothropology section. Momaday is an American Indian Pulitzer Prize winner of 1969 and
the book was not about anthropology.

They answered: “Well, he's an Indian writer and that's why we put him in anthropology
and that's where he's going to stay.” She tried to argue the point and was informed that there's
not enough Indian literature nor enough Indian writers for them to be concerned with these issues.
This experience prompted her ongoing project of compiling a bibliography of booklength works
by American Indian and Inuit (Eskimo) writers on every possible genre. The bibliography contains,
so far, 3700 books, some as old as the 17th century and some still in progress.

She said that =, . . there is and always has been a Native American literature, both the oral and
the written forms, not necessarily on paper and not necessarily using what the white linguists
would call alphabets, but still, nonetheless, written forms.”

She continued to speak of the segregation that she and other Mative American writers
presently experience in publishing, not being included in general American literature anthologies.
The same segregation is to be found in poetry readings.

“At least 8 out of 10 times that I'm asked to do a reading someplace it is with someone else
who is Indian,” she said. “That's fine . . . (but) the people organizing the reading are putting us
into this category, meaning that we will only be exposed to people who feel that they're going
to go hear something distinctively Indian.”

Further segregation includes the reluctance of critics to do reviews. She said that * many times
I've been told that they don't want to review our books because they don't feel qualified, don't
have an anthropology background, they don't know about American Indian culture so they don't feel
qualified to review our work.

‘Regardless of how much of this ‘anthropology’ actually appears in our work, | know | write in
English. | don't know another language well enough to write in it. I'm the product of creative
writing workshops in colleges and universities, like anyone else. And so it seemed a little funny
to me that my work was too esoteric to be reviewed with the works of these people.”

After pointing out three display tables of Mative American books in the room, she introduced
Frank La Pena.

FRANK LA PENA is a preserver-creator of customs, ceremonies and songs. As this was called
a conference of writers on the left he spoke of his approach to politics. He believes that the act of
maintaining customs and ceremonies of Native Americans and not just becoming a part of “the
american thing (where) you melt . is a political action, one of the most concrete and direct kinds
5f things than an Indian person can do.” An example of such a political action was when he was
asked to join a group to plan an action against the Rancho Seco nuclear power plant. Frank went
here, prayed to the directions, sang a blessed song to the earth. He believes the earth then heals
tself and that we may have noticed “Rancho Seco has been off and on, down, quite a bit and
hat's more the Indian way of doing things . . . a passive way that | have learned from my elders.”
\ line from one of his poems read at Rancho Seco describes the action of Frank La Pena, traditional
inger and dancer.
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a song is a vibration so
too is our footsteps on the ground
and the earth responds

Frank writes poems of ecology, records stories of creation, reveals philosophy learned from his
elders and medicine people. He himself has dreamsivisions and writes of them.

He read a poem about the salmon in which he told how he used not to be able to count them
and is now able to “count each individual fish/each eggleach fin/counting 50's by the long way."
The poisons are “killing the fish and peopleltheir passing reminds us that we are connected to
cycles of the salmon and the river”. He concluded the poem, “and each session is a lesson in
improper mathematics and long division."”

He then spoke of the Wentu story of creation. In that story the people are in the 4th time of
creation. One version, after a time of destruction and change, as the water recedes from the
land, has the eel as the first sign of life; another version, a turtle. He believes if one looks at the
land and its diversity, at the plants and animals and their variety and thinks of the stories that it is
easy to see the truth in such stories.

Frank La Pena spoke of Al Thomas, an Indian doctor, a number of times. Al told him many things.
In one story Al told how to find out if you are meant to be a singer:

“If you want to find out if you are meant to be a singer, or if you want to be a singer crawl into
this hole and start to sing, and it will close in on you. Then you must sing for the opening 1o
get big enough for you to get out.”

Frank also “wrote our history for the Smithsonian Anthropology thing and | wanted 1o start out
with the creation. People said oh, you can't do that: it's gotta be a theory of behavior and a bunch
of things. | find as I've talked to the old people the story about the long marches, that if you know
very much about the long trail, and the big march and the peace; well, California had them four
major times. | started writing a history but it got so doggoned big. | was getting all emotional about
it so | took it down to (something) smaller and it's called: Red Fawn."

“Comes the fording when/ the blood of dead lay silent floating/ in the red red water/ where
prancing hoofprints greasel the edge ot dreams that ran down on our feet/ the bodies cold
were running northward/ headless in the snow that formed/ moutain fed yet blood cleft/ red fawn/
water fawn on bloody island.”

JACK FORBES was the next speaker. He went right into his poems. The first was Ghost Dance. He
speaks to the Ghost Dance which did not stop the bullets, did not bring back the buffalo and has
not made the whites go away. An answer of why not is suggested in the line: "It is said the Ghost
Dancers talked freely with anthropolpgists and did not keep the secret knowledge."”

But that the story is not over yet the poem tells us:

But lately there are whispers of the buffalo returning, of the
Indian race taking over California,

of native blood pouring in from Mexico,

of the collapse of the white empire and South America

Another poem, Now Let Us Pray, inspired by the moral majority, dedicated to all the famous
preachers, is a hallucination of white Christian horror and hypocrisy. Watching a TV preacher,
the poet asks: .

«Am | insane, is it madness/ To see his expensive suits, hundred dollar shoes/ Used car salesman’s
cheeks/ Right wing campaign buttons/ and huge bank accounts/ In his southern drawl/ he tells us
that the lord's work is his work/ and that the lord's money is his money."”

His vision continues with Jesus returning to fight the TV preachers. His Jesus is brown and
kinky-haired, an angry Balosha Jew who smashes the TV against the wall. The rebellion is met by
white preachers who pierce his flesh, by a “Pontius Pilate turning the Black Jew leftist over
to the tender care of mobs . . ."

Forbes hears Jesus, the real Yesquah, shout: “You stand for everything that | was against/ and
vou try to speak in my name  you stand tor war you stand for rich  you stand tar racism you st
for the exploitation of other peoples/ for dictators wHich you arm and train/ you mock everything
decent/ and In my name." n



i ich said, “We support the sanctity
in the poem of marchers carrying signs wEm; W
t‘l;::vtlﬁ-:ggrﬁmgrlgtu;; the hﬁ;an fetus.” The poet counters: “human Hffe ;Is sgr::se?u :lse 'Is?ggaﬁ:;
ﬁ Is here in lhié country/ and as long as itis unbirthed . .. And s0 the backs of the sig
thers/ and people using food stamps.
“ﬂi"::r 2 rbe:&af:'r&m which said nothing at alll about Indians being rmgdereqdisr; g:ﬁ:; c:r ;?ﬁgﬂ
missing In Argentina/ Or sugar cane workers wI'tt'lntxlll.ll:i uininnﬁ in Dominical Or mal
n, Uruguay, Indonesia, the Philipines. i
m':‘n?stﬁg:g:?nin;:amclnmq c:risilan capitalism and imperialism, torture and poverty, historic
In bitter irony: :
.nghnﬂrh?;:?ungill I:E..'a.‘,:"snniwp' was all dream . . . millions murdered in Europe’s ::gsﬂﬁ:nclr:ia;ﬁ
the m“lﬂms buried beneath our feet/ brown, black, and white/ | drﬂ&l:l'éﬂd éi a:::::r Ay Aar T,
the pink chubby white man/ smiling with polished teeth was saying/ ‘Send y'
Tulsa, Oklahoma/ And now let us pray.’

i ived a special delivery
ke of how she came to be published. She rece

:lulftr&*:rjglﬂtfsm night from Doubleday. They had read a short stn?' tufJ:zr; :éult:r?gg:
li:‘ te:rachm'u for the student paper. They wanted to see a full-length manuscrh pt. e R e
Rad one but she reconsucted a st chaptar and s synoeels. B8 CG1 G e, Yori Times, she
ot promote her book but afle '

uuT:“,?#I;::“R::: g:.,del:ary%ne was trying to be my pahy, |;11..||I:.~Hs:l'liﬂgwis&t,lli .hngwa:‘h::;;afiad me,

| g{u;aa because | had already been published. So, it's not hard being publishe y .

. | would
MAURICE KENNY protested the last statement: “Small presses have been severely cut. |
f, if not down to a quarter.”
mlEaa:rt\'lIeft:i:e?lltl n:}'-rhr:ﬂ a master's degree in journalism, remembers that Whﬂl"ll shg :aﬁ) ﬁ;ﬂcgmg
they al?nrays: told her not to write about Indian subjects because prospective p
think that was all she could write. S
“;r:: rr::tlrliﬁa?mn:xurpt from her novel, Ow/ Song. The passage Hflus;:m:?., ;ﬂ;ﬁm&oﬁ% kot
f Native American life: drunkenness, love between a son and his father, R bl i
gomas home falling down drunk, his lip swollen and cut. It has be:lanJra n tﬂg bt The
Billy is greatly relieved to have his father home safe. He tries to help ir.:; gt al:ld Al
uld:r man resists, insisting that he can walk by himself. The father trIEl alnob',.r ki ey
Soor. S Wt A Sl Thv t|.Ihﬂt 'rﬁee\;c;'ﬁ:: tgut:etdn;etnﬁc%?:\guﬁis ghoea and undressing him.
his father's aid. Then he help : il
¥I?ugjo?1°r:tguﬁwat?o bed and his father begins to sing his manhood song. A tradit;?l':lﬂ :nsc;n;r:t e 'E
femanhaod is being passed from father to son In this part of the gﬁrwrzr}mmbered P
g kenly. A manhood song is a man's strength, helps protect you. . ;fn g o Gt
t:;:glhlmignca how he had sung that song when he :-aIT : 1_.r|t:-ur'q;1 :ﬂarbr;n:h o aﬁ b Rk e
i _He told Billy how there had been bullets pass : D
?::'IrtwaFu:?r?ﬁhay made. And no bullet would touch him as long as he ?ar}{;stt:;tn:nrc? gt o
men were falling down dead all around him. Billy went to sleep again
il el olo
SIITE:gth;ErEIaL:?x with Ear experience of finding her novel, The Owl Song, Inb1tlt;§;2t:j;$gmsg:
sections of bookstores, and juvenile sections, especially in libraries. Even her pu
this adult novel as a juvenile book in their own catalog.

! Mew York City not as an editor
aid that he “came to this conference from . "
or':ﬁ:;llr:r?fr 251" ::aswritar to address thafq:mstim;tof tl;?: :T-;“:IE: : r:ttar:: .i:g :gﬁtglr‘esa:::j I;?:Ltnl'ﬁpt
Iow writers

climate in America . . . with the hope that fe B e taloral Guta I ek
jons to our concurrent problems: pu p e

:gr'?r?: znsffg:p:ﬂi:}w literature via NEA and the various state art councils. Can we writers re
: for our writing? e
* " Balove I cammuniy and o i ‘:‘J‘r:‘,fi’;‘a’i‘;“'ﬁaﬁﬂ‘tdl’:;féuFE';‘;E; to that
way from literature, especially contem| : B

mn:ﬂnfl?ﬁﬂ: arr:r and consequently it's turned its back upon us. No, it does not read our p
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works and it certainly does not buy them. | feel it's our fault. We've become a club unto ourselves.
This is abominable.

Here at this conference |'ve attended several workshops and have (mostly) heard poets reading
their poems to each other . .. and not reading good poems at that. We're a most insular group. We've
fallen into the mystique of poetry. We do not serve,

In tribal days there was a definite place and need for the storyteller, the singer of songs, the
painter. We must reclaim that place. Until then, writers are wasting their time upstaging each
other for star position. | am angry. This is not what writing is all about. The larger, wider community
neads us as sorely as we need it. For example, where are the teachers at this conference. Where
are the librarians? It is (they) who will take our work to the community. | see no effort to involve

the teacher or librarian in our needs here. We do not need more writers in this conference, we
need more people.

(The tape ended here with none of the following discussion recorded.)

— transcribed and edited by Murray

Black Writing Workshop

Deborah Major, moderator, poet-in-residence, African-American Historical
& Cultural Soclety

Sha'am Wilson Hayes, writer of fiction and non-fiction; independent television producer.
" Damryl GAUFF, poet, photographer.
Clyde Taylor, chairman of Black Studies, Mill College; critic and essayist

MAJOR: . . . When we decided to participate in the Left conference and put together a
workshop, it was with some ambivalence . . . The assumptions being that if one calls
oneself “Left,” one shares certain commonalities with other people who call themselves
“left,” at least in a negative, oppressed sense, and possibly in priorities . . . We came
together hopefully to make a presentation dealing not with assumptions but with where
we felt Black writers should come from or go to, in specifics, rather than speaking to the
.. . larger issue of uniting (the) “Left" whatever.

(Reads two paragraphs from Blueprint for Negro Literature by Richard Wright (1937), a work that
was brought up repeatedly throughout the workshop.)

The first speaker Is going to talk about the actual problems of survival . . . Most of us, particularly
Black writers, don't have “a room of our own and 500 Ibs.," and therefore If one calls oneself
“political” on top of that and faces a double oppression, the question of survival is a prime one.

HAYES: . .. The problem of financial survival Is often overlooked. It's very basic and addresses all
writers, specifically Black writers, who are the true “starving artists” of all time.

(Outlines four basic “survival problems” for Black writers: enough money “to feed the machine
that produces;" enough time off from “survival struggles;” a means of surmounting production
and publication discrimination once the end product is ready for distribution, and finally the
need for a supportive environment, “a spa for the psyche,” to develop ideas and discuss problems
with other like-minded writers.)

| see three basic recourses for financlal assistance. First is self-help. Second is “relative
assistance,” or “assistance from your relatives.”" (laughter) The third is manna from foundations,

and the Feds hopefully granting manna, which is of course rapidly drying up. There's few new
blooms In sight, under the leadership of Shah Reagan. "



sources of grants: National Endowment for the Arts Creative Wrilmg Fel_lnwshlp,
CJE‘E}?ﬁ[LmAEr?: 1ﬁ::@nun:;il's Art.iasts in Soua:' Igs::ullm?s program and related residencies, San
i California Poets in the Schools. : :
Fr%ﬁﬁﬁ?lf?ﬁ?::ﬁréd in a training workshop n Tiburon, of all places. | had a kid write orlntskiing,
because that's very germane to the Marin schools since they take a ski recess for two weal 5 era;;
year. The Marin coordinator I'm working with right now 1S [lka an_allan from an?tr;]ar par:: A
far as survival issues go. We were expected to go to these dinners in the middle of t etwﬂethal e
strange meetings in Tiburon that are more like social cliques. | was told to go to one mee saga,m pde-
would be very important. | said | had to work, so | was tolld again that it wquld be very IT'[':? f'na;mial
“you really ought to make it, you know.” | said, “Well, this may sound foreign to you but it's fi s
survival to me.” That didn't get across. This uann was on a program just to transmit, an
were all shut down, completely inoperative . . . )
re??ﬁ:ﬂzan find a job that's arts-related, t's really helpful e}s_i_ar as your \:Jriting (is ccnc!arlneﬁ}. Big;:ai:
arts programs are very supportive. Then there's the possibility of working in the harrib : \ r;and =
district, which often has temporary positions that pay wel!—clerking, secretarial and :ad a ”t"n:ms
thing, especially when nothing else materializes. And in some of the corporate-relat se:.; o
of my novel, | found it very helptul to work there for a number of reasons. Those mbsr arevue r:en ty
availabe in spring or summer. Then there's substitute teaching which Iallows freedom o Ege ma'orl
particulary in the Oakland schools which are hiring, unlike those in San Franmscn_.bim U tl'ne
drawback of that job is that it tends to become all-absorbing. :'r’uu have a respulnm | :.; o tas
children. Our sensitivity as Black writers, whao've been siu_nted in our own schools, gwat el
extreme commitment to the kids. | found rny:j own :rriting cflrwn% Il_.lkp :-I.I:_:tr; | was a substitute tea .
i i dreams and | need my dreams for work, : )
Thﬁdmﬁ:ew?crnesixnamngnjsletlar, too, especially among Black writers, to share arts-rela:'ed _n:b
openings peope see but can't use for some reason. | think we really need to plug each other into
different job openings that we see. . .
MﬁJOI!t: Assuming you can get it together enough to be able to write, then the questi?n r:-??
what are you going to write? What is y-:uijr r;.-sp-r::nsibmty, if any, to the community you come from:
rnative roles you can playy . .. j
wrl'?él?EHt:h;:;trg writing hasn?t been I:Furdaned with the art-for-art's sakel .an::l self-axgressmn th:t
is rampant in quite a few other writing communities. we dnn't_hlave the “advantage” to try t::r: o
something like that. We have to be dealing with social issues, it's almost forced on us even IT we
dulntth:;nitt’tsu important that (the actual realities that are ucpurring} be dealt with. Bec:aus: |fuv-éa
look at the history of Negro writing, the most plrufuund writers that have developed llplt e rre.
have been people who dealt with social issues, tried to come to grips with what the rea II:. es Ir?th i
Richard Wright immediately comes to mind, and among modern writers, Amiri Ellara a. If the
Wall Street Journal, the various electronic media and so on, are the only sources o'[ mfor_matlun-—t
then what's going to happen is that the people will be disarmed. The m:ﬂy thing they're going to gtﬁ
iz what the state and the ruling powers want them to get, and they don't want them to ge_t the "-:? y
obviously. So that, to me, seems to be the most important area for Black writers to get mtuhtaLaF;,
MAJOR: ... Clyde Taylor is going to speak about Black writers and their orientation to the Left,
i f being our own Left. i
In‘i’iﬂ%ﬂéz tht I'd like to do briefly is to characterize how | see contemporary Black writing.

And then, because | see contemporary Black writing as being in a kind of comatose condition, 1

aenerally speaking. then to suggest what I'd like to see take its place. _ .- .

e place 1o begin s with an article | did called “Scoping the ‘:nw;nl;lels 'l-";trltmh dlr;orhtha
i ] sity, an

Comatose Decade.” | gave the paper at a writers’ conference at Howard Univer 1

ogcasicn | thought it would be useful to look at the Black writing | (was) in contact with during

the ‘70s, the ‘80s and the "90s. .

Looking back, | said that to visit the Black writing community of 19_?8 is to come up?gu a
scene of disorientation, transition many would call it, caused by the lingering traumas of the IIst,
and the inability to put those traumas aside and face the challenge of the new era. Another poin
| made was that the malaise which was evident was also quite deep. After having spoken gt:ou't(
the quantity of Black writing that was not being published, | speculated that even had more Blac

writing surfaced, it was doubtful that it would have squarely addressed the problems of the times

because. for supposedly Intellectual activity, Black writing was asking very few serious questions.
Sewcnitical perspectnves waited  Cultural commentators polished ther past positions y

There was no study of Black Merature as an institution and how it functioned, something which,
by the way, would help in the kind of survival questions that the sister was just raising a few minutes
ago. The sociology of Black literature wasn't subject for discussion until 20 years later.

Richard Wright used to speak of his love for the novel as form, because of its possibilities
for revealing character destiny. Most of the writing of the period I'm talking about tended to
emphasize the character, cultural character, more than destiny. The writing dwelt on who we are,
rather than what we do and its consequences. Had we studied our destiny as much as our character
we would have been forced to conslder the economic and political realities that swamped us in
the '80s and '90s and, indeed, continue to plague us today. Instead, fictive writing turned to myth
and fable, in celebration of legendary personalities, with magical and symbolic constructs of
increasing color and brilliance; precccupled with a hip, mysterious, vivid cultural profile.

Both the ‘20s and the ‘60s and '70s saw the justification for this program as a means of extending
Black folk culture into a survivable skill. Yet, without the necessary socic-economic underpinnings,
artists who would claim to be extending Black folk culture really had been exploiting it.

As far as the old individualistic literature of the '70s, once it was clarified as a more sophisticated
form of commercial ethnic entertainment, it proved harmless enough. My love for some of its
practitioners, who are old friends, remalns undiminished, and | confess to enjoying some of their
works in my lelsure. Although they are superlative entertainers, it is unfair to compare them to the
Black actors of the early Hollywood days. A better analysis (would be to compare them) to the role
of the Black preachers of the ‘50s. They celebrated a Black cultural mythology, instead of a religious
one, with much benefit to our often-discouraged spirits. But they did not much enlighten us as
to serious problems facing us In the actual world.

| ought to clarify that | don't think many other communities are exceptions to this kind of mind-
lessness, looking at literatures in broad scope. But | do think there has been a significant lapse
in consclousness in Black writing. When | try to think of the works of the '70s that had an important
impact on Black writing, | am reduced to If Beale Street Could Talk, which Is a good book within its
limits. Then there's John Willlams® Captain Black Man, which |s a very entertaining work dealing
with the role of Black soldiers In the military, to summarize It rather crudely.

But | think there has been a falling off. Not so much a falling off happened in poetry. Poets
ara able to turn thelr attention, their focus, sharply on Issues, and clarify, make some powaerful
statements. | do think soclal consclousness in Black poetry Is still there, along with other concerns.

But I'm forced, when looking at the situation as a whole, to look hopefully at new combinations of
movements . . .

I ought to clarify that 1 don't think many other communities are exceptions to this kind of mind-
lessness. looking at literatures In broad scope. But | oo think there has been a significant lapse
in consciousness in Black writing. When | try to think of the works of the ‘70s that had an important
impact on Black writing, | am reduced to If Beale Street Could Talk, which is a good book within it§
limits. Then there's John Willlams' Captaln Black Man, which Is a very entertaining work dealing
with the role of Black soldlers in the military, to summarize It rather crudely.

But | think there has been a falling off. Not so much a falling off happened In postry. Poets
are able to turn thelr attention, thelr focus, sharply on Issues, and clarify, make some powerful
statements. | do think social consclousness in Black poetry is still there, along with other concerns.
But I'm forced, when looking at the situation as a whole, to look hopefully at new combinations of
movements . . .

So I'll summarize what | see as an exciting possibility . . . a fusion of Black Nationalism and
Marxism. It seems to me that Is an Idea whose time has come around again. To me there is possibly
an osclllation In Black American history from periods of “Left" persuasion and perlods of “National-
Ist" persuasion, and | think we may be moving into a period where the value of Left ideas may be
Increasingly apparent to Black people and Black writers. Wright, of course, was very aware of the
possibilities of a kind of reactionary Black Nationallsm being in existence during his time. And
perhaps the preachers of his time were one manifestation of that. He was not at all convinced that
was the only kind that existed or could exist.

| think we are moving toward an era of a clarification of Black Nationallsm and its role on the
American Left generally. | think that clarification may come as part of a move from Black writers

n



to offset Left cultural imperlalism, which is a threat to the kind of community ihis conlerence tries
toestablish. Not to mention Left racism, which is also a threat There s akind of imperialisl, didactic—
let me call it “commissarism’—Ihat often emerges on the Left where there is an inclination 1o
dictate to smaller communities—even though they may be communities thal have been in struggle
longer than the momentary dictator—as to how they should proceed in their struggles.

Sometimes there s a racism disguised as a sophisticated knowiedge of the latesl Marxist
texts. | should mention that | find this kind of dogmatism equally offensive when it comes from
certain BlackMarxists.| find peintless dogmatism in tone and rhetoric coming from Baraka's writing
and speeches, even his poetry, which does not find the tone that can reach Black people as well
as he could at another period.

So | think that's one of the achlevements that a new Left poetry can try to aim for, 1o try to
offset some of the cultural imperialism in not only the industrial culture—ABC, CBS, NBC—but
from the Left culture as well ...

A very vital cultural guestion emerges in the soclalist nation of Cuba. They know very clearly they
must fight a cultural battle against the United States when Radio Miami pumps disco music all
the time . . . Therefore il you check out the Cuban film industiry you will know they're very much
aware of the need for all nationalist cultures to face the struggle against internaticnal imperialism—
which wants to erase them all. So not all cultural struggle (in the nationalist sensa) s backward,
though too often on the Left we get that impression.

| think Black writers have a role to play on the Left in demystifying the media. Sometimes I think
we gel very much bogged down in our form, whether it is poetry or the novel or essays of whatevar.
We have to demystity these other media, rather than allow ourselves to be mystified by them.

| would like 1o see, as kind of a critical challenge to the Black wriling, a shift in focus that goes
something like this: What | see today in novels particularly is cultural questions placed in the fore-
ground with some insight in10 oppression placed in the background. What | think we nead to do is
form a Black writing whose oppressive circumstances are in the loreground and socio-econamic
causes then playing a roie in the background, in a relationship to these oppressive conditions.

{Lists some works that “bear on these questions” and some thal will “play a part in the emergance
of a Black Left literary movement In the "80s: The Crigis of the Negro Intellectual by Harald Cruse,
the Introduction to Afro-American Studies anthology. the poetry of Sterling Brown, From the
Grassroots by Manning Marable, Black Political Forum, The Biack Scholar, a two-part work from
Migeria on de-colonization of African |iterature by Chimiey lzu, Dry Long 50 by John L. Gwaltney,
wirthe fon o Aitbrie Lorddiss Jare Joeddan anel Jayne Lortes Phamar preacts i thepieht ol prrimrahy e
gay sisters, and they are concernsd wiih the struggles of gay people, as we all should be, but
they are also concerned with the larger problems of imperialism and racism and all the other struggles
that we have to put together and unify ourselves around.")

MAJOR: When we originally put this pansl together we had wanted one person to speak on how
to actually gel the work to the community. When | went around 1o writers | found they said thay
felt ill-equipped: “That’s something I'm struggling with myself, someone should talk about that."”
And so | don't have much to say about thal other than the fact that . . . we can work together and
rather than have poetry read 1o other poets, work across the arts with various people, and make
a commitment to do that. Explore cable TV, go into bars and reading, experimenting with records,
like they do in New York with diddy-bop beat although it doesn't have to be diddy-bop poetry. Taking
care not to be incestuous with one's writing.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: | would like to make a comment. | lived through the Black revolution without
actually being mature enough to paticipate in it. | read a lot of Black works and | read a lot of the
discussion of that period. What | hear now, today, seems to be assentially reiteration of those same
principles, without anything new. Whal aboul a new kind of person who Is emerging, the kind of
writer who would “hate” those Blacks and whiles there now? Just be bored? A writer who had
sought elsewhere? -

GAUFF: That's not new. It's also not prograssive.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: | really think it is progressive and 1 really think its s AL pight. Duee bBegun
to speak Spanish now. | want a difterent point of view. | want a differant cultural outlook, and | tind
it in another language. | want to find a writer who has a different point of view.

TAYLOR: | find the question stimulating. The way the human mind, creativity, works, it is very
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difficult to say that any kind of writing is not
going to be valuable. | can't say that som
writing you are exparlre-nnlnq may not be extremely valuable. Because It may oinn Jps’:n :Ir?-:;s;L“:t'l;af‘I
;;f;rél.tlm tgtlti :::rgo; ; gr:: Iél?nv.!l‘" abﬁut | can only encourage you to remain persistent in that
; r Black writers who pursue all kinds
#E?{El;ﬁE bbbt Lot sl p of avenues other than , . .
: Yes, who pursuse all kinds of avenues other than the strug
gle of Blacks. B h
come back cut of your closat where you write you are still a “nigger in the universe.” ut wheryou
EEEEHﬁE TEHBEH (2} . .. Why “Negro,” not "Black?"
¢ lrefrained from changing Richard Wright's words. | was quoting him h
In :‘iﬂus; T?h';m:d I‘;:'*iﬂntrc:“ and in each case | could have said "Elgck." g iim; nd aman wmitog
H nk ultimately, probably, the term “Afro-American” Is going to be it, because Y
) - e "Black
Ji:fa political term, not a descriptive one . . . | know quite a lot of people who do refer to anyone of
'rli;?:cgfzcoan;aads 1".njlllu'rl.::ian, whether (or not) they are African-American.
r r a long time, but people are moving away from it because of the co
L F : nnotations
unv'acoliﬂr as oplpnfsed to Il:lisiory:. Black" isn't a place and neither is "Negro," a place, which Is what
always said about "Negro" . . . In the process of naming ourselves and dealing with history
yn:ﬁrgiél;:lé%s ﬂuginllllﬂé;]r work. You don't know until they do or they don't. .
Wcaiebsn (3% You skipped over publication discrimination. That's very serlous. What's
HAYES: | skipped over it because | think It's a problem where we could go round and round

practically indefinitely. But | think the ultimat -
ok ot alEutlon. ate solution is Black-sponsorad publications and

— transcribed and edited by C.T. Hall
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jack Hirshman addresses translation worksho
hy Ed Kashi

u

p (Stephen Kessler, Doren Stock & Charles Belbin behind

table). Photo

Translation As A Political Tool Against Poundism Workshop

Jack Hirschman, moderator, Russian, Spanish, French, Italian, etc.
Stephen Kessler, editor of Alcatraz, Spanish translator

Kosrof Chantlklan, editor of Kosmos, Spanish translator

Michael Koch, Spanish transiator

Charles Balbin, Chinese translator

Doreen Stock, Russian translator

Peter Kastmiler, Serbo-Croatian translator

Csaba Polony, editor of Left Curve, Greek translator

JACK HIRSCHMAN mentions selection of curreht international material at City Lights.
"Let's take a certain tactic to stimulate collaboration." (Reads Roque Dalton translation
from booket Ars Poelica in both languages, then reads Italian poem from booklet's last
page.) “Dalton may mean 'you're made of love, or of art, or of guns.' Via Santo Cali |
meant to say alsc 'you're made of the Communist party.' In other words, my intention
was a political tactic in juxtaposing these poems as editor.” (Jack Hirschman turns to
other panelists for comments.)

MICHAEL KOCH: When | originally put this together (referring to a paper he had prepared for
the occasion) | wanted to address or counterpoint the idea of poem as tool . . . | intuitively oppose
the poem as subordinate to another project: it is simultaneous with any Ideology. To be antifascist
is part of the poet's situation, to oppose whal circumscribes realily. | cannot conceive of a truly
creative person not anti-fascist. A poem travels language to language & across time as commaon
property, a portion of a greater text still to be elaborated, an “otherness” that fecundates the
commonplace, a translation turns us toward the original and beyond; a process of bolth paraphrase
& invention, it modifies the metabolism of imagination, the earth’s intangible tilt. (Reads from paper.)

We live in an era of gold-standard moralities, sclerotic gods. Much of our creativity in thrall to
commerce, careerism, decorative esoterica. Much “committed” art that is merely partisan or
rhetorical or orthodox. And yel there are those who, in spite of and because of the acute pitfalls,
via self-scrutiny and self-expression, become increasingly generous conduits for mystery and
precision, who document with passionate empathy our common passage through a teetering
civilization. Individuals who, by establishing their own unigueness, remind us we are 4 billion
uniquenesses and thal there exists a communism unrelated lo coercive state bureaucracies and
official realities that reduce us to approximations of ourselves, a commune-ism that is a dynamic
affinity between the living and the dead, the left hand and the right. the polemical and the detached.
A community rooted in our commaon body, in the ambiguity and paradox of being human.

HIRSCHMAN: What about Pound, apotheosized within the bourgeocis academic structure and
part of any literary curriculum?

CHARLES BELBIN: Well, Pound started as a rebel against the literary establishment of his day.
Though he was later co-opted and made into part of an academic orthodoxy that said: this is the
only way you can write poetry, to the detriment of all other poetic traditions. (Belbin mentions
that Ginsberg recalls approaching Pound as a Jew and Pound expressing regret for his fascism
bafore lapsing into a prolonged silence.) The one thing The Cantos did was open the page to more
than one language, one idiom. And Rexroth, who has a more profound and accurate grasp of
Chinese culture than Pound.

KOSROF CHANTIKIAN; The point is, can you read a poem by someone who's not ‘progressive'?
The Nazis loved Mozart. But one can read Heidegger without necessarily condoning his flirtation
with the MNazis.

HIRSCHMAN: But would you print his work?

CHANTIKIAN: | might if he's talking about Rilke and the concept of being, if he's discussing how
society might be made more human by encouraging the reading of Rilke. | wouldn't, however, publish
a racist poem. But you can read a poem by someone you don't like.

KOCH: (reading from paper) The Greek poet Yannis Ritsos, who has spent much of his adult life
in jall, exile, or underground due to his revolutionary activity, asks, "could it be that which remains
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whally unexplained even for the creator him/harself is precisely that which belongs 1o poelry?
DOREEN STOCK: (reads first poem she ever translated) With respect tc the poem as object, I'm
reminded of a poem which jumped out at me, an Akhamatova poem of great simplicity. | was quile
startied by the Stanley Kunitz rendering (of the word Tor “wife §. which altered the entire meaning
of the poam_ (| love three things in the world My wife, etc.”) | began laboriously recreating many of
the poems, hopefully restoring more of the simplicity of the originai Russian. \Coreen asks who in
the audience has translated and probably three-guarters of the room resconds affirmatively.) Doreen
mentions “'perfectionism”, how it can impede the process of “breaking the ice’ of the poem which
cannot be accomplished merely by linguistic and grammatical expertise. She guotes from the paper
of Michael Koch: “Transiation is a pledge of fidelity to what always more or less eludes us. Just
as our lives need to be pledged to the creation of an elusive future whose existence is no less urgent
for its reluctance to be born. A utopianism neither science nor sentiment but a point of congruence
with the dangerous and lyric underworld of the child.” (Doreen mentions a dream of skiing down
an icy hill and having to pass through a lane of {rees. then it was transformed into a back alley
and it was tortuous but she was preceded by a little girl who maneuvered effortlessly through
the barriers, reminding her to what little avail are adult wiles and experience compared o the chiid's
pure instinctual capacities. She says that in translation tachnical skill is only a companion to whal
ig really indispensable and essential. She cautions, however, that the translator does have a
responsibility to the text and should always have a native speaker check it for confusions.

MILES STRYKER {a painter In the audience), Regarding nationalism, it seems that historical
eircumstances color the Issue: nationalism al certain junctures may be a progressive force.

A CHILEAN WOMAN in attendance cites use of Neruda's poelry to buttress the spirit of resistance
and survival among the beleagured people of Chile.

STEVE KESSLER suggests that Neruda's power always goes beyond any Ideclogical trappings
to strike at what is guintessentially human and thus universal. He is always grounded in the
concrete and common, and his great genius is to make the world accessible.

HIASCHMAN: And vet Neruda was a Stalinist as were most of his translators. | believe he was
the most generous of the American poets: he has named more things of this earth and this life.

CHANTIKIAN: His poem against the United Fruit Company is terrible.

VOICES FROM THE AUDIENCE: Mo, it's a great poem.

HIRSCHMAN: It's a marvelous poem. What American poet almost seventy years old could write
the poem he wrote against Nixon during the Vietnam War, against one of the most evil men of the
twentieth century.

FRED PIETARINEN: | would be suspicious o anv noel who made no comment on the world's
political situation. One must be aware what orice nthers may be paying So one can enjoy certain
privileges.

UNIDENTIFIED VOICE: It's simply not true that one can't be a reactionary and write poetry.

VOICE WITH GERMAN ACCENT: The question is not whom 1o translate. It's how. Do you want o
preserve the cultural uniqueness of the poem or do you want to make il understood in San Francisco?
Somewhere the potato is common, elsewhere it may be a luxury

STOCK: She talks about specific problems with a poem: translating puns. Doreen shows how she
decided to render an alliterative Russian pun by an English phrase equally alliterative but lacking
the double-entendre Another decision was how 1o lransiale the end ul a poem about a village terror-
ized by the Germans. The literal would be “"HUN!/HUN!/HUN!" but the horror of the villagers is
better conveyed by “HUNYTERROR!/RUIN!" Doreen volces her general preference for the straight-
forward rather than the overly pyrotechnic.

Some discussion ensues about the importance of empathetic identification with the poet one is
translating. Certain speakers stress the importance of ideological compatibility between the poet
and his/her translator, Others emphasize that the “lummnosity of a literary work emanates precisely
from those gualities which most transcend the politfcal turmoil of the day. Kessler questions
whather the division nf poets into a crudq.gystem of “left” and “right” serves 1o elucidate anything
really wermane to the translators art, mentioning. an parncular  how ephemeral such - labels are.
now subject 10 the shifting exigencies of this or that partisan posilion. Fred Pietarinen mentions
that the enduring figures of 20th century Amaerican literature are, in fact, not the apologists for
the system like Whittier and Lowell bul its critics, such as Maelville and Whitman. Hirschman

i

mentions a Lenin Prize winner published by the Universikly of O and that 'he only hook of
Yeviushenko not translated and published in English incl ! FHRat HE Y
"Clearly there are political implicl:;lmns I PR R SR e
CHANTIKIAN: Jack, today in Moscow you can't buy a copy of Uastoevsk
HIRSCHMAN: No, Dostoevski is published every year in Aussia.

CHILEAN _Wt‘_}MAH: Transialion should be a tool of working class siruggle and should also
relate to the indigenous American peoples who have had their languages, cultures. and lands stolen
CHANTIKIAN: Neruda wrote beautiful poems. Some weare political, yes. Bul ' . .

CHILEAN WOMAN: Neruda's work was political, including the earliest work ke 20 Poems of Love
He rnras a worker-writer, a symbol of all the bes! political asprrations ol the Chilean peopie
lhs;:;sgtééh%fas?isls prevented the people from assisting at his funeral

: People to the left ol Neruda 3 3 3
I aiains Iu:c:friaus. e accused him ¢l being bourgeois because he had his
FH&NL’:ISCF} ALARCON: To the academic mentality, all political poetry 15 suspecl. bul the guestion
is nol politics, it is the scope and intelligence and compassion ol the poem

KESSLER: Like Yeats, he's really a local Irish poet, his fidelity 1o the land. ne e4+'+ and slong
a reality beyond ideology . . . The first Neruda translation | read was this lernbly stuped academ-l,:
version by Ben Billit. Here's this greal universal poet reduced o some standard academic mode
. BELBIN: ideology does matter, because what the ideclogical bent of a Nazi means is “this
is the way things are done by everyone, without exception .

— transcribed and edited by Michael Koch
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