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IT’S NOT
ABOUT YOU

by Curtis White

sue of Lapham’s Quarterly bravely addresses the hotly contested word
s hotly contested in part because what the word means has never

=m clear, 2 f- ct that has not seemed to lessen its importance for us. Itis a
~ . we have invested enormous amounts of energy without producing
wav of illumination. And yet freedom cannot be dismissed simply on

= _=Zs—"just another word,” as Kris Kristofferson sang—because what
.~ = very well answer the question “What does it mean to be human?”
= moment, progressive activists resist what they see as the opposite
vz Modern slavery takes the forms of work and debt, of legisla-

=2 = woman's authority over her own body, of racist segregation, and

~-niustrial complex, to name but a few examples. Our world is not
© “=om the one described by Belinda, a woman enslaved for fifty years
-~ -cenmury Massachusetts, where “lawless domination sits enthroned,
v outrage and cruelty on all who dare to be free” (Boszon, page 78).
-2 -7 cconomic privilege uses the idea of freedom in order to claim
“colov property to its own rich advantage. Making matters worse,
B p _,ibg right have weaponized freedom to advance a long list of
= what they believe has been wrongly taken from them. Some of
i7oc0 ame legitimate; neoliberalism has indeed denied many people the
© z1= them economic independence and a sense of self-worth. But
= aint has gotten tangled with terrible things, especially the

Leeots H Lapbam Tv introduce the issue, Lapham recruited Curtis

© s izic who bas collaborated closely with Lapham since bis essay
oot in the March 2002 issue of Harper's Magazine. White’s
= oo Dharma in a Time of Collapse was published in January.

om= =% re-creation of a 1919 original.



perception of those on the right talking freedom that they have been “replaced”

by racial minorities, liberated women, and the LGBT-;; smmunity. So they set
out to “own the libs” and reclaim their lost freedoms through the public display of

their resentments (aka rioting), with gun
usually do). This is freedom as understos

o choose (and they
in George Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-

Four (Oceania, page 105): “War is Slavery is freedom. Ignorance is strength.”
hat is mi 3

s the simple insight of the anarchist Char-

lotte Wilsc om which is essentially

2

3 ‘-'f_: rreedom is not a thing
»unding metaphysic. As with love
&, 5t we couldn't ger through a day without it.
It is Blee Hegels comeepe of Gt Mspisie™), an intuitive confidence in freedom as

e, Wilson's anarchist impulse

J B’) nfiglio’s 2022 documentary
eorpe Carin’s Amersczn Dream has reminded us. T"P alm made me wonder how
a being like George Carlin

T exist at 3__' and even to thrive in the popular

'l
lb
:J

om wovrrned Sud apemn regaed bues Tith magination. How was he possible? The answer
g thaw freedow mever endangered. is simple enough, because it’s not as if Carlin
—Cicers, 44 BC was self-invented. At every stage of his career,

he was an expression not only of the 1960s

counterculture but of the countercultural imagi-
nation as an old and honored social force. For the most part, we know this force as
art, following André Breton, Diego Rivera, and Leon Trotsky’s insistence that art
is “the natural ally of revolution.” In their Manifesto for an Independent Revolution-
ary Art (Mexico City, page 127), the three write:

To those who urge us, whether for today or for tomorrow, to consent that
art should submit to a discipline that we hold to be radically i incompat-
its nature, we give a flat refusal, and we repeat our deliberate

:.44.:‘;—,: I"«' the formula: complete freedom for art.

In the ;_:‘;L;.a: momens thar was the sbaies cou ulture, George Carlin

il rhat Moan . 1g completely different.”
And yet he became famous =erent, but because he was com-
mon. He was “one of us, one of us.” 25 the sideshow performers chanted in Tod

Browning's 1932 film Frasks.
Of course, the sixties counteroulsure wasnt seli-invented either. It had its
American roots in the persona of our :': ormance artist, Mark Twain.

In his Autobiography, Twain ( Harsrzrs

sat=c lies current in the world
-:x;;-_' conspired together to sup-
2t there is such a thing in the

There are certain sweet-smelling, =
which all politic men have apparent';
port and perpetuate. One of these is
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The Slave Market of Today. by Bernhard Gillam, 1884.

=2 s ncependence: independence of thought, independence of opin-
=2ependence of action...We are discreet sheep.

wi= mad spectacular contemporaries on the American stage: the celebrated
e woers of C arles D1ckens and Oscar Wilde (Dub/m, page 98), the latter a

“oo Cwains, was simply the right to be 1nte111gent and original in a world
- =2 2 collective of dunces:

X - =dualism, and individualism is a disturbing and disintegrat-

. == Therein lies its immense value. For what it seeks to disturb is

= = == oftype, slavery of custom, tyranny of habit, and the reduction
mam =0 the level of a machine.

o+ =ow Carlin happened. He was part of a lineage. Apatow and Bonfi-

~ 7 =7 nced me of something that was at one time a countercultural given,

o = not law, to wit: “The American dream is bullshit.” This meant for

= = __msof others that the “pursuit of happiness”in the “land of the free,”
© = —moughthe freedom to pursue “our own good in our own way,”as John
© " = o =owas a bad joke that more truly meant, as Nietzsche (Sils Maria,
g o -2 have said, “You are a herd and you are being led to slaughter.”

~ o= _ -0 was the dark bard of American unfreedom.

 ~mmary form that American unfreedom takes is, like Edgar Allan
= ~urloined letter, hidden in plain sight. It is a thing so common that
~roeans into what we take to be the state of nature: money. The prison

© = As the seventeenth-century Huron chief Kandiaronk (Montreal,
g smests i chis issue:

15




I affirm that what you call silver is the dewil of devils, the tyrant of the

French, the source of all evil, the bane of souls, and the slaughterhouse
of the living. To pretend you can live in the country of money and at the
same time save one’s soul is as great a comtradiction as for 2 man to go to

the bottom of a lake to preserve his kife.

Recently, the bounds of the prison house of money have become vividly clear
for college students. Whether they study at a university; a college, or an unaccredited
vocational school like Trump University, the young have to contend with three raw
facts that together form 2 penal confine. If you want a good job, you will have to

go to college; if you go to college, you will have
to take on debt; and if you want to pay off your

The cause of freedom is not the cause of a race debt, you will have to study what money wants
or a sect, a party or a class—it is the cause of you to study (for the most part, business and the
humankind, the very birthright of humanity. STEM disciplines). In case you miss the point

—Anna Julia Cooper, 1892 here—and almost everyone does—this is naked

+ H

social coercion. The only thing that might need to

be added is the specter of homelessness, so join a
not-so-subtle form of domestic terrorism to the coercion, because the front pages
of the daily newspapers make it very clear that there but for fortune go you, with a
tent and a sleeping bag, or if you're one of the lucky, a’92 Winnebago Chieftain with
transmission issues. So you'd better stay in school—whatever the cost.

Through decades of Reaganism and neoliberal austerity, a determination was
made by the elite that the state should no longer pay for social infrastructure like
education, health care, and axordable housing. Henceforth, social goods would
be privatized and !
bloated user fee, |

1gh personal debt. College tuition became a
the nose for a spot in a private parking lot

in Manhattan, while incurring the expense of hospitalization became the shortest
route to bankruptey.
Even so, this = 2o be called “freedom of choice,”

however much career ance advisers cringe at the idea.

ationality. There is an old saying
mve enemies, but if it must have
' and in 113 own mmage -:\IL\C no mistake: freedom

enemies, it will create them

is its enemy, and capitalism is afrasc of iz Money offers its own bullying free-
dom and dares all comers to contess the clasm. Bus unlike Carlin, mostly we don't
dare, because, as Antonio Negri writes, “Money has only one face, that of the boss.”

Karl Marx drew a p:c’:.:c of the prison bowse of money in Capital, volume

and the infinite potential of

2 inside social fictions: “I

The most important, at le;‘: in our day and age, is money” (Lisbon, page
175). But moncy is just part of a muct mpi=x, what Wilde called “the slav-
ery of custom,”in which we have no choice 5ur =0 Lve. As the January 6 insurrection
and its aftermath have shown, we tell ourselves =imes sbout patriotism—patriotism
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than its own fury. Whether it comes from the rioter in chief,
ves, or the House members impaneled to investigate them,
= 7 e naton-state generates unfreedom, violence, and, too often,
= s " losher Russia has shown once again, in Ukraine. As John Dos Passos
. = T <2ud Parallel, patriotism and the rioting that too often attends it
= =z zswhen a “cordon of cops” sweeps up ideological combatants of
o o “Lockoout for the Cossacks” (New York City, page 46).

-~ mowing that we live in social fictions and knowing how to escape
Sm ge Schcrent 'mngs One of the discoveries of the sixties counterculture was
= = zons, Buddhism in particular, helped to provide a line of flight.
-~ = 2 Buddhist lens, what we call social fictions Buddhism calls
_— T s &.d conditions into which we are born. In the popular imagina-
=z concept of karma is about personal decisions that create good
. cnces: the actions of an individual influence the future births of

. ""=say, “Don't do that, it’s bad karma.” But there is also a karma
= Personal decision-making happens only within a larger karmic
0 go to the trouble of inventing destructive ways of life; they
=+ here waiting for every child.
© = a racist/sexist/evangelical/gun-crazy/truck-driving community
oo Lkely that you will be to some degree a racist/sexist/evangelical/
= n,,\--::\%:;g human being. This is “instant karma,” as John Lennon sang.
= =z som into the moneyed, privileged world inhabited by Lennon’s
= o= = Lkely o lead the highborn ones to the assumption that their

Echnomusicologist Roberto Leydi asleep at his desk, Bologna, c. 1980.
Photograph by Ferdinando Scianna.




abundant lives are just how things should be. After all, they're so pretty, and so much
smarter than the rest of us,a claim proved by the size of their bank accounts. Karma is
the customs and the habits of mind that we are born into, live through, and then pass
on to the next generation. Karma is the bubble we live in, thinking that it is the ocean.

As the sixteenth-century essayist Michel de Montaigne (Aquitaine, page 82)
wrote, by way of quoting Pliny the Elder, “Custom is the most powerful master of
all things.” Montaigne expands the characterization:

Little by little and stealthily, she establishes within us the footing of her
authority; but having, by this mild and humble beginning, stayed and
rooted it with the aid of time, she then displays a fierce and tyrannical
countenance, in opposition to which we no longer have liberty even to
lift up our eyes. We see her do violence constantly to the laws of nature.

Alexander Herzen makes much the same point in “Omnia Mea Mecum
Porto” (Paris, page 43):

People allow the external world to overcome them, to captivate them
against their will; they renounce their independence, depending on all
occasions not on themselves but on the world, pulling ever tighter the
knots that bind them to it. They expect from the world all the good and
evil in life; the last thing they rely on is themselves. With such childish
submission, the fatal power of the external becomes invincible; to enter
into battle with it seems madness. Yet this terrible power wanes from
the moment when in a man’s soul, instead of self-sacrifice and despair,
instead of fear and submission, there arises the simple question: “Am I
really so fettered to my environment in life and death that I have no pos-
sibility of freeing myself from it even when I have in fact lost all touch
with it, when I want nothing from it and am indifferent to its bounty?”

Herzen’s solution is to remove our fetters through “self-reliance,” a remedy
not so far from capitalism’s appeal o economic individualism and the American
obsession with self-determination and “going it alone.” Happily, there are other
ways of looking at the problem. From a Buddhist perspective, the way out of Her-
zen’s dilemma is to awaken from the world’s orthodoxies, stop perpetuating the
harm of karma/culture, and then go feyond it, into an alternative social reality, the
sangha, human community defined not by the suspect freedoms of the ego, His
Majesty the Sovereign Self, but by “right understanding” and by me#fa, kindness.

In a word, Buddhism offers not just critique but counterculture. Robert Thur-
man explains in Essential Tibetan Buddhism that, almost a millennium before the
Chinese invasion of Tibet, Buddhism displaced the warlords and created “a coun-
tercultural movement that endured”:

The monastic organization was a kind of inversion of the military orga-
nization: a peace army rather than a war army, a self-conquest tradition
rather than an other-conquest tradition, a science of inner liberation rather

“am 2 science of liberating the outer world from the possession of others.



“nz communities against the grain, Buddhism provides a demysti-
wment. To whatever degree we can withdraw not from the world but
] rms and social fictions, to that degree we are enlightened. Marxist
0 wars o think outside the deadly platitudes that reign over us, but
= “ers more: a place to stand not by our self-reliant selves but with
wunity, where we discover the importance of the bodhisattva vow,
aummarized as “No one is free until we are all free.”

- enough that George Carlin was a critic of American unfreedom,
- = clear is that he, too, had made a vow to lead us to our essential

STz === 2 long way toward explaining why his audience wrote to him
== congratulations for a funny act but with gratitude. The task he set
e “culz how to offer freedom by performing it, onstage, in the context
~ = oz astand-up comedy routine. Carlin said some funny things, he
“~ = things, and he said a lot of true things, but in the end it was the

e «rtormance, the enactment of freedom, that mattered. Carlin under-
Sz daughter of freedom,” in Friedrich Schiller’s revealing phrase.
American Dream is shocking now not because it is saying
“"hat is shocking to us is the realization that we have forgotten
»z= that were once familiar and full of promise. Somewhere along
- weiom fell into forgetfulness. Again. Carlin was devoted to reminding

wwe2om. He created his sense of it on the stage, and then invited us to
«2. as the film’s title implies, George Carlin had his own style of

= from harmful social fictions is important for our shared future. But
“. nz consciousness,” as we used to call it, our ultimate freedom? Late
career Carlin seems to have discovered a freedom beyond freedom.
© merhaps, but transcendence as improvised on open-mic night at the
-5 When Carlin was onstage, he enjoyed the freedom of a dancer,

“wche thought, “above the dancer is the flyer and his bliss.”
© 7he arst five minutes of George Carlin's 1996 interview with Char-

* Zrops the jaw even a quarter century after the fact.

© " zove up on the human race and gave up on the American dream,

=7y liberating position for myself as an artist. And that was I
r ~.==2nd nation, and decided that I didn’t care about the outcome.
cove me a lot of freedom from a kind of distant platform to be
© = sed, kind of to watch the whole thing with a combination of
72 pivand try to put that in words...Not having an emotional

sether this experiment with human beings works.

=5 zreat attention at Charlie Rose, as if he were thinking, “Dig this,
= ~ 1 can chuckle at this,” he continues:

zor that big one to come right through that hole in the

v L
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Deaths of the sun and moon, miniature by Cristoforo de Predis from Lives of Saints Joachim and Anne
and the Nativities of Saint Mary and Our Lord, 1476.

we here? I know why I'm here. The show. Bring it on...We've all seen a lot
of comedians who seem to have a political bent in their work, and always
implicit in the work is some positive outcome, that this is all going to work.
If only we do this, if only we pass that bill, if only we elect him. It’s not true.

And then he says, “It’s circling-the-drain time.”

And damned if Charlie Rose doesn't chuckle, but what Carlin meant was—as
he put it in one of his routines—"Pack your shit, folks, we're going away.” That
wouldn't seem to be funny at all.

Not everyone was as pleased as Carlin himself seemed with this sobering turn
in his career. Stephen Colbert, for one, thought that Carlin had turned nihilistic.
As Colbert comments in American Dream, “To pursue that level of darkness in
the hope that it actually would point toward something hopeful is expecting a lot
from your audience, because all you're 5:1’.‘.."_‘ is the dark part.”

But for any Buddhist watching the Slm, there is something oddly familiar
about Carlin’s new perspective. As Greg Gilman comments in a perceptive essay
in Los Angeles magazine: “Don't confuse awareness of the inevitable with nihil-
ism...Comedy at its best is funny because it’s true. The audience relates to the
truth of the punch line. But truth can also hurt.” Or as Carlin put it, “One of the
problems of Americans is they can’t really face realicy. And that’s why, when it
! o handle it.” The question

i Carlin’s word, “clot” into self-
destructive groups is called samsara, the world of _unenng, dlssatlsfactlon, and
change. It is a world that can’t be fixed It s simply part of “what is,” as Bud-
dhists say, just as the murderous comess whizzinz around us are a portion of what
is. Comets and clotted people are aspeces o she Big Electron, Carlin’s term for

“everything that is™: “It doesn't punish, it docsn’s reward, it doesn't judge at all, it
just is, and so are we, for a little while.” Al we can do is practice honesty and hope
that through it we can find acceptance of what is and.../aughter? Because there

In Buddhism, r_he “orld of indiv ;'..;.a who




S

in laughter: the possibility of other possibilities. Through
audiences into communities. They laughed zogezber. They

- open 1o possibility, even if that sense of freedom was gone by the

- Even so, Carlin’s audience had been offered a “great notion,”
=2s. and not a bloody “great nation.”

w2t all this reminds me of is the recent infrared images coming to
= “ames Webb Space Telescope. Those images convey a reality four-
= vzars in the making. And while we find the Webb images beauti-

. ==v also show us a fundamental truth about “what is”: they show

== linger, and fall away, including our troubled blue world. The

-t we have our own little blaze here, the bonfire of the vanities,

“=sions—greed, anger, and delusion, especially delusion, as neither
- _ZZhaever tired of showing us.

at the Webb images, we are not seeing Aristotle’s primum
the i ced stars, the unmoved heavens ever available for our gaz-

== 225 been expanding and accel-

-plus miles per hour for the

o vears; it is very much on the Irreverence is the champion of liberty and ifs
“.. v this acceleration, red factor only sure defense.
.22 2 point where no light will be —Mark Twain, 1888

“=om outside the gravitational
= zolzxv But even this idea is

= .= 2 mere one billion years Earth will be just another star-baked
-ur expanding sun, and there won't be anyone here to wonder

SIS Nave gone.

Zack. Stephen Colbert?
==d that imagining the end of the world was entertaining. But
—=r o think that not caring how it turns out is comic hyperbole

- surpasses all understanding.” Carlin’s view isn’t much different

= ananda (New York City, page 122), who wrote in 1893:

= ome way to attain that freedom which is the goal of all the

- ~==ons of mankind, and that is by giving up this little life,
: universe, giving up this earth, giving up heaven, giv-
i .‘EAO up the mind, giving up everything that is limited

“z= of the Buddha and the comedy of George Carlin are founded

~ecception: things are not the way they seem. Our world may seem

anent, but it is not. That truth can be alarming, espe-
== by a wit as caustic as Carlin’s, but it can also be funny, as
o0 s discovery that his new clothes are his own nakedness, his
] v, leaving only his mortality. At its best, a joke’s

bo, S n enlightenment, a moment in which we briefly
* == really are and laugh. What may not be so clear is that this

== = oo only o freedom but to spiritual liberation.



c. 525 Bc: India
A WOMAN FREE!

At last free,

2= last [ am a woman free!

No more tied to the kitchen,

s2ined amid the stained pots,

=> more bound to the husband

+ho thought me less

=20 the shade he wove with his hands.
o more anger, no more hunger,

_ s now in the shade of my own tree.

‘l=citating thus, I am happy, I am serene.

Samangalamata, a2 poem from the Theri- ’
cicne TR werse appears in a collection of ‘
A ited to the theris, or senior nuns,
ong the first female followers of the |
ollection was transcribed in the
by Pali monks. According to a
tary on the text, Sumanga[amata
> aloud while recalling the do-
escaped through ordination. It
the Buddha permitted the ordi-
sen after bis stepmother and five
men cut their hair, donned re-
gan following him on foot

Su S




1983: Nakuru
ALL FOR ONE, ONE FOR ALL

If T tell you where I am sick

You ask prison officers

“Is that so?”

You treat me to satisfy prison officers
And not to cure my disease.

You consult police and prison officers
Before you prescribe me anything.

Prison doctors,

You recommend that poor food

Is wholesome for me.

You recommend that my health is all right

With a sisal mat and two worn-out dirty blankets for my beddings
You recommend me fit for hard labor

When I am so sick that I am on the verge of death

You refuse to recommend for me good food



“hen my ailing health desperately needs it
“5u shut your eyes to
D ‘:°.1<e—causing prison conditions

“nd pretend to be an enemy of diseases
That are born out of those very conditions.

You .“ommend that T am fit
©° be given sterilizing strokes

~u recommend that I am fit
1o be hanged

are
<

ave become servants of death.

son doctors,
2zt spotlessly white robes

make you look clean
-t in your service of death and oppression

like unto whited sepulchres

"=:ch indeed appear beautiful outward
2re within full of dead men’s bones

“nc of all uncleanliness.”

risoners’ and detainees” health

: ~hackles of prison oppression

=7 be in prison to imprison life

prison to give free rein to life

= = prison to alleviate suffering and oppression
< increase and excuse them.

“2 let prisoners see liberators

= prisoners see
= antitheses of prison guards and officers

: let prisoners see hope and life.

Rossi wa Wamwere, fram Conscience on Trial. Koigi became j
o =omror or Kenya’s Parliament in 1979, representing Nakuru,

v the Great rft Valley. He formed the National Democratic

sman Rngis Organization to investigate political vio-

; '- bt had reportedly killed over 1,500 people and dzsp/acf'd
wom 25em 300,000 others in the region. As a Kenyan warrior,”

o his 2002 memoir 1 Refuse to Die, “T hnew thar
¢ take up gun, spear, and shield, it would not be to
,.wmzmz'tie: At would mean developing the whole
nd p m.otzng - freedom for all.”




1828: Beijing

TAKING FLIGHT

ising butterflies resembles raising daughters:
u have raised them, you can't keep them any longer.
2s heart may still be filled with love,
~ = sumerflies already long for distant parts.
¥ nt to set them free, but cannot give them up;
“ Zon't set them free, they may not find a partner.
* T allow you now to find your way—

the pearly curtain on its hook.

" en frst they fly, they still stay close to home,
= next they fly, they cross the garden wall.
= =ot concerned about the butterflies’ thin dress,

.= concerned about the winds and rains of fall.

“ succeed in finding a fit partner,
‘s come together, entering my room.
% Zr=ams tonight here in my flower cell
mc more somber than green window gauze.

; cial in Kulun, present-day Ulaanbaatar, tlyrougb
T policy promoted by the Manchu government.
o= composed this poem after ber daughter left for Mongolia.
o son-in-law was reassigned to Beijing, and Wanyan

er granddau ighter, Naxun Lanbao, who later




c. 1807: Grasmere
THINKING INSIDE THE BOX

Nuns fret not at their convent’s narrow room;
And hermits are contented with their cells;
And students with their pensive citadels;
Maids at the wheel, the weaver at his loom,
Sit blithe and happy; bees that soar for bloom,
High as the highest Peak of Furness-fells,
Will murmur by the hour in foxglove bells:

In truth, the prison, unto which we doom
Ourselves, no prison is: and hence for me,

In sundry moods, twas pastime to be bound
Within the Sonnet’s scanty plot of ground:
Pleased if some Souls (for such there needs must be)
Who have felt the weight of too much liberty,
Should find brief solace there, as I have found.

William Wordsworth, “Nuns Fret Not.” In 1838, Srwe
years before he was named poet laureate, Wordsworth wrote
that he was first ‘tempted” to compose poetry in the sonnet |
Jorm by his ‘admiration of some of the sonnets of Milton,”
calling this ‘one of the innumerable obligations which, as a
poet and a man, I am under to our great fellow countryman.”
Twmty—ni ne years earlier, in a letter to Walter Scott, the Ro- ‘
mantic poet Robert Southey wrote, ‘I impute Wordsworth’s
want of perspicuity to fwo causes—Ahis admiration of Mil-
ton’ prose and his habit of dictating instead of writing.” }




free will, as well as the mind that dominates
the senses. But when the influence of the spirit
reigns over the mind that regulates the senses
and the deliberations, freedom is taken away
from nature, which no longer governs but is
governed. And how could there be prayer
at that time, when nature does not possess
power over itself, but is conducted by an out-
ward force without knowing whither? Na-
ture, then, does not direct the emotions of the
spirit according to its will, but captivity reigns
over nature in that hour and conducts it there,
where sensual apperception ceases, because
nature even has no will at that time, even to
the extent that it does not know whether it is
within or outside the body, as scripture testi-
fies. Does such a one have prayer who is a
captive to this degree and who even does not
know himself?

From a treatise by Isaac of Nineveh. While serv-
ing as bishop of Nineveh around 676, Isaac was
asked to resolve a dispute between a debtor and a
creditor, but his recommendation for a loan exten-
sion was ignored because he had cited the Bible.
Discouraged, he left his post after only  five months,
claiming that he retired for a “reason which God
knows,” although some scholars have suggested that
he was asked to leave because he was a foreigner.
He became an ascetic, spending his last days in the
monastery of Rabban Shapur; it is said that he
went blind from excessive reading.



C. 1949: New York Clty
FREEDOM

Freedom will not come
Today, this year
Nor ever
Through compromise and fear.

I have as much right

As the other fellow has
To stand

On my two feet

And own land.

I tire so of hearing people say,
Let things take their course.
Tomorrow is another day.
I do not need my freedom when I'm dead.
1 cannot live on tomorrow’s bread.
Freedom
Is a strong seed
Planted
In a great need.
I live here, too.
I want freedom
Just as you.

Langston Hughes, from The Panther
and the Lash. Hughes' second book, Fine
Clothes to the Jew, was criticized by other
Black writers for its abject portrayal of Black
life; Hughes later recalled that it had been |
denounced as “a disgrace to the race, a return |
to the dialect tradition, and a parading of |
all our racial defects before the public.” He
wrote that he tried to concern his poetry
with “workers, roustabouts, and singers, and
job hunters on Lenox Avenue.” These were
the “so-called common element,” ke argued,
whom he would stand with against the
“smug Negro middle class.”




1967: Toronto
THE STORM WILL NOT ABATE

It is a shattering historical irony that the
American Revolution of 1776 was the conse-
quence of many of the same conditions that
orevail today. King George adamantly refused
= share power even in modest degree with
he colonies. He provoked violence by scorn-
nz and spurning the appeals embodied in
~onviolent protests such as boycotts, peaceful
“emonstrations, and petitions. In their resort
=0 violence the colonists were pressed ideologi-
cally beyond their original demands and put
“to question the system of absolute monarchi-
=2l rule. When they took up arms and searched
“or the rationale for independence they broke
wwith all traditions of imperial domination and
=stablished a unique and unprecedented form
* government—the democratic republic.

The Negro revolt is evolving into more
han a quest for desegregation and equality.
is a challenge to a system that has created
miracles of production and technology to cre-
2z¢ justice. If humanism is locked outside the
sstem, Negroes will have revealed its inner
core of despotism and a far greater struggle
~r liberation will unfold. The United States is
<ubstantially challenged to demonstrate that
= can abolish not onl_y the evils of racism but
“he scourge of poverty of whites as well as of
Negroes and the horrors of war that transcend
~ational borders and involve all of mankind.

The first man to die in the American
Revolution was a Negro seaman, Crispus

Attucks. Before that fateful struggle ended,
the institution of absolute monarchy was put
on its deathbed.

‘We may now be in only the initial period
of an era of change as far-reaching in its con-
sequences as the American Revolution. The
developed industrial nations of the world—
which include Canada, as much as the United
States—cannot remain secure islands of pros-
perity in a seething sea of poverty. The storm
is rising against the privileged minority of
the earth, from which there is no shelter in
isolation and armament. The storm will not
abate until a just distribution of the fruits of
the earth enables man everywhere to live in
dignity and human decency. The American
Negro of 1967, like Crispus Attucks, may be
the vanguard in a prolonged struggle that may
change the shape of the world, as billions of
deprived shake and transform the earth in
their quest for life, freedom, and justice.

Ma.rtm Luther I\mrr Jr f
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c. 83o0: Luoyang
TOO LATE

Around my garden the little wall is low;

In the bailiff’s lodge the lists are seldom checked.
I am ashamed to think we were not always kind;
I regret your labors, which will never be repaid.
The caged bird owes no allegiance;

The wind-tossed flower does not cling to the tree.

Where tonight she lies none can give us news;
Nor any knows, save the bright watching moon.

Bai Juyi, “Losing a Slave Girl.” Like many poets of the
Tang dynasty, Bai had a career in the imperial gov-
ernment, holding archival and administrative positions
while composing his verse. “Bai regretted not having
written more poems on social issues and not having in-
vested those he wrote with greater conviction,” trans-
lator Rewi Alley writes of the poet’s attempts to draw
attention to corruption and injustice, which led to his |
brief exile in 815. “One suspects, howewver, that a num-
ber of Bai’s poems of social criticism were dropped from
their collected works by later compilers.” J




1774: Boston
DELIVERANCE

Reverend and Honored Sir,

I have this day received your obliging, kind
epistle, and am greatly satisfied with your rea-
sons respecting the Negroes, and think highly
reasonable what you offer in vindication of
their natural rights. Those that invade them
cannot be insensible that the divine light is
chasing away the thick darkness which broods
over the land of Africa, and the chaos which
has reigned so long is converting into beautiful
order and reveals more and more clearly the
glorious dispensation of civil and religious lib-
erty, which are so inseparably united that there
is little or no enjoyment of one without the
other. Otherwise, perhaps, the Israelites had
been less solicitous for their freedom from
Egyptian slavery. I do not say they would have
been contented without it, by no means, for
in every human breast God has implanted a
principle, which we call love of freedom; it is
impatient of oppression, and pants for deliver-
ance; and by the leave of our modern Egyp-
tians I will assert that the same principle lives
in us. God grants deliverance in his own way
and time, and gets him honor upon all those
whose avarice impels them to countenance
and help forward the calamities of their fellow
creatures. This I desire not for their hurt, but
to convince them of the strange absurdity of
their conduct whose words and actions are so
diametrically opposite. How well the cry for
liberty and the reverse disposition for the exer-
cise of oppressive power over others agree—I
humbly think it does not require the penetra-
tion of a philosopher to determine.

Phillis Wheatley, from a letter to Reverend
Samson Occum. Wheatley was captured in Gam-
bia by slave traders in 1761 and sold to a family
in Boston; she was named after the ship on which
she arrived. She began writing poetry around
the age of fourteen. In 1773 the Wheatley family
took her to London, where she published her first
book. Wheatley was emancipated shortly there-
after. During the American Revolution she sent
her antislavery poems to George Washington, who
responded that he thought her “elegant lines” to be
“Striking proof of your poetical talents.”



