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Associating

oyaging across the open sea, a man suddenly finds himself struggling

in the water after his ship goes down. The sole survivor, he washes up

on the beach of an uninhabited island and lives there for more than
twenty years. He has no human company during this time. When he talks, he
provides his own audience. He labors 1o train a bird to speak his name. He
diligently organizes his daily routine—not only to survive but also to prevent his
mind from slipping into madness. Isolation can kill you, the story seems to say,
and perhaps that is one reason that Daniel Defoe's seventeenth-century novel
continues to spin off retellings, new versions (set in locales that range from
tropical islands to the reaches of intergalactic space), cartoonsg, movios, and
sequels. Robinson Crusoe is the archetypal castaway. He has become our most
famous solitary, a prisoner of one, looking for the human companionship that
can restore and save him.

This matter of associating, which to most of us in our casual waking hours
seems more a matter of routine appointments than of survival and dignity, is
brought into sharp focus by Defoe's story. Isolation turns Crusoe desperate.

In Cast Away, a recent film version of the tale starring Tom Hanks, the main
character goes so far as to paint a face on a volleyball, name the thing Wilson,
and converse with it.

This is fiction, but it speaks to the truth of human experience. To be human
is to live among and with others. We are born out of—and into—association,
and we learn and grow by living in relation with others. A few of us may
survive, briefly, as solitaries. But our natural habitat is society.

And if associating is where being human begins, it is also where the civic
begins. There must be some gathering of people, some joining together, for
us to have any kind of community or society. Associating is thus the underlying
condition of civically engaged activity, and it is also the most general form of
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civically engaged activity. Giving and serving and [eading—o.ther for.ms of
civically engaged activity—are ways of associating. But only if we join together,
or associate, with others does it make sense to consider how we act toward
and with them.

We associate with family members, with groups of friends or colleagues,
with people who live nearby, with people who speak our language, with
people who share our politics, our faith, our tastes. We ally aurselves with
certain others and set ourselves, implicitly or explicitly, against other others.
We become White Sox fans rather than Red Sox fans, Mothers Against Drunk
Driving rather than Americans for Peace in the Middle East, Rotarians rather
than Lions rather than Shriners rather than Elks. And many of these associations
can come to feel inevitable, the reasons for them invisible or forgotten.

It is against this tendency to take our group involvements for granted that
we present the following readings, all of which help us think and talk about
how, why, and with whom we associate.

The section opons with a seleclion lrom Aristotle, who declares, in the
Pulitics, that avery human association, or COMMunNity, serves some good, while
the political cormmunity—the most complete form of association—serves the
highest good of all: the good life. But what constitutes the political community
and gives it unity? And what is the good life?

Constantine Cavafy's call-and-response poem, “Waiting for the
Barbarians,” portrays the darker side of Aristotle's civic association, as the
inhabitants of a city wait for the arrival of barbarian invaders. What problems
are solved and created for g cornmunity—or any group—when jt looks outside
itself to explain and justify its internal bonds?

In his 1868 speech to the Georgia State Legislature, Henry MacNeal Turner
argues that anyone who gives to the community-—whether the community
considers that person an insider or an outsider—ought to receive certain
things from it, rights above all. But what is a right? Who has the responsibility
for deciding which rights exist?

“The Boy Without a Flag,” a short story by Abraham Rodriguez Jr., depicts
a child's attempts to form allegiances in a world ot uncertain loyalties. How do
children develop a sense of belonging to a larger community? How do they
decide what to salute?

Imtiaz Dharker's poem, “They'll Say, 'She Must Be from Another Country,™
explores instances in which people raise barriers between themselves and
others by what they say. How do the words people use create and reinforce
these barriers?

Franz Kafka's parable, “Fellowship,” invites us to ask what it is that makes
individuals into something with a collcctive identity. What sustains and limits
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the bonds that people form among themselves? How do these bonds determine
who can be excluded from a group? .

In a much less ominous tone, Jane Addams opens her memoir, Twenty
years at Hull-House, by recounting in "Earliest impressions” how her father
drew her into “the moral concerns” of life. Who teaches us concern for others,
and how do they teach us?

Alden Nowlan's poem "He Sits Down on the Floor ot a School for the '
Retarded” considers this sense of concern for others through the discon§ert|ng
effect on the writer of a stranger’s plea for physical closeness. What bas'/c
human connections do we all share with each other? What kinds of barriers
make it difficult for us to recognize these connections? '

In an excerpt from The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith precisely
analyzes our care for others. What does imagination have to do with the
capacity to feel sympathy and compassion? .

Alexis de Tocqueville celebrates the American passion for forming
associations of all kinds in a chapter from Democracy in America, "On the Use
Which the Americans Make of Associations in Civil Life.” Why do Americans
associate with one another in civic groups and associations? Are there
uniquely American modes of association? |

The final readings in this section address the challenges of connecting
with others in the face of various kinds of difference. In an excerpt from The
Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. Du Bois suggests that something more than
charity will be needed to bridge the distance between races in the United
States. But what is that something more, and can it be created through
deliberate social change?

In Langston Hughes's poem “Theme for English B,” a student mulls over
the differences and striking similarities between himself and his teacher. What
sorts of differences—and similarities—mattar mast in the classroom, or any
learning environment?

Toni Morrison’s short story “Recitatif” traces the relationship between two
girls of different races through the years. What connects people across race,
and what limits such connection?

Finally, Robert Frost's poem "Mending Wall” invites us to consider that a
wall between neighbors may not, after all, be the thing that keeps them apart.
How do boundaries between neighbors both separate and connect us?




Aristotle

Aristotle (384-322 BCE), the most famous student of the ancient
Greek philosopher Plato, lived and taught in Athens. He wrote on a
remarkable range of subjects, including politics, biology, rhetoric, logic,
and the nature of knowledge itself. The philosophical and scientific
system Avristotle devised greatly influenced medieval Christian and
Islamic scholastic thought, and his concepts remain embedded in the
Western intellectual tradition. This selection is drawn from the beginning
of his Politics.

Selection from Politics

1.

very state is a community of some kind, and every community is

established with a view to some good; for everyone always acts in order

to obtain that which they think good. But, if all communities aim at
some good, the state or political community, which is the highest of all, and
which embraces all the rest, aims at good in a greater degree than any other,
and at the highest good.

Some people think that the qualifications of a statesman, king, householder,
and master are the same, and that they differ not in kind but only in the
number of their subjects. For example, the ruler over a few is called a master;
over more, the manager of a household; over a still larger number, a statesman
or king, as if there were no difference between a great household and a small
state. The distinction that is made between the king and the statesman is as
follows: when the government is personal, the ruler is a king; when, according
to the rules of the political science, the citizens rule and are ruled in turn, then
he is called a statesman.

But all this is a mistake, as will be evident to anyone who considers the
matter according to the method that has hitherto guided us. As in other
departments of science, so in politics, the compound should always be resolved
into the simple elements or least parts of the whole, We must therefore look at
the elements of which the state is composed, in order that we may see in what
the different kinds of rulc differ from one another and whether any scientific
result can be attained about each one of them.

7
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2,

He who thus considers things in their first growth and origin, whether a state
or anything else, will obtain the clearest view of them. In the first place, there
must be a union of those who cannot exist without each other; namely, of
male and female, that the race may continue (and this is 2 union that is formed
not of choice but because, in common with other animals and with plants,
mankind have a natural desire to leave behind them an image of themselves),
and of natural ruler and subject, that both may be preserved. For that which
can foresee by the exercise of mind is by nature lord and master, and that
which can with its body give effect to such foresight is a subject, and by
nature a slave; hence, master and slave have the same interest. Now nature has
distinguished between the female and slave. For she is not niggardly, like the
smith who fashions the Delphian knife for many uses; she makes each thing
for a single use, and every instrument is best made when intended for one
and not for many uses. But among barbarians, no distinction is made between
women and slaves, because there is no natural ruler among them: they are a
community of slaves, male and female, That is why the poets say,

It is meet that Hellenes should rule over barbarians,

as if they thought that the barbarian and the slave were by nature one.
Out of these two relationships, the first thing to arise is the family, and
Hesiod is right when he says,

First house and wife and an ox for the plough,

for the ox is the poor man’s slave. The family is the association established
by nature for the supply of men’s everyday wants, and the members of it are
called by Charondas, “companions of the cupboard,” and by Epimenides the
Cretan, “companions of the manger.” But when several families are united,
and the association aims at something more than the supply of daily needs, the
first society to be formed is the village. And the most natural form of the village
appears to be that of a colony from the family, composed of the children and
grandchildren, who are said to be “suckled with the same milk,” And this is
the reason why Hcllenic states were otiginally governed by kings: because the
Hellenes were under royal rule before they came together, as the barbarians
still are. Every family is ruled by the eldest, and therefore in the colonies of

the family, the kingly form of government prevailed because they were of the
same blood. As Homer says:

Each one gives law to his children and to his wives

for they lived dispersedly, as was the manner in ancient times. That is why men
say that the gods have a king, because they themselves cither are or were in
ancient times under the rule of a king. For they imagine not only the forms of
the gods but their ways of life to be like their own.

—
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When several villages are united in a single complete community, large
enough to be nearly or quite self-sufficing, the state comes into existence,
originating in the bare needs of life and continuing in.existence for the sa'ke of
a good life. And, therefore, if the earlier forms of society are natural, so is the
state, for it is the end of them, and the nature of a thing is its end. For what each
thing is when fully developed, we call its nature, whether we are speaking of a
man, a horse, or a family. Besides, the final cause and end of a thing is the best,
and to be self-sufficing is the end and the best.

Hence, it is evident that the state is a creation of nature, and that man is
by nature a political animal. And he who by nature and not by mere accident
is without a state is either 2 bad man or above humanity; he is like the

Tribeless, lawless, hearthless one,

whom Homer denounces—the natural outcast is forthwith a lover of war; he
may be compared to an isolated piece at draughts.

Now, that man is more of a political animal than bees or any other gregarious
animals is evident. Nature, as we often say, makes nothing in vain, and man
is the only animal who has the gift of speech. And whereas mere voice is but
an indication of pleasure or pain, and is therefore found in other animals (for
their nature attains to the perception of pleasure and pain and the intimation
of them to one another, and no further), the power of speech is intended to set
forth the expedient and inexpedient, and therefore likewise the just and the
unjust. And it is a characteristic of man that he alone has any sense of good
and evil, of just and unjust, and the like, and the association of living beings
who have this sense makes a family and a state.

Further, the state is by nature clearly prior to the family and to the individual,
since the whole is of necessity prior to the part; for example, if the whole body
be destroyed, there will be no foot or hand, except homonymously, as we
might speak of a stone hand; for when destroyed, the hand will be no better
than that. But things are defined by their function and power; and we ought
not to say that they are the same when they no longer have their proper quality,
but only that they are homonymous. The proof that the statc is a creation of
nature and prior to the individual is that the individual, when isolated, is not
self-sufficing; and therefore he is like a part in relation to the whole. But he
who is unable to live in society, or who has no need because he is sufficient
for himself, must be either a beast or a god: he is no part of a state. A social
instinct is implanted in all men by nature, and yet he who first founded the
state was the greatest of benefactors. For man, when perfected, is the best of
animals, but, when separated from law and justice, he is the worst of all, since
armed injustice is the more dangerous, and he is equipped at birth with arms,
meant to be used by intelligence and excellence, which he may use for the
worst ends. That is why, if he has not excellence, he is the most unholy and
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the most savage of animals, and the most full of lust and gluttony. But justice
is the bond of men in states: for the administration of justice, which is the
determination of what is just, is the principle of order in political society.

Constantine Cavafy

Constantine Cavafy (1863-1933) was born to Greek-speaking parents
in Alexandria, Egypt. Between the ages of nine and sixteen he lived
in England, where his father worked in the family's import-export
firm; upon returning to Alexandria in 1879, he received some formal
education and began writing. Between 1882 and 1885, Cavafy lived
in Constantinople, and there he started to write poetry. He settled
permanently in Alexandria in 1885, finding employment first as a
newspaper correspondent and then in the Egyptian Stock Exchange.
For thirty years he held an appointment in the Egyptian Irrigation Serv-
ice of the Ministry of Public Works. Although Cavafy has been
recognized posthumously as a preeminent Greek poet of the twentieth
century, his poems were published only after his death.

Waiting for the Barbarians

What are we waiting for, assembled in the forum?
The barbarians are due here today.

Why isn’t anything going on in the senate?
Why are the senators sitting there without legislating?

Because the barbarians are coming today.
What’s the point of senators making laws now?

Once the barbarians are here, they’ll do the legislating.

Why did our emperor get up so early,
and why is he sitting enthroned at the city’s main gate,

in state, wearing the crown?
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Because the barbarians are coming today
and the emperor’s waiting to receive their leader.
He’s even got a scroll to give him,

loaded with titles, with imposing names.

Why have our two consuls and praetors come out today
wearing their embroidered, their scarlet togas?

Why have they put on bracelets with so many amethysts,
rings sparkling with magnificent emeralds?

Why are they carrying elegant canes

beautifully worked in silver and gold?

Because the barbarians are coming today

and things like that dazzle the barbarians,

Why don’t our distinguished orators turn up as usual

to make their speeches, say what they have to say?

Because the barbarians are coming today

and they’re bored by rhetoric and public speaking,

Why this sudden bewilderment, this confusion?
(How serious people’s faces have become.)
Why are the streets and squares emptying so rapidly,

everyone going home lost in thought?

Because night has fallen and the barbarians haven’t come.

And some of our men just in from the border say

there are no barbarians any longer,

Now what’s going to happen to us without barbarians?

They were, those people, a kind of solution,

Henry MacNeal Turner

Althoughbornfree, near Abbeville, South Carolina, Henry MacNeal Turner
(1834-1915) was nevertheless bound to a planter under whom he lived
in conditions resembling slavery until, at the age of fifteen, he ran away,
Turner taught himself to read and write, and worked as a messenger in
a lawyer's office and then as a handyman in a Baltimore medical school.
Choosing the vocation of a minister in the African Methodist Episcopal
Church, he was the first African American to be commissioned as an
army chaplain during the American Civil War. After the war, he served in
the first reconstruction legislature in Georgia until 1868, when the white
maijority expelled all black legislators. Turner delivered the speech from
which this selection is taken on September 3, 1868,

[ Shall Not Beg for My Rights

efore proceeding to argue this question upon its intrinsic merits, [ wish

the members of this house Lo understand the position that I take. I hold

that T am a member of this body. Therefore, sit, I shall neither fawn or
cringe before any party, nor stoop to beg them for my rights. Some of my col-
ored fellow members, in the course of their remarks, took occasion to appeal to
the sympathies of members on the opposite side, and to eulogize their character
for magnanimity. It reminds me very much, sir, of slaves begging under the lash.
['am here to demand my rights. . . .

The scene presented in this house, today, is one unparalleled in the history
of the world. . . . Never has a man been arraigned before a body clothed with
legislative, judicial, or executive functions, charged with the offense of being
of a darker hue than his fellow men . . . charged with an offense committed
by the God of heaven himself. Cases may be found where men have been
deprived of their rights for crimes and misdemeanors; but it has remained
for the State of Georgia, in the very heart of the nineteenth century, to call a
man before the bar, and there charge him with an act for which he is no more
responsible than for the head that he carries upon his shoulders. . . .
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Whose legislature is this? Is it 2 white man’s legislature, or is it a black
man’s legislature? Who voted for a constitutional convention, in obedience to
the mandate of the Congress of the United States? Who first rallied around
the standard of Reconstruction? Who set the ball of loyalty rolling in the State
of Georgia? And whose voice was heard on the hills and in the valleys of his
state? [t was the voice of the brawny-armed Negro, with the few humanitarian-
hearted white men who came to our assistance. I claim the honor, sir, of having
been the instrument of convincing hundreds—yea, thousands—of white men,
that to reconstruct under the measures of the United States Congress was the
safest and the best course for the interest of the state.

Let us look at some facts in connection with this matter. Did half the white
men of Georgia vote for this legislature? Did not the great bulk of them fight,
with all their strength, the Constitution under which we are acting? And did
they not fight against the organization of this legislature? And turther, sir, did
they not vote against it? Yes, sir! And there are persons in this legislature today
who are ready to spit their poison in my face, while they themselves opposed,

with all their power, the ratification of this Constitution. They question my
right to a seat in this body, to represent the people whose legal votes elected
me. . .. We are told that if black men want to speak, they must speak through
white trumpets; if black men want their sentiments expressed, they must be
adulterated and sent through white messengers, who will quibble, and equivo-

cate, and evade, as rapidly as the pendulum of a clock. If this be not done, then

the black men have committed an outrage, and their representatives must be

denied the right to represent their constituents,

The great question, sir, is this: am T a man? If T am such, I claim the rights of
aman. Am I not a man because | happen to be of a darker hue than honorable
gentlemen around me?

We have pioneered civilization here; we have built up your country;
we have worked in your fields, and garnered your harvests, for two hundred
and fifty years! And what do we ask of you in return? Do we ask you for
compensation for the sweat our fathers bore for you—for the tears you have
caused, and the hearts you have broken, and the lives you have curtailed, and
the blood you have spilled? Do we ask retaliation? We ask it not. We are willing
to let the dead past bury its dead; but we ask you now for our rights,

You have all the elements of superiority upon your side; you have our
money and your own; you have our ed

ucation and your own; and you have
your land and our own, too. We, who number hundreds of thousands in

Georgia, including our wives and families, with not a foot of land to call our
own—strangers in the land of our birth; without money, without education,

without aid, without a roof to cover us while we live, nor sufficient clay to
cover us when we die! . . .

TT—

I Shall Not Beg for My Rights

You may expel us, gentlemen, but I firmly believe that you will someday
repent it. The black man cannot protect a country, if the country doesn’t protect
him; and if, tomorrow, a war should arise, [ would not raise a musket to defend
a country where my manhood is denied. The fashionable way in Georgia when
hard work is to be done is for the white man to sit at his ease while the black
man does the work; but, sir, [ will say this much to the colored men of Georgia,
as if I should be killed in this campaign, I may have no opportunity of telling
them at any other time: never lift a finger nor raise a hand in defense of Georgia,
unless Georgia acknowledges that you are men and invests you with the rights
pertaining to manhood. . ., .
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Abraham Rodriguez Jr. (b. 1961) was born in New York City and grew
up in the South Bronx. He began writing at age ten and dropped out
of high school at sixteen. He later earned a high school equivalency
degree and attended the City College of New York, Rodriguez's first
collection of stories, The Boy Without a Flag: Tales of the South Bronx,
was published in 1992 and was named a New York Times Notable
Book in 1993. His first novel, Spidertown, received a 1995 American
Book Award. The following short story, "The Boy Without a Flag,"
appeared in Rodriguez's story collection of 1992 and gave that
collection its memorable name.

The Boy Without a Flag

—To Ms. Linda Falcon, wherever she ;5

wirls of dust danced in the beams of sunlight that came through the tall

windows, the buzz of voices resounding in the stuffy auditorium. Mr.
' Rios stood by our Miss Colon, hovering as if waiting to catch Ler if she
fell. His pale mouse features looked solemnly dutiful. He was a versatile man
doubling as English teacher and gym coach. He was only there because of’
Miss Colon’s legs. She was wearing her neon pink nylons. Our favorite.

We tossed suspicious looks at the two of them. Miss Colon would smirk
at Edwin and me, saying, “Hey, face front,” but Mr. Rios would glare. I think
he knew that we knew what he was after. We knew, because on Fridays, during
our free period when we’d get to play records and eat stale pretzel sticks, we
would see her way in the back by the tall windows, sitting up on a radiator
like a schoolgitl. There would be 2 strange pinkness on her high cheekbones
and there was Mr. Rios, sitting beside her, playing with her hand. Her face, so,
thin and girlish, would blush. From then on, her eyes, very close together like
a cartoon rendition of a beaver’s, would avoid us,

Miss Colon was hardly discreet about her affairs. Edwin had first tipped
me off about her love life after one of his lunchtime jaunts through the empty
hallways. He would chase girls and toss wet bathroom napkins into classrooms
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where kids in the lower grades sat, trapped. He claimed to have seen Miss Colon
slip into a steward’s closet with Mr. Rios and to have heard all manner of sounds
through the thick wooden door, which was locked (he tried it). He had told half
the class before the day was out, the boys sniggering behind grimy hands, the
gitls shocked because Miss Colon was married, so married that she even brought
the poor unfortunate in one morning as a kind of show-and-tell guest. He was
an untidy dark-skinned Puerto Rican type in a colorful dashiki. He carried a
paper bag that smelled like glue. His eyes seemed sleepy, his Afro an uncombed
Brillo pad. He talked about protest marches, the sixties, the importance of an
education. Then he embarrassed Miss Colon greatly by disappearing into the
coat closet and falling asleep there. The girls, remembering him, softened their
attitude toward her indiscretions, defending her violently. “Face it,” one of
them blurted out when Edwin began a new series of Miss Colon tales, “she
married a bum and needs to find true love,”

“She’s a slut, and I'm gonna draw a comic book about her,” Edwin said,
hushing when she walked in through the door. That afternoon, he showed
me the first sketches of what would later become a very popular comic book
entitled Slut at the Head of the Class. Edwin could draw really well, but his
stories were terrible, so I volunteered to do the writing. In no time at all, we
had three issues circulating under desks and hidden in notebooks all over the
school. Edwin secretly ran off close to a hundred copies on a copy machine in
the main office after school. It always amazed me how copies of our comic kept
popping up in the unlikeliest places. I saw them on radiators in the auditorium,
on benches in the gym, tacked up on bulletin boards. There were even some
in the teachers’ lounge, which I spotted onc day while running an errand (or
Miss Colon. Seeing it, however, in the hands of Miss Marti, the pig-faced
assistant principal, nearly made me puke up my lunch. Good thing our names
weren’t on it.

It was a miracle no one snitched on us during the ensuing investigation,
since only a blind fool couldn’t see our involvement in the thing. No bloody
purge followed, but there was enough fear in both of us to kill the desire
to continue our publishing venture. Miss Marti, a woman with a battlefield
face and constant odor of Chiclets, made a forceful threat about finding the
culprits while holding up the second issue, the one with the hand-colored
cover. No one moved. The auditorium grew silent. We meditated on the sound
of a small plane flying by, its engines rattling the windows. I think we wished
we were on it.

It was in the auditorium that the trouble first began. We had all settled
into our seats, fidgeting like tiny burrowing animals, when there was a gen-
eral call for quiet. Miss Marti, up on stage, had a stare that could make any
squirming fool sweat. She was a gruff, nasty woman who never smiled without
seeming sadistic.
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Mr. Rios was at his spot beside Miss Colon, his hands clasped behind
his back as if he needed to restrain them, He seemed to whisper to her, Soft.
mushy things. Edwin would watch them from his seat beside me, giving me the
details, his shiny face looking worried. He always seemed sweaty, his fingers
kind of damp.

“I toldju, I saw um holdin hands,” he said. “An now lookit him, he’s
whispering sweet shits inta huh ear.”

He quieted down when he noticed Miss Marti’s evil eye sweeping over us
like a prison-camp searchlight. There was silence. In her best military bark,
Miss Marti ordered everyone to stand. Two lone, pathetic kids, dragooned by
some unseen force, slowly came down the center aisle, each bearing a huge
flag on a thick wooden pole. AllT could make out was that great star-spangled,
unfurling, twitching thing that looked like it would fall as it approached over
all those bored young heads. The Puerto Rican flag walked beside it, looking
smaller and less confident. It clung to its pole.

“The Pledge,” Miss Marti roared, putting her hand over the spot where
her heart was rumored to be.

That’s when I heard my father talking.

He was sitting on his bed, yelling about Chile, about what the CIA had
done there. I was standing opposite him in my dingy ProKeds. I knew about
politics. I was eleven when I read William Shirer’s book on Hitler. T was ready,

“All this country does is abuse Hispanic nations,” my father said, turning
a page of his Posz, “tie them down, make them dependent. It says democracy
with one hand while it protects and feeds fascist dictatorships with the other.”
His eyes blazed with a strange fire. I sat on the bed, on part of his Post, trans-
fixed by his oratorical mastery. He had mentioned political things before, but
not like this, not with such fiery conviction, T thought maybc it had 1o do with
my reading Shirer. Maybe he had seen me reading that fat book and figured I
was ready for real politics.

Using the knowledge I gained from the book, I defended the Americans,
What fascism was he talking about, anyway? I knew we had stopped Hitler.
That was a big deal, something to be proud of,

“Come out of fairy-tale land,” he said scornfully. “Do you know what
imperialism is?”

I didn’t really, no.

“Well, why don’t you read about that> Why don’t you read abour
Juan Bosch and Allende, men who died fighting imperialism? They stood up
against American big business. You should read about that instead of this crap
about Hitler,”

“But I like reading about Hitler,” I said, feeling a little spurned. I didn’t
even mention that my fascination with Adolf led to my writing a biography of
him, a book report one hundred and fifty pages long. It got an A-plus. Miss

| &
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Colon stapled it to the bulletin board right outside the classroom, where it
omptly stolen.
- Ego, “Ejh; makes you want to be a writer?” Miss Colon asked me quietly
one day, when Edwin and T, always the helpful ones, volunteered to assist her
in getting the classroom spiffed up for a I—lallowF:cn party. ‘ .
" “I don’t know. I guess my father,” I replied, fiddling with plastic pumpkins
self-consciously while images of my father began parading througf} my n}iqd.

When I think back to my earliest image of my father, it is one of him sitting
behind a huge rented typewriter, his fingers clacking away. ['l{e was a frustrated
poet, radio announcer, and even stage actor. He had 'seut for dlplor‘nas from
fly-by-night companies. He took acting lessons, went into b.roadcastl.ngz even
ended up on the ground floor of what is now Spanish radio, but his farr_uly
talked him out of all of it. “You should find yourself real work, something
substantial,” they said, so he did. He dropped all those dreams that were never
encouraged by anyone else and got a job at a Nedick’s on Third Avenue. My
pop the counterman.

Despite that, he kept writing. He recited his poetry into a hL{gAe reel-ro—l:eel
tape deck that he had, then he’d play it back and sit like a critic, brow fur-
rowed, fingers stroking his lips. He would record strange sounds and play them
back to me at outrageous speeds, until I believed that there were tiny people
living inside the machine. I used to stand by him and watch him type, his black
pompadour spilling over his forehead. There was energy pulsating all around
him, and I wanted a part of it.

I was five years old when I first sat in his chair at the kitchen table and
began pushing down keys, watching the letters magically appear on th{:,' page.
[ was entranced. My fascination with the typewriter began at that point. By
the time | was ten, I was writing war stories, tales of pain and pathos culled
from the piles of comic books I devoured. I wrote unreadable novels. With
illustrations. My father wasn’t impressed. I guess he was hard to impress. My
terrific grades did not faze him, nor the fact that T was reading books as fat as
milk crates. My unreadable novels piled up. I brought them to him at night to
see if he would read them, but after a week of waiting I found them thrown
in the bedroom closet, unread. I felt hurt and rejected, despite my mother’s
kind words. “He’s just too busy to read them,” she said to me one night when
[ mentioned it to her. He never brought them up, even when I quietly took
them out of the closet one day or when he’d see me furiously hammering on
one of his rented machines, I would tell him I wanted to be a writer, and he
would smile sadly and pat my head, without a word.

“You have to find something serious to do with your life,” he told me one
night, after I had shown him my first play, eighty pages long. What was i't I had
read that got me into writing a play? Was it Arthur Miller? Oscar Wilde? I
don’t remember, but I recall my determination to write a truly marvelous play
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about combat because there didn’t seem to be any around.

“This is fun as a hobby,” my father said, “but you can’t get serious about
this.” His demeanor spoke volumes, but I couldn’t stop writing, Novels, [
called them, starting a new one every three days. The world was a blank page
waiting for my words to re-create it, while the real world remained cold and
lonely. My schoolmates didn’t understand any of it, and because of the fat
books I carried around, I was held in some fear. After all, what kid in his right
mind would read a book if it wasn’t assigned? T was sick of kids coming up to
me and saying, “Gaw, lookit tha fat book. Ya teacha make ya read tha?” (No,
I'm just reading it.) The kids would look at me as if [ had just crawled out of
a sewer. “Ya crazy, man.” My father scemed to share that opinion. Only my
teachers understood and encouraged my reading, but my father seemed to
want something else from me.

Now, he treated me like an idiot for not knowing what imperialism was,
He berated my books and one night handed me a copy of a book about Albizy
Campos, the Puerto Rican revolutionary. I read it through in two sittings.

“Some of it seems true,” I said.

“Some of it?” my father asked incredulously. “After what they did to him,
you can sit there and act like a Yankee flag-waver?”

I'watched that Yankee flag making its way up to the stage over indifferent heads,
my father’s scowling face haunting me, his words resounding in my head.
“Let metell you something,” m yfather sneered. “Inschool, all they do is talk
about George Washington, right? The first president? The father of democracy?
Well, he had slaves. We had our own Washington, and ours had real teeth.”

As Old Glory reached the stage, a general clatter ensued.

“We had our own revolution,” my father said, “and the United States
crushed it with the flick of a pinkie,”

Miss Marti barked her royal command. Everyone rose up to salute the flag.

Except me. I didn’t get up. I sat in my creaking seat, hands on my knees.
A girl behind me tapped me on the back. “Come on, stupid, get up.” There
was a trace of concern in her voice. I didn’t move.

Miss Colon appeared. She leaned ovet, shaking me gently, “Are you sick?
Are you okay?” Her soft hair fell over my neck like a blanket.

“No,” I replied.

“What's wrong?” she asked, her face growing stern. I was beginning to
feel claustrophobic, what with everyone standing all around me, bodies like
walls. My friend Edwin, hand on his heart, watched from the corner of his eye.
He almost looked envious, as if he wished he had thought of ir. Murmuring
voices around me began reciting the Pledge while Mr. Rios appeared, com-
mandingly grabbing me by the shoulder and pulling me out of my seat into the
aisle. Miss Colon was beside him, looking a little apprehensive.
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«yhat is wrong with you?” he asked angrily. “You know you’re supposed
and up for the Pledge! Are you religious?”
s St“No,” I said.
«Then what?”
«I’m not saluting that flag,” T said.
“What?” o
“T said, I’ that flag.
“{Xiilyd;}fen.l n .O.; ”Sa}l{uetl?a%med hiriself; a look of concern flashed over Miss

] “Why not?”
olon’s face. y . . ’
C “Because I'm Puerto Rican. I ain’t no American. And I'm not no Yankee

ﬂag_\‘?’;:)’ir’.re supposed to salute the flag,” he said angrily, shoving one of his fat

fingers in my face. “You’re not supplocif;d to make up your own mind about it.
¥ sed to do as you are told.

o “rIe tsl?ffgoht 1 was free,’}’] I said, looking at him and at Miss Colon. s

“You are,” Miss Colon said feebly. “That’s why you should salute the flag.

. Idn’t T do what I feel is right?” -

“]?(glt;ss}}ll?)lllﬂd do what you are told!” Mr. Rios yeﬂed‘ into my,face. I r?] not
playing no games with you, mister. You hear that music? That s” tl}f antdzzls.
Now you go stand over theriazd put your hand over your heart.” He ma
i but [ pulled away. ,
e “gli?j: ! ’r’n{ i{aigdsharply.p“l’m not saluting that crummy flag! And you can’t
make me, either, There’s nothing you can do about it.” )

“Oh yeah?” Mr. Rios roared. “We’ll see about that! )

“Have you gone crazy?” Miss Colon asked as he led me away by the ?ﬁimd,
down the hallway, where I could still hear the stra1n§ of the anthem. He walke
me briskly into the principal’s office and stuck me in a corner. ag

“You stand there for the rest of the day and see how you fee’l’ about it,” he
said viciously. “Don’t you even think of moving fror.n that spot!

I'stood there for close to two hours or so. The prllnc1pa1 came and W.ent,fgot
even saying hi or hey or anything, as if finding kiclls in the corners of h1§b(]):) i ce
was a common occurrence. | could hear him talking on the Phone, s:<C:1n ’ 1Eg
on pads, talking to his secretary. At one point I heard Mr. Rios outside in the
malr{‘gf)fril::smart-ass. I stuck him in the corner. Thinks he can Rull that s,l,nt.
The kid’s got no respect, man. I should get the‘chance’,to teth h1'm some. )

“Children today have no respect,” T heard Miss Marti’s reptile voice s}ally asshe
approached, heels clacking like gunshots. “It has to be foFce'd uponht em.‘

She was in the room. She didn’t say a word to the principal, w 10 Was on
the phone. She walked right over todrnﬁ. I coul%i }ﬁear my heart beating in my

fell over me. Godzilla over Tokyo.
- ‘?;(E, ;};i(ioyjzu learned your lesson yet?” she asked, turning me from the
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wall with a finger on my shoulder. I stared at her without replying. My face
burned, red hot. I hated it.

“You think youw’re pretty important, don’t you? Well, let me tell you,
you’re nothing. You’re not worth a damn, You're just a snotty-nosed little kid
with a lot of stupid ideas.” Her eyes bored holes through me, searing my
flesh. I felt as if T were going to cry. I fought the urge. Tears rolled down my
face anyway. They made her smile, her chapped lips twisting upward like the
mouth of a lizard.

“See? You're a little baby. You don’t know anything, but you’d better
learn your place.” She pointed a finger in my face. “You do as you're told if
you don't want big trouble. Now go back to class.”

Her eyes continued to stab at me. I looked past her and saw Edwin waiting
by the office door for me. I walked past her, wiping at my face. I could feel her
eyes on me still, even as we walked up the stairs to the classroom. It was close
to three already, and the skies outside the grated windows were cloudy.

“Man,” Edwin said to me as we reached our floor, “I think you're crazy.”

The classroom was abuzz with activity when I got there. Kids were chat-
tering, getting their windbreakers from the closet, slamming their chairs up on
their desks, filled with the euphoria of soon-home. I walked quietly over to my
desk and took out my books. The other kids looked at me as if T were a ghost.

I went through the motions like a robot. When we got downstairs to the
doort, Miss Colon, dismissing the class, pulled me aside, her face compassionate
and warm. She squeezed my hand.

“Are you okay?”

I nodded.

“That was a really crazy stunt there. Where did you get such an idea?”

I stared at her black flats. She was wearing tan panty hose and a black
miniskirt, I saw Mr, Rios approaching with his class.

“I have to go,” I said, and split, running into the frigid breezes and the
silver sunshine.

At home, T lay on the floor of our living room, tapping my open notebook
with the tip of my pen while the Beatles blared from my father’s sterco. | felt
humiliated and alone. Miss Marti’s reptile face kept appearing in my notebook,
her voice intoning, “Let me tell you, you're nothing.” Yeah, right. Just what
horrible hole did she crawl out of? Were those pcople really Puerto Ricans?
Why should a Puerto Rican salute an American flag?

I'put the question to my father, strolling into his bedroom, a tiny M-1 rifle
that belonged to my GI Joe strapped to my thumb.

“Why?” he asked, loosening the reading glasses that were perched on his
nose, his newspaper sprawled open on the bed before him, his cigarette stream-
ing blue smoke. “Because we are owned, like cattle. And because nobody has
any pride in their culture to stand up for it.”
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I pondered those words, feeling as if T were being encouraged, but I didn’t
dare tell him. I wanted to believe what I had done was a brave and noble
thing, but somehow I feared his reaction. I never could impress him with my
grades, or my writing, This flag thing would probably upset him. Maybe he,
too, would think I was crazy, disrespectful, a “smart-ass” who didn’t know his
place. I feared that, feared my father saying to me, in a reptile voice, “Let me
tell you, you’re nothing,”

Isuited up my GI Joe for combat, slipping on his helmet, strapping on his
field pack. I fixed the bayonet to his rifle, sticking it in his clutching hands so
he seemed ready to fire. “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.” Was that John
Wayne? I don’t know who it was, but I did what I had to do, still not telling my
father. The following week, in the auditorium, I did it again, This time, everyone
noticed. The whole place fell into a weird hush as Mt Rios screamed at me.

I ended up in my corner again, this time getting a prolonged, pensive
stare from the principal before T was made to stare at the wall for two more
hours. My mind zoomed past my surroundings. In one strange vision, T saw
my crony Edwin climbing up Miss Colow’s curvy legs, giving me every detail
of what he saw.

“Why?” Miss Colon asked frantically. “This time you don’t leave until you
tell me why.” She was holding me by the arm, masses of kids flying by, happy
blurs that faded into the sunlight outside the door.

“Because I'm Puerto Rican, not American,” I blurted out in a weary torrent.
“T'hat makes sense, don’t it?”

“Soam L,” she said, “but we’re in Americal” She smiled. “Don’t you think
you could make some kind of compromise?” She tilted her head to one side
and said, “Aw, ¢’'mon,” in a little-girl whisper.

“What about standing up for what you believe in? Doesn’t that matter?
You used to talk to us about Kent State and protesting. You said those kids
died because they believed in freedom, right? Well, I feel like them now. I
wanna make a stand,”

She sighed with evident aggravation. She caressed my hair. For a moment,
I thought she was going to kiss me. She was going to say something, but just
as her pretty lips parted, caught Mr. Rios approaching.

“I'don’t wanna see him,” I said, pulling away.

“No, wait,” she said gently.

“He’s gonna deck me,” I said to her.

“No, he’s not,” Miss Colon said, as if challen ging him, her eyes taking him
in as he stood beside her,

“No, 'm not,” he said. “Listen here. Miss Colon was talking to me about
you, and I agree with her.” He looked like a nervous little boy in front of the
class, making his report. “You have a lot of guts. Still, there are rules here, I'm
willing to make a deal with you. You go home and think about this. Tomorrow
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'l come see you.” I looked at him skeptically, and he added, “To talk.”
“I'm not changing my mind,” T said. Miss Colon exhaled painfully,
“If you don’t, it’s out of my hands.” He frowned and looked at her. She
shook her head, as if she were upset with him.
I reread the book about Albizy. I didn’t sleep a wink that night. T didn’t
tell my father a word, even though I almost burst from the effort. At night,
alone in my bed, images attacked me., [ saw Miss Marti and Mr. Rios debating
Albizu Campos. I saw him in a wheelchair with a flag draped over his body
like a holy robe. They would not do that to me. They were bound to break me
the way Albizu was broken, not by young smiling American troops bearing
chocolate bars, bur by conniving, double-dealing, self-serving Puerto Rican
landowners and their ilk, who dared say they were the future. They spoke of
dignity and democracy while teaching Puerto Ricans how to cling to the great
coat of that powerful northern neighbor. Puerto Rico, the shining star, the
great lap dog of the Caribbean. I saw my father, the nationalist hero, screaming
from his podium, his gteat oration stirring everyone around him to acts of
bravery. There was a shining arrogance in his eyes as he stared out over the
sea of faces mouthing his nhame, a sparkling audacity that invited and incited.
There didn’t seem to be fear anywhere in him, only the urge to rush to the
attack, with his armband and revolutionary tunic. I stared up at him, transfixed.
I'stood by the podium, his personal adjutant, while his voice rang through the
stadium. “We are not, nor will we ever be, Yankee flag-wavers!” The roar that
followed drowned out the whole world,

The following day, I sat in my seat, ignoring Miss Colon as she neatly
drew triangles on the board with the help of plastic stencils. She was using
colored chalk, her favorite. Edwin, sitting beside me, was beaning girls with
spitballs that he fired through his hollowed-out Bic pen. They didn’t cry out,
They simply enlisted the help of a gitl named Gloria who sat a few desks
behind him. She very skillfully nailed him with a thick wad of gum. It stayed
in his hair until Edwin finally went running to Miss Colon. She used her huge
teacher’s scissors. I couldn’t stand it. They all seemed trapped in a world
of trivial things, while T swam in a mire of oppression. I walked through
lunch as if in a trance, a prisoner on death row waiting for the heavy steps of
his executioners. I watched Edwin lick at his regulation cafeteria ice cream,
sandwiched between two sheets of paper. I was once like him, laughing and
joking, lining up for a stickhall game in the yard without a care. Now it all
seemed lost to me, as if my youth had been burned out of me by a book,

Shortly after lunch, Mr. Rios appeared. He talked to Miss Colon for 4
while by the door as the room filled with a bubbling murmur, Then, he mo-
tioned for me. T walked through the sudden silence as if in slow motion.

“Well,” he said to me as I stood in the cool hallway, “have you thought
about thisp”
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“Yeah,” 1 said, once again secing my father on the podium, his voice
thundering.

“And?”

“I’'m not saluting that flag.”

Miss Colon fell against the doorjamb as if exhausted. Exasperation passed
over Mr. Rios’s rodent features. .

“I thought you said you’d think about it,” he thundered.

“I did. T decided I was right.”

“You were right?” Mr. Rios was losing his patience. I stood calmly by the wall.

“I'told you,” Miss Colon whispered to him.

“Listen,” he said, ignoring her, “have you heard of the story of the man
who had no country?”

I stared at him.

“Well? Have you?”

“No,” I answered sharply; his mouse eyes almost crossed with anger at my
insolence. “Some stupid fairy tale ain’t gonna change my mind anyway. You're
weating me like 't stupid, and I'm not.” o

“Stop acting like you’re some mature adult! You’re not. You're just a
puny kid.”

“Well, this puny kid still ain’t gonna salute that flag.”

“You were born here,” Miss Colon interjected patiently, trying to calm us both
down. “Don’t you think you at least owe this country some respect? At least?”

“I had no choice about where I was born. And I was born poor.”

“So what?” Mr. Rios screamed. “There are plenty of poor people who
respect the flag. Lovk around you, dammit! You see any rich people here? I'm
not rich either!” He tugged on my arm. “This country takes care of Puerto
Rico, don’t you see that? Don’t you know anything about politics?”

“Do you know what imperialism is?”

The two of them stared at each other.

“I don’t believe you,” Mr. Rios murmured.

“Puerto Rico is a colony,” I said, a direct quote of Albizu’s, “Why I gotta
respect that?” ‘

Miss Colon stared at me with her black saucer cyes, a slight trace of 4 grin
on her features. It encouraged me. In that one moment, I felt strong, suddenly
aware of my territory and my knowledge of it. T no longer felt like a boy but
some kind of soldier, my bayonet stained with the blood of my enemy. There
was no doubt about it. Mr. Rios was the enemy, and I was beating him. The
more he tried to treat me like a child, the more defiant I became, his arguments
falling like twisted armor. He shut his eyes and pressed the bridge of his nose.

“You’re out of my hands,” he said. '

Miss Colon gave me a sympathetic look before she vanished into the
classroom again. Mr. Rios led me downstairs without another word. His face
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was completely red. I expected to be put in my corner again, but this time
M. Rios sat me down in the leather chair facing the principal’s desk. He
stepped outside, and I could hear the familiar clack-clack that could only be-
long to Miss Marti’s reptile legs. They were talking in whispers. I expected her
to come in at any moment, but the principal walked in instead. He came in
quietly, holding a folder in his hand. His soft brown eyes and beard made
him look compassionate, rounded cheeks making him seem friendly. His desk
plate solemnly stated: Mr. Sepulveda, princaL. He fell into his scat rather
unceremoniously, opened the folder, and crossed his hands over it,

“Well, well, well,” he said softly, with a tight-lipped grin. “You've created
quite a stir, young man.” It sounded to me like movie dialogue.

“First of all, let me say I know about you. Thave your record right here, and
everything in it is very impressive. Good grades, good attitude, your teachers
all have adored you. But I wonder if maybe this hasn’t gone to your head?
Because everything is going for you here, and you’re throwing it all away,”

He leaned back in his chair, “We have rules, all of us, There are rules even
I'must live by. People who don’t obey them get disciplined. This will al] go
on your record, and a pretty good one you've had so far. Why ruin it? This’ll
follow you for life. You don’t want to end up losing a good job opportunity
in government or in the armed forces because as a child you indulged your
imagination and refused to salute the flag? T know you can’t see how childish
it all is now, but you must see it, and because you’re smarter than most, I'll put
It to you in terms you can understand.

“To me, this is a simple case of rules and regulations, Someday, when
you're older,” he paused here, obviously amused by the sound of his own
voice, “you can go to rallies and protest marches and express your rebellious
tendencies. But right now, you are a minor, under this school’s jurisdiction.
That means you follow the rules, no matter what you think of them. You can
join the Young Lords later.”

I'stared at him, overwhelmed by his huge desk, his pompous mannerisms
and status. T would agree with everything, I felt, and then, the following week, 1
would refuse once again. T would fight him then, even though he hadn’t tried
to humiliate me or insult my intelligence. I would continue to fight, until I . .,

“I'spoke with your father,” he said.

['started. “My father?” Vague images and hopes flared through my mind
briefly.

“Yes. I talked to him at length. He agrees with me that you've gotten a
little out of hand.”

My blood reversed direction in my veins. [ felt as if [ were going to collapse.

[ gripped the armrests of my chair. There was no way this could be true, no
way at all! My father was supposed to ride in like the cavalry, not abandon me
to the enemy! I pressed my wet eyes with my fingers. It must be a lie,
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“He blames himself for your behavior,” the principal said. “He’s already
here,” Mr. Rios said from the door, motioning my father i‘nside. Seelrllg him
wearing his black weather-beaten trench coat almost asphyxiated me, Hl.s eyes,
red with concern, pulled at me painfully. He came over to me first while the
principal rose slightly, as if greeting a head of state. There was a look of dread
on my father’s face as he looked at me. He seemed uttecly lost,

“Mr. Sepulveda,” he said, “I never thought a thing like this could happen.
My wife and I try to bring him up right. We encourage him to read and write
and everything. But you know, this is a shock.”

“It’s not that terrible, Mr, Rodriguez. You’ve done very well with him, he’s
an intelligent boy. He just needs to learn how important obedience is.”

“Yes,” my father said, turning to me, “yes, you have to obey the rules. You
can’t do this. It's wrong.” He looked at me grimly, as if working on a math
problem. One of his hands caressed my head.

There were more words, in Spanish now, but I didn’t hear them. T felt
like T was falling down a hole. My father, my creator, renouncing his creation,
repentant. Not an ounce of him seemed prepared to stand up for me, to shield
me from attack. My tears made all the faces around me melt.

“Soyousee,” the principal said to me as I rose, my father clutching me to him,
“if you ever do this again, you will be hurting your father as well as yourself.”

I hated myself. T wiped at my face desperately, trying not to make a spec-
tacle of myself. T was just a kid, a tiny kid. Who in the hell did T think T was? Id
have to wait until T was older, like my father, in order to have “convictions.”

“I don’t want to see you in here again, okay?” the principal said sternly.
I'nodded dumbly, my father’s arm around me as he escorted me through the
front office to the door that led to the hallway, where a multitude of children’s
voices echoed up and down its length like tolling bells.

“Are you crazy?” my father half-whispered to me in Spanish as we stood
there. “Do you know how embarrassing this all is? I didn’t think you were this
stupid. Don’t you know anything about dignity, about respect? How could
you make a spectacle of yourself? Now you make us all look stupid.”

He quieted down as Mr. Rios came over to take me back to class. My
father gave me a squecze and told me Lie’d see me at home., Then, T walked
with a somber Mr. Rios, who oddly wrapped an arm around me all the way
back to the classroom.

“Here you go,” he said softly as I entered the classroom, and everything
fell quiet. I stepped in and walked to my seat without looking at anyone. My
cheeks were still damp, my eyes red. I looked like I had been tortured. Edwin
stared at me, then he pressed my hand under the table.

“I'thought you were dead,” he whispered.

Miss Colon threw me worried glances all through the remainder of the
class. T wasn’t paying attention. I took out my notebook, but my strength




