Theater

Studies in Black and White
by Barbara Mackay

I

nterracial rape and interracial marriage
may not go together like the proverbial horse and carriage, but in recent
plays by two of America's leading black
playwrights, Amiri Baraka and Ed Bullins, they're almost inseparable.
In Amiri Baraka's Sidney Poet Heroical, which played at the Henry Street
Settlement's New Federal Theater this
spring, a sex-crazed white woman makes
continual physical assaults on a black
film star named Sidney before, during,
and after his marriage to a less voracious
white girl. Ed Bullins's The Taking of
Miss Janie, which opened at Lincoln
Center's Newhouse Theater in May, begins with a young white college student,
Janie, being raped by her formerly
platonic black friend Monty. In the
course of the play, Monty's black ex-wife
finds a new white husband, and a black
intellectual weds a Jewish girl hot on
the trail of her liberated self.
, Since Bullins and Baraka have been
writing about racial misunderstanding in
novels, theater pieces, and essays for
years, it's reasonable to expect these new
plays to shed some light on race relations
in the Seventies. Instead, both playwrights seem to dwell in the past, dealing
with issues of racial pride and prejudice
in terms that might have sounded fresh
in 1965, but by now are a bit wilted. In
particular, both Baraka and BuUins treat
miscegenation—legal or illegal—as if it
were something new and scandalous.
Bullins's play is set in the Sixties,
when, Bullins feels, "rape was symbolic
of race relations" and of the "separation
of blacks from white European culture."
His main character, Monty, appears to
be a self-absorbed stud who makes love
to whatever female happens to be within his reach. In Bullins's eyes, however,
Monty represents the brave young buck
rebeUing against 400 years of racial
oppression, "expressing his own imperative to reach self-determination."
By elevating rape into an act of supreme liberation from white oppression,
Bullins reinforces the notion that black
men covet white women so much, either
as sexual ideals preferable to black
women, or as symbols of class and
power, that they will stop at nothing to
possess them. It's a notion, based on a
sense of black inferiority, that black
leaders have tried to counteract for years,
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and to see it used as the heart of Mr.
BuUins's play gives one pause.
If Bullins had stressed Monty's willingness to use force to get what he wants,
Monty might have been a more accurate
portrait of modern black pride and determination. Instead, Bullins emphasizes
the importance of the prize itself, not the
means his hero must use to get it.
That Bullins's play is politically retrograde is not really surprising, though.
While he and Baraka were in the vanguard of militant black playwrights during the Sixties, in the past few years
Bullins has become less strident and
more cynical about black writing and
black political consciousness. In an interview in The New York Times of May 18,
1975, when asked about the response of
other black militants to Miss Janie, he
asked, "Are there any black militants
left?"
THOUGH THERE MAY NOT BE many in

the

audienqp, there is still Amiri Baraka
(formerly LeRoi Jones), who has broken
a considerable period of silence with a
slick, semi-musical satire of Sidney
Poitier. In fact, Baraka's play attacks all
blacks who "make it big" in white society,
forget their roots, and begin to think, talk,
and live "white." Much of Baraka's characterization is funny and effective: his
portrait of Sidney's egotistical, ruthless
buddy and mentor who prances across
the stage in knee-high boots, skin-tight
pants, and shirts invariably open to subnavel levels, and his white she-devils in
glittery make-up, women propelled by extravagant sexual and economic tastes, are
clever exaggerations of America's fortune-hunters and culture vultures.
But Sidney Poet Heroical, directed by
Baraka, overworks the contrast between
the bizarre, surrealistic white world and
the more reahstic scenes from black life.
The down-to-earth black chorus that
chides Sidney, warning him not to sell
out, becomes predictable and tedious.
So does the dizzy white nymphomaniac,
who continually shinnies up poor Sidney
as if he were some great phallic monument available to public climbers.
Eventually, what begins as a witty
analysis of human appetite (not specifically black or white) dwindles into a
simplistic morality tale, resolved as if by
magic. All Sidney has to do is put on
Black Muslim gear and chant a Mushm
chant, and the evil that threatened him

disappears, the girlfriend he abandoned
when he married a white woman comes
back to him, and all is well in Sidney's
little heaven. The Black Muslim religion
may be a potent force in the unification
of black people, but at the end of a
theatrical farce it makes for an incredible, heavy deus ex machina.
Despite the considerable differences in
style, talent, and political commitment
between Bullins and Baraka, Sidney Poet
Heroical and The Taking of Miss Janie
share a curious simplicity: both seem to
be preaching to a fairly naive audience.
Two plays by new black playwrights, on
the other hand, Leslie Lee's The First
Breeze of Summer and Silas Jones's Waiting for Mongo, assume a higher level of
social consciousness. Both plays use miscegenation, but not as a substitute for
any other form of interracial communication or with the faintly sensationalistic
flavor Baraka and Bullins give it. In Lee's
play, a sexual relationship between a
young black maid and her white employer's son is treated as an important romantic interlude in the girl's life. Ultimately,
the man deserts her, but then so do her
black lovers.
In Waiting for Mongo, a trumped-up
rape triggers a Mississippi lynch mob
and makes the town's black citizens reveal their varying levels of psychological
conditioning. The brainwashed black
preacher, for example, prays, "Jesus, lay
your big white hand on this poor manchild," and urges the young black revolutionary always to consider before he
acts, "What do they think about what I'm
about to do?" Jones and Lee are only
two of many promising young playwrights who are trying to explore black
consciousness and black pride in new
ways, to present audiences with an alternative to Bullins's easy cynicism and
Baraka's simple idealism.
D
The Taking of Miss Janie—Rape as a "supreme liberation from white oppression."
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One of a series of reports on the first hundred years of the telephone

How there came to be only
one tdeptione compaiiy in town.

"In many cities of the United
States, and in rural communities as
well, there are dual and competing telephone systems, doing "Number
both local and long-distance
please.
business... Patrons of these
telephone systems are put to endless annoyance and increased expense. In order to reach all the people
using telephones, the telephone patron
finds he must install two telephones in his
house and office...Double systems of
cables, wires and conduits burden the
streets and highways."
—Report of the House of Representatives
Committee on Interstate and Foreign
Commerce, 67th Congress (1921)
When Alexander Graham Bell's telephone patents expired in 1893 and 1894,
new telephone companies sprang up almost overnight. The accepted way of organizing communications was to have the
"dual and competing telephone systems"
cited in the Congressional report.
"Call us. We're on the Bell," was a
frequent invitation in those days, to friends
or customers. Central, the voice of "Number, please?',' spent a lot of time explaining

to customers that the number
\tvanted was on the town's other
telephone system. And each
month there were two telephone bills to pay.
A solution to the problem had been worked out long
before by John Stuart A/lill.
In 1847 Mill had studied
the situation of two other
new industries that supplied
water and gas through
pipes to the homes and
businesses of London:
It is obvi ous, for example, how great an economy of labour would be obtained if London were
supplied by a single gas or water company instead
of the existing plurality. While there are even as
many as two, this implies double establishments
of all sorts, when only one, with a small increase,
could probably perform the whole operation
equally well; double sets of machinery and works,
when the whole of the gas and water required could
generally be produced by one set only; even double
sets of pipes, if the companies did not prevent this
needless experise by agreeing upon a division of
the territory. Wttt there only one establishment,
it could make lower charges, consistently with obtaining the rate of profit now realized."
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Such a consolidation, Mill saw, was
clearly in the pubhc interest. The concept of a
"public utility" was
reinforced.
When Edison's
electric light superJohn Stuart Mill
seded illuminating gas,
the parallel was obvious. It was not quite so obvious for the
telephone.
It was not hard to see that the pubUc
benefited from having water piped into
homes. But while some viewed the telephone companies as providing a similar
vital service, others regarded them as being
more akin to manufacturers selling ingenious machines in the Itixury class. When only
a few people had telephones, one observer
called them "electric toys." Should Bell's
invention be compared with Edison's new
electric Ught, or was it more Uke his phonograph? As the proportion of homes and
businesses with telephones grew, the usefulness of the telephone increased greatly.
Then there was the matter of geographic area served. An exclusive franchise
for a specified area is a natural corollary of
Mill's concept of a public utility. And
exclusiveness was a troublesome subject.
When two or more rivals supply a
similar service, competition keeps each up

to the mark, or else some eventually lose
customers and go out of business. If in the
public interest, government removes that
rivalry by granting exclusive franchises,
then government must provide the mechanisms for preventing arbitrary or excessive charges or unreasonable or
discriminatory regulations.
The doctrine of public regulation of
privately owned resources has its roots in
Roman law and the tenet oijustum pretium
—"just price." English common law provided a rationale for regulation. In an essay
on rates for wharf services. Sir Matthew
Hale, Lord Chief Justice of England, estabhshed in 1670 the criterion that private
industries "affected with a public interest"
may be regulated by the public:
"If the King or subject have a public wharf
unto which all persons that come to that port must
come and imload their goods...because they are
the only wharfs licensed by the King.. .or because
there is no other wharf in that port.. .there cannot
be taken arbitrary and excessive duties...but the
duties must be reasonable and moderate....For
now the wharf and crane and other conveniences
are affected with a public interest."

Various municipal boards did undertake to control the quality of service provided by water, gas and electric companies,
usually through periodic reviews of franchises granted. It was no easy task. For
quality of service leads quickly to questions
of cost: good service for the price charged;
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equal prices for all customers for services
of a similar nature, so that no one is discriminated against; adequate service capacity so that anyone able to pay for the
service can have it.
Local officials had their hands full
regulating the three industries already
mentioned (water, gas, electricity). They
were not eager to take on the responsibility
of regulating the telephone business. And
so redundant companies continued to exist
in many towns. Confusion multiplied geometrically as the companies strung long
distance lines to connect various cities.
Soon after he was
elected A.T.&T. President in 1907, Vail enunciated the goal: "One
pohcy, one system, universal service." He saw
that the future of the
business depended on
having one unified teleTheodore N. Vail
phone service for the
entire nation —a service that every family
and business could enjoy. That meant ending duplicate telephone companies, replacing them with exclusive telephone
franchises. In other words, Vail understood
that it was not enough for the nation to
have telephone companies. What was needed—and what he sought to create—was a
telephone system. Vail saw, too, that the very
"exclusivity" of the franchises invited —

indeed, demanded—regulation by officials
elected or supported by the public to protect the public interest.
Vail thus agreed with the efforts of
Gov. Charles Evans Hughes of New York
and Senatoi' Robert M. LaFoUette of
Wisconsin, who were working to persuade
state legislatures to try a new approach to
regulation through state utility commissions—responsive to the public at the state
level —as best serving the public interest.
The staite commissions, supported by
public desire for efficient regulation,
worked. Most public utiHties came to be
regulated on a statewide basis, and a framework of efficient regulation was set.
Vail recognized, however, that national regulation also was a necessary complement to state regulation, particularly
since one company—A.T.&T.—was chiefly
responsible for interconnecting the individual telephone companies into a telephone system.
As noted earlier, regulation of telephone comptanies already had begun to
develop at the state level. But on the
national level—for telephone lines and
services crossing state boundaries—there
was no federal counterpart to the state
regulatory commissions, although telegraph companies had been regulated to
some extent by the Postmaster General and
the Interstate Commerce Commission under statutes d ating back to the 19th century.
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The first effort at
comprehensive federal
regulation came in the
Mann-Elkins Act of
1910, amending the
Interstate Commerce
Act. Telephone, telegraph and cable companies were declared to
^ g C O m m o n C a r r i e r s SUb-

ject to ICC regulation.
Federal regulation took a new turn in
1934 with the passage by Congress of the
Communications Act, which established
the Federal Communications Commission.
The intent of Congress —as it had been the
intent of both Bell and Vail —is outlined in
Section I of the Communications Act:
"For the purpose of regulating interstate and foreign communications by wire
and radio so as to make available, so far
as possible, to all the people of the United
States a rapid, efficient, nationwide and

worldwide wire and radio communication service with adequate facilities at reasonable charges...."
Almost alone among the nations of
the world, then, this country entrusted the
development and operation of its communications resources to private enterprise. It endowed companies with the
rights and responsibilities of common carriers, each solely privileged to purvey its
services within its territory but all in turn
strictly accountable through state and national regulation to the public they serve.
Has it worked?
In 1968, President Johnson's Task
Force on Communications Policy concluded, "It can be truly said that the United
States has the finest telephone system in
the world."
That kind of service didn't just happen. It was planned that way, right from
the start.
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The militia marches past the powder magazine—"All these heady vapors floH through Williamsburg in any season."

1776 and All That
by Horace Sutton

S

ince every settlement this side of Zep,
N. Dak., is drumming up a jamboree in honor of the national anniversary next year, you can just imagine
what's been going on in those restored
colonial minds at Williamsburg, Va.
Although they are ready to acknowledge, down there, that independence was
proclaimed in 1776, they avow that the
real excitement which electrified the Virginia colonists took place the year before. In 1775 Patrick Henry, in Richmond, was talking about liberty or
death. Even more inflammatory was the
report carried in the Virginia Gazette
that all colonial governors had been informed that no arms shipments were to
be exported to the colonies.
This advisory from the Crown suggested to Governor Dunmore of Virginia that he should move to have the
powder, then resting in a magazine at
Williamsburg, removed without delay.
Summoning the Royal Marines, a handy
group upon which to call in case of
emergency, Dunmore dispatched a
contingent to retrieve the explosives.
The marines carted off 15 barrels of
powder to a British ship moored at
Burwell's Landing nearby, though not
before their caper had been discovered.
The night watchman summoned the

militia, and soon a drummer had roused
a mob, as angry as it was sleepy. The
mayor placated the townsfolk and settled for a respectful protest to the
governor. No diplomat, Dunmore responded by threatening to arm the
slaves and sack the town. Forty-eight
hours after the powder incident at Williamsburg, the militia at Lexington and
Concord had engaged the redcoats, a
fact that reached Virginia a week later,
From New England to the southern
colonies, the future course was inevitable. There would be a move toward independence, no matter the cost.
When I was down inhaling history
at Colonial Williamsburg the other
week, the local fathers were taping a
provisional version of a sound-and-light
show at the restored magazine where the
powder pilferage took place 200 years
ago. Silhouettes were flashed on the
brick wall, voices carried the commentary to the assemblage gathered on the
green in the spring night, and the militia
marched and counter-marched, drums
beating.
The show, a tryout really for Wil
liamsburg's Bicentennial commemora
tion, barely hinted at the historical im
port of Dunmore's surreptitious action.
The stealing of the powder had inspired
Patrick Henry to lead 150 armed vol
unteers in a march on Williamsburg.

When Carter Braxton managed to obtain a bill of exchange that covered the
cost of the powder, Patrick Henry called
off his men. But Governor Dunmore
thereupon branded Henry an outlaw
and rigged a booby trap on the powder
magazine. Several young stalwarts who
forced their way into the magazine the
night of June 3 were met by a shotgun
blast, automatically triggered. The citizenry responded by branding the royal
governor a would-be assassin.
In one of the most ignominious departures witnessed up to that time, Dunmore
and his family stole out of the Governor's Palace early on the morning of
June 8, 1775, and took refuge on H.M.S.
Fowey, then at anchor off Yorktown.
British rule came to an end, and a week
later George Washington was selected as
commander in chief of the Continental
Army.
All these heady vapors flow through
Williamsburg in any season, but they
have broken into full flood this year,
and the official start of the Bicentennial
is still six months away. After all, Washington often supp'd at Raleigh Tavern,
and Jefferson danced there. Raleigh
Tavern doesn't function as an inn anymore, although it is restored in great
style, and the perfume from its bakery
in back is undeniable evidence that
gingerbread cookies still flow from its
colonial oven. Washington dined 10
times in two months at Christiana
Campbell's when he came to town in
1772 to sit in the House of Burgesses.
He and his friends formed a club at
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