
WHEN I went to high school there was a 
d there named Ray who was what we used to 

a Rock. Being a Rock meant you were tough, 
ething of a hood, that you wore your hair 

greased and in a DA, that you wore a garrison 
belt with, the buckle on the side, sharpened so that 

' it was a weapon, and took no course more difficult 
than shop, where you made weapons on the sneak. 
Ray, ill short, was a menace. He was also a school 
=niter. 	• • 

He was not the only Rock who was a school 
guard. All the tough kids were school guards. They 

•• used to sit in the halls, singing rock and roll songs, 
ducking into the bathroom for a smoke, dispensing 
what used to be called frontier justice. When you 
complained, when you said something to the teach-
er about how the fox had been hired to guard the 
chicken coop, you were told that Ray and his bud-
dies, were learning , responsibility. Besides, they 
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kept order. , They were, in other words, "useful." 
It's an important word—usefuL 

Now from Ray' to Jonestown is an enormous 
leap, but you get there after a while and the link 
is the word useful. It is; after all, the Judgment 
made by politicians aboutothe Rev. Jim Jones. and; 
his cult, They found him usefuL He turned out the 
vote. They came to his church and they spoke from 
his pulpit and they certified him with their pres-
ence, added to his bona fides, and, while it is hard , 
to say how this looked in the eyes of his adherents, 

it apparently wowed the officials of. Guyana. He 
%was armed to the teeth with letters from American 
politicians saying what a wonderful man he was. 

There is a phenomenon here and Jonesville is 
uluskoneiexample of it. The first time I saw it was 

with Ray in high schod, but it became widespread 
in, the social ferment of the 1960s. The last thing 
you did back then was question the credentials of 
groups that shared or said they shared your. con-
cern for social justice. The rules--for some reason 
were not supposed to apply to certain people and 
they were almost always black or' poor. There was 
always in' all of this something patronizing, as if 
you could not expect some people to know the 
difference between right and wrong. 

The Black Panthers come to mind as an exam-
ple. They,  sort of symbolized what you could call 
double-think—that you could not, for instance, ex-
pect them to be both unarmed and for civil rights. 

See COHEN, B11, col. 1 • 
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Once theZ  declared their intention, you had no 
right to k them to drop their rifles. Somewhat 
the same thinking was at work when it came to the 

, 1988 Poor,: People's Campaign. Then lots of people , 	 , 	. 
•„ came to Washington ostensibly for,tlin,Purpose of , 

mouths  puttinc *400*fib the mou ,of poor people  
Some orthem; though, robbed and stobbluict threat-
ened the press, luit,you were not sitpposed.ito say 
anything because there was a larger goal in mind.• 
They were useful. ; • 	, 	 ' 

In a way, politicians have regarded these groups 
the way they used to regard money., you .ask ,no 
question, You take what you are offered and do 
nothing to, look a gift horse in;the mouth. Time 
after time you would come aciniai politicians who 
would look at you like you were crazy Ifyou silted' 
them about' dirty money or Corporate contribu- 
tions. Money—it was not their department. , 	. 

It's easy, of course, to lay the blame for this ' 
on politiCians. But they are not alone. They were 
only a part of a 'trend, a general feeling, a fear 
that the worst thing that could happen was to be 
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telrebind the times, to be 'stuck with the oldinoraflty, 
to hold rigidly to what are sometimes called• Middle.. 'I 

;class-  values that are, everyone knows, outdated. 
the era of doing your own thing and with." .; 

• and In this the
kJ 

were as 	anyone. Groups 
disappeared with rapidity and it appeared that 
their own thing, very often, was disappearing. 

There is nothing hard and fast about this. These • 
are all judgment' calls and there are times when it 
pays to overlook a few blemishes and concentrate 
instead on something bigger. But there are also 
times when it pays to dig a little' deeper, to gees.- .1. 
tion, to wonder about the nature of 'certain groups, 
to ,ask, for Instance, why it Is that it can turn out 
a certain aniotint of people at the polls as if they 
were automatons 	t,i. . 	• 	- 

In the end, you havelo ask who is using whom. 
The politicians, of course, thong* they were using 
Jones, getting him to get his people to vote for 
`them. But it was Jones who was using the politi-
cians, bevintslda,",prestige enhanced; his 'standing 
certified-. 'It was the same with Ray in my old 
school. He knew what the school was attempting 
to do and he jam* further that no one would real-
ly look inta *bat he had beenlotne thijkas.nae-
ful, and .as Bug as "he remained useful, he 'muld! 
get away with murder., 

.Once, that Was just an 
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