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ideas include the lack of any clash of ideas in American 
politics, the debasing, if you will, of political discourse 
and the narrowing of this discourse to exclude discus-
sion of possible outcomes. He terms much of what oc-
curs in American political discourse “junk politics.” He 
notes in the course of his numerous visits to museums 
his idée fixé that Americans have memorials for virtu-
ally everything and that memorials such as the Baseball 
Hall of Fame in Cooperstown don’t so much preserve 
history as foster and preserve myths. He ultimately 
labels Americans antiquarians whose “idea is not to 
preserve [history] but to reconstitute a false truth and 
celebrate it as such.” He dismisses this practice as the 
“triumph of kitsch.”  Like many before him, Lévy calls 
the United States—New Orleans excepted—a puritan 
land where in a Las Vegas lap-dancing club he tries to 
engage Linda in a question and answer debate about her 
profession and concludes by remarking on “the wretch-
edness of Eros in the land of the Puritans.” And, in a 
postscript written after hurricane Katrina devastated 
New Orleans, Lévy  opines that “I saw—I heard—The 
manner in which the American nation persists in 
viewing itself as an immense middle class devoted to 
the American Way of Life, despite the obvious refuta-
tion—the very real existence of the 37 million outcasts, 
the victims of social exclusion.”

Who has the right take on Lévy—Keillor or Peretz? 
Keillor would assert, I think, that Levi’s conclusions 
outlined in the preceding paragraph are fairly obvious 
and even banal to anyone minimally familiar with life 
in the United States. Peretz would likely argue that 
Americans in their quest for liberty overlook the glaring 
inequalities with which Lévy claims hurricane Katrina 
has confronted them. Yet, in a strange way Lévy finds an 
America where a simultaneously banal and brutal equal-
ity prevails in its marginal institutions. Visiting a gated 
retirement community in Sun City, Arizona, he finds a 
“paradise laden with all the attractions of purgatory, [a] 
kindergarten for senior citizens where life seems to have 
morphed into a pathology.” Some pages later, touring 
Louisiana’s Angola prison  where the gift shop sells 
T-shirts “printed with ANGOLA: A GATED COMMUNITY,” 
Lévy  finds in the prison’s setting—“a wholesome life 
in the great outdoors, on this former plantation”—“a 
diminished life, a bloodless life, but a life all the same.” 
Is implying the parallel between two maximum security 
communities a flash of intellectual insight or simply 
flashy? Are we, Lévy’s observed, to conclude that what 
he observes at the outer margins of our society provides 
the key to what resides in the center?

Lévy’s portrayal of George Bush, whom he clearly 
doesn’t like, presents the President as a sort of politi-
cal/psychological gated community. “The truth is,” 
Lévy suggests, “that this man is something of a child. 
Whether he’s dependent on his father, his mother, his 

wife, or God Almighty, he looks to me like one of those 
humiliated children Georges Bernanos [a French novel-
ist] was so good at creating, showing that their hardness 
stemmed from their shyness and fear.”  And a few para-
graphs later, “I see him then, quite clearly, as a provincial 
narcissist and a frustrated dilettante, a bad business-
man, an overgrown daddy’s boy whom the family 
manages to save from each of his semifailures.” (These 
sentences written by a man disturbed at the paucity of 
ideas in American political discourse.) For Lévy the hard 
outside simultaneously protects and imprisons George 
Bush’s fearful and vulnerable inside; the boy from the 
provinces becomes the man at the center. “How,” Lévy 
asks in what I think must be genuine bewilderment, 
“did this man become a formidable machine capable of 
winning the most difficult competition in America…?” 

The answer is, to recall James Carville’s advice to Bill 
Clinton: “It’s the economy, stupid.” For Lévy Americans 
display their economic habits in their shopping whose 
quintessence he finds in Minneapolis’ Mall of America. 
The Mall is “an adventure” Lévy tells us—not for him 
but for the shoppers—“an experience in and of itself.”  
“What,” he asks—again rather rhetorically—“do we 
learn about American civilization from this mausoleum 
of merchandise, this funereal accumulation of false 
goods and nondesires in this end-of-the-world setting?” 
Lévy sees in the faces of the Mall shoppers “the easily 
led, almost animal-like face Alexandre Kojève [a French 
philosopher] said would be the face of humanity at the 
arrival…of the end of history.” The Mall of America 
represents in microcosm for Lévy the United States 
as an economic gated community—or, if you’re one 
of Lévy’s mall walkers, a gaited community—whose 
middle American shoppers content themselves with 
childlike and ephemeral pleasures. Lévy reduces 
Americans to banality and—in what he sees as our 
innocence—brutality.

Still, France is not without shopping malls, quite large 
ones like the one I had occasion to visit in St. Laurent 
du Var just outside Nice. The French apparently use 
their malls for recreational walking as well as shop-
ping, accompanied quite frequently by their dogs. The 
signs above the spacious entrance to the supermarket 
that occupied an entire section of the mall read “pas 
de chien dans le marché” The French, I’ve noted on my 
visits, tend to view any sign prohibiting something as 
an affront, so dogs accompanied their owners into the 
market. I began to wonder whether the sign above the 
market entrance shouldn’t perhaps have read “don’t 
purchase items off the lower shelves.” But, I’m pretty 
sure a French person would have informed me, had I 
made the suggestion, that I lacked a clear understanding 
of the cultural signs.

—Charles Angell is Professor of english 
 and Book Review editor of the Bridgewater Review.

When we meet for the first time

in forty years, you say my poems 

are mysteries, yet within two months

you send me a hand-crafted knife, 

bolstered and pinned in brass, handled

with the aged koa another friend,

sent from Hawaii. The matched grips, 

sliced thin as a Roman coin thumbed 

almost faceless, parenthesize 

three blades ground and stropped

to an edge only good light (or blood) 

reveals. Oh, it can cut, your gift

of skill and work and love, but

it, too can be folded up and pocketed. 

 —Don Johnson, for ed Sheets
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My ninety year old neighbor’s winter crop

Has sprouted, softening October’s show

Of brittle reds and yellows. Through leaf drop

And frost these fields against the hill will glow

Green, percolating up through snow, that first

Leveler, to pool, as light unbends each stalk,

Until all sixty acres lie immersed

Again in green. Those winter days when I walk

His road, I’ll picture him overalled in sun

Collecting wagonloads of windrowed stones,

A yearly harvest, labor never done,

A miracle of strength in those old bones.

His verdant fields illuminate dark days.

Those hard loaves stacked enlighten other ways.

  —Don Johnson
—Don Johnson is Professor of english 

 at east Tennessee State university.

               for Doris Toyooka Johnson

In the crawl space under the kitchen, I kneel

in a bubble of light where the ruptured fitting

drips, though I’ve shut off the flow at the valve.

Outside, under the ice-storm’s glittering tonnage

sycamores hum and groan. When their limbs explode

I think of your father on his hands and knees 

tamping black powder into the hole he had drilled

in the lava rock beneath your house in Honolulu.

Upstairs your baby brother slept. You sliced

ginger for the chicken hekka while your mother

stitched futons in the alcove just above the detonation.

Only the persimmon balanced on the New Year’s shrine

toppled. The Morishiges next door never knew

how with each small charge he lowered the floor, pushed

back the walls of a cellar he could finally stand in.

Now you watch his monitored sleep, gauging the slow

spillage down a silvered tube. Nurses carry away

whatever breaks down inside him.

                                                          Here, on my knees

in cold mud, I finger the bread he taught me to pack

into wet pipes to halt seepage, so the joint 

will heat up, liquefy the flux and suck in solder

seal the fitting right, so it won’t let go, ever. 

  —Don Johnson

The Latin Root for Cultivate  
       Means Cherish

After the Ice Storm
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