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plexity theory. This is a masterfully told 
story: it does not fail to treat the often 
difficult details of the science, and it 
gives a believable picture of a brilliant, 
procrastinating, often prickly man and 
his contributions to our current world- 
picture. 
- Albert B. Stewart 

Walker Evans by James R. Mellow, intro. 
Hilton Kramer. Basic Books, 654 pp., 
$40.00. Walker Evans, master of the 
straight shot, the stark record of poverty 
in the American backwaters, grows more 
elusive in this biography. Taking up 
photography as a career in 1928, he met 
Alfred Stieglitz to whom he attributed, in 
1969, an "overstated, self-conscious 
aestheticism," but his friend Hanns Skolle 
claimed that in the early years Evans had 
thought the photographer a master. There 
is little to indicate a lasting influence, but 
the question of how he regarded his own 
work remains vexing. Having 
collaborated with his friend James Agee 
in 1936 on Let Us Now Praise Famous 
Men (1941), he finally wrote a foreword 
(1960) but said nothing about the three 
tenant families or the photographs he 
took of them, limiting himself to a brief, 
affectionate memorial to Agee. He was 
pleased with Lincoln Kirstein's 1938 
essay, which tried to unify documentary 
and symbolic elements in his work on 
something like an elevated moral plane. 
On other occasions, however, he 
condemned the idea that his motivations 
lay in either the exposure of sociocultural 
ills or the potential moral/philosophical 
depth of the individual, anything beyond 
the making of art, which "is really 
useless." Information about his politics, 
his income, his marriages, his friendships 
seems to generate more questions. 
Whether Mellow, who unfortunately died 
before assembling chapters on Evans's 
last eighteen years, would have filled in 

some gaps orconcluded, as Hilton Kramer 
did in 1975, that he "traveled . . . 
incognito," is something the reader can 
only guess from this intriguing account 
of what may be thought of as his most 
productive years. 
* Catherine Kord 

Why Americans Hate Welfare: Race, 
Media, and the Politics of Antipoverty 
Policy by Martin Gilens. University of 
Chicago Press, 279 pp., $25.00. This is a 
clearly written and fascinating study that 
is primarily concerned with explaining 
the puzzle of why Americans hate 
"welfare" but generally support the 
welfare state. Gilens uses a range of data 
to substantiate his argument that 
Americans are not anti-"welfare" because 
of individualist orientations, because they 
are in principle against state support for 
poor people, or because they are 
economically self-interested. 

Gilens convincingly demonstrates that 
the link between poverty and black people 
was non-existent before the mid- to late 
1960s, when black poverty was essen- 
tially ignored by policy makers and the 
general (white) public. Social movements 
and urban riots related to racialized eco- 
nomic injustice have been crucial to the 
racialization of images of poverty since 
1964. The relationship between these ur- 
ban developments and public perceptions 
of welfare programs and welfare recipi- 
ents was not transparent, however. 
Gilens's most original contribution is his 
analysis of the role of media in the 
racialization of poverty images. 

My minor criticism of this wonderful 
book is that while Gilens effectively dem- 
onstrates the subtlety of public opinion in 
regard to welfare programs (politicians 
and right-wing pundits use empirically 
invalid arguments of strong popular op- 
position to the welfare state to support 
punitive and rigid policies against wel- 
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fare recipients), he does not analyze his 
more discouraging (and stark) finding: 
that most white people in the U.S. con- 
tinue to be oblivious to the ways in which 
race and racism fundamentally structure 
relationships and opportunities in hous- 
ing, schooling, and the job market. 
* Frances Hasso 

Poetry Collections 

The Father of the Predicaments by 
Heather McHugh. Wesleyan/New 
England University Press, 80 pp., $19.95. 
"I have a secret theory," said Heather 
McHugh, speaking of Ezra Pound's "The 
Lake Isle" to fellow poets in a recent 
Harper's Forum on poetry, "that most 
poets, at one time or another, write into 
their poems their own self-criticism." 
Much of what McHugh finds worthy in 
this fractious forebear, "high reference 
and low irreverence" (for McHugh the 
"great conjunction" in Pound), is apparent 
also in her verse. Poetry as secret theory, 
poetry as self-criticism, poetry as 
linguistic feast-all are central to 
McHugh's most recent collection. In 
this welcome fourth compilation, 
incidents of dramatic and seemingly 
random stature implode to reveal 
surprising insights. Whatever their 
triggering subject-a loved one's last days 
spent in a hospital room fluttering in and 
out of consciousness, a mother who 
"propels a babystroller," loss, love, doubt, 
the workings of mind and spirit-the 
poems are rooted in a wealth of wit and 
etymological musings; they upend 
linguistic bedrock, moving toward 
"radical rewrite, the root retort." The poem 
as map, then, a tracery of language's 
historicity. Once the triggering subjects 
have "plunged beyond" her viewpoint, 

the poet, "the brooder on / the bench" is 
prompted to wonder about her relation to 
the observed world, "a starscape cast / 
about my minor part" in which definitions 
and favored assumptions are always under 
siege. McHugh' s deliberations with 
ancient, unanswerable questions-the 
predicaments of being alive and staying 
alive-emerge anew in streetslang and 
idiom, the "binding/stitcheries of syntax" 
and "linking mechanisms," which 
demonstrate McHugh's conviction that 
words are indeed the engine of perception. 
* Jane Satterfield 

The Vandals by Alan Michael Parker. 
BOA Editions, 87 pp., $12.50. "It's only 
a poem" exclaims the narrator not too far 
into this obliquely funny, delightfully 
irreverent collection. While perusing 
Parker' s strangely compelling heroic 
couplets, the reader will think back often 
on this remark. Is it true? What indeed is 
the relationship between poetry and 
reality, between poetry and the 
imagination, between poetry and history, 
and-thinking of Cavafy' s famous poem, 
"Waiting for the Barbarians," which is 
parodied here-between one man's 
poems and all the others? 

Parker has composed a unified collec- 
tion of a kind rarely seen in the United 
States (but, incidentally, produced often 
by members of the French literary group 
Ou.Li.Po.). Thirty-sevenpoems, playfully 
similar in form, each involves "van- 
dals"-sometimes ironically, with a dis- 
tancing effect reminiscent of Brecht's 
plays, at other times with a realism hardly 
removed from the realms of the possible. 
"In the poem about their dying," writes 
Parker typically, "The vandals bellow for 
their nurses, H Slather all the smoke alarms 
/ With Jell-O, rip every goddamned 11 
Tube from every goddamned arm. / 
Where's the sawbones, they holler. II 
Bring on the leeches and the MRI!" 
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