Study of the Sickness

“"The bell tolls even on each man™s individeal island.™

Called Apathy

By A. M. ROSENTHAL

York that the life of the city is

frozen by an instant of shock. In
that instant the people of the city are
seized by the paralyzing realization that
they are one, that each man is in some
way a mirror of every other man. They
stare at each other—or, really, into
themselves—and a look quite like a
flush of embarrassment passes over the
face of the city. Then the instant passes
and the beat resumes and the people
turn away and try to explain what they
have seen, or {ry to deny it.

The 1ast 35 minutes of the young life
of Miss Catherine Genovese became
such a shock in the life of the city. But
at the time she died, stabbed again and
again by a marauder in her quiet, dark
but entirely respectable, street in Kew
Gardens, New York hardly took note.

It was not until two weeks later that
Catherine Genovese, known as Kitty,

IT happens from time to time in New
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returned in death to cry the city awake.
Even then it was not hker life or her
dying that froze the city, but the wit-
nessing of her murder—the choking
fact that 38 of her neighbors had seen
her stabbed or heard her cries, and that
not one of them, during that hideous
half-hour, had lifted the telephone from
the safety of his own apartment to
call the police and try to save her life.
When it was over and Miss Genovese
was dead and the murderer gone, one
man did call—not from his own apart-
ment but from a neighbor's, and only
after he had called a friend and asked
her what to do.

THE day that the story of the wit-
nessing of the death of Miss Genovese
appeared in this newspaper became that
frozen instant. “Thirty-eight!” people
said over and over. “Thirty-eight!”

It was as if the number itself had
some special meaning, and in a way.
of course, it did. One person or two or
even three or four witnessing a murder
passively would have been the un-

noticed symptom of the disease in the
city’s body and again would have passed
unnoticed. But 38—it was like a man
with s running low fever suddenly
beginning to cough blood; his friends
could no longer ignore his illness, nor
could he turn away from himseif.

At first there was, briefly, the re-
action of shared guilt. Even people who
were sure that they certainly would
have acted differently feit it somehow.
“Dear God, what have we come to?"” a
woman said that day. “We,” not “they.”

For in that instant of shock, the mir-
ror showed quite clearly what was
wrong, that the face of mankind was
spotted with the disease of apathy—all
mankind, But this was too frightening
a thought to live with and soon the
beholders began to set boundaries for
the illness, to search frantically for
causes that were external and to look
for the carrier.

There was a rash of meiropolitan
masochism. “What the devil do you ex-
pect in a town, a jungle, like this?”
Sociologists and psychiatrists reached
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for the warm comfort of jargon—'"ali-
enation of the individual from the
group,” “megalopolitan societies,” “the
disaster syndrome.”

" People who came from small towns
said it could never happen back home.
New Yorkers, ashamed, agreed. Nobody
seemed to stop to ask whether there
were not perhaps various forms of ap-
athy and that some that exist in vil-
1apes and towns do not exist in great

GUILT turned’into masochism, and
masochism, as it often does, became a
sadistic search for a target. Quite soon,
the target became the police.

There is no doubt whatsoever that
the police in New York have failed, to
put it politely, to instill a feeling of
total confidence int the population, There
are great areas in this city—fine parks
as well as siums—where no person in
his right mind would wander of an
evening or an early morning. There is
no cenfral emergency point to receive
calls for help. And a small river of
letters from citizens to this newspaper
testifies to the fact that patrols are
often late in answering calls and that
policemen on desk duty often give the
bitter edge of their tongues to citizens
calling for succor.

There is no doubt of thesé things.
But to blame the police for apathy is
a bit like blaming the sea wall for
springing leaks. The police of this city
are more efficient, more restrained and
maore responsive to public demands than
any others the writer has encountered

in a decade of traveling the world.

Their faults are either mechanical or
a reflection of a cily where almost
every act of police self-protection is
assumed to be an act of police brutality,
and where a night-club comedian can,
as one did the other night, stand cn a
stage for an hour and a half and vilify
the police as brutes, thieves, homosex-
uals, illiterates and “Gestapo agents”
while the audience howls in laughter
as it drinks Scotchi from bootleg bottles
hidden under the tables,

TI-IERE are two fragedies in the

story of Catherine Genovese. One is the

fact that her life was taken from her,
that she died in pain and horror at the
age of 28. The other is that in dying
she gave every human being —not
just species New Yorker--an oppor-
funity to examine some truths about
the nature of apathy and that this has
not been done.

Austin Street, where Catherine Geno-
vese lived, is in a section of Queens
known as Kew Gardens. There are two
apartment buildings and the rest of the
streef consists of one-family homes—
red-brick, stucce or wood-frame, There
are Jews, Catholics and Protestants, a
scattering of foreign accents, middle-
class incomes.

On the night of March 13, about 3
AM., Catherine Genovese was return-
ing to her home. She workKed late as
manager of a bar in Hollis, another
part of Queens. She parked her car (a
red Fiat) and started to walk {o her
death.

Lurking near the parking lot was a
man. Miss Genovese saw him in the
shadows, furned and walked toward a
police call box. The man pursued her.
stabbed her. She screamed, “Oh my
God, he stabbed (Continuned on Page 66)
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- me! Please . help me' Please :
help me!". -
‘Somebody threw open a
-~ window-and a man calleﬂ out: .
* “Let that -girl alone!”. Other
lights turned omn, other win--
. dows were raised. The at-"
tacker got into a car and
- drove away. ‘A bus passed.
The attacker drove back,
got out, searched out Miss.
Genovese in the back of an
apartment building where she:
had crawled for safety, stabbed
her again drove away again. -
The first attack came at -
3:15.. The first call to the po- -
lice came at 3:50. Police ar-
rived within two minutes, they
say. Miss Genovese was dead.

THAT night and the next
morning the police combed the
- neighborhood looking for wit-
nesses. They found them, 38.

Two weeks later, when this
newspaper heard of the story,
a reporter went knocking, door
to door, asking why, why.

Through half-opened doors,
they told him. Most of them
were neither defiant nor ter-
ribly embarfrassed nor partic-
ularly ashamed. The underly-
ing attitude, or explanation,
seemed to be fear of involve-
ment—any kind of involve-
ment,

. "I didn’t want my husband
to get involved,” a housewife
said.

“We thought it was a lovers’
“quarrel,” said another woman. -
“I went hack to bed.”

“I was tired,” said a man.

“I don't know,” said another
marn. |

“I don’t know,” said still an-
other.

“T don't Know,” said others.

On March 19, police arrested
a 29-year-old business-machine
operator named Winston Mose-
ley and charged him with the
murder of Catherine Genovese.
He has confessed to killing
two other women, for ane of
whose murders police say they
have a confession from an-
other man.

NDT much is said or heard
or thought in the city about
Winston Moseley. In this
drama, as far as the city is
concerned, he appeared brief-
ly, acted his piece, exited into
the wings,

A week after the first story
appeared, a reporter went back
Lo Austin Street. Now the wit- .
nesses no longer wanted to
talk. They were harried, an-
noyed; they thought they
-should keep their mouths shut.,
“I've done enough talking”
one witness said. “Okh, it's you
again,” szid & woman witness
and starmed the daar.

The neighbors of the witnes-
ses are willing to talk. Their
sympathy is for the silent wit-
nesses and the embarrassment
in which they now live,

Max Heilbrunn, who runs a
cofiee house on Austin Sireet,
talked about all the newspaper

{Continued on Page 63)
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{Continued from Page 66)
publicity and sald his neigh-
bors felt they were being
picked on. "It isn’t a bad
neighborhood,” he said.

And this from Frank Facci-
ola, the owner of the neigh-
borhood barber shop: “I resent
the way these newspaper and
television pecple have hurt us. -
We have wonderfu]l people
here. What happened could
have happened any place’
There is no question in my
mind that people here now
would rush out to help anyone
being attacked on the sireet.”

Then he said: “The same
thing [failure to call the po-
lice] happens in other sections
every day. Why make such a
fuss when it happens in Kew
Gardens? We are f{rying to
forget it happened here.”

A Frenchwoman in the
neighborhood said: “Let’s for-
get the whole thing, It is a
quiet neighborhood, good to
live in. What happened, hap-
pened.”

EACH individual, obvious-
ly, approaches the story of
Catherine Genovese, . reacts fo
it and veers away from it
against the background of his
own life and experience, and
his own fears and shortcom-
ings and rationalizations.

It seems to this writer that
what happened in the apart-
ments and houses on Austin
Street was a symptom of a
terrible reality in the human
condition—that only under cer-
tain situations and only in re-
sponse to certain reflexes or
cerfain beliefs willi a man step
out of his shell toward his
brother. '

-To say this is not to excuse,
but to try to understand and
in so doing perhaps eventually
to extend the reflexes and be-
liefs and sitnations to include
more people: To ignore it is
to perpetuate myths that lead
nowhere. Of these the two
most futile philosophically are
that apathy is . a response to
official ineptitude (“The cops -
never come on time anyway”},
or that apathy is a condition
onily of metropolitan life.

Certainly police procedures
‘must be improved—although
in the story of Miss Genovese
all indications were that, once
called into action, the police
machine behaved perfectly.

AS far as is known, not one
. witness has said that he re-

mained silent because he had
had any unpleasant experience
with the police. It is a point-
less point; there are men who
will jump into a river to res-
cue 3 drowner; there are oth-
ers who will tell themselves
that a police launch will be
cruising by or that, if it
doesn’t, it should. - -
Nobhody can say why the 38
did not lift the phone while .
Miss Genovese was being at-
tacked, since they cannot say
themselves, It can he assumed,
however, that their apatlhy
was indeed of a big-city varie-
ty. It is almost & matter of
psychological survival, if one
is surrounded and pressed by
millions of people, to prevent
them from constantly imping-
(Continved on Following Page)
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MURDER SPOT—Here, behind an apartment building in Kew Gar-
- dens, Catherine Genovese was killed, while 38 witnesses did nothing.
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{ Continued froan Preceding Page)
ing on you and the only way
to do this is to ignore them as
often as possible. ]

Indiiference to one's neigh-
bor and his troubles is a con-
ditioned reflex of life in New
York as it is in other big
cities. In every major city in
which I have lived—in Tokyo
and Warsaw, Vienna and Bom-
bay—I have seen, over and
over again, people walk away
from accident victims. I have
walked away myself.

Out-of-towners, and some-
times New Yorkers them-
selves, like to think that there
is something special about
New York's metropolitan ap-
athy. It is special in that there
are more people here than any
place else in the country—and
therefore more people to turn
away from each other.

ER decades, New York
turned away from the truth
that is Harlem or Bedforgd-
Stuyvesant in  Brooklyn.
Everybody knew that in the
Negro ghettos, men, women
and children lived in filth and
degradation. But the city, as a
city, turned away with the
metropolitan brand of apathy.
This, most simply, consists of
drowning the person-to-person
responsibility in a wave of
impersonal social action.
Committees were organized,
speeches made, budgets passed
to "“do something” about Har-
lem or Bedford-Stuyvesant—
to do something about the com-
munities. This dulled the re-
ality, and still does, that the
communities consist of indi-
vidual pecple who ache and
suffer in the loss of their in-
dividual prides. Housewives
whe contributed to the
N.A.AC.P. saw nothing wrong
in going down to the daily
shape-up of domestic workers
in the Bronx and selecting a
maid for the day after looking
over the coffle to see which
“girl” among the Negro ma-
trons present looked huskiest.
Now there is an acute

awareness of the problems of
the Negroes in New York. But,
again, it is an impersonal
awareness, and more and more
it is tinged with irritation at
the thought that the integra-
tion movement will impinge on
the daily personal life of the
city. _

Nor are Negroes in the city
immune from apathy—toward
one another or foward whites.
They are apathetic toward one
another’s right to believe and
act as they please; one man's
concept of proper action is
labeled with the group epi-
thet “Uncle Tom.” And, until
the recent upsurge of the inte-
gration movement, there was
less action taken within the
Negro community to improve
conditions in Harlem than
there was in the all-white sec-
tions of the East Side. It has
become fashionable to sneer at
“white liberals” — fashionable
even among Negroes who for
years did nothing for brothers
even of their own color.

IN their own sense of being
wronged, some Negroes of New
York have become totally apa-
theiic to the sensttivities of all
other groups. In a night club
in Harlem the other night, an
aspiring Negro politician, a
most decemt man, talked of
how the Jewish shopkeepers
exploited the Negroes, how he
wished Negroes could “save a
dollar like the Jews,” totally
apathetic toward the fact that
Jews at the table might be as
hurt as he would be if they
talked in clichés of the happy-
go-lucky Stepin Fetchit Ne-
gro. When a Jew protested,
the Negro was stunned—be-
cause he was convinced he
hated anti-Semitism. He did,
in the abstract.

Since the Genovese case,
New Yorkers have sought ex-
planations of their apathy
toward individuals. Fear, some
say—fear of involvement, fear
of reprisal from goons, fear of

(Continwed on Page T2)
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‘ ( ﬂontﬁmed trom Paye ‘Iﬂ})

‘becoming “mixed: up™with the
- police;. TEIusr it" seems: to~ this
writer, ‘is- simply ratmnaliza B
tian S :
L. -The! se]f-protectwe she]ls in”
which we: live ‘are ‘determined
ﬁnot enly hy the"dnfference bes:
~.tween - bigeities - -and . ‘small..

The;r are: detmmned by €0 -
:nomies “ and -social’; ‘elass, . by
‘caste and hy color,: and by m—
hgmn. and by pohtms. -

| -?F- : lzt-.weré‘;-td- see -a;.'beggnr“
starvmg ‘to ‘death in rags on
- the- streets of : Paris or. New-
“York or I.mndon ‘I would be
moved  to take some kind of
actmn. But: many -times I-have
seen 'starving  men lying - like
" broken" dolls-in the streets of’ 1
. Caleutta or Madras and have

done nothing.. I
-1 think I ‘Wﬂlﬂd hEWB Gﬂlled :

ﬂle police to save Miss Geno-
-vese put I know that I did not |
save a beggar in Calcutta.
~Was my failing really so
- much smaller than that of the
people who watched from their
windows on Austin Street?
And what wag the apathy of
"the people of Austin Street
compared, let’s say, with the
.apathy of non-Nazi-Germans
toward Jews?

Geography js a factor of
~apathy. Indians reacted to
Portuguese imprisoning Goans,
but not to Russians Kkilling
- Hungarians. -

Color is a factor. Ghanaians
reacted foward Frenchmen
killing Algerians, not toward
Congolese Killing white mis-
sionaries.

Strangeness is a factor.
Americans react to the ex-
termination of Jews but nol
to the extermination of Wa- F
tusis,

There are national as well
as individual apathies, all in-
hibiting the ability to react.
- The “mind-your-own-business”
attitude is despised among in-
dividuals, and clucked at by
sociologists, but glorified as
pragmatic national policy
among mnations.

ONLY in scattered mo-
ments, and then in halting em-
barrassment, does the United
States, the most involved na-
tion in the world, get down to
hard cases abouf the nature
~of governments with which it
deals, and how they treat their
subject citizens, People who
believe that a free government
should react to oppression of
people in the mass by other
governments are regarded &s
fanatics or romantics by the
same diplomats who would re-
act in horror to the oppression
of one single individual in
Washington. Between apathy,
regarded as a moral disease,
and national policy, the line
ig often hard to find

There are, it seems to e,
only two Jogical ways fo look
at the story of the murder of
Catherine Genovese. One.is the
way of the neighbor on Austin
Street — “Let’'s forget the
whole thing.”

The other is to recognize
that the beli tolls even on each
man's individual island, to rec-
ognize that every man must
fear the witnmess in himself
who whispers to elose the win-
dow.

——
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