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There is one writer in all literature whose laundry arrangements have 2
been excoriated again and again, and it is not Virginia Woolf, who al- i
most certainly never did her own washing, or James Baldwin, or the |
rest of the global pantheon. The laundry of the poets remains a closed

_topic, from the tubercular John Keats (blood-spotted handkerchiefs)to |
Pablo Neruda (lots of rumpled sheets). Only Henry David Thoreau has |
been tried in the popular imagination and found wanting for his clean- |
ing arrangements, though the true nature of those arrangements are |
not so clear.

I got prodded into taking an interest in the laundry of the author of
“Civil Disobedience” and “A Few Words in Defense of John Brown”
in the course of an unwise exchange. Let me begin again by saying that
I actually like Facebook, on which this particular morning I had sent
birthday wishes to my Cuban translator and disseminated a booklet
about debt resistance. I signed up for Facebook in 2007 to try to keep
track of what young Burmese exiles were doing in response to the up-
rising in that country, and so I use it with fewer blushes than a lot of
my friends—and perhaps even my “friends,” since Facebook has pro-
vided me with a few thousand souls in that incoherent category.

And really, this is an essay about categories, which I have found such
leaky vessels all my life: everything you can say about a category of
people—immigrant taxi drivers, say, or nuns—has its exceptions, an
so the category obscures more than it explains, though it does let peo-
ple tidy up the complicated world into something simpler. I knew a
Franciscan nun who started the great era of civil-disobedience actions
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