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Introduction

When I met Paul Goodman in February 1950, he was almost exactly in the middle of his career as a writer, having begun with high school poems and stories in 1927, and having finished his last essays and poems in 1972. At our first meeting, he inscribed a copy of his latest novel for me, self-published and hot off Dave Dellinger’s Libertarian Press—The Dead of Spring, a book he still regarded as his best single work the year he died. I am holding that very copy, printed on the cheapest paper with a plastic spring binder, its yellow and black cardboard cover illustrated by his artist/architect brother Percy, though later adorned with scribbles by my own young children, now in their mid-fifties. I remember how puzzled and fascinated I was back then, reading the story of a youth so close to my own age, in love for the first time, and facing trial for treason against what Goodman called the Sociolatry. I understood the first predicament, not the second. As I turn these pages now, all brown and brittle, I find myself thinking once again that he was right, this book was his greatest literary achievement.

How ironic that the following year, on the occasion of his fortieth birthday, Goodman wrote an essay “On Being a Writer” in which he seemed to be throwing in the towel, saying that his career had been a failure, he had not won the audience he longed for, and so no matter how much he loved his art, it was time to turn to something else. Soon he began to take patients as a Gestalt therapist, the blend of psychoanalysis and existentialism which he had helped Fritz and Lore Perls to theorize. Charging a dollar or two for a session, he earned a thousand dollars that year to supplement his wife’s salary as a secretary—still close to poverty level, but in 1951 it was possible to live in the Empire City in decent poverty, as it no longer is today.

Of course Goodman did not stop writing. Though his books did not sell and only one new volume (his 1940 dissertation) appeared between 1951 and 1959, his stories and poems and essays could be read in dozens of magazines, prominent or obscure, paid and unpaid. What he could not sell or give away piled up in his drawer, a stack that would later allow him to publish two, three, even five books during some years of his fame in the ‘60s. This Paul Goodman Reader, compiled for those not yet born when I met him, includes a generoussample from the book he gave me back in 1950, and from the hundreds of other works written before and after that poignant midpoint, at once zenith and nadir of his career. Although weighted toward the social criticism that made him famous, this collection attempts to do justice to his full literary and philosophic range in order to bring his unique message before a new generation.

In the four decades of his maturity as an author, Goodman averaged a book a year, most of them published in his lifetime and a number still in print after half a century. Few of his contemporaries left such a bountiful legacy, but what distinguished his work was not so much quantity as its extraordinary range, variety of forms, and unfailing ring of authenticity. Goodman was best known for his ten books on American culture and public policy, but he had prepared himself by more deeply philosophical studies of the disciplines in which his social criticism was grounded—language and esthetics (The Structure of Literature), community planning (Communitas), anarchist politics (The May Pamphlet), religion (Kafka’s Prayer), and psychotherapy (Gestalt Therapy). During this same dozen years, roughly 1940 to 1952, he also completed four novels, including The Empire City, a four-volume comic epic in the tradition of Don Quixote and Candide, as well as dozens of short stories and poems. His plays were produced by companies like The Living Theatre that gave “off-Broadway” its first hits. Despite his self-described “failure,” by 1951 Goodman had already enjoyed a rich and various career as a man of letters.

His writings were the product of much study, life experience, collaboration with others, and soul work. He had the best education available in his day, all of it free: first in PS 22, a tiny “model school” conducted by the Manhattan’s teachers’ college; then in the first of the experimental “fast track” junior high schools, newly opened on the grounds of an old orphanage; next in the city’s elite “public prep school,” Townsend Harris Hall, with free admission by competitive exams; and finally the City College of New York, in its heyday of talented undergraduates from the cream of the new immigrant community. After graduation came five years of joyous self-education, enhanced by unofficial mentoring from Richard McKeon, a brilliant young professor of philosophy who not only allowed him to sit in on his courses at Columbia, but later invited Goodman along with him to the University of Chicago to earn his doctorate while teaching in the newly established Great Books program. During these years, 1931 to 1940, he was also turning out scores of stories and poems, a number of which were published and even won prizes.

Always restive in discipleship, both with McKeon and earlier with the legendary Morris Raphael Cohen at City College, Goodman gravitated toward very different kinds of mentors in his thirties and collaborated as an equal with practitioners of disciplines he wanted to master himself: his architect brother Percival Goodman; comrades in the lively anarchist groups that published Politics, Resistance, and Liberation; and his colleagues Fritz and Lore Perls, co-founders of the Gestalt therapy movement. His life experience and soul work included two marriages, fatherhood, and a period of single-parenting; a grueling year of self-analysis using the exercises of Wilhelm Reich; life as an active and open bisexual with several job losses as a result; and resistance to military conscription in wartime, which cost him in reputation and livelihood though he managed to stay out of both jail and the army.

As it happened, Goodman’s broad interests, prodigious learning, and creative imagination were exactly what was needed to meet the temper of his times. Most of all, his choices at age twenty to live outside conventional society, and to take charge of his own fate as an artist and free-lance thinker, laid the intellectual and experiential foundations of the book that established his legitimacy as a public figure and brought him instant fame when it appeared early in 1960. Growing Up Absurd went beyond its immediate occasion—the beatniks and the teenaged gangs that were making news that year—to launch a wide-ranging critique of American Society and its failure to make a world worthy of earnest and idealistic young people. It was a prescient vision not only of the decade to come, but of our present moment of crisis half a century later. Because he published this compelling analysis of the need for social change when he did, his prophetic ideas were in the air from the beginning, and became the very breath animating the youth movement. Even his denigrators, the vanguardists who walked the more desperate path of armed struggle in the later ‘60s, were themselves launched on his ideas, whether they knew it or not.

Goodman always maintained that these prophetic ideas were nothing new, familiar enough in the international anarchist tradition, and implicit in the Jeffersonian radical democracy upon which the United States was founded. He saw himself as neither an expert nor even a political person, but as a “man of letters” who had something to say because he approached matters not from the distance of the specialist or the generalist, but concretely and holistically—up close, fully engaged, his own world at stake. He rarely did “research” on any subject—he paid attention. In the Reader’s opening selection, his 1962 preface to Utopian Essays and Practical Proposals, Goodman responded to reviewers who were calling him “an ignorant man who spread himself thin on a wide variety of subjects, on sociology and psychology, urbanism and technology, education, literature, esthetics, and ethics”—that is, the topics of these “utopian essays” and of the four other books he published that same year:


It is true that I don’t know much, but it is false that I write about many subjects. I have only one, the human beings I know in their man-madescene. I do not observe that people are in fact subdivided in ways to be conveniently treated by the “wide variety” of separate disciplines. If you talk separately about their group behavior or their individual behavior, their environment or their characters, their practicality or their sensibility, you lose what you are talking about…. I prefer to preserve the wholeness of my subject, the people I know, at the cost of being everywhere ignorant or amateurish. I make the choice of what used to be called a Man of Letters, one who relies on the peculiar activity of authorship—a blending of memory, observation, criticism, reasoning, imagination, and reconstruction—in order to treat the objects in the world concretely and centrally.



Ten years later, looking back on his career in his last book, Little Prayers and Finite Experience, he hadn’t changed his views. “A man of letters knows only a little about some major human concerns, but insists on relating what he knows to his concrete experience. So he explores reality. A generalist is interdisciplinary. A man of letters finds that the nature of things is not easily divided into disciplines.” And the task of such a man, focused on the “finite” and “concrete” as he described himself on the dust-jacket of his book, was “to restore the matrix of primary experience in a society bedeviled, in his opinion, by political, social, and moral abstractions.”

Goodman’s allegiance to “the matrix of primary experience” was grounded in the fact that he was an artist first, a political thinker only because the times demanded it of him. Long before his career as a social critic, he was writing his masterwork of prophetic fiction, a multi-volume “human comedy”—Balzac and Zola in the dress of twentieth-century modernism, a cross between Kafka, Cocteau, and The Good Soldier Svejk, the classic on every anarchist’s bookshelf. Goodman’s comic epic The Empire City begins in 1940, the brink of American entry into the Second World War, and ends in the era of Eisenhower, with its resolve to safeguard postwar affluence by retaining the total mobilization that had yanked the country out of the Depression. At the end of his administration Eisenhower himself named it “the military-industrial complex.” In the high style of grand opera The Empire City tells the story of how Goodman and his friends experienced the war and its aftermath: “This book is the annals of our open conspiracy. How we lived through the war. How we died in their war. How the duration lasted longer than the war.”

It was the “aftermath” that disturbed Goodman most, the monstrous “political, social, and moral abstraction” that was called the Permanent War Economy in the late Forties, the Cold War in the Fifties, and the Organized System in the Sixties—but which his novel dubbed “the Duration,” referringto frequent wartime announcements that gas, or meat, or free speech, or labor union agitation, would be rationed or restricted “for the duration.” As the war ended, one of his characters prophesied bitterly, This time the Duration will last longer than the war. From this point on—a time of official “peace”—we would no longer be living in the dead of winter, but the dead of spring. In the original edition of his novel that word was printed upside down.

Goodman’s prophetic conception of the Duration appealed to both the imagination and the conscience of his readers, as academic sociology and fact-finding journalism rarely do. And although his vision of our future was far from jolly, it was deeply comic, full of “the laughter of the gods” that rings in Homer and Cervantes and Voltaire. According to Kenneth Rexroth, Goodman’s West Coast counterpart who shared both his classicist and his anarchist perspectives, such a mixture was precisely what American readers needed:


Things being the way they are, you would think that America would produce a great flowering of the picaresque, comic, satirical novel, that Don Quixotes and Satyricons would be on every bush. Alas, not so. We have very few and perhaps none as thorough and, beneath its comedy, as profound as The Empire City.



The Empire City received many enthusiastic reviews like Rexroth’s, but its readers were few, unlike Growing Up Absurd which followed in a few months. People were bemused by a novel in the form of comic epic, and the war and its aftermath had left them too dazed and shell-shocked to recognize their own condition portrayed with such pointblank existential absurdity. On the other hand, Growing Up Absurd struck a chord, especially among the young, because it examined “the Sociolatry” in more conventional form—straightforward analysis of how the lack of a meaningful adult world for the young to grow up into resulted in their widespread and justifiable disaffection. The Organized System that causes even greater anxiety and dismay among young people today could be characterized in the same terms that Goodman used in 1960:


Slums of engineering—boondoggling production—chaotic congestion—tribes of middlemen—basic city functions squeezed out—garden cities for children—indifferent workmen—underprivileged on a dole—empty “belonging” without nature or culture—front politicians—no patriotism—an empty nationalism bound for a cataclysmically disastrous finish—wise opinion swamped—enterprise sabotaged by monopoly—prejudice rising—religion otiose—the popular culture debased—science specialized—science secret—theaverage man inept—youth idle and truant—youth sexually suffering and sexually obsessed—youth without goals—poor schools.



He closed his book with a broad consideration of American culture at mid-century, outlining twenty-odd “uncompleted revolutions” of modern times—fundamental social changes that, had they been accomplished, would have fostered the healthier society he now asked his readers to imagine:


Where the community is planned as a whole, with an organic integration of work, living, and play…. Where a lot of money is spent on public goods. Where workers are technically educated and have a say in management. Where no one drops out of society and there is an easy mobility of classes…. Where democracy begins in the town meeting, and a man seeks office only because he has a program. Where … young men are free of conscription…. Where races are factually equal…. Where the popular culture is a daring and passionate culture…. And where education is concerned with fostering human powers as they develop in the growing child.



This telling comparison of what might be with what actually was the state of American society rang true to their own experience and became much of the inspiration for Goodman’s “crazy young allies,” as he called them affectionately in 1960. Primarily composed of radical youth from the urban North, the Free Speech Movement at Berkeley (FSM) and the nationwide Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) owed almost as much to his inspiration as the simultaneous coming to life of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) owed to Martin Luther King, Jr. It was probably not mere coincidence that “The Port Huron Statement” was written the same year (1962) that Goodman published five new books and three dozen shorter pieces, while also speaking on scores of college campuses. At the very moment when SDS was drafting its manifesto in Port Huron, Liberation magazine, virtual switchboard of the incipient movement, devoted much of its June issue to “The World of Paul Goodman,” with commentary and reviews by seasoned radicals alongside selections from Goodman’s May Pamphlet, now titled “A Revolutionary Program.” His ideas were already shaping what was to be the New Left.

But things changed rapidly during the ‘60s. The crises of the ensuing decade were soon to undermine and eventually destroy all rapport between new cohorts of activists and the man whose writings had inspired much of what the young rebels were attempting to put into practice. In 1964 campus revolts made headlines, first in Berkeley, then spreading to every major college in the country. Goodman praised the anarchist leadership structure and earlyinitiatives of the FSM, but as the results played out in “free universities” such as he had recommended in Community of Scholars, he was disappointed at what seemed to him their frivolous content. He found too much Sensitivity Training and Psychedelic Experience on the one hand, Castro’s Cuba and Mao’s Little Red Book on the other hand—and not enough of the self-education for social reconstruction he promoted at every campus he visited. Goodman considered both the new counter-culture and the more politically-minded radicals as increasingly anti-intellectual, uninterested in ideas outside their own narrowing trajectories, while they in turn perceived him as just another academic liberal hung up on the past. And the issues themselves were also shifting. By the late ‘60s “taking it to the streets” in a series of mass demonstrations had given young activists both a taste of power and a dose of frustration at their failure to change public policy. North and South, angry young idealists of SDS and SNCC began to resort to guerilla rhetoric and tactics.

Goodman saw much to admire and much to deplore in these developments, and he did not bite his tongue. He thought of himself as a Dutch Uncle, well-disposed but necessarily harsh with his young “allies.” When the Vietnam War superseded nuclear testing as the major international crisis, there was a period when the young and their Uncle Paul seemed to be on the same page again. In 1967 Goodman joined Grace Paley and Karl Bissinger in forming a NYC organization of adults championing the young draft resisters, an initiative that later became RESIST, a national push by persons not themselves eligible for conscription to defy the government and take risks comparable to those who refused to register or be inducted, like Goodman’s own twenty-year-old son Mathew.

But the government response to protest—lies and escalation of the conflict—made the young furious, and confrontations with police in riot gear turned increasingly violent, a mirror image of the war itself. Goodman was a pacifist, an advocate of nonviolence in the tradition of Gandhi and Martin Luther King. He was disappointed when desperate protesters facing naked state power began to fight back with eggs and stones, barricades and football helmets, while a handful went underground to construct bombs and manifestoes. Even worse, some Leninist leaders in SDS sought to “radicalize” the older generation now joining demonstrations by provoking police brutality, not difficult to do. Goodman was outraged by such manipulation of earnest citizens out on a limb.

The mainstream media was eager to publish Goodman’s criticism of violence in the movement, along with his advocacy of peaceful, deep-going social change. But Goodman’s “reformism” and its warm welcome in the New York Times and other powerful opinion-mongers made him suspect to his youngercompatriots. He had been more acceptable when only Liberation and Dissent would publish him, in the days before Growing Up Absurd. The common goals that had once brought them together—educational reform, autonomy and a future for the young, an end to social injustice, nonviolent direct action against militarism in all its forms—now seemed to be blotted out by their all-consuming desire to “Smash the State.”

Goodman’s social criticism charted these shifting positions as the ‘60s unfolded, and so it has considerable historical interest, but the aim of the present selection is to gather for new readers the elements in his thought that first inspired the radical youth, especially those ideas and attitudes that speak most tellingly to our own condition today—still in wartime, still in thrall to commodities and media, still disgraced by poverty and racism, still governed by venal and self-serving politicians, and ever farther on the road to irreversible ecological deterioration. Starting with Growing Up Absurd and reiterated in all his major works, Goodman challenged readers to face such calamities by paying attention to opportunities for social transformation that have remained unrecognized or ignored by American society—what we might call the unclaimed legacy of modernism. These opportunities were set forth in his list of incomplete social “revolutions,” many of them initiated with great promise in the years just before the First World War, but then stalled, watered down, or undermined. In their stead arose the all-pervasive Organized System that primarily serves to maintain the power structure and shore up institutions that only pretend to meet the needs of citizens.

Little has changed in the last fifty years so far as these matters are concerned—only the vastly greater amount of shoring up necessary to keep the powers-that-be in place. Our failure to accept the challenge of initiating ongoing social transformation, and instead relying on the state to solve everything for us, has resulted in the universal sentiment that “Nothing Can Be Done.” Afraid to risk ourselves, our comforts, and our crib of security, we have lost what Goodman called the “habit of freedom,” and pay the price in endemic cynicism and despair, buffered by the grossest hedonism. All this was in the offing when Goodman was alive, and he warned us against it, taking care to focus on the creative potential in our rich tradition, abundant means, and capable citizens—albeit under unprecedented attack from our own leaders and institutions. His message was primarily positive, not negative, though his lips were “touched by coals of fire,” as he liked to say of the Old Testament prophets.

First and foremost, he assessed private and public wellbeing in the light of how the people he knew face-to-face, his friends and neighbors, actually exercised their autonomy. It disturbed him to see so many perfectly adequatehuman beings trading their ordinary powers of initiative and self-discovery for the illusory security of state control, and the paltry riches of the marketplace. At every level, but especially in the areas of livelihood and civic responsibility, Goodman saw people taking “orders from authorities who do not know the actual problem and the available means … at a cost to vitality. Behavior is more graceful, forceful, and discriminating without the intervention of the state, wardens, corporation executives, central planners, and university presidents. These tend to create a chronic emergency that makes them necessary.”

Goodman’s ideas about initiative and autonomy were grounded in both his psychology and his anarchist politics. He believed with Wilhelm Reich that human nature was self-regulating—left to their own devices people by and large know what is good for them. Face-to-face group activity—Peter Kropotkin’s “mutual aid”—is the best way of utilizing individual creativity for the benefit of the larger community. But when social structures and institutions grow too large, out of touch with the concrete objects of concern, the fundamental self-reliance of ordinary people is subverted. The “aim of politics,” then, is very simple—”to increase autonomy”—and therefore it should be “mostly undoing” the work of politicians. In his opinion, anarchism was the only safe polity, because its decentralist criteria protect citizens from the bad choices of central authorities who tend to bring their disasters down on whole communities.

Closely related to his understanding of the importance of autonomy and volition as sources of human creativity was Goodman’s view of the nature of power itself. His definitive assessment of the delusion of “Getting into Power” was written for Liberation in 1962, during the dog days of the Kennedy administration. In his analysis, the power of the state is ultimately lodged in its massive institutions and not their officials. No matter who is “in power,” large institutions have a life of their own, and those who think they control them are mere personnel, temporarily filling roles that inevitably tend to perpetuate themselves. Getting into power means giving up your own powers in order to do the bidding of official machinery—and usually being well paid for it. Whether labeled the New Frontier, the Organized System, the Permanent War Economy, the Cold War, or the Global War on Terror, the U.S. power structure has remained the same for decades—self-aggrandizing and self-perpetuating, while undermining the creative abilities of leaders and citizens alike: “the very exercise of abstract power, managing and coercing, itself tends to stand in the way and alienate, to thwart function and diminish energy.”

For Goodman, genuine power resided in the creativity of individuals banding together to solve their mutual problems and to experiment with new ways of fostering health and happiness for everyone, not just the rich and powerful. His utopian ideals, spelled out in Communitas, called for many confederated neighborhoods organized around work-places where workers themselves were in charge of production and all its conditions, and where public good—residing in product, means of production, or ultimate use—outweighed efficiency or the profit motive. Not least important to him were opportunities for the young to find their way to meaningful work through training and apprenticeship in local enterprises, where authority and citizenly responsibility were transparent and continuously open to new ideas and participation. For him, the models were William Morris’s guild socialism, Dewey’s education for democracy, and the syndicalism of French and Spanish anarchists.

Goodman respected the ability of those who practice trades and professions to determine the requisite skills and knowledge of their callings, and he distrusted state motives in monitoring and licensing vocations, whether through mandated schooling or bureaucratic credentialing by agencies primarily concerned with their own authority. Therefore, in his vocabulary (contrary to that of the young radicals) “professionalism” was not a term of opprobrium but an ideal to live up to. Both in times of relative stability and in personal or public crisis, doing one’s proper work, following one’s own bent, was the crucial act of belonging and justification in community, the foundation of citizenship as well as livelihood and practical life. This was neither hunkering down in rugged individualism nor accepting collectivist imperatives of mass society, but relying instead on face-to-face encounters with equals as the building blocks of solidarity and legitimacy in the public realm.

A corollary to these views was his concern that professionals live up to their trust, and refuse to remain passive and silent when government or business abused scientific technology, human talent, or material resources without thought for anything but power and profit. It was the responsibility of scientists and intellectuals, as well as workers at every level, to demand that the products of their labor serve the public good, and not the greed or dominion of power brokers and politicians.

One reason why it was so necessary to remind his readers of their responsibilities had to do with the increasing presence and deadening effect of official speech on public consciousness—what Goodman called “format.” With the development of media as a means of social control, official announcements, press conferences, news, and other varieties of “communication” from on high had become the domain of experts in mystification, buzz words flashing in a cloud of empty abstractions, repeated so often that people go into trance-state when the verbalizing begins.

Goodman regarded formatted speech as fundamentally opposed to colloquial speech, the language of ordinary people talking to each other. Althoughsimilar to the Newspeak Orwell predicted in 1984, in Goodman’s more optimistic view the gobbledygook we all know so well is not likely to take over our minds and tongues. The vigor of lively conversation predominates in most human interactions, and format can spread its pall only in conditions of chronic anxiety, the universal alarms sounded by politicians and media. Colloquial speech—and the impulses of life transmitted through it—is impossible to squelch or effectively control. But in so-called “emergencies,” whether contrived or real, the sound bytes and slogans drown out the unrehearsed exchanges that contain genuine thoughts and feelings, and thus suppress the very sources of new ideas when they are most needed.

Goodman’s faith in the everyday vitality of spontaneous speech was typical of his attitude toward human nature and its satisfactions. Our common possession of such simple and free gifts is what makes life interesting and worth living. His demands of any polity were for these same vital signs—”only that the children have bright eyes, the river be clean, food and sex be available, and nobody be pushed around.” Of course, it has become increasingly difficult to inhabit such a world.

One of the great losses of our times, a disaster that can seem to plague affluent cultures like ours even more than those where material wealth is hard to come by, is the vanishing of what Goodman called “decent poverty.” He himself lived most of his life below the poverty line, so far as annual income can measure such things. When I first met him in 1950, his family income was under $1000 but his rent only $26 a month, for four or five rooms above a paint store on Ninth Avenue in downtown Manhattan. His bookshelves were old orange-crates and until 1947 he had no phone, but the pictures on the wall were originals, presented by friends, who also got together to paint his apartment when he moved to new quarters in 1953. In those days, it was possible for poets and painters and ordinary working-class people to live well in the city on very little money. Thus from his perspective it did not seem disastrous “if some people are rich and others poor, so long as they are pauvres, decently poor, and not misérables (Peguy’s distinction). I myself never found that much difference between being very poor and modestly rich.” Goodman would no doubt have felt the loss in our time of what he considered essential goods of life—not marketable things, but leisure, public space not given over to automobiles or advertising, fresh air and sweet silence—ever more scarce in the tide of increasing technological dependencies.

Regardless of his earnest critiques, Goodman never despaired of his fellow human beings. His writings are filled with praise as well as nostalgia for marvelous human powers and collective achievements both past and present, despite our self-delusion and folly. Almost every page will give you hope, andit was a principle with him not to carp or criticize unless he could think of a better alternative that could stand for the possibility of a third way—”a ray of light instead of the gloom of metaphysical necessity.”

In Goodman’s opinion, the despair and cynicism of people in his time, especially the intellectuals, were traceable to a flawed conception of human nature—or, to put it more bluntly, a belief that there is no such thing as human nature. They seemed convinced that culture and behavior were almost entirely constructed by conditions and forces irrevocably determined by the inertia of history:


This is like saying that tragic poetry or mathematics was “rooted” in the Greek way of life and is not “inherently” human. This kind of thinking is the final result of the recent social-scientific attitude that culture is added onto a featureless animal, rather than being the invention-and-discovery of human powers. This is effectually to give up the modern enterprise altogether. But we will not give it up.



To Goodman the materialism of Marxists, the retreat to the self of French existentialists, and the fantasy world of “progress” beloved by Americans were facets of a single mistaken view of the species and its potential which went against what seemed to him the plain truth, as echoed in his own heroes of philosophy and spiritual life—Plato and Kant, Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu, Goethe and Kierkegaard. Each in his own way they were champions of love and faith, who believed with him that that free choice is not an illusion of the marketplace, that something real exists beyond the horizon as well as underfoot, and unconditioned possibility is not incompatible with being grounded in practical, social, and creative experience of a world.

In accord with such notions, Goodman was able to affirm human virtues as persistent and renewable as sun and rain and the grass in springtime—but there was no doctrine or dogma, no recipe for the good society. He liked the Taoist concept of “the way,” an orientation that might be strengthened through practice but would be stifled by codification and prescription. In his mid-twenties he had spoken of this orientation as “the habit of freedom,” something one might encourage in the young, but ought not spell out as a program or discipline. In his mature years he called it the anarchist “attitude,” an openness to experience and attentiveness to opportunity, with plenty of patience and fortitude in the welter of modern life, amid master plans, curricula, and foreign policy agendas. He also believed that living in present society as if it were already the natural society we desire would help to create that millenarian community, though it might get you arrested. Contrariwise, we all recognize in our own hearts the moments when we betray our best impulses, conforming against our nature to the pressures of expedience, temporary satisfaction, public opinion, or spiritual lethargy. These signals, positive or negative, can certainly be dimmed and blinkered, all the more so in today’s harried and distracted society, but it takes unremitting fear or deep trauma to blot them out entirely.

I doubt that Goodman would have judged the situation today as hopeless, though it is more intractable than it was in his time. The chronic emergency that he could smell in the air at mid-century has reached new toxic levels. People are afraid of anything that threatens their sense of security, and steep themselves in the anodynes of popular culture that temporarily allay anxiety at the cost of vitality and consciousness. Very few are willing to enter the realm of possibility, “the fertile void” of Goodman’s Lao-tzu, where the guard-rails are down and one can no longer rely on the authorities to maintain public security and private prerogatives. Hardly anyone still believes that there are lives not worth living, or things worth dying for. People barely remember the heady feeling in the ‘60s of taking one’s life into one’s own hands for better or worse, or the then-pervasive spirit of belonging to something larger than oneself. That decade offered us yet another installment in the “social revolutions” we have not had the courage to complete, but whose untapped promise remains available—not as some enormous power shift, but in small, local increments, wherever we find ourselves truly engaged. As Goodman repeatedly said, what we need are “piecemeal reforms,” not vast restructuring but “creative solutions that diminish tension by changing two percent of this and four percent of that.” It was the direction and spirit of change that would make a difference, and in this regard we all have power and responsibility.

At his own crossroads in 1951, when he doubted his own powers and entered a decade of purgatory he called “a useless time,” Goodman did not despair. Challenging himself “to have an extra ounce of strength,” he finished the fourth volume of The Empire City—even though he had no hope of finding a publisher for it. He had published The Dead of Spring by subscription, sending out 200 postcards to friends asking for $5 for two copies of the book, if enough of them responded. Now, in the novel’s final installment, Goodman’s hero suddenly loses courage, temporarily gives up his faith that he is sane, that there is a world for him. He goes mad, crossing the border into conformity with the belief-system that everyone else seemed to accept. But a few encounters with “normal” absurdity soon bring the young man out of his delusions, and Goodman carries him through more inspiriting adventures to the end of the book, where he leaves his hero “spoiling for a fight.” He “doesn’t know what fight and doesn’t know how to get into it,” but it is clear enough in hindsight that Goodman’s own duel was to be fought with the incarnate Organized System, and therefore could not take place in fiction, where abstractions have no dramatic plausibility and cannot be called to account “for real.”

A timely invitation to write a book on juvenile delinquency resulted in Growing Up Absurd and gave Goodman the challenge he was seeking. Here he was able to confront the System and its apologists directly, with observations and arguments drawn from his own experience, writing neither as a novelist nor a social scientist, but as a man of letters who could pay attention to concrete actuality as well as the larger pattern. Soon he was being invited by his “crazy young allies” to visit dozens of colleges to tell them personally how to stay sane in a demented world—while somehow managing to remain centered and productive himself, despite his peripatetic life as a campus celebrity. He was grounded in his ideas, and his ideas grew from who he was. Most people he met recognized this immediately, and whether cause or effect, a powerful sense of solidarity and hope seemed to spring up around him wherever he went. He was able to establish instant personal rapport with young activists, famous intellectuals, regents of universities, dropouts and street people. That same vital energy could be experienced each time new writing appeared from him. His direct, practical approach, his impatience with obfuscating abstractions, his good humor and often sheer glee, his forthright challenges to entrenched authority—all these were as present in his books as in his person. And that, I think, is a crucial aspect of his legacy. When one reads his words, the voice is unmistakable, still a living presence. The Paul Goodman Reader brings that living presence before a new generation, those now entrusted with the survival of the collective human enterprise and of the planet itself. If we are willing to heed his challenge and take responsibility for the creative initiative and solidarity with all humanity that is our birthright, however much in perilous abeyance, then as he said valiantly at the end of Growing Up Absurd, “perhaps the future may make more sense than we dared hope.”

Taylor Stoehr


Preface to Utopian Essays and Practical Proposals

Frequently in the following essays I return to the characteristic moral dilemma of the Americans today: “It is only by the usual technological and organizational procedures that anything can be accomplished. But with these procedures, and the motives and personalities that belong to them, fresh initiative is discouraged and fundamental change is prevented.” There is a style in which problems are stated, there are established techniques, there are channels of influence; often all these are pretty irrelevant. If there’s an increase of delinquency or addiction, our only recourse is more repressive legislation, although experience and theory prove that this does not work and creates worse problems. If there are urban problems of congestion, poor transportation, and slums, our recourse is to new and bigger technological wonders, although experience and theory prove that these soon create worse problems. When economic expansion begins to produce a glut of goods more and more dubious in value and threatening unemployment, our recourse is to increase the rate of expansion and to step up the advertising, though the goods become even more useless and the jobs that provide these goods even more meaningless. A psychologist would say that our people suffer from a compulsion neurosis; they are warding off panic by repeating themselves; inevitably, they are very busy and very conformist. There is no effort radically to remedy the causes and improve the center, and there is little effort to think up new directions that would offer opportunities for more normal growth, and to educate to more prudent motives and methods. Indeed, given our usual agencies and offices, and the kind of technicians and even the kind of social scientists that we have, it is hard to see who could make the effort. Therefore the logical conclusion of the American moral dilemma is the conclusion that dilemmas generally have: “Really, we cannot do anything. We are trapped by modern times.”

Naturally, as a live animal and the heir of a great culture, I cannot accept this unsatisfactory syllogism, although, like everybody else, I have had occasion to experience its validity. I do not grant the premises. By analyzing the usual procedures and motivations, it can be shown, I think, that they are not always necessary and that they are rarely the best. And indeed, one can makebold to suggest better things that can be done by better means. So this is a book of Utopian Essays and Practical Proposals. Partly I have a spiteful motive in writing such a book in the present climate of our society. It is to establish that if you do not do better, it is not because there are no alternatives, but because you do not choose to. Modern science and modern cities need not work out as they do with us. Our problems are not technological and sociological; they are moral and political. The question is, is it worthwhile to bring this home to people? Does it not merely arouse guilt and anxiety? For, if we conclude that our problems are moral and political, a more glaring problem at once presents itself: Why do people not choose better? What are they afraid of? They are afraid of losing their jobs; each one is afraid to be embarrassed by thinking and acting differently from his fellows; nobody really knows enough to risk a radical change, and so forth. But such surface explanations accept, and buttress, the very system of procedures and motivations that is at issue. Why isn’t everybody eager to make his job worthwhile? Why is there not a premium on originality? How, in social and also technical matters, have people become so distrustful of the evidence of their senses and feelings? Frankly, I find these questions puzzling. I do not know the answers, but I think I know where to look.
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As my books and essays have appeared, I have been severely criticized as an ignorant man who spreads himself thin on a wide variety of subjects, on sociology and psychology, urbanism and technology, education, literature, esthetics, and ethics. It is true that I don’t know much, but it is false that I write about many subjects. I have only one, the human beings I know in their man-made scene. I do not observe that people are in fact subdivided in ways to be conveniently treated by the “wide variety” of separate disciplines. If you talk separately about their group behavior or their individual behavior, their environment or their characters, their practicality or their sensibility, you lose what you are talking about. We are often forced, for analytic purposes, to study a problem under various departments—since everybody can’t discuss everything at once, but woe if one then plans for people in these various departments! One will never create a community, and will destroy such community as exists.

The separate disciplines are the best wisdom we have; I wish I knew them better. But there is a real difficulty with them that we might put as follows: In my opinion, it is impossible to be a good lawyer, teacher, statesman, physician, minister of religion, architect, historian, social worker, or psychologist, without being a good deal of all of them at once; yet obviously—especiallytoday when there is such a wealth of indispensable specialist knowledge—it is impossible to be expert in more than one or two “fields.” Again, I do not have an answer; but I prefer to preserve the wholeness of my subject, the people I know, at the cost of being everywhere ignorant or amateurish. I make the choice of what used to be called a Man of Letters, one who relies on the peculiar activity of authorship—a blending of memory, observation, criticism, reasoning, imagination, and reconstruction—in order to treat the objects in the world concretely and centrally. And may I say this?—if to many people my thinking seems always to have a kind of surprising optimism, a foolish optimism, my hunch is that it is because I keep trying to see people whole and beginning—still growing—and then they seem less limited than they do to sociologists or psychologists, politicians or journalists. But it doesn’t much matter whether one has an “optimistic” or a “pessimistic” outlook, for the question still remains, Now what?

I seem to be able to write only practically, inventing expedients. (When I write as a poet, my poems are my expedients.) My way of writing a book of social theory has been to invent community plans. My psychology is a manual of therapeutic exercises. A literary study is a manual of practical criticism. A discussion of human nature is a program of pedagogical and political reforms. This present book is no exception. It is social criticism, but almost invariably (except in moments of indignation) I find that I know what I don’t like only by contrast with some concrete proposal that makes more sense.

I have arranged these essays under the usual “wide variety” of headings—social-psychology, architecture, youth problems, literature, etc. As I have explained, I do not take these divisions very seriously. But there is, instead, in all these essays a certain unity of method, and I should like to spell it out.

(1) Whatever the subject, I try to keep it imbedded in its social-psychological causes, relying heavily on the familiar authors in psychoanalysis, functionalist anthropology, and social history. (I here regret the lack of a medical training, for I am sure that physiological causes are relevant, but I do not know them.)

(2) I try to find in the subject a structural idea that I can show actually operating. When I have this, I have something to say. For instance, when I see that there is an intrinsic relation among a certain stage of life, a certain kind of work, and a certain kind of community, I have an essay on Youth Work Camps. Or I understand Advance-Guard art when I see that it is an “inner” response to an indigestible “introjected” social norm. Sometimes I use the same device negatively, pointing to an evident incoherence or failure of structure in order to define the nature of a situation—for example, the contradiction in the University between its tradition and its practice; or the incoherence in recent painting between the framing and the thing that is being framed.

(3) But finally, I tend to see the subject as ongoing into the immediate future, requiring to be coped with. That is, characteristically I choose subjects that are political, personal, or literary problems of practice, and this is why my essays come so often to suggesting expedients, “just to live on a little,” as Goethe said. And the problems are my problems. As a writer I am hampered by the present law on pornography, and as a man and a father by the sexual climate of that law; so it is a problem for me. It is as a New Yorker that I propose to ban the cars from the streets and create a city of neighborhoods. As an intellectual man thwarted, I write on the inhibition of grief and anger and look for a therapy to unblock them. And it is because I am hungry for the beauty of a practical and scientific environment that I am dismayed by our “applied science” and would like to explain it away.

Apart from history or fiction, a human subject matter is not “explained” unless we cope with its immediate future; what it is is what it is about to be, and this means what we can try to make it. This has an existentialist ring, but I trust that my thinking is less merely willed than French existentialism, less cut off from body, culture, and spirit. The reader will see that by and large I prefer the language of pragmatism and, best, an organism/environment psychology of novelty, excitement, and growth. The existing is prior to hopes and plans; and the “Right Method” is to find in the existing the occasion that has future, freedom to act.
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The present crisis in which an American writes is a peculiar one. He confronts in his audience the attitude that things are well enough, there is nothing to be grievous or angry about, and anyway our situation is inevitable. This attitude is the audience’s technological and organizational helplessness mollified by the famously high standard of living. It puts a writer in the position of, as we Jews say, banging a teakettle, when his readers couldn’t care less. At the same time, these same people are evidently in the grip of anxiety in the face of changes and threatening changes that they don’t begin to prepare for. Instead, they eat up books that glumly expose our plight; and they turn to the daily headlines for new shocking surprises. So a writer, instead of being able to devote himself to the truth and use of his subject matter, finds himself delivering sermons to rebuild morale and to prove that common reason is, in spite of all, practical. But worst of all, if he can successfully achieve these two marvels, of noisily affirming obvious goods and of proving that where there’s life there’s hope, the writer is wondered at and praised as a refreshing idealist of the olden times. A hundred years ago, Ruskin said bitterly, “I show men their plain duty and they reply that my style is charming.” My own experience is that when Isuggest a practical proposal plain as the nose on your face, people weep with pleasure for the reminder of paradise lost.

What idea do these people have? The idea of Jeffersonian democracy is to educate its people to govern by giving them initiative to run things, by multiplying sources of responsibility, by encouraging dissent. This has the beautiful moral advantage that a man can be excellent in his own way without feeling special, can rule without ambition and follow without inferiority. Through the decades, it should have been the effort of our institutions to adapt this idea to ever changing technical and social conditions. Instead, as if by a dark design, our present institutions conspire to make people inexpert, mystified, and slavish.

One is astounded at the general slavishness. The journalists at the President’s press conference never ask a probing question; they have agreed, it seems, not to “rock the boat.” Correspondingly, the New York Times does not print the news, because it is a “responsible newspaper.” Recently, the Commissioner of Education of the State of New York spoke of the need for young people to learn to “handle constructively their problems of adjustment to authority”—a remarkable expression for doing what you’re told. Then I have heard young people in a philosophy class express their resentment against Socrates as a moral aristocrat who had principles to decide his behavior, whereas “most people are not up to that.” To them there are apparently different grades of humanity. Griping sailors sit on a fence and slavishly snicker at the ensigns who walk by with girls; and in the corporations, the junior executives talk about the Rat Race, yet kowtow to rank. This is slavish. It is a short step to the mentality of the operators and hipsters who take it for granted that the legitimate world belongs to the Others, and who then spitefully try to prove that earnest people are frauds or suckers.

So we drift into fascism. But people do not recognize it as such, because it is the fascism of the majority.



Politics




The Anarchist Principle

Anarchism is grounded in a rather definite proposition: that valuable behavior occurs only by the free and direct response of individuals or voluntary groups to the conditions presented by the historical environment. It claims that in most human affairs, whether political, economic, military, religious, moral, pedagogic, or cultural, more harm than good results from coercion, top-down direction, central authority, bureaucracy, jails, conscription, States, preordained standardization, excessive planning, etc. Anarchists want to increase intrinsic functioning and diminish extrinsic power. This is a social-psychological hypothesis with obvious political implications.

Depending on varying historical conditions that present various threats to the anarchist principle, anarchists have laid their emphasis in varying places: sometimes agrarian, sometimes free-city and guild-oriented; sometimes technological, sometimes anti-technological; sometimes communist, sometimes affirming property; sometimes individualist, sometimes collective; sometimes speaking of Liberty as almost an absolute good, sometimes relying on custom and “nature.” Nevertheless, despite these differences, anarchists seldom fail to recognize one another, and they do not consider the differences to be incompatibilities. Consider a crucial modern problem, violence. Guerilla fighting has been a classical anarchist technique; yet where, especially in modern conditions, any violent means tends to reinforce centralism and authoritarianism, anarchists have tended to see the beauty of non-violence.

Now the anarchist principle is by and large true. And far from being “Utopian” or a “glorious failure,” it has proved itself and won out in many spectacular historical crises. In the period of mercantilism and patents royal, free enterprise by joint stock companies was anarchist. The Jeffersonian bill of rights and independent judiciary were anarchist. Congregational churches were anarchist. Progressive education was anarchist. The free cities and corporate law in the feudal system were anarchist. At present, the civil rights movement in the United States has been almost classically decentralist and anarchist. And so forth, down to details like free access in public libraries. Of course, to later historians, these things do not seem to be anarchist, but in their own time they were all regarded as such and often literally called such, with the usual dire threats of chaos. But this relativity of the anarchist principle to the actual situation is of the essence of anarchism. There cannot be a history of anarchism in the sense of establishing a permanent state of things called “anarchist.” It is always a continual coping with the next situation, and a vigilance to make sure that past freedoms are not lost and do not turn into the opposite, as free enterprise turned into wage-slavery and monopoly capitalism, or the independent judiciary turned into a monopoly of courts, cops, and lawyers, or free education turned into School Systems.


Freedom and Autonomy

Many anarchist philosophers start from a lust for freedom. Where freedom is a metaphysical concept or a moral imperative, it leaves me cold—I cannot think in abstractions. But most often the freedom of anarchists is a deep animal cry or a religious plea like the hymn of the prisoners in Fidelio. They feel themselves imprisoned, existentially by the nature of things or by God; or because they have seen or suffered too much economic slavery; or they have been deprived of their liberties; or internally colonized by imperialists. To become human they must shake off restraint.

Since, by and large, my experience is roomy enough for me, I do not lust for freedom, any more than I want to “expand consciousness.” I might feel differently, however, if I were subjected to literary censorship, like Solzhenitzen. My usual gripe has been not that I am imprisoned but that I am in exile or was born on the wrong planet; recently that I am bedridden. My real trouble is that the world is impractical for me, and I understand that my stupidity and cowardice make it even less practical than it could be.

To be sure, there are outrages that take me by the throat, like anybody else, and I lust to be free of them. Insults to humanity and the beauty of the world that keep me indignant. An atmosphere of lies, triviality, and vulgarity that suddenly makes me sick. The powers-that-be do not know the meaning of magnanimity, and often they are simply officious and spiteful; as Malatesta used to say, you just try to do your thing and they prevent you, and then you are to blame for the fight that ensues. Worst of all, the earth-destroying actions of power are demented; and as in ancient tragedies and histories we read how arrogant men committed sacrilege and brought down doom on themselves and those associated with them, so I sometimes am superstitiously afraid to belong to the same tribe and walk the same ground as our statesmen.

But no. Men have a right to be crazy, stupid, and arrogant. It’s our special thing. Our mistake is to arm anybody with collective power. Anarchy is the only safe polity. It is a common misconception that anarchists believe that “human nature is good” and so men can be trusted to rule themselves. In fact we tend to take the pessimistic view; people are not be trusted, so prevent theconcentration of power. Men in authority are especially likely to be stupid because they are out of touch with concrete finite experience and instead keep interfering with other people’s initiative and making them stupid and anxious. And imagine being deified like Mao Tse-tung or Kim Il Sung, what that must do to a man’s character. Or habitually thinking about the unthinkable, like the masters of the Pentagon.

To me, the chief principle of anarchism is not freedom but autonomy. Since to initiate, and do it my way, and be an artist with concrete matter, is the kind of experience I like, I am restive about being given orders by external authorities, who don’t concretely know the problem or the available means. Mostly, behavior is more graceful, forceful, and discriminating without the intervention of top-down authorities, whether State, collective, democracy, corporate bureaucracy, prison wardens, deans, pre-arranged curricula, or central planning. These may be necessary in certain emergencies, but it is at a cost to vitality. This is an empirical proposition in social psychology and I think the evidence is heavily in its favor. By and large, the use of power to do a job is inefficient in the fairly short run. Extrinsic power inhibits intrinsic function. As Aristotle said, “Soul is self-moving.”

In his recent book Beyond Freedom and Dignity, B.F. Skinner holds that these are defensive prejudices that interfere with the operant conditioning of people toward their desired goals of happiness and harmony. (It is odd these days to read a cracker-barrel restatement of Bentham’s utilitarianism.) He misses the point.

What is objectionable about operant conditioning is not that it violates freedom but that the consequent behavior is graceless and low-grade as well as labile—it is not assimilated as second nature. He is so impressed by the fact that an animal’s behavior can be shaped at all to perform according to the trainer’s goal, that he does not compare the performance with the inventive, flexible and maturing behavior of the animal initiating and responding in its natural field. And incidentally, dignity is not a specifically human prejudice, as he thinks, but the ordinary bearing of any animal, angrily defended when organic integrity or own space is insulted.

To lust for freedom is certainly a motive of political change stronger than autonomy. (I doubt that it is as stubborn, however. People who do their job their own way can usually find other means than revolt to keep doing it, including plenty of passive resistance to interference.) To make an anarchist revolution, Bakunin wanted, in his early period, to rely precisely on the outcast, delinquents, prostitutes, convicts, displaced peasants, lumpen proletarians, those who had nothing to lose, not even their chains, but who felt oppressed. There were enough troops of this kind in the grim heyday of industrialism andurbanization. But naturally, people who have nothing are hard to organize and consolidate for a long effort, and they are easily seduced by a fascist who can offer guns, revenge, and a moment’s flush of power.

The pathos of oppressed people lusting for freedom is that, if they break free, they don’t know what to do. Not having been autonomous, they do not know how to go about it, and before they learn it is usually too late. New managers have taken over, who may or may not be benevolent and imbued with the revolution, but who have never been in a hurry to abdicate.

The oppressed hope for too much from the New Society, instead of being stubbornly vigilant to do their own things. The only achieved liberation movement that I can think of was the American revolution, made largely by artisans, farmers, merchants, and professionals who had going concerns to begin with, wanted to get rid of interference, and afterwards enjoyed a prosperous quasianarchy for nearly thirty years—nobody cared much about the new government. They were protected by three thousand miles of ocean. The Catalonian revolution during the Spanish Civil War could have gone well, for the same reasons, but the fascists and communists did them in.

Anarchy requires competence and self-confidence, the sentiment that the world is for one. It does not thrive among the exploited, oppressed, and colonized. Thus, unfortunately, it lacks a powerful drive toward revolutionary change. Yet in the affluent liberal societies of Europe and America there is a hopeful possibility of the following kind: Fairly autonomous people, among the middle class, the young, craftsmen, and professionals, cannot help but see that they cannot continue so in the present institutions. They cannot do honest and useful work or practice a profession nobly; arts and sciences are corrupted; modest enterprise must be blown out of all proportion to survive; the young cannot find vocations; it is hard to raise children; talent is strangled by credentials; the natural environment is being destroyed; health is imperiled; community life is inane; neighborhoods are ugly and unsafe; public services do not work; taxes are squandered on war, schoolteachers, and politicians.

Then they may make changes, to extend the areas of freedom from encroachment. Such changes might be piecemeal and not dramatic, but they must be fundamental; for many of the present institutions cannot be recast and the tendency of the system as a whole is disastrous. I like the Marxist term “withering away of the State,” but it must begin now, not afterwards; and the goal is not a New Society, but a tolerable society in which life can go on.


Reflections on Drawing the Line
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A free society cannot be the substitution of a “new order” for the old order; it is the extension of spheres of free action until they make up most of the social life. (That such liberation is step by step does not mean that it can occur without revolutionary disruption, for in many spheres—e.g., war, economics, sexual education—any genuine liberation whatsoever involves a total change.)

In any present society, though much and even an increasing amount is coercive, nevertheless, much is also free. If it were not so, it would be impossible for a conscientious libertarian to cooperate or live there at all; but in fact we are constantly drawing the line beyond which we refuse to cooperate. In creative work, in passion and sentiment, in spontaneous recreation, there are healthy spheres of nature and freedom: it is the spirit of these that we most often extrapolate to all acts of utopian free society, to making a living, to civil life and law. But indeed, even the most corrupt and coercive functions of the present society draw on good natural power—the pity of it—otherwise the society could not survive for one moment; for free natural power is the only source of existence. Thus, people are fed, though the means, the cost, and the productive relations are coercive, and the total war would be the end of us all were it not for the bravery and endurance of mankind.

Free action is to live in present society as though it were a natural society. This maxim has three consequences, three moments:

(1) In the spheres which are in fact free and natural, we exercise personal excellence and give mutual aid.

(2) In many spheres which seem to be uncoerced, we have nevertheless been trapped into unnatural ways by the coercion that has formed us; for example, we have become habituated to the American timetable and the standard of living, though these are unnatural and coercive through and through. Here the maxim demands that we first correct ourselves.

(3) Finally, there are those natural acts or abstentions which clash openly with the coercive laws: these are the “crimes” which are beholden on a freeman to commit, as his reasonable desire demands and as the occasion arises. (See below, “A Touchstone …”)

The free spirit is rather millenarian than utopian. A man does not look forward to a future state of things which he tries to bring about by suspect means; he draws now, so far as he can, on the natural force in him that is no different in kind from what it will be in a free society, except that there it will have more scope and be persistently reinforced by mutual aid and fraternal conflict. Merely by continuing to exist and act in nature and freedom, a free man wins the victory, establishes the society; it is not necessary for him to be the victor over any one. When he creates, he wins; when he corrects his prejudices and habits he wins; when he resists and suffers, he wins. I say it this way in order to tell honest persons not to despond when it seems that their earnest and honest work is without “influence.” The free man does not seek to influence groups, but to act in the natural groups essential to him—for most human action is the action of groups. Consider if a million persons, quite apart from any “political” intention, did only natural work and did the best they could. The system of exploitation would disperse like fog in a hot wind. But of what use is the action, born of resentment, that is bent on correcting abuses yet never does a stroke of nature?

The action drawing on the most natural force will in fact establish itself. Might is right: but do not let the violent and the cowed imagine for a moment that their brutality is “might.” What great things have they accomplished, in practice, art, or theory? Their violence is fear hidden from themselves by conceit, and nothing comes from it.
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Now I have been liberally using the terms “nature,” “natural,” and their contraries to attribute value and disvalue, as “natural and unnatural institutions.” Do not these terms in this use lead to self-contradiction? For obviously the bad institutions as well as the good have come to be by natural process. A bad convention exists by natural causes; how are we to call it unnatural?

Let us consider the example of a language like English, and I want to distinguish three notions: physical and social nature, natural convention, and unnatural convention. It is physically and socially natural for people to speak: they have speech organs; they communicate with these; children express their feelings with determinate cries and imitate their parents’ speech behavior. But any speech is some language or other. Speech organs, need to communicate, the expression of feelings, the desire to imitate and identify: these give the potentiality of speaking some language or other; historical circumstances make the language, in fact, English. It is usual to call the historical languageconventional, but it is a “natural convention,” in that the convention of English is a means of making the power of speech into a living act. Here we have the clue to how we can speak of an “unnatural convention”: an unnatural convention is one that prevents a human power from becoming a living act. Thus, English is becoming unnatural because of its use in advertising. The technique of advertising is to establish an automatic reflex response, an immediate connection between certain words and the behavior of paying out money: thus it debauches the words so that they no longer express felt need, nor communicate a likeness of affection between persons, continuous with the imitation of parents and peers, nor correspond to the desire for objects really experienced. These functions of honest speech are shunted over by a successful advertisement. But these functions are the strongest and the creative power in speech. Therefore we can say that the abuse of English prevents the power of speech from becoming a living act; it is unnatural.

But it is objected that automatic response is also natural: it is physically and socially necessary for life, as consider the words “Look out!” or “Fire!” But let us patiently consider the order and ratio of such alarm words to the rest of speech. If they are too numerous, their emergency is blunted, just as indiscriminate profanity has no expletive force. What is the natural order of emergency and non-emergency situations, so that the strongest powers of health, safety, and pleasure may not be prevented from becoming living acts? The sense of emergency, natural in itself, still inhibits vegetation, memory, reflection. (It likewise inhibits, by the way, the religious, eschatological sense of emergency.) Taken at face value, the techniques of advertising and automatic political slogans express a state of chronic alarm!

Yet to be sure, as we consider it deeper, this is the historical situation; there is nothing conventional about such techniques, and our poor English, like a faithful servant, is sacrificed to urgent need. The society that needs to buy up the products of its industry is in a state of chronic alarm: what time has it for vegetation, memory, reflection? And the “high” standard of living thus purchased exists in emergency conditions that are preventive of any natural standard of living whatever, for there is no vegetative pleasure and reflection, and no emptiness in which inventions can flower. In haste and alarm, hearing and buying, a man cannot get his bearings, he is swept along, falls into debt and is open to still further coercion. No one can even quit a job. But we do not need to go thus roundabout through the analysis of linguistic usage to know that our way of life is compulsive. We can see it by direct observation on the street.

People are both frightened and deadened. It is a poor kind of democracy in which nobody stands out instead of everybody standing out. (Instead thereare, pathetically, “celebrities.”) Those who constrain strong natural power are always themselves under constraint. The prison guard is himself in jail, yes even the Warden.

But in any great collaboration, in art or theory or practice, the signature of each collaborator is apparent in the outcome. The plaid has the bright color of its threads.
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What is natural coercion and what is unnatural coercion? I doubt that I can answer this hard question to my own satisfaction, but sufficiently for the gross facts that we are concerned with. Education has always elements of natural coercion, but government by state or society is unnatural.

Natural coercion seems to go with natural dependency. An infant is dependent, he is part of his mother’s field. A growing child is more voluntarily dependent; he is secure in the grownups’ care and attention, and he grows in independence partly by imitation and partly by withdrawal from those in whom he is secure. A child grows teeth as he ceases to suckle, and he begins to walk when he is big enough to begin to walk away—into independence, for it is something positive. Yet coercion and violence inevitably occur, for the child grows in the predetermined culture of the adults and among the anger of the adults being themselves. To a child this must seem like any other reality—the part that doesn’t make sense—but intensely interesting. At least he learns to keep out of the way. (In my opinion this is all he learns, for beautiful new truths are not communicated by a clout on the head.)

A pupil depends on a teacher who exercises authority and sets up the lessons. There is probably more of this than is necessary, but again the progress of the pupil and the aim of the teacher is the independence of the pupil from the teacher. If a person has maintained his trust through the previous storms of life, he can learn from teachers. A person who cannot surrender to archaic attitudes of dependency is probably not truly docile. But if previous childish dependency has been too frightened or cowed, a young person both will not trust his teachers and cannot grow to become their peer. He is prevented from drawing on the knowledge and power embodied in them. By this sign, therefore, we can say that the parental coercion was violent and unnatural.

The discouragement of childish sexuality leads to later anxiety; toilet training leads to “ruliness”; etc. So these must be called unnatural coercion. In general, when strong drives are frustrated and punished and a child begins to inhibit himself, to fill the vacuum of his life he identifies with precisely those who frustrate him: they are wise, they are authorities. The child has now lost both his desires and his power of initiation.

What is unique about human nature, however, is its long dependency. This is a great opportunity, for education, but it has also proved to be a great disaster. To the child, it seems to me, the danger is not generally that his ego will fail to crystallize, a case of psychosis, but that it will crystallize too rapidly, in too closed a system, against the inner and outer world from which in the end we must draw the forces of life. This has been especially noted with regard to the sexual drives, against which the ego sets itself, becoming erotized in turn—for when you can’t love anything else you have to love yourself. But not enough has been said about the uncanny ignorance, stupidity, incuriosity, lack of perception and observation that characterize us, and which must also be attributed to inhibition by the too narrow, shut-in, and conceited ego. And so we fall into the opposite disaster, that the grownups have never learned to cope with the environment. They are dependent on governments.

Education is the furnishing by adults of imitable patterns of interpretation and attitude, not to train the child, but on the contrary so that the child, by relying on them and trying them, can take his time and not have to stand too quickly alone as sole authority. Adults provide and decide where children cannot yet provide and decide. This is coercion, always partly corporal, putting the child in the way of experience and out of the way of automobiles and poison. We can define natural coercion as a knowledgeable decision that preserves for the child his greatest inner and outer power to work up into experience and art.

But I do not think there is any use of docility to government, for it has not much to teach. Of the simple goods, food, shelter, safety, over which great constituted bodies like governments and economic systems claim authority, there is not a single one that the average adult person ought not to be competent to decide about. Every one knows he is hungry and wants food, or knows enough to come in out of the rain. If he has not developed to this point, it is that he has been maimed by unnatural coercion. But it is the way of authority to maim initiative and then prove that people have no initiative, and to pre-empt the means of livelihood and then show that people do not have the means to cope. There is plenty of rhetoric, and the use of force, to persuade people to continue as we do; but there is absolutely no public discussion and reasoning to consider whether the way we do anything—produce goods, run the schools, communicate ideas, elect officers—is the most efficient and sensible. Yet this is supposed to be an experimenting animal.

At present, of course, almost every man considers himself incompetent to provide the simplest goods. The state and other established institutions do decide for him. People are stupefied largely because they have so few interesting problems to work on; and finally they cannot decide whether they are cold, hurt, lonely, or even bored. They are not sure of anything. They are in a chronicstate of alarm. Under these circumstances, orators easily pose as fathers and leaders. And this is called progressive, it is a New Deal. The “conservatives,” on the other hand, want to stay with the oppressions of 1910 or perhaps Prince Metternich. It is only the anarchists who are really conservative, for they want to conserve sun and space, animal nature, primary community, experimenting inquiry.
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A man is dependent on his mother Earth. We are forever dependent in the universe, but not on princes.

It is false that social relationships are primarily interpersonal. The strongest bonds in natural groups are continuous with passions and impulses previous to the organization of the egos of the members. These are love and fraternity. How different is the juridical equality of the social psychologists of “interpersonal relationships” from the creative unanimity and rivalry of revolutionary fraternity! Brothers vie to excel individually, but catching fire from each other they achieve what none of them had it in him to do alone.

It is not our social nature to go it alone. It does not follow that one must conform to Society. It is enough to find-and-make a band, two hundred, of the like-minded, to know that oneself is sane though the rest of the city is batty.

The free man manifests the nature in him much more vehemently than we who have been trained to uniformity. His voice, gestures, and countenance express the great range of experience from child to sage. When he hears the hypocrite orator use words that arouse disgust, he vomits in the crowd.

We can conceive of a man whose ego takes far longer to crystallize than ours; whose ego still is forming out of vast systems of inner and outer experience, and works with forces beyond those that we have settled for. Such a vast ego belongs to Christ or Buddha; we may confidently predict that it will perform miracles. To him they are matter-of-fact.

In the mixed society of coercion and nature, our characteristic act is Drawing the Line, beyond which we cannot co-operate. All the heart-searching and purgatorial anxiety concerns this question, Where to draw the line? I’ll say it bluntly: the anxiety goes far beyond reason. Since the extreme positions are clear black and white, and they exist plain to suffer and enjoy, and since it can be shown that one step leads to another in either direction: in the in-between murk any apparently arbitrary line is good enough. And one’s potential friends among the people, to whom one wants to set an example, are moved by the challenging action, not the little details of consistency.

No particular drawn line will ever be defensible logically. But the right way from any line will prove itself more clearly step by step and blow by blow.

Yet to each person it seems to make all the difference where he draws the line! This is because just these details are the symbolic key to his repressed powers—and with each repression, guilt for the acceptance of it. Thus one man will speak in their court but will not pay a tax; another will write a letter but will not move his feet; another is nauseated by innocent bread and fasts. Why are the drawn lines so odd and logically inconsistent? Why are they maintained with such irrational stubbornness—precisely by free people who are usually so amiable and easy-smiling? The actions of nature are by no means inconsistent; they are sequences of even rather simple causes; following the probabilities does not lead one astray but to see one’s way more clearly. But the fact is that each of us has been unconsciously coerced by our training and acceptance; the inner conflicts now begin to appear, in the inconsistency of drawing the line, and all the fear, guilt, and rage. Let us draw our lines and have this out!

A free man would have no such problems; he would not have finally to draw a line in their absurd conditions which he has disdained from the very beginning. The truth is that he would regard coercive sanctions as no different from the other destructive forces of brute nature, to be prudently avoided.

A free man, so long as he creates and goes by his clear and distinct ideas, can easily maintain in his soul many apparent contradictions; he is sure they will iron out; a loose system is the best system. But woe if at the same time he is persuaded into prejudices and coerced into conforming: then one day he will have the agony of drawing the line.

Well! there is a boyish joke I like to tell. Tom says to Jerry:

“Do you want to fight? Cross that line!” and Jerry does. “Now,” cries Tom, “you’re on my side!”

We draw the line in their conditions; we proceed on our conditions.


What Must Be the Revolutionary Program?

Still barring from consideration the threat of war, we must now ask: what is a revolutionary program in the sociolatry? (By “revolutionary” I here refer to the heirs of Rousseau and the French Revolution: the conviction that man is born free and is in institutional chains; that fraternity is the deepest political force and the fountain of social invention; and that socialism implies the absence of state or other coercive power.)

For if indeed, with the steady expansion of technical productivity, the attitude of the masses has for a century moved toward sociolatry and the attitude of the bourgeoisie toward accepting a low but stable rate of profit, then the Marxian program is not only bankrupt but reactionary. The Marxian economic demands (for wages and conditions) cement the sociolatry; the Marxian political demands (for expropriation of the expropriators by seizing power) lead to state socialism.

It is with diffidence that I dissent from the social psychology of Karl Marx. When I was young, being possessed of an independent spirit I refused to embrace the social science of Marx, but proceeded, as an artist and a human being, to make my own judgments of the social behavior I saw about. And then I found, again and again, that the conclusions I slowly and imperfectly arrived at were already fully and demonstrably (and I may say, beautifully) expressed by Karl Marx. So I too was a Marxist! I decided with pleasure, for it is excellent to belong to a tradition and have wise friends. This was Marx as a social psychologist. But as regards political action, on the other hand, I did not see, it never seemed to me, that the slogans of the Marxians, nor even of Marx, lead toward fraternal socialism; rather they lead away from it. Bakunin was better. Kropotkin I agree with.

Now (still barring the war!) there is a great advantage for the revolutionist in the existence of sociolatry and of even a tyrannical welfare state. The standard of living and the present use of the machinery of production may rouse our disgust, but it is an ethical disgust; it is not the fierce need to act roused by general biological misery. We may therefore act in a more piecemeal, educational, and thoroughgoing way. The results of such action will also be lastingand worthwhile if we have grown into our freedom rather than driven each other into it. Our attack on the industrial system can be many sided and often indirect, to make it crash of its own weight rather than by frontal attack.

Nor is it the case that the absence of tension and despair makes it impossible to awaken revolutionary feeling. For we know that the society we want is universally present in the heart, though now generally submerged: it can be brought into existence piecemeal, power by power, everywhere: and as soon as it appears in act, the sociolatry becomes worthless, ridiculous, disgusting by comparison. There is no doubt that, once awakened, the natural powers of men are immeasurably stronger than these alien institutions (which are indeed only the pale sublimations of natural powers).

On the one hand, the kind of critique that my friends and I express: a selective attitude toward the technology, not without peasant features, is itself a product of our surplus technology; on the other hand, we touch precisely the vulnerable point of the system, its failure to win human allegiance.

Then, as opposed to the radical programs that already presuppose the great state and corporative structure, and the present social institutions in the perfected form of the Sociolatry, we must—in small groups—draw the line and try action more directly satisfactory to our deep nature. (a) It is essential that our program can, with courage and mutual encouragement and mutual aid, be put into effect by our own effort, to a degree at once and progressively more and more, without recourse to distant party or union decisions. (b) The groups must be small, because mutual aid is our common human nature mainly with respect to those with whom we deal face to face. (c) Our action must be aimed not, as utopians, at a future establishment; but (as millenarians, so to speak) at fraternal arrangements today, progressively incorporating more and more of the social functions into our free society.

(1) It is treasonable to free society not to work at a job that realizes our human powers and transcends an unthinking and unchoosing subdivision of labor. It is a matter of guilt—this is a harsh saying—to exhaust our time of day in the usual work in office and factories, merely for wages. The aim of economy is not the efficient production of commodities, but cooperative jobs themselves worth doing, with the workers, full understanding of the machines and processes, releasing the industrial inventiveness that very many have. (Nor is it the case, if we have regard to the whole output of social labor, that modern technical efficiency requires, or is indeed compatible with, the huge present concentrations of machinery beyond the understanding and control of small groups of workers.)

(2) We must reassess our standard of living and see what parts are really useful for subsistence and humane well-being, and which are slavery to theemulation, emotional security, and inferiority roused by exploitative institutions and coercive advertising. The question is not one of the quantity of goods (the fact that we swamp ourselves with household furnishings is likely due to psychic causes too deep for us willfully to alter), but that the goods that make up the “standard of living” are stamped with alien values.

(3) We must allow, and encourage, the sexual satisfaction of the young, both adolescents and small children, in order to free them from anxious submissiveness to authority. It is probably impossible to prevent our own neurotic prejudices from influencing children, but we can at least make opportunity for the sexual gratification of adolescents. This is essential in order to prevent the patterns of coercion and authority from re-emerging no matter what the political change has been.

(4) In small groups we must exercise direct initiative in community problems of personal concern to ourselves (housing, community plan, schooling, etc.). The constructive decisions of intimate concern to us cannot be delegated to representative government and bureaucracy. Further, even if the Government really represented the interests of the constituents, it is still the case that political initiative is itself the noble and integrating act of every man. In government, as in economic production, what is superficially efficient is not efficient in the long run.

(5) Living in the midst of an alienated way of life, we must mutually analyze and purge our souls until we no longer regard as guilty or conspiratorial such illegal acts as spring from common human nature. (Group psychotherapy is identical with contactful neighbor-love that pays attention and comes across.) With regard to committing such “crimes” we must exercise prudence not of inhibitions but such prudence as a sane man exercises in a madhouse. On the other hand, we must see that many acts commonly regarded as legal and even meritorious are treason against our natural society, if they involve us in situations where we cease to have personal responsibility and concern for the consequences.

(6) We must progressively abstain from whatever is connected with the war.

I am sensible that this program seems to demand very great initiative, courage, effort, and social invention; yet if once, looking about at our situation whatever it is, we draw a line (wherever we draw it!), can we not at once proceed? Those of us who have already been living in a more reasonable way do not find these minimal points too difficult; can those who have all their lives taken on the habits (if not the ideas) of the alienated society, expect not to make drastic changes? If we are to have peace, it is necessary to wage the peace. Otherwise, when their war comes, we also must hold ourselves responsible for it.


The Missing Community
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The use of history, Benjamin Nelson used to say, is to rescue from oblivion the lost causes of the past. History is especially important when those lost causes haunt us in the present as unfinished business.

I have often spoken in this essay of the “missed revolutions that we have inherited.” My idea is that it is not with impunity that fundamental social changes fail to take place at the appropriate time; the following generations are embarrassed and confused by their lack. This subject warrants a special study. Some revolutions fail to occur; most half-occur or are compromised, attaining some of their objectives and resulting in significant social changes, but giving up on others, resulting in ambiguous values in the social whole that would not have occurred if the change had been more thoroughgoing. For in general, a profound revolutionary program in any field projects a new workable kind of behavior, a new nature of man, a new whole society; just as the traditional society it tries to replace is a whole society that the revolutionists think is out of date. But a compromised revolution tends to disrupt the tradition without achieving a new social balance.

It is the argument of this book that the accumulation of the missed and compromised revolutions of modern times, with their consequent ambiguities and social imbalances, has fallen, and must fall, most heavily on the young, making it hard to grow up.

A man who has attained maturity and independence can pick and choose among the immense modern advances and somewhat wield them as his way of life. If he has a poor society, an adult cannot be very happy, he will not have simple goals nor achieve classical products, but he can fight and work anyway. But for children and adolescents it is indispensable to have a coherent, fairly simple and viable society to grow up into; otherwise they are confused, and some are squeezed out. Tradition has been broken, yet there is no new standard to affirm. Culture becomes eclectic, sensational, or phony. (Our present culture is all three.) A successful revolution establishes a new community. A missed revolution makes irrelevant the community thatpersists. And a compromised revolution tends to shatter the community that was, without an adequate substitute. But as we argued in a previous chapter, it is precisely for the young that the geographical and historical community and its patriotism are the important environment, as they draw away from their parents and until they can act on their own with fully developed powers.

In this chapter, let us collect the missed or compromised fundamental social changes that we have had occasion to mention; calling attention to what was achieved and what failed to be achieved, and the consequent confused situation which then actually confronts the youth growing up.
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Let us start with the physical environment.

Technocracy. In our own century, philosophers of the new technology, like Veblen, Geddes, or Fuller, succeeded in making efficiency and know-how the chief ethical values of the folk, creating a mystique of “production,” and a kind of streamlined esthetics. But they did not succeed in wresting management from the businessmen and creating their own world of a neat and transparent physical plant and a practical economics of production and distribution. The actual results have been slums of works of engineering, confused and useless overproduction, gadgetry, and new tribes of middlemen, promoters, and advertisers.

Urbanism. As Le Corbusier and Gropius urged, we have increasingly the plan and style of functional architecture; biological standards of housing; scientific study of traffic and city services; some zoning; and the construction of large-scale projects. But nowhere is realized the ideal of over-all community planning, the open green city, or the organic relation of work, living, and play. The actual results have been increasing commutation and traffic, segregated ghettos, a “functional” style little different from packaging, and the tendency to squeeze out some basic urban functions, such as recreation or schooling, to be squeezed out altogether.

Garden City. The opposite numbers, the Garden City planners after Ebenezer Howard, have achieved some planned communities protected by greenbelts. But they did not get their integrated towns, planned for industry, local commerce, and living. The result is that actual suburbs and garden cities are dormitories with a culture centering around small children, and absence of the wage earner; and such “plans” as the so-called shopping centers disrupt such village communities as there were. The movement to conserve the wilds cannot withstand the cars, so that all areas are invaded and regulated.3.

Let us proceed to economic and social changes.

New Deal. The Keynesian economics of the New Deal has cushioned the business cycle and maintained nearly full employment. It has not achieved its ideal of social balance between public and private works. The result is an expanding production increasingly consisting of corporation boondoggling.

Syndicalism. Industrial workers have won their unions, obtained better wages and working conditions, and affirmed the dignity of labor. But they gave up their ideal of workers’ management, technical education, and concern for the utility of their labor. The result is that a vast majority couldn’t care less about what they make, and the “labor movement” is losing force.

Class Struggle. The working class has achieved a striking repeal of the iron law of wages; it has won a minimum wage and social security. But the goal of an equalitarian or freely mobile society has been given up, as has the solidarity of the underprivileged. The actual result is an increasing rigidity of statuses; some of the underprivileged tending to drop out of society altogether. On the other hand, the cultural equality that has been achieved has been the degradation of the one popular culture to the lowest common denominator.

Production for Use. This socialist goal has been missed, resulting in many of the other failures here listed.

Sociology. During the past century, the sociologists have achieved their aim of dealing with mankind in its natural groups or groups with common problems, rather than as isolated individuals or a faceless mass. Social science has replaced many prejudices and ideologies of vested interests. But on the whole, social scientists have given up their aim of fundamental social change and an open-experimental method determining its goals as it went along: the pragmatist ideal of society as a laboratory for freedom and self-correcting humanity. The actual result is an emphasis on “socializing” and “belonging,” with the loss of nature, culture, group solidarity and group variety, and individual excellence.
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Next, political and constitutional reforms.

Democracy. The democratic revolution succeeded in extending formal self-government and opportunity to nearly everybody, regardless of birth, property, or education. But it gave up the ideal of the town meeting, with the initiative and personal involvement that alone could train people in self-government and give them practical knowledge of political issues. The actualresult has been the formation of a class of politicians who govern, and who are themselves symbolic front figures.

The Republic. Correspondingly, the self-determination won by the American Revolution for the regional states, that should have made possible real political experimentation, soon gave way to a national conformity; nor has the nation as a whole conserved its resources and maintained its ideals. The result is a deadening centralism, with neither local patriotism nor national patriotism. The best people do not offer themselves for public office, and no one has the aim of serving the Republic.

Freedom of Speech. Typical is the fate of the hard-won Constitutional freedoms, such as freedom of speech. Editors and publishers have given up trying to give an effective voice to important but unpopular opinions. Anything can be printed, but the powerful interests have the big presses. Only the safe opinion is proclaimed and other opinion is swamped.

Liberalism. The liberal revolution succeeded in shaking off onerous government controls on enterprise, but it did not persist to its goal of real public wealth as the result of free enterprise and honestly informed choice on the market. The actual result is an economy dominated by monopolies, in which the earnest individual entrepreneur or inventor, who could perform a public service, is actively discouraged; and consumer demand is increasingly synthetic.

Agrarianism. Conversely, the Jeffersonian ideal of a proud and independent productive yeomanry, with natural family morals and a co-operative community spirit, did in fact energize settling the West and providing the basis for our abundance. But because it has failed to cope with technological changes and to withstand speculation, “farming as a way of life” has succumbed to cash-cropping dependent on distant markets, and is ridden with mortgages, tenancy, and hired labor. Yet it maintains a narrow rural morality and isolationist politics, is a sucker for the mass culture of Madison Avenue and Hollywood, and in the new cities (e.g., in California, where farmers have migrated) is a bulwark against genuine city culture.

Liberty. Constitutional safeguards of person were won. But despite the increasing concentration of state power and mass pressures, no effort was made to give to individuals and small groups new means easily to avail themselves of the safeguards. The result is that there is no longer the striking individuality of free men; even quiet nonconformity is hounded; and there is no asylum from coast to coast.

Fraternity. This short-lived ideal of the French Revolution, animating a whole people and uniting all classes as a community, soon gave way to a dangerous nationalism. The ideal somewhat revived as the solidarity of the working class, but this too has faded into either philanthropy or “belonging.”

Brotherhood of Races. The Civil War won formal rights for Negroes, but failed to win social justice and factual democracy. The actual result has been segregation, and fear and ignorance for both whites and blacks.

Pacifism. This revolution has been entirely missed.
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Let us proceed to some more general moral premises of modern times.

Reformation. The Protestant Reformation won the possibility of living religiously in the world, freed individuals from the domination of the priest, and led, indirectly, to the toleration of private conscience. But it failed to withstand the secular power; it did not cultivate the meaning of vocation as a community function; and in most sects the spirit of the churches did not spring from their living congregations but was handed down as dogma and ascetic discipline. The final result has been secularism, individualism, the subordination of human beings to a rational economic system, and churches irrelevant to practical community life. Meantime, acting merely as a negative force, the jealous sectarian conscience has driven religion out of social thought.

Modern Science. The scientific revolution associated with the name of Galileo freed thinking of superstition and academic tradition and won attention to the observation of nature. But it failed to modify and extend its method to social and moral matters, and indeed science has gotten further and further from ordinary experience. With the dominance of science and applied science in our times, the result has been a specialist class of scientists and technicians, the increasing ineptitude of the average person, a disastrous dichotomy of “neutral” facts versus “arbitrary” values, and a superstition of scientism that has put people out of touch with nature, and also has aroused a growing hostility to science.

Enlightenment. The Enlightenment unseated age-old tyrannies of state and church and won a triumph of reason over authority. But its universalism failed to survive the rising nationalisms except in special sciences and learning, and its ideal of encyclopedic reason as the passionate guide to life degenerated to the nineteenth-century hope for progress through science and learning. And we now have an internationalism without brotherhood or peace, even concealing science as a strategic weapon; and a general sentiment that the rule of reason is infinitely impractical.

Honesty. The rebellion for honest speech that we associate with Ibsen, Flaubert, etc., and also with the muckrakers broke down the hypocrisy of Victorian prudishness and of exploiting pillars of society; it reopened discussion and renovated language; and it weakened official censorship. But itfailed to insist on the close relation between honest speech and corresponding action. The result has been a weakening of the obligation to act according to speech, so that, ironically, the real motives of public and private behavior are more in the dark than ever.

Popular Culture. This ideal, that we may associate in literature with the name of Sam Johnson and the Fleet Street journalists, in the plastic arts with William Morris and Ruskin, freed culture from aristocratic and snobbish patrons. It made thought and design relevant to everyday manners. But it did not succeed in establishing an immediate relation between the writer or artist and his audience. The result is that the popular culture is controlled by hucksters and promoters as though it were a saleable commodity, and our society, inundated by cultural commodities, remains uncultivated.
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Finally, some reforms directly connected with children and adolescents.

No Child Labor. Children have been rescued from the exploitation and training of factories and sweat shops. But, relying on the public schools and the apprentice-training in an expanding and open economy, the reformers did not develop a philosophy of capacity and vocation. Nor, since there were many small jobs, did they face the problems of a growing boy needing to earn some money. In our days, the result is that growing youths are idle and vocationally useless, and often economically desperate; and the schools, on the contrary, become apprentice-training paid for by public money.

Compulsory Education. This gave to all children a certain equality of opportunity in an open expanding industrial society. Formal elementary discipline was sufficient when the environment was educative and provided opportunities for advancement. In our circumstances, formal literacy is less relevant, and overcrowding and official interference make individual attention and real teaching impossible; so that it could be said that the schools are as stupefying as they are educative, and compulsory education is often like jail.

Sexual Revolution. This has accomplished a freeing of animal functioning in general, has pierced repression, importantly relaxed inhibition, weakened legal and social sanctions, and diminished the strict animal-training of small children. The movement has not so much failed as that it is still in process, strongly resisted by inherited prejudices, fears, and jealousies. By and large it has not won practical freedom for older children and adolescents. The actual present result is that they are trapped by inconsistent rules, suffer because of excessive stimulation and inadequate discharge, and become preoccupied with sexual thoughts as if these were the whole of life.

Permissiveness. Children have more freedom of spontaneous behavior, and their dignity and spirit are not crushed by humiliating punishments in school and in very many homes. But this permissiveness has not extended to provide also means and conditions: Young folk might be sexually free but have no privacy; they are free to be angry, but have no asylum to escape from home, and no way to get their own money. Besides, where upbringing is permissive, it is necessary to have strong values and esteemed behavior at home and in the community, so that the child can have worth-while goals to structure his experience; and of course it is just these that are lacking. So permissiveness often leads to anxiety and weakness instead of confidence and strength.

Progressive Education. This radical proposal, aimed at solving the dilemmas of education in the modern circumstances of industrialism and democracy, was never given a chance. It succeeded in destroying the faculty psychology in the interests of educating the whole person, and in emphasizing group experience, but failed to introduce learning-by-doing with real problems. The actual result of the gains has been to weaken the academic curriculum and foster adjustment to society as it is.
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Let us consider the beginning, the ending, and the middle of these little paragraphs.

The headings printed in bold type are, in their summation, a kind of program of modern man. It is evident that every one of these twenty-odd positions was invented-and-discovered as a response to specific historical conditions. The political positions were developed to oppose the absolutism of the kings who had unified the warring feudal states; the program for children and adolescents has been a response to modern industrialism and urbanism; and so forth. But it does not follow, as some sociologists think, that they can therefore be superseded and forgotten as conditions change.

Consider the following of C. Wright Mills: “The ideals that we Westerners associate with the classic, liberal, bourgeois period of modern culture may well be rooted in this one historical stage of this one type of society. Such ideals as personal freedom and cultural autonomy may not be inherent, necessary features of cultural life as such.” This is like saying that tragic poetry or mathematics was “rooted” in the Greek way of life and is not “inherently” human. This kind of thinking is the final result of the recent social-scientific attitude that culture is added onto a featureless animal, rather than being the invention-and-discovery of human powers. This is effectually to give up the modern enterprise altogether. But we will not give it up. New conditions will be theconditions of, now, this kind of man, stubbornly insisting on the ideals that he has learned he has in him to meet.

Yet the modern positions are not even easily consistent with one another, to form a coherent program. There have been bitter conflicts between Liberty and Equality, Science and Faith, Technology and Syndicalism, and so forth. Nevertheless, we will not give up one or the other, but will arduously try to achieve them all and make a coherent program. And indeed, experience has taught that the failure in one of these ideals at once entails failure in others.

For instance, failure in social justice weakens political freedom, and this compromises scientific and religious autonomy. “If we continue to be without a socialist movement,” says Frank Marquart, “we may end up without a labor movement.” The setback of progressive education makes the compulsory school system more hopeless, and this now threatens permissiveness and sexual freedom; and so forth. So we struggle to perfect all these positions, one buttressing another, if we are to fulfill our unique modern destiny.

There is no doubt, too, that in our plight new modern positions will be added to these, and these too will be compromised, aborted, their prophetic urgency bureaucratized and ironically transformed into the opposite. But there it is.
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If we now collect the actual, often ironical, results of so much noble struggle, we get a clear but exaggerated picture of our American society. It has: slums of engineering—boondoggling production—chaotic congestion—tribes of middlemen—basic city functions squeezed out—garden cities for children—indifferent workmen—underprivileged on a dole—empty “belonging” without nature or culture—front politicians—no patriotism—an empty nationalism bound for a cataclysmically disastrous finish—wise opinion swamped—enterprise sabotaged by monopoly—prejudice rising—religion otiose—the popular culture debased—science specialized—science secret—the average man inept—youth idle and truant—youth sexually suffering and sexually obsessed—youth without goals—poor schools.

This picture is not unjust, but it is, again, exaggerated. For it omits, of course, all the positive factors and the ongoing successes. We have a persisting grand culture. There is a steady advance of science, scholarship, and the fine arts. A steady improvement in health and medicine. An economy of abundance and, in many ways, a genuine civil peace and a stubborn affirming of democracy. And most of all there are the remarkable resilience and courage that belong to human beings. Also, the Americans, for all their folly and conformity, are often thrillingly sophisticated and impatient of hypocrisy.

Yet there is one grim actuality that even this exaggerated picture does not reveal, the creeping defeatism and surrender by default to the organized system of the state and semimonopolies. International Business Machines and organized psychologists, we have seen, effectually determine the method of school examinations and personnel selection. As landlords, Webb and Knapp and Metropolitan Life decide what our domestic habits should be; and, as “civic developers” they plan communities, even though their motive is simply a “long-term modest profit” on investment while millions are ill housed. The good of General Motors and the nation are inseparable, says Secretary Wilson—even though the cars are demonstrably ruinous for the cities, ruinous for the young, etc. Madison Avenue and Hollywood not only debauch their audiences, but they pre-empt the means of communication, so nothing else can exist. With only occasional flagrant breaches of legality, the increasingly interlocking police forces and the FBI make people cowed and speechless. That Americans can allow this kind of thing instead of demolishing it with a blow of the paw like a strong lion, is the psychology of missed revolutions.
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For our positive purposes in this book, it is the middle parts of our paragraphs that warrant study: the failures, the fallings-short, the compromises. Imagine that these modern radical positions had been more fully achieved: we should have a society where: A premium is placed on technical improvement and on the engineering style of functional simplicity and clarity. Where the community is planned as a whole, with an organic integration of work, living, and play. Where buildings have the variety of their real functions with the uniformity of the prevailing technology. Where a lot of money is spent on public goods. Where workers are technically educated and have a say in management. Where no one drops out of society and there is an easy mobility of classes. Where production is primarily for use. Where social groups are laboratories for solving their own problems experimentally. Where democracy begins in the town meeting, and a man seeks office only because he has a program. Where regional variety is encouraged and there is pride in the Republic. And young men are free of conscription. Where all feel themselves citizens of the universal Republic of Reason. Where it is the policy to give an adequate voice to the unusual and unpopular opinion, and to give a trial and a market to new enterprise. Where people are not afraid to make friends. Where races are factually equal. Where vocation is sought out and cultivated as God-given capacity, to be conserved and embellished, and where the church is the spirit of its congregation. Where ordinary experience is habitually scientifically assayed by the average man. Where it is felt that the suggestion of reason is practical.

And speech leads to the corresponding action. Where the popular culture is a daring and passionate culture. Where children can make themselves useful and earn their own money. Where their sexuality is taken for granted. Where the community carries on its important adult business and the children fall in at their own pace. And where education is concerned with fostering human powers as they develop in the growing child.

In such an utopian society, as was aimed at by modern radicals but has not eventuated, it would be very easy to grow up. There would be plenty of objective, worth-while activities for a child to observe, fall in with, do, learn, improvise on his own. That is to say, it is not the spirit of modern times that makes our society difficult for the young; it is that that spirit has not sufficiently realized itself.

In this light, the present plight of the young is not surprising. In the rapid changes, people have not kept enough in mind that the growing young also exist and the world must fit their needs. So instead, we have the present phenomena of excessive attention to the children as such, in psychology and suburbs, and coping with “juvenile delinquency” as if it were an entity. Adults fighting for some profoundly conceived fundamental change naturally give up, exhausted, when they have achieved some gain that makes life tolerable again and seems to be the substance of their demand. But to grow up, the young need a world of finished situations and society made whole again.


Civil Disobedience

Law and Legitimacy

During the early Thirties, students got a thorough extracurricular education in the political economy. They experienced the Depression, the labor movement, the New Deal, the subtle in-fighting of Left sects; and Marxian, Keynesian, managerial and technocratic theories provided adequate terms for discussion. Present-day students are hopelessly ill-informed, and uninterested, in these matters. But they have had other experiences. Sitting-in and being jailed, demonstrating, resisting the draft, defying authority in the schools and on the streets have confronted them with the fundamental problems of political science, the premises of allegiance and legitimacy by which political societies operate at all. For a teacher it is thrilling, if poignant, to see how real these abstractions have become.

But the theoretical framework for discussion has been astonishingly meager. Learning by doing, the young have rediscovered a kind of populism and “participatory democracy”; they have been seduced by theories of mountain guerrilla warfare and putschism, and some of them like to quote Chairman Mao that political power comes from the barrel of a gun. But I have heard little analysis of what Sovereignty and Law really are in modern industrial and urban societies, though it is about these that there is evidently a profound conflict in this period. In the vacuum of historical knowledge and philosophical criticism, the dissenters are too ready to concede (or boast) that they are lawless and civilly disobedient. And the powers that be, police, school administrators, and the Texan President, are able to sound off, and practice, clichés about Law and Order that are certainly not American political science. So it is useful to make some academic remarks about elementary topics. Alas, it is even necessary, to rehearse our case—I am writing in the spring of 1968, and some of us are under indictment.

Administrators talk about Law and Order and Respect for Authority as if these things had an absolute sanction: without them there can be no negotiation, whether the situation is a riot, a strike of municipal employees, a student protest against Dow Chemical, or burning draft cards. The tone is curiouslytheocratic, as if the government existed by divine right. Law and Order sounds like the doctrine of the authoritarian personality, where the Sovereign has been internalized from childhood and has a nonrational charisma. But although this psychology does exist, by and large the Americans are not conformist in this way. Indeed, they have become increasingly skeptical, or cynical, of their moral rigidity, at the same time as they resort more readily to violent suppression of deviation or infringement.

The “reasons,” given in editorials, are that we must have safe streets; in a democracy, there is a due process for changing the laws; violation is contagious and we are tending toward “anarchy.” But do safe streets depend on strictly enforcing the law? Every editorial also points out that sociologically the means of keeping the peace is to diminish tension, and economically and politically it is to give the disaffected a stake and a say. And in the history of American cities, of course, peace has often been best preserved by bribery, deals under the table, patronage of local bosses, blinking or negligent enforcement. In the complex circumstances of civil disorder, the extralegal is likely to give rough justice, whereas strict enforcement, for instance when the reformminded Daily News makes the police close Eighth Avenue bars, is sure to cause unnecessary suffering.

Even when it is not substantively unjust, Law and Order is a cultural style of those who know the ropes, have access to lawyers, and are not habitually on the verge of animal despair; such a high style, however convenient for society, cannot be taught by tanks and mace. But what is most dismaying is that a well-intentioned group like the Commission on Civil Disorders regards Order and Due Process as a neutral platform to discuss substantive remedies; it cannot see that to an oppressed group just these things are the usual intolerable hangup of White Power: theft, repression and run-around.

I do not think there is empirical evidence that all violation is contagious. The sociological probability, and what little evidence there is, is the other way: those who break the law for political reasons, articulate or inarticulate, are less likely to commit delinquencies or crimes, since there is less anomie; they have a stake and a say if only by being able to act at all. And Jefferson, of course, argued just the opposite of punctilious law: since laws are bound to be defied, he said, it is better to have as few as possible, rather than to try for stricter enforcement.

When a disaffected group indeed has power, nobody takes absolutism seriously. The organized teachers and garbage collectors of New York disregarded the Condon-Wadlin and Taylor laws against strikes by municipal employees, and got their way—nor did the Republic fall in ruins. Only the New York Times, not even governor Rockefeller or Mayor Lindsay, bothered to mention the threat to Law and Order.

I suppose the climax of divine-right theory in American history has been the law making draft-card burning a felony, punishable by five years in prison or $10,000 fine or both. Since draft-card burning does not help a youth avoid the draft, what is this felony? It is lèse majesté, injury to the sacred sovereignty of Law embodied in a piece of paper. Yet congress enacted this law almost unanimously.

Certainly the disobedient do not feel that the law is sacred. If it were, any deliberate infringement—whether by Dr. Spock, a Black Power agitator, a garbage collector or a driver risking a parking ticket—would involve a tragic conflict genre of Corneille: Love vs. Duty. Among infringers, I see a good deal of calculation of consequences, and on the part of Dr. Spock, Dr. King, etc., an admirable courage and patriotism, but I do not see the signs of inner tragic conflict.

The Authority of Law is Limited

If we turn, now, to the more tonic American conception that the sanction of law is the social compact of the sovereign people, we see that it is rarely necessary, in the kinds of cases we are concerned with, to speak of “civil disobedience” or “lawlessness.” What social promises do people actually consider binding? There are drastic limitations. Let me list half a dozen that are relevant to present problems.

(Of course, few believe in the mythical hypothesis of compact, or in any other single explanation, to account for the real force of law. We must include custom, inertia, prerational community ties, good-natured mutual regard, fear of the police, a residue of infantile awe of the overwhelming, and the energy bound up in belonging to any institution whatever. Yet compact is not a mere fiction. Communities do come to such agreements. Immigrants sometimes choose one system of laws over another; and, negatively, there are times when men consciously ask themselves, “What have I bargained for? Do I want to live with these people in this arrangement?”)

Since an underlying purpose of the compact is security of life and liberty, it is broken if the sovereign jails you or threatens your life; you have a (natural) duty to try to escape. In our society, this point of Hobbes’ is important. There is a formidable number of persons in jail, or certified as insane, or in juvenile reformatories; and there is an increasing number of middle-class youth who have been “radicalized,” returned to a state of nature, by incarceration. Likewise, the more brutal the police, the less the allegiance of the citizens.

In large areas of personal and animal life, as in the case of vices harmless to others, high-spirited persons have a definite understanding that law is irrelevant and should be simply disregarded. Almost all “moral” legislation—ongambling, sex, alcohol, drugs, obscenity—is increasingly likely to be nullified by massive non-publicized disobedience. Not that these areas are “private” or trivial, but one does not make a social contract about them. The medievals more realistically declared that they were subject to canon law, not to the king. For better or worse, we do not have courts of conscience, but it is a human disaster for their functions to be taken over by policemen and night magistrates.

The sovereign cannot intervene in professional prerogatives, as by a law against teaching evolution. Every teacher is duty-bound to defy it. A physician will not inform against a patient, a lawyer a client, a teacher a student, a journalist an informant. At present, there is bound to be a case where a scientist publishes his government-classified or company-owned research, because scientists have an obligation to publish. (By and large, however, for narrow economic reasons, professionals have been playing the dangerous game of giving more and more prerogative in licensing to the State. By deciding who practices, the State will finally determine what is practiced.)

By the Bill of Rights, speech, religion, and political acts like an assembly and petition are beyond the reach of the law. As I have argued elsewhere, it is a mistake to interpret these “rights” as a compact; rather they state areas of anarchy in which people cannot make contracts in a free society, any more than to sell themselves into slavery.

Obviously the compact is broken if the law goes berserk, for example if the government prepares for nuclear war. Therefore we refused the nuclear shelter drills.

The law cannot command what is immoral or dehumanizing, whether cooperation with the Vietnam War or paying rent where conditions are unlivable. In such cases, it is unnecessary to talk about allegiance to a “higher law” or about conflict with the judgments of Nuremberg (though these might be legally convenient in a court), for a man cannot be responsible for what demoralizes and degrades him from being a responsible agent altogether. And note that all these classes of cases have nothing to do with the usual question: “Is every individual supposed to decide what laws he will obey?”—for it is the social contract itself that is irrelevant or self-contradictory.

Finally the bindingness of promises is subject to essential change of circumstances. Due process, electing new representatives to make new laws, is supposed to meet this need and roughly does; but due process is itself part of the social agreement and in times of crises, of course, it is always a live question as to whether it is adequate or whether sovereignty reverts closer to the people, seeking the General Will by other means. The vague concept that sovereignty resides in the People is usually meaningless, but precisely at critical moments it begins to have a vague meaning. American political history consists spectacularly of illegal actions that become legal, belatedly confirmed by the lawmakers. Civil rights trespassers, unions defying injunctions, suffragettes and agrarians being violent, abolitionists aiding runaway slaves, and back to the Boston Tea Party—were these people practicing “civil disobedience” or were they “insurrectionary”? I think neither. Rather, in urgent haste they were exercising their sovereignty, practicing direct democracy, disregarding the apparent law and sure of the emerging law. And by the time many cases went through a long, often deliberately protracted, course of appeals, the lawbreakers were no longer guilty, for their acts were no longer crimes. Hopefully, the current Vietnam protest is following the same schedule. To be sure, this direct political process is not always benign; the Ku Klux Klan also created law by populist means.

Thus, if we stick to a literal social contract, asking what is it that men really mean to promise, the authority of law is limited indeed. It is often justifiable to break a law as unwarranted, and reasonable to test it as unconstitutional or outdated. By this analysis it is almost never necessary, except for cases of individual conscience, to invoke a fancy concept like “civil disobedience,” which concedes the warrant of the law but must for extraordinary reasons defy it.

The Function of Law and Order

Clearly, law has more authority than this among the Americans. We are not nearly so rational and libertarian. We do not believe in divine right but we do not have a social contract either. What would be a more realistic theory, more approximate to the gross present facts? I am afraid that it is something like the following:

There is an immense social advantage in having any regular code that everybody abides by without question, even if it is quite unreasonable and sometimes outrageous. This confirms people’s expectations and permits them to act out their social roles. If the code is violated, people become so anxious about their roles that they want government to exert brute force to maintain Law and Order—this is part of government’s role in the division of labor. Law and Order in this sense does not need moral authority; it is equivalent to saying, “Shape up; don’t bother us; we’re busy.”

The sanction is avoidance of anxiety. This explains the tone of absolutism, without the tradition, religion or moral and ritual imperatives that humanized ancient theocracies. Gripped by anxiety, people can commit enormities of injustice and stupidity just in order to keep things under control. For instance, we enact draconian penalties for drugs, though our reasoned opinion is increasingly permissive. Minority groups that do not or cannot shape up must be squelched and kept out of sight, though everybody now concedes that theyhave just grievances and that suppression doesn’t work anyway. The polls vote for stepping up the Vietnam war just when information, in the press and on television, is that the war is more and more evil and also militarily dubious. Squeamishness and stubbornness can go as far as using nuclear weapons, a massacre on the streets, and concentration camps for dissenters.

Conversely, the strategy of those who protest—the “civil disobedients,” the “guerrilla fighters,” the “rioters”—ceases to be justice and reconstruction and becomes simply to prevent business as usual. Lively young people, distinguished scholars, and the most talented leaders of the poor spend their time thinking up ways to make trouble. Our ideal aim is certainly to get the politically degenerate Americans back to liberty, law and the business of the commonwealth, but sometimes the purpose gets lost in the shuffle.

The Regime Itself is Illegitimate

The rising tide of “civil disobedience” and “lawlessness” is not defiance of law and order; it is a challenge that the regime itself is illegitimate. Maybe it asks a question: Can the modern society we have described be a political society at all? In my opinion, even the rising rate of crime is due mainly to anomie, confusion about norms and therefore lack of allegiance, rather than to any increase in criminal types (though that probably also exists under modern urban conditions).

“Civil disobedience” especially is a misnomer. According to this concept the law expresses the social sovereignty that we have ourselves conceded, and therefore we logically accept the penalties if we disobey, though we may have to disobey nevertheless. But in the interesting and massive cases, the warrant of the law is not conceded and its penalties are not agreed to. Indeed, I doubt that people en masse ever disobey what they agree to be roughly fair and just, even if it violates conscience.

Thus, Gandhi’s major campaigns were carried on under the slogan Swaraj, self-rule for the Indians; the British Raj who was disobeyed had no legitimate sovereignty at all. It was a war of national liberation. The reasons for the nonviolence, which was what the “civil disobedience” amounted to, were twofold: Materially, Gandhi thought, probably correctly, that such a tactic would be ultimately less destructive of the country and people. (The Vietcong have judged otherwise, probably incorrectly.) Spiritually, Gandhi knew that such a means—of disciplined personal confrontation—would elevate people rather than brutalize them, and ease the transition to a necessary future community with the British.

The campaigns led by Dr. King in the South illustrate the drive against illegitimacy even more clearly. Segregation and denial of civil rights are illegitimateon the face of them; no human being would freely enter into such a degrading contract. Besides, King was able to rely on the contradiction between the illegitimate laws and a larger legitimate tradition of Christianity, the Declaration of Independence and the federal Constitution. Once the blacks made the challenge, the white Southerners could not maintain their inner confusion, and the federal government, though late and gracelessly, has had to confirm the protest.

Now, in resistance to the draft, Dr. Spock and Dr. Coffin declare that they are committing “civil disobedience” and are “willing and ready” to go to jail if convicted. No doubt they have a theory of what they are doing. Most of the co-conspirators, however, including myself, regard the present regime as frighteningly illegitimate, especially in military and imperial affairs; and we are not “willing” to accept the penalties for our actions, though we may have to pay them willy-nilly. The regime is illegitimate because it is dominated by a subsidized military-industrial group that cannot be democratically changed. There is a “hidden government” of CIA and FBI. The regime has continually lied and withheld information to deceive the American people; and with a federal budget of $425 millions for public relations, democratic choice becomes almost impossible. Even so, the President deliberately violated the overwhelming electoral mandate of 1964; it transpires that he planned to violate it even while he was running. The regime presents us with faits accomplis; the Senate balks with talk but in fact rubber-stamps the faits accomplis; it has become an image like the Roman senate in the first century. Many have resigned from the government, but they then do not “come clean” but continue to behave as members of the oligarchy. Disregarding the protests of millions and defying the opinion of mankind, the regime escalates an unjust war, uses horrible means, is destroying a culture and a people. Pursuing this berserk adventure, it neglects our own national welfare. Etc., etc. Then we judge that the government is a usurper and the Republic is in danger. On our present course, we will soon end up like the Romans, or 1984, or not survive at all.

Naturally, if the government is illegitimate, then at a public trial we ought to win. If the Americans are still a political community, we will—but of course, that is the question.

Let me make another point. The methods of protest we are using are positively good in themselves, as well as for trying to stop the Vietnam war. They characterize the kind of America I want, one with much more direct democracy, decentralized decision-making, a system of checks and balances that works, less streamlined elections. Our system should condone civil disobedience vigilant of authority, crowds on the street and riot when the provocation is grave. I am a Jeffersonian because it seems to me that only a libertarian, populist and pluralist political structure can make citizens at all in the modernworld. This brings me back to the main subject of this essay, the social, technological and psychological conditions that underlie the present crisis of sovereignty and law.

The Sense of Sovereignty Lost

In highly organized countries, each in its own way, most of the major social functions, the economy, technology, education, communications, welfare, warfare and government, form a centrally organized system directed by an oligarchy. I do not think this structure is necessary for industrialization or high technology; it is not even especially efficient, certainly not for many functions. But is has been inevitable because of the present drives to power, reinvestment, armament and national aggrandizement.

The effects on citizenship have been variously compelling. Where the tradition was authoritarian to begin with and the national ideology is centralizing, as in Fascist Germany or Communist Russia, citizens have given allegiance to the industrial sovereign not much differently than to older despotisms, but with less leeway for private life, local custom or religion. In Communist China, where the new ideology is centralizing but the tradition was radically decentralist, there is a turbulence and struggle of allegiances. But in the United States, where both ideology and tradition have been decentralist and democratic, in the new dispensation citizenship and allegiance have simply tended to lapse. Since they can no longer effectually make important decisions about their destiny, Americans lose the sense of sovereignty altogether and retreat to privatism. Politics becomes just another profession, unusually phony, with its own professional personnel.

Our situation is a peculiar one. The Americans do not identify with the ruling oligarchy, which is foreign to their tradition; a major part of it—the military-industrial and the CIA and the FBI—is even a “hidden government.” The politicians carefully cajole the people’s sensibilities and respect their freedom, so long as these remain private. And we have hit on the following accommodation: in high matters of State, War and Empire, the oligarchy presents faits accomplis; in more local matters, people resent being pushed around. Budgets in the billions are not debated; small sums are debated.

The Constitution is what I described above: the social compact is acquiescence to the social machine, and citizenship consists in playing appropriate roles as producers, functionaries and consumers. The machine is productive; the roles, to such as have them, are rewarding. And human nature being what it is, there develops a new kind of allegiance, to the rich and streamlined style. This provides the norm of correct behavior for workmen, inspires the supermarkets, and emboldens soldiers at the front.

A typical and very important class is the new professionals. Being essential to tend the engine and steer, they are well paid in salary and prestige. An expensive system of education has been devised to prepare the young for these roles. At the same time, the professionals become mere personnel. There is no place for the autonomy, ethics, and guild spirit that used to characterize them as people and citizens. Mutatis mutandis, the same can be said of the working class.

On the other hand, large groups of the population are allowed to drop out as socially useless, for instance, farmers, racial minorities, the incompetent, the old, many of the young. These are then treated as objects of social engineering and are also lost as citizens.

In an unpolitical situation like this, it is hard for good observers to distinguish between riot and riotous protest, or between a juvenile delinquent, a rebel without a cause and an inarticulate guerrilla. On a poll, to say “I don’t know,” might mean one is judicious, a moron, or a cynic about the question or the options. Student protest may be political or adolescent crisis or alienation. Conversely, there is evidence that good behavior may be dangerous apathy or obsessional neurosis. According to a recent study, a selection by schoolteachers of well-rounded “all-American boys” proves to consist heavily of pre-psychotics.

With this background, we can understand “civil disobedience” and “lawlessness.” What happens politically in the United States when the system steers a disastrous course? There is free speech and assembly and a strong tradition of democracy, but the traditional structures of remedy have fallen into desuetude or become phony. Bourgeois reformers, critical professionals, organizations of farmers and workmen, political machines of the poor have mainly been co-opted. Inevitably protest reappears at a more primitive or inchoate level.

The “civil disobedients” are nostalgic patriots without available political means. The new “lawless” are the oppressed without political means. Instead of having a program or a party, the protesters try, as Mario Savio said, to “throw themselves on the gears and the levers to stop the machine.” Students think up ways to stop traffic; professionals form groups simply to nullify the law; citizens mount continual demonstrations and jump up and down with signs; the physically oppressed burn down their own neighborhoods. I think few of these people regard themselves as subversive. They know, with varying degrees of consciousness, that they are legitimate, the regime is not.

A promising aspect of it is the revival of populism, sovereignty reverting to the people. One can sense it infallibly during the big rallies, the March on Washington in ‘63 or the peace rallies in New York and at the Pentagon in

April and October ‘67. Except among a few Leninists, the mood is euphoric, the heady feeling of the sovereign people invincible—for a couple of hours. The draft-card burners are proud. The elders who abet them feel like Americans. The young who invest the Pentagon sing “The Star-Spangled Banner.” The children of Birmingham attacked by dogs look like Christians. Physicians who support Dr. Levy feel Hippocratic, and professors who protest classified research feel academic. On the other hand, the government with the mightiest military power in the history of the world does not alter its course because of so much sweetness and light. The police of the cities are preparing an arsenal of anti-riot weapons. Organized workmen beat up peace picketers. We look forward apprehensively to August in Chicago.

But I am oversimplifying. In this romantic picture of the American people rising to confront the usurper, we must notice that Lyndon Johnson, the Pentagon and the majority of Americans are also Americans. And they and the new populists are equally trapped in modern times. Even if we survive our present troubles with safety and honor, can anything like the social contract exist again in contemporary managerial and technological conditions? Perhaps “sovereignty” and “law,” in any American sense, are outmoded concepts.

This is the furthest I can take these reflections until we see more history.


The Crisis of Belief

Among the young especially, the crisis is a religious one, deeper than politics. The young have ceased to “believe” in something, and the disbelief occurs at progressively earlier years. What is at stake is not the legitimacy of American authority but of any authority. The professions, the disciplines, reasoning about the nature of things—and even if there is a nature of things—these are all distrusted.

Thus, for instance, the dissenting scientists and professors of MIT and Harvard, who want to change the direction of research and alter the priorities of technology, do not seem to me to understand the profound change in popular feeling. (They often seem just to be griping that the budget for basic Research has been reduced). Put it this way: modern societies have been operating as if religion were a minor and moribund part of the scheme of things. But this is unlikely. Men do not do without a system of meanings that everybody puts his hope in even if, or especially if, he doesn’t know anything about it—what Freud called a “shared psychosis,” meaningful simply because shared, and with the power that resides in dream. In advanced countries it is science and technology themselves that have gradually and finally triumphantly become the system of mass faith, not disputed by various political ideologies and nationalisms that have been religious. Marxism called itself “scientific socialism,” as against moral and Utopian socialisms, and this has helped it succeed.

For three hundred years, science and scientific technology had an unblemished and justified reputation as a wonderful adventure, pouring out practical benefits and liberating the spirit from the errors of superstition and traditional faith. During the twentieth century, science and technology have been the only generally credited system of explanation and problem-solving. Yet in our generation they have come to seem to many, and to very many of the best of the young, as essentially inhuman, abstract, regimenting, hand in glove with Power, and even diabolical. Young people say that science is antilife, it is a Calvinist obsession, it has been a weapon of white Europe to subjugate colored races, and manifestly—in view of recent scientific technology—people who think scientifically become insane.

The immediate reasons for this shattering reversals of values are fairly obvious—Hitler’s ovens and his other experiments in eugenics, the first atom bombs and their frenzied subsequent developments, the deterioration of the physical environment and the destruction of the biosphere, the catastrophes impending over the cities because of technological failures and psychological stress, the prospect of a brainwashed and drugged 1984. Innovations yield diminishing returns in enhancing life. And instead of rejoicing, there is now widespread conviction that beautiful advances in genetics, surgery, computers, rocketry, or atomic energy will surely only increase human woe.

In such a crisis it is not sufficient to ban the military from the universities, and it will not even be sufficient, as liberal statesmen and many of the big corporations envisage, to beat the swords into ploughshares and turn to solving problems of transportation, desalinization, urban renewal, garbage disposal, cleaning up the air and water, and perfecting a contraceptive. If the present difficulty is religious and historical, it will be necessary to alter the entire relationship of science, technology, and human needs, both in fact and in men’s minds.

I do not myself think that we will turn away from science. In spite of the fantasies of hippies, we are going to continue to live in a technological world; the question is, is that viable?

The closest analogy I can think of is the Protestant Reformation, a change of moral allegiance: not giving up the faith, but liberation from the Whore of Babylon and a return to the faith purified.

Science, the chief orthodoxy of modern times, has certainly been badly corrupted, but the deepest flaw of the affluent societies that has alienated the young is not, finally, imperialism, economic injustice, or racism, bad as these are, but the nauseating phoniness, triviality, and wastefulness, the cultural and moral scandal that Luther found when he went to Rome in 1510. And precisely science, which should have been the wind of truth to clear the air, has polluted the air, helped to brainwash, and provided weapons for war. I doubt that most young people today have even heard of the ideal of the dedicated researcher, truculent and incorruptible, and not getting any grants—the “German scientist” that Sinclair Lewis described in Arrowsmith. Such a figure is no longer believable. I don’t mean, of course, that he doesn’t exist; there must be thousands of him, just as there were good priests in 1510.

The analogy to the Reformation is even more exact if we consider the school system, from educational toys and Head Start up through the universities. This system is manned by the biggest horde of monks since the time of Henry VIII. It is the biggest industry in the country. It is mostly hocus-pocus. And the Abbots of this system are the chiefs of Science—e.g., the National

Science Foundation—who talk about reform but work to expand the school budgets, step up the curriculum, inspire the endless catechism of tests, and increase the requirements for mandarin credentials.

These abuses are international, as the faith is. For instance, there is no essential difference between the military-industrial systems, or the school systems, of the Soviet Union and the United States. There are important differences in way of life and standard of living, but the abuses of technology are very similar—pollution, excessive urbanization, destruction of the biosphere, weaponry, disastrous foreign aid. Our protesters naturally single out our own country, and the United States is the most powerful country, but the corruption we are speaking of is not specifically American nor capitalist; it a disease of modern times.

But the analogy is to the Reformation; it is not to primitive Christianity or some other primitivism, the abandonment of technological civilization. There is indeed much talk about the doom of Western civilization, young people cast horoscopes, and a few Adamites actually do retire into the hills, but for the great mass of mankind, that’s not where it’s at. Despite all the movements for National Liberation, there is not the slightest interruption to the universalizing of Western civilization, including most of its delusions, into the so-called Third World.

Needless to say, the prospect of a new Reformation is a terrifying one. Given the intransigence and duplicity of established Power on the one hand, and the fanaticism of the protesters on the other, we may be headed for a Thirty Years’ War.
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