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EDITORIAL

M

ost Americans do not observe or experience politics firsthand. Under a
system of representative government they depend upon their elected representatives to convey, by words and symbolic gestures, what conditions are like in
the political world: how the republic is faring, what we need reasonably fear and
what we may reasonably hope. We expect that politicans will not only act but
interpret reality for us, tell us what it is and what it means. Acknowledging that
certain circumstances may compel a politician to lie or to be less than candid or that
often he or she may lack information or have failed to think carefully, there remains
a responsibility for truthfulness in the public realm that transcends the exceptions
and is prior to them. Systematic lying and misrepresentation corrupt public discourse, breeding cynicism and apathy among the citizens and uncertainty among
those who are responsible for making decisions of the gravest sort.
It is not coincidental that systematic lying by governments is conventionally
dated from World War I and that in the decades· that followed there emerged
totalitarian dictatorships that developed deceit and manipulation into governmental
functions and total wars in which both sides competed to construct pictures of the
world favorable to their cause. The extraordinary levels of violence, directed first
against combatants, then against civilians and cities, and finally against nature as
well, could only be justified by reconstituting the common understanding of the
world so as to conceal or euphemize the horror and irrationality now woven into the
structure of things from Verdun to Auschwitz to Hiroshima to My Lai.
The response of those who sought to preserve some integrity of meaning in the
public realm was to confront the lies of politicians and propagandists with the truth
of facts. During the Vietnam War notable examples of this were Daniel Ellsberg's
Pentagon papers and the courageous writings of Noam Chomsky. Since then the
status of facts has become equivocal: experts crop up on all sides of most controversies, each with evidence in support of his or her contentions. Above all, the
contemporary sensibility has been shaped to recognize that facts have to be
interpreted and that interpretations appeal to criteria that are considerably less
conclusive than a syllogistic proof. The problem of public discourse is no longer a
matter of "setting the record straight" or of producing "facts" that will refute
falsehoods. We live in an interpretative world where demonstrable lies coexist with
useful fictions, where each of us depends on others for assistance in deciphering the
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meaning and value of states of affairs and affairs of state in a world that is constantly
fragmenting into ever more specialized areas of knowledge and activity. The first
value in an interpretative world, especially in the political part of it where power
and violence are everyday realities, is trust.

F

or nearly two decades Americans have witnessed, experienced, and been
shaped by the steady corruption of the public realm and its modes of discourse. The deceptions of Vietnam and Watergate were the climactic moments in
this experience but not the sole instances of a condition in which the experiment of a
politics without trust is being attempted. This is the context for reflecting upon the
most recent episode, the purloined briefing papers made available to the Reagan
campaign organizers.
"We're handling this 100 percent different from Watergate," declared a
high-ranking administration official. "The Nixon people tried to hide something,
but we're sending ~very scrap of stuff to the Justice Department as soon as we find
it.'' Good faith is thus demonstrated by ''handling'' matters by bureaucratic procedures, as though these were the natural antithesis to Nixon's evasiveness or as
though it had been forgotten that one of the early casualities of Watergate was the
integrity of the Justice Department, not least because the long political relationship
between the then attorney general and the president created doubts about the
department's zeal.
The fact that the two scandals have happened within a decade or that both have
involved Republican campaigns may be no more, or less, significant than the fact of
the predominance of Californians in both cases. What matters is not so much
whether a "third-rate burglary" (as the Nixonites called it) was more heinous than
"filched" campaign documents (in David Stockman's description), but that the
comparison should force into the open the major question. It is not whether the
Reagan campaign was as corrupt as Nixon's, but concerns the different ways in
which the Reagan administration is corrupt and what corruption now means.
In the varied strands of evil composing it, Watergate resembled a chapter from
the history of the early Roman empire. It included simple venality: high politicos
were on the take and bribes passed freely. There were shabby episodes of "dirty
tricks'' where eager young men tried to curry favor by unfair strategems designed to
mislead the rival party. But there were also versions of what the Romans had called
"proscriptions" (dangerous citizens were declared outlaws and their property
confiscated) but which came to be known as "enemies lists" and "the Huston
Plan" for intimidating and surveilling unfriendly persons and causes. These, too,
took place in the context of an in.terminable war for empire that gradually revealed
the cracks and weaknesses in the otherwise imposing facade of world hegemony.
The Nixon men attributed their failure to impose their will on events to a disloyal
bureaucracy and so they attempted to purge the disloyal and replace them by
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faithful conservatives. They would then eliminate the shiftless from the welfare
rolls, make it clear to blacks and other minorities that the civil rights days as well as
riotous urban nights were over, and restore the work ethic. Like the Romans the
Nixonites tried to mount a contradiction. They wanted to preserve and strengthen
imperial power while corrupting the remains of the republican political tradition,
the source of the nation's political vitality.
Lies and rumors of corruption had trailed Nixon ever since his political debut.
Twice he was rejected for important office by the citizens: in the presidential
election of 1960 and in the California gubernatorial contest shortly thereafter. In
the end the Vietnam War and the lies of LBJ debased the public realm sufficiently to
elect and then to reelect Nixon president. Jimmy Carter, who promised the nation
he would never lie and largely honored that promise, failed as a president, not
simply because of inexperience and a talent for selecting small-minded advisers,
but because few appreciated the toll that a decade and more of lying, deceitful
discourse, and governmental lawlessness had taken on the fabric of civic trust.
How Ronald Reagan has discharged his responsibility toward the public realm
and its legacy of meanings was summed up in a wholly truthful, if unconscious,
remark he made not long ago. After charging that an enormous campaign existed to
misrepresent his administration's environmental policies, he then asked rhetorically, "Now how about five minutes of the truth?" Which is about what the
citizenry has gotten. Several months ago the New York Times reported that White
House aides were relieved because the media were giving less publicity to the
President's numerous and now legendary misstatements of fact and misleading
accounts. Reagan's men attributed this to "a decline in interest by the general
public.'' They went on to say, with a logic befitting the age of interpretation, that the
public recognized the accuracy of the president's "larger points" even if some
"nits and oats" were "open to debate." It is an actual fact that the president has
systematically misrepresented such nits and oats as: the administration's level of aid
to education, previous levels of defense spending, the vulnerability of American
defenses, the extent of cuts in social spending and environmental matters by his
administration, and the condition of the social security system and his own plans to
reform it.
Like the deceptions of the Nixon regime, the untrustworthiness of the president and his men is linked to the tightening of state power, threats to civil liberties,
and the encouragement of higher levels of violence. The Reaganites have systematically sought to weed out ideologically disloyal bureaucrats and replace them by
what the president calls ''a whole new cadre of young conservatives in government.'' While rejecting the cruder methods of the Nixon years, the Reaganites have
not foresworn the old hostilities toward desegregationists, dissenters, environmentalists, and militant ethnics. The tone was conveyed in the lecture that the president
recently read to a group of high school students, several of whom favored a nuclear
freeze. Rights, he told them, are a "privilege" and "with that privilege goes a
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responsibility to be right." Where the Nixon administration struck at its enemies
mainly out of malice, the Reaganites have sublimated enmity into ideological
principles, mainly libertarian, and used the legal powers of the government to roll
back desegregation, reduce constitutional safeguards for public employees, and eat
away at the Freedom of Information Act.
Nowhere is lying more conspicuous than in the administration's efforts to
revitalize imperial power and, in the course of it, to increase the potential and
actuality of violence in the world. The president's attempts to deny covert American assistance to the "contras" fighting in Nicaragua and to conceal the amount of
American aid flowing into Honduras and El Salvador may not have attained the
level of Nixonian grandeur but the same contempt for truth is evident: Somocistas
are ''freedom fighters''; the recent pastoral letter on world peace by the Catholic
bishops has ''the same purpose'' as the administration; the nuclear freeze movement is "counter-productive" because "we are all talking of a freeze."
Perhaps the most remarkable evidence of the president's cynicism is the
attitude that he displays toward conservatism. Although in actual fact he has
implemented many of the pledges he made to conservative groups, he persists in
denying that he has cut back on environmental protection, social welfare, and
education or that he has significantly increased defense spending. It is as though
lying has become so congenital that one is forced to mislead supporters and oppo~
nents alike.
It was fitting that an administration that places such store upon the manipulation of images, the expert use of television, and the skills of the Great Communicator should have stolen a briefing book for a televised debate. That it should
not be laundered-clean money or dirty tricks but a document that has been prepared
for the culminating moment of a long public debate is indicative of a more general
indifference-except for rhetorical purposes-towards the things that the people as a
whole have a stake in, not the least being the conditions that make for public
discussion. In a society where political involvement has become dangerously
attenuated for many citizens and where that involvement so frequently is vicarious,
the open corruption of politics endangers what is already a fragile connection. For it
is a corruption of politics, not just old-fashioned give-and-take, when the president
suggests that Communists are behind the nuclear freeze movement or that teachers
are engaged in deliberately brainwashing students about the nature of nuclear war.
The ideological element that joins the president's indifference toward truth
with the convictions and goals of his influential supporters among corporate leadership is a deep conviction that if a wide range of government functions were given
over to private enterprise and made to conform to the discipline of the market and to
corporate-style authority, then most domestic problems, at least, would become
more manageable. In all lying there is an element of contempt. Here it happens to be
contempt for political life on any terms other than those embodied in corporate
values. There was a small bit of poetic justice recently when the administration had
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to fire an assistant secretary in HUD because he had improperly used government
personnel to complete a book on "Privatizing the Public Sector."

B

efore long another presidential campaign will be underway. Unless the presi1dent disavows all of the signals he has given thus far and chooses not to run,
as citizens we can look forward to an experience from which it is difficult to emerge
feeling other than unclean and demeaned. The tragedy is that while President
Reagan has taken public discourse to a desperately low point, the issues facing the
country are profound and to some extent even unprecedented in our history. What
makes the discussion of them troubling is that possibly for the first time in American
history there is a widespread sense of emptiness· at the center of our collective
existence. For more than two decades it has become steadily clearer that we do not
know what we are about in this world, except as mainly passive instruments of
whatever combination of corporate, military, and bureaucratic purposes happen to
have jelled at particular moments. And we are largely unable to talk about our
common concerns because it is no longer clear how, after decades of the corruption
of speech, we should begin political talk: Reagan exploits while he travesties
traditional values, while technicians and academic experts can be induced to provide the scientific lyrics to any melody.
There are at least two vital questions that citizens must find ways of forcing
into the coming campaigns. They are not the usual stuff of quick policy solutions
but they are quite basic to the political revitalization of the society. One concerns the
terrible damage done to the character of political life by the pursuit of empire.
Empire is, at its essence, domination over other peoples. It exploits their wealth,
uses their bodies, and is prepared to sacrifice whole societies to the dictates of
military and economic strategies. Empire means being hated by others because
exercising tyranny is synonymous with being hated. But empire is also at war with
democracy at home. They stand for diammetrically opposed notions of power and
of social worth. The enemies of democracy have repeatedly stated their case; this
election needs to be one where the friends of democracy insist on confronting the
issue of imperial power.
The other concerns the restructuring of society. All of the current talk about
reindustrialization, reinvestment, free trade, and the like is about big plans in the
making for the thorough modernization of America, from education to defense,
from industrial plant to social security. Here, too, those who care about democratic
values of participation, the uses to which one's body, skills, and resources are put,
and rendering power shareable and controllable by popular constituencies must
struggle actively and transform democracy from a campaign flourish to a fundamental issue.
-Sheldon S. Wolin
July 18, 1983

TBEME
NOTE

A

century and a half ago, the French poet Baudelaire could equate modernism
with revolution and the modernist artist with the revolutionary. "The transient, the fleeting, the contingent,'' are the marks of modernity, he said, and those
characteristics are to be celebrated: the crowds in the streets, mingling high life and
low, the actors and audience in the play of modem life. The hero of the modem age
was not the exceptional individual but the person in the street, shopkeeper or
prostitute, and the artist's mission was to chronicle and advance the new truth and
the new beauty.
This early aesthetic view of modernism fixes on its democratic character. With
the erosion of the aristocracy's power over society went its legitimating adherence
to the past in symbols drawn from antiquity. A new freedom went along with this
collapse, the liberation of the individual making his way in a world of flux. "It is
true that the great tradition is lost,'' Bat~delaire declared in l 846, ''and that the new
one is as yet unformed." A new creativity was thus given room to grow, and it
flourished in a world set free of fixed values, given over to intellectual and cultural
fashions, and centered on the individual psyche. Marx described this world with
awe as well as distaste in the Communist Manifesto of 1848: "Constant
revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions,
everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable
prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated
before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned.''
Around the turn of the century, things began to change. As an artistic movement, modernism's proliferation of styles and disregard for official strictures mirrored the expansion of its audience-its pluralism and variety. Freed of the salon and
the patron, art moved into the marketplace, and as the marRet spread, so did the art.
When the Armory Show introduced the modem European art to America in New
York in 1913, modernism was shown to be a movement that was worldwide,
expressing an experience of change that was itself fast becoming worldwide. But
with the consolidation of middle-class power, the need for a new order was beginning to make itself felt. Instead of the artist-as-revolutionary, exalting the primacy
of the individual, art was absorbed into the new order. Otto Wagner, the modernist
architect, is a case in point. Distressed at the neurotic potential of modem aimlessness, he defined the architect's task as one of providing direction, not in the sense of
values or goals that guide the individual's life, but in the literal, functionalist sense
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of moving the individual along from one point to the next. The engineer was
replacing the artist as the bearer of modernity.
This change signifies that modernity has given way to a calculated process of
modernization. The heroic period of modernism is past, its place taken by programmed change. As Sheldon S. Wolin argues, modernism's animating faith in
progress has been supplanted by a pervasive fear of disorder. The confidence
exemplified by the very term modern -the belief that the present, with its release of
individualilty from the constraints of the past, represents the realization of history's
purpose-has been undermined by its own adherence to the virtues of science and a
narrow conception ofreason. The dominance of the new faith in economic growth
through applied science, in turn, has led to the despair described by William E.
Connolly, as intellectuals of all political stances have had to acknowledge the
incompatibility between modernization's dictates and the original modernist ideals.
As a worldwide phenomenon, modernization has proceeded from the top
down-an imposition of economic reasoning and a prepackaged plan for hi~torical
development promoted by the First World and accepted by elites in the Third. Much
of the world has therefore known modernism only in its modernization guise, and
its attendant dislocations have been particularly brutal. Fran~ois Partant, while
recognizing the reality and benefits of global interdependence, suggests an alternative form of development, one that rests on diversity and decentralization and
builds from the bottom up.

I

n a critical review of democracy's first two years of publication, George Shulman argues that the journal's stated aim of advancing democracy is undermined
by what he calls its pastoralism and antimodernism. Michael Roth advances the
view that modernism and cultural conservatism share a concern for the interpretation of history, and that that recognition of common interest can provide the basis
for a creative dialogue.
-N.X.

.I

MOD.ERNISM
AND ITS DISCONTENTS

From Progress to
·Modernization:
The Conservative Turn
SHELDON S. WOLIN

F

or nearly three centuries most Western societies have relied upon ideas about
"progress," "development," and "modernism" to express what has commonly been seen as the driving force, the defining Geist of their cultures. From
roughly the beginning of the eighteenth century progress was a shorthand term for a
broad aspiration for social change guided by rational analysis and based, wherever
possible, upon scientific knowledge. Change was understood not as mere alteration, but as demonstrable improvement over what had been: ''I like the dreams of
the future better than the history of the past,'' wrote Jefferson, the perfect embodiment of eighteenth-century progressivism. 1 To the minds of the early champions of
progress, improvement was measurable because they had a remarkably clear conception of what they were against and longed to be liberated from. It was summed
up in Voltaire's fantasy of hoping to see the last aristocrat strangled in the entrails of
the last priest.
The demand to get out from underneath the suffocating weight of the past was
the expression not only of a passionate hatred for oppressive institutions but of a
new form of time-consciousness. Priests and aristocrats were, in addition to being
social evils, also anachronisms that should be relegated to their proper temporal
dimension, "the past." This would allow mankind to institute "the future,'' a
temporal dimension hitherto monopolized by theological discussions of salvation
and of' 'the last days'' preceding the inauguration of the Kingdom of God. The idea
of progress inspired the notion that a whole society, situated in the here-and-now,
should organize its collective life toward realizing the future, the that whichwas-not-yet.
From the beginning of its modem history the idea of progress functioned as a
political critique directed against the power-wielding institutions of monarchy,
aristocracy, and church. Progress quickly became the personal property of
r Letter from Jefferson to John Adams, Works of John Adams, ed. C.F. Adams (Boston: Little,
Brown, 18p) 10:223.
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liberalism, even though there was no necessary connection between the two.
Nonetheless, progress remained the property of the left, for even when the early
nineteenth-century socialists, followed by Marx and Engels, then the anarchists,
challenged liberalism, they presented themselves as the true inheritors of the idea
of progress. Just as "left" and "progressive" became virtually interchangeable
terms, so "conservative" and "antiprogressive" were widely regarded as
synonymous.
These historical identities, there is reason to believe, are now in a process of
realignment. The left's historic monopoly on change is being successfully challenged and conservatism is emerging as the party of progress. These shifts signal
that a profound change is taking place in the meaning of progress.

T

he Heritage Foundation, a conservative center for policy studies with close
ties to the Reagan administration, recently circulated the conclusions of a
study that dealt with the prospects of economic growth in the coming decades. The
study was framed as an attack upon an earlier prognosis, Global 2000 Report,
which had been prepared under the blessing of the Carter administration. This
staged confrontation illustrates our thesis. The conservative experts criticized the
liberal experts for having embraced certain false data and assumptions that led to
pessimistic conclusions about economic growth, world population, food supplies,
and levels of nonrenewable resources. They argued the general proposition that life
could be expected to improve rather than deteriorate. In effect they were arguing
that progress was still written into the nature of modern things and that the limitedgrowth mentality of the Carter years was a weird aberration. The liberal experts and
the ex-president himself were quick to defend the pessimism of their report.
However the prophecies of the conservative experts may turn out, they were
correct in associating contemporary liberalism with pessimism. Until recently it
was liberals who claimed a vision of uninterrupted economic growth and exhorted
everyone to rush toward a beckoning future. During the past two decades, however,
faith in progress has dimmed as liberals contemplated deteriorating cities, thickening pollution, increased racial tensions, widening social inequalities, the worsening
of the competitive position of the United States in the international economy, and
the puzzles of stagflation. The mood of disillusionment pervaded yet another liberal
report, this one by President Carter's Commission for a National Agenda for the
Eighties. Its membership was an inventory of the liberal consensus, from Daniel
Bell to Common Cause, from the NAACP to the Sierra Club. "Today, as we enter
the Eighties," the report cautioned, "the world is decidedly different" from the
recent and heady past when it was believed "we could simultaneously eradicate
poverty, go to the moon, and win a war in Vietnam.'' The motto of the future was
not unqualified abundance but "trade-offs" based on more "realistic expectations." There was much reference to "difficult decisions" and "hard choices," to

Wolin I ProgreBB to Modernism

11

the prospect of'' a nearly permanent urban underclass,'' and to the grim fact that the
older cities of the Northeast would never recover and so "their 'health' [will have
to] be redefined at new, and often lower, levels of population and employment.'' 2
As liberals became more defensive and hesitant and often broke ranks to join
conservatives in dismantling the social programs that had once stood as monuments
to liberal ideals of social progress, it was left to a conservative president to declare
expansively that America is growing "more healthy and beautiful each year." 3
Two centuries ago the oracle of modern conservatism, Edmund Burke, portrayed
the conservative as one who reverenced the ways of the past, looked upon all
proposals for reform as initially suspect, and profoundly distrusted theoretical
approaches to practical politics. Today it is self-proclaimed conservatives such as
Reagan and Thatcher who champion bold initiatives, take pride in innovation, flirt
with untested theories, and promise an early return to high levels of economic
growth.
Meanwhile, liberals appear stranded in the past, mumbling the litany of New
Deal, Fair Deal, New Frontier, and Great Society, but instead of seeking inspiration
for a new and bold vision, they adopt unenthusiastically a negative role: they will
restore the social programs that assist the casualties and victims of new-style
economic recovery. From being the party of progress, liberals have become the
party of consolation, ministering to those who have to be sacrificed if the society is
to remain competitive, i.e., progressive.
How is it that conservatives have become the heirs of the ideal of progress?
What has progress become such that conservatives appear as its carrier? These
questions require that we reexamine the idea of progress and try to identify some of
its major transformations. We will want to reconsider, too,. some of the ideas and
institutions that were early on deemed antiprogressive. They may appear in a
different light now that we are in a better position historically to appreciate some of
the implications of progress.

T

he idea of progress was first popularized in the eighteenth century as a major
theme in the attack mounted by liberal intellectuals against the established
social hierarchies and their conservative ideologies of throne, altar, and inherited
status. The most famous of these intellectuals, the Frenchphilosophes, along with
their counterparts in Britain, Germany, and America, passionately believed that
societies could be radically improved if only certain rational practices and truths
were installed. If science, education, human rights, and representative and constitutional government were made into the foundations of society, mankind would
enter an epoch of plenty, freedom, and peace without parallel. Knowledge, espe2 A National Agenda for the Eighties (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1980), pp. 1,
5, 66, 69.
3 New York Times, June 12, 1983.
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cially scientific knowledge, would so expand human powers that the reach of man's
dreams would be matched at last by his actual grasp. Condorcet, one of the martyred saints of the Enlightenment, prophesied that
. >..... ~ - ' . • '·.

nature has set no limits to the perfection of human faculties; the perfectibility of man is truly indefinite; and the progress of this perfectibility,
from now onwards independent of any power that might wish to halt it,
has no other limit than the duration of the globe upon which nature has
cast us. 4
Condorcet and the other philosophes were virtually unanimous about the
identity of the major obstacles to setting mankind on a linear road to progress. The
hindrances then, as now, were precisely the social practices favored by most conservatives: sharp inequalities of wealth, status, and power; law-and-order governments that dealt harshly with the poor as habitually criminal and with free thinkers
as instinctively subversive; the favored position of churches and religious dogmas;
education for the few and social discipline for the many in schools and penal
institutions; a strong and war-prone state; enforcement of traditional moral and
sexual codes; censorship; and instinctive, habitual deference to authority.
All of these practices were charged by the apostles of progress with being
oppressive, limiting human potentialities, discouraging experimentation, and having no basis save ignorance, superstition, and class or institutional interests. In
criticizing the Old Regime's institutions, Enlightenment thinkers struck also at the
religiosity that supported the authorities who presided over the official structure of
church, state, and society. The antireligious thrust of the Enlightenment was not
confined to the claim that, as Laplace put it, men no longer needed the hypothesis of
God in order to explain the universe. The challenge was rather in the revolutionary
claims that men were making about theirown powers. Science and technology were
empowering mankind to renounce a worldly existence that Christianity had taught
was irretrievably a vale of tears, a passage full of suffering and pain that would only
be redeemed at the end of time when God would make known the meaning of the
promise given to Christ and reward those who were elected for salvation. Humanity, it was averred, could now make its own world and so order it as to alleviate, if
not eradicate, all of the evils afflicting mankind. Thus humanity could give itself
what had hitherto been believed only God could grant, a future of hope and happiness.
At bottom, the confidence in this vision of a man-made future of everincreasing happiness was founded on the unprecedented powers man was beginning to acquire. The results, demonstrable and quantified, could be readily
observed in increasing industrial and agricultural productivity, the rise of wages and
in the numbers of employed workers, and the growth of world trade. The first
4 Antoine-Nicolas de Condorcet. Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human
Mind, tr. Jane Barraclough (London: Weidenfeld, 19 5 5), p. 4.
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Industrial Revolution, which took shape toward the end of the eighteenth century,
appeared as a triumph made possible by the practical applications of science and
hence founded not on wishes or prayers but on fact. So Joseph Priestley, a chemist
and liberal reformer, predicted that nature
will be more at our command; men will make their situations in this
world more abundantly, more long and comfortable; they will probably
prolong their existence in it, and will grow daily more happy ... and
more able ... to communicate happiness to others. Thus whatever was
the beginning of this world, the end will be glorious and paradisaical
beyond what our imagination can now conceive. 5
. . . ~ ~. -<··'
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By associating progress with science, progress appeared as a universal truth
rather than an ideology. This helped to mask the appropriation of science by modem
capitalism and to leave as unproblematic the extent to which the directions for
scientific activity were immanent in science itself or rather. were dictated by the
changing requirements of capitalism. Concurrently with capitalist exploitation of
science, the modem state, which had early recognized the military potentiality of
science, began the active promotion of scientific research and technical education.
As a result of the combined, and sometimes antagonistic, efforts of industrialists,
bankers, politicians, and scientists a breakthrough in the organization of power was
achieved. In all previous epochs power had been notoriously in short supply.
Rousseau's fqrmulation was typical of the terms in which power was conceived.
Writing about how men generate sufficient power to overcome the obstacles to
forming a community, he insisted that
as men cannot engender new forces, but only unite and direct existing
ones, they have no other means of preserving themselves than the formation, by aggregation, of a sum of forces great enough to overcome their
resistance .... This sum of forces can arise only from the conjuncture of
many persons.~
Rousseau was expressing the common experience: men were acquainted with
power either as the application of labor to raw materials, or as the mobilization of
populations for war or domestic exigencies. From a later vantage point, these ways
would seem inefficient and unreliable. So much energy, ingenuity, and resources
had to be expended in coercing, cajoling, and enticing perverse beings into obeying
authority that very little surplus power remained for effecting the goals of rulers.
The new fotm of power being assembled suffered from none of these disabilities and had certain positive features that rendered it superior to the older

.

5 ''An essay on the First Principles of Government.'' Writings on Philosophy, Science, and Politics,
ed. J. Passmore (New York: Collier Books, 1965), p. 198. ···
·
.
6 Du contrat social,,ed. C.E. Vaughan (Manchester:·lfolversity of Manchester Press, 1947y, pp.
12-13.
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forms: it seemed to be inexhaustible, readily reproducible, and endlessly improvable. Its secret was shared by both capitalism and science: in the one .case it was
called "capital accumulation," in the other "cumulative knowledge." Both
involved the systematic investment of a store of resources (money, knowledge)
where it would produce results that would increase the original store (profits,
advances in knowledge). Political power seemed puny in contrast. The only way it
could be increased was by conquest and, more often than not, the resulting gains
were not dramatic. Nowhere was the contrast more striking than in the case where
political power was to be handed on, as when a new king succeeded a deceased one.
It was rarely, if ever, the case that power was increased in the transmission. The
hope was mainly that power could be handed down uninterruptedly, something that
was often complicated when the heir happened to be a minor. But scientific knowledge was handed on and increased in the process because, beginning with scientific
academies in the seventeenth century, it became part of the meaning of scientific
activity that scientists would not simply strike out on their own but ''contribute'' to
increasing a preexisting stock of knowledge.
The contrasts between traditional power and modern power are important
because they point to a crucial turning point that marked the transformation of the
idea of progress into a process of modernizing. Progress was the vision of the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment. Roughly speaking, it consisted of two principal
ideas, liberation from the mass of inherited restraints and their presiding authorities, and the increase of human powers of all kinds: material, personal, poI!tical (the idea of a nation in arms), sexual (Diderot and de Sade), and intellectual. The first of these, liberation, was pretty much realized for the middle classes
throughout most of Western Europe and North America by the end of the nineteenth
century. It was formalized in new constitutions, bills of rights, and representative
parliaments. In effect, progress as liberation was achieved and there remained only
to mop up the anomalies, such as the denial of full citizenship to workers, women,
and racial minorities.
The project of modernizing was, however, of a different order, although this
was not fully appreciated at the time. The potential for power represented by
science, technology, and capitalism depended on certain conditions being fulfilled,
that is, it meant that society would have to accept certain means as necessary if this
particular form of power was to be exploited to its fullest. Thus the introduction,
use, and improvement of machinery, which was a crucial element in the new form
of power, required a view of the worker as adaptable and expendable. It also
presupposed a view of the world that was matter-of-fact, "thingified" as Hegel put
it. The mysterious and ineffable, which were fundamental modes of experience for
religion, had no place. <Further, each fresh advance brought new prerequisites: a
high-technology economy would require computer literacy and the reverberations
would be registered at all levels of education.
Unlike liberation, this second aspect of progress could not, in principle, ever
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be fully attained or completed. Each innovation in knowledge/power demanded a
new set of conditions for its maximization; each maximization was organized for
fertility: it would spawn new powers, new knowledge that called for new conditions. This stage signified that progress had been transformed into a process of
modernizing. The dynamical nature of modernization would soon present a marked
contrast to the political principles ofliberation. The latter would appear ''static'' -a
strong term of disapproval in a modernizing society-and for good reason. Once a
society establishes, say, freedom of speech or universal suffrage, there is nothing
more to discover. Rather the task is to protect and extend them, to tend them. They
become, as it were, established truths, homilies; and these are not the stuff of
research at the frontiers of knowledge. Moreover, to the extent the political principles of liberation become deep-rooted, their very rootedness threatens to make
them dysfunctional in a modernizing society where, as we have seen, new power is
continuously revolutionizing the conditions of its own reproduction. Thus built into
the idea of progress-as-modernization is the possibility that the political principles
of progress would be viewed as anachronistic and in need of adaptation or elimination. This possibility has now become a reality and it is intimately connected with
the new role of conservatism as the party of progress.
To understand the threat of anachronism to the political principles of liberation, as well as the links that have come to connect conservatism and modernization, we need to look more closely at the unique structure of power invented in the
name of progress. We shall see that it was profoundly antidemocratic. I shall call
that conception of power the New Trinitarianism because it is composed of three
elements that resemble those in the creedal formula: capital (the father), state
bureaucracy (the son), and science (the holy ghost). Like the old formula, the new
one is silent about humanity.

T

he seventeenth and eighteenth centuries philosophies that had been instrumental in forming the idea of progress, had also done much to popularize the
notion of a ''social contract'' that stipulated power had to be based upon the explicit
consent of the members. One of the most striking features common to the elements
in the New Trinity, however, is that each depended only minimally, if at all, on the
consent of the members of society. The definition of a capitalist, for example, was
that he owned certain instruments of production that, according to the principle of
private property, entitled him to do virtually what he pleased with them without
consulting workers, consumers, or citizens. Similarly the state bureaucracy.
Although according to legal forms the bureaucrat was the employee of the state and
the' 'servant'' of society, he rapidly became a formidable power-wielder in his own
right: he was a decision maker, a rule adjudicator, and a crucial contributor to policy
formulation. He was also deliberately insulated from public pressures and buffered
by an elected legislature and executive. Although the bureaucrat was supposed to
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be controlled by the elected officials, in practice they became more dependent on
the bureaucrat's expertise. The shift from servant to silent partner was marked by
the eventual recognition of bureaucracies as the ''permanent'' element that preserved "continuity" in policies despite the fluctuations of electoral politics. Thus
an important branch of government had been created that, in principle, was not
supposed to be responsive or responsible to the citizenry. This was all the more
ominous since bureaucracies were to play the leading political role in the process of
modernization.
Science, the third element in modern power, became the perfect incarnation of
a conception of power that was to be generated independently of any social contract
or democratic agreement. It was an ideal that had its own theological resonance:
power as immaculately conceived because born of the purest, most disinterested,
and objective form of knowledge ever invented by mankind. For more than two
centuries science was depicted mythically, not as a social institution but as the
miraculous gift of solitary geniuses-a Copernicus, Galileo, or Newton. The myth
of science was crucial to the new form of power for it both etherealized and
sanctified the other elements of power, both of which were reducible to willsto-power, one of the state, the other of the capitalist. As a social myth science came
to represent expertise grounded upon "truth," the highest form of knowledge in an
age that has mostly forgotten the meaning of "God's omniscience" but remembers
its attribute: knowledge that in no was required vaiidation by ordinary beings.
The common feature in these elements of power is that by nature each
functioned best under conditions of autonomy: the capitalist was most efficient
when least regulated, the bureaucrat most expert when least trammeled by public
opinion or self-serving legislators, and the scientist most productive when allowed
the maximum freedom of research.
The new ground of power being prepared by modern industrial capitalism,
science, and governmental bureaucracies constituted a direct challenge to the political ideals espoused by most of the theorists of progress, and pointed to a political
contradiction at the center of their thinking. In America, France, Britain, and
Western Europe it was widely assumed that the struggle for more popular, liberal
systems of government was as authentically progressive as the advancement of
science or industry. What was overlooked at the time was that the movements for
the liberalization and democratization of politics took a diammetrically opposed
view of power from the one being developed by the collaboration between
capitalism, science, and state bureaucracies. The battle cry of the revolutionary
movements in seventeenth-century England, colonial America, and eighteenthcentury France had been stated by John Locke: all legitimate power ''has been laid
in the Consent of the People.'' It was reaffirmed in the Preamble to the American
Constitution: "We the People ... do ordain and establish this Constitution.'' We
shall call this the majoritarian formula. Locke had stated its main point: when
individuals have agreed to institute a community, ''they have thereby made that
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Community one Body, with a Power to Act as one Body, which is only by the will
and determination of the majority." 1 The underlying notion was that power was
generated by and from the people: by their participation, their active involvement in
carrying out common tasks, their deliberations over public issues, their contributions of money and labor, and their willingness to risk and sacrifice their lives.
But from the time of the earliest Trinitarians, such as Alexander Hamilton and
Saint-Simon, down to the latest neoconservatives and neoliberals such as Samuel
Huntington, Daniel Bell, Seymour Lipset, Jeane Kirkpatrick, and Daniel Moynihan, populist politics has been viewed as fickle, subjective, emotional, and
ignorant-the very opposite of scientific and social scientific knowledge.
Trinitarianism has thus shaped the original idea of progress into an elitist ideology
in which progress depends upon preserving the autonomy of political, corporate,
and scientific elites and preventing the masses-whose incompetence has been
certified by social science-from intruding their inexpert opinions into the rational
decision-making processes of corporations (as in the disputes over public regulation of and representation in corporate decisions), public bureaucracies (as in the
efforts to make public utilities commissions publicly responsive), or scientific
laboratories (as in the flap over the efforts of elected bodies to regulate aspects of
genetic engineering).
The new conception of progress was given its proper name by its advocates:
modernization. It represents the mature form of the trinitarian vision. There have
been two versions of modernization in America, one adapted to domestic society
where the trinitarians have had to contend-mostly successfully-against an indigenous majoritarian tradition composed of liberal, democratic, and populist elements.
The other version has been sent abroad in accompanimen~ to the global expansion
of American capitalism and military power. The same tendencies are evident both
at home and abroad: the depoliticization of society, especially to discourage mass
participation (except at election time) and the formulation of mass demands; and the
creation of a technocratic structure whose task is to rationalize the conditions that
will preserve order, promote conditions favorable to capitalist enterprise, and
strengthen American military power.
·
There are, of course, differences between the two forms of modernization. In
the United States a persistent majoritarian tradition has had to be contained but not
repressed. It is not only that the costs of repression would, at this time, be prohibitive, but also counterproductive. Trinitarianism has learned that nothing legitimates
power like the spectacle of critical groups participating in debates over policy that,
save for minor tactical successes, they rarely win. As a result, the historical function of the left under conditions of advanced modernization has been, as the experience of Jews, blacks, women,.and Hispanics testifies, to bring dissidents within the
system, or, more accurately, to make them "a part of the process." Abroad, the
7 Two Treatises of Government, 2nd ed., ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1967), p. 349.
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modernizing process operates in a rawer form, as an export that is either forced
µpan premodem cultures or is attached as a condition of assistance. The difference
is between the Federal Reserve Board and IMF; between defense budgets haggled
through Congress and military weapons and advisers deployed covertly; or between
spending corporate millions to buy elections at home and spending a few millions of
taxpayer dollars to buy them abroad.
If a society conceives of itself as "going forward," then by the same token, it
is going to leave behind some of its people and institutions. Progressives have tried
t0 justify these consequences by labeling as "anachronistic" or "archaic" those
who have been stranded by the "advances" of civilization. The early champions of
progress were clear about which groups or institutions were anachronisms: aristocracy, monarchy, and church. These were "feudal" institutions that could have no
place in a future society based on reason, liberty, equality, and representative
government. During the French Revolution the lines between liberal revolutionaries and conservative opponents were drawn on the issue of anachronism.
The defense of the archaic, from Burke and de Maistre to Maurras, Eliot, and
Waugh, has tended to be politically reactionary, culturally elitist, and socially
impossible. It has nurtured an antimodemist bias that sees society threatened by the
"masses" who have been deracinated from their natural culture of deference and
shaped by modem advertising and technology into consumers of a mass culture that
is rapidly engulfing education, literature, and the arts.
The American experience of progress struck foreign observers, like Tocqueville, as completely different. America had no feudal past, no Old Regime, no
aristocracy or church. 'When its Revolution came it was swift, less costly, and less
radical because there was no system of inherited privilege and power to uproot. By
the nineteenth century America would be heralded as an instant utopia, painlessly
realized. "America," the historian Hofstadter would drily remark, "was the only
country in the world that began with perfection and aspired to pr~gress."
But because America had no feudal past, it did not follow that archaism would
never exist. Archaism had to be created before it could be destroyed. This occurred
when progress passed into modernization. Modernization took its bearings from the
demands of economic competition, first for domestic markets, then in rivalry with
other, more ''advanced,'' industrial societies, for world markets. It meant introduction oflaborsaving, productivity-enhancing technologies that rendered anachronistic the experience of meaningful work and would eventually create countless persons who would never be employed. Modernization meant an industrial culture
designed to produce anachronisms as a constant by-product of the relentless
replacement of the recently new bythe latest invention or process. The pressures of
modernization cancelled,any practical meaning to notions of skill or life-rhythms:
the one was replaced by "retooling" or simple demotion to the ranks of the
unskilled, while the other disappeared into the murderous tempo of the assemblyline. Modernization was equally destructive of the places where people lived, the
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relationships of family, friends, and neighbors, and the values they lived by. It was
as though a social tabula rasa had to be recreated daily, because the new form of
progress exacted certain conditions. Life had to be antitraditional, secular even
when it was religious, urban, pragmatic, noncontemplative. These conditions bred
an industrial, urban innocence to succeed the romantic, urban innocence about
nature (the latter created by Cooper writing about Natty Bumpo from England and
by Whitman who heard America singing in Brooklyn). It was the innocence that
one could elude the effects of constant change by introducing more change, that
human beings could be so completely caught up in experiencing the new that they
would be invulnerable to the universal experience of traditional society, the experience of irremediable loss accompanied by renewal, of what the ancient poet Vergil
called lacrimae rerum, the tears of things. Who can measure an innocence that
remained unshaken despite a bloody civil war? Or who can but marvel at the
historical fortuna that has confirmed that innocence by arranging two unprecedented World Wars in which, save for the nearly hidden cemeteries, not a scratch
was registered on the land, its cities, or its civilian populace?
Archaism in America was not, however, remotely similar to the reactionary
archaism of Europe; it was not about aristocrats, priests, social hierarchy, or the
oppressive bureaucracy described so bitingly by Tocqueville. What modernization
came to define as archaic were the first halting, limited but genuine attempts at. a
participatory politics centered around small towns, villages, cities, and state governments. It had many different and changing forms, not all of them theoretically
coherent or even attractive: Regulators, Shays's followers, anti-Federalists~ urban
mechanics, working men's associations, abolitionists, populists, and suffragettes.
That much of the ethos of American archaism derived from rural and small-town
America; that it was typically religious in a simple, often fundamentalist sense
made its aspirations seem quaint in a society that was on the way to becoming the
world's greatest example of a progressive, modem society. But if the archaism of
the Old Regime had been defined by contrasting the old monarchy with the new
representative government; the old established church with religious pluralism and
indifference; and the old aristocratic social hierarchy with bourgeois conceptions of
political and legal equality, the archaism of America was being defined by inverting
the original contrast. In America, participatory politics is dismissed as ''populism''
and elitism is openly espoused; the efforts of citizens to take control of the political
institutions that stand closest to them or to invent new ones are disparaged as
"localism" and politics is located around centralized institutions in which the
bureaucracy looms as the major power; and protests against assigning huge
amounts of the society's material resources to military purposes and following an
economic policy that imposes severe suffering solely on the lower classes are
waived aside with Old Regime appeals to "reason of state," only now couched in
the language of ''national secUrity'' and of the objective needs of ''the economy.''
Majoritarianism has been condemned as archaic, but this has not prevented the
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president from using archaism to prevent a majority from coalescing. Reagan
proved a past master at appealing to archaic virtues, turning them into prejudices
and then using the aroused emotions to sow animosity and mistrust among groups
who are the natural heirs to "archaic" political traditions of popular revolt and
egalitariansim. He has adroitly manipulated conservative religious groups,
advocates of prayer in public schools, antiabortion groups, anti-ERA movements,
and champions of censorship to discredit and weaken groups that might constitute
the basis for resistance to the harsh logic of modernization.
Modernization means the attempt to rationalize an entire society, make it
conform to a model designed to impose the most efficient use of available means for
the achievement of particular ends, such as reindustrialization, military security,
education for international competition, etc. Some groups are natural victims of
rationalization: skilled workers and unions; the unskilled youths of black or Hispanic backgrounds; women seeking entry into employment and on equal terms;
teachers whose vocation is increasingly viewed as anomalously "labor-intensive"; and young people of all descriptions who find themselves regarded as a
resource that must be exposed to intensive technical training so that America can
retain its scientific and technological edge. These are some of the groups that can be
neutralized politically by mobilizing archaic strata. Archaism thus becomes an
instrument to promote progress-and in the process swell the ranks of the archaic. Is
a black teenager from an urban ghetto any less archaic in the new world of high
technology than the Appalachian coal miner?

F

or two centuries first progress, then modernization, have stood for steady
growth, greater benefits more widely distributed, all classes contributing and
receiving more. Now, however, there are increasing signs that the expansive phase
of modernizazion is over. Change will next occur in a context of austerity rather
than abundance, of lowered rather than raised expectations. There are numerous
causes pointing in that direction: the pressure on scarce resources, the nature of
modern technology that allows premodern societies to leap decades and become
almost instantly competitive with modernized societies, and, not least, the rising
pressures from Third World countries who are not likely to permit a few nations to
enjoy extraordinary levels of consumption unto eternity while they contend with
worsening conditions of famine, poverty, and miserable living conditions. There is
a fair prospect that modernization will have led America and its allies into a state of
siege with the rest of the world. It is a prospect for which conservatives have a
natural appetite. To make America great again there will have to be sacrifice;
agencies of control and <surveillance will be needed; a premium will be placed on
those few who have the technical skills to keep America competitive; military valor
and patriotic submission will be the sum of civic virtues with no nonsense about
reverse discrimination, desegregation, and aid to the disadvantaged.
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An alternative politics is in bad faith if it pretends that by some substitutions in
the Trinitarian formula of power-workers for capitalists, our planners for their
bureaucrats, nonscience for their science-the society can be placed on course for.
the Good Society. The world created by modernization cannot be conjured away. A
start can be made on repairing it. But this counsel, too, is guilty of bad faith unless
there is a recognition of what is possibly the gravest harm wrought by modernization: it uses the idealism that has been handed down, reworked, and enhanced over
the centuries, but it cannot replenish the moral and political resources by which we
learn to make our way in the world and care for it. Not from capitalism based on
self-interest; not from science which cannot, qua science, tell us why we ought to
care for anything, not even science; and not bureaucracy which prides itself on
serving any formally legitimate master. We need to recur to examples of associations where human beings have found a basis for cooperating and nurturing power
without being tempted to surrender their active roles for some impersonal process
that promises relief from involvements and greater efficiency; where intelligence,
skill, and inventiveness have a dignified place but are not reified into omniscience
which demands power to match its hubris; and where taking care of people and
things, rather than using them up, is the basic stance toward the world.
The question is not where to look but what to remember, to recall, and to use as
a beginning.

Progress, Growth,
and Pessimism
in America
WILLIAM E. CONNOLLY

T

o be human is to live in the shadow of the future, to have one's thoughts,
moods, and actions touched by one's understanding of prospects and possibilities. To be a people, sharing or contesting a way of life, is to invest current
practices and standards with a sense of the collective future they foster.
The bearing of the future on the present is clear enough in the life of the
individual. Insurance payments serve as a hedge against future losses; a student's
academic program is informed by career prospects; anxiety is triggered by contemplation of one's unavoidable death. But the relation between perceptions of the
future prospects of an entire civilization and the shape of current social practices
may appear less immediate or powerful. Can one not, for instance, shield oneself
from collective hardships or disasters looming on the horizon? One can try at least.
And the collective impact of a series of such defensive strategies helps to determine
the tenor of life in the present.
Even in an individualist culture the current life of the self is intimately bound
up with its perception of the future fate of the collectivity, and the fate of the
collectivity is joined to participant perception of its probable future. Consider one
dimension of this relationship. To face the inevitability of one's death is to discern
that one's transactions in family, work, education, and politics touch others and the
future as much as they do oneself now. One leaves monuments to the living upon
one's death, bestowing the legacy of one's efforts as a parent, worker, teacher, and
citizen.
This connection between the life of the self and the fate of the collectivity,
mediated by our morality, enters silently into the performances of those who
appreciate the common future they are building. But when the future becomes
devalued or depreciated by the present-perhaps because its highest prospects now
ring hollow or because the future of current or past achievements appears dim-the
common life in the present changes too. When mortals doubt the value of the legacy
they can bestow upon the future the job performance, investment strategies, tax
payment practices, gender relations, child-rearing, and political orientations of the
living tend to deteriorate. The claims of immediacy and self assume priority over
those of the future and the common life. And when such a shift occurs the common
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life is modified profoundly even while its formal institutional structure may remain
intact.

A

merica has been built around the promise of extending freedom, justice,
and rights to the entire populace, where freedom is defined as independence
from external domination, especially at the hands of the state; rights are viewed as
trump cards to be played whenever public or private authorities fail to respect the
dignity of the person; and justice means the provision of equal opportunity to
achieve a good livelihood and to live a prosperous life. These ideals in tum are tied
first, to the idea of a constitutional democracy that renders the government accountable to its citizenry, and second, to a privately incorporated economy that realizes
these hopes progressively through the generation of economic growth and the
insulation of economic relations from undue state intrusion. The expectation of
economic growth is now so closely linked to the established understandings of
freedom, dignity, and justice that the threat of persistent economic stagnation poses
a threat to every other end of the civilization. If the future means progress then it
must also mean a steady rate of economic expansion. That is the assumption of the
American creed and the presupposition of its political economy.
But if growth has been the hinge upon which the American future turns, the
future now appears gloomy. Does anyone believe that we cah maintain during the
next fifty years anything like the growth rate secured during the last fifty?
Whichever way we turn it appears that obstacles to future growth will be overwhelming or that its realization will be at the expense of ends that have traditionally
justified it. A more rational policy of investment? Then (it is said) we must insulate
the political process from irrational public pressures, and we must curtail consumption to expand investment. A more productive work force? We must subject workers to new disciplines, preferably through a "new social contract," but by other
means if necessary. A shift from "sunset" to "sunrise" industries? We must press
workers in the frostbelt to pull up stakes again (many emigrated from the South just
a couple of generations ago), and move away from the family and community ties
that now give a degree of protection from the vicissitudes of the economy. Too
many people who are inessential to or disruptive of the growth process? They must
be neutralized. An increase in corruption and crime on the job? Increase the scope
and size of private security forces. Welfare costs that drain the economy? We must
militarize welfare by shifting the unruly elements out of the civilian sector and we
must improve the monitoring capacity of civilian agencies that deal with the
remaining clients.
At every turn barriers to growth become occasions to tighten social control, to
build new hedges around citizen rights, to insulate bureaucracies from popular
pressures while opening them to corporate influence, to rationalize work processes,
to impose austerity on vulnerable constituencies, to delay programs for environ~
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mental safety, to legitimize military adventures abroad. Growth, previously seen as
the means to realization of the good life, has become a system imperative to which
elements of the good life are sacrificed. We thus lose both if growth is realized and if
it is not. The very link between the American idea of progress and the imperative of
economic growth today fosters a profound and pervasive mood of pessimism in
American life.
This pessimism can be detected in many currents of American culture, in
reactions that simultaneously express disaffection from system imperatives, disrupt
efforts to meet those imperatives, and foster public and private strategies to bring
the disaffected back into line. The burgeoning underground economy manifests,
among other things, the view that the existing tax system is unfair and the current
shape of public expenditures is ill-designed to serve those stuck in the lower reaches
of the economy. The erosion of family life, the rising divorce rate, and gender
struggles contain the perception that traditional modes of sacrifice are unlikely to
generate a secure future for the next generation. The rise of the litigious personality
signifies a growing strain of belligerence in asserting the claims of self against those
of the common life. The rise of creationism and hedonism, functioning as cultural
adversaries, reflects a common anxiety about the future we are preparing and our
powerlessness to reshape it. The creationist attack on science contains a rebellion
against technological and bureaucratic modes of control within which many people
feel caught; it expresses a vague sense that the future will not be better even if
everybody does acquire computer literacy. Creationism is an attempt to locate
private sources of meaning and power in an era when the secular imperatives of
public life seem immune to democratic control. Hedonism expresses a retreat from
the common life to those private pleasures that seem more susceptible to self
control. The hedonists and the creationists, placing faith in pleasure and God
respectively, have lost faith in the future available to our civilization. They represent extreme manifestations of a glacial shift in our public life and private sensibilities.

W

hy are these symptoms, with the exception of elements in the antinuclear,
ecology, and feminist movements, not more overtly expressed in our
current political discourse? What does the strain of pessimism that pervades public
discourse reveal about it and our condition?
One theme cuts across the disparate positions formulated by those who seek to
comprehend and improve America during the last fifth of the twentieth century.
Commentators on the right, left, and center generally concur in giving primacy to
economic growth. With enthusiasm or reluctance, through affirmation or evasion,
they sanction a variety of actions that sacrifice some ingredients in the American
ideal of democracy to the current imperative of growth.
On the right George Gilder, eulogizing the creativity of capitalist growth, calls
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for a respiritualization of America to reinvigorate the economy. This economization
of spirituality rests upon the view that ''faith in man, faith in the future, faith in the
rising return of giving, faith in the mutual benefits of trade, faith in the providence
of God are all essential to successful capitalism.'' 1 Gilder discerns the inner relation
between the health of an order and its members' confidence in the future it prepares,
but the stridency of his recipe for respiritualization reveals how thoroughly it flies in
the face of our lived relation to the future. Such spiritual reinvigoration would today
have to be imposed; the Protestant ethic cannot rekindle itself, partly because the
future it once dreamed is too much at odds with the one we now discern.
Sensing this, Gilder offers a variety of proposals to induce changes in behavior
wherever his evangelical message fails to spawn spirituality. His text consists of a
series of state strategies to release corporations from state control while subjecting
the working poor, welfare recipients, workers in sunset industries, public employees, frostbelt communities, minorities, and women to a variety of new controls
and economic austerity.
Samuel Huntington, in his recent book, The Promise ofDisharmony, sponsors
a more subdued and secular version of the Gilder thesis. 2 The ''American Creed,''
as he thoughtfully formulates its character and history, celebrates constitutionalism, freedom, equality, and decentralization. But institutional imperatives, lodged in the very structure of modernity, require inequality, bureaucratization, economic growth, a centralized state, and a strong military presence in the
world. Recurrent periods of "creedal passion,'' periods when dissident forces
crystallize around the demand to bring institutions into line with ideals, are thus
dangerously ambiguous phenomena. They embody much that is admirable and
distinctive about America, but their success would undermine the institutional
conditions for expression of the creed; There is a dile~a here that we must learn to
live with.
There are admirable points in Huntington's elucidation of our condition, but
the frame in which it is enunciated guarantees which side must give way whenever
the latent dilemma becomes overt. The artificial separation of institutions and ideals
bestows reality and solidity on the former and dependence and plasticity on the
latter. One exists in the world; the other in our heads. So when institutional
demands and democratic ideals conflict sharply the latter must always adjust to the
former. The promise of disharmony is the promise of maintaining tension between
the two as long as it is clear which side receives hegemony. As Huntington puts it,
"an increasingly sophisticated economy and active involvement in world affairs
seems likely to create stronger needs for hierarchy, bureaucracy, centralization of
power, expertise, big government .... In some way or another, society will respond
to these needs while still attempting to realize the values of the American creed to
1

Wealth and Poverty (New York: Basic Books, 1980).

2

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981.
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which they are so contradictory." The distribution of emphasis places "needs" on
one side and ''values'' on the other; the institutions ''create'' needs; we ''attempt''
to preserve ideals.
Huntington, unlike Gilder, recognizes that the imperative of growth entails
new burdens and sacrifices to creedal values, and though he is ready to tolerate what
it takes to face up to this reality, he is rather pessimistic about the prospects for
doing so. The American creed, once standing in a relation of creative tension with
institutional demands, has now become more of an obstacle to their realization. The
sixties and seventies fostered the erosion of authority by exposing its misuses.
"The American political system, which is so superbly designed to prevent and to
rectify abuses of authority," Huntington says, "is very poorly equipped to reverse
the erosion of authority.'' The sixties left America with severe ''foreign and domestic challenges that required the exercise of power yet still unwilling to legitimize
power.'' Imperatives lodged in our institutions, and ideals lodged in our heads,
make Huntington pessimistic about the future while preparing him to endorse
whatever it takes to adjust to those imperatives.

T

hings become more complex when we turn to the drift of contemporary
liberalism. Here a bifurcation has emerged with one side devoting itself to
technical agendas to foster growth and discipline and the other retreating to the
abstract celebration of liberal ideals. The bifurcation ofliberals into technocrats and
beautiful souls reflects the inability of liberalism today to sponsor a coherent
doctrine that ties the ideals of freedom, justice, and rights to a specific institutional
context capable of securing them for the future.
Thus Lester Thurow, perhaps the leading candidate for chief economic adviser
in the next Democratic administration, calls for significant changes in our economic
and political institutions. 3 Each of these changes is designed to remove impediments to, or create incentives for, new growth spirals: "Current productivity
growth rates are deeply embedded in the structilre of our economy and major
changes would be necessary before we see major improvement.'' Thurow blames
the porous character of the political process for failure to adopt rational growth
policies. America's success in "the modem growth race" depends on its ability to
convert the political process into a system for managing the economy and distributing the costs of change rationally. Thurow's text consists mostly of technical
solutions to the problem of growth; and his treatment of education, gender, and
other social relations testifies how far the economization of politics has proceeded
in technocratic liberalism. But Thurow is nonetheless pessimistic about the political prospects for reform: and his pessimism has its source in an understanding of the
American creed that resembles that of Huntington. Our politics is unsusceptible to
3 The Zero-Sum Society (New York: Basic Books, 1980).
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economic rationality. This realization eventually authorizes a somber mood at odds
with the optimistic glow emanating from his technical recipes for growth.
Will we fail as a society to address the fundamental problem and let it
drag us down with it? Perhaps. In the record of history, we certainly
would not be the first society that failed to come to grips with its fundamental internal problems.
While technocrats shuffle liberal ideals into the background to concentrate on
growth scenarios another constellation of liberals gives primacy to the ideals by
detaching discussion of them from the institutional imperatives of the order. The
attraction of liberalism has been its promise to join liberal principles to practical
courses of action capable of gaining assent in the short term. But the beautiful souls
of contemporary liberalism recall their Hegelian ancestors by enunciating ideals in
detail, by holding public authority responsible for fulfilling them, and by refusing to
confront structural characteristics of the political. economy that threaten them. The
beautiful soul "lives in dread of besmirching the splendour of its inner being by
action ... in order to preserve the purity of its heart ... it flees from contact with the
actual world and persists in its self-willed impotence to give itself a substantial
existence or to translate its thought into being.'' 4
John Rawls's A Theory of Justice exemplifies this mode nicely. 5 The text
adumbrates a set of standards against which existing economic and political
arrangements are to be assessed, but it draws a veil of ignorance across the institutional arrangements to which the standards apply. The text is abstract not only in its
formulation of standards but in its characterization of the institutional world in
which those standards are to be realized. It opposes the utilitarianism of technocratic liberals but does not comprehend how the political economy it endorses generates the utilitarian mode. It retains a liberal guise by ignoring major institutional
reforms necessary to withstand the operative hegemony of utilitarianism. Its quest
for purity encourages it to float above the world it judges and hence its frustratingly
abstract and vague mode of presentation vitiates the power of its moral message. It
puts "judging ... above the deeds it discredits, wanting its words without deeds to
be taken for a superior kind of reality." 6 Rawls's abstract style is thus not an

4 G.W.F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1977), pp. 399-400. I choose these critical terms to characterize this stance partly because I feel
drawn to it despite its defects. There are circumstances, indeed, where it is the most rational and moral
stance to adopt. Where the world is thoroughly at odds with authentic principles such a stance can keep
the idea alive. But the beautiful soul protects the appearance of purity by cultivating innocence about
the historical course of the world. Its quest for purity overwhelms its ability to confront the actual way
of the world.

5 Cambridge: Harvard University Press, r 97 r.
6 Hegel,Phenomenology, p. 405.
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incidental flaw in an otherwise solid theory; it is today the necessary medium for the
purity he seeks to preserve.
A more recent and ambiguous instance is Michael Walzer's Spheres of Justice. 7 This text persuasively challenges the abstract universalism of Rawls; it sensitively draws out the complex standards of justice built into the American way of
life, showing why we demarcate different spheres of justice in the areas of welfare,
office holding, work assignment, leisure, and education. Because it is more specific
and persuasive than the Rawlsian position it opposes, it teaches us much about the
complex inner rationale of norms implicitly endorsed in our practices.
But at another level Walzer's text recapitulates the Rawlsian stance. Walzer
convinces us, for example, that ''adecent state ... will act to maintain the integrity
of its various institutional settings: to make sure that its prisons are places for
criminal internment and not for preventive detention or scientific experiment; that
its schools are not like prisons; that its asylums house (and care for) the mentally ill
and not the politically deviant." But these and other standards are stated as if the
moral will to protect them in the current setting suffices to guarantee their protection. Walzer's opposition to technocratic controls is sustained by putting distance
between his standards and practices repugnant to them, not by showing how the
latter are avoidable within the economic priorities he endorses.
Why is this tendency so strongly developed in liberalism today? Because, I
suggest, the tension between the imperatives of the contemporary welfare state and
the ideals of liberalism are becoming too intense to defend both in detail within the
confines of one text; There is something honorable in a stance that innocently
affirms these ideals in difficult circumstances. It keeps appreciation of the ideals
alive and sets limits of tolerance to technocratic intrusions. But there is a corollary
danger in this defensive strategy as well: it precludes creative reconsideration of the
future prospects generated by current practices and exploration of ways to reconstitute the practices so that those prospects look better.
Liberal technocrats shuffie liberal principles into a comer in pursuit of practicality and liberal idealists express their ideals beautifully by avoiding practicality.
When the two sides of bifurcated liberalism are considered together they can be
seen to be alternative evasions of the same condition: since the growth imperative of
the political economy of private productivity is increasingly at odds with liberal
principles that legitimize the end of growth, the soulful liberal retreats to the
abstract "ought" to evade complicity in harsh scenarios of growth while the
soulless liberal constructs growth scenarios that would stifle liberal ideals.

T

he contemporary' left tends to recapitulate a radical variant ofliberal bifurcation. Marxists, usually trained as economists, try to convince us that a
well-ordered socialist society will foster growth, community, and justice together.
7 New York: Basic Books, 1983.
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But defections from this version of radicalism are legion; many radicals have
shifted to an emphasis on localism and participatory modes spiced with a touch of
anarchism. This latter stance is exemplified in the work of Michel Foucault, whose
thought has now become part of the currency of the American left.
Foucault's theory of "disciplinary society" is illuminating because it examines microstructures of power lodged within existing forms of sexuality, delinquency, architectural design, insanity, and medicine in ways that challenge the
established understandings of radicals and liberals. Foucault treats contemporary
ideals of socialism, for instance, as idealistic intensifications of disciplinary society. Radical socialists must give up the rhetorical style of "inverted commas,"
whereby they protect the true ideal of socialism by differentiating it thoroughly
from every existing order that now calls itself socialist. The "only socialism which
deserves these scornful scare quotes is the one which leads the dreamy life of
ideality in our heads." 8
Foucault, by releasing us from the obligation to endorse any existing or ideal
order, unleashes critical impulses previously constrained by the obligation to
endorse one or another set of constraints in modernity. In distancing us from all
forms of established discipline we are better able to discern or experience forms of
subjugation built into the microstructures of social life; we are thereby encouraged
to treat every limit as an imposition. Foucault thus can commend tactics that move
below the level of the state. Eschewing electoral politics and national movements
aimed at changing state priorities, he calls for the proliferat_ion of "local, specific,
struggles" at those numerous junctures where bureaucratic power impinges upon
client populations. ''The role for theory today seems to me to be just this: not to
formulate the global systematic theory which holds everything in place, but to
analyze the specificity of mechanisms of power, to locate the connections and
extensions, to build little by little a strategic knowledge." These local, dispersed
tactics of resistance avoid drawing participants into the orbit of state control or into
the sticky web of counterideals.
Foucault symbolizes a variety of tendencies on the contemporary left. Even
though the theory illuminates some dark comers of modernity, 9 the general attraction to its strategic orientation is a symptom of retreat and despair on the left. We
have here the beautiful soul in radical disguise.

8 Michel fuucault,PowerandKnowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1981).
9 I have explored theoretical dimensions of fuucault's thought in three essays: ''The Mirror of
America,'' Raritan (forthcoming); ''Politics, Discipline and Ambiguity,'' Political Theory (forthcoming); and "The Politics of Discourse," epilogue to a new edition of The Terms of Political Discourse
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983).
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here is a dilemma of radical change that grips the modem state and helps to
explain both the bifurcation of contemporary liberalism and the magnetic
power of Foucauldian politics for the contemporary left. The parameters of this
dilemma were exposed dramatically during the May 1968 revolt in France and have
surfaced several times since, most recently and modestly during the Tylenol
episode of 1982 in the United States. Such events reveal a duality inscribed in
modem institutional life. First, authority and effective power are fragile; they are
vulnerable to periodic disruptions and disturbances because of the intricate institutional interdependencies that mark modernity. The smooth operation of the order
can be disrupted or stymied at certain moments by a determined, militant faction or
movement. As the Tylenol episode illustrated in microcosm, the entire distribution
network that moves essential goods and services from points of production to point
of consumption is highly vulnerable to disruption. The network of interdependencies creates multiple possibilities for disturbance and subversion; it is the existence
of such levers that gives the aura of credibility to R>ucauldian tactics.
But, second, each occasion of localized disruption tends eventually to
strengthen the mechanisms of order, surveillance, and intimidation at the previous
locus ofattack. Airline hijacking, cyanide poisoning of consumer products, attacks
on the military presence in university life, and the popular revolt in Poland constitute superb examples of this phenomenon. Why is this? Some analysts postulate a
craving for authority that haunts even those who engage in disruption. But it seems
to me that the very phenomenon that creates opportunities for disruption also
generates the reactive pressures for militant restoration. The web of interdependencies into which we are drawn makes it difficult or impossible for people to prove
self-sufficient when existing institutions are disrupted severely. The network of
interdependencies thereby spawns political support for normalization after a period
of disruption. The nostalgia for self-reliance in contemporary America is thus not
merely ID excuse by the right to ignore the needs of dependent constituencies; it
also involves a more pervasive yearning for a world in which it is possible to
express contempt for existing rules and institutions by retreating to an enclave of
self-subsistence. This yearning for independence finds expression in the individualism of the right and the enclave communalism of the left.
This combination of fragile power and self-regenerating power is built into the
institutional matrix of modem life, and when the combination itself is acknowledged, defects in regional strategies of resistance become transparent. It becomes
clear that localism and radical resistance cannot suffice in a world where the state is
intertwined in the details of life and the focal point of imperatives facing the
political economy as a whole. The duality also exposes the moment of truth in
conservative capitulatidn to those imperatives. The imperatives must either be
accepted or subjected to attack at the level of the state. They cannot be ignored or
defined out of existence.
Liberals and radicals today must seek to enhance the space for democratic
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politics through generation of state action that relaxes or tames the imperative of
economic growth. Such a strategy requires, first, a thorough reassessment of the
historical connections between the American idea of progress and the goal of
constant economic expansion and, second, the identification of those institutional
forces that simultaneously generate the growth imperative and political support for
it. 1°For when the present lives at the expense of the future it also lives at the expense
of the present.
10 I have not tried in this essay to locate strategic points at which the growth imperative could be
tamed in ways that are just or to identify constituencies that might be attracted to such a moment. This
essay is, then, an instance of the phenomenon it diagnoses. I have, though, offered preliminary ideas
about these two questions in two earlier democracy essays (July 1981 and July 1982), and it does
seem to me that the most important point now is to convince others that this is indeed the general
direction in which to proceed. In the previous essays it was suggested that appropriate reforms in the
structure of consumption could make the existing forms of consumption more inclusive and relieve
some of the political pressures for the primacy of growth. Harry Brooks, "The Technology of
z.ero-Growth," in The No-Growth Society, ed. Mancur Olson and Hans Landsberg (New York:
Norton, 1973), adopts a similar position. Without endorsing the terminology of "no-growth," the
understanding in the following statement seems generally right to me: "one of the main purposes of
zero-growth is to achieve a better balance among population, resources, and environmental stress.
However it seems fairly clear that the best way to attack problems of resources and environment is
directly through the allocation of investments and the manipulation of consumption patterns rather
than through any overall controls on growth." If one replaces, "the manipulation of consumption"
with the idea of a democratically based politics striving to reconstitute the forms of consumption
through revisions in the state supported infrastructure of consumption, the above statement offers a
promising avenue to pursue.

Development:
End of an Era?
FRAN<;OIS PARTANT

C

apitalism and socialism grew out of a single European root and they share
the same objective: the development of productive forces. Development is
supposed to procure ever-increasing material well-being for all through the growth
of the volume of production and the amelioration of the productivity of labor. But
the capitalist accumulation presumed by this type of development has always been
carried out to the detriment of the greatest number, upon whom intolerable living
and working conditions are imposed. Thus the purportedly "collective" objective
is a sham, and even in those rare countries where the standard ofliving is improving
from a quantitative standpoint, it is deteriorating qualitatively many respects. And
so is the physical environment.
All the political schemes implemented by the nation-states since the Industrial
Revolution have aimed at ''development,'' a goal that inevitably conditioned their
social organization and their relations with other societies. Thus national ambition
became the projection, on a world scale, of the ambition of the individual bourgeois
in liberal society. While socialism condemns ambition on the individual level and
tries, at least, to limit its effects upon social organization, it encourages it as a
"national" phenomenon. Clearly, however, through their economic activities,
nations have become as interdependent as social classes within a single country, and
social and international justice can no longer be dissociated.
Our political schemas are inadequate vis-a-vis the actual sociopolitical organi"
zation of the world. It can be objected that if they are based upon principles more
generous than the societies to which they apply, they run the risk of becoming mere
utopias. But current conceptions are already utopian, for they are based on the
implicit postulate that economic and technical ''development'' since the Industrial
Revolution is not only irreversible, but permanent. This is an illusion that recent
history is dispelling.

T

he notion of development, as it is understood today, is highly debatable. It is
also historically false. All societies are "developed," even those that seem
the most primitive to us, for all are a product of an evolution of the species. This
evolution has not always followed the same axis or taken place at the same speed,
and the social, political, economic, technical, and cultural results have been divergent. But since, however disparate, all are products of "development," the word
has to be understood in other than comparative terms.
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Development is only the progressive realization of a double potential: on the
one hand, the potential of a human collectivity and its constituent members, and on
the other, the potential of the environment in which it is situated, with the limited
Il(sources it must utilize-and preserve. Even as a child develops by becoming an
adult, not by donning adult clothing, a society can only develop from its already
existent bases, putting to use what it finds around it, including whatever it can
receive or learn from other societies and integrate into its own culture.
For millenia, human societies have managed to live and develop in diverse
milieux, creating diverse civilizations. Their levels of material prosperity were also
very different. But at least they enjoyed the economic autonomy that every society
concerned with its own preservation ought to demand as its right; and which all lack
today: they controlled the elements of their own social reproduction, and consequently met the conditions for real development.
With the colonial era, the conditions for the evolution of all societies changed.
Sure of their military and political domination over the rest of the world, a few
European nations harnessed the physical potential of the regions they dominated to
the service of economic and technical development. Thus the Industrial Revolution
became possible. The urbanization that followed in its wake necessitated the production of a food and commodity surplus. At that time, agricultural yields
augmented slowly (the rate of increase grew rapidly through industry inputs, but in
conditions whose risks and drawback& can now be appreciated), and the European
powers extracted this surplus from their colonies. The Americans obtained it after
independence through the conquest of the West at the expense of the American
Indians. For those countries in which it occurred, the Industrial Revolution conferred a monopoly over many productive activities, and. the rest of the world
became at once a source of raw materials, sphere of action, and markets. World
productive capacities concentrated in these countries, and the great North-South
imbalance set in.
"Underdevelopment" resulted from the function assigned to the populations
of the dominated regions. With their labor scarcely remunerated, they were supposed to furnish the dominant nations with raw materials and certain agricultural
products. In exchange, they received finished goods and services, starting with
those necessary to the production and exportation of the materials they were supposed to deliver. This function, making the industrial and underdeveloped
economies complementary, is still filled by the Third World in the existing world
economic framework.
Thus "development" ceased to be an endogenous process specific to each
society, and became a process of techno-economic growth limited to a few conquering nations. As such, it could no longer be a dimension of human evolution. This
mode of development was limited geographically and socially to those nations, and
contrary to prevailing opinion, the disequilibrium they have created in the world is
irreducible: it cannot be rectified by action from above.
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Who, after all, really believes in an ideal of world development strictly defined
in terms of the most industrialized countries? Clearly five billion individuals will
never each produce and consume as much as the average American, whose consumption of energy is already a thousand times greater than that of the average
inhabitant of Rwanda! Not only inconceivable from an economic point of view, the
generalization of such ''development'' would entail the rapid destruction of the
biosphere, the frail pellicle upon which life on earth depends and whose future is
already jeopardized by the ravages of the industrial system.
''Development'' is no longer even what it is alleged to be: a chosen objective,
a goal that nations choose to strive for via the capitalist or socialist road. It is only a
temporary, provisional stage in a techno-economic evolution that is utterly out of
control, provoked as it is by a competitive dynamic-between rival companies and
also between hostile states-that is by its very nature uncontrollable. The reformist
hope-often expressed by politicians-that the world economic system be rendered
more just, less unfavorable to the peoples of the Third World, more respectful of
ecology, is therefore perfectly vain. Who would accept the risk of redressing the
imbalance, with the danger offinding himself on the other end? At the same time, it is
clear that the growth of commercial production, hence consumption, in the "most
developed" countries is rendered ineluctable by their organization. Whatever the
consequences on the ecological or world scale, they are obliged to promote it.

T
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he North-South disequilibrium has a long history, especially in the
Americas. Yet it was only after the last war, with the collapse of the European colonial empires, that it posed a problem to the international community. The
richest colonies became poverty-stricken, independent countries, sometimes completely unviable. Suddenly economic and political officials discovered the unequal
wealth of nations, however unmoved they generally remained vis-a-vis the shock:ingly unbalanced distributions of wealth within their own societies. This incoherence can be explained. Internally, social injustice is consecrated by institutions that
compel social classes with contradictory interests to cooperate in view of a
"national" production goal. Between countries with contradictory interests, however, there exists no real legal organization of cooperation. To prevent the breakdown of the economic relationship instituted by the colonizer, the new states had to
be convinced that there was no causal link between their own poverty and the
wealth of others. They too could get rich. Since the technical means to their
development could only come from already-institutionalized nations, exchange
ought to continue as before. The rich even committed themselves to aid the poor by
selling them technical means on credit.
Even now, the industrialized countries continue to justify the position they
occupy in the world and the advantages they reap from it by presenting themselves
as simply "ahead" on a road of development open to all. Their wealth and military
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power depend precisely on the fact that all the other countries, seeking to follow the
same route, are increasingly integrated within the same world economic system.
Third World elites, if not peoples, have been persuaded to cooperate within this
system. Needless to say, the industrialized countries believe in it so thoroughly that
they identify their techno-economic evolution with that of the entire human race.
It was under the banner of bringing "civilization" to the savage peoples that
the Europeans invaded the rest of the world. All societies were summoned to fall
into the same evolutionary line and raise themselves up to the level of civilization
incarnated by Europe. The colonizers themselves were not fooled by their own
ideology of legitimation, to judge by the methods with which they carried out their
civilizing mission-genocide, slavery, etc. But by relegating the conquered peoples
to the ranks of the historically backward, they gave themselves a title to superiority
that they have never relinquished.
Western man, believing himself the final end of creation, conceives his destiny
as the domination of the universe, of which man "becomes master through his
reason" (Descartes). Scientific knowledge is the intellectual appropriation of the
cosmos, the preliminary to concrete action. Scientific progress engenders technical
progress, permitting man to transform his physical milieu for specific objectives.
As the agent of such transformation, technical progress has become the universal
measuring stick for the evolution of societies, proving the supposedly incontestable
historical advance of the industrial nations. Even better, these nations, which
absorb virtually all of the world's available resources and drain capital on a world
scale, alone are capable of assuming the ever-increasing costs of' 'progress.'' They
thus remain the lone incarnation of humanity on the march toward the Occident's
imaginary ideal.
Associated with a Promethean definition of progress, this ethnocentric conception of history (which Marx labelled scientific) constitutes a dangerous falsification
of world reality. The European colonizers only partially believed in their civilizing
mission, but we firmly believe in our mission to aid. "Aid" is the simple continuation of colonization, and is effected for the profit of capital-even when undertaken
by states. It greatly contributed to the economic growth of recent decades, which
drew underdeveloped countries in its wake as providers of raw materials.· So-called
"policies of development," however, could only lead to generalized bankruptcy.
Let us recall that when the United States championed decolonization, it was
not so much for the moral pretexts it invoked but because of the difficulties American business encountered in its efforts to break into the private hunting grounds of
the colonial powers. The first result of decolonization was the opening of those
regions that became the Third World to capital of every origin and businesses of
every nationality, free from the political control ofa dominant power. This was the
point of departure for the creation of a single world economy, equally favored by the
liberalization of exchange between industrialized nations.
The consequences of this have been enormous. Political power and economic
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power are no longer wielded on the same scale. The first, still "national" despite
the opening of each national economy to international competition, inevitably has
to submit to the logic of the second. The state has become a subordinate power. The
sole object of its policies is national adaptation to the techno-economic evolution
that is occurring on a world scale, itself obviously reinforced by the "adaptation"
of particular states.
The capitalist world has thus become a near-perfect laboratory for European
liberals and their American counterparts, the neoconservatives-both opponents of
state intervention in the economy. "The crisis," however, is above all a refutation
of these liberal theories. It has proved that business strictly obeys no interests but its
own when political powers and social forces fail to restrain it, opposing the general
interests of nations and even of capitalism as a system. But was not this already
clear earlier? After all, the high level of postwar growth, characterized by mass
production for mass consumption ("Fordism"), was largely due to wage increases
that individual companies would have refused (with the general result of reducing
demand) but that organized workers, sometimes with state support, wrested from
them.
Under the aegis of aid to development, the capitalist system has deported
productive activities hitherto concentrated in industrialized nations to the Third
World. Yet the North-South disequilibrium has not been corrected, for the profits
reaped from the industrializing of the Third World have been used to finance
innovation in the North and the take-off of new commercial activities. A new type
of disequilibrium has, furthermore, been created: everywhere, within each country,
the workforce is underemployed. Its size is now disproportionate to the productivity permitted by the productive apparatus, and the arbitrary character of income
distribution is more obvious than ever.
The actual character of the ''complementary'' relationship between underdeveloped and industrialized economies is also determined by the monetary
hegemony of the "developed" nations. The colonial empires were not only political entities, but also monetary zones. The states that issued from them now possess
national currencies that have no value as means of payment in the international
arena. This fact radically modifies the conditions and possibilities of exchange. The
Third World quickly revealed itself unable to pay for the means of production sold
by the industrialized countries (except, of course, when the production was
destined for them). Its indebtedness reached disturbing levels well before the hike
in oil prices sent it skyrocketing beyond the 600 billion dollar mark. As a result, the
entire western banking system is in a situation of virtual bankruptcy, aggravated by
the indebtedness of certain socialist countries.
These credits will never be reimbursed. The Third World is incapable of
exporting sufficient goods and services, and the deveioped world, in any case,
would not accept them: the cost, for the industrialized countries, of massive importations from the Third World wollld be the weakening of its own productive
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apparatus. This indebtedness will only increase, both for political reasons (support
for existing regimes or at least of the power structure the state represents as the
principal buttress of the system of exchange) and to avoid deep recession and a
brutal rise in unemployment. We are faced with a vicious circle.

T
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he current world situation cannot be compared with any other in the past,
1929 for example. For ifthe "cleaning up" of the economy is occasionally
obtained through the bankruptcies of certain businesses, an entire country cannot
go into liquidation nor can the entire Third World be declared insolvent. An international financial crash is in the offing, whose consequences threaten to be much more
catastrophic than in 1929, for economies are more integrated, workers more
interdependent, and individuals more socialized than ever.
The technological transfers that Third World leaders incessantly demand in
international organizations have not ameliorated the societies concerned. They
have only benefitted those who possess (in capitalist countries) or control (in
socialist countries) the means of production: land, factories, transportation, etc.
The growth of endemic hunger, unemployment, and a landless peasantry is particularly alarming in the most actively "modernizing" countries. Associated with a
system of government that leaves economic decision making in the hands of the
minority, the new mode of production improves the living conditions of that minority without preserving society as a whole. The same may be said, of course, for the
industrial countries themselves. Everywhere, farmers maintain their income only
by increasing their cultivated surfaces and yields, with a corresponding increase in
the numbers of the landless. Unemployment is increasing and poverty progressing.
At the same time, the needs of the employed-still the overwhelming majority-are
met by increasingly sophisticated, elaborate goods and services. The social fabric is
coming apart.
Mounting social difficulties are jeopardizing the functioning of the capitalist
system. According to its own criteria, productive activities-are supposed to generate the enlarged reproduction of working capital (its amortization plus a profit),
reproduction of the labor force (workers' salaries), and payment of the taxes that
permit the state to support the fraction of the population not integrated within the
productive apparatus. The reconstitution of the physical environment, without
which the pursuit of such activities would be impossible, is not, however, taken into
account. This is partially to be explained by habits acquired during the era of
colonial expansion, when industrializing nations behaved like pillaging hordes,
exhausting the resources of one territory before moving on to the next. For the
industrialized countries, this abuse of the environment poses no real immediate
problems: raw materials belong, for the present, to those who can buy them. For the
Third World producing countries, it is another matter. Their economic and social
structure will not survive the exhaustion of their capital or resources. The capitalist
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system is condemned by the constant growth in production and concomitant
destruction of the environment dictated by its own competitive dynamic. And there
is nothing reassuring about the fact that this is a long-term tendency.
No insolvable social problems presented themselves as long as production
norms remained national. The distribution of produced values only depended upon
internal forces. The creation of a world economic sphere, entailing the homogenization of production norms, has modified the conditions of distribution. The state
has to avoid compromising business competitiveness through fiscal pressure. Its
resources, consequently, no longer suffice for income redistribution, and it is
obliged to go into debt (as in most of the industrialized nations), or abandon the ·
victims of techno-economic evolution to their fate (as in the Third World).
With the spreading of unemployment and poverty, the solvent market-to
which most of the Third World no longer belongs-is growing smaller and smaller.
Competition, consequently, is growing sharper. To reduce production costs, business is turning to technical innovations that eliminate living labor-and consequently the available market outlets. More and more capitalistic, presuming the
continuous growth of the solvent market, the mode of production is creating the
conditions for its own asphyxiation. Once again, the long-term character of the
tendency is far from reassuring.
No nation today enjoys economic autonomy, least of all the industrial nations,
whose social reproduction depends upon countless external factors. Thus the more
developed their production apparatus, the more they are condemned to pursue
imperialist policies abroad. The United States, for example, is obliged to maintain a
presence throughout the world, ready to fight ''two and a half wars'' to preserve
what Reagan calls the nation's "vital interests."
This interdependence conflicts, for national interests are competitive, contradictory, and sometimes frankly antagonistic. But it is the product of the integration of national economies, which itself conditions the implementation of most
technologic,al advances. The idea that a society could ever regain its autonomy has
become absurd: it would deprive itself of all the actvantages of what Jacques Ellul
calls the "technical system."
And yet for many years now, this system has been challenged by increasingly
radical criticism. Little by little, the industrial countries have ceased to be the
unique, necessary model. Cultural specificity is often the rallying-point for nonWestern peoples (yesterday in Iran, today in New Caledonia, where the indigenous
population is refusing the sort of development sought by the exogenous fraction).
But rejection is also taking place within the very citadels of industrial capitalism.
Everywhere in the West, experiments in associative democracy and economic
autonomy are taking place. Perhaps they represent the beginning of a more general
movement, whose historic importance will depend upon its consciousness of itself
and its role.
Today they are only experiments: still too few, too dispersed, too uncoordinated to be anything but part of the system itself. In any case, economic autonomy
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is impossible for them. At the same time, their social base is that which real
autonomy would require. For autonomy is only conceivable in a totally democratic
framework, in which individuals-both as producers and as consumers-agree to
produce and exchange on an extra-market basis, even if it entails a lowering in the
collective standard of living. And such agreement can be reached only if the
individual members have themselves chosen the objectives and means of production: in other words, if they together wield economic power.
These ''alternative experiments'' are consistently characterized by a desire for
genuine democracy. Furthermore, they invert the usual order of importance and
give priority to interpersonal and social relations over economic efficiency. Rejecting power relationships, they try to create conditions of production and exchange
that avoid clashes of interest, the latter being at the root of most institutionalized
domination. Inimical to them is the individual and collective behavior fostered by
the system and its competitive dynamic-ever increasing production, preeminence,
conspicuous consumption, etc. In brief, they postulate a new value system, the
necessary first premise for the realization of a new technical and economic system.
For the moment, these experiments scarcely dare look so far ahead. Often of
Illichian inspiration, they hold to the definition of autonomy proposed by Andre
Gorz (Adieux au proletariat): an individual autonomy permitting each individual to
produce part of what he consumes even as he benefits from the advantages of
production destined for mass consumption. Individuals become marginal without
forming an autonomous society, largely profiting from social wealth, but from the
sidelines of the productive system. But it is possible that the aggravation of socioeconomic difficulties will oblige them, if they want to preserve their individual
autonomy, to associate for economic autonomy on a collectiye scale.
Generally initiated by individuals who have deliberately excluded themselves
from the system, these experiments in autonomy would necessarily acquire a
different dimension if those excluded by the system followed their example: the
unemployed, and farmers ruined by the evolution of relative prices. In France and
Germany the state, initially antagonistic, has let certain of these alternative experiments develop (they help reduce certain social tensions and unemployment
figures). It will, perhaps, end up encouraging them, for once it finally gives up its
attempts to "resolve" the unemployment problem, it will probably see them as its
last chance. Sooner or later, the state will have to accept the splitting apart of the
nation and a new division of national territory. It is hard to imagine the
industrialized nations behaving like the Latin American dictatorships in their
intransigent opposition to the parcelling out of large properties, as if division could
permit the creation of autonomous socio-economic entities alongside the so-called
"modem" economy. Labor, within these entities, would probably be unprofitable,
but at least it would guarantee the subsistence of a multitude of landless peasants
and the unassisted unemployed who are currently dying of hunger. This multitude,
given the creation of a world economy, can no longer be contained within the
boundaries of the Third World. The state will have to admit the obvious: the fraction
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of the population shunted aside by the techno-economic evolution is now spread out
among all the nations of the world. Everywhere the number is rising. They will
have to be allowed to organize.
This splitting apart of the nation is no mere hypothesis. It has already occurred
in most of the industrialized countries (even in the East, for example in Hungary),
with Italy in the vanguard. Liberal economists have baptized this phenomenon the
"dual economy." Part of society is integrated within the world production
apparatus, while another gets along through subcontracting and other sorts of
precarious labor. In the present state of affairs, each needs the other. But what must
be envisioned is their rupture. Within each country, two societies coexist. The first
one is perfectly conditioned-not only intellectually or ideologically, but materially:
it cannot reevaluate its organization, objectives, mode of production, etc. The
second, however, ought to be able to do so. It can fashion the elements of a new
socio-economic system. But for that, it must begin with a political project.
Let us imagine that the alternative experiments indeed rallied around such a
project. The result could well be a society (or societies scattered throughout the
international sphere both North and South) that is neither national nor regional,
even if its economic choices are a function of its cultural originality and environmental specificity. Its constituent members, as in the present day "alternatives,"
would doubtless remain preoccupied with their immediate goals. But their very
adaptation, through dire necessity, of their productive apparatus to their specific
environment, would help create a context favorable to change in the Third World.
This is probably the fundamental political meaning of the "alternatives." But their
originality also inheres in the radical changes they presume in relationships to
others, others not only within their own society, but everywhere analogous societies
exist.
Two autonomous socio-economic entities could fuse within a single
framework if their organizational structures were identical and their objectives
sufficiently compatible within a common project. But even without fusing and
losing the mastery of their social reproduction, they could ameliorate their conditions of existence through exchang&-an the condition that the goods in question
possess identical utility, making the cessation of exchange equally prejudicial to
both parties. Instead of development of some at the expense of others, socioeconomic entities would cooperate, working together for their mutual reproduction.
The adaptation of the apparatus of production to each society's particular
environment (the indispensable preliminary to the social and economic reequilibration of the world) presupposes the end of exchange such as it is practiced today. The
goal is not to end the relationships between different peoples, but to transform them
into ties of veritable solidarity. Economic autonomy is not an end in itself. It is only
the way-probably the only one-working toward a world with fewer catastrophic
clashes of interest and a little less injustice:.from the bottom up.

T

Partant I EDCI of an Era?

41

he perspectives for the future are dark: nuclear war, genocide in the name of
the "vital interests" of a few nations, international financial collapse, and,
in the meantime, gradual impoverishment through the drainage of funds toward an
insolvent Third World, accompanied by the progression of unemployment and
poverty on a world scale. The "crisis" engulfing the capitalist world as a whole
(conjunctural variations in individual countries-for example the supposed' 'recovery" in the United States-are illusory), including the socialist camp, is not so
much a crisis, provisional by definition, but a process of economic disintegration
and social decomposition affecting all countries, industrialized or not. This process, reinstating, in a sense, an equilibrium among the nations of the world from the
bottom up, ought to lead to the complete dismantling of the stupendously elitist
techno-economic structure of the world, topped by the industrial nations. It should
also sound the death knell for the planetary hegemony exercised by these nations
through their economic and technical power, power that has consolidated the political, military, and cultural domination they have long wielded over the rest of the
world.
This outlook is distressing only for those who still profit from the hegemony of
the industrial nations-a small fraction of the world population. For the rest of
the world, the pursuit of policies of ''development'' in the present socio-political
framework would be infinitely more disastrous. Nonetheless, the threat of generalized social chaos does exist, especially if a financial crash accelerates the
process of economic disintegration. Yet this possibility is not being faced to any
significant extent, and principles of social management remain the same. No new
economic projects demanding across-the-board sacrifices are emerging to counter
those that the industrialized nations have, de facto, fixed for. all humanity. On the
contrary, the political and economic powers-that-be loudly proclaim their confidence in the future in order to keep the confidence of the governed, and seek recipes
for "ending the crisis." It is possible that they will resort to protectionist measures
that will, inevitably, accelerate the coming apart of the world economy and exacerbate the tensions within the capitalist world. But in any case; the minority character
of the threatened interests, combined with the growth of social difficulties, makes
increasing political repressiveness a certainty. Liberal democracy's days are numbered-which is, perhaps, only historical justice, after all the bloody dictatorships it
has forced upon the Third World.
On the national and international scale, present political, social, and economic
structures work against our imagination and preparation of another future. Only the
outsiders and the outcasts are in a position to do so. But there is also an ideological
reason for our powerlessness. Immersed in a world constantly transformed by
technology, we cannot imagine the modification of our conditions of existence by
an economic or technological ''regression'' as anything other than a step backward
"for all humanity." We have attributed universal significance to the ambitions and
hopes of occidental societies, exalted as the final goal of hllinan evolution. We
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believe that history has an ultimate meaning: that which western man has given it
for a short period (approximately 500 years). Like all periods of domination, this
one too will end;
With its two variants, capitalism and socialism, the system engendered by the
West has extremely fragile ideological foundations. These are increasingly contested, even in the industrialized countries, for what was once the strength of the
system now condemns it. The division of society into classes and the world into
unequal nation-states favored the· capitalist accumulation necessary for technoeconomic evolution. Today, this same social and world organization precludes the
distribution of purchasing power that could prevent economic asphyxiation.
The status quo imposed by the "advanced" nations is a primitive one. The
value system that gave birth to it too is primitive, as is the individual and collective
behavior it encourages: competitive, aggressive, egoistic, and egocentric. There is
nothing advanced about the useless, terrifying tensions and conflicts it renders
inevitable. Humanity is maintained on the level of the animal world: the law of the
jungle governs relationships between species without the saving intervention of
conscience, morality, or imagination. Change will only occur with the collapse of
the social and international system. To the extent that the crisis could precipitate
collapse, it should be seen as a welcome chance: history, perhaps, will some day
have an acceptable meaning.
The evolution of humanity, and a fortiori that of a particular society, cannot be
measured by the yardstick of scientific and technical "progress." The progress of
the industrialized countries today, often very remarkable, can scarcely be compared
to the achievements of earlier societies in different socio-economic contexts.
''Mankind'' is not, as is so often claimed, the beneficiary: the poverty created in the
Third World by the transfer of capital is sufficient proof to the contrary. The only
beneficiaries are those who provide the financing: capital, especially multinational,
whose productive capacities are thereby increased, and the state, whose destructive
potential is similarly augmented.
The only real progress is political. What is s]>ecifically human is the aptitude
for self-government, whether individual or collective, harnessing knowledge and
technique to the service of living together. The present crisis should help undermine
our belief in progress and clear the way to consciousness of world realities. But the
traditional framework of political thought and action are no longer sufficient. We no
longer live in microsocieties, be they great nations. Capital has created ties of
interdependence on a planetary scale and it is on this level that political projects
must now be conceived, with the aim of transforming conflict into ties of real
solidarity. If humanity, all or a part, ever escapes from the mortal dangers it is
creating for itself, perhaps a new civilization will bring forth such a project-after
the civilization born in Europe a few centuries ago has finally disappeared.
Translated by Barbara Bloom.
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The Pastoral Idyll
of democracy
GEORGE SHULMAN

d

emocracy addresses the problems of left politics after the New Left and in
the face of the New Right. The journal presents itself as a forum in which
democrats and radicals can develop a viable radicalism. While publishing a variety
of viewpoints, at the same time democracy emphasizes a particular current on the
left: that modernization (and modernism), by uprooting people, produces
depoliticization and conformity rather than political struggle and personal
autonomy. The claim is that political resistance to capitalist modernization only
occurs because people hold onto and fight to retain traditional values and local
institutions.
Consequently, the strongest voice in democracy's forum supports what might
be called a populist republicanism by defending community against centralized
power, artisanship against factories, households against experts, traditional ethnic
and religious ties against cosmopolitanism, and rural closeness to nature against
urban artificiality. According to this argument, locating the traditional, communitarian, and local grounds of popular politics and culture promotes "political renewal
and radical change" by speaking to those who resist corporate capitalism, state
bureaucracy, and consumer culture.
Thus, there are good reasons for the journal's inclination to locate freedom in
roots, democracy in the directness of local politics, virtue in the authority of shared
values, meaning in the past, and the future in what must be resurrected. As what
was once considered irretrievable allegedly becomes viable, radicalism becomes a
matter more of recovery than of creation.
This increasingly popular argument for a viable democratic radicalism shifts
democracy's focus toward the past and traditional values-simpler community and
localism. This pastoral inclination, however, actually subverts the journal's commitment to democracy, and fails the constituencies for which the journal claims to
speak.
The pastoral idea originally derived from the pasture and the feeding, fullness,
and peace evoked by the image of the shepherd and his flock. The pastoral vision of
the good life always moves us in two directions: from "the city" toward "nature,"
and from the present toward the past. This pastoral shift situates us between raw
nature and civilization, between the distant past and the painful present. It places us
in a middle landscape and in.the not-too-distant past, in an undivided and organic
community subsisting harmoniously with nature.
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At the simplest level, the pastoral arises from and speaks to certain persistent
tensions that are universal and constitutive: between custom and education; between love and place and desire for new experience; between youth and adulthood;
between the familiar and the strange. These tensions are about change. Through
often rigid contrasts of country and city or garden and machine, pastoral thought
expresses our longing for and memory of rootedness and security, and thus reflects
our difficulty with change and our sense of loss.
America existed first as th~ pastoral idea of the European mind, and early
conquest and colonization occurred in the name of fulfilling that idea's promise.
(This meant that American pastoralism, unlike the European literary mode,
involved the ugly realities of capital accumulation and Indian dispossession, as well
as the explicit politics of founding self-governing communities.) Since its inception, America has been conceived as a pastoral project and therefore the primal
pastoral contrasts have been the essential form in which Americans have articulated
their experience of modernization and politics. The ideal of a static and selfsufficient, undivided and self-governing community has been the American Eden,
and thus a way to represent and protest-through the image of the machine or the
city-a Fall, an experience of unwelcome change.
In the way it defends nature, community, and citizen virtue against the state
and technology, corporate capitalism, and the metropolis, democracy continues
and updates the basic pastoral contrast. Rather than explicitly speak of country and
garden, the journal's jeremiad works from the twin premises of democracy and
community to protest past choices and represent the possibility of recovering those
values and institutions that would regenerate us.
The pastoral strain in democracy uses ''community'' to affirm the experience
of actively sharing and shaping a life, as contrasted to our sense of helplessness in
the face of alien, external, and abstract social processes. By keeping alive the rigor
of its contrasts, the pastoral voice in democracy speaks to our bad conscience about
modernization in order to sustain the hope ·and shape the direction of political
action.
In American history, however, the pastoral idealization of nature, community,
and citizen virtue was in reality an essential part of the expansion of capitalism and
state power. As the writings of "Young America" nationalists and post-Civil War
orators illustrate, nineteenth-century territorial expansion and domination of nature
were conducted in the name of fulfilling the pastoral romance. The imagery of the
garden promoted the domination of the machine. At the turn of the century,
machine modernizers such as Woodrow Wilson and Edward Bellamy appropriated
the pastoral longing for harmony and certainty to justify the machine world as a
garden. And now, the -pastoral ideal is used within the machine universe to sell
commodity-stuffed suburban gardens to Americans retreating from social complexity and urban disorder.
The major objection to pastoralism, however, is not (only or primarily) its
pernicious uses by our enemies, but rather how it shapes our friends' struggle for
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democracy. The more troubling and less obvious problem with any use of the
pastoral ideal emerges when we regard it as what Raymond Williams calls a
"structure offeeling" that shapes perception and action. In this sense, pastoralism
always carries us away from complexity, dislocation, doubt, and change, toward
simplicity, innocence, solidity, certainty. It moves us from the disorder associated
with what are seen as troubling, disruptive, or dangerous (social) realities, to an
order associated with happiness and harmony. Orphaned by unwelcome change and
then adopted by anxiety, the pastoral impulse seeks to recover the lost inheritance of
a true home. Thus is the pastoral ideal, which exists as a ''true world,'' designed to
judge and devalue the real one, created .
Appealing to memory-or maybe forever-cheated desire-pastoralism ther~
fore proposes a garden protected from the disorders of nature and history. Along
one border of the ideal realm looms the disorderly reality of raw nature, which
includes the chaos of human (sexual) desire. Along the garden's other border lies
the dangerous reality of "the city," which includes the pride and suffering of
humans as historical creatures who, amidst uncertainty and conflict, must create
and maintain the conventions through which they live.
The pastoral impulse resists modernization by expressing the ways we value
and would conserve what is not made by us, and thereby reflects our sense of
deformation and pressure. But the price is denying our own impulses to change and
grow, to negate and /;:reate. By projecting what they abhor
themselves onto
symbols and external institutions, pastoral democrats throughout our history have
mobilized popular politics, but only by mystifying conflicts within the self and
community that would be better faced on their own terms. The pastoral impulse
would uproot from life whatever uproots us, as if none of that were internal to us.

m

P

astoralism, as briefly introduced here, characterizes the two traditions that
underlie the strongest voice in democracy's forum. The first is patrician
resentment of modernity, which begins with Edmund Burke and continues through
the Frankfurt School. The second is American populism and republicanism. We
shall arrive at the second, which is the most obvious in democracy, by way of the
first.
Like Edmund Burke, democracy promotes conservation of the concretely
given againstthe radical solvent of Enlightenment abstraction. Like Henry Adams,
democracy defends the authority of values against the relativizing chaos· unleashed
by the dynamo of technology. Like Georg Lukacs, democracy defends the coherence of the self and the integrity of artistic form against the fragmentation entailed
in the division of labor. Despite the many differences between mandarins of the left
and right, democracy shares with them all the assumption of an intimate connection
between the Enlightenment, industrialization, and the creation of a bureaucratically
adl!linistered, culturally homogeneous mass society.
What is the connection between this tradition of patrician protest and pas-
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toralism? These arguments against modernity entail an underlying resentment: like
all pastoralists, the patricians read the present only as loss. They presume that a
moment of goodness and wholeness has been shattered by history, and thus they
read history in Manichean (or melodramatic) terms, as a Fall. In particular, patricians lament the loss of community and meaningful authority, the reality of which
allegedly produced strong individuals and political liberty. Consequently, what
others call liberation appears in patrician arguments only as deracination and emasculation. Patricians may disagree about whether we are cogs in a machine or the
flies of a summer, but few would agree with the Enlightenment that ascriptive
society is enslaving. Fewer still would look with favor on the desires for authenticity and equality that have followed industrialization and sparked the major social
movements of our time.
Patricians therefore lack an acceptable historical protagonist to carry their
values into the future, and search instead for a pastoral retreat by which to express
despair or criticism, and locate consolation. Burke's country traditions of the
hereditary class system, Adams's medieval community oflove, Weber's autonomous medieval city, or Lukacs's aesthetic ideals all express a pastoral impulse,
however much undercut by the corrosive irony of their self-consciousness. The
pastoral quality of these responses to modernity is highlighted by simply evoking
the spirits of Brecht and Joyce, Gramsci and Luxembourg. The longing and the
irony produce patrician despair: they had rejected all that is modern without the
possibility of retrieving the virtues of a past irrevocably lost. They are perhaps our
best critics of industrialization, mass culture, and bureaucratized society, but where
and with whom do they leave us?
The pastoral strand in democracy presumes the patrician critique but also tries
to follow Tocqueville in particular, who believed he had found a way out of the
nihilism and elitism of patrician despair. Like many aristocrats, he was tempted to
make a pastoral retreat from the age of equality, but unlike many, he perceived how
his longing mystified the past.
When I survey [this new society] ... I am tempted to regret that state of
society which has ceased to be.
When the world was full of men of great importance and extreme
insignificance, very wealthy and very poor, very learned and very ignorant, I turned my attention from the latter to concentrate on the pleasure
of contemplating the former.
He said he struggled for a "divine" point of view, however, to see "the advantages
and disadvantages" of the old as well as the new worlds. Since the "providential
fact" of equality was irreversible, he looked for the possibilities that lay hidden in
the loss of all that he had idealized. Then he could say, "a state of equality is less
elevated, but it is more just; and in its justice lies its greatness and beauty.'' Thus, he
emphasized:
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One must therefore be very careful not to judge the nascent societies on
the basis of ideas derived from those which no longer exist .... The task
is no longer to preserve the particular advantages which ineq~ality of
conditions had procured for men, but to secure those new benefits which
equality may supply. We should not strive to be like our fathers but
should try to attain that form of greatness and of happiness which is
proper to ourselves.
Tocqueville overcame the resentful desire to flee the present. He looked
instead for the benefits of a democratic age, while also seeking antidotes to its
dangers, cultural conformity, and "administrative despotism." Rather than look to
transform the household and market relations that generated these dangers, Tocqueville took a more immediately political approach. He looked to local politics as
the school of freedom that would bring together and educate selfish, anxious individuals. He could accept his modernity because it created participatory local politics and the ideal of self-governance. At the same time, by enlarging narrow
sensibility, participation generated the social bonds and political power to counteract the tendency toward mass society and bureaucracy. Thus, Tocqueville
located himself in a history he would otherwise have abhorred and joined with
common people he would otherwise have feared and dismissed. 1
By deriving participatory localism out of his modernity; Tocqueville could
theorize himself out 'of nostalgia and into the problems and possibilities of his
present. But historically, localism became the victim, not the gift, of the modernization that brought the evils he feared. Rather than follow his spirit by facing this fact,
and then look for the gifts of our modernizing present, many writers in democracy
follow his theory and retreat to the localism that failed. What worked for Tocqueville as a way to engage his present has become a way to avoid our present. The
pastoralism ·of this inclination in democracy is compounded by the fact that the
theory and practice of local politics in America has always worked in the deeply
_
pastoral idioms of populism and republicanism.
As articulated in America by Thomas Paine and Thomas Jefferson, republicanism argued that citizen virtue and activism could only be based on individual
economic independence and ascetic morality, which in turn could only be sustained
through private households engaged in yeoman farming or artisan production. Men
grounded in the particularities of the traditional household and small-scale production could become citizens who actively seek and shape the common good of a
community that is itself autonomous.
Therefore, republicans always stood against the state, which has been seen as
the badge of our fallen innocence, of our lapse from local power and political
virtue. Further, republicans always stood against "commerce," which has been
1 Democracy in America, trans. George Lawrence (New York: Anchor Books, 1969), pp.
704-705.
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seen to rob men of their independence (and therefore virtue) by making them
debtors, wage workers, or the slaves of luxury. Finally republicans always stood
against the big city, not only because it has been the home of state and commerce,
but also because it has raised the specter both of anomic masses and of violently
polarized classes.
Activists imbued with these ideas fought the American Revolution and wrote
the Declaration of Independence and Articles of Confederation. The disenchanted
republicans who wrote and supported the antidemocratic Constitution employed
republican language but abandoned republican premises about localism and virtue.
As writers in democracy often remind us, by promoting indirect representation, a
strong central government, a politics of interest, and weakened states, political
economists of empire such as Hamilton and Madison sought to establish an
antidemocratic political economy. The true heirs of the democratic ''body politic''
of republicanism are those, like the anti-Federalists of the 1780s and the Populists
of the l88os, who resisted the modernization and empire entailed by the Constitution's counter-revolution.
Thus, those in the journal who seek democracy in a communitarian localism
rightly distinguish themselves from the Constitution's antidemocratic version of
republicanism, from elitist politics in republican dress. By focusing on the public
life of citizens making choices about matters that directly affect them, democratic
localists resurrect republicanism's specifically political sensibility and emphasize
its democratic possibilities. As evidenced by their voice in the journal, however,
these democrats do not examine how they are still within the republican tradition
and why that is a problem. Their writing in democracy illustrates how supporters of
democracy in America tend to slip into a pastoralism that drags us back into what is
problematic in republicanism. There are five republican premises that lead contemporary American democrats in pastoral directions.

F

irst, although most political thinkers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries supported patriarchy in the household, for republicans the specific
intention was to create the ascetic virtue they deemed necessary for a stable self
capable of moral independence and larger loyalties, and therefore a citizenry capable of collective action and sacrifice. Personal stability and political virtue were
threatened when men succumbed to the fleshly temptations of passive dependence
or aggrandizing acquisitiveness. These were symbolized as female, and related to
the feminine "powers" of state and commerce, which elicited the republican
males' fears and memories of longing and desire. So, American revolutionaries,
Jacksonian democrats, .and abolitionist republicans defended personal autonomy
and citizen virtue continually and vigilantly against the institutions they represented
in terms of the dangerously tempting, corrupting-always disruptive and usually
sexual-power of women. Thus, the household must be patriarchal and culture
must be ascetic.
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It is not clear whether the dominant voice in democracy presumes the household patriarchy and puritan culture that is manifestly breaking down. Some articles
are overtly ambivalent about women seeking personal (sexual) freedom or public
power outside and against the household designed to control them and what they
represent. Meanwhile, the journal speaks editorially to women in terms of the
political equality of citizens~ Although admirable, this tendency to focus on "citizens'' in public works as a pastoral retreat from the lack of democracy in the
household, and from the struggle of women to gain power and transform gender
relations. Thus the journal does not sufficiently explore gender and household as
political issues and rises above the earthly concerns of a major constituency of
''political renewal and radical change.'' 2
The republican ambivalence about actual women and earthly desire, which is
suppressed by the focus on the citizen, returns as a tendency to formulate a citizen
politics that splits desire from virtue and the personal from the political. By implying (at the least) that those committed to democracy must choose between the
hedonism of selfish individualism and the asceticism of civic virtue, the republican
voice in the journal upholds a left puritanism. Understanding and juxtaposing
culture and politics in this way deters the journal from addressing feminism's effort
to revitalize both by connecting the language of desire to the language of justice.
Second, republican community and politics required individuals who had
achieved the economic independence made possible by artisan production or
yeoman farming. Small-scale production ensured that no class divisions arose
within the community, and no market intruded from without. Consequently, republicans have never been comfortable with the capitalist modernization that enlarged
the scale and centralized the power of economic produc~ion. They opposed the
factory system because it appropriated or destroyed their craft skills and local
autonomy, and because it extended the sensual corruptions of "commerce." There
was also no political benefit in the factory system because it created workers who,
as creatures of bodily desire and dependents of hierarchy, would be incapable of
citizenship.
Without actually calling for a return to artisan production, the prevalent argument in the journal against the economic powers that oppress "the community"
from without often works as a pastoral retreat from the social realities of class and
mass production that shape communities from within. There is an inclination in
democracy to see individuals as neighbors and citizens united as "the people"
against external power, but not also as workers engaged collectively in the production of life, as members of social classes with deeply antagonistic values and

2 While articles by Christopher Lasch (Winter 1981 and Fall 1981) and Jean Elshtain (April 1982)
reveal these kinds of ambivalences and problems, a noteworthy exception to the argument here is the
article by Mary Ryan and Richard Busacca (Fall 1982).
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interests. 3 By splitting work and politics, the strong voice in democracy tends to
ignore the fact that community is not a solution to an outside problem, but a
problem requiring transformation.
Pastoral premises about work not only mystify the reality of community and
deprive democrats of an essential constituency, but also create an image of modernizatjon that turns us away from sources of renewal in the modernizing present. Is
the factory system simply the graveyard of the revolution, as writers in the journal
have often implied? Or could modernization have created a situation in which the
collective action of workers and the mass production of public goods could extend
political power and equality while enriching the quality of life?
Third, republicans such as Thomas Jefferson presumed that only a racially and
socially homogeneous community could nurture active citizen politics. Although
women in the household and slaves in the field belied Jefferson's pastoral republic,
he directed his polemic against the specter of immigrant workers in the cities
threatening the community from without. Being indigestible, this mass of
unskilled, racially alien people elicited fears of losing personal autonomy and thus
control of the body politic. Women and slaves, absent at first, returned in the racial
and sexual symbolism with which republicans imagined and then attacked alien
others, strange immigrant masses who would overwhelm the autonomy and virtue-not to mention the political and economic power...:.of republican males.
Thus, ambivalence about women and workers is connected to the problem of
race. In spite of a principled commitment to racial equality, the republican tendency
in the journal works as a pastoral retreat from race, which in all its manifestations is
a major social fact shaping community life and democratic practice in America.
When it focuses on ''the people'' as citizens, democracy abstracts itself from the
experience of minorities as real groups with deep grievances against the white
qommunities that surround and control their ghettos. By-neglecting the economic
and polittcal realities of racial segregation and ghettos, the journal avoids considering the actual meaning of local control, sidesteps the primal stain on localism in
America, and thereby avoids a major justification of state intervention into community life. 4
Like women and workers, racial groups not only embody social realities that
elude the grasp of democrats who focus primarily on citizenship and community,
but also represent essential values and alternatives with which to renew democratic
politics. In this regard particularly, race is not only a question of social justice that
~quires radical change, but also the necessary beginning for the regeneration of
person&]. identity and national culture. As James Baldwin said in The Fire Next
3 The articles by Staughton Lynd are an important example of a different kind of argument (Summer
1981 and Summer 1983). '
4 The two.part article by Phillip Green on the state is by contrast a crucial example of a point of view
that needs more exposure in democracy (Spring 1981 and Summer 1981).
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Time, ''whatever white people do not know about negroes reveals precisely and
inexorably what they do not know about themselves.''
Leaving aside the fact that local republicans were often protecting their actual
economic, political, and racial domination of society, behind their defense of
"society" against coercive social change involving the state, the fourth premise of
republicanism was the sense that power is a blasphemous violation of the relations
appropriate among people, and between them and nature.
Although democracy sometimes contrasts innocent society and evil state, the
domination of society by markets and bureaucracies requires that the journal shift
the presumption of democracy and innocence specifically to local community. By
defending this community, the journal can claim to conserve the body of the people,
the active shaping of a common life, against the deformation and pressure of
modernization.
Challenging modernization through this kind of formulation, however, entails
an excessively narrow conception of what politics is about and whom it can help.
On the one hand, and as we have pointed out, an undifferentiated localism mystifies
the character and power structure of real communities by locating outside what in
fact also suffuses and divides the community of citizens from within. Consequently, the localist tendency in the journal faces the irony that the movements
and values it wishes to affirm actually appear in the struggle against the community
it idealizes: that active membership and political renewal appear in ways and realms
precluded by an exclusive focus on citizen politics.
On the other hand, the focus on localism does not adequately address what
divides the people and oppresses community. It is significant that the populist
critique of state and market emerged as the bitter fruit of their failed attack on the
elites and values of their local communities. It seems unlikely that local politics
alone can transform underlying market and household relations, or generate enough
power to challenge the overarching and bureaucratic structures that destroy communities. If an unexamined and parochial localism works primarily as a recreational diversion that shies away from either the roots or power of the bureaucratic
universe, then the dominant tendency in the journal may betray, rather than save, its
ideal of community.
The republican, and typically American, iconoclasm about state power
reflects an idolatry of the local community. Granting the limitations of localism
would return democrats to the basic dilemma of social change and political power,
specifically, how to promote systematic and radical social change while preserving
and extending democratic participation. Democrats might then reexamine the consoling certainty that the state must be a devil, the large scale power can only be
antipolitical and undemocratic. -We need not embrace Leviathan and endorse Lenin
to consider that the republican critique of the bureaucratic state has blinded us to the
positive uses of the state (for social justice, racial equality, and civil rights) and
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deterred us from exploring how we might transform and use the powers we now
demonize. 5
Republicanism's fifth premise shapes ambivalence about women, workers,
and races, and a commitment to personal autonomy and politieal freedom, into a
pastoral, antiurban ideology. In the biblical iconography of republicanism, the
metropolis appears as a Babel of collective power that absorbs individuals into its
prideful machinery, and as a Whore of Babylon, a feminine power that creates
dependent, infantilized men amongst both the rich and the poor. The city is seen as
an urban wilderness of anomic crowds and alien powers, intermingling races and
open sexuality, unsettling luxury and ominous poverty, impenetrable disorder and
fractured social bonds. Consequently, it provokes deep personal fears about control
and autonomy, as well as principled concern about equality and political deliberation.
Republicanism does not see, let alone appreciate, the possibilities presented
by the city: a world of freer women, and a culture more open to the emancipation of
desire, sexual and otherwise; a world of work and classes, and a culture that
therefore extolls aggression, productive power, and material gratification; a world
of racially diverse and divided communities, and a culture that therefore accepts
social tension, otherness, and marginality; a world of change and disorder, and a
culture that therefore embraces impermanence and creativity.
Although' 'the country'' has become ''the community,'' democracy expresses
the classic pastoral attitude toward the city. The strong communitarian impulse in
the journal directs the reader toward the known and familiar, the village of
neighbors who also act directly as citizens. Beneath such a communitarian desire is
a fear of the new and strange, conflict and tension, ill-definition and uncertainty,
marginality and deviance, change and disorder in all forms. (In fact, how is the
uniformity and conformism of the mass society democracy attacks different from
that of traditional community?) The journal's notion of community works as a
talisman against these fears, which the city embodies.
It is not surprising then, that when democracy-publishes an issue on the city, it
is not clear whether the intention is to bury or praise it. The journal does defend
"the city" from corporate domination, but only by assimilating the city to its
pastoral ideal of community. In this regard, it is true that a large city includes the
roots and attachments of the community of street and neighborhood, and that the
city as a whole is a "community" under attack. In these contexts, urban residents
often do make pastoral arguments against bulldozers: appropriately, ·the journal
often praises Jane Jacobs, who defended Greenwich "Village."

5 The populists themselves provide an example of a social movement that transcended the limitations
of localism by developing a mass party that aimed at state power, not only to decentralize economic
and political power, but to nationalize industry and develop new nation-wide institutions.
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The pastoral democrats in the journal can only defend the city, however, by
draining it of all that is unique and subversive about it. When facing these realities
directly, their pastoral sentiment rules more obviously, in the argument that actual
cities fail to meet the criteria of Jeffersonian republicanism. While valid in certain
ways, this argument illustrates a smug unwillingness to consider the reverse: how
republicanism fails to meet the social needs and political and cultural possibilities
embedded in urban life. Thus, in its defense as well as in its critique of the city, the
strong voice in the journal operates within a pastoral structure.
As a result, democracy does not explore (in order to learn from) specifically
urban realities. It also avoids the vast constituency of those who have struggled
against the community democracy praises, and have chosen instead to live amidst
the multiple loyalties and uncertainties of an urban world. Finally, the journal
ignores the kinds of renewal required by disorder, flux, and diversity, and embodied
by the efforts of the restless and uprooted to form new kinds of bonds. The urban
crisis is not only a social question of corporate power, but a cultural question about
the form of the good life.

W

hen faced with the master plans, political paternalism, and historical
certainties of technocratic progressives, the pastoral radicalism that
speaks so clearly in democracy may well seem the best way to criticize the present
and preserve human values. But it cannot be what it suggests or do what it claims.
First, pastoralism tells a limited sort of truth about community and modernization
because rigid dichotomies do violence to the complex and contradictory character
of social life. Second, pastoralism represents a problematic vision of the good life:
the opposition to modernization and the defense of community closes off disorders
that are in reality healthy, desirable, and radicalizing. Third, pastoral values create
ambivalence about the constituencies for which democrats claim to speak. Thus, it
is not clear whether the journal gives voice to actual women, workers, minorities,
and youth when it defends ''the people,'' complains of the breakdown of community, and attacks modernization. It is not surprising, then, that the citizen politics by
which democracy means to evoke active sharing in public life appears disembodied
when it is defined in terms of a "commmunity" which is itself abstracted from
substantial aspects of life.
While pastoral republicanism and technocratic progressivism simplify by
purifying, there is an alternative radicalism that complicates by incorporating. This
alternative opposes corporate capitalism, state bureaucracy, and consumer culture,
praises popular power and participation, but also explores the difficulties and
embraces the possibilities of the great metropolis and those who live there. It
locates the political future in the city populists condemn and technocrats bulldoze.
It animates politics with the racial and sexual issues republicans fear and progressives suppress. It looks to pariahs outside tradition and the state (such as women and
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minorities), and to the repressed underside of tradition (such as the body and
sexuality) in order to transform the household, workplace, and community. It
proposes a large scale politics that builds on, yet also confronts and enlarges, local
institutions and perspectives because it seeks the connections between living in the
community as a home and taking responsibility for history (so as to save that home).
It grounds the essential perspective of the citizen in the lived, daily reality of his or
her membership in classes, races, families, and sexes. It pursues democracy in
order to create a community that is both gratifying and just.
Radicals often point out how Reagan borrows the cowboy costume and
anticommunist rhetoric from the past of capitalist expansion. The comparable
tendency in democracy, to refurbish the farmer costume and echo the populist
rhetoric from the history of resistance, is a pastoralism no longer appropriate to our
condition. We need to read more in democracy about the radical project oflearning
to speak in our own voices.

Opening a Dialogue
between
Cultural Conservatism
and Modernism
MICHAELS. ROTH

A

theme that by now has become more than a little familiar to readers of
democracy is the conflict between cultural conservatism and modernism.
The former is often a vehicle for the defense of tradition; its chief concern is not
"high" or "elite" culture, but the more popular beliefs and practices of community life. The protection and cultivation of these beliefs and practices is figured as
politically progressive-progress here signifying the reinvigoration of the values
people hold in common in opposition to the brutal march of development. From the
perspective of the cultural conservative, the modernist serves the ideology of this
development insofar as he celebrates the new at the expense of the accepted, and
insofar as he thinks of culture-or makes cultural products-in a form that speaks to
a very small elite of culture consumers who have passed through an education/
initiation to which most people do not have access.
From the point of view of the modernist, the cultural conservative is necessary
to defend forms of expression that are in decline, if not anachronistic. The defender
of tradition may simply be viewed as "anticulture," since culture is assimilated by
the modernist to the cultivation of innovation. The defender of a community's
beliefs and practices is either naive or in bad faith: he celebrates community life
without really participating in it; defends a faith without sharing in it the way other
believers do.
Despite their mutual antagonism, the cultural conservative and the modernist
do share some of the same presuppositions and goals. The terms of their debate
mask a fundamental commonality that I will point to in this essay. But there is
likewise a crucial difference between them, and in this difference and in this
commonality lie the possibilities for a new dialogue.

T

he contrast of modernist and conservative subsumes another opposition that
dates back to the origins of western culture: namely, that of elite and popular,
or high and low. For the cultural conservative, modernism is elitist: its isolation
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from the needs and desires of ordinary people is bridged only by condescension.
The hermetic and self-referential qualities of much modernist art and discourse is a
way of keeping culture at a distance from "the people."
The modern historical basis for this charge of elitism is the identification of
modernism with the "art-for-art's sake" movement. It would be a mistake, however, to view the basis even for this strain of modernism as a rejection of popular
culture, or as the dismissal of the beliefs and practices of community life. The
rejection of historicist styles and bourgeois entertainment that was a condition of
"art-for-art's-sake" cannot be correctly assimilated to a rejection of tradition generally. 1 Instead, this early modernist movement should be seen as part of an effort to
break down the established forms of mediation between the spectator and the work
of art; to create a new experience of culture that would not be dependent on the
social hierarchies of the day.
Important forms of early modernism, however, can be seen not only in terms
of a rejection of social hierarchies, but in terms of a retreat from social reality. 2 The
modernist fascination with psychic phenomena and deep dionysian desires can be
considered an abandonment of the political or public realm. Indeed, it is in this
regard that modernism is often considered not only as isolated from the concerns of
ordinary people, but as fundamentally, and sometimes dangerously, antipolitical.
It is here that we can see one of the important paradoxes in the political
perspective on modernism, because the charge of aggressive elitism stems from the
artists' attempts to break through what they saw as political forms that were disconnected from our strongest desires. Rather than a retreat from the political or historical, the modernist "dive into the depths" was often part of the attempt to give new
meaning and force to a political life that had become a symptom of, rather than a
response to, alienation (the best example in this regard is surrealism). Such an
attempt can be labeled '' antipolitical'' only insofar as one accepts a rigid distinction
between the personal and the political. This distinction, in any case, cannot be
coherently upheld by someone who also wants to maintain the political importance
of preserving the traditions of a community becausethey satisfy some fundamental
human need or desire.
The charge that modernism in general is antipolitical is clearly off the mark
when one considers the politicization of aesthetic categories that has been an
important facet of modern artistic expression since the beginning of the twentieth
century. Whether one focuses on epic theater, surrealism, or contemporary Latin

l On the use of popular traditions in early modernist art, see Peter Jelavich, ''Popular Dimensions of
Modernist Elite Culture: The Case of Theater in Fin-de-Siecle Munich,'' in Modern European
Intellectual History, ed. S. Kaplan, D. LaCapra(lthaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1982).
2 This is a central theme in Carl Schorske's study of modernism in Vienna: Fin de Siecle Vienna:
Politics and Culture (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1980).
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American fiction, it is clear that modernism has been an expression of, as well as a
participant in, some of the major political conflicts of our time. 3
From the perspective of the cultural conservative, however, this participation
can not only be criticized for creating an elitist art, but also for being allied with
antidemocratic social and political elites. That is, the cultural celebration of the new
contributes to the legitimation of the ideology of technocracy. Thus modernism
comes to be identified with modernization, and the celebration of the new with the
destruction or clearing away of the traditional.
The marriage of modernism and modernization, although it has in a few cases
(for example, futurism) been consummated, is at best an uneasy alliance. Technocracy depends on structures of tradition antithetical to much of the spirit and practice
on modernism. Technocracy is based in large part upon the process of
routinization-sophisticated practices developed out of a discipline of unquestioned
assumptions-whereas this process has been one of the prime targets of critical
modernism. Routinization, although it may often have results inimical to the cultural conservative, necessarily preserves a vast domain of quasi-ritualistic beliefs
and practices that "go without saying" in much the same way as does conservatism. Thus, the role of tradition in the methodology of modernization should be
recognized along with that of modernism in the ideological legitimation of technocracy. Neither the modernist nor the cultural conservative can afford to avoid the
confrontation with technocracy aµd modernization by merely throwing stones at
one glass house from another. ·
For the cultural conservative, modernism seems to be politically engaged in
little more than uncritical progressivism. Similarly, the modernist sees only blind,
unquestioning tradition in the politics of cultural conservatism. The celebration of
the new, or of the old, for its own· sake, seems to each to be the straitjacket for
cultural expression that the other wants to force on an unwilling public. In any case,
it seems clear that this public will neither make the leap into a future fully disconnected from its past nor remain bound within traditions that have become alien to
people in a changing world.
The issue for both the cultural conservative and the modernist is the presentness of the past. That is, each has the task of finding in the past elements that can
nourish our present lives, in contrast to the burden of history that feeds off present
possibilities and drains them of their potential power. The fact that one is more
likely to see nourishing elements where the other sees burdens should not obscure
their shared problematic: how to understand present possibility in relation to tradition. More accurately, their task is to grasp the ways in which we always already
connect possibility and tradition in our actions and language. All of the noise about

3 Some of the more important political conflicts in which modernism was a factor are discussed by
Eugene Lunn, Marxism and Modernism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982).
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uncritical progressivism and blind traditionalism is an expression of a shared concern with this connection, and of a desire to legitimate and make use of particular
facets of it.

M

.,

y comments thus far seem to indicate that there is not all that much at stake
in the debate between the modernist and the cultural conservative.
Although they do share a common problematic, there is, of course, an important
difference in the ways that they confront their shared concerns. In the following
pages, I will examine an example of this difference by looking at a theme that is
crucial to much of modernist art and which is also a predominant concern of cultural
conservatism. By doing so, I hope to show where a dialogue between the modernist
and the traditionalist can profitably inform a political perspective on contemporary
culture.
A key theme in the aesthetics of modernism is the effort to defamiliarize what
is normally taken for granted. The substitution of simultaneity for linear time, the
. juxtaposition of ideas and images that seem to have no logical or intrinsic connection with one another, the willful creation of ambiguity and paradox, and the
decentering of the subject are all examples of the modernist impulse to undermine
the given. The point of this impulse varies greatly within the branches of modernist
art: from the cubists' evocation of the multidimensional nature of the object-world
. to the didactic alienation of Brecht's theater. In all of its forms, however, the
aesthetic of defamiliarization is meant to jar the public out of its habitual modes of
perceiving and interacting with the world.
The cultural conservative who values tradition.must look with deep suspicion
at this aesthetic of defamiliarization. One of the chief functions of tradition is to
make man at home in the world, to rilake the world a home for man. Whether one
regards modernism as the demystification of the illusions of everyday life, or as a
decadent expression of our fragmented condition, it is clear that it aims to break up
this home, if not undermine its foundations. The cultural conservative does not see
the value in celebrating our alienation especially in light of the more radical attempt
to deconstruct our notion of truth so that there would be no possibility of replacing
our given traditions with any substantial beliefs that people could share.
The modernist project of demystifying the given is, however, no longer
incompatible with the cultural conservative's effort to preserve tradition, insofar as
modernism itself has now become a tradition, a fact of our cultural heritage. 4 The
familiarity with which we approach the form of defamiliarization challenges the
modernist and the cultural conservative to rethink their connection with the past,

4 One of the important points established by Marshall Bennan, All That is Solid Melts Into Air (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1982).
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and to reevaluate their dependence on an historical sense that mediates between
innovation and preservation. Such a· reevaluation might prevent the modernist
search for defamiliarization from degenerating into a purile, nihilistic desire to
shock, as it would prohibit the cultural conservative's "democratic" legitimation
of the status quo under the cover of a preservation of select traditions of mythically
•'ordinary people.'' As modernism is recognized as a tradition, it can enter on equal
terms into a dialogue with cultural conservatism, since the former could not simply
celebrate the new without destroying itself, and as the latter's protection of tradition
would include the preservation of modernism. This dialogue could lead to a richer
comprehension of the ways in which our past sets boundaries for the significance of
our present action, as well as of the ways in which we give new meanings to
memory through artistic creation. The modernist and the cultural conservative can
join in this dialogue without sacrificing their most important principles. Indeed,
these principles now call for such a dialogue.
Of course, it may be that partisans of the modem and of substantive traditionality will continue to speak past on another in their anger about ''uncritical progressivism" and "blind traditionalism." Only mass culture would benefit from this
failed dialogue, since the culture industry thrives on being able to empty both
innovation and tradition of their critical and revelatory aspects in order to provide
entertainment without the dangers of cultivation or education. If, however, the
modernist and the cultural conservative can recognize the common ground of their
different concerns, recognize their mutual ties to a past made real only through our
projects and actions in the present, then their dialogue would begin to bridge the gap
between elite and popular culture to enhance the possibilities for a living tradition to
confront, rather than flee from, the exigencies of the conteniporary world.

,•'

EXPLORATIONS
A Critique of
Abortion Rights
RICHARD STITH

I

find it surprising that most people I know on the left favor the rights to abortion
mandated by the Supreme Court's Roe v. Wade decision. 1 The arguments my
friends make in support of these rights seem to me an extreme version of the same
liberal individualist ideology they elsewhere attack. At the same time, little or no
attention is given by them to developing distinctively socialist answers to abortion
questions. Such an acceptance of liberal premises is doubly odd in that, as I will
argue, internal contradictions among these premises preclude any consistent solution to the abortion controversy, while a return to communitarian starting points
would make possible a coherent public treatment of abortion.
In early 1973, the U.S. Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade largely privatized the
choice to have an abortion. In the first trimester, abortion may not be limited by the
state even for the sake of the health of the pregnant woman, or the life of the fetus.
In the second three months of pregnancy, abortion may be limited for the sake of
maternal health, but still not for the sake of fetal life-' 'mother'' and ''maternal''
are words the Court frequently uses to refer to the pregnant woman. And even in the
last months before birth, no public interest in the now ''viable'' fetus is sufficiently
compelling to justify protecting its life at the cost of the mother's ' 'health,'' which is
broadly defined to include psychological and familial "well-being." 2 In support of
its holdings, the Court indicates that, even in this last trimester, it does not know

.,·d
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I 93 S. Ct. 705 (I973).
The Court states, ''If the State is interested in protecting fetal life after viability, it may go so far as to
proscribe abortion during th~t period except when it is necessary to preserve the life or health of the
mother." Ibid., p. 732. Note that the state may permit all post-viability abortions destructive offetal
life, and must permit those done for the sake of maternal health. The broad definition of ''health'' to
include psychological and familial well-being is given in the companion case, Doe v. Bolton, 93 S.
Q. 739, 746 (r973), to whichRoe onp. 733 directs the reader.
2.
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whether life has begun. It treats the unborn only as ''potential'' human life throughout the nine months of pregnancy. 3
My argument is divided into two parts. In the first, I construct a model of
liberalism from which the most common arguments for and against a position such
as Roe v. Wade can be derived. But debate is futile withinthe liberal paradigm, I
argue, because it both requires and makes impossible an answer to the question of
which entities are to be considered persons.
If we begin instead with a model of community and solidarity, the need to
answer the question of personhood becomes even more urgent than under
liberalism. But satisfactory answers also become more likely because socialism,
unlike liberalism, can provide ultimate concepts (including a concept of person)
that articulate the aims of a given human community.

T ·-

he political paradigm I here call "liberal" is one shared to some degree by
everyone in the United States, with the exception of a few socialist radicals
and a few religious conservatives. On the other hand, it may well express the entire
political attitude of no one. I do not mean to argue for either of these assertions. I
rely instead on shared perceptions of a ubiquitous way of thought that provides
many of the justifications offered for abortion rights.
Resentment against interference by others in one's personal pursuits while
perhaps not the ultimate origin of liberalism, is an adequate starting point for the
construction of this paradigm. This resentment can legitimate a claim to noninterference only to the degree to which it denies the objectivity of all values, or at least
of all enforceable duties. It is only if others have no right to interfere, in order to
make me do my duty, that I am at liberty to do as I like. This "right to be let alone"
is not itself defeated by skepticism for it is founded not on the assertion but on the
elimination of value.
Included within the "right to be let alone" must be the "right to let
alone" -what might be called the right to abandon others. An enforceable duty to
aid other people, as a point of departure, would already justify a great deal of
interference in my personal life and would weaken the skeptical arguments necessary to combat the assertion of further duties (say, to myself or to nonpersonal or
suprapersonal entities).
3 Even in "the stage subsequent to viability," the Roe Court concedes a state interest only in "the
potentiality of human life." Ibid., p. 732. The Court calls the fetus variously "potential life" (pp.
725, 727), "prenatal life" (p. 728), "potential human life" (p. 730), "the potentiality oflife" (p.
731), "fetal life" (p. 732), and "the potentiality of human life" (pp. 731, 732). It also notes the
"theory" or "belief" of some that "life begins at conception or at some other point prior to live
birth" (p. 725), but argues that it "need not resolve the difficult question of when life begins" (p.
730). One gathers from all this that the Court does not know whether life (in the sense of "human
life") exists prior to birth, although its potentiality does (in the form of "prenatal" or "fetal" life).
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But skepticism alone cannot secure the right to be let alone in the strong sense
in which others not only have no right to intrude upon me but also have a duty not to
do so. For the latter, liberalism implies a contract: it presumes that I am bound by
the agreements I would need to make with others in order to secure their respect for
my private sphere of life.
Such an appeal to the authority of contract is, to be sure, a retreat from the
original near-absolute skepticism posited as the basis of the liberty to be let alone.
Even if such contract talk is meant only for public consumption and is secretly
mocked, it still provides for the first time an articulated common good by which all
-things are to be judged in public. But note how formal and hollow a good it is: the
actual substantive objects of desire remain wholly private; only the rules and limits
securing their pursuit have interpersonal validity.
Indeed, in order to determine the terms of the contract, skepticism about the
objectivity of values must now be supplemented by cynicism concerning their
pursuit. For who can know what contracts might be made among a group of selfsacrificing idealists? Only if we imagine that all desires are really, if secretly, for
self-satisfaction can we begin to discern a necessary contractual content. 4
Liberal skepticism and cynicism do not apply only to values. The factual terms
of the social contract must be interpreted wholly functionally (that is, given whatever meaning is most useful) in order to satisfy the desires that originally led to their
articulation. Of course, this functionalism is in constant tension in the short run
with the need for legal certainty in order to facilitate private planning. But in the
long run for the state to search for the objective meaning of a term used in the social
contract would make no sense if a new definition could increase the total amount of
resources available for the satisfaction of desires. Non-personal being is of no
concern to liberalism except insofar as it makes itself available as a resource for the
satisfaction of private desires. The liberal world is divided into only two categories,
persons and resources, and the second exists only in order to be devoured by the
first.
Liberalism thus imagines a set of isolated persons interested in using available
resources for their own self-satisfaction. By means of a prudential calculus of the
contracts that such a group would enter, private rights (particularly property rights)
are proclaimed whose furtherance is the only common good and so the sole object
of the quite limited power of the state.
According to the model sketched above, most of life remains private. Only
msofar as private interests require does resource management become a matter of
public concern, via the social contract. But there is one kind of entity that is
necessarily within the public sphere: persons themselves. The existence of the
4 This liberal ideology is no doubt a facade for the domination of some over others. My purpose in this
article, however, is to attack liberal ideals, not liberal practice .. For criticism of some of the practical
uses of abortion rights, see e.g. Elizabeth Moore and Karen Mulhauser, "Pro and Con: Does Free
Abortion Hurt the Poor and Minorities?'' In These Times, February 2.8, I 979, p. I 8 .
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contracting parties must be a public concern in enforcing any kind of contract. So it
would seem that abortion cannot be made a private matter unless fetuses are not
included in the concept of a person.
Liberalism has struggled mightily to refute this last statement, to argue that
abortion rights are not contingent on the non-personhood of fetuses. Some
academics have sought to extend liberalism's fundamental right to abandon others
to include the right of pregnant women to abandon fetal persons. 5 They point out
that current legal and moral doctrine usually imposes only very mild, if any, duties
to strangers-and certainly nothing like the nine months of blood nourishment and
discomfort that a pregnant woman undergoes for the sake of an anonymous fetus.
Therefore, unless she has consented (contracted) to host the fetus, she may abandon
it by means of abortion-even if it is fully a person.
This is a very strong argument within the liberal paradigm. Many obvious
counter-arguments-such as that such reasoning would also relieve parents of any
extensive postnatal support obligations to unplanned children-may fail because
they may be founded not in liberalism but in remnants of preliberal ideas still extant
in our law. Other responses are stronger, though perhaps a bit technical. For example, an abortion is frequently more than simply an omission of aid: it often involves
both a positive lethal act and a lethal intent (an intent not only to remove the fetus
from the womb but also not to end up with a live child). As such it is unprecedented
in our traditional lists of liberal rights to abandon other persons.
To my mind, however, the principled reason why this way of avoiding the fetal
personhood issue fails is that it is not compatible with liberal social contract theory.
If we already were persons when we were still in our mothers' wombs, then we
would include a fetal right to life in the contract terms even if it were uniquely
burdensome. Suppose, for example, that we all knew that we would by turns have
to go through nine months sometime in the future in a small portable state in which
we could survive only if we were in constant bodily contact with some unshrunken
person in the one-half of the population that had, say, type ''O'' blood. If we did not
know our own blood type, we would surely agree to impose a duty on the "O"
people to carry us in exchange for our promise to carry others in turn if we found out
we were "O"s. Indeed, even if we already knew ourselves to be "O" people, I
submit that almost all of us would want to secure our own lives despite having to
bear what would average out to be two others. Basic liberal notions of self-interest
and reciprocity would thus yield a right to life for putative fetal persons clearly
incompatible with Roe v. Wade.
5 For a moral argument along these lines, see the influential piece by Judith Jarvis Thompson, "A
Defense of Abortion," Philosophy and Public Affairs l, no. l (1971): 47-66. Similar legal arguments were raised most recently by Plofessors Lawrence Tribe and Donald Regan before the U.S.
Senate Subcommittee on the Constitution on October 5, 1981, and November 12., 1981, respectively. See "Constitutional Amendments Relating to Abortion," Hearings, Vol l , 97th Congress,
Serial No.J-97-62 (Washington: Government l\inting Office, 1983), pp. 97-100 and 555-639.
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The Court's own approach in Roe to fetal personhood is more extreme than
that outlined above. Instead of focusing on the right to abandon others, which at
least seeks to preserve liberal notions of the equality of persons, the Court extends
the private rights of some to incorporate the very being of others. It implies in a
number of ways that even if the unborn were persons, in the sense of having moral
rights, they would still be treated as private maternal property as far as public law is
concerned. A number of the precedents appealed to by the Court are based on ideas
of autonomous parental control of children who are not disputed to be persons.
More importantly, the Roe opinion decides that fetuses are not constitutional persons prior to even considering whether or not they are morally persons (the latter
question being identified by the Court as the ''question of when life begins,'' no
doubt because of the general popular assumption that all living humans are moral
persons. 6 In other words, the Court assumes that there may be living human persons
who are not taken into account publicly as such, i.e., are not given the rights of
"persons" in our Constitution. Ironically, it makes this assumption in the process
of interpreting the very constitutional amendment, the fourteenth, which might be
thought to have its raison d'etre in the preclusion of such a disjunction of moral and
legal personhood.
Further: when the Court turns to the question of moral personhood, it requires
that an unborn child in even the ninth month of gestation be considered no more
than a ''potential life,'' while another child born prematurely in the eighth month is
taken by our law to be an actual life, i.e., a moral and legal person. But the unborn
child is more developed here than the born one. The only advantage held by the
latter are location ex utero and mode of oxygenation. Our fact and value practices
do not recognize either of these differences to be reasons for concluding that an
entity with more than functional value has just come into existence. 7 So no one who
considers the newborn a person can coherently doubt that the child still located in
the womb is equally a person, no matter what development he or she may think to be
a physical prerequisite of personhood. (I presume that religious arguments, which
6 That is, most people do not distinguish the question of when human life begins from the question of
when personhood in a moral sense begins. For example, a Gallup survey i.11 1975 found that 58
percent of women thought life begins at conception and 5 l percent thought that the unborn is a person
from conception. Judith Blake, Population and Development Review 3, nos. l and 2. (1977): 54.
7 A Chicago Tribune story ("The Doctor's Dilemma," Sunday, August 15, 1982, Section 12., p. l)
on infants who survive abortion illustrates the difficulty of using location to determine existence:
Consider the paradox: One moment the fetus is in the womb and the medical team is on a
path aimed at killing it. It's legal, and it's what the mother wants. And then the next
moment the fetus is outside, unexpectedly squirming and kicking, and the team is
expected to do an about face and try to save it.
"It's like landing a jet plane," says Dr. Thomas Kerenyi, one of the nation's
preeminent authorities on abortions. "You're. supposed to throw everything into
reverse, and do the exact opposite of what you were doing. It's schizoid .... "
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might be wholly disconnected from physical developments, are here out of order.)
Therefore, the Court is again shown to carry liberalism to the perverse extreme in
which it constitutionalizes private control of those we know to be persons.
Liberalism has here swallowed itself. It is inconsistent to say that persons are
the starting points from which all conclusions about the nature of the social contract
are to be drawn and also to say that some persons may be treated as a property-like
resource oflittle more than private concern. Nor can this contradiction be overcome
by reading the Court to assert that moral personhood begins at birth. Such a claim
cannot help because, again, no principled difference between fetuses and newborn
infants can be specified. Even more: not only is there no higher principle from
which a decision to draw a line at birth could be derived (which makes the exclusion
of the unborn from personhood an arbitrary one) but the criterion selected for
demarcation of the two classes (i.e., location) is not one that can be so used
consistently with its other uses. 8 The problem with Roe is not so much that its
concept is unprincipled, but rather that it has no concept at all that coheres with
ordinary language and thought. For a pre- Civil War liberal to argue that black
people are moral persons when they are above the Mason-Dixon line, but not when
they are below, would be to give no fixed content to the concept of personhood at
all, but rather to claim that personhood may be defined and redefined.functionally
for the sake of furthering the interests of the white majority in economic prosperity
and political peace. 9
Without a principled concept of personhood from which the exclusion of
blacks or nearly-born fetuses could be derived, the refusal of liberals to consider
such entities to be full contracting partners means that liberalism has destroyed its
8 Nor would the Court have done much better had it stuck with "viability" as the beginning of moral
and legal personhood. Viability in the sense of the ability to live outside the womb is, like birth, a
characteristic not so much of the fetus as of its environment. An infant viable in New York may not be
so in Appalachia. Again, none of us are viable naked at the north pole, but someday all nondefective
zygotes may be viable in vitro from conception.
The common idea that nonviable fetuses are not yet persons may come from an unconscious
confusion of such extrinsic non viability (the inability to survive in certain environments) with intrinsic
non viability (the inability to survive in any environment). We use the latter concept when we speak of
nonviable embryos, meaning ones that cannot survive even in the womb.
9 As in this hypothetical example, functionalism in Roe, op. cit., is largely an inference from the lack
of any other basis for the line drawn. However, Roe does sound functionalist when it declares that
"theory" about life's beginning must defer to the "rights of the pregnant woman" and when it hints at
·the relevance of' 'population growth, pollution, poverty, and racial overtones.'' (pp. 708- 709 ).
Garrett Hardin, the population controller, has been more explicitly functionalist: ''Whether the
fetus is or is not a human being is a matter of definition, not fact; and we can define any way we wish. In
terms of the human problem involvesf, it would be unwise to define the fetus as humim (hence
tactically unwise ever to refer to the fetus as an 'unborn child')." "Abortion or Compulsory Pregnancy?" Journal of Marriage and the Family 30 (1968): 250-25r. Hardin is quoted in the course
of a general discussion of the functionalist approach to when life begins by Daniel Callahan,Abortion:
Law, Choice, and Morality (New York: Macmillan, 1970), pp. 391-392.
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own foundation. No matter what rights liberals may still accord to persons, the
admission that the definition of who is a person can be unprincipled and incoherent
means that these rights may be withdrawn at any time if it furthers the interests of
concern to those with power over interpretation. For example, can we have any
confidence that a Court which is willing to ignore the existence of infants just prior
to birth will have any qualms about doing the same for infants just after birth-if they
are severely handicapped, 10 or for some other reason are not able to offer a "good
bargain" to the adult members of society? It remains true that basic rights are
unlikely to be lost by those of us who are useful to those ·with power or are strong
enough to defend our own rights. But if liberalism retreats from its original moral
insistence that the interests of all persons be taken into account to a merely prudential suggestion that a contract among the strong would be convenient for the strong,
then it has surrendered the only moral reason for such agreements to be honored
even among the strong.
In short, what has happened in Roe v. Wade is that the legal and/or moral
concept of "person" has been treated just as liberalism treats all other concepts, as
redefinable when necessary to maximize private satisfaction. A contradiction arises
because persons most logically antedate the social contract and so cannot be
ignored or defined away by it.
Yet liberalism would likewise have been discredited had the Court attempted
to develop a principled answer to the personhood question-for the reason that these
principles could not have been liberal ones. Liberalism's political genius is its
ability to treat conflicting interpretations of fact or value. as though they were
conflicts of interest to be ironed out at an imaginary bargaining table. It starts with a
set of self-interested persons and works out a hypothetical, though binding, contract among them. But it has no way of determining which entities are to be
considered persons. To do so on the basis of others' interests is impermissible, as
argued above, but it has no other way to decide. It cannot know, for example,
whether animals have rights any more than it can know whether fetuses do. It has no
access to publicly valid or objective ideas in the realms of fact or value, for these
have been negated by the skepticism necessary to defeat liberalism's opponents
who might use such concepts to question the results of the social contract.
Io Or, by analogy to our first interpretation of Roe, handicapped newborns could remain persons but
control of them could be privatized. This is the tack taken by J. Goldstein, A. Freud, and A.J. Solnit,
Before the Best Interests ofthe Child (New York: Free Press, I979), pp. 9I- IOI. Parental autonomy
in refusing lifesaving care would be absolute unless the state could show inter alia a societal consensus
that the child had "achancefornonnal healthy growth or a life worth living" (p. 92). In a society that
discriminated against the handicapped; this might be hard to prove, particularly in the case of a
handicapped minority child. Others argue for a kind of' 'private'' right of medical experts to do as they
see fit with severely harmed or handicapped persons. See Newsweek March 2I, I983, p. 52. These
different approaches are analyzed in J.A. Robertson, "Involuntary Euthanasia of Defective Newborns." Stanford Law Review, 27(I975):2I3-269.
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One way or another, then, liberalism founders on abortion. If Roe stands,
liberalism's willingness tQ treat some persons as property, or (viewed in the second
way) arbitrarily to exclude some entities from personhood, destroys its moral
authority. Yet if the Court were to reverse Roe and to decide in a principled fashion
who is really a person, it would necessarily be taking into account more than the
private self-interests of persons, and so would eliminate the moral authority of
liberalism over its political opponents.

A

model of socialist community, for use as a reference point in the remainder
of this article, can be founded on the negation of the liberal ''right to let
others alone.'' Socialism can be seen to posit an original duty to carry for the good
of others equally with one's own. Clearly, there can be no original "right to be let
alone" here. From the very beginning one owes oneself to others.
This communitarian starting point is incompatible not only with a primordial
sphere of private freedom, but also with the value skepticism necessary to secure
that private sphere. For if public choices about human needs and human fulfillment
are to be made, there must be ideals available that have more than individual
subjective validity. For example, if we may not leave education and health care to
private market mechanisms, then we must affirm the public validity of the values of
education and health. And, similarly, we cannot permit these concepts to have their
content privately stipulated, for this would preclude their being the objects of public
planning.
Nor is socialism necessarily cynical about motivation. Although it need not be
naive concerning the private class- or self-interests that may motivate action, it is
not committed to cynicism in the way in which the need for a calculus of reciprocal
private satisfaction requires that liberalism assume all contracting parties are selfinterested. Because it is committed to the achievement of objective public goods
rather than private satisfaction, socialism can understand and encourage individual
commitments to these same goals.
Yet even in a postulated fully-developed socialism, where economic and
political revolution has been able wholly to destroy our sense of separate selfinterests, there would remain the need for a coordinating state (a "soviet" or
''council'' in a participatory polity). To require everyone to meet everyone else's
needs at all times would be duplicative and counterproductive. Therefore, socialist
community requires an allocation of roles either by custom, which is not possible in
times of change, or by the state. Each person owes as much of herself or himself as
needed to the state, which in turn has the task of using the resultant pool of talents
for the sake of each person's fulfillment.
Such community cooperation should be sharply distinguished not only from
liberal contracts, the purpose of which is to give as little as possible to others, but
also from altruism or self-sacrifice. Unlike fascist communities, socialist ones do
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not ask anyone to sacrifice herself for the sake of others or for the sake of an abstract
ideal. Rather, each is called upon to further the good of all, herself included. The
kind of association forever on the way to this end is properly called one neither of
reciprocity nor of altruism but rather of solidarity.
Insofar as one person's duties can be argued indirectly to entail another person's rights, we can easily speak of socialist rights-such as the rights to education
and to health. But note that these rights are positive and substantive, not rights
against interference with the hollow form of freedom. Since these rights are also the
goals the whole community is directed toward, there is no sense of inherent conflict
between the rights of some and the aims of others.
All this is not to say that a given community may not decide that group or
individual autonomy is a necessary means to human fulfillment, or even a part
thereof. But the ethos of socialist freedom is not that of liberalism. For example,
decision making might well be decentralized under socialism, so that parents would
for the most part have discretion in the care of their children. But they would feel
themselves to be delegates of the community and would apply standards to a large
degree publicly articulated. The private liberty of parents to control their children
arbitrarily would be absent. Again, even if individual autonomy is in itself a
necessary part of human flourishing (e.g., because fulfillment requires thinking and
some kinds of thinking are possible only in the presence of choices), the feel of
freedom would be different. If I take time out from my family-to pursue whatever
pleases me-at the urging of a spouse who loves me and wishes to see me fulfill
myself, this liberty of choice is not of only personal concern. Even in my whimsical
personal enjoyments, I am acting with and for my spouse. Contrast this freedom
with the same behavorial content negotiated as part of a marital ''contract."
Socialist solidarity does not preclude liberty, but it does preclude the strident
self-centeredness we often associate with rights to private autonomy.
Like other goods, the good of new life is a matter of public concern and
responsibility in such a community. It is inconceivable that any socialist society
would privatize the production of life itself.
Concern for the fulfillment both of parents and of children would, of course,
result in a radical sharing of the burdens of child-rearing and, to the degree possible,
of child-bearing. At the same time, women in such a community would have no
virtually absolute or a priori right to refuse to contribute to the common good of
children. (Similarly, "O" -blood type people could be called upon to carry their
miniature neighbors, even in the absence of anticipated reciprocity.) Insofar as
women have unique capabilities needed by the community (i.e., the capability of
nurturing very early life), they can be called upon in unique ways. A right like Roe's
would not be part of the original principles (or "constitution") of such a society.
Of course, one cannot know that a socialist community would be "pro-life." It
would not make abortion a merely private matter, but it might make a public
decision to promote rather than to forbid some or all abortions-say, if there were a
genuine danger of overpopulation.
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I would not wish to guess the precise balance that a given community might
strike weighing these and many other concerns. Abortion might well be left to
public debate and changeable legislation. Concern for reconciliation might make
most communities hesitant to enforce rigid criminal law prohibitions, but I would
not claim further knowledge of what loving and thinking women and men would
decide.
Instead, I want only to argue that one factor going into such public decisions
ought to be a principled concept of personhood. Whatever substantive legal position may be reached, such decisions should eschew the arbitrary anticonceptualism
implicit in Roe's pretending not to know whether being located in a womb makes an
entity not actually alive.
Even more than liberalism, socialism must answer the question of who is a
person, since it does not have the option of abandoning any person who exists. The
academic and judicial arguments summarized above to the effect that even if the
fetus is a person, we have no duty (or even right) to protect it are antithetical to a
sense of solidarity with the unborn.
At the same time, unlike liberalism, socialism does not contradict itself in
answering this question: It is not committed to the fact and value skepticism that
stops liberalism from generating the principled definition of personhood it needs as
a starting point. Socialism must constantly make conceptual judgments about the
fulfillment of human life. It must also be able to decide for whose fulfillment it is
aiming. This argument is not necessarily pro-conceptus, but it is pro-concept.
Yet surely, it will be said, socialism cannot be properly more conceptualist
than liberalism. I have argued previously that, although in the short run liberalism is
conceptualist in order to provide rigid formal rules within which private planning
can take place, in the long run liberalism must fors~e its own legalism when its
merely instrumental concepts interfere with maximum private satisfaction.
Socialism, by contrast, has historically been opposed even to the initial conceptualist trappings of liberalism, both because they obscure its actual instrumentalism
and because they are used to preclude direct consideration of the common good.
How can socialism, then, ever be pro-concept?
The answer, it seems to me, is that socialism must indeed avoid reifying
instrumental legal concepts (such as "property'' or "contract"). Although such
concepts may at times provide a temporary legalistic buffer against arbitrary power,
they must not be permitted to legitimate the present order. At the same time, some
concepts must exist in order for reason to resist tyranny. I suggest that socialists
should replace liberal formal concepts not with nothing, but with concepts of the
substantive ends toward which we hope to move. Only if we can search for and hold
to concepts of "education" or '~health"-or "peace"·or "democracy" or "personhood'' -can we offer principled objections to the present direction of things.
Even in a socialist community concepts will remain important, unless the day
comes when perfect ~tability and perfect sharing of values make planning unnecessary. Quite apart from the danger of tyranny, the need to maintain critical theory in
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order to guard against serious mistakes by those in power requires that, say, war not
peace be redefinable as peace (in 1984 fashion). There is just no way to pursue a goal
that has no content. It is well and good to say that most concepts are to be defined
functionally, but there still must be some things for the sake of which these concepts
are useful. If "person" is to be defined functionally, for whom is it to function?
The sharing of concepts, moreover, itself promotes community-not only in
the sense of increasing our trust of each other but also in the sense of letting us think
together. Surely, among other things we may share, public reason is an important
bond. But our public law is literally unthinkable if it is conceptually incoherent at its
deepest level. We cannot even argue together about abortion if anything and
nothing may be called a person.

AUTHOR'S NOTE: Extensive comments by Bill McBride, Paul Brietzke, Burke Balch, and my sister
Rebecca Stith helped me very much. I wish the blame could be spread among us all, but I am afraid
none of them clearly endorsed my arguments.

Present Tense
Technology
DAVID F. NOBLE
PART THREE

E

veryone believes the United States is in the midst of an economic transformation on the order of the Industrial Revolution," Business Week noted
recently. But this fashionable analogy between today's second and yesterday's first
Industrial Revolution is only half complete: the catastrophe has been left out. The
prospect of another epoch-making historical leap thus generates simple-minded
delight-among those managers who seek to enlarge their authority at the expense
of workers; among those equipment vendors whose high-tech hype enchants the
unsuspecting; among those manchild technical enthusiasts who are encouraged to
indulge their socially irresponsible fantasies at public expense; among those
system-building militarists who imagine security through strength through silicon;
among those trade unionists who remain handicapped by· the hallucinogenic
homilies of technological progress; and among those ambitiously neoprogressive
politicians whose rosy rhetoric belies their ignorance of that first ''great transformation" - "a world turned upside down," contemporaries soberly described
it-and the mass insurrection· that followed in its wake. For a more complete
analogy would shake the spirit not stir it, and give thoughtful people pause. It has
been forgotten in the present paeans to progress that the earlier episode was stained
in blood as well as grease and that it engendered not only passive immiseration but
active rebellion.
''To enter into any detail of the riots would be· superfluous,'' Lord Byron told
his colleagues in the House of Lords in 18I2 during the height of the Luddite uprising. ''The House is already aware that every outrage:: . has been perpetrated,
and that the proprietors of the frames· [textile machinery] obnoxious to the rioters,
and all persons supposed to be connected with them, have been liable to insult and
violence.'' He continued:
During the short time I recently passed in Nottinghamshire, not twelve
hours elapsed without some fresh act of violence; and on the day I left
the county I was informed that forty frames had been broken the previous evening, as usual, without resistance and without detection.
Such was then the st~te of that county, and such I have reason to
believe it to be at this moment. But whilst these outrages must be
admitted to exist to an alarming extent, it cannot be denied that they have
arisen from circumstances of the most unparalleled distress: the perse-
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verance of these miserable men in their proceedings tends to prove that
nothing but absolute want could have driven a large, and once honest
and industrious, body of the people into the commission of excesses so
hazardous to themselves, their families, and the community.
At the time to which I allude, the town and county were burdened with
large detachments of the military; the police was in motion, the
magistrates assembled; yet all the movements, civil and military, had led
to-nothing. Not a single instance had occurred of the apprehension of
any real delinquent actually taken in the fact, against whom there existed
legal evidence sufficient for conviction. But the police, however useless, were by no means idle: several notorious delinquents had been
detected-men, liable to conviction, on the clearest evidence, of the
capital crime of poverty; men, who had been nefariously guilty of lawfully begetting several children, whom, thanks to the times! they were
unable to maintain.
Considerable injury has been done to the proprietors of the improved
frames. These machines were to them an advantage, inasmuch as they
superseded the necessity of employing a number of workmen, who were
left in consequence to starve .... The rejected workmen, in the blindness
of their ignorance, instead of rejoicing at these improvements in arts so
beneficial to mankind, conceived themselves to be sacrificed to
improvements in mechanism. In the foolishness of their hearts, they
imagined that the maintenance and well-doing of the industrious poor
were objects of greater consequence than the enrichment of a few individuals by any improvement in the implements of trade which threw the
workmen out of employment and rendered the labourer unworthy of his
hire.
It must be confessed that although the adoption of the enlarged
machinery in that state of our commerce which the country once boasted
might have been beneficial to the master without being detrimental to the
servant; yet in the present situation of our manufactures, rotting in
warehouses, without a prospect of exportation, with the demand for
work and workmen equally diminished, frames of this description tend
materially to aggravate the distress and discontent of the disappointed
sufferers.
These men never destroyed their looms till they were become useless,
worse than useless; till they were become actual impediments to their
exertions in obtaining their daily bread. These men were willing to dig,
but the spade was in other hands; they were not ashamed to beg, but
there was none to relieve them; their own means of subsistence were cut
off, all other employments pre-occupied; and their excesses, however to
be deplored and condemned, can hardly be subject of surprise.

_(_
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One hundred and sixty-three ye.ars after Lord Byron's observation, people
were still being caught by surprise. In the predawn hours of October 1, 197 5, the
lone foreman in the pressroom of the Washington Post was jumped by several
desperate and determined men, one of whom held a screwdriver to his throat.
Helpless, the foreman watched silently while, for the next twenty minutes, a team
of highly skilled pressmen-whose jobs were threatened by the introduction of
computerized "cold type" technology-systematically disabled all seventy-two
units of the Post's nine presses. Methodically, they sliced through the cushions on
the press cylinders, ripped out the electrical wiring, removed the detachable chucks
required to support the one-and-a-half ton reels of newsprint, cut air hoses, and
damaged scores of reels. The printing plates were locked in place and the locking
keys, inserted in holes on the press cylinders, were broken off and the cylinders
jammed. The most serious damage was then inflicted by fire, but only after the
automatic fire extinguisher had been duly disabled. Later that morning, the president of the local pressmen's union refused to accept blame for the damage, and
insisted that his members had been "frustrated" by management intransigence
and, as a consequence, "just went crazy and panicked" in what he described as a
moment of "temporary insanity." But the Post management knew better. For all
their surprise, a Post spokesman acknowledged that the attack appeared "to have
been executed by people who had preplanned and synchronized their actions. It
would be impossible for these kinds of damage to be done in that short a time
without a plan, without assigned tasks, and without people who knew precisely
what they were doing."
This extraordinary event at the Washington Post received considerable media
attention for a while (Time dubbed the pressmen "the Washington Luddites"), but
was too quickly forgotten: the pressmen, the familiar story went, had been rendered
obsolete by the new technology; given to "excesses" by the futility of their plight
(they were ultimately replaced at the Post, their strike broken, and their union
destroyed), their extreme action was but a final gesture in a tragic story with an
inevitable ending. But it is perhaps more likely that the real significance of this
episode belongs to the future rather than to the past, that it signalled not an end but a
beginning. In short, the pressmen may have been not behind their times but ahead
of them.

T

he Luddites, it will be remembered, were not against technology per se.
They were contending with the social relations of industrial capitalism and
the increasing dominance of the "economy" -and of those who dominated the
economy-over society. Society .was being reduced in both theory and practice to a
mere reservoir of factors of production for enterprise: not only the land and the trees
became commodities but people too, to be used and disposed of as economic
expediency required, as judged by the cold calculus of accumulation. The introduc-
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tion of machinery was but one rather visible and tangible manifestation of this
social upheaval, one that reflected the extension of capitalist control beyond commerce to the activities of production itself. Marx was not writing figuratively but
literally when he decried the debasement of human beings to mere appendages of
machinery, and veritable slaves of those who owned capital. And today, when
respectable discourse still requires euphemistic substitutes for "capitalism," it is
difficult to remember that this term was itself a euphemism of sorts, a polite and
dignified substitute for greed, extortion; coercion, domination, exploitation, plunder, war, and murder. This was the list of grievances compiled by the Luddites in
their heroic defense of society. Machine-breaking was simply a strategy and a tactic
for correcting these violations of morality and humanity, violations that were later
obscured by myths of the market and technological progress.
Today, people are once again having to contend with a major change in social
relations, this time occasioned by the multinational extension of corporate
capitalism, operating in a global labor market. Once again, the transformation is
being facilitated and reinforced (and obscured) by the introduction of new technology: computer-based communication and production systems. These latest devices
give capital anew mobility, enabling capitalists to pick and choose from the world's
reservoir: societies and peoples played off against one another in search of the
cheapest and most servile hands. Moreover, these new technical systems hold out
the prospect not simply of making robots out of people, but of substituting robots
for people and dispensing with the need for human labor altogether-all in the name
of economic and technological progress. No wonder, then, that this second transition, like the first, is marked by social instability and economic crisis, "with the
demand for work and workers equally diminished,.'' And, likewise, these conditions are again forcing ''once honest and industrious'' men and women into opposition in defense of society and their own humanity. In the process, moreover, people
of the late twentieth century are beginning to shake loose from their inherited
ideology of technological and economic progress that has for so long distanced
them from their comrades of an earlier day.
In the mid 1970s, when the pressmen launched their predawn raid at the
Washington Post, the action was perhaps inevitably isolated and futile. Fragmented
unions each worked out their own formal agreements, cooperative programs, and
research projects, and the best strategy still seemed to be one of deferred action and
deference to authority. In the last few years, however, these conditions have
changed dramatically, rendering agreements unenforceable, participation schemes
mere collaboration in the administration of immiseration, and research projects less
and less relevant. At the same time, these new conditions make other such predawn
raids all the more necessary, promising, and likely.
The internationalization of the corporate economy, in manufacturing as well as
finance, has given multinational capital unprecedented leverage vis-a-vis national
labor movements and organizations. Thus collective bargaining has now become
just a polite phrase for extortion as labor has been compelled to yield. The current
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recession, with its rising unemployment, has only magnified a more fundamental
threat to the future of the labor movement. Capital's quest for greater control and
profits, justified in the name of competitiveness and productivity and couched in the
disarming rhetoric of technological progress, is being facilitated through the nowmature technology of automation. "If America hopes to match foreign competition," Time recently preached, for example, "it may have to rely more heavily on
automation." Business Week's Harris Poll captured the true spirit of the age, however, noting that while executives were not interested in financing to rebuild inventory and did not intend to rehire laid-off workers, there was, nevertheless-in the
midst of a recession-' 'heavy backing for capital investment in a variety oflaborsaving technologies that are designed to fatten profits without necessarily adding to
productive output.'' Fortune simply heralded the ''Race to the Automatic Factory,''
while Time substituted for its annual ''Man of the Year'' a more timely ''Machine
of the Year'': the computer.
Confronted by this technology-based assault, battered by the economic recession, and confounded by its own (derived) commitment to technological progress,
labor has been thrown on the defensive. In the process, unions have almost entirely
abandoned the crucial struggles over technology and working conditions ignited by
the rank-and-file rebellions of the late 196os. Those workers who have continued to
insist upon such shopfloor struggles have been dismissed by union officials intent
upon maintaining dues-paying membership and keeping plants open, whatever the
price in the present. Meanwhile, as indicated in Part II of this series, the ''technology researchers" have abandoned even the pretense of dealing with the
technologically-based challenges of the present, and have drifted ever more toward
the development of technological alternatives for the future, However valuable all
of this effort might some day prove to be, it is of little practical value to those now
under immediate assault. Thus, in the face of an intensifying challenge, the capitulation of the unions, and the escapism of the experts, it is no wonder that workers in
the shops have once again begun, increasingly, to take matters into their own hands.
Having overcome the fatalism of technological determinism, they have now begun
to overcome also the futurism of technological progress, and to shift attention back
to the present. The resurgence of the rank and file, moreover signals the return as
well of direct action at the point. of production. As Pierre Dubois predicted in
197 5 -the year.of the Washington Post raid and just as the economic crisis began to
take hold-"all in all, we may say that unemployment is more likely to favor
sabotage than not.''
The Washington Post action was inescapably doomed, but not because the
action itself was inherently wrongheaded or irrational but because the conditions
for its effectiveness had not yet.materialized. The pressmen were fighting an awesome foe against overwhelming odds, and were compelled by circumstance to do so
alone. Since then, however, while changing conditions have in some ways certainly
worsened labor's position, they have in other ways rendered such tactics more
promising than ever before.

76

Explorations

In the first place, the sw.-ne diffusion of computer-based communications and
control technologies and the same internationalization and conglomeratization of
enterprise that have increased capital mobility and resourcefulness have also contributed to an increasing homogenization and integration of industry, with the result
that workers throughout industry and throughout the world are now increasingly
confronting the same problems. These new conditions, therefore, have created a
basis for the recognition by workers (and, haltingly, by unions) of an identity of
interest across industries and workplaces. In factories, offices, design rooms,
warehouses, on the docks, in supermarkets, government bureaus, in aircraft, steel,
auto, meatpacking, rubber, textiles, printing, chemical plants-throughout the
world of work-people face the same computer-based challenges. Thus, the conditions have emerged that make possible as never before liaison between crafts,
technical and manual workers, factories and offices, and otherwise wholly different
industries, and between workers in different nations.
Second, the same technology that has extended capital's reach and range of
control has also rendered it more dependent upon highly complex, expensive, and
precarious systems and thus more vulnerable to worker resistance and especially to
disruption through direct action. Increasingly, if belatedly, workers have begun to
recognize the precarious position of management too during a period of rapid
organizational and technical change.
Third and last, it is becoming increasingly apparent that this "window of
vulnerability'' of capital will not stay open forever. At some point, the situation will
become stabilized, the new systems will be sufficiently debugged, and the opportunities for opposition will be foreclosed. Moreover, in light of the current trend
toward an ever-weaker labor movement, more people are beginning to understand
that, however weak it might be now, labor is at present more powerful than it is
likely to be in the future. Therefore, as one electrical worker at G.E.'s Lynn,
Massachusetts plant put it recently, "you have to strike while the iron is hot." In
short, the new conditions, while in some ways throwing labor on the defensive,
have at the same time laid the basis for a rank-and-file resurgence across industries,
with its accompanying emphasis upon the concrete situation, its orientation toward
direct action at the point of production, and its preoccupation with the present.
Already there are reminders of Ludd's warning: ''Danger Looms.''
We will never lay down our arms till the
House of Commons passes an Act to put down
all machinery hurtful to the communityBut we, we petition no more.
That won't do-fighting must.
- Signed by the General of the Army of Redressers
Ned Ludd, Clerk
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n Norway, birthplace of technology agreements and a model for progressive
unions throughout the world-where, as Leslie Schneider of Harvard Business
School says, ''more than any other country in the world unions, employers, and the
state have tried to shape the direction of technological change at work'' -workers
have begun a search for new ways to deal with technology. In the face of the
economic crisis, the issue of technology has been put on the back burner by the
unions: ''these matters of new technology are now in the background,'' one staffer
for the Norwegian Chemical Workers Union noted recently. Kristen Nygaard,
Norwegian Computer Center scientist and pioneer of the path-breaking Iron and
Metal Workers Union technology agreements, observed also "a spreading sentiment of the irrelevance of the old participation strategy in the·.faceof current needs.''
The ineffectiveness of such a strategy has also become more than apparent. At
Kongsberg Vapenfabrik; for example, the local Iron and Metal Workers Union has
demanded that "all changes in working conditions, past practices, job content,
qualification, and skills due to the introduction and use of new machines be discussed and negotiated in advance.'' These demands have been rejected by management, while workers face the prospect of massive layoffs. At other sites, however,
such ineffectiveness has given rise to new rank-and-file initiatives.
At Borregaard Industries (paper and pulp products) in Sarpsborg, for example,
where formal agreements have proved similarly ineffective, a splinter group of iron
and metal workers (unaffiliated with the national union) has begun "struggling
toward a 'before the fact' approach to technological bargaining." According to
Leslie Schneider, who in I 9 8 3 produced an important study of technology agreements in Norway, these workers "stopped" one system design project twice
''when they felt they had no power or real voice.'' In response to management plans
to introduce a computer-based maintenance system that would have entailed a
reduction in manning and tighter management control over those who remained,
the workers countered with an alternative proposal that included group planning of
work and job rotation of supervisors. Management rejected their proposal and the
workers have decided to "block" the new &ystem altogether until their alternative
is accepted. "So far," Schneider reports, the iron and metal workers "have relied
heavily on the strength of the local union to block systems or project work th~t does
not meet their demands." Meanwhile, in the city of Bergen, city government
workers, frustrated by the ineffectiveness of technology agreements, have
demanded and won a moratorium on the development of all new technological
systems until management submits to them a long-term plan for technological
change. The success of the moratorium was based upon an alliance between the city
government union and the technical specialists who design the computer systems
for the city, an alliance groundetl upon a shared commitment to local control. The
moratorium has given the unions and workers time to draw up their own ''Policy on
Technological Change" which has been critical for clarifying the union's ideas and
goals internally and for refining their effort on the strategic level for their negotia-
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tions with management. Here, then, as at Borregaard, alternative plans for the·
future have been coupled with decisive action in the present. It is understood that
just as it is not enough to engage in immediate action without longer-range objectives and visions, so it is not sufficient to have the goals without the active means for
attaining them.
In Denmark, where unions have also had extensive experience with technology agreements and technology researchers, workers have begun looking for more
effective mechanisms. For some years now, workers throughout Denmark have
been demanding a veto right in all agreements on new technology, but have thus far
been opposed by the central unions. Existing agreements, therefore, contain no
provisions that allow the workers to veto, or reject, any new technology. In the view
of many workers, agreements without veto power have no "teeth" and serve
merely to facilitate the introduction of new technology. "If you go out to the
members," LO (Danish trade union federation) research director Henning Tjornehoj observed in December 198 2, you discover that ''workers want to fight for the
veto since agreements without it are useless." The central unions have dismissed
such demands as the work of left-wing agitators and have argued that the approach
would stop technology, undermine competitiveness, and therefore result in the loss
of more jobs. But, Tjornehoj insists, the demands for the veto are not restricted to
leftists but come from workers, regardless of political views. Without the veto
power, he agrees, "workers are faced with the choice of being hanged or being
shot." Although he himself oversaw the Danish trade union sponsored action
research projects (such as DUE and PUMA), Tjornehoj now concedes that "it is
unrealistic to be effective in shaping technology,'' and warns the unions that if they
do not take the lead in formulating a more effective approach to the challenge of
new technology, the workers will begin to "take their fate into their own hands.''
This has already begun. In 1982, municipal workers in the city ofFarum, near
Copenhagen, went on strike to demand veto power over the new technology, in
opposition not only against local management but also against the central union and
the central government. They backed down only after the central union and the
social democratic government threatened to cut off funds to the city. In one place,
however, workers have actually succeeded in obtaining the veto. Ironically, this
victory has been achieved by clerical workers in the state-run Business School in
Copenhagen. There the workers discovered to their surprise that the management
knew as little about the new office automation technology as they did. Taking the
initiative, the local union forced the management into an agreement that permits the
union to reject any new systems after a three-month trial period. So far, the union
has succeeded in preventing the permanent introduction of any new equipment, on
the grounds that the new technology deskills and displaces members of the workforce. Thus, while the professors at the Business School daily spread the gospel of
salvation through automation, the workers at the Business School have taken the
lead (in Denmark) by creatively responding to this threat and so far have prevented
tllese missionaries from practicing what they preach.
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ngland's loss was our gain," John Baker, former general secretary of one of
Australia's postal-telecom unions, has observed, referring to the fact that
many of the convicted Luddites were ''transported'' to Australia and thereafter had
a considerable influence upon the development of Australian trade unionism.
"Where the worker responses were active, positive, and assertive on their own
immediate interests," Baker noted, "these attitudes flowed through the rest of
society with rather positive consequences for most institutions of society"
(Australia led Europe and the United States in mass unionism, the eight-hour day,
social security, and social democracy). This heritage is still alive in Australia. In
r 9 54, for example, the postal-telecom unions refused a continent-wide automated
telegraph system until the union had a chance to scrutinize it in terms of efficiency,
social necessity, and consequences for those in the industry. In I 977, the Australian
Labor Party called for a moratorium on uranium mining and treatment in Australia
(following a nationwide strike a decade earlier by railway and transport workers
over that issue). That same year saw another series of strikes by the postal-telecom
unions over the introduction of a new system. ''We won't permit the introduction of
electronic telecommunications network,'' they declared. ''Our members will not
move over for a computer.'' In their refusal to accept the new system, the union
employed various forms of industrial action including one which captured the
popular imagination: "during the dispute, which the technicians conducted from
inside the telecom systems, they cut-over the local-call system to the nation-wide
long distance system and enabled subscribers to make unlimited long-distance calls
for the price of a local call." Finally, in 1979, the Australian Council of Trade
Unions voted to request the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions and
the International Labor Organization to invite labor unions of all affected countries
to "consider placing a five-year moratorium on all technological change." "A little
bit of creative Luddism might not be amiss until we sort things out,'' Baker recommended, observing that:
The developing consciousness of the Australian trade unionist illustrates
the old challenge of the Luddites to the factory-owners: "you haven't
any right to take over my tools and skills and build them into a machine
[that] you, alone, own and whose products you, alone, sell in the marketplace." This old objection is being resurrected again as owners of
technology and capital build the skills, experience, and knowledge of
millions of office and factory workers into the micro-machine processes
that make them unemployed.
Like John Brown's Body, that spectre, that special understanding of
the Luddite Martyrs marches on, coming back to haunt the heirs of those
who transported them in irons to the shores of Botany Bay, coming back
to haunt Westminster until, perhaps, some Labor MP dares to rise, as
once did Lord Byron in the House of Lords, to honour the Luddite
Martyrs in the way their consciousness and sacrifices still warrants.
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Last year, strikers in Australia began distributing stickers that read:
"SMASH THIS MACHINE."

In England, design engineer Mike Cooley, one of the most active members of
the Lucas Aerospace Workers Combine Shop Stewards Committee until he was
sacked in 1980, has seconded John Baker's appeal for "a little creative Luddism."
''The real tragedy,'' Cooley noted, ''is that with the frantic drive forward of the new
technology, we lack the time to examine the cultural, political, and social implications before infrastructures are established which. will effectively preclude any
examination of alternatives." Cooley has also welcomed a moratorium on new
technology as being consistent with the efforts of the Lucas workers' strategy. This
might come as something of a surprise to many of those in the United States who
have been inspired by the creative initiatives of the Lucas workers, in particular
their alternative corporate plan, their development of alternative products and
processes, and their programs for military conversion of industry. The emphasis, it
might appear, has been upon developing alternatives to corporate technological
development, not rejection of new technologies. But observers in this country and
elsewhere have concentrated only on one half of the Lucas story and ignored the
other. Throughout the development of the Combine Committee, the formulation of
the alternative plan, and the endless campaigning, there has been consistent and
determined industrial action at the point of production. All along, the more visible
parts of the Lucas strategy were rooted in and undergirded by strikes, occupations,
slowdowns, and other forms of industrial action for which British workers are
renowned and respected.
One of the most significant achievements of the Combine Coinmittee, for
example, barely known outside Lucas, was a successful moratorium on the introduction of new technology. In the only reference to it in all of the extensive
Lucas-related literature, Hillary Wainwright and Dave Elliott have described how
in 1980-81 , the Combine Committee "succeeded in coordinating a moratorium
on the introduction of new machinery at a time when Lucas Aerospace management
was hoping to move rapidly into computer-aided design and computer-aided manufacturing systems at major sites." The moratorium had two objectives. First, it
was a way of getting management to negotiate centrally on new technology with
representatives from all sites and all unions rather than with particular unions at
each individual site as management intended. The Combine Committee understood
that a piecemeal introduction of the machinery would weaken the ability of the
unions to develop a truly effective strategy for controlling the pace and the terms on
which the new technology would be introduced. The Combine Committee reflected
the interests of both production and technical workers at all sites and the
moratorium was a practical means of maintaining this unprecedented solidarity and
strength. Second, the Combine Committee intended to use the time made possible
by the moratorium to involve all of the shop stewards committees in the formwation
of policies that would be the basis for central negotiations. According to
Wainwright and Elliott,
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the moratorium lasted for nearly a year in some sites and longer in others
(at Burnley it held for eighteen months). During this period the Combine
Committee and CAITS (the Centre for Alternative Industrial Systems
set up by the Lucas workers at the North London Polytechnic) carried
out an extensive investigation and debate on the consequences of new
technology for workers in Lucas Aerospace and the policies through
which the benefits of new technology could be controlled by those who
manufacture it, use it, and consume its products, rather than by those
who own it. The moratorium did not hold consistently enough to force
management to conduct central negotiations, but it did lead to several
good site-level agreements.
Since the moratorium, some Lucas workers have devised other forms of
industrial action that they find more effective than the refusal to allow the introduction of new equipment. At Birmingham, for example, workers realized that the
forcible rejection of new technology at their site, in the absence of total rejection at
all sites, simply meant that the company would place the equipment elsewhere, at
their expense. Therefore, they have adopted another approach. They allow the
company to bring in the new equipment, install it in concrete on the factory floor,
test it, and work out the "bugs." Then they take it over, to prevent anyone from
using it and to prevent the company from removing it. As long as the equipment is
outside, the workers reason, the company can control it, whereas once it is in the
factory, the workers can control it. The objective of this strategy is to reduce the
flexibility and mobility of corporate management and, at the same time, to idle
expensive equipment and thus force plant management to negotiate reasonably. The
effectiveness of the strategy depends upon a full understanding of the company
program for introducing new equipment. The workers must determine the' 'point of
no return'' for the company, at which time management must either move forward
with new equipment or sacrifice the cost effectiveness of existing equipment. Most
systems are introduced in successive phases of system integration, where the efficiency of one phase is ultimately dependent upon the completion of the following
phase. Given the enormous expense of new computer-based manufacturing equipment, interruption of this program at critical points can prove extremely costly to
the company and thus helpful to workers in their negotiations. (In addition to this
overt strategy, the workers here as elsewhere routinely feed irrelevant information
into the company's central computer and otherwise forestall cost-effective utilization of the expensive equipment, alert to the fact that automation renders management more dependent upon the workforce, not less, and therefore more vulnerable
to worker resistance.)
Of course in England too workers are daily confronted with management
threats to close or move plants in the event of opposition to company modernization
plans. But the workers at Birmingham and elsewhere figure that they lose either
way-through rationalization and automation or plant shutdowns and capital
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sabotage was sparked by the case of Ulrich Briefs. Briefs is a computer scientist
who has for many years served as an adviser on technical matters to the metalworkers union (LG. Metall) and, more recently, the DGB. He has also been unusually
close to rank-and-file groups throughout Germany, traveling widely to engage in
plant-level discussions and to help devise strategies for dealing with the new
technologies.
In December 1981, as companies in Germany accelerated the pace of
technological change, Briefs gave a speech publicly criticizing the DGB for having
done too little too late. Speaking to a local union audience, Briefs noted, however,
that all was not yet lost. He pointed out that computer systems do not make the
company invincible; indeed, they intensify management's need for access to and
control over data and they increase management's dependence upon the reliability
of hardware and cooperation of the workforce. Thus, Briefs suggested that
strategies might include two forms of sabotage: ''soft sabotage'' and ''hard sabotage." By "soft sabotage" Briefs meant anything that obstructs and distorts the
information-processing system. Briefs urged that workers should try to clog the
system with extraneous information (as the Lucas workers were aleady doing) or
overload it by making excessive simultaneous demands on it (such as everyone
complaining about his paycheck at once). He emphasized what he considered to be
the gravest danger of computer systems, the trend toward total integration, and
recommended that workers should insist upon interrupting such integration in any
way possible (such as demanding that nonautomated processes be inserted between
automated ones). As for "hard sabotage," Briefs explained in an understated way
that computers do not like tea, coffee, Coke, or iron powder.
Almost immediately after his speech, Briefs was fired by the DGB. Although
the DGB action was presumably prompted by Briefs's public criticism of the trade
union confederation, the charge against him was "Luddism," the advocacy of
allegedly "anticonstitutional" criminal acts judged in violation of the principles
upon which trade unionism was grounded. In response to these charges, Briefs
argued that first, capitalists are the real saboteurs-because they routinely destroy
billions of dollars in equipment when they "retool" or close plants, and second,
that sabotage can be a very human act if it is directed against such antihuman
devices as neutron bombs and other militarY hardware. More important than
Briefs's arguments in his own defense, however, was the widespread support for
him among trade union members. After only two months, during which time
tremendous pressure was placed upon the DGB by local and district level union
delegates (especially from the metalworkers), Briefs was reinstated. Some were
expressing support for free speech and democracy in general rather than any particular sympathy with his remarks. Many, however, either agreed with Briefs's
approach or recognized that it was time to broaden the discussion and entertain
seriously the possibility of new and bolder strategies.
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ver the Easter weekend in 1980, in the French city of Toulouse, there were
unprecedented raids on the computer centers of both Philips Data Systems
Corporation and Honeywell-Bull. The damage was extensive and the New York
Times reported that ''officials said the damage was done by experts.'' The Times
quoted a police inspector: "They knew exactly how to erase programs from tapes,
how to destroy the electronic filing systems." Newsweek reported that one technician (reflecting the peculiar logic of our times) exclaimed, "When they attack men,
that I can understand, but machines"-No!" The group taking responsibility for the
raids, which called itself the Committee for the Liquidation and Misappropriation
of Computers, explained themselves in a letter to the Paris daily Liberation: "We
are computer workers and therefore well placed to know the present and future
dangers of computer systems. Computers are the favorite instrument of the powerful. They are used to classify, control, and to repress. We do not want to be shut up
in the ghettos of programs and organizational patterns.'' ''As proof of their involvement," the Times reported, "the group described the contents of (one) manager's
desk, including a copy of a Rolls-Royce catalog.'' Meanwhile, in the Netherlands,
according to a recent report in a Detroit newspaper, a professor of industrial robotics has concluded a study in which he found that sabotage of robots has become
widespread and has assumed several ingenious forms. Workers routinely slow
down the machines by feeding them parts in the wrong order, "repairing" the
machines incorrectly, mislaying essential spare parts, or putting sand into the
robot's lubricating oil. In one metal construction plant, ~he professor reported,
production was reduced for more than six months because of worker resistance to
the use of robots.
Finally, in the United States, people are only belatedly .coming to realize that
their society has become just another reservoir of factors of production for multinational capital. Here resistance to the technological assault has only begun to surface
in unorganized, fragmented, and covert ways. But there are signs that the ideological fiction of "labor resistance to change" is now becoming a defiant reality as
workers learn the hard way that formal agreements about technology (such as those
of the Auto and Communications Workers, and those proposed by the Machinists)
are barely worth the paper they are written on. In r 979, for example, in opposition
to their own International, UAW local 600 auto workers at the Ford River Rouge
plant in Detroit declared that it was time to make ''new technology a strikeable
issue.'' In Lynn, Massachusetts, members of International Union of Electricians,
Local 20 r have begun to join together with their counterparts in locals of their own
and other unions (such as the IUE and the IAM) from Schenectady, Evendale, Erie,
and elsewhere collectively to confront the technological assault underway in one of
this country's most automation-obsessed companies, G .E. Whether or not this is an
incipient Combine Committee, along the lines pioneered at Lucas Aerospace,
remains to be seen, but there is little doubt that, whatever ultimate form the
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resistance talces, the battle-lines are being drawn. ''I sweep up robot doo-doo,'' was
the way one skilled machinist at G .E.'s Erie locomotive works described his
recently deskilled job at a conference on the new technology in Lynn. The same
technology that was being used to degrade his working life, he explained, was also
enabling the company to move jobs elsewhere or eliminate them completely.
"When they closed the division,'' he told his fellow G.E. workers, we realized too
late that "we should have acted earlier and destroyed it ourselves." "Technology
does not benefit the workers one bit,'' a recently displaced Baltimore steelworker
insisted, pointing out how it is used to degrade and destroy jobs and produce things
that most workers, as consumers, will never be able to buy. He went on to describe
in some detail how workers in his plant were turning to more direct ways of
protecting themselves against the introduction of new technology.
With the new computer technology, "you can undermine some resistance but
they can still beat you," one manager at a large United Technologies plant (Hamilton Standard) in Hartford conceded. ''They'll always find a way to beat you.
They're smart!" As every manager in the United States knows, but few are willing
to tell, sabotage is on the rise. "The workers out there don't have the luxury of fantasizing about the future,'' the same manager reminded two academic researchers recently. "They don't think like you guys do. They don't see any inexorable
technology. Survival is the thing. They think immediate.'' One of the more innovative, and symbolic, acts of displeasure with new technology surfaced recently in
reports of an incident in the U.S. Justice Department. In May of this year, a
manager noticed that a word processor was not functioning properly. Upon closer
inspection, he discovered that the screen and keyboard of the machine were
saturated with urine. (Apparently, this readily available substance has the same
effect upon computer equipment as tea, coffee, Coke, and iron powder.) With
characteristic paranoia, the Justice Department management collected a sample of
the offending fluid and dispatched it at once to the Center for Disease Control in
Atlanta, presumably in an effort to track down the resourceful operator. All they
were able to learn, however, was that the subject was female and free of social
diseases. Meanwhile, that same month, a Detroit newspaper responded to Time
magazine's "Machine of the Year" (the computer) with an announcement of its
own "Tool of the Year": the sledgehammer. And, elsewhere, a new (old) phrase
was coined to capture the spirit of the times: "SMASH MACHINES, NOT PEOPLE."

H

as Ned Ludd returned? While it is not yet possible to assess the full siginficance of this mounting worker resistance to so-called progress, there
certainly are signs of it.everywhere. Likewise, there is abundant evidence of latent
popular support for such resistance. The popularity of such recent movies as Return
of the Jedi or WarGames, for example, stems less from their celebration of
technological prowess than from their mockery of technological extravagance,
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hubris, and vulnerability. Audiences are most animated when the kid in WarGames
uses his rudimentary knowledge about electronics and computers to outwit Pentagon technocrats and, of course, the phone company. Similarly, audiences respond
to Return of the Jedi with the greatest delight when the supersophisticated Death
Star warriors are undone, not by the equally sophisticated (and vacuous) heroes, but
by the sticks and stones-and laughter-of the "primitive" (and most human)
Ewoks. The producers of these films exploit not only the widespread resentment
and anxiety about high technology (and the alienated lives and horrible dangers that
accompany it) but also the genuine pleasure, the recovered sense of dignity, and the
surge of power (albeit vicarious) when all the fancy gadgetry of those in command
is so simply put in its proper, diminished, place.
How one might finally interpret all of this is less important than how one ought
to respond to it in the present, to seize and enlarge upon the opportunities it creates.
It would be presumptuous and, indeed, contradictory to the main thrust of these
articles, to try to suggest here a full-blown program for labor. As has been
emphasized from the outset, much of our confusion and paralysis in the face of the
current corporate-sponsored technological assault has resulted from just such a
removal of the technology question from the point of production, a substitution of
futuristic and programmatic vision for workers' present tense tactics and strategies.
If any recommendations might be made, then, they must of necessity be restricted
to the typical readers of journals such as democracy: ' 'intellectuals,'' those with the
luxury of reflection and access to the media. What might these people do on the
ideological battlefield that would complement and enhance rather than supplant and
stifle worker resistance to an alien and devastating progress?
In essence, if workers have begun to smash the physical .machinery of domination, so responsible intellectuals must begin deliberately to smash the mental
machinery of domination. They must strive to overcome-in themselves as well as
in others-:the collective fear of being human and free now reified and ratified in
fixed ideas and solid-state circuitry. To do this, they must champion a new common
sense that insists without compromise upon the primacy of people's lives over the
strange and estranging myths of automatic destiny. The intellectual task is one of
recovery, reclamation, and reminders: of who and what we are and of what is being
lost. If people are to be encouraged in what they already partially see (as evidenced
by their joyful identification with the Ewoks and the WarGames hero), intellectuals
must affirm outright, without qualification or hesitation: progress is a lie. Only then
will more people be able to think, say, and act upon what they already know,
without fear of isolation, ridicule, or repression. Responsible intellectuals, in short,
must struggle in their own realm to gain legitimacy for worker resistance to progress. They must change the terms of debate and extend the range of respectable
discourse in order to insure that those who choose to resist need never act alone.
It is an awesome challenge. When confronted with an identical task at an
earlier time, Lord Byron too had second thoughts. He worried about his own
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reputation and dreaded that he might appear to his friends as a' 'sentimentalist'' or,
worse, as "half a frame-breaker" himself. "However we may rejoice in any
improvement in the arts which may be beneficial to mankind,'' he wrote in a letter to
Lord Holland shortly before his maiden speech, ''we must not allow mankind to be
sacrificed to improvements in mechanism'' especially when these result merely in
"the enrichment of a few monopolists." But the young Byron toned down his
speech in the House of Lords, yielding to parliamentary restraint and gentility. His
finely-crafted, moderated oration was well received by his peers in that polite
assembly, but the frame bill passed overwhelmingly in spite of it. Only then did the
poet turn to his ultimate weapon, verse, to champion the Luddites' and humanity's
cause. His defiant challenge to the masters of markets and machinery appeared
anonymously in the next day's Morning Chronicle, as the bitterly ironic "Ode to
the Framers of the Frame Bill":
Oh well done, Lord Eldon! and better done Ryder!
Britannia must prosper with counsels like yours;
Hawkesby, Harrowby, help you to guide her,
Whose remedy only must kill ere it cures.
Those villains; the Weavers, are all grown refractory,
Asking some succour for Charity's sakeSo hang them in clusters round each Manufactory,
That will at once put an end to mistake.
The rascals, perhaps, may betake them to robbing,
The dogs to be sure have got nothing to eatSo if we can hang them for breaking a bobbin,
'Twill save all the Government's money and meat.
Men are more easily made than machineryStockings fetch better prices than livesGibbets on Sherwood will heightenthe scenery,
Showing how Commerce, how Liberty thrives.
As we approach the calamity of the second Industrial Revolution, intellectuals
have again to take up the vital struggle begun by Byron amidst the calamity of the
first. As witness to the birth of industrial capitalism, Byron defied the nascent
laissez-faire ideology that perverted liberty and invention and turned them against
society. Today, we witness the final maturation of a still antisocial capitalist system
in which liberty and invention have hardened into a monopoly of power sanctioned
by shibboleths of automatic progress. A century and a half of obeisance to progress
has dimmed our memory, impoverished our imagination, and dulled our sense of
outrage and violation. It is thus more difficult than ever (and more urgent) to regain
the courage and composure to speak candidly about what is happening, and about
what must be done to stop it. At least five tasks await the committed intellectual: to
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shift the burden of proof; to create the space to say no; to develop the means of
resistance; to invent an alternative future that is moored in the present; and to
transcend the myth of the machine, the fetish for technological transcendence, in
order to make way for political opposition.
• The distinguishing characteristic of hegemonic ideologies is that they require
no proof or argument; their validity is assumed, understood, and ratified by convention, norms, and accepted bounds ofrespectable discourse. Thus, those who challenge this dominant set of ideas are typically the ones. who must bear the burden of
proof, a burden that, in this setting, actually defies argumentation and evidence.
What is required, therefore, is somehow to shift the burden of proof to those who
subscribe to, promote, and profit from, this ideology. If they can be forced to prove
the validity of their ideas, their very attempt would be doubly defeating: first,
because assuming the burden of proof would undermine the automatic acceptance
of their position and, second, because, not having had to prove themselves before,
they would invariably demonstrate the weakness of their reasoning and the fact
that, given the available evidence, their assumptions cannot compellingly be
defended. Ideologies are habits of thought that defy thought and enable people to
avoid thought. Forcing that burden upon them (and upon ourselves) brings blindly
accepted assumptions to consciousness, and breaks the habit.
It is not necessary to demonstrate that accepted assumptions are wrong but
merely that they are ambiguous. Once the ambiguity has been established, further
evidence or argument becomes necessary for both sides. Intellectuals need to raise
questions about technological development: about its design, its deployment, the
reasons for its introduction, its technical and economic viability, and the causal
connections between investment, innovation, productivity,. competitiveness, and
social welfare. Any serious present-tense assessment of new technologies would
readily reveal the fragility of assumed justifications. 1 Contrast this with the clearcut social costs entailed in corporate-sponsored application of new technology,
including structural unemployment, social dislocation, job degradation, worker
deskilling, and political instability. It must fall to the ideologues of progress to
prove, rather than simply assume, the benefits before they are allowed to proceed.
•The first Industrial Revolution was recognized as such only in retrospe~t (the
term was not coined until the transformation itself had been completed). The
second Industrial Revolution, in contrast, has already been identified in anticipation
of the event. Thus, we have a luxury, denied our predecessors, of entering the
transition with our eyes open and with the advantage of a precedent. Whatever
blindness remains is self-induced.
Among our inherited blinders is the identification of simple technological
advance with social progress, 'an idea espoused by liberals and socialists alike.
1 R>r an example of how this might be done, see my Forces of Production: A Social History of
Machine Tool Automation (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984).
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Late-twentieth-century Americans need not be reminded that this belief is suspect
and invites a fundamental reevaluation. Given the all-too-important social costs,
military, ecological, and socioeconomic, it would be wise to call a halt to rapid,
undirected technological advance, if only temporarily until we regain our bearings.
But we are confronted immediately with another inherited blindspot, the conviction
that technological advance cannot be stopped because "You can't stop progress."
In reality, this is a bizarre and relatively recent western notion, invented to disarm
critics of capitalism, and is readily refuted by reference to centuries of socially
interrupted technological development. "Protective" regulations of one sort or
another have long served to buffer society from disruptive changes; the Luddities
themselves appealed to this time-honored tradition, which assumed the supremacy
of society over mere economic activity and technological contrivance. This consistent characteristic of human society was eradicated only within the last few centuries by the rapacious champions of laissez-faire who succeeded in putting
"things" in the saddle, to ride mankind. It is necessary now to remind ourselves of
this lost tradition and confidently to reassert it. To the dictum, you can't stop
progress, we must learn to respond: of course you can.
There are those who have tried to undo our modern fatalism, with little
success. Norbert Wiener, the father of cybernetics, appealed in the 1940s and
l 9 5os for some slowing down of the pace of automation and warned against an
impending catastrophe for labor (he erred in his prediction, but only in terms of
time: he was off by a decade or two). John Parsons, inventor of numerical control
and the acknowledged (by the Society of Manufacturing Engineers) "father of the
second Industrial Revolution," called also for a "moratorium on technological
advance, to provide time for reflection and a search for socially responsible ways to
proceed." Both protests were dismissed without a hearing. It is now urgent to
revive their efforts and extend them.
One possible strategy might be to illustrate that, despite our espoused deference to technological advance and economic ends, our society routinely accepts
certain limits on both. For example, we are learning to live with environmental
constraints on both economic and technological activities. We also now would
reject the reinstitutionalization of slavery even if it could be shown to enhance our
international competitiveness. Yet if undue environmental degradation and the
institution of slavery are today unacceptable, social dislocation caused by capital
flight and technological displacement are not. How might they become so? We have
environmental impact statements, why do we not have employee impact statements? Required by all employers who wish to introduce new methods, these
would demand an assessment of and solutions to likely problems before implementation. "We protect the fish," one electrical worker at G.E. Lynn observed, "why
not the people?'' In April 1983, the United States Supreme Court ruled that states
have the right to ''allow the development of nuclear power to be slowed down or
even stopped for economic reasons" and, in a minority opinion, two Justices went a
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step further and argued that ''a ban on construction of nuclear power plants would
be valid even if its authors were motivated by fear of a core meltdown or other
nuclear catastrophe" (e.g., nuclear waste hazards). Might this decision serve as a
precedent for banning the use of robots pending the solution of the problem of
unemployment? In recent years the California Rural Legal Assistance (CRLA) has
sued the University of California, on behalf of farmworkers and small growers, in
an attempt to prevent further publicly-funded development of agricultural mechanization that serves only agribusiness at the expense of those workers and smaller
farmers. The suit, still pending, has been derided as an attempt to halt progress and
the CRLA lawyers have been denounced as Luddites. Ways must now be found to
follow their lead. Saying no to such technological innovation serves two purposes
at once. First, the call to stop progress reminds us that we have been caught up in
something moving, something we never started or ever decided to participate in.
On the intellectual level, then, saying no brings our collective compulsion to
consciousness and permits us to begin to proceed on a rational basis, with our eyes
open. Second, saying no does not so much arrest human history as call into question
the current form of development and change the rules of the game in the present.
• In line with the smashing of mental machinery, intellectuals must strive to
overcome their own and others undue reverence for, and deference to, physical
machinery, in order to develop criteria, defenses, and devices for effective resistance to technological change. No one is against "technology," despite the frequently heard charge, because. technology as such does not exist. Technology exists
only in the particular, as particular pieces of equipment in particular settings.
Therefore, if opposition to technological progress is to be meaningful, if lost
options are to be reassessed in the light of new conditions, criteria must be
developed for selecting which technologies ought to be stopped. Technologies
might be opposed, for example: if they degrade people and diminish their freedom
and control without any apparent economic or other compensating benefit; if their
technical and economic viability is ambiguous but they pose serious social problems; or if they are clearly viable in the narrow technical oreconomic sense but are
nevertheless destructive for society as a whole. Similarly, a technology might be
selected for opposition if management depends on it heavily. Such opposi~ion to
technologies must be defended in the public sphere and intellectuals might helpfully formulate persuasive defenses. These might include a moratorium in order to
buy time in which to develop socially responsible procedures for their introduction,
the protection of existing organizations, the guarantee of livelihoods, or the preservation of communities.
• Reclaiming the present must not necessarily entail an abandonment of the
future. It remains an essential task to develop alternative social and political visions, rediscover roads not taken, and recast science and technology according to
life-enhancing criteria. This has always been and remains a central challenge for
intellectuals. But care must be taken to ensure that such projections never substitute
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for present strategies, but serve rather to complement, inspire, and perhaps guide
them. The danger is not utopianism-we still need utopia- but the confusion of the
future with the present. If we cannot afford to abandon the future in our preoccupation with the immediate, neither can we afford any longer to concentrate upon the
future and surrender the present. The two must be joined. One illustration of how
this might be done has been offered by Mike Cooley in England. He suggests that
the development of "human-centered systems·" for production, such as those
projects now underway at the University of Manchester, must be coupled with
shopfloor organizing and struggle. According to Cooley, the new technological
systems are meaningful politically only if workers can be inspired to demand that
they be substituted in the present for management-designed systems, and to strike
or take other direct action in support of this demand. Without such action, research
projects are doomed to academic irrelevance.
• If opposition to technological progress helps us overcome our infantile
dreams of technological salvation, it enables us also to transcend the technological
mystification of power in our society. For technology has. never really been the
problem, nor will it ever be the solution. Technology does not by itself destroy
democracy and neither does it bring democracy into being. If we have become a
politiclly regressive society, as Sheldon S. Wolin suggested in the first issue of this
journal, it is not because of the politics of technology but because, "hypn~tized"
by ideologies of progress, we have substituted technology for politics. Ultimately,
therefore, the real challenge posed by the current technological assault is for us to
become able to put technology not simply in perspective but aside, to make way for
politics. The goal must not be a human-centered technology but a human-centered
society. And this demands, as it always has, a confrontation with power and
domination. If the lessons of the Luddites are instructive in this regard, so too is the
observation of that English radical who, in r 8 3 5 , summed up the matter parsimoniously, and in a manner still appropriate today:
The real grievance is neither more nor less than the subjection of the
labouring to the monied classes, in consequence of the latter having
usurped the exclusive making of the laws. Rents, tithes, taxes, tolls, but
above all profits. Here is our distress explained in five words, or to
comprise all in one, it lies in the word Robbery.... Machines indeed.

(This is the third part ofa three-part article. Part one appeared in the Spring 1983 issue of democracy,
and part two in the Summer 1983 issue.)
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arx's social criticism, the very substance of his work, has .two main
targets: money and the state. Significantly enough the beginning of his
critical activity antedated his joining the workers' movement. He came to communism simply by conceiving democracy as the springboard to freedom founded
upon profoundly modified social relations, and through his theoretical demonstration that insitutions such as money and the state were incompatible with human
liberty. These two tasks required a break with Hegelian philosophy, and Marx
proclaimed the necessity for such a break in two essays, written at two different
moments several months apart, but published together in the Deutsch-Franzosische Jahrbiicher in January, 1844: the "Introduction to Hegel'sPhilosophy of
Right" and "The Jewish Question." fuur years before the Communist Manifesto,
they represent, in a sense, two variations in philosophical style upon the same
theme.
Between the two, Marx began the study of important aspects of political
economy and made his first attempts at a radical critique of theories of capital.
Unpublished until l 9 3 2, these works elucidate the direction of his thought in
crucial ways. Yet while an enormous literature has grown up around the Paris
manuscripts of 1844, the so-called Economical and Philosophical Manuscripts,
there exists no in-depth analysis of the important work Marx accomplished during
the summer of l 84 3, in his Kreuznach retreat. Published for the first time in l 92 7,
this voluminous, unfinished manuscript marks his definitive break with the political
philosophy of Hegel. It also went further, for even-as Marx violently denounced the
inconsistency and deceit of certain Hegelian theses on the state and monarchy,
property and bureaucracy, he formulated a conception of democracy much more
radical than that contained in his articles against the Prussian censorship, published
a few months earlier in the Rheinische Zeitung.
According to a widely held opinion, Marx abandoned the idealism and
liberalism of his polemical essays when he became a communist. But unless his
adherence to communism is written off as the act of a visionary, it cannot be defined
that it was the logical, natural result of the same idealism and liberalism. The key to
his communism is as niuch to be found in the anti-Hegelian Kreuznach manuscript
as in the two Paris essays. The same conviction, acquired during his university
years in Berlin and Bonn (1840- l 842) and through his philosophical and historical studies, animates all three of them, the conviction, henceforth never relin94

,3

.~

..

,i

~
"!

~

.i
f.
:$.
·~
·~

Rubel I Marx's Concept of Democracy

95

quished by the scholar and the man of action, that democracy can only exist and
flourish in a society in which freely associated men no longer alienate their personalities in economic and political mediations.
To elucidate the intellectual step that led Marx from democracy to anarchocommunism, we will limit ourselves to a brief glance at some of his reading. In one
of his Berlin notebooks, there are no less than 160 extracts from Spinoza's Tractatus theologico-politicus. The passages deal with miracles, faith, philosophy,
reason, theology, freedom of teaching, prophecy, the foundations of the republic,
etc. All of them are transcribed without the slightest commentary, despite the title
on the cover: ''Spinoza: Political and Theological Treatise, by Karl Heinrich Marx,
Berlin r 84 r ."
How should this title be understood? Marx seems to mean that he had taken
from Spinoza the necessary elements for the construction of his own vision of the
world and human relations, truth being the work of all humanity and not of an
isolated individual; in this sense he was following Goethe, himself a disciple of
Spinoza. Furthermore, he copied (or had copied) some sixty extracts from
Spinoza's letters. Spinoza's thought confirmed him in his determination to give the
signal in Germany for the struggle for democracy. For Spinoza, the democratic
republic and human freedom are the elements of a rational ethics, of a conception of
man and human happiness in nature and society in which the individual can attain
freedom through his consciousness, knowledge, and love. It was through Spinoza,
not Hegel, that Marx learned to reconcile necessity and freedom. And when he
tackled Hegelian mystification, and especially the metaphysics of the state-according to Hegel, the supreme goal of Reason-it was his reading of Spinoza that
permitted him to attack the real bases of political authority: property and bureaucracy.
Further on, we shall see what motives led Marx (after he had freed himself
from the spell of the Hegelian metaphysics of the state) to broaden Spinoza's
concept of democracy, extrapolating its social implications and pushing them to the
point where Spinoza's democracy slides into communism. Yet although Marx
unconditionally rejected Hegel's political philosophy, when he began to write
Capital he once again had recourse to the Hegelian dialectic: euphemistically,
perhaps ironically, he spoke of a "flirtation." Fascinated by Hegel during his
student years, he never, as far as his philosophy of history was concerned, completely detached himself. The ensuing ambiguity has been the source of the misunderstanding known as "historical materialism."
In Spinoza Marx found what he had sought in vain in Hegel and in Rousseau's
Social Contract: the possibility for the individual to reconcile social existence and
natural right. In the Declaration of the Rights of Man, this reconciliation existed
only as a juridicial fiction. Spinoza's Treatise, however, leaves no room for misunderstanding: ''A democracy is born of the union of men in organized society,
enjoying sovereign right over everything in their power." Democracy, "of all
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forms of government the most natural, and the most consonant with individual
liberty,'' is consequently also the least imperfect, for no one abandons his natural
right in an absolute fashion. Each man "only hands it over to the majority of a
society, whereof he is a unit. Thus all men remain, as they were in the state of
nature, equals." 1

C ~inoza's influence on Marx's early political thought is evident in the following
~assage, which also contains an echo of Feuerbach's attack on Hegel:

Democracy is the resolved mystery of all constitutions. Here the constitution not only in itself, according to essence, but according to existence and actuality is returned to its real ground, actual man, the actual
people, and established as its own work. The constitution appears as
what it is, the free product of men. 2
Continuing his argument, Marx attacks Hegel, for whom man is an emanation
of the all-powerful state. In opposition, he adduces democracy, which emanates
from man and creates the state as an object, an instrument of man. Speaking of
political constitutions, he paraphrases Feuerbach's critique ofreligion:
Just as it is not religion that creates man but man who creates religion, so
it is not the constitution that creates the people but the people which
creates the constitution. In a certain respect democracy is to all other
forms of the state what Christianity is to all other religions. Christianity
is the religion par excellence, the essence of religion, deified man under
the form of a particular religion. In the same way democracy is the
essence of every political constitution, socialized man under the form of
a particular constitution of the state .... Man does not exist because of
the law but rather the law exists for the good of man. Democracy is
human existence, while in the other political forms man has only legal
existence. That is the fundamental difference of democracy. 3
Marx here is introducing new notions within the traditional conceptual
framework of democracy, notions that dissolve it in the process. It was only later
that he based his argument on empirical foundations and joined the concept of
l Benedict Spinoza, A Theologico-Political Treatise, trans. R.H.M. Elwes (New York: Dover,
1951), p. 207.
2 Critique of Hegel's "Philosophy ofRight", ed. Joseph O'Malley, trans. Annette Jolin and Joseph
O'Malley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), pp. 29-30.
3 Ibid., P. 30.
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democracy to another concept deduced from it: the dictatorship of the proletariat. In
both cases, it is a question of one and the same thing: the "people's selfdetermination."4 Yet it was only during his Kreuznach retreat, after quitting the
editorship of theRheinische Zeitung that Marx, putting his forced inactivity to use,
studied the revolutionary history of France, England, and America in depth. It was
his studies in Kreuznach that convinced him beyond the shadow of a doubt that the
normal, inevitable destiny of a democratic republic was communism, or ''true
democracy,'' in which ''thepolitical state disappears.'' 5
Another notebook from l 84 3 contains many quotations from the observations
of a Scot who visited the United States in 1830-31, and arrived at much more
radical conclusions about its future than Tocqueville. Thomas Hamilton'sMen and
Manners in America first appeared in l 8 3 3 , two years before Democracy in
America. 6 Marx read it in 1843 in German translation and copied some fifty
passages bearing upon important American problems: federalism and universal
suffrage, the legal and real position of citizens, conflicts of interest between North
and South, the constitutions of the New England states, etc. What stimulated his
interest was the way Hamilton understood or perceived the social tendencies within
American democracy. With as much liberal generosity as aristocratic inclination,
the author describes the Republican and Federalist parties, the ''silent revolution''
that began with Jefferson, the rise of "numbers" versus men of property and
knowledge. Marx could not have remained indifferent to the facts that Hamilton
reported, or to his perception of precisely that which Tocqueville had been unable to
sense: the revolutionary potential of American society.
Tocqueville considered America, with its quasi-complete equality of conditions, the very model of democracy. While fearing democracy's tendency toward
majority tyranny, he was fundamentally optimistic about the social and economic
future of democratic regimes. Hamilton, on the other hand, observing certain
characteristics of American economic life, pointed out a tendency that Marx came
to consider decisive for the future of America: class struggle. Following his discussions with "enlightened Americans" on the Constitution of the United States, he
observed that there was no will ''to counterpoise ... the rashness of democracy by
the caution and wisdom of an aristocracy of intelligence and wisdom.'' He then

4 Ibid., P. 31.
5 Ibid.
6 Men and Manners in America quickly went through two English editions, three German editions,
and two French translations. Hamilton was already well-known as the author of an interesting novel,
Cyril Thornton (I 82 7).
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gave an example of what he called ''the progress and tendency of opinion among
the people of New York'':
In that city a separation is rapidly taking place between the different
orders of society. The operative class have already formed themselves
into a society, under the name of' 'The Workies ,'' in direct opposition to
those who, more favoured by nature or fortune, enjoy the luxuries oflife
without the necessity of manual labor. These people make no secret of
their demands, which to do them justice are few and emphatic .... Their
first postulate is "Equal and Universal Education." It is false, they say,
to maintain that there is at present no privileged order, no practical
aristocracy, in a country where distinctions of education are permitted. . . . There does exist ... -they argue-an aristocracy of the most
odious kind-an aristocracy of knowledge, education, and refinement,
which is inconsistent with the true democratic principle of absolute
equality. They pledge themselves, therefore, to exert every effort, mental and physical, for the abolition of this flagrant injustice. They proclaim it to the world as a nuisance which must be abated, before the
freedom of an American be more than a mere empty boast. They solemnly declare that they will not rest satisfied til every citizen in the
United States shall receive the same degree of education, and start in fair
competition for the honors and offices of the state. As it is of course
impossible-and these men know it to be so-to educate the laboring class
to the standard of the richer, it is their professed object to reduce the
latter to the same mental condition with the former.
But those who limit their views to the mental degradation of their
country, are in fact the Moderates of the party. There are others who go
still farther, and boldly advocate the introduction of an Agrarian Law,
and a periodical division of property. These unquestionably constitute
the Extreme Gauche of the Worky parliament, but still they only follow
out the principles of their less violent neighbors, and eloquently dilate
on the justice and propriety of every individual being equally supplied
with food and clothing; on the monstrous iniquity of one man riding in
his carriage while another walks on foot, and, after his drive, discussing
a bottle of champagne while many of his neighbors are shamefully
compelled to be content with the pure element. Only equalize property,
they say, and neither would drink champagne or water, but both would
have brandy, a consummation worthy of centuries of struggle to
attain." 7

7 Men and Manners in America (London: I 9 3 3), p.

160 et seq.
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Examining the labor policy of the American government in the light of the
enormous internal resources of the United States, Thomas Hamilton firmly asserted
that "the Americans are destined to become a great manufacturing nation":
Huge manufacturing cities will spring up in various quarters of the
Union, the population will congregate in masses, and all the vices
incident to such a condition of society will attain speedy maturity. Millions of men will depend for subsistence on the demand for a particular
manufacture and yet this demand will of necessity be liable to perpetual
fluctuation. When the pendulum vibrates in one direction, there will be
an influx of wealth and prosperity, when it vibrates in the other, misery,
discontent, and turbulence will spread through the land. A change of
fashion, a war, the glut of a foreign market, a thousand unforeseen and
inevitable accidents are liable to produce this, and deprive multitudes of
bread, who but a month before were enjoying all the comforts of life.
And Hamilton concluded his vision with a prediction in the purest Marxian style:
Let it be remembered that in the suffering class will be practically
deposited the whole political power of the state; that there can be no
military force to maintain civil order, and protect property; and to what
quarter, I should be glad to know, is the rich man to look for security,
either of person or fortune?
None of Hamilton's ''eminent'' interlocutors denied the inevitability of such a
period of disorder. But most often they replied that it would not occur in the
foreseeable future, and that for the moment there was little to worry about. Hamilton observed:
I cannot help believing, however, that the period of trial is somewhat
less distant than such reasoners comfort themselves by imagining; but if
the question be conceded that democracy necessarily leads to anarchy
and spoliation, it does not seem that the mere length of the road to be
travelled is a point of much importance. This of course would vary
according to the peculiar circumstances of every country in which the
experiment might be tried. In England, the journey would be performed
with railway velocity. In the United States, with the great advantages
they possess, it may continue a generation or so longer, but the termination is the same. The doubt regards time, not destination. 8

8 Ibid., p. 66.
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For Tocqueville, social equality was the work of divine Providence. In a
general, more or less Hegelian fashion, he described its progress as an ''irresistible
revolution'' and thought that any attempt to limit democracy would be a violation of
divine law. He reminded Christian nations that their first duty was democratic
education, and called for "a new political science, indispensable to the new
world." It would be tempting to say that Marx, the spiritual heir of Tocqueville and
Hamilton, replaced the belief in divine Providence by the dialectic of historical
necessity in his new social science. Our purpose here, however, is not to stir up the
debate over Marx's ''historicism'' once again. What we are trying to demonstrate is
the continuity in Marx's political evolution between his democratic convictions and
his adherence to communism; between his first writings in social criticism in which
communism takes the form of a moral denunciation of the cult of money (e.g.,' 'The
Jewish Question"), and Capital, in which the same denunciation is contained
within the scientific schema of the capitalist system of production. As a communist,
Marx simply wrote "communism" where Hamilton had written "anarchy" or
''spoliation.'' And as an economist, he provided the Scot's warnings with a theoretical framework in the famous chapter of Capital on ''The Historical Tendency of
Capitalist Accumulation.''
This continuity in Marx's development is confirmed by his own later attitude
toward his early writings. As the head of the Communist League in I850, seven
years after his adherence to communism, he authorized Hermann Becker to publish
a selection of his writings in several volumes. The first volume, published in
Cologne in I 8 5 I, included the liberal and democratic articles of the Anekdota and
the Rheinische Zeitung. Thus Marx was far from judging them obsolete and still
considered the struggle for democratic liberties a necessity. He remained convinced
of what he had asserted in the I 844 manuscripts, the first "draft" of Capital, and
believed that his early ideas on democracy already contained the germ of his
subsequent humanism, of which communism was but one particular aspect.
Two distinct concepts in Marx, democracy and communism, designate two
stages in a single movement, political and sociatrevolution. The first stage, the
''conquest of democracy'' by ·the working class, leads to the ''dictatorship of the
proletariat." The second, the abolition of social classes and political power, gives
birth to human society. The distinction is essential to the understanding of Marx's
politics. Leaving aside the manifold ramifications of his political sociology, let us
simply recall that he considered social development subject to historical laws, and
social revolutions dependent upon the material and moral conditions created by the
growth of productive forces: technical progress on the one hand, and the maturity of
human consciousness on the other. But whatever the epistemological ambiguities
of Marx's thesis that human consciousness is patterned on social existence, its
ethical character, rooted in the necessity of the proletariat's coming to consciousness, must be underlined.
The notion of a revolution in two distinct phases corresponds to the dual
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character of Marx's thought and political activity. His political action, as many
examples demonstrate, was often both exoteric and esoteric. Thus, in l 84 7, even
as he joined the Communist League, he accepted the vice-presidency of the Brussels Democratic Association. In January l 848 he both wrote the Communist Manifesto and gave a speech on free trade that was published by the Democratic
Association. During the revolution he founded and published theNeue Rheinische
Zeitung in Cologne and broke with the far left of the League when it denounced his
"opportunism." In 1847, he wrote: "The domination of the bourgeoisie furnishes
the proletariat not only with entirely new weapons for the fight against the
bourgeoisie, but with a position completely different from that officially found in
the party.' ' 9 Eighteen years later, in a public declaration, Marx and Engels reaffirmed their l 84 7 position and denounced the Lassallians for seeking the alliance of
the proletariat and the royal Prussian government against the liberal bourgeoisie.
"We still subscribe," they asserted, "to every word of our statement made at that
time.'' 10
Thus during every period of Marx's political career he fought tirelessly for
democratic liberties: in the early l 8 5o's with the Chartists, throughout the Second
Empire with hundreds of antibonapartist articles, by his long struggle against
Czarism and its instrument the Prussian state, and during the Civil War with his
support of the North against the South and free labor versus slavery. In l 8 6 5 , in the
name of the Council of the First International, he sent an address to Abraham
Lincoln recalling that a century earlier, the idea of'' one great democratic republic''
and the first Declaration of the Rights of Man had given the first signal for the
European revolution of the eighteenth century, and thus making it clear to the
working classes that "the slaveholders' rebellion was to ·sound the tocsin for a
general holy crusade of property against labor." In l 871, Marx magnified the Paris
Commune as ''the true representative of all the healthy elements in French society,
and therefore the truly national government," as well as "the working men's
government,'' ''the bold champion of the emancipation of labor,'' the antithesis of
bonapartism and imperialism, the "self-government of the producers." As a government elected by universal suffrage, responsible and subject to dismissal at any
moment, it was ''the political form at last discovered under which to work out the
economic emancipation of labour.'' 11
As a final example, it will be remembered that when Marx managed to get
Bakunin excluded from the International, it was because he was convinced that the
.• ·

9 "La critique moralisante et la morale criticisante," in Marx-Engels Werke (Berlin: Dietz Verla~,
1956-64) IV: 193.
ro Letter to the editorial board of the Social-Demokrat, February 26, l 86 5, in Karl Marx and
Frederick Engels, Selected Correspondence (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 196 5), p. 176.
11 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Writings on the Paris Commune, ed. Hal Draper (New York:
Monthly Review Press, 1971), p. 76.
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anarchist wanted to transform it into a conspiratorial society with himself as the
absolute master. Bakunin's secret society was "purely and simply the reconstitution of all the elements of the authoritarian state under the name of revolutionary
communes . ... The executive body ... is a revolutionary staff office, numerically
few.... The unity of thought and action mean nothing other than orthodoxy and
blind obedience. Perinde ac cadaver. We are 'en pleine compagnie de Jesus' ." 12

M

arx was not one to sing his own praises as a theorist. Yet without pretending
that he had discovered the existence of either social classes or their struggle
in modern society, he did not insist upon the originality of his demonstration that, r)
the existence of classes is a function of specific stages in economic development; 2)
class struggle ''necessarily'' leads to the dictatorship of the proletariat- a concept
entailing the negation of the State and the government; 3) this dictatorship leads to
the disappearance of classes in a regenerated society.
Although Marx never said so explicitly, it can be presumed that he attributed
scientific validity to these three theses, and that in his eyes the demonstration had
the value of an empirically verifiable proof. It would be easy to cite the published
and unpublished writings before 1 8 52 in which Marx did indeed try to ''prove'' the
three theses enunciated in his letter to Weydemeyer. With judicious balance, he
used two methods simultaneously: on the one hand analysis, precise description,
and information, and on the other deduction, synthesis, and ethical Sinngebung. 13
Thus the conquest of democracy, a joint victory of the bourgeoisie and proletariat in their common struggle against the feudal state, held a large place in
Marx's political theory. To be sure, it was merely the first stage in a struggle that
would continue within capitalist society once it was freed from the vestiges of its
feudal past, until the ''conquest of democracy'' by the poorest and most numerous
class had been achieved. Violent or legal (Marx by no means discounted the
potential efficacy of universal suffrage as a means to this end), this conquest
certainly preserved the dictatorial character of class action. At the same time,
however, and for the first time in the history of mankind, this dictatorship would be
tantamount to democracy in the true sense of the word: the destruction of the state
and the rule of the people, or to be precise, of the immense majority over the
hitherto dominant, possessing minorities. The phase of total emancipation would
then begin, and the utopia realized: classless society. Marx prolaimed it as early as
r 84 7, in his polemic against Proudhon:

l 2 "L' Alliance de la democracie socialiste et I' association internationale de travailleurs" ( l 8 72).
13 As Karl Popper puts it: ''Although history has no meaning, we can give it a meaning.'' The Open
Society and Its Enemies, vol. 2 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), p. 2 78.
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The working class in the course of its development, will substitute for
the old civil society an association which will exclude classes and their
antagonism, and there will be no more political power properly socalled, since political power is precisely the official expression of
antagonism in civil society. 14

M

arx's concept of democracy can only be fully understood as an integral
part of his conception of social development and in the context of his
historical time. Both as a theoretician and man of action, he participated in the
struggle of the working and middle classes for political rights and national emancipation from absolutist and reactionary regimes. Democracy and national liberation
were immediate goals, preliminary to the establishment of a classless society.
Bourgeois democracy was merely the starting point for the autonomous movement
of the workers. The legal means to the conquest of political power, universal
suffrage represented a necessary stage in the struggle for social emancipation.
The ideas of socialism and communism took shape in Marx's thought within
the notion of total democracy. Marx first encountered this notion in Spinoza and
used it to criticize Hegel's political philosophy, rejecting his conceptions of
bureaucracy, princely power, and constitutional monarchy. Far from breaking with
his first conception of democracy when he became a communist, Marx sublimated
it. In commupism as he understood it, democracy was not only maintained, but
acquired even greater significance.
This humanist ethic was the first positive result of his historical and
philosophical studies. Later, Marx tried to provide it with .a scientific basis, and
abandoned philosophical speculation in favor of social theory and political action.
And it was only after publishing his first declaration as a communist that he began to
study the great bourgeois economists. His impassioned critique was based upon the
earlier criteria that permitted him to denounce the ''infamy'' of political economy.
For Marx, democracy.meant government of the people by the people, and it
would only acquire its true meaning in a classless society freed from all state power
and political mediation. As a provisional objective, it was to be achieved through
the common struggle of the bourgeoisie and proletariat, with each class assuming a
specific revolutionary role in the liquidation of the feudal absolutist past. This goal
14 The Poverty of Philosophy (New York: International Publishers, 1963), p. 174· Theabsenceofa
theory of proletarian power in Marx makes the anarchist criticism plausible, but it must not be
forgotten that the historical illustration that Marx provides in his Address on the 1871 Commune
represents the outline of just such a theory. Whatever Lenin's position in State and Revolution (versus
Kautsky), his political praxis makes hiin the inheritor of enlightened despotism and its program, aptly
described by Charles Seignobos as "everything for the people, nothing by the people." Marx's
antagonism toward enlightened despotism, and consequently ''Leninism,'' is clear as early as his first
skirmish with Hegel, even before he joined the workers' movement.

~

·~'.

104

Explorations

once attained, the proletariat was summoned to emancipate itself by its own means.
Since its emancipation was tantamount to that of all humanity, demoe<racy finally
revealed its renovating thrust. The proletariat, the principal fighter, is pushed to its
"historical" action by the inhuman conditions of its existence. No longer just a
historical fact, the class struggle becomes an ethical postulate: the modem proletariat must organize itself as a class conscious of its revolutionary "mission."
Thus Engels could write: "For the ultimate triumph of the ideas set forth in the
Manifesto Marx relied solely and exclusively upon the intellectual development of
the working class as it necessarily had to ensue from united action and discussion.'' 15
What Marx called the conquest of democracy, i.e., the conquest of political
power, was guaranteed by the normal functioning of democratic institutions,
theoretically excluding all violence in the struggle for social equality. Far from a
natural law in human history, violence emerges from the class conflict that characterizes those societies in which productive forces have become forces of destruction
and social alienation. Historically, democracy has functioned as a juridicial fiction
concealing the dictatorship of the exploiting classes over the exploited classes,
reflecting a divorce between fundamental rights and material oppression. The historical and moral antithesis of this phenomenon would come to be with real majority government, the normal outcome of social conflict when universal suffrage
changed from ''the instrument of fraud ... into an instrument of emancipation.'' 16
Democracy gave producers-organized in parties and unions-the legal means of
winning power and working progressively ''for the transformation of all society
into an association in which the free development of each is the condition for the
free development of all.'' 17
Leaving aside the ambiguities of Marx's teaching, it can be said that its lasting
value or message is to be found in his social criticism and revolutionary humanism.
Unless it is merely a fiction, "Marxism" is only conceivable as a rejection of
contemporary political systems, or more exactly as social criticism founded upon
the idea or postulate of democracy freed from the hegemony of state and capital.
But such a definition is tantamount to a recognition of the uselessness, or even
harmfulness of' 'marxist'' as a label for systems founded upon the disappearance of
the democratic liberties bequeathed by the bourgeois revolution. In my reading,
"marxism" rejoins the ethic common to socialism, anarchism, and communism,
and the word itself becomes superfluous, precisely because of its ideological connotations. And vis-a-vis this ethic, no existing society can be considered free and
human, for all are, in varying degrees, under the yoke of regimes that are the very
l 5 Preface to the German ed~tion of the Communist Manifesto, in Birth of the Communist Manifesto,
ed. Dirk J. Struik (New York: International Publishers, 1971), p. 139·
16 "Introduction to the Programme of the French Workers' Party," in The First International and
After, ed. David Fembach (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, l 97 4), p. 3 77.
17 CommunistManifesto,p. 112.
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negation of the freedom and humanity that Marx envisioned when he spoke of
democracy.
"Either society will perish," wrote Proudhon in 1840, "or it will do away
with property.'' Today he would say, with Marx: either society will perish, or it will
abolish capital and the state.

T

POSTSCRIPT

his essay was written in 1971 and published in 1972. Its publication in
English in l 98 3, one hundred years after Marx's death, only makes sense as
part of the ongoing debate over the phenomena of crisis already observed, almost
simultaneously, by nineteenth-centgury thinkers as different and contradictory as
Marx, Jacob Burckhardt, and Nietzsche.
The regression of the democratic spirit is one of them. It is reflected in the
tentacular growth, now attaining nightmarish proportions, of the profit economy
and state politics. Whereas the essential theses of the Marxian criticism of the
capitalist mode of production, liberal and/or state, still seem valid, the predictions
that Marx, the anarcho-communist, made about the emancipatory and creative
force of democracy, as conquered by the workers' movement, have been
thoroughly refuted. This tragic possibility was indeed envisioned by Marx, especially during modem civilization's moments of grave crisis. Thus, following the
Crimean War, he perceived "symptoms of decay, far surpassing the horrors
recorded of the latter times of the Roman empire,'' and characterizied the perspective they offered in terms that merit citation in this period of official commemorations:
In our days everything seems pregnant with its contrary. Machinery,
gifted with the wonderful power of shortening and fructifying human
labour, we behold starving and overworking it. The new-fangled
sources of wealth, by some strange weird spell, aretumed into sources
of want. The victories of art seem bought by the loss of character. At the
same pace that mankind masters nature, man seems to become enslaved
to other men or to his own infamy. Even the pure light of science seems
unable to shine but on the dark background if ignorance. All our invention and progress seem to result in encJowing material forces with intellectual life, and in stultifying human life into a material force.
Marx ended this speech, delivered on April 14, 1856 in commemoration of
the founding of the Chartist People's Paper, with an exhortation to optimism and
working-class action: ''The English working men are the first born sons of modem
industry. They will then, certainly, not be last in aiding the social revolution
produced by that industry.''
Translated by Barbara Bloom.
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I

n l 960 Seymour Martin Upset and Daniel Bell announced the end of
ideology in America. Their claim that American politics had outgrown
ideology obscured commitments to the static, anticommunist ideology of the cold
war. The putative end of ideology failed to recognize the social groups and parts of
the self excluded from a society in which, according to Upset, "the fundamental
political problems ... have been solved." It discredited larger purposes around
which alternative commitments might be organized. These former Old Leftists who
repudiated ideology claimed to be embracing the pragmatic, problem-solving
1;:ha.racter of American politics. Their end of ideology in fact justified the instrumentalist thinking by which a new, bureaucratic middle class served the dominant
structures of power in American life.
Upset and Bell were looking back, in 1960, on the apparent exhaustion of
American radicalism. That same year black students in Greensboro, North
Carolina, demanding service at segregated lunch counters, also called for an end to
ideology. Tney repudiated abstract systems of thought in favor not of calculating
reason but of personal witness. These Southern black students initiated a new
radi\:alism; they returned to the roots of American pragmatism, and turned the
attack on ideology against those who had proclaimed its demise.
Liberal intellectuals, celebrating technical rationality in the name of pragmatism, were obscuring" the origins of the intellectual tradition they wanted to
appropriate. Early pragmatists had rebelled against scientific positivism as well as
other closed systems of thought, in the name of what William James called ''the
personal point of view." James, John Dewey, and Jane Addams opposed ideology
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in order to create meaningful, personal connections to social life. Their pragmatism
empowered middle-class children isolated from and overwhelmed by alien social
forces. Jane Addams, in her famous essay, urged "The Subjective Necessity of
Social Settlements." Actions that addressed the objective suffering of the lower
classes, she argued, were necessary to heal the subjective suffering of the children
of the middle class. Urban poor and middle-class young could make common
cause, as Addams saw it, since industrial capitalism had historically dispossessed
them both.
But because progressive pragmatists desired personal connections to life, they
sought integration into the centers of American power. Afraid that a genuinely
personal point of view would leave them isolated and alone, they sacrificed personal politics to win power and approval. On one reading, political pragmatists
were unwilling to choose sides in the basic conflicts of American class (and racial)
society. On another reading, they were unwilling to face the lack of conflict in
American mass society. Progressives refused to stand, oppositionally, with (or
without) the lower classes. Their paternalist reforms incorporated deprived social
groups (more, or less, benevolently), undercutting sources of political opposition.
The pragmatists' fear of conflict and isolation turned them from criticism to
instrumentalism. Replacing the recovery of the personal by the fascination with
technique, they ended by serving the state.
Lipset and Bell in I96o stood at the endpoint of the transformation of American pragmatism. But an effort had been made before that accomodation to analyze
and reverse pragmatism's self-destruction. Randolph Bourne, in several ·essays
written during World War I, attacked the support of young pragmatists for war and
the state. Bourne sought to recover the original spirit of William James by connecting it to those social groups partially outside the homogenizing tendencies of
American life-workers, immigrants, and the bohemian young. Bourne proposed
an oppositional politics sustained by countercultures. But he died in I9I8 of
influenza, at the age of thirty-two. The red scare and failed upheavals of I9I9
crushed the hopes he had left behind.
The memory of Randolph Bourne disappeared for forty years, buried first by
the Americanism of the I 9 20s, then by the class politics and welfare-state reforms
of the I930S, and then by the liberal nationalism of the I94os and I950S. During
the I96os, however, three different paperback selections of Bourne's writings
appeared in print. For a mass movement of the children of the middle class, turning
against the accommodationist pragmatism of its elders, was enacting the recovery
of the personal point of view of which Bourne had been the prophet.
By the I 98os Bourne was once again absent from Paperback Books in Print.
His disappearance recorded the fact that the attack on ideology, once a weapon that
the New Left had turned against its elders, had ultimately done the movement in.
By discrediting ideology, ex-Marxists had left themselves vulnerable, in the short
run, to a personally based, radical politics. In the long run, however, old former
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leftists knew what they were doing. Disabled from developing a theoretical
perspective, and therefore to connect personal experience, political tactics, and
social analysis, the New Left fell apart. But even as the movement turned apocalyptic, rigidified, despaired, and died, it helped end the war in Vietnam; returned the
struggle for racial equality to the political agenda; left behind a variety of community, public interest, and environmental groups; discredited repressive idealizations
of the American family; and generated, in however self-contradictory a way, a new,
feminist movement. The New Left offered the most significant revitalization of
American political life since the 193os. Wini Breines's purpose, in her thoughtful
and honest book, is to learn from it once again.
-·.. ··

T

he sins charged against the New Left by its detractors point to the
movement's roots in Americaµ pragmatism, for these sins all derived from
the New Left's confusion of the personal with the political. New Left targets and
methods derived, it was said, from personal needs rather than political judgments.
The movement engaged in a personal imperialism, according to its critics, gratifying itself at the expense of parents on the one hand, working class and minority
social groups on the other. Because its projective politics was blind to historical and
social realities, so the argument goes, the New Left was doomed to failure. Politically frustrated New Leftists abandoned society for the cultivation of the self; the
New Left thus gets blamed for both the political aggression of the 196os and the
narcissistic withdrawal of the 1970s.
The New Left not only failed to respect the autonomy of other groups, according to its critics, but also refused to concern itself with tactics. New Left politics
was said to be expressive rather than instrumental. Insisting on personal purity at
the expense of rational strategy, the New Left sacrificed politics to morality. The
movement refused to think strategically, its enemies charged, because its ostensible
targets were not its real objects. New Leftists did not really care about free speech,
integration, or peace. They exploited concrete grievances to express vague, personal discontents. The movement's strategic failure thus mirrored its projective
aims.
Wini Breines turns these familiar criticisms of the New Left upside down. The
movement she describes consciously repudiated strategy, organization, and
technique. Seeking to embody the future for which it fought in the present of the
movement, it replaced strategic with prefigurative politics. The Old Left may have
attended to strategy, but instead of finding means to achieve its ends, it means
swallowed up its ends. Both pro-Russian Stalinists and pro-Western Social Democrats substituted organizational imperatives for their proclaimed goals. The New
Left's refusal to separate means from ends exhibited an awareness, once central to
pragmatism but lost sight of in its bureaucratic version, that means determine ends.
New Left politics protected purposes; it did not avoid them.
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Nor did the New Left sacrifice political power to remain personally pure. By
attending to the personal, the New Left created political power. All social movements connect political issues to personal grievances. By helping the young feel
that what mattered to them could also matter in the world, the New Left mobilized a
mass constituency. It created public spaces-at the lunch-counter sit-ins, around the
police car trapped in Berkeley's Sproul Plaza, in the march on the Pentagon, and in
countless local meetings and actions. These were arenas of shared speech, action,
and recognition. Those participating in these arenas recovered lost feelings, and
thereby transformed selves and institutions as well. As Free Speech Movement
leader, Mario Savio (quoted by Breines) explained, "the people are all cut off from
one another and what they need is a spark, just one spark to show them that all those
people around them, likewise, are quite as lonely as they are, quite as cut off as
they, quite as hungry for some kind of community as they are.'' ''Free speech was in
some ways a pretext,'' Savio acknowledged. As the occasion that brought people
together, it created a political community. Prefigurative politics, by connecting the
personal to the political, was more effective than strategic politics. Perhaps that was
what really troubled the opponents of the New Left.
By linking personal feelings to public goals, the New Left was enacting the
psychology of R. D. Laing. The movement did not discover Laing until the ecstatic
phase of his Politics of Experience. But in The Divided Self(1960), published the
year the New Left began, Laing anticipated the aspirations of the movement. The
Divided Self depicted the split between a false self-system presented to the world
and a self hidden from view. Laing's embodied self healed its internal divisions by
becoming present in its speech and action. SNCC chants of' 'freedom now'' spoke
not just against racial segregation, but against the constricting social roles that,
turning youths into automatons, segregated the performing from ~e inner self.
Freedom was the catchword of the New Left, but that freedom was to be found not
so much in individual liberation from restraint as in the recovery of the community.
The intrusion of the personal into the political, with which the old left was
most obsessed, was the New Left's attack on the family. Ex-left fathers such as
Lewis Feuer charged that New Left politics was a pretext for parricide. It might be
retorted that Feuer, rather than the New Left, was reducing politics to personal life.
In fact, both Feuer and the movement were calling into question the boundaries that
separated the family from society. Feuer spoke for patriarchy. He reduced the New
Left to familial rebellion in order to force the young to submit to authority, in the.
family, in society, and in the state. The New Left, by contrast, extended its critique
of domination into the home. The r 9 5os had idealized the family as at once a haven
from the world, a source of personal fulfillment, and a preparation for success in the
marketplace. The New Left brought domestic promises of personal fulfillment to
bear upon social injustice. It questioned the false promises of private happiness
offered by domestic ideology, attacked the family's modes of adjustment to
routinized social life, and challenged its repressive internal structure. Theoretical
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critiques of the family, which have flourished with the New Left's decline, have
sources in the practices of the movement.
New Left sons withheld the fruits of their critique of the family from mothers ,
and daughters. Feminism was, as we shall see, one response to the limitations of the
movement. There was also another response, celebrating family roots, that recognized strengths in traditional loyalties that the New Left had denied. But sentimentality about the family is no more realistic than was the New Left's desire for
freedom. Burying New Left critical insights, new (maternal) defenses of the family
share with Feuer's patriarchalism an acceptance of diminished personal and political possibilities.
Rebellious feelings have sources within the family, since that is where we are
born and grow up. Those feelings, confined within the family, generate lifeand-death struggles. Healthy politics sublimates personal rebellion; it finds
legitimate social targets of aggression and legitimate objects oflove. So it was with
the New Left. Many in the first New Left generation, particularly northern Jews,
came from once left-leaning and then politically quiescent families. Children from
such families who engaged in social protest were acting on the dreams of their
parents. Their politics mixed reproach with piety. Freeing themselves from the
claustrophobia to which Feuer wanted to confine them, New Left youths made
alternative families. The "beloved community" for which Randolph Bourne had
called emerged in the southern civil rights movement.

S

outhern black and white students are the founders of the New Left. Together
with the Northerners (black and white) who came south to stay, they called
SNCC their beloved community. Bourne's phrase, repeated in SNCC, goes back to
the Puritan origins of America. Love is the "fruit of the new birth," wrote John
Winthrop. It forms the ligaments that bind the mystic, communal body together.
SNCC enacted the transforming power of love, both among the members of its
community and in its nonviolent impact on the unjust world outside. Students who
came from Protestant churches reinvigorated Puritan (and p~ental) communal
ideals. But by extending the regenerate community to America's outcasts, as the
original Puritans had not, SNCC radicalized American Protestantism. It rooted
itself, by way of Gandhi and Tolstoi, in Thoreau and American abolitionism.
SNCC created political power from transformed personal relations. Breines
rightly stresses the new forms of power manifested in New Left communities. But,
trapped by the critics whose analysis she is inverting, like them she underplays the
historical and social connectedness of the New Left. By recovering the personally
repressed, it recovered the historically repressed as well. Contrary to the claims of
its critics, the New Left reached outward socially and back in time historically.
Although the movement was insufficiently conscious of its American, radical roots,
its links to Protestantism, Thoreau and Bourne, to Populism and abolitionism, did
not go unnoticed at the time. The New Left surely owed more to its American
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sources than (as Breines would have it) to ''the thought of Lukacs, Korch, Gramsci,
Luxemburg, the Frankfurt School and the council communists."
Whatever its sensitivity to its own history, the New Left excavated Ameritan
history. It uncovered the buried racial history of America, a history to which the
I95os realists had been blind. The war in Vietnam, moreover, pointed the movement to the imperial history of American racial repression. The war promoted
historical and imaginative links with American Indians as well as With blacks.
Many who attacked New Left ahistoricism were shrinking from the return of a
history they had tried to repress.
The New Left made social as well as historical connections; indeed* it was the
connections between blacks and whites that made the movement possible. But theit
alliance with southern blacks has not let white students off the retrospective hook.
Why didn't northern students face the problems at home, their successors of the
I98os want to know, instead of escaping to the South? Didn't white students coopt
southern black experience to avoid facing issues of their own? Wasn't their atten·
tion to the rural South a way of avoiding the more intractable problems at the center
of modem American life?
Such questions imagine that social change can be instituted by prearranged
plan, as if the priorities given by the mind are the priorities social movements will
choose. Southern segregation turned out to be (as few in the I 9 5os had predicted)
the vulnerable area of American society. Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King
initiated the action. Breines writes sympathetically about ERAP, the effort to
organize the northern poor. But in the absence of stirrings from that constituency,
ERAP lacked a base. It was, therefore, not just a failed effort, but a more ihtrusive
one than SNCC as well. Racism, moreover, was a problem faced by whites as well
as blacks. White students were beginning to be conscious of the damage racism had
done them; for southern whites (perhaps particularly for southern white women)
that damage was not an abstraction but a daily experience. Southern blacks and
whites wanted to live in their interracial, beloved communities now, to prefigure an
interracial future.
SNCC's dream shattered on southern repression, and on the northern institu•
tions (FBI, Democratic Party, federal executive) that tolerated and abetted it.
SNCC shattered as well on black demands for racial autonomy and on black
discontents with. nonviolence; both are inseparable from the obstacles SNCt
encountered. Black nationalism replaced SNCC's beloved community with its own
prefigurative politics, which grew out of, turned on, and fragmented the early New
Left. The northern ghetto was the major arena in which that development took
place; a parallel one occurred in the universities.
Students such as Mario Savio, returning from the South, brought the New Left
back home. Those retrospectively critical of northern students for going south to
solve other people's problems did not welcome the movement to campus, either.
The multiversity, as Clark Kerr envisioned it, integrated traditional centers of
learning with economic, political, and military power. Multiversities functioned,
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Kerr explained, to make students safe for ideas. The New Left challenged the
efforts of statist academics to turn universities into training grounds for managerial
elites. It is fitting that the student movement began at Kerr's own multiversity, and
that he invited the first police on campus to make mass student arrests.
Kerr and his allies attacked Berkeley's Free Speech Movement for politicizing
the university. FSM actually offered an alternative set of political relations between
school and society than the ones Kerr was instituting-relations to movements and to
communities instead of to ruling elites. The FSM, and that is Breines's emphasis,
also did something more. It not only reached out to other communities; it also
embodied an alternative politics and education, both inside classrooms and in the
public forums constituted by the movement itself-around the Sproul Plaza police
car, in the occupied building, at mass meetings and informal discussions, and even
occasionally in the academic senate.
Thanks partly to the efforts of Kerr and his allies, the university needed to
come alive. S. M. Lipset, a member of the Berkeley faculty during the FSM,
defended nonviolent protests in the South; there, he agreed, blacks were excluded
from power. But the university was democratic, explained Lipset, and its students
should confine themselves to established institutions and processes. One did not
need to advocate student power to see that Lipset was calling democratic an institution controlled neither by its faculty nor its students. Democracy for Lipset, in the
university as in society, dl.d not mean popular power. It rather blessed established,
rational procedures, which left power in the hands of elites.
Action and debate in the new public spaces challenged the power of
centralized administrators. The FSM also called into question the normal, anesthetized workings of administrative life. By bringing people together, New Left
communities recovered the personal point of view, both of those who administered
the university and of those who were administered by it. In Mario Savio's famous
words (echoing Thoreau and quoted by Breines), "There's a time when the operations of the machine become so odious, make you so sick at heart, that you can't
take part, you can't even tacitly take part. And you've got to put your bodies upon
the gears and upon the wheels, upon all the operations, and you've got to make it
stop."
Savio, by speaking an embodied politics, made himself the representative
leader of the early student movement. He did not remain a leader for long, and his
disappearance prefigured the problems that would first swell and then burst the New
Left-problems of student isolation, of leadership, and of embodiment itself.
Leaders of the Students for a Democratic Society worried about campus
isolation. Believing that the poor were the instruments of social change, SDS set up
community-organizing projects in several northern cities. The Vietnam War gave
the New Left a future, however, on the campus rather than in the city. Perhaps the
war, as some on the left believe, temporarily averted an economic crisis that would
have mobilized the poor. But black poor did mobilize, in the ghetto riots of the later
1960s. Urban uprisings happened, but they took a different form than that for
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which early SDS leaders had hoped. It was a form that both influenced and paralleled the prefigurative politics of the later New Left.

W

hatever its impact on the city, the war mobilized unprecedented numbers
of college students. Those students needed allies. But worriers about
student isolation had not foreseen the possibilities of such mass mobilizations on
the campus. The mass student movement, which climaxed in the 1970 Cambodian
spring, created a social force of unprecedented magnitude among American youth.
SDS suffered from students' political isolation, to be sure. But that problem manifested itself not so much in the smallness of the student movement as in its very
success.
The masses who rushed into SDS chapters generally lacked the political
background and sophistication of the early members of the SDS. These "prairie
dogs,'' as they were called (coming from the American heartland rather than the
coasts), shunned structure and organization. They became the spokesmen, says
Breines, for prefigurative politics, and they mobilized a mass movement against the
war. Breines is right to insist on the strategic effectiveness of antiwar mass politics.
A more tightly structured, ideological organization would neither have mobilized
so large a constituency nor have had such a social impact. There are those who
believe that mass uprisings extract concessions from ruling elites, and that permanent organizations defuse and conservatize mass protest. That argument, made
about the ghetto uprisings, could be applied to the antiwar movement as well. But
Breines wants a new society born in the womb of the old; effectiveness in extracting
material concessions is not her criterion of value. She defends mass action for what
it prefigures, not what it achieves.
Effectiveness and prefiguration in fact complement each other. A movement
grows by making a difference not simply for the lives lived inside it but for the lives
lived out in the world as well. Movements require results. A movement may retreat
for a time into its yellow submarine, as the Berkeley crowd sang on the night of one
defeated action, but unless the movement can surface once again, it will turn in on
itself or turn outward in displays of irrelevance.
As if to compensate for sundering strategic from prefigurative politics, Breines
expands prefiguration to encompass all forms of mass action-the ongoing, personally complex SNCC communities, whose members lived and worked together; the
Free Speech Movement that lasted several months on a single campus and periodically reenacted itself over different issues for several years thereafter; mass
demonstrations that brought together strangers for brief, intense, epiphanies; and
the tightly bonded, violent, elitist Weathermen. It is not enough to defend prefigurative politics; one must attend more than Breines does to what is being prefigured. Breines invokes the council communists (Lenin's infantile leftists), and her
slogan runs into the same difficulties as the undifferentiated calls to mass action by
the first American Communist Party leader, Louis Fraina.
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Todd Gitlin, an early SDS leader, has pointed out that the prairie dogs prefigured something rather different from the early New Left. 1 Instead of belonging to a
face-to-face intellectual community, the prairie dogs were part of mass society.
More responsive to the media, their antiorganizational politics did not do away with
leaders; it rather made the movement vulnerable to celebrities selected by the
media. There is nostalgia for the early New Left in Gitlin's comparison, but he
knows that nostalgia is not the answer. The communal appeal of the early movement depended on its smallness. The early movement was also naive about power
in America and, as we shall see, about the meaning of the personal. A powerful
movement for social change had to mobilize prairie dogs as well as coastal sophisticates. At that point, as the original New Left leaders argued, structure, organization, and a leadership chosen by the movem~nt create responsibility rather than
avoid it.
Authority was a problem, however. Whereas some early activists came to
advocate responsible leadership, those with a charismatic mass appeal often
dropped out of the movement. Breines's subtitle, The Great Refusal, refers to the
New Left's refusal simply to become part of routine politics in America. It might
also allude to the refusal of such figures as Mario Savio of FSM and Robert Moses
of SNCC to become political saviors. Refusing to be a Moses, the SNCC leader
replaced the name of his father with Parris, the maiden name of his mother. Parris
and his wife, Donna Richards, were calling attention to the buried importance of
women in SNCC. But the oppression of women, instead of providing the basis for
an alternative leadership and program, became one more reason to abandon any
claim to authority. Parris, like Savio, was repudiating his own power. He was
refusing to replace bureaucratic with charismatic authority. Parris and Savio wanted
the movement embodied in its activities not in a single leader. They did not want the
personal politics of individual grandiosity to replace the beloved community.
But both the problems of leadership and the entrance of masses into the
movement indicated that prefigurative politics was not achieved as easily as the
early New Left had hoped. The New Left faced, ffom within and without, severe
challenges to its embodied politics. The demise of the movement ultimately owed
more to massive intimidation, and to the historic weakness of the American left
(Old as well as New) than to its own internal troubles. Political repression from
Birmingham to Chicago to Kent State broadened opposition to government
policies-to racial segregation and the war in Vietnam. But it also helped split the
movement into a violent fringe on the one hand, enraged at and isolated from
American life, and a vast, more amorphous, liberal opposition on the other. Pressed
from without, the New Left also disintegrated from within. I shall briefly consider
three internal problems that called New Left notions of embodiment into question,
problems posed by women, by the counterculture, and by the end of ideology.
I Todd Gitlin, The Whole World ls Watching: Mass Media in the Making and Unmaking of the New
Left (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980).
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arris's gesture indicated but failed to resolve the subordinate position of
women in the New Left. Women were at the center of SNCC and northern
community organizing. But the movement that challenged in practice the exclusion
of women from public life relied on its women for nurture and denied them leadership roles. Male New Left leaders ridiculed women's issues both in the movement
and in society. Sara Evans has shown how the New Left's promise to reconnect the
personal to the political, and the frustration of that promise for women, gave birth to
women's liberation. 2 But as with black power, the personal politics that spoke most
deeply to one New Left constituency ended by fragmenting the community.
The counterculture also deepened the meaning of the personal ill ways that first
strengthened and ultimately undercut New Left politics. Breines's organizational
history of SDS ignores the counterculture. But the movement of the latter 1960s
cannot be comprehended apart from the movement's culture-the music of Bob
Dylan, Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, and The Doors; the dances and posters (in
Berkeley and San Francisco) of the Fillmore and Avalon ballrooms; and the drugs.
As the New Left shifted from a communal to a mass movement, the counterculture
forged bonds of collective identity. Oppositional politics requires a movement
culture, a set of shared experiences that go beyond political programs to offer a new
experience of life. The counterculture brought New Left ideals down to earth and
into the body. To its participants, the counterculture was at once more personal and
more communal than the embodied politics of the early New Left. But as embodiment shifted in meaning from Savio's bodies pressing against machines to bodies
pressing against each other-to the intensification of bodily experience itself-then
embodiment came to signify an ecstatic disintegration. Having rejected charismatic
political leadership for an Apollonian community, the New Left succumbed to
Dionysiac enthusiasm instead. Nietzsche had written of the birth of tragic forms
from the Dionysian spirit of music. But the spirit of music in the r 96os could not
finally be contained within political or cultural forms. By the end of the decade the
movement was divided between rigid ideology and intense sensation. The tragedies
that befell the great spirits of countercultural music, and the divorce of politics from
the counterculture, signified that the New Left had come to an end.
The New Left, I have said, began as a protest against ideology. But the
problems it encountered suggested that personal witness alone could not replace
theoretical reflection. The early New Left was not, as its critics charged, antiintellectual. The writers it took seriously-Camus, Nietzsche, C. Wright Mills, Paul
Goodman, Norman 0. Brown (plus Hannah Arendt on the West Coast, E. P.
Thompson and Raymond Williams, back East), however else they differed, were
theorists (or, in Mills's case, exemplars) of personal politics. They all attacked
paralyzing ideological systems 'and encouraged existential action. But the New Left
never developed a complex theory of personal politics. When the movement
2. Sara Evans, Personal Politics: The Roots of Women's Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and
the New Left (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1979).
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entered its counter cultural phase, it sometimes fell into a naive language of liberation; it promised to free an authentic self by throwing off external restraints. That
language was contradicted by the practice of the movement, which constituted new
selves in collective action. Nevertheless, as the movement tried to confront the
relations between internal and external oppression, between instinctual release and
human action, between self-expression and communal bonds, it foundered on the
formulas of radical therapy. Sophisticated theoretical attention to the meaning of
the self endangered the politics of witness and engagement upon which the movement was based. R. D. Laing, both in his empowering early vision and in his
ultimate fate, was the movement's psychologist; Michel Foucault has been its owl
of Minerva.
The problem of theory proved even more intractable when attention shifted
from the self to society. Some in the New Left promoted versions of new workingclass theory. Seeing students and white collar workers as the new proletariat, new
working-class theory tried to justify student and middle-class activism against the
class stereotypes of the Old Left. Breines offers an intelligent, critically sympathetic account of the theory that defended New Left practice. But she does not ask how
a prefigurative politics, which speaks to the lived experience of people, can be
combined with the sort of theoretical analysis necessary to comprehend American
society.
The New Left needed to name, justify, and place itself. New working-class
theory gave it a name, but it was a name on Old Left terms, and that opened the way
to worse forms of Marxism. The personal politics of the New Left had originally
joined mind and body. But the New Left under pressure bifurcated between the
mindblowing spontaneity of countercultural politics~ on the one hand, and a vulgar
Leninist practice and Marxist theory on the other. The New Left had excavated
American history, but it could not turn that excavation to self-conscious, theoretical
account. Going outside American history in search of foreign models, the ideological branch of the New Left reproduced the mistakes of the old. But if that half of the
New Left was too ideological in one sense, the- movement was insufficiently
ideological in another. New Left politics had begun as the anti-ideological revenge
on those who proclaimed the end of ideology in America. But American uncomfortableness with developed, theoretical, historical analysis ultimately defeated the
New Left effort to hold politics and the personal together.

AUTHOR'S NOTE: I have benefited from conversations with Todd Gitlin, and from his comments on an
earlier draft of this essay.

The ''Seriousness'' of
Simone Weil
FREDERICK C. STERN

BOOK REVIEWED:

George Abbott White, ed., Simone Weil:
Interpretations of a Life.
Amherst, Mass.: University of Massachusetts Press, l 981.

L

ike many other Americans, I first became aware of Simone Weil, as anything
more than a name, in Susan Sontag's essay, "Simone Weil." In that essay,
Sontag does not praise-or even spend much space considering-Weil's "views"
about various issues. Rather, she recommends Weil's ultimate "seriousness," and
the exemplary qualities of the French woman's life. "I cannot believe," Sontag
writes, ''that more than a handful of the tens of thousands ·of readers she has won
since the posthumous publication of her books and essays really share her ideas. We
read writers of such scathing originality [as Weil, and Kierkegaard, Nietzche,
Dostoevsky, Kafka, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Genet] for their personal authority, for
the example of their seriousness, for th~ir manifest willingness to sacrifice themselves for their truths, and-only piecemeal-for their 'views.' " 1 Reading Weil's
essay, "The Iliad, or The Poem of Force," and subsequently over several years
reading further in Weil's amazingly large output, I became convinced of several
things, and puzzled about one other: I became convinced that Sontag's "seriousness" is the main reason for the fascination of Weil's work-if not of her life. I
became convinced that my own feelings about Weil's work were-and will always
be, I suspect-a complex combination of attraction and repulsion, anger and admiration. And I became puzzled as to the particular attraction Weil has for some
radicals whom I admire a great deal.
The interesting, and, I believe, significant essays iri Simone Weil: Interpretations of a Life, collected and edited by George Abbott White, have raised these
convictions and this puzzlement anew. White's volume is, in fact, excellent
stimulus for my musings in part because its contributors include some of the leading
r Susan· Sontag, "Sll:none Weil," in Against Interpretation (New York: Dell, 1966), pp. 50- sr.
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lights in that history of recent American radicalism of which I consider myself a
small part. It seems to me that the characteristic mode of many, though not all, of
the essays in Simone Weil is that of a kind of rescue operation, in a form somewhat
like this: ''Weil was not this, was wrong about that, was misinformed about the
other, was irrational here-but she was a magnificent, important and profoundly
moving figure in this or that other respect.'' It is as though some of the authors of
these essays are responding to Sontag's comment that hardly anyone agrees with
Weil's views about most matters, but that there is something about her work-her
"seriousness"-that makes her terribly important. In some degree, I see my own
review essay here as a similar rescue operation. I hope in performing my rescue to
answer also the important question White poses for us in his introduction, when he
asks us to consider ''what possible use then, can be made of Simone Weil 's life?'' I
have no intention of dealing with all aspects of the way we might "use'' Weil's life,
and neither does the volume of essays under consideration here. The issues I select
are those I see of particular importance to me, and I believe for some of the essayists
in White's volume.

M

uch is made in Simone Weil, and indeed in most discussions about her, of
Weil's year of manual labor at factory work. Most agree that her experiences as a factory worker (and farmhand) marked her for the rest of her life. I do not
want to denigrate the courage and integrity it took for Simone Weil, plagued with
headaches, clumsy, and, as White writes ''uncomfortable in her body,'' to leave the
rather congenial sinecure of a teaching position to seek work as a factory hand, nor
the authenticity of her desire to experience the lives of the workers in whose causes
she was so passionately engaged in the early thirties. But since much that is written
about Weil's conclusions concerning the nature of work is validated because her
comments are based on h~r work experience, I think it important to point out how
little of her life was actually spent in factory work. As one follows her in the chapter
in Simone Petrement's biography entitled "The Year of Factory Work" one discovers that she actually worked a good deal less than a year. In fact, she never worked
more than at most eight or nine weeks at a stretch, and probably less than that,
without such interruptions as a vacation with her mother. 2
2 See Simone Petrement, Simone Weil: A Life, trans. Raymond Rosenthal (New York: Pantheon,
r976), pp. 224-43. Weil's first day of work at the Alsthom Company was December 4, r934. She
was laid off at Christmas, and returned to work January 2, r935. Because of a boutofotitis, she was
off ill after January I 5, and took a vacation in Switzerland, returning to work ~bruary 25th. She
worked till March 6, and shortly thereafter was laid off for two weeks, returning to work March I 8.
She was laid off April 5. She found work at the J .J. Camaud et Forges de Basse- Indre factory, but was
fired on May 7. On June 6 she wentto work at Renault, but because ofa hand she hurt on the 25th or so
is given some leave between that date and July 7. She stopped working permanently before August
Io, as best as Petrement can judge.
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I raise this issue because several contributors to Simone Weil and others who
have written about her use her discussion of work as the basis for theorizing about
the nature of labor and for proposing political approaches by radicals to working
people. It seems to me, however, that Weil did not really understand work. Her
middle-class millieu, which regarded physical labor as unworthy, left her completely unprepared for work in a factory. Her sense of agony about the job was
almost bizarre, based as much on her own inability to manage the machines as on
the difficulties inherent in the job for others. Her sense of the depersonalization of
work was in part the consequence of never having learned how to cope with work by
staying at any one job long enough to learn its rhythms, to accommodate to its
demands, to learn the little tricks and skills that make more tolerable any physical
job. She was a middle-class intellectual out of her element, and she was honest
enough to claim for her opinions about work no more than the authority of her own
impressions. "It seems unreasonable to expect credence when one is but setting
down impressions. Yet there is no other way of describing a human misery," she
writes in her essay "Factory Work." 3
But Staughton Lynd and George Abbott White claim much more for her essay.
Lynd especially draws conclusions, based on his admiration of Weil's position
about work, that I find dangerouslyromantic. Basing his opinion on Weil's views of
work and on her trenchant analysis of Marxism, Lynd applauds Weil's denigration
of "the specialization of tasks promoted by Taylorism," and supports her call for a
decentralized economy. Lynd in fact claims that the failure of the New Left of the
sixties, a movement in which he played such an honorable.and significant role, to
bring its force to bear on working people, was in large part caused by the failure of
the New Left to address these issues. Turning to Weil's essay on work, Lynd fully
agrees with Weil's description. Work must be free, workers must not be treated as
employees, workers must feel at home. Lynd sums up Weil's position thus:
"Work should involve incentives worthier than money or survival. It
should be educative, not stultifying; creative, not lllechanical; selfdirected, not manipulated"; and one might say that to bring about this
change society should consider ''experimenting in decentralization
based on the vision of man as master of his machines and his society,"
because ''the personal capacity to cope with life has been reduCed
everywhere by the introduction of technology that only minorities of
men (barely) understand." It is food for thought that the words I have
just used to summarize, accurately I think, Weil's reflections on factory
work, are words from the now-forgotten Port Huron Statement.
Both Lynd and Weil are, iR my opinion, profoundly romantic here. I see no
evidence anywhere that work can be decentralized without seriously reducing
3 The Simone Weil Reader, ed. George A. Panichas (New York: David McKay, 1977), p. 64. This
essay first appeared in English in Politics 3, no. 11, (December 1946).
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productivity. Certainly, questions of freedom on the job, of ending shame and
humiliation, must be addressed, but they have been and are being addressed by
militant trade unions, from the "breaks" acquired by autoworkers to the grievance
procedures that good unions defend more strenuously than anything else in their
contracts. But opposition to the system of specialized-that is, mass-production,
seems to me to call in question the need for productivity, and that of course is
exactly what Weil does, and by extension what Lynd calls into question. For most
of the world outside the most developed countries, this is an inconceivable luxury.
Keeping fully in mind the need to oppose mindless consumerism, there is little
doubt that for most peoples of the world the problem is not alienation in the
factory-but lack of goods to keep body and soul together at anything like a decent
standard ofliving. What most of humankind needs is decent medical care, adequate
transportation, sufficient housing and, above all, enough food-and none of these
are attainable without mass production. And mass production, at least at the
moment, will be to some degree mindless and stultifying, no matter how one fiddles
with a little decentralization here or diversification there. In part, I bring to this view
my own impressions, though mine were gathered not during a few weeks of factory
work, but during fifteen years of it as a coke oven heater in a steel mill in East
Chicago, Indiana.
If there is to be a hope for making work less stultifying, in fact, it lies in
increased mass production. Robotics and computerization have already shown the
possibility of removing the most onerous tasks of mass production from human to
nonhuman operators, and though under any system of private accumulation-and, I
am forced to add, under any presently existing system of state ownership of the
means of production-this process will be dominated entirely by profit, there is now·
a technical possibility that Weil could not have foreseen.
The larger problem with both Weil's and Lynd's position is that they treat the
problem of factory work apart from the general problem of the alienation of all
work, of all activity, under a system of private accumulation. Marx did not make
this mistake, and Erich Fromm's explication and quotation of Marx in this regard
makes the contrasting point well:
Alienation leads to the perversion of all values. By making economy
and its values-"gain, work, thrift, and sobriety"-the supreme aim of
life, man fails to develop the truly moral values, "the riches of a good
conscience, of virtue, etc., but how can I be virtuous if I am not alive,
and how can I have a good conscience if I am not aware of anything?'' In·
a state of alienation each sphere of life, the economic and the moral, is
independent from the other, ''each is concentrated on a specific area of
alienated society and is itself alienated from the other." 4
4 Erich Fromm, Marx's Concept ofMan (New York: Frederick Ungar, 1961, 1966),p. 54 .
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Fromm's posture, based directly on Marx, is so much broader than Weil's that by
comparison it shows the rather empty romanticism of her horror at factory work. By
no means does Fromm show us a way out. What all of us on the left should have
learned in the last decades is that socialism is not easily attained, thatit is easily
corrupted, and that there are many answers we still lack.
Writing from the vantage point of early 1983, some seven years after Lynd
wrote his essay, it seems at least to me clear that Weil 's complaints about work are
rather limited, and are largely based on her own inability to cope with problems
with which the workers of Gary, Indiana, the steeltown where I live, would gladly
cope if they could only get their jobs back. The problems of the workplace are most
likely to be solved by a combination of developing industrial technology and
militant trade unionism, provided that technology is not left entirely to the service
of private accumulation, and that trade unions have enough people at work to
permit them to worry about making i.niprovements at the workplace rather than
merely keeping jobs. To decry the fullest mass production is to condemn most of the
world, and, unfortunately, most of the non-white world, to an eternity of terrible
living conditions. The solution to the problem of the workplace is impossible, in
any long-range sense, without a solution to the problem of systemic alienation.
I have demythologized Weil's knowledge about work, and suggested that
those who follow her too closely are trapped in the same romanticism about the
possibly ennobling nature of work that her middle-class expectations, and her
persons failings, brought to her factory work experience. I do not mean, I want
hastily to add, to denigrate either Weil's or Staughton Lynd's sincerity, or the
profundity of their concerns in raising these issues. I ask, however, for a more
tough-minded look at possibilities, and at the fact of working people's experiences.

V:

ery little is said in Simone Weil concerning Weil's Jewish background, and
that is true as well in much else written about her. Michelle Murray notes, in
her often moving biographical account, that the Weil family was ''well assimilated
and did not offer their children any.· religious upbringing,'' and Conor Cruise
O'Brien suggests that "Judaism repelled [Simone Weil], basically because of the
concept of the chosen people.'' I find it fascinating that this woman, raised in a Paris
still aware of the Dreyfus case, and living all her adult life in a Europe in which Nazi
anti-Semitism was a crucial factor, should find one of her pet hatreds in the history
of ancient Israel (as well as in ancient Rome) and in the Old Testament. These
aversions contrast strangely with her passionate, and sometimes ludicrous, defense
of almost everything in classical Greece, and with her passion for the Cathars and
probably other aspects of Gnosucism. It is a testament to Weil 's integrity that none
of these passions were pretense. They were as deeply felt, it appears, as her
sympathies for the powerless and oppressed, her passion for a Catholic God and
Christ, and, at the end of her life, for a resurgent France.
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I feel, however, that her opinions about ancient Israel and her own Jewish
background are most fully understood as part of a profound and little noted aspect of
her personality-what I can only call her self-hatred and self-loathing. The personal
indications of such self-hatred are extensive, and do not require more than the
slightest documentation here. Petrement points frequently to Weil's apparent desire
to make herself physically as unappealing as possible, even to the point of remembering the humiliation she suffered-when she was successful in getting a job at the
Renault plant only after borrowing some makeup from Petrement so that ''one saw
how she could have looked if she had taken the slightest trouble to fix herself up.'' 5
There is the aversion to touching or kissing, and an accompanying apparently
profoundly repressed sexuality, such that Leslie Fiedler describes her as ''a woman
to whom 'sexual purity' is as instinctive as breath; to whom, indeed, any kind of
sentimental life is scarcely necessary.'' 6 There are obvious feelings of inferiority
vis-a-vis her brilliant brother, the mathematician Andre Weil. This is coupled with
repeated assertions that no one loves her, that one should shun friendship, and other
such indications of profound feelings of worthlessness.
Her aversion to Jewishness, in my view a part of her self-aversion, takes on
political overtones because it puts into question about her, as nothing else of which I
know quite does, her sense of community and of humanity. Indeed, as humane a
figure as George Steiner has reacted to her in this way: "I have always felt that
Simone Weil rather misread Homer and that her 'philosophy' is not really deserving
of that name. My feelings may well stem from the simple conviction that Judaism is
not a club one resigns from in the time of Auschwitz.''' One might consider Weil's
willingness to consign Jews to the anti-Semitism she knew to be rife in France, prior
to the outbreak of World War II, as in the service of the greater good of avoiding
war. 8 Her aversion to ancient Israel can be seen, as O'Brien sees it, as an aversion to
the ''chosen people'' notion, its totality and lack of mitigation, like her aversion to
ancient Rome, as historical blindness and crankiness.
I find it more difficult to explain her letter to Xavier Vallant, the Commissioner
of Jewish Affairs in Vichy France, to whom she wrote on the occasion of the denial
of a teaching assignment to her because she was Jewish. "Even though I do not

5 Petrement,SimoneWeil,p. 240.
6 Leslie A. Fiedler, "Introduction" to Simone Weil, Waiting for God (New York: Harper & Row,
Colophon, 1973), p. 27.
7 Professor Steiner replied to my inquiry, which asked him his views concerning Weil because
George Abbott White comments briefly about Steiner's views in his Introduction. Professor Steiner's
note to me, dated September 6, 1982, gives me permission to quote him, for which I am most
grateful.
·
8 Simone Weil, Seventy Letters, trans. and arranged by Richard Rees (London: Oxford University
Press, 1965), p. 95, in letter #32 to Jean Posternak, 1938, and p. 99, in letter #33 to Gaston
Bergery, 1938.
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consider myself a Jew," she writes, "since I have never set foot in a synagogue,
have been raised by my free-thinking parents with no religious observances of any
kind, have no feeling of attraction for the Jewish religion and no attachment to
Jewish tradition, and have been nourished since my early childhood only on the
Hellenic, Christian, and French tradition, nevertheless I have obeyed." 9 Although
there is some irony in this letter, as it proclaims Weil's obedience in going to work
as a grape harvester, it nevertheless is a major effort to separate herself from her
Jewish background. I find this hard to swallow, in part because, in my own experience as a child in Austria after Anschluss, I saw so many Jews just like Weil,
assimilated and mostly disconnected from Judaism, who re-learned their sh' mas on
the way to the prisons andKazets (as did my father), and who eventually chanted
the kaddish on their way to their last moments, not as an affirmation of belief in
God, but as an affirmation of oneness with one's people, of the worthiness of a
tradition for which one was dying.
And yet, I take Weil's anti-Jewishness (clearly not anti-Semitism), as part of
her self-hatred and self-loathing. I find it a major flaw in Simone Weil: Interpretations of a Life, that no serious effort is made to come to grips with this fact of the
work's subject's life. I see this self-hatred as part of the explanation of much in
Weil's thought that also has intellectual support-for example, what O'Brien calls
her "dissociative bent," which is a consequence of the "intellectual limitations of
pure intellectuals,'' and that gives rise to her ''bias against the first-person plural.''
O'Brien adds, "in reality, an unusually imperious first-person singular had much
more to do with the matter.'' That is what I find so troubling. The person who had
such enormous sympathy for workers whom she could not join for more than a few
weeks at a time, the person who could feel so powerfully for the colonial oppressed,
could not seem to feel for the people of whom she was a part, by the fiat of Nazi
anti-Semitism and its French variant, anything but disdain and aversion. At the
same time, she showed enough arrogance and lonely self-righteousness to justify
the'' outsider'' posture that she maintained all her life, and from which she suffered
enormously.
One can treat most of the thought of Simone Weil without reference to these
matters, but one cannot treat her life without recalling them. Moreover, there are
aspects of her thought, including her disdain for much of the left and for almost any
form of human association, which can be understood best by combining her powerful intellectual justifications for her position with these psychological ones I have
suggested. Her death, after all, was called a suicide by the coroner, and though the
matter is not entirely clear, surely her anorexia had a good deal to do with it. I am
reminded by this aspect of Weil's life of the powerful lines of the American poet
Robert Mezey, from his ''No Country You Remember'':

9 Petrement, Simone Weil, p. 443 .
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What if I paid for what I got?
Nothing can so exhaust the heart
As boredom and self-loathing do,
Which are the poison of my art.

S.

imone Weil 's mystical conversion is an important fact of her life and is the
source of attraction for many who are so fascinated by her. Yet very few of
the writers in Simone Weil: Interpretations of a Life pay much attention to this
conversion to the all-but-Catholic state that dominates her thought and her writing
in the last six years of her life. She became a Catholic, albeit without actually
joining the Church, for entirely laudatory reasons, of course, which have to do with
her awareness of profound flaws in the Church, with her boundless sympathy for
those kept outside the Church, and with a version of Jansenism peculiar to her.
Increasingly, as a result of her conversion to mystical Catholicism, her political
ideas became significantly unpolitical. Though she never abandoned her agonized
sympathy for most of the oppressed, she came increasingly to disapprove of any
association of human beings for purely "material" ends. When forced, by an
assignment from the Free French government, probably intended to keep her out of
harm's way, to define a political philosophy, she came up in The Need for Roots with
what O'Brien describes as "a state governed by a spiritual and moral elite, a rule of
the saints. In practice an effort by mortal and fallible men to 'apply' The Need for
Roots would probably have resulted in something like Vichy France-the
resemblance to which she acknowledged with characteristic courage and integrity-but minus collaboration with the Nazis, and with de Gaulle at the top instead
Petain." O'Brien attributes this rather discomfitting outcome to Weil's nonpolitical
and even antipolitical bent, and, I would add, the source of this bent is, among other
things, her corwiction that only God is good, and that there is little that can be don~
by human beings to create such goodness.
Why, then, are such profoundly democratic and political thinkers as Lynd,
White, Robert Coles, and many others so attracted to Weil? I think they ignore
those consequences of her religious posture that the often wonderfully iconoclastic
O'Brien confronts, because they are searching for something that did indeed
characterize the New Left, and still characterizes some of its adherents-a search for
a spiritual basis for political action. Such a spiritual basis for political action is
something I suppose all of us, who think of ourselves as radicals would desire.
Some have found it, in my opinion to their peril, in party affiliations. Others have
found it in adherence to religious political movements. But those of us who are in
both of these senses outsiders and ''independents'' do not have such easy answers
available. It would be nice if one could believe in a God, the cliche has it. It would
be nice as well if one could be comfortable with political actions ®cause one had
found a spiritual, transcendent basis for them .
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It seems to me unfortunate that others, besides O'Brien, in the pages of Simone
Weil: Interpretations of a Life, fail to take as hard and thorough a look at the
ultimately antidemocratic, anti-civil libertarian content of her last ideas, as he does.
They do so in precisely the opposite way in which they deal with her attitude
towards her own Jewishness. In the case of the mysticism, they ignore the writings
to concentrate on the life; in the case of Jewishness they concentrate on the writings
and ignore the life. But if one would wish to "use" Simone Weil, it seems to me
that we will have to heed SontQg's warning that few of us can agree with Weil about
many things. If we follow her mysticism to its ultimate conclusion and wait for
God's grace to overcome us, political action of any kind becomes useless, and
radical activism also loses utility.

I

n Joseph Summers's and especially in Michael Ferber's discussions of Weil's
essay ''The Iliad or The Poem of Fbrce'' there seem to me to be the beginnings
of the ''rescue operation'' I promised at the start of this review. fur it is in this work,
about the Greece she loved so deeply, that Weil shows herself at her most ''serious.'' Petrement is quite right when she comments that' 'in this essay Simone found
the accent of all the writing she did in her last years.'' 10 It is the ''accent,'' the tone
of this essay, that is crucial, for though much in the content of Weil 'slater writings
is troublesome to me, the tone, the pain, the awareness of "affliction" is crucial in
them all, as it is in the essay on The Iliad.
Steiner is right, of course, when he writes in his note that Weil ''rather
misread" Homer. Michael Ferber's essay verifies Steiner's view in a number of
respects, and Joseph Summers's "Notes on Simone Weil's Iliad" begins with the
comment that many readers have noted that Weil's work "distorts many of the
values of the Greek epic.'' Summers points out that he thinks of Weil 's essay as a
document particularly rooted in the agony of the fall of France, and concludes that
"Weil's 'L' Iliade, ou le Poeme de la Force,' even in its distortions, struck me as
moving and ennobling-not merely in its anguished response to the defeated and
enslaved, but particularly in its perception of the dehumanization, the reciprocal
enslavement of the victors and the defeated in total war." Ferber also points
repeatedly to limitations of Weil 's essay as a piece of scholarship: she mistranslates
some crucial terms, she invokes a rather simple-minded mimetic theory of literature, more clearly limited in the aftermath of poststructuralist critical endeavors
than when Weil was writing; she uses elements of a romantic and an expressive
theory ofliterature, and in her claim that "God has inspired every first-rate work of
art there is a version of expressivism as old as the opening lines of the Iliad itself."
Thus there is wide agreement, in Simone Weil: Interpretations of a Life, that
Weil's ''Iliad'' -no doubt her best-known work, at least in the United States-is of
IO
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little use as a piece of scholw.·ship or literary explication. And yet, Ferber insists,
and in important ways I agree, that this essay of Weil's is a masterwork. Ferber
provides one of the reasons why this is so when he writes: ''It is not that the Iliad
offered any rationale for France's ignominious collapse in r940. Paris was not
Troy, holding out heroically for ten years against an equally heroic host of besiegers. But perhaps the sense of even-handed disillusionment in the midst of endless
days of violence that bring permanent joy to no one, this clear-eyed and bitter
feeling [Weil] rightly claims we find in the Iliad offered a kind of solace. If we can
bear the world of Homer, even find in it moments of beauty and grace, then we can
bear our world of violence and defeat." Ferber goes further, indicating precisely
what is so significant not only about Weil's "Iliad," but also about her work and
life. He writes that he must pit his own "optimism against Simone Weil's pessimism, my revolutionary duty to hope against the reasons and experiences behind
her despair." Then he concludes his essay as follows:
Yet we need her vision. It will help keep us from the illusions that easily
beset social reformers and revolutionaries. Her critique of Marx and
Lenin is a bracing wind that blows cobwebs from the mind. Her vision of
war's effect on man in the Iliad essay, and the automatism of violence, if
not of all force, is an essential contribution to our moral literature. Once
the shooting starts outside the windows the world may well become the
one she paints, where people who possess force walk through the human
substance around them as through a nonresistant medium.
That is the "accent" that makes Weil important. It is the accent of her profound
sympathy for the ''afflicted'': the accents of the tragic.

I

t is in this that Weil's importance, indeed her grandeur, lies. Even when her
thought is just short of silly, as is her unmitigated condemnation of ancient
Rome and Old Testament Israel, even when it is abhorrent, as I find her letter to
Vallant and the self-loathing of her feelings about Judaism, even when it is regressive, as is her mysticism and the politics that flow from it, Weil remains essential.
Essential is her "gravity," her awareness of the ultimate horror and injustice, the
inordinate pain and terror in the world, coupled with the demand, on herself and on
others, that we act to alleviate injustice and pain, even while we know that we
cannot end "gravity."
The value of George Abbott White's volume lies in its ability to make us
sharply aware precisely of Weil 's ''gravity.'' Though I have taken issue with several
of the authors in the volume, because, it seems to me, they fail to subject ''the
saint'' to the criticism her own unimpeachable integrity calls for, each of their
essays contributes to this awareness of Weil's gravity, and it is this gravity, above
all, that makes Simone Weil central to our century. She asks not only that we
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recognize disaster, but that we act to end it at almost any cost to ourselves-and it is
this demand that we must take most seriously, and that is most "serious" in
Sontag's sense-and that the essays in White's book help to recall, so we may
"use" Simone Weil.
In what I believe to be the best single essay in White's book, Conor Cruise
O'Brien concludes with the following paragraph:

Simone Weil's contribution to politics is not in system or in method, or
even in analysis, but in her lucid sensitivity to the dangerous forces at
work in all collective activities, and her refusal to localize these forces
exclusively in some other nation, or among the adherents of some other
faith or ideology. One may, as I do, feel that there is something inhuman
about her. Yet it could be that what we feel to be inhuman in her is that
which made her capable of turning away from those aspects of our
all-too-human attachments that put our neighbors, our environment, our
world, our children, ourselves all in deadly peril.

Meiklejohn's
Commitment to Freedom
LESLIE W. DUNBAR

BOOK REVIEWED:

Cynthia Stokes Brown, ed. Alexander Meiklejohn: Teacher ofFreedom.
Berkeley: Meiklejohn Civil Liberties Institute, 1981.

I

n September 24, 1982, the heads of their representatives of thirty national
academies of science from around the world issued a ''Declaration on Prevention of Nuclear War.'' The statement was released at the Vatican with the support of
the Pope. It culminated a three year period of preparation among scientists and
Catholic leaders. Our Catholic Bishops cited it generously in their Pastoral Letter
on War and Peace of May 198 3.
The Declaration itself contained, as we say, nothing new. Its description of the
horror and madness of nuclear war, and the arms race which could make it inevitable, was all too familiar. Coming from scientists, there was about it a strong note of
pathos, but that also has been tragically familiar since the I 94os, when men such as
Oppenheimer and Szilard expressed their own sense of terror over their
accomplishment. This Declaration speaks of "the perversion" of scientists'
"achievements," and calls upon them "to use their creativity for the betterment of
human life and to apply their ingenuity in exploring means of avoiding nuclear war
and developing practical methods of arms control.''
Alexander Meiklejohn was no scientist. Far from it. In his writings, he typically treated science with a sort of wearied disdain. He was, however, wary of it as
well. What the Academicians abhor as a ''perversion'' of science's achievements,
he would have seen as a natural outcome. He might even have shared with today's
laymen the secret suspicion that modem physics and physicists are a pestilential
plague, with no redeeming social value at all.
Yet if no respecter of science, Meiklejohn was preeminently a major prophet
of that free intellectual' discourse that is as much the parent of science as of the
ethical and political philosophy he loved. If scientists must face the predicament of
their inability to control the uses of the discoveries resulting from their intellectually free methods, then Meiklejohn-and indeed every apostle of liberty who pre-
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ceded him from the Renaissance on-has an even larger predicament to face, for
intellectual freedom is a disturber of all order and stability. Plato, with his awesome
prescience, saw that and drew back from it: whether in his ideal or some next-best
state, fully free thought and investigation would be restricted to a few. For their own
reasons, Western ecclesiastical and political institutions throughout the Middle
Ages would concur. So do modem national states, each setting its own limits.
Meiklejohn would have none of that, and in his refusal was heir to the boldness
of the modem creed of liberty, which is why in these days when national states are
preoccupied with enlarging their might a Meiklejohn anthology is particularly
welcome. Alexander Meiklejohn, Teacher of Freedom, edited by Cynthia Stokes
Brown, contains a biographical essay and extensive bibliography as well as selections from his educational and political writings. 1 As the anthology is sparing in its
use of material from Meiklejohn's What Does America Mean? and, surprisingly,
even more so from his Political Freedom, those need still to be read by anyone
wishing to know what in the way of political insight and conviction this man learned
in an extraordinarily long and socially active life. 2
Long it was, ninety-two years, from birth in a textile worker's family in
England to death in l 964 in Berkeley, a planned letter of admonition to the University of California for its conduct toward rebellious students occupying some of his
last thoughts. Peter Weiss, one of his students, said this farewell: "Here passed
Alexander Meiklejohn, with a twinkle in his eye, the truth by his side, freedom in
his bones, conviction in his heart, and scorn for no man." (AM, p. 54).

M

eiklejohn's residential changes seem vaguely symbolic. They were a
steady westward progression. He was born of Scottish parents-their
youngest and only child not born in Scotland, a happenstance he would rue a
bit-then living in Rochdale, England, where once had begun the English cooperative movement and where in his boyhood the famous Rochdale Principles of Cooperation were still a force. When he was eight, the family followed the father's trade
to Rhode Island, and there he stayed through graduation at Brown, and there he
returned to teach and exercise a deanship at Brown after completing his doctorate at
Cornell with a dissertation on Kant. He moved a bit west in l 9 l 2, to the presidency
of Amherst College; and when his liberal stance (among other things, he had not
much encouraged his students to enlist in the war) led to his dismissal in 1923, he
moved on in l 92 7 to create and lead the Experimental College of the University of
Wisconsin. That lasted until nervous public opinion, academic jealousies, and
Depression-induced scarcity of funds closed it in 1932. Then he went to Berkeley,
l Hereafter AM.
2 What Does America Mean? (New York: W.W. Norton, 1935 and 1972), hereafter WD; and
Political Freedom (New York: Harper and Row, l 96 5), hereafter PF.
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and in I 9 3 4 founded the San Francisco School for Social Studies, a venture in adult
education. World War II and its dominating concerns brought the San Francisco
school to a close in I942. For his remaining twenty-two years, he wrote, taught,
lectured, fought within and for liberal causes and organizations, and was in the best
sense a public person. The year before Meiklejohn's death, President Kennedy
chose him for the Medal of Freedom.
Meiklejohn was first of all an educator. He wrote extensively about education,
including that tired horse of so many educators, curriculum reform, and the Brown
collection includes many pages of this. There is, unfortunately, no necessary connection between good teaching, good educational leadership, and good writing
about them. His views do not appear very interesting or fresh. Essentially, he
believed in Socratic methods, the reading of classics and Constitutional law, comparative studies, and untrammeled inquiry. But his educational convictions did
overlap considerably with his political ones, so I shall touch upon them in that
context.
Meiklejohn's political philosophy was Rousseau plus the American Constitution, a blend willed together by and required to serve his fundamental value, which
was popular self-government. "To be free does not mean to be well governed. It
does not mean to be justly governed. It means to be self-governed" (PF, p. 98).
That seems a rather strained and unconvincing formulation, but when he strove for
emphasis he seldom avoided overstatement. Self-government was for him the
supreme political value. It stood for a Kantian form of autonomy by which citizens
were to be responsible for what is done in their names.
Among his contemporaries he gave invariably courteous and fraternal remarks
to such as John Dewey and Oliver Wendell Holmes, but he had little philosophical
agreement with them. He wrote many pages of strong criticism of Holmes, warning
us to beware "of the dangers of his rhetorical skill" (PF, p. 43). His quarrel with
Holmes was over the First Amendment, and Holmes's "clear and present danger"
test that Meiklejohn saw as robbing ''the amendlllent of its essential meaning-the
meaning of our common agreement that, working together as a body politic, we
will be our own rulers. That meaning is the highest insight which men have reached
in their search for political freedom" (PF, p. 75).
The First Amendment was his passion. Yet he was driven by his own logic to
subordinate it to other parts of the Constitution; Article I , section 2 and the Tenth
Amendment. "When the Constitution-makers adopted article I, section 2(I) they
laid a foundation for political freedom in relation to which all other provisions of the
Constitution are mere instruments and safeguards'' (PF, p. 97). This provision for
popular election of the House of Representatives, extended by the Seventeenth
Amendment to the Senate, plus the Tenth's reservation of undelegated powers to the
people, created what he came to call the "Fourth Branch"; i.e., the electorate.
"There are then, four different agencies commissioned by the Constitution to carry
on the governing of the United States-the Electoral, the Legislative, the Executive,
and the Judicial. And the greatest among these governing equals is the Electoral''
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(PF, p. 97). He also writes: "The First Amendment does not protect a 'freedom to

speak.' It protects the freedom of those activities of thought and communication by
which we 'govern.' It is concerned, not with a private right, but with a public
power, a governmental responsibility" (AM, p. 248). This is an essentially utilitarian and political defense of the freedom of speech, coupled with an idealist affirmation of autonomy and self-government.
Faithful to his argument, he allowed himself once to imply agreement with
Hamilton that given a legislature subject to the people's will no Bill of Rights was
appropriate (PF, p. 104). But to get to that point, Meiklejohn trod the distinctly
un-Hamiltonian route of Rousseau.
Running throughout all his political writings are the ''general will'' and the
contrasting "will of all," though not typically called by those names: the one is the
public interest, the common good; the other is the aggregation of all private and
constantly competing interests. To Meiklejohn, the freedom of speech is the servant
of the general will, of the "common spiritual life" that alone can give sense and
meaning to any nation (WD, p. 180). Free discourse is the only possible avenue to,
the only possible discoverer of, the common good. That is its justification.
Free discourse is not necessitated by "some supposed 'Natural Right' " (PF, p.
79). It is not grounded in men's need to realize themselves through expression. It
derives instead from a society's need to listen to all opinions and ideas as it goes
about the business of governing itself. The First Amendment "is a device for the
sharing of whatever truth has been won. Its purpose is to give every voting member
of the body politic the fullest possible participation in the understanding of those
problems with which the citizens of a self-governing society must deal" (PF, p.
7 5). To the American Association of University Professors he asserted: ''Our final
responsibility, as scholars and teachers, is not to the truth. It is to the people who
need the truth" 3 (PF, p. !2.8).
All of this is perhaps well and good, if sometimes a bit airy, but it does
obviously lead into some hard questions. For example, if freedom of speech is not a
''natural right,'' why does self-government seem to be? More immediate questions
arise from, on the one hand, his well-known distinction between ''freedom of
speech'' (absolute) and ''free speech'' (subject to governmental restraints); and, on
the other, his idealization of the self-governing process.
To put the first matter briefly, absolute freedom attaches to all speech that deals
with public affairs. 4 Other speech may be regulated in the spirit of the Fifth Amend3 In his 1912. Inaugural Address at Amherst, he laid down the principle that scholars should not tailor
their teaching to suit the career needs of students; thirty years later he apologized for this "highand-mightiness" (AM, pp. 67, 80). One of longevity's advantages is the chance to do that sort of
thing. In similar vein, it may be noted that the derivation of freedom of speech from the utilitarian
needs of self-government, which is clearly his mature conviction, had apparently not always been so;
in fact, he had earlier specifically rejected that argument in favor of the rights of the human spirit.
4 It may not be unfair to point out that the teacher, Meiklejohn, brought all academic discourse under
this tent, as "a special form, a sub-form, of popular freedom" (PF, p. 12.8).
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ment, as "liberty'' that can be deprived-but can only be deprived-with due process
of law. I agree generally· with that dichotomy, but keeping the principle from being
submerged in its applications can be devilishly hard. Here are some forms of speech
that Meiklejohn would put outside the First's absolute protection:
• Libel, slander, incitement to the commis~lon of crime (PF, p. 21);
• abusive language in political fora (PF, p. 25);
• advertising, lobbying (PF, p. 37);
• speech within the armed forces, prisons, and insane asylums, these
being ''communities'' that ''are not governed by consent of their
members" (PF, p. 84);
•radio [this was written in 1948], which is merely a vehicle for paid
speech (PF, p. 87).
More troublesome (the first three above, remembering always the due process
protection, would not much trouble this writer) are some other set-asides from the
First Amendment embrace. Before turning to them, however, it is useful to look at
Meiklejohn's differences with Holmes, who for long was thought of by liberals,
and even venerated by them, as the staunchest defender.and clearest teacher of the
meaning of free speech. Meiklejohn's criticisms were general and philosophical,
but they do group around his rejection of Holmes 's ''clear and present danger'' test.
Holmes would have extended the First Amendment's protection over all speech
except that which by its particular use or ''nature'' might ''create a clear and present
danger" of "substantive evils that Congress has a right to prevent." Meiklejohn
believed that a heavy cost had been paid for the adoption of that standard. He held
the Court more blamable "than any other agency en: person in our society," for the
destruction of Constitutional principles during the years from the end of World War I
to the 1950s (PF, p. 106). He concentrated not upon what "clear and present"
allows that other interpretive principles might not but on its implied conclusion that
there is public speech beyond Constitutional tolerance. On the contrary, Meiklejohn insisted that the First Amendment can only-be read to affirm that even evils
must be endured if their avoidance requires abridging speech. The later classification, which Brandeis with Holmes's agreement offered in dissent in Whitney v.
California (274U.S. 532), met his near approval: no abridgement is allowable so
long as time permits discussion. But the incurable and inherent flaw reemerges, he
thought, in the tortured formulations of Judge Learned Hand (subsequently
accepted by Chief Justice Vinson) in the Smith Act case, where it became ''the
gravity of the 'evil,' discounted by its improbability,'' with utmost deference
accorded to legislative judgment. Such a test, Meiklejohn was right in believing,
"has no dependable meaning,'' either for defendants, attorneys, or courts (AM, p.
243;PF, p; 121). The underlying fault, he contended, was the Court's determined
refusal to distinguish between public speech-which the First Amendment guarantees
absolutely to the electoral power-and private s~h that at best is part of that
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''liberty'' that the Fifth Amendment allows to be regulated according to due process.
The result has become a cheapened right. The courts, and the lawyers who
press them, have loaded the First with endless baggage while yielding its protective
force over all public speech. (It is a fair guess that he would be appalled by recent
claims that corporations have free speech rights.) ''Individual self-seeking has been
given the same constitutional rating as national provision for the general welfare.
The rights of men as makers of law are now indistinguishable from their rights as
subjects oflaw" (PF, p. 5 l).
There seems to have been no instance when Meiklejohn, confronted with an
actual question or issue, did not come down on the side of freedom. Take, for
example, the question on the teaching of communism. His position was, as he
wrote in l 93 8, "quite unequivocal." First, all teaching must have relevance to the
capitalism vs. communism conflict; second, teachers should take sides ("To be a
teacher ... he must be a believer in some plan of human living''); and third, school
administrators must ''see to it that among our teachers there is an adequate supply
of 'Communists'," else one side of this fundamental debate would not be well
represented (AM, pp. 208-9).
His loyalty to freedom's faith was simply magnificent. He once wrote that
everything worthy in Western civilization was founded on the Socratic command to
be self-critical and on Jesus' teaching, "Be kind"; to which he added a third
precept, "the principle of liberty" (WD, pp. 25, 203).
Given these strong affirmations, it is slightly puzzling, though perhaps in
common sense unavoidable, that Meiklejohn did support the Brandeis view that
when, in ''a civil or military emergency ... the processes of public discussion have
broken down,'' the government may temporarily end all public discussion until
order has been restored; but he found, apparently, no example-past or prospective-to offer (PF, p. 49). More puzzling was his adoption in congressional testimony of l 9 5 5 of a distinction between advocacy of action (absolutely protected)
and incitement to action (protected not at all) (AM, p. 244; PF, p. 122; also WD,
pp. 219-21). This was specious stuff, beneath the man; no one has ever or can
ever maintain that distinction case-to-case by any objective criteria. The distinction
appears not to have been applied in his writings, and can be charitably forgotten.
What we should not forget, however, is that no one (so far as I am aware) has ever
found no exceptions to unbridled speech. Words can hurt, and each of us draws
some line, somewhere. Meiklejohn was no lawyer (as Frankfurter once peevishly
pointed out), but chose to tilt with lawyers on their own ground, and enjoyed doing
so. What was so impressive was his own greater loyalty to, and understanding of,
the essential character of the Constitution. If speech had its limits for him, they
were never ones that protected government's prerogatives and its force over citizens. He never; as lawyers are prone to do, looked at questions from the eyes of a
self-protective and self-justifying government, but always and only from those of
citizens seeking among themselves to discover the common good: in other words,
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al ways from the requirements of the fourth branch of the gov~rnment, the electoral.
Another potential exception to freedom of speech is of particular contemporary interest. Writing in 1948, he anxiously questioned whether "the devising of
'atomic' and 'bacteriological' knowledge" for military use may not require that
scholarly research will have to be abridged, the First Amendment notwithstanding. 11 It is a murky passage; unfortunately, be left it unchanged in the l 960 edition
ofPolitical Freedom, nor did he then venture any answer to his question. Nevertheless, the predicament he was feeling is real. He, like many of us, was struggling
with the hazy intuition that civilization may not be able to assimilate a boundless
science. When a Galileo is silenced, one sort of issue is created. When governments
and corporate powers put science, and scientists, to work for them, a very different
one is with us. Whether called a' 'perversion,'' as by the Academicians at Rome, or
seen as a natural outcome of the scientific method, the issue is close to being the
central concern of our time.
Meiklejohn allowed yet another exception, a disturbing one:
If the meaning and validity of the First Amendment be derived from the
principles of self-government, still another very serious limitation of its
scope must be recognized. The principle of the unqualified freedom of
public speech is, then, valid only in and for a society which is selfgoverning. It has no political justification where men are governed
without their consent (PF, pp. 84-8 5).

He offered as example the control of teaching and speech in occupied Germany. But
nothing in his argument limits the exception to that case. It is hard to see how his
defense of political freedom could support a Russian, Polish, South African,
Korean, or Guatemalan dissenter. The difficulty logically derives from his insisting
that individual freedom depends upon a social contract and the self-governing
polity it establishes. It draws from his denial that there is a natural right to speak,
and his preference for the citizen's right to listen and be informed. It is narrow, even
something of an intellectual conceit, to argue thaffreedom of speech is the most
precious of all rights and then to deny it to all but parliamentary republics.
The "clear and present danger" test has of late evaporated, though probably
has only ascended into that "brooding omnipresence" of old maxims that consciously and subconsciously determine our law. Meiklejohn was right to challenge
it, and his challenge goes as well to the foggy notions-one or another form of
''compelling state interest'' -that do its work today. He gave the right response to
such insidious conceptions more than a quarter century ago, when he told a Senate
committee that the balancing had already been done in 1787-91, when the Constitution and Bill of Rights, with their pure command that no law shall abridge,
5 To its credit, the American Civil Liberties Union reprinted and distributed the Harper's article from
which this came. Later, Meiklejohn became an active part of the loyal opposition within the ACLU to
·
its rapprochement with 1950s anti-Communism.
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were framed and adopted (AM, pp. 234-36; PF, p. III). He was right too in
pointing out that Holmes, like naturalist philosophers generally, had to take mystical leaps in order to affirm any goodness and altruism among and within men (see
. PF pp. 65-75). He was right in declaring that our Constitution must be seen as
resting upon a social contract, one that must be continually renewed, so that its
validity derives not from an historical act "but from its acceptance by us, now"
(PF, p. 3). He was right in his insistence, which the American Civil Liberties
Union should begin to take seriously again, that some forms of speech, some
subjects about which men speak, are intensely more valuable than others.
To deduce the freedom of speech, however, solely from the self-governing
needs of citizens will never reach the situatio11o of the really unfree; indeed, would
shut them out unless they first achieved, somehow, citizenship in an electoral
system. Meiklejohn's idealized (consciously so) America was a huge town meeting, within which speech on public issues had to be unrestricted or else the "sense
of the meeting'' would be defective. But people who live beyond even the imagining of a politics of consent are the majority, and have always been, of the world's
·residents. An overly idealized image of what our society is like-because that is
what it ought to be like-should not be permitted to differentiate our needs of
freedom from those of other and less secure persons.
Meiklejohn's conviction that individual freedom is a chimera except as an
attribute of citizenship in a free order led him to call for a world state: ''There has
come upon us all the necessity, as well as the opportunity, of creating a world-state,
of making reasonableness prevail for all humanity. But that means that we cannot
teach world reasonableness unless there is a reasonable world. We cannot teach
citizenship in a world-state unless a world-state exists" (~, pp. 168-70). The
present democracies, such as Britain, France, and the United States, should lead in
the creation of a new world order, and the primary means of firmly establishing it
must be education under state direction. To that end, he proposed with some detail
the establishment of an International Institute of Education; with the realism that
was always the other side of his naivete, he would charge it not only with teaching
the politically backward but also what we have come to call the ''free world'': ''The
lessons of freedom and equality are not easy for nations accustomed to superiority
and domination. It is upon them that an International Institute of Education must
lavish its eff~rts. It is idle to plan for a free world and, at the same time, to plan that
we shall be masters of it. A free world is a world of equals" (AM, p. I 94).
He held education of such purpose to be the third leg of a world order, and the
one most likely to be omitted, the others being political and economic. With
impressive prescience, he saw the economic as the most likely to take on its
international dimensions, and the question was whether it would be under public or
private control: ''a world economy in private hands means war-and war again.
Only under a free world government is a free world economy possible" (AM, p.
188).
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eiklejohn had one other basic concern about American democracy, in
.
addition to faithlessness to its own Constitution and laggard leadership
toward a new world order. The third was perhaps even more fundamental, because
corrupting and determinative of our entire society, politics, and law. It was
capitalism. Root and branch, he rejected it because his rationalism could make no
sense of it at all. ''Our national mind is stultified and beaten by its own scheme of
economic arrangements. What, then, is the alternative? It is the establishment of an
economic order ... intelligible to the common mind" (AM, pp. l 3 2- 3 3; WD, p.
246). Capitalism he called ''revolting as a form of human behavior'' (AM, p. l 3 o;
WD,p. 242).
He gavesome polite approval to a vaguely described socialism and registered
his sympathies for and identification with oppressed economic classes; but he
would not subscribe. to class struggle theory, knowing that any dominant class
would in turn ''take for itself the spoils of victory, will cut down its enemies, will
suppress them by brutal and violent action ... will itself break up into hostile
factions, each fighting for the mastery" (AM, p. 135; WD, p. 250).
Scattered throughout all he wrote are his observations, nearly despairing ones,
of the effects of capitalism. It is unjust in its distributions, cruel in its imposition of
poverty on the many, manipulative of minds and talents, immoral in the deceptions
of salesmanship and advertising, corrupting of the educational institutions it supports, demeaning of politics and government-the list could be extended. Worst of
all is its impact on minds.
I am afraid that the scheme may work, that it may produce wealth so
richly and distribute it so widely that we shall be satisfied with it and
keep it as our mode of life. My terror is that laissez-faire may meet the
external test of happiness, of material success, and may at the same time
lead us to such inner madness that the excellence of the spirit will be lost,
that men, as human beings, will be destroyed (WD, p. 154).
The following comes from a l 9 l 8 speech:
Machines have increased the numbers of our population and, at the same
time, the supply of material wealth. But again, the machines have
claimed the people themselves as parts of the machinery. Again,
machines have broken down the continuity and stability of towns and
cities. And still again, the machine has cut the family into parts.
And through all this one other change has run in varying forms.
While individual men have wandered and scattered, the net which holds
them all has dra~n more tightly in. The world is bound together in
certain external, mechanical ways. We saw this in the recent war. That
was no war of groups or tribes or even nations. It was the world at war, .
two huge, enormous forces fighting for mastery of our industrial power,
with every ounce of strength the world and its machines could give being
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used to turn the scale. It was a war so great that all men had and all they
were seemed to depend upon the issue, so great that many of us lived in
ghastly fear that human life as we now have it would smash and go to
pieces. Machines broug~t on the struggle, and when it came they made it
monstrous in its power (AM, pp. 123-24).
What is to be done? In What Does America Mean? he asked himself that, and
gave two imprecise and conventional answers (more and better popular education
and democratic economic planning) and one unorthodox one (the decommercializing of the media, possibly by bringing them under the governance of the universities). Ultimately, he had no program except education.
The race of man has before it the possibility of being civilized. And it is
that possibility which defines the course of education. It follows from
what has been said that all human beings should have the same essential
education. Humanity has, I insist, one intelligence. That intelligence, it
is true, is only "in the making." Its making is a difficult and precarious
venture. It may at any tim,eeoflapse. And yet ... there is a fellowship of
civilizing intelligence"lnto which every human being, so far as he is
capable of it, must be initiated. Each of us must have loyalty to that
company. As pupils, we must turn aside from the resort to violence. We
must acquire skill in the appeal to reason. We must become citizens of
the world (AM, pp. 164-65).
He spoke disparagingly of ''those who, under the spell of the Declaration of
Independence, think of freedom as a gift with which all men are endowed from
birth. But to those of us who have spent our lives, as teachers, in the desperate
attempt to find some way by which Americans, including ourselves, can become
free, that belief seems meaningless and negligible. Freedom is not a gift. It is an
achievement. It can be won only by hard work and good fortune-the good fortune
including normally much help from others'' (AM, p. 111).
Education is a function of the state; it is its primary function, and the state's
responsibility for it, Meiklejohn believed, should be exclusive. Like American
liberals traditionally, Meiklejohn was a nationalizer. ''Teacher and pupil are not
isolated individuals. They are both agents of the state" (AM, p. :i:6i)~Private
institutions are marginally useful, but dispensable; ''education by the government
is radically sound in principle. As our culture now stands, no other institution can
equal the state as the representative of those purposes and beliefs which are the
fruits of human reasonableness" (AM, p. 165).

M

eiklejohn's political writings ring with contemporaneity, which is not only a
tribute to him but a mark of the stubborn endurance of our political ills. He
offered to us, however, only a sense of direction into that enlargement of democ-
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racy and public order he knew was necessary. His practical program consisted of
little besides humanistic education and acknowledged supremacy of public over
private matters.
Neitb.er direction is much to the taste of many of us today, exasperated and
disillusioned as we are with the institutions they both require. But if it may seem
c;lated to put faith in the triad of the state, education, and world super-government,
radicals and liberals today need to put their minds, as he did, to social reconstruction and not principally, as we do, to social criticism. "The human spirit," he told
us, "wQ.en it is stirred to life, is not a weak and pitiful and helpless thing. It is
efficient as well as magnificent'' (AM, p. r 3 5; WD, p. 2 5 r). Efficient, though slow
and meandering and often requiring the fulsome stench of its own crisis to move at
all. ''We are beginning to be ashamed of ourselves. And it is in that sense of shame
that we are, with new clearness, being brought face to face with our ideal purposes''
(WD, p. 7 4). But slow is the progress of American shame.
Meiklejohn came into prominent leadership of the combat for civil liberties
already by then in his sixties, over no lesser cause than resistance to the national
government's claims of its right and power to establish ideological conformity. That
is a world wide cause. Today it reaches toward its predestined rendezvous with its
old rival, human civility. To survive that fated meeting we shall need not only the
''creativity'' of scientists and the devoted citizenship of republicans but the will of
all life-loving people, wherever.
The December 1982 issue of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists spoke
pessimistically of "the inexorable drive from truth to power." That has been a
historic progress, from scientific truth to political power, and on our ability to
redirect it depends the continued chances for self-go,vernment _and political freedom. Whether we oblige ourselves to do so, as I conceive that we should, simply
from our rights as free personalities or from the rights of Meiklejohn 's free citizens
is a worthwhile philosophical question. But as another dissenter once said, the
necessity is not to interpret society more to our liking, but to change it. With that bit
of Marxism M~iklejohn would have agreed.

CLASSICS
OF DEMOCRACY

Jefferson:
A Political Reappraisal

I

JOYCE APPLEBY

n the hagiography of American presidents three men stand out: Washington, the
father of his country, a figure as ambiguously admired as our own fathers-stern
and resolute but conspicuously flawed, a man who never won a battle and never
knew he'd lost one; Lincoln, the lay preacher reading the signs of Providence for
clues of the nation's destiny and like the seventeenth-century Quakers quaking only
in the presence of God; and Jefferson, the Sage of Monticello and the country's
durable link to the Enlightenment with its faith in man's innate capacity to take care
of himself. If, as it is said, the Enlightenment is dead everywhere but in America, it
is Jefferson who gave it permanent shelter. Less a mythic figure than either
Washington or Lincoln, Jefferson speaks to us still because his vision of what the
United States has accorded with that of successive generations of Americans. But
there is more than instruction and mutual agreement here. The memorable passages
from him about truth surviving in the marketplace of ideas and the blood of tyrants
and patriots being the natural manure of the tree of liberty strengthen our conviction
that there are moral ends to justify the meritricious means of democracy. More than
the graves at Gettysburg, the words from his felicitous pen move us to dedicate
ourselves to the proposition ''that government of the people, by the people, for the
people, shall not perish from the earth."
Just what about Jefferson produces this effect intrigues us. In 1900 a particularly dedicated editor actually assembled a 9 54-page encyclopedia of Jeffersonian
opinion ranging from the A of his comments on ''Abilities, Appreciate'' to the Z of
"Zeal, Ridicule." John Dewey compiled an anthology of his living thought and
Carl Becker took the occasion of Jefferson's birthday in 194 3 to pose the question
that still nags: "What Is Still Living in the Political Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson?" With his usual lucidity, Becker delivered a lecture that defined for the
nation's left wing the vital core of the Jeffersonian message. Cutting through the
center of his thought with surgical precision, Becker discarded as vestigial organs
Jefferson's commitment to limited government and laissez-faire economic policies
and pumped new life into his affirmation of the dignity of ordinary men and women,
his respect for the truth, and his hostility to all forms of coercion. Political institutions, he said, must change with changes in, the society at large (Becker had in mind
the Progressives' extension of the government's regulatory power over the industrial giants of his day; we may substitute entitlement programs and income redistribution for ours), but ''in essentials Jefferson's political philosophy is our political
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philosophy; in essentials democracy means for us what it meant for him.'' 1 And he
went on to prove his point by writing a modern update of the Declaration of
Independence.
All would be well with this living philosophy of Jefferson's if it read the same
on Wall Street as the campus lanes of Cornell. But therein lies the rub. The history
of politics in the United States, as Martin Diamond once commented, is the story of
the American heritage and the fight among the heirs. Jefferson wrote the last will
and testament for the founding fathers and his bequests have generated the conflicts.
Becker found life in those elements of Jefferson's thought that were assimilable to
twentieth-century liberalism, but in other quarters it was just those parts of Jefferson's philosophy excised by Becker's scalpel that appeared most deservedly alive
and well. Writing on Jefferson for the New York Times op-ed page two years ago,
another latter-day Jeffersonian called attention to his plea for a wise and frugal
government with functions limited and close to home. The Republicans, he indicated, had forgotten their legitimate claim to be his heirs, forgotten even that they
had taken their name from Jefferson's party and honored him as well in their first
platform of 1856. Ronald Reagan, this writer maintained, was probably the most
Jeffersonian president since Martin Van Buren, a point he embellished with
Reagan's own exhortation "to pluck a flower from Thomas Jefferson's life and
wear it in our soul forever." 2 Coming at Jefferson from the right instead of the left,
John McClaughry wrote a prescription that nonetheless had a familiar ring: encourage family-owned farms and independent owner-operated businesses and increase
employee-ownership of large corporations. The rationale has been compelling to
every generation of Americans. When the times are out of joint with the Jeffersonian faith, the times must be reformed. If a thriving capitalistic society threatens
equality of opportunity and esteem, vigorous and ameliorative intervention is
called for. Somehow the circle of American liberalism must be squared with a
reality composed of world markets and superpowers.

W

hen writing under the rubric, ''Classics or Democracy'' in 198 3 a more
pertinent question to ask is "what should be living in the political
philosophy of Thomas Jefferson?" The true Jeffersonian legacy is not faith in
democracy but rather a definition of freedom as liberation from all social authority,
especially that of government. Jefferson celebrated ordinary men not as wielders of
public power, but rather as exercisers of private discretion. He believed in their
ability to take care of themselves, to seize opportunities for improvement, to profit
from the diffusion of knowledge, to care for their families, and to nurture those ties
they formed voluntarily. If some did better at this than others then so be it. ''To take
from one, because it is thought his own industry and that of his fathers had acquired
too much, in order to spare to others. who or whose fathers have not exercised equal
l Carl Becker, "What Is Still Living in the Political Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson?" American
Historical Reviews 48 (1943): 706.
2 John McClaughry, "Jefferson's Vision," New York Times, April 13, 1982.
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industry and skill," he maintained "is to violate arbitrarily the first principle of
association, the guarantee to everyone a free exercise of his industry and the fruits
acquired by it.'' If political privilege were abolished, then, Jefferson believed,
concentrations of wealth need not be feared, especially if leaders were alerted to the
danger. Writing to James Madison from Paris he suggested progressive taxes for
large landholders with total exemptions for small ones. ''Legislators cannot invent
too many devices for subdividing property.'' Looking back on a long life in public
service he claimed to have created a system ''by which every fibre would be
eradicated of antient or future aristocracy." But we are distracted by these attacks
on the high and mighty. It could just as unequivocally be said that Jefferson laid the
ax to every fiber of democracy. The majority power gathered in the state legislature
of Virginia struck him ''as precisely the definition of despotism.'' Quick to become
aJ.armed when he thought that the Virginia lawmakers exceeded the legislative
capacity assigned them in the state constitution, he penned his famous lines about
173 despots being as oppressive as one. The only popular sovereignty he ever
affirmed was that of the people to produce a frame of government that strictly
limited the coercive force of the state. He supported the new United States Constitution because Madison assured him that it would limit the exuberance of the state
governments, and opposed the first administration under the constitution because
Hamilton's loose interpretation of the ''necessary and proper'' clause threatened to
secure for the federal legislature the very powers that Jefferson believed the people
had justly withheld from it.
What he detested in the Federalists was their willingness to erect elaborate
governmental structures for channeling social power and directing the lives of
ordinary people. That theirs was a formula drawn from western civilization's most
illustrious political philosophers only outraged his sensibilities and proved the
Federalists' blindness to the brilliant new insights of their age. His opponent for the
presidency, John Adams, was justas forthright a spokesman for the traditional view
as Jefferson was for the new-found faith. Liberty for Adams meant the right of
self-government for a people; its maintenance required the skillful construction of a
constitution that would incorporate the known tendencies of men. A true descendent of his Puritan forebears, Adams thought of himself as a realist, even a
Cassandra, compelled to give witness to the truths of human experience rather than
indulge in the illusory hopes of a new dispensation for mankind. If some men had
more power than others it was because human beings loved heroes. Political institutions were not to be the instruments of reform, but the repositories of venerable
truths. That Americans were newly crafting their governments appeared adventitious to Adams, not fortuitous, and, in his view, they could do no better than
acknowledge their British heritage and make special provisions for the disproportionate influence wielded by those men distinguished for their wealth, their lineage,
or their extraordinary talents. It never occurred to Adams that the quantum of power
at the disposal of government might or should be limited. His conservatism
embraced all aspects of life. Not profoundly religious himself, Adams nonetheless
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expected American Protestantism to fl.ow along the channels etched by the Puritan
and Anglican establishments. Nor did the scientific achievements of the age of
Enlightenment cause him to recalculate the reasoning capacity of the human race.
Rather he expected the new knowledge to fl.ow into the interstices of the collected
wisdom of the ages. The human predicament remained unchanged: order and
justice were the artifacts of wise men and happiness was the lot of wisely led
citizens. Popular virtue arose only when the problematic nature of man's will was
tamed and tutored.
Eager to raise the American nation on entirely different foundations, Jefferson
and his party stepped altogether outside the conceptual order of John Adams. Like
Thomas Paine in Common Sense, they drew their ideas of government "from a
principle in nature which no art can overturn, vis. that the more simple any thing is,
the less liable it is to be disordered." We might be forgiven if when reading nature
and simplicity in such close juxtaposition we conjured up Rousseau's noble· savage
or the Romantic poet's apple-cheeked maid and strapping yeoman farmer. But such
were not the inspirations for the Jeffersonians. They drew their idea of nature from
the new philosophy that taught about predictable human responses emanating from
the consistent drive for self-improvement. Generally construed in economic terms,
this new conception of natural man had the distinct advantage of crediting him with
the capacity for personal autonomy and rational planning, but the more nature was
elevated the more irrelevant social institutions became. The inner-directed man of
benign ambition and self-imposed discipline required only a hospitable environment in order to flourish. Like an acorn, if unobstructed, his oaklike potential would
be fulfilled. This form of human liberation depended on the propagation of the true
principles of human association. Then the force of law could be confined to the
minimum necessary for controlling malefactors. Alexander Hamilton called this
idea ''one of those wild speculative paradoxes which have grown into credit among
us." But the "common directing power" he favored figured in Jefferson's mind as
the intrusive government that had too long encumbered the free action of ordinary
men. Much has been written about Jefferson's intelfectual debts to those who went
before him and not nearly enough has been said about his enthusiasm for thinkers
ten and twenty years his junior: Destuttde Tracy, Cabanis, J.B. Say, even Malthus.
These men roamed freely through the new intellectual terrain of natural regularities
and immutable principles of human action elaborated ingeniou~ly into laws like
those of Say and Malthus. The more these philosophers succeeded in constructing a
new model for the analysis of human relations, the more closely Jefferson tied his
democratic faith to science.
Two mutually exclusive views of human nature became the focal points in the
presidential campaign of r 800. Probably at no time since have American voters
been confronted with so clearly delineated alternatives. Federalists advertised Jefferson's Deism as a self-evident disqualification for a position of trust and Republicans responded by demanding a moral as well as a fiscal separation of church and
state. Jefferson's tolerance of public harangues about national policy and partisan
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outbursts in the Republican press were proof of his instability while Jeffersonians
stigmatized the government's sedition prosecutions as part of an effort to snatch
aristocracy from the jaws of a democratic revolution. Jefferson's enthusiasm for the
French Revolution figured in Federalist tracts like markings in a failing patient's
fever chart. Federalists said that the sovereign people must recede into the
background between elections or they risked taking the shape of the igfiorant herd;
Republicans used such remarks as proof of the Federalists' pining after English
mores. The Federalists appealed to Christian and classical texts to support their
contentions about human frailty and Republicans ridiculed this veneration of
ancient wisdom as a totally inappropriate attitude in an enlightened age. Insisting
that political science was in its infancy, they looked to the future for the vindication
of their position, leaving the Federalists with a reservoir of obsolete rules of con·
duct. There was no meeting ground because an earlier consensus built upon
unstated assumptions had collapsed underneath them. Adams arld Jefferson were in
fact contending for the power to interpret an American Revolution after its meahing
had been thrown into doubt by the revolution in France.
The Jeffersonians won an overwhelming victory with their polemic against
their own culture's political traditions. Indeed the Federalists' strehgth was so
thoroughly concentrated thereafter in New England that it scarcely counted again in
national elections. After his two terms, Jefferson had the exceptional good fortune
to be able to pass on his standard to his two closest political allies. Later. when party
divisions emerged again, both Henry Clay and Andrew Jackson. clamored for the
right to be his heir. More important, from the outset Jefferson imposed his will uport
the federal government and his spirit upon the American electorate. Nothing could
be further from the truth than to claim, as Henry Adams did, that Jeffersoh in office
outfederalized the Federalists. It errs in both directions: in misconceiving the force
of Jefferson's drastic reforms and in assuming that such ideologically tepid acts as
purchasing Louisiana or using an embargo to protect American shippers contained
the essence of Federalism. Noble Cunningham's recent examination of Jefferson·
as-administrator should scotch for all time the canard about his being a visionary
lacking the know-how to put into practice his visions. 3 Cunningham has given us
instead a president pouring over the details of executive business, scrupulously
conserving public records, and adroitly leading cabinet members into fruitful dis·
cussions. The thoroughness with which Jefferson exorcised the Federalist influence
astounds. He removed a whole cohort of young Federalists from civil and military
office; he eliminated direct taxes; he substantially reduced the national debt eveh
after paying for the Louisiana Territory; he let the Alien and Seditioh Acts lapse; he
shrank the size of the bureaucracy despite the growth in populatiort and land; he
enhanced public access to the national domain; and he introduced a nonchalant
informality into state occasions. Not a symbol, a civil servant or presidential
3 Noble Cunningham, The Process of Government Under Jefferson (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1978).
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initiative escaped his consideration as a possible tool in his dismantling operation.
Despite this furious activity through eight years, we have accepted Jefferson's
changes as the inevitable consequence of the American character. Indeed, nothing
seems so hard to detect in the past as those novelties that have subsequently become
familiar. The style and substance of the Jeffersonian program represented a dramatic rupture with established forms and expectations. Yet we can scarcely see the
innovations. In political wars as in real wars, the victors get to write the history and
hence organize our memory. In our schoolbooks, Jeffersonian Republicanism has
been renamed democracy and depicted as a force of nature: a democratic tide, a
democratic landslide-figures of speech that retain their popularity. Far truer was
Jefferson's own remembrance of the contest, the fear that the Federalists might
prevail still etched in his mind. John Adams would not even remain in Washington
to play his part in Jefferson's inauguration, but the two men did resume a correspondence in retirement. Gingerly, they took up the subject of their old battles. "The
improvability of the human mind, in science, in ethics, in government,'' Jefferson
told Adams, had been a major point ofdifference between the two parties. ''Those
:who advocated reformation of institutions, pari passu, with the progress of science,
maintained that no definite limits could be assigned to that progress,'' he explained,
while the enemies of reform denied improvement and advocated ''adherence to the
principles, practices and institutions of our fathers which they represented as the
consummation of wisdom and akme of excellence, beyond which the human mind
could never advance." More frankly Jefferson wrote to Joseph Priestley shortly
after his election that his opponents had favored education, "but it was to be the
education of our ancestors. We were to look backwards, not forwards, for improvement." Sensing a supportive audience in the philosopher-scientist, Jefferson
asserted that one could no longer say that there was nothing new under the sun, ''for
this whole chapter in the history of man is new. The great extent of our republic is
new. Its sparse habitation is new. The mighty wave of public opinion which has
rolled overit is new.'' Much later Jefferson reminisced in a letter to a friend in which
he conceded that experience was with the other party, which believed it a ''safer
guide than mere theory." By 1823 American experience was on Jefferson's side
and he expanded on the contrast between the two parties. One had been moved by
"the cherishment of the people," the other by a fear and distrust of them. "We
believed, that men, enjoying in ease and security the full fru;its of their own
industry, enlisted by all their interests on the side of law and order, habituated to
think for themselves, and to follow their reason as their guide, would be more easily
and safely governed, than with minds nourished in error, and vitiated and debased,
as in Europe, by ignorance, indigence and oppression."

W

hen Tocqueville visited America in r 8 3 r he found the social world the
Jeffersonians had adumbrated a generation earlier. An environment had
replaced an order. The vital connection between the nation's elite and its people had
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been snapped. Access to private opportunity had replaced ambition for public
office. The influence of equality of condition Tocqueville found pervasive. Americans, he wrote, sought nothing so much as "to evade the bondage of system and
habit, of family-maxims, class-opinion, and, in some degree of national prejudices." Americans looked to themselves alone for practical and spiritual guidance and if they had raised popular opinion to an unwonted height, it was at least
comprehensible to all. Aristocracy, Tocqueville told his readers, made a chain of all
the members of the community while democracy broke that chain and severed
every link of it. The consequences were arresting. In the Old World ''a man almost
always knows his forefathers, and respects them; he thinks he already sees his
remote descendents, and he loves them. He willingly imposes duties on himself
towards the former and the latter; and he will frequently sacrifice his personal
gratifications to those who went before and those who will come after him." In the
New World, the individual man stands alone without hereditary friends or contemporary ties to alleviate his vulnerability.
One doesn't need an encyclopedia to call to mind the Jeffersonian convictions
that contributed to this outcome: ''the rights of the whole can be no more than the
sum of the rights of individuals,'' ''the rights of one generation will scarcely be
considered hereafter as depending on the paper transactions of another,'' or, more
strikingly, his hyperbolic claim that were the whole race desolated and only Adam
and Eve remained and they were free, it would be enough. Jefferson enshrined
democracy in America by depoliticizing the nation. Confident that natural harmony
was superior to the political contrivances of men, he made science his lodestar.
Eager to expand his ''empire of liberty'' he willingly abandoned the philosophical
tradition that had valued government as civilization's supreme accomplishment.
The self-interest that poisoned the public arena in his eyes could be turned into a
private virtue. Hardly an ambiguous legacy despite the fight among the heirs,
Jefferson's philosophy lives on because of the intensity and clarity with which he
exposed the underside of the western political tradition. Obscured permanently by
defeat at the ballot box have been the older ideals of civic virtue, of a statecraft
capable of rising above self-interest, and a political community greaterthan the sum
of its voters.
In Jefferson we have the paradox of a passionately committed president working to divest the presidency of national relevance. The result of his indefatigable
labors resides in us as a set of unexamined attitudes. Theories about democracy
wash over us because we are impervious to the possibilities of positive government.
Nothing abides so enduringly as our skepticism about political virtue. Law-making
with us is a search for remedies. We can forgive Jefferson his enthusiasm for facts
that had yet to be discovered. Facts in contemplation are ever so much richer than
facts stated, labeled, cataloged, interpreted, and reinterpreted. We can understand
his high hopes for a progress that had not displayed its shape and direction. We can
even abide a positivism that had yet to impoverish reality. But we should tolerate no
more than he an outworn creed.

CONTRIBUTORS
SHELDON s. WOLIN is the editor of democracy.
WILLIAM E. CONNOLLY is the author ofAppearance and Reality in Politics, and The
Terms ofPolitical Discourse (recently reissued from Princeton University Press).
He teaches political theory at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst.
FRAN~OIS PART ANT, a former bank.er, is an economist and the author of La fin du
developpement: Naissance d' une alternative?

GEORGE SHULMAN teaches political theory at Washington University in St. Louis.
MICHAEL ROTH teaches history at Scripps College in Claremont, California.
RICHARD STITH teaches in the law school at Valparaiso University.
DAVID F. NOBLE is a member ofdemocracy's editorial board, and author ofAmerica
by Design. He teaches in the department of Science, Technology, and Society at
M.I. T. His new book, Forces ofProduction: A Social History of Machine Tool
Automation, will be published next year by Knopf.
MAXIMILIEN RUBEL's essay has been translated from his Marx Critique du Marxisme. A collection of essays, Rubel on Karl Marx, has been translated and published by Cambridge University Press.
MICHAEL ROGIN, author of Subversive Genealogy: The Politics and Art of Herman
Melville, teaches political science at the University of California, Berkeley.
FREDERICK c. STERN teaches in the Department of English at the University of
Illinois at Chicago, and is the author of F. 0. Matthiessen: Christian Socialist as
Critic.
LESLIE w. DUNBAR is the Director of the Project on National Goals at the Fund for
Peace.
JOYCE APPLEBY is the author of Economic Thought and Ideology in SeventeenthCentury England. She teaches history at the University of California, Los Angeles,
and is a member of democracy's editorial board.

146

~.

New From Princeton

Jefferson's Extracts
from the Gospels
"The Philosophy of Jesus" and
"The Life and Morals of Jesus"
Edited by Dickinson W Adams,
With an Introduction by Eugene R. Sheridan
Printed here for the first time in a scholarly edition are the facsimile texts of
Thomas Jefferson's two compilations of New Testament verses-verses he felt
to be representative of the true philosophy of Jesus. Together, the text constitutes
an impressive beginning for the Second Series of the Papers of Jefferson, as well
as a testimony to a powerful, if little known, personal faith.
The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, Second Series
Charles T. Cullen, Editor

Princeton
University Press

$30.00

41 William Street, Princeton, NJ 08540

Dimensions of Tolerance
What Americans Believe About Civil Liberties
Herbert McClosky and Alida Brill
"Nothing equals Dimensions of Tolerance in comparing American constitutional and political doctrine with both popular and elite attitudes and
beliefs. It is a superb contribution:'-Robert A. Dahl, Sterling Professor of
Political Science, Yale University.
"McClosky and Brill have achieved a landmark study."-Herbert Hyman,
Professor of Sociology, Wesleyan University.
"A high-resolution portrayal of where the spirit of Iiberty resides in th is
country.... Vigilantly maps sources of strength and weakness for sustaining freedom and a democratic society."-Paul Mishkin, Professor of Law,
University of California, Berkeley.
October

450 pages

0-87154-591-8

$27.50

Published by Russell Sage Foundation
Distributed by Basic Books, Inc.
10 East 53 Street, New York, NY 10022

democracy's back issues are now
available singly or in complete volumes
Use this form to order additional copies of democracy to pass along to your friends or colleagues
or to replace issues that are missing from your collection. Back issues are $5 each; $2.50 each
when ordering 10 or more. Save $1 on each copy by ordering a complete volume for $16.
Payment must accompany your order.

VOLUME1
Number 1, January 1981: "The Current Crisis"
Articles by Sheldon S. Wolin, Christopher Lasch, Lawrence Goodwyn, David Dickson,
Norman 0. Brown, Walter LaFeber, William E. Connolly and Michael Best, Joyce
Appleby, Isaac Kramnick.
Number 2, April 1981: "Democracy's State"
Articles by Philip Green, Alan Wolfe, Michael Rog in, Sheldon S. Wolin, Harry C. Boyte,
Arno J. Mayer, Pierre Vidal-Naquet, Jeff Lustig, J. Peter Euben, Larzer Ziff.
Number 3, July 1981: "Political Economy"
Articles by William E. Connolly, Staughton Lynd, Michael Best and Jane Humphries,
Philip Green, Ivan Illich, Eldon Kenworthy, Shuichi Kato, Andrew J. Polsky, Larzer Ziff.
Number 4, October 1981: "Culture vs. Democracy"
Articles by Christopher Lasch, Sheldon S. Wolin, Casey Blake, Michael Rogin, Todd
Gitlin, Michael Fischer, William Appleman Williams, Steven Hahn, Nicholas Xenos.

VOLUME2
Number 1, January 1982: "Nuclear Politics"
Articles by Mary Kaldor, Arno J. Mayer, Frank A. Burdick, Ivan Illich, Carlos Fuentes,
Tsurumi Shunsuke, David A. Hollinger, Wilson Carey McWilliams, Joel Rogers,
William Leach.
Number 2, April 1982: "Religion and Democracy"
Articles by Sheldon S. Wolin, Peter Steinfels, Julius Lester, Christopher Hill, Jean
Bethke Elshtain, John Abbotts, Maurice Zeitlin, Herbert J. Gans, Christopher Lasch,
Robert Ross, William Appleman Williams, Casey Blake, J·ulia Preston.
Number 3, July 1982: "Party Prospects"
Articles by Walter Dean Burnham, William E. Connolly, Christopher Lasch, Frances
Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, Andrew J. Polsky, Adam Przeworski and Michael
Wallerstein, Leslie W. Dunbar, Eldon Kenworthy, Linda A. Rabben, Wilson Carey
McWilliams, Ann M. Lane, George Kateb, Steven J. Ross.
Number 4, Fall 1982: "The Democratic Citizen"
Articles by Charles Douglas Lummis, Sheldon S. Wolin, Peter Bachrach, Hanna Fenichel Pitkin and Sara M. Shu mer, Sara M. Evans and Harry C. Boyte, Peter G. Stillman,
Richard Busacca and Mary P. Ryan, John Forester, John H. Schaar, Norman 0. Brown.
I-Send

I
I
I
I
I
I
I

10.~ack ~es, de~;;y~3-;~ ~tStr-;:-;:;;;;;;-;~N-;10023.°-- -

Name
Address

City

State

Zip

Payment must accompany order. Back issues are $5 each; $2.50 if you
order IO or more. Complete volumes are $16.

---

h~~I

h~~2

#! _ _ copies

#1 _ _ \.·opics

#2 _ _..:opies

#2 _ _..:opies

#3 _ _ copies

#3 _ _ t.:opics

-j

#4 _ _ ..:opies

#4 _ _ ..:opies-

Complete
Volume _ _sets

Complete
Volume _ _ sets

II
I
I
I
I
I

I----------------------------- --I
I enclose $

for a total of

back issues.

INDEX
Volume Three I 1983

AUTBOR
Abalos,David,GoingHome, no. l,pp. 84-95.
Adams, William, Remembering Vietnam, no. 2, pp. 73- 77.
Agnew, Jean-Christophe, A Touch of Class, no. 2, pp. 59- 72.
Appleby, Joyce, Industrial Effetes (Review Essay), no. l, pp. 96-103.
_ _ _ _ _ _ ,Jefferson: A Political Reappraisal, no. 4, pp. 139-145.
Bender, Thomas, The End ofthe City?, no. l, pp. 8-20.
Berman, Jerry J.,Mainstream Politics, no. 3, pp. 41-49.
Blake, Casey, Lewis Mumford: Values over Technique, no. 2, pp. 125-137.
Cloward, Richard A., and Frances Fox Piven, The American Road to Democratic Socialism, no. 3,
pp. 58-69.
Connolly, William E., Progress, Growth, and Pessimism in America, no. 4, pp. 22-31.
Crowther, Prudence, Hart Times (Review Essay), no. 3, pp. 94-98.
Dunbar, Leslie W., Meiklejohn' s Commitment to Freedom (Review Essay), no. 4, pp. 128-138.
Hahn, Steven, Unequal Soldiers: Blacks in the Union Army (Review Essay), no. 2, pp. 115-124.
International Association of Machinists, Workers' Technology Bill ofRights, no. 2, pp. 25-27.
Isserman, Maurice,Journatof a "Superfluous Man" (Review Essay), no. 3, pp. 99-106.
Keller, Evelyn Fox, Feminism, Science, and Democracy, no. 2, pp. 50-58.
Kenworthy, Eldon, Dilemmas ofParticipation in Latin America, no. l, pp. 72- 83.
Lane, Ann M., The Feminism ofHannah Arendt (Review Essay), no. 3, pp. 107-117.
Lasch, Christopher, Doris Lessing and the Technology of Survival, no. 2, pp. 28- 36.
Lears, Jackson, Ghetto ofIllusion (Review Essay), no. l, pp. 104-116.
Levine, David P.,HowEconomists View Policy, no. 3, pp. 83-93.
Livingston, James, The Presidency and the People, no. 3, pp. 50-57.
Lockard, Duane, Stranded Cities, no. l, pp. 34-42.
Lynd, Staughton, The View from Steel Country, no. 3, pp. 21-33.
Mazzocchi, Tony, Toward a Workers' Party, no. 3, pp. 34-40.
Noble, David F.,PresentTense Technology: Part One, no. 2, pp. 8-24.
_ _ _ _ _ _ ,Present Tense Technology: Part Two, no. 3, pp. 70-82.
_ _ _ _ _ _ ,Present Tense Technology: Part Three, no. 4,pp. 71-93.
Partant, Fran~is, Development: End of an Era?, no. 4, pp. 32-42.
Pfeffer, Max J., Industrial Farming, no. 2, pp. 37-49.
Piven, Frances Fox (see Cloward).
Polsky, Andrew J., Welfare Policy: Why the Past has No Future, no. l, pp. 21-33.
Rabben, Linda A., Street without Horizons: Main Street Revisited, no. l, pp. 129-136.
Reich, Robert B., Industrial Evolution, no. 3, pp. 10-20.
Rogin, Michael, In Defense ofthe New Left (Review Essay), no. 4, pp. 106-116.

149

:;;:

,)

Index

150

_ _ _ _ _ _ ,On the Jewish Question (Review Essay), no. 2, pp. 101-114.

Rosenberg, William G.,Democratic Dissent in the USSR (Review Essay), no. 3, pp. 118-124.
Roth, Michael S., Opening a Dialogue between Cultural Conservatism and Modernism, no. 4, pp.
55-59.
Rubel, Maximilien, Marx's Concept ofDemocracy, no. 4, pp. 94-105.
Scott, Barbara Ann, Playing Favorites: Federal Aid to Higher Education, no. 2, pp. 87-100.
Shattuck, John, National Security a Decade After Watergate, no. 1, pp. 56- 71.
Shulman, George, The Pastoral Idyll of democracy, no. 4, pp. 43-54
Stem, Frederick C., The "Seriousness" of Simone Weil (Review Essay), no. 4, pp. 117-127.
_Stith, Richard, A Critique ofAbortion Rights, no. 4, pp. 60-70.
Wallach, John R.,FealfulEstablishment (Review Essay), no. 1, pp. 117-128.
Wolin, Sheldon S.,Editorial (American Power), no. 3, pp. 2-6.
_ _ _ _ _ _ ,Editorial (Political Economics), no. 2, pp. 2-5.
_ _ _ _ _ _ ,Editorial (Reaganism and the Democrats), no. 1, pp. 2-5.
_ _ _ _ _ _ ,Editorial (White House Lying), no. 4, pp. 2-6.
_ _ _ _ _ _ ,From Progress to Modernization: The Conservative Turn, no. 4, pp. 9-21.
_ _ _ _ _ _ ,Theme Note ("Technology's Politics"), no. 2, pp. 6- 7.
Xenos, Nicholas, The Greek Change, no. 2, pp. 78-86.
_ _ _ _ _ _ ,Theme Note ("Alternatives"), no. 3, pp. 7-9.
_ _ _ _ _ _ ,Theme Note ("Modernism and Its Discontents"), no. 4, pp. 7-8.
------•Theme Note ("Urban Prospects"), no. 1, pp. 6-7.
Yago, Glenn, Urban Transportation in the Eighties, no. 1, pp. 43-55.

ARTICLES.
The American Road to Democratic Socialism, Frances R>x Piven and Richard A. Coward,. no. 3, pp.

58-69.
A Critique ofAbortion Rights, Richard Stith, no. 4, pp. 60- 70.
Democratic Dissent in the USSR, William G. Rosenberg, no. 3, pp. 118-124.
Development: End of an Era?, Fran~ois Partant, no. 4, pp. 32-42.
Dilemmas of Participation in Latin America, Eldon Kenworthy, no. 1, pp. 72- 83.
Doris Lessing and the Technology ofSurvival, Christopher Lasch, no. 2, pp. 28-36.
Editorial (American Power), Sheldon S. Wolin, no. 3, pp. 2-6.
Editorial (Political Economics), Sheldon S. Wolin, no. 2, pp. 2-5.
Editorial (Reaganism and the Democrats), Sheldon S. Wolin, no. 1, pp. 2-5.
Editorial (White House Lying), Sheldon S. Wolin, no. 4, pp. 2-6.
The End of the City?, Thomas Bender, no. 1, pp. 8-20.
Fealful Establishment (Review Essay), John R. Wallach, no. 1, pp. 117-128.
The Feminism of Hannah Arendt (Review Essay), AnnM. Lane, no. 3, pp. 107-117.
Feminism, Science, and Democracy, Evelyn R>x Keller, no. 2, pp. 50-58.
From Progress to Modernization: The Conservative Turn, Sheldon S. Wolin, no. 4, pp. 9-21.

·~ .~.

'

Volume Three I 1983

151

Ghetto of Illusion (Review Essay), Jackson Lears, no. 1, pp. 104- 116.
Going Home, David Abalos, no. 1, pp. 84-95.
The Greek Change, Nicholas Xenos, no. 2, pp. 78- 86.
Hart Times (Review Essay), Prudence Crowther, no. 3, pp. 94-98.
How Economists View Policy, David P. Levine, no. 3, pp. 83-93.
In Defense of the New Left (Review Essay), Michael Rogin, no. 4, pp. 106-116.
Industrial Effetes (Review Essay), Joyce Appleby, no. 1, pp. 96-103.
Industrial Evolution, RobertB. Reich, no. 3, pp. 10-20.
Industrial Farming, Max J. Pfeffer, no. 2, pp. 37-49.
Jefferson: A Political Reappraisal, Joyce Appleby, no. 4, pp. 139-145.
Journal ofa "Superfluous Man" (Review Essay), Maurice lsserman, no. 3, pp. 99-106.
Lewis Mumford: Values over Technique, Casey Blake, no. 2, pp. 125-137.
Mainstream Politics, Jerry J. Berman, no. 3, pp. 41-49.
Marx'sConceptofDemocracy, Maximilien Rubel, no. 4, pp. 94-105.
Meiklejohn' s Commitment to Freedom (Review Essay), Leslie W. Dunbar, no. 4, pp. 128-138.
National Security a Decade After Watergate, John Shattuck, no. 1, pp. 56- 71.
On the Jewish Question (Review Essay), Michael Rogin, no. 2, pp. 101- 114.
Opening a Dialogue between Cultural Conservatism and Modernism, Michael S. Roth, no. 4, pp.
55-59.
The Pastoral Idyll of democracy, George Shulman, no. 4, pp. 43-54.
Playing Favorites: Federal Aid to Higher Education, Barbara Ann Scott, no. 2, pp. 87-100.
Present Tense Technology: Part One, David F. Noble, no. 2, pp. 8-24.
Present Tense Technology: Part Two, David F. Noble, no. 3, pp. 70- 82.
Present Tense Technology: Part Three, David F. Noble, no. 4, pp. 71-93.
The Presidency and the People, James Livingston, no. 3, pp. 50-57.
Progress, Growth, and Pessimism in America, William E. Connolly, no. 4, pp. 22-31.
Remembering Vietnam, William Adams, no. 2, pp. 73- 77.
The "Seriousness" of Simone Weil (Review Essay), Frederick C. Stem, no. 4, pp. 117-127.
Stranded Cities, Duane Lockard, no. 1, pp. 34-42.
Street Without Horizans: Main Street Revisited, Linda A. Rabben, no. 1, pp. 129-136.
Theme Note ("Alternatives"), Nicholas Xenos, no. 3, pp. 7-9.
Theme Note ("Modernism and Its Discontents"), Nicholas Xenos, no. 4, pp. 7-8.
Theme Note ("Technology's Politics"), Sheldon S. Wolin, no. 2, pp. 6- 7.
Theme Note ("Urban Prospects"), Nicholas Xenos, no. l, pp. 6-7.
A Touch of Class, Jean-Christophe Agnew, no. 2, pp. 59- 72.
Toward A Workers' Party, Tony Mazzocchi, no. 3, pp. 34-40.
Unequal Soldiers: Blacks in the Union Army (Review Essay), Steven Hahn, no. 2, pp. 115- 124.
Urban Transportation in the Eighties, Glenn Yago, no. l, pp. 43-55.
The View from Steel Country, StaughtoqLynd, no. 3, pp. 21-33.
Welfare Policy: Why the Past has No Future, Andrew J. Polsky, no. 1, pp. 21-33.
Workers' Technology Bill ofRights, International Association of Machinists, no. 2, pp. 25-27.

182

Index

BOOKS REVIEWED
Berlin, Ira, ed., FREEDOM: A DOCUMENTARY HISTORY OF EMANCIPATION, 1861-1867. SELECTED
FROM THE HOLDINGS OF THE NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF THE UNITED STATES, SERIES II: THE
BLACK MILITARY EXPERIENCE (Hahn), no. 2, pp. 115-124.
Berman, Marshall, ALL THAT Is SOLID MELTS INTO AIR: THE EXPERIENCE OF MODERNITY (Lears),
no. 1, pp. 104-116.
Breines, Wini, COMMUNITY AND ORGANIZATION IN THE NEW LEFT: 1962-1968, THE GREAT
REFUSAL (Rogin), no. 4, pp. 106-116.
Brown, Cynthia Stokes, ed.' ALEXANDER MEIKLEJOHN' TEACHER OF FREEDOM (Dunbar), no. 4, pp.
128-138.
Cohen, Stephen F., ed., AN END TO SILENCE (Rosenberg), no. 3, pp. 118-124.
Hart, Jeffrey, WHEN THE GOING WAS Goon! AMERICAN LIFE IN THE FIFTIES (Crowther), no. 3, pp.
94-98.
Howe, Irving, A MARGIN OF HOPE: AN INTELLECTUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY (lssennan), no. 3, pp.
99-106.
Huntington, Samuel P.' AMERICAN POLITICS: THE PROMISE OF DISHARMONY (Wallach), no. 1, pp.
117-128.
Medvedev, Roy, ed., THE SAMIZDAT REGISTBR 1 (Rosenberg), no. 3, pp. 118-124.
Medvedev, Roy, ed., THE SAMIZDAT REGISTER 2 (Rosenberg), no. 3, pp. 118-124.
Ostow, Mortimer, ed., JUDAISM AND PSYCHOANALYSIS (Rogin), no. 2, pp. 101-114.
Shils, Edward, TRADITION (Lears), no. 1, pp. 104-116.
Shorris, Earl, JEWS WITHOUT MERCY (Rogin), no. 2, pp. 101-114.
White, George Abbott, ed.' SIMONE WEIL: INTERPRETATIONS OF ALIFE (Stem), no. 4, pp. 117-127.
Wiener, Martin J.' ENGLISH CULTURE AND THE DECLINE OF THE INDUSTRIAL SPIRIT (Appleby), no.
1, pp. 96-103.
Young-Bruehl,Elisabeth, HANNAH ARENDT: FoRLoVEOFTHEWORLD(Lane), no. 3,pp. 107-117.

'·

"A work of extraordinary breadth
and insight"-Noam Chomsky

In the tradition of Lester Thurow's The ZeroSum Society and John Kenneth Galbraith's The
New Industrial State, On Democracy provides
a startling look at America in the l 980s-where
we are now, how we gotthere, and where we can
go from here.
0-14-006781-7

240pp,

$6.95

"Highly recommended... a political philosophy
and set of recommendations for political reform aimed toward fulfilling the promise of liberty and popular democracy" -Herbert Gintis,
University of Massachusetts~
"An unusually wide-ranging and impressive contribution to social theory, historical analysis, and practical politics"
-Noam Chomsky.
"A striking, sensible, and yet imaginative analysis that... calls the political and social order of
the American society into serious question"
-Rosalyn Baxandall, SUNY, Old Westbury.
"Deserves a serious reading from all who
are concerned about the future prospects
of democracy in this country"-Sheldon
S. Wolin, Princeton University.

@Penguin Books
College Department
40 West 23rd Street, New York, N.Y. 10010

Recapitalizing
America
Alternatives to the
Corporate Distortion
of National Policy

S. M. Miller
and Donald
Tomaskovic-Devey
"This book should be read by anyone who worries about the fate of
our economy and what might be
done about it." -Barry Bluestone,
co-author of 'The Deindustrialization of America

0·7100-9941· X
. :-~·

$16.95 cloth

Most of cur:rent debate surrounding industrial policy and the economic crisis is mired within the
ideological and political framework
of recapitalization - the belief
that increasing the power and
profitability of private capital will
magically solve both the short-run
and deeper structural problems of
a faltering economy. While many
books on the economic difficulties
of the United States are now
appearing, this is one of the very
few to connect an economic critique of current policies with a
realistic politics of coalitions and
movements.
At your bookstore or directly from

ROUTLEDGE & KEGAN PAUL
9 Park Street Boston, MA 02108
Mastercard & Visa accepted

