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or the last twenty years American radicalism has been undergoing a
process of profound redefinition. The style and rhetoric of the New Left,
which first struck some as so refreshing and others as merely self-indulgent, now
appear in retrospect to have been the opening guns of what Regis Debray called
a "revolution in the revolution"-a comprehensive recasting of ideas about
social transformation and how it is achieved. This recasting continued through
the seventies, proceeding rapidly in some areas and more slowly in others, rendering radicalism more flexible and, lately, more sober.
Piven and Cloward's Poor People,s Movements: How They Succeed and
Why They Fail and Harry Boyte's Backyard Revolution: Understanding the
New Citizen Movement are the most comprehensive of recent reports on the
current chapter of democratic struggle in America. The former was published as
the movement entered the seventies, the latter as the decade drew to a close.
More than reports, they are also clear expressions of the underlying search for
new bearings and steps, in themselves, that take the search further.
As such, they are of real importance. As we enter the 198os the attractive
array of new ideas-about issues, base, organization, and tactics-remains just
that: so many exciting but essentially disconnected ideas. When it comes to
strategy for day-to-day struggles, current activists still tend to gravitate back to
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terms ultimately inherited from the Second International. They still seek their
cues from an image of their position on a linear political continuum. On the far
left of this spectrum stand the formal Marxist-Leninists, splendid in their verbiage, their logic, and now their isolation. Like the South Sea cargo-cultists,
they remain convinced that their ship-conjured largely by evocative magic-will
one day come in. Toward the other end of the spectrum move a number of organizers who are essentially looking for acceptability, and who hope then to ease
those who accept them toward the left. Theirs is a strategy of gradualism, informed by the stage theory of social change usually associated with the European social democrats.
Tactical discussions still tend to devolve into arguments about going too
fast or too slow, about being too left or too right. But this squabbling about
position on an increasingly obsolete continuum has not only gotten pretty dull,
it has also lost touch with the real situation -and possibilities of the left. A reconceptualization is necessary in order to take the reorientation further, create a
new sense of radical issues, and wield the disparate insights into a coherent logic
of strategy.
The value of these books lies in their recognition of this need for reconceptualization and in their attempts to meet it. Both present important observations
about current activism. Piven and Cloward primarily address questions of the
form, while Boyte looks to the tactics and goals of radical struggle. In their conclusions, however, both books leave the reader with a vague feeling of disappointment; their lessons are unequal to their analyses. Piven and Cloward end by
approving any path so long as it avoids the route of bureaucratic organization.
And Boyte seems content so .long as we are moving-a spring in our step and the
prize in our eyes, but with no clear idea of how those steps will lead to that prize.
But there is a method to their meanderings, an underlying reason for their
balked promise and, I believe, the balked development of the larger movement.
Poor Peop!e,s Movements and Backyard Revolution reveal, in different ways,
that the limitations of the current movement grow out of its initial formulation
of its tasks. There is an underlying uncertainty among activists about exactly
what radicalism means in these times. And these books suggest that the uncertainty grows out of some deeper confusions about class. In their eagerness to
escape the old, narrow forms of class-conscious struggle, current organizers
have apparently jettisoned the very idea of class and the partial maps of class
terrain that exist.
Before tracing the effects of this uncertainty in these books and suggesting
some ways beyond it, it is important to take a look at the composite picture they
draw of current praxis. Though the books each sketch different features, the
resultant portraits are accurate. Current radicalism can be distinguished by three
general attitudes and an implied theoretical reformulation.
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e activism of the last two decades not only shares Debray's project, it also
shares one of his major themes. This is the emphasis on action. Recent
radicals have revealed a commitment to subordinate most questions of organization, logistics, and ideology to the needs of active struggle. The emphasis is
reminiscent of the New Left, for whom the provocation to struggle was rarely a
planned event or an official analysis but (as with Rosa Parks or the first antidraft
activities} an exemplary action intended to "demonstrate" an issue to the public.
Martin Luther King, Jr.'s, comment that "A riot is the language of the unheard"
summarizes this action-oriented perspective. Just as Deb ray took leadership
from the apparatchiks and assigned it to those engaged in armed struggle, so
Piven and Cloward want to cede it to those engaged in mass disruption. And just
as Debray urged "propaganda of the deed" to show that the oligarchs could be
beaten, so Boyte stresses fights about "winnable issues."
This emphasis on action is at the heart of Poor People~ Movements, a brief
against the organizational model its authors see dominating the mind of
American leftists. This is the model of a permanent, bureaucratic, mass-membership organization. After analyzing four movements-the early CIO, the unemployed workers' movement of the thirties, the Civil Rights Movement, and
the National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO)-Piven and Cloward conclude that lower-class power lies not in· organizations but in militant disruptions. 1 As Piven and Cloward see it, the modern welfare state has added to the
"iron law of oligarchy" traced by Robert Michels some external imperatives set
by the need to lobby, raise funds, and build influence. The effect of these tendencies over time, they argue, must be to muzzle dissidence, discourage action,
and reintegrate oppositional groups into the mainstream. The power promised
by a large, solvent organization looks at first like a bargain. But Piven and Cloward warn that it is a Faustian bargain, and the Devil appears carrying a clipboard and a grant proposal. Their purpose is to correct Joe Hill: Don't organize,
they tell us, mobilize. 2
Piven and Cloward rely here on popular initiative, and popular initiative
strategically directed. They propose that the poor plan their disruptions to
threaten the fragile alliance at the base of the Democratic Party (and thus of the
two-party system}, and to force federal concessions. This threat of "electoral
dissensus" is what they see as having forced concessions, in the form of civil
rights acts and welfare reforms, during the sixties. Indeed they conclude that the

1 Poor People's Movements, p. 36. The mass mobilization is for them the distinctive form in
which the working class expresses itself (p. ix).
2

"Political influence by the poor is mobilized, not organized., (p. 284).
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political impact of disruption depends upon electoral conditions. 3
This book offers powerful support for the sense, always shared by the best
organizers, that active popular struggle is the essential precondition for truly
democratic reforms. The real impulse to work and maintain radical change
comes not from professional politics or organizational stratagems, but from the
streets. Piven and Cloward also remind us of a lesson that has lain inchoate in the
experience of the last few years. This is that the radical test of victory is never the
position won nor the superficial concessions granted, in themselves, but the
degree to which activists have been enabled to struggle further and to raise the ante.

I

f this emphasis on "the deed" reminds us of the New Left, and behind it of
the syndicalists, a second theme of recent activism reacts to the weaknesses
of those two movements. This is a renewed concern for precise analysis of the
objective conditions within which the deeds occur. Recent events have taught
once again that revolution is not just an act of will. The response has been to seek
an understanding of the larger logic of events. Boyte's study began as an analysis
of the resurgence of the Right, and a keen awareness of that resurgence provides
the background for his analysis.
Piven and Cloward's attention, by contrast, is directed to the objective situation of the movement's activists themselves. They accuse past organizers of
having ignored the structural forms that shape different modes of defiance by
"shaping the collectivity out of which protest can arise." The effects of this neglect are familiar: at times a utopianism, at times a false despair; but more normally, they argue, a weakness of radical will. In movement after movement, this
weakness has made activists settle for less than they could get while they could
get it. 4 The key to radical success for these writers lies in closer attention to the
kinds of protest appropriate to different bases.
This attention is what leads Piven and Cloward to their own conclusions. It
is because the poor do not control institutions "to which they have no access and
to which they make no contribution," and because the elites are seen as controlling political responses, that the poor are advised to stick to disruptions.

The new activism is distinguished, finally, by its preeminent desire for a firm
.I footing in American realities, by its sense of the concrete. Most of its
organizers decry past Marxists' indifference to the particulars of American life.
Piven and Cloward charge that the Old Left "forfeited dialectical analysis" by
3 Poor People's Movements, pp. 27, 31-32, 281-82.
4 Ibid., pp. 91-92. "What was won must be judged against what was possible" {p. xiii). Piven
and Cloward condemn the NWRO, with which they were closely involved, for failing to "exploit the momentary unrest among the poor to obtain maximum concessions ... " (p. 353).
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clinging to "the nineteenth century content of the dialectic." Boyte indicts it for
often reducing people to abstract embodiments of universal trends. He suggests
that the old socialists actually succumbed to a market impulse to detach people
from their traditions and obliterate the uniqueness of people and things. "To be
free" often meant "to be uprooted. " 5 But people live in the particulars. As Piven
and Cloward remark in a brilliant bit of de-reification:
Workers experience the factory, the speeding rhythm of the assembly
line, the foreman ... and the paycheck. They do not experience
monopoly capitalism. People on relief experience the shabby waiting
rooms, the ... caseworker, and the dole. They do not experience
American social welfare policy. 6
Moved by similar insights, many activists put away their Capital and State
and Revolution in the mid- I 970s and returned to their communities in a spirit of
what ACORN (Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now) organizers call "radical pragmatism." Boyte's purpose in Backyard Revolution is
to report on their various paths and problems, and to announce what he sees as
the promise of the "citizen action" movement. The task is a formidable one because of the sheer variety of the groups involved. Some have been built upon existing institutions (e.g., Citizens Action Program in Chicago and Communities
Organized for Public Service in San Antonio); others have been successfully
constructed from the ground up (such as ACORN which now exists in twenty
states). Some address local issues like zoning, crime control, and community
gardening; others tackle larger matters of insurance rates, utility rate structures,
and corporate priorities. Some aim primarily to secure accountability, others to
assert independent power. But Boyte sees most of these groups as unified
around the organizing approach pioneered by the late Saul Alinsky.
Alinsky's method ("a rational body of knowledge that actually worked," as
Boyte once put it) can be summarized in a list of aims: to organize people in their
own behalf, to build up community power and train indigenous leaders, to engage
in dramatic, direct-action tactics, and to do all this in pursuit of winnable issues. 7
Boytes purpose in describing these groups is celebratory rather than critical, heraldic rather than analytic. He wants people to join in. But his account is
animated and shaped by a running argument with the older critics of community
organizing. For a number of years this approach has been criticized for its essentially defensive posture and for being mired in the particular. It has been accused

5 Backyard Revolution. p. 19. See also, Poor People's Movements, p. x.
6 Poor People's Movements, p. 20.

7 My summary of Boyte, pp. 50-52 and r 13.
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of creating self-interest associations that were capable of seeing parts of problems but incapable of seeing wholes. At best, it was said, the approach created
special-interest groups that were easily coopted by pork-barrelliberalism. (And
while a "political movement is greater than the sum of its parts, an interest group
coalition is less .... " 8) At its worst, this approach nurtured "service delivery" arrangements and a politics of supplication that bred clients rather than autonomous citizens. 9
The thrust of Boyte's response to all this is the argument that community
organizing has matured. Techniques have been improved (e.g., of fund raising).
Training institutes have been founded. Local groups have been strengthened by
alliances with Nader-type advocacy groups, rank-and-file union caucuses,
women's groups, and environmental associations. Boyte predicts that these developments will eventually propel local activists beyond the politics of fragmentation. Already he sees a new willingness to name the enemy-corporate capitalism. Already he sees a "majority strategy" that will build a "national movement,
a bloc of forces representing and commanding the support of most Americans"
and capable of transforming our political and economic institutions. 10
The emphasis on community in this account is of critical importance. It
represents something more than a desire on Boyte's part to go where the action
is. In what is perhaps the major contribution of the book, Boyte takes a
reformulation that has been germinating in the activism of the last decade and in
radical scholarship, with its concerns about "hegemony," and gives it lucid expression. The result is a powerful assault on received socialist wisdom on how
radical movements originate, before they succeed or fail.
Socialists have typically ignored local communities and given their attention exclusively to the factories, Boyte argues, because they agreed with the
8 Monte Bute, "Participatory Socialism or Welfare Statism?" In These Times, September 27~
1978. Paul Levy argues that "the ultimate goar' of Alinsky's approach is "no more revolutionary than successful integration into the mainstream of urban life." "Unloading the Neighborhood Bandwagon/' Social Policy, September 1979.
9 John Mollenkopf thus concludes that "as a matter of predisposition, convenience and survival, neighborhood leaders and organizers shifted their efforts [in the late sixties] from political mobilization to provision of social services under contract to the government. ... As a
result they forsook the right to speak politically" for their constituencies. "Neighborhood
Politics for the 198os,'~ Social Policy, September 1979.
10 Backyard Revolution, p. 199. ACORN is especially explicit in stating that "the major question" is not "whether we can adequately deliver services but how we can build the power of
ordinary people." Such things as food-buying clubs it therefore sees as "tools to build the
necessary bonds for people to struggle in the po1itical and economic arenas!' "ACORN: Taking
Advantage of the Fiscal Crisis/' Social Policy, September 1979. But Boyte criticizes them,
interestingly~ for not mobilizing "the citizenry on the scale of successful Alinsky-style neighborhood groups" and for moving too quickly to larger issues. Backyard Revolution, p. 97·
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Right that local culture was inherently conservative. They equated traditions
with the dead hand of the past. But Boyte, like E. P. Thompson and Lawrence
Goodwyn, whom he cites, reminds us that classes are historical configurations
and that the roots of radicalism lie in a people's inherited culture. "The structure
of support, the resources and the experiences that in real life generate the capacity and inspiration for insurgency" lie only in culture and local community. 11 The
argument is not that a people's traditions are inherently radical, but that those
traditions provide the commitments and the categories out of which radicalism
will develop, if it will develop at all. Boyte identifies populism as the indigenous
tradition that provides the grounds for an anticorporate movement in America.
I believe Boyte is correct here both in his general diagnosis and in his specific remedy. If there is any cause for complaint it is that he fails to develop the
points more fully. For it is true that when English workers moved to militance in
the early nineteenth century it was because of infringements on their "rights of
freeborn Englishmen/' and not because of the workings of a formalistic law
operating at the macro-level of economics. Similarly, when American farmers,
sharecroppers, and railway workers moved into opposition later in the century it
was because the new corporate monopolies challenged the American promise of
a fair field and no favors. The movement arose because they threatened to supplant "practical democracy with practical Toryism," as the Jacksonians had put
it. The new form of property was denying to producers what was rightfully
theirs according to the producer ethic. The expectation of right here was critical.
Popular culture was not a drag on progress in these instances; it was the spur to
action.
Thompson has shown that Marx could attribute the growth of militant
solidarism to internal factory conditions only because he ignored the local village and the interactions between village and factory. But: "The making of the
working class is a fact of political and cultural as much as of economic history. It
was not the spontaneous generation of the factory-system." 12 It may be because
of the deformation of factory work in America caused by Taylorization and
bureaucratization that the community has wound up as the focus of current activity. One wishes Boyte had discussed this further.
Together with the emphasis on action and on institutional analysis, in any
case, the commitment to cultural rootedness produces a new sense of what radical
organizing is all about, a new sense of what gets people moving and what keeps
them moving-and new ideas, too, about the proper goals for their movement.

I I

12

Backyard Revolution, p. I 79·
E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Vintage Books,

1966), p. 194·
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C

ommunity stands at the heart of current activists' vision of the future no
less than of their plans for the present. They look to community to nurture the ethos and institutions that will serve as alternatives to those of corporate
capitalism. The theoretical emphases here do not derive from the Marxist tradition, though they are not incompatible with it. The stress on solidarism and on
the importance of "secondary associations" is reminiscent of Durkheim. The
stress on political participation that links them to the New Left is reminiscent of
Tocqueville. For as in Tocqueville's analysis of local democracy, the idea of
liberation emerging from current neighborhood struggles is seen as political as
well as economic, and is seen as the product of vigorous participation, not of
legal immunities.
This call for voluntary and autonomous associations is more familiarly
identified with classical pluralists and conservatives. But the contemporary concern is less for specific institutional arrangements than for people to use them as
vehicles of political action. Boyte sees the local community as the place where
people can learn skills of insurgency and can develop the capacities for loyalty,
reverence, and responsibility, which are stifled in modern liberal society. In a
recent article Karl Hess explained: "People want to do more than cut taxes. They
want to do more than curtail government itself. They want to be government. " 13
Radical offensives are therefore to be extended against all the forces that expropriate people's opportunities to run their lives.in community. This now entails
not only the corporation but also the state, and beyond it those "helping professions" that deny people's abilities to deal with their personal, familial, and neighborhood troubles themselves. The focus of hostility here is on the anomie and
standardization imposed by corporate capitalism, rather than on its exploitation.

The new activism emerges as action oriented, nonideological, popularly
.I based, and culturally rooted. Is it also "left"? Does it prepare us more specifically to explore the "other fork in the road'' Monte Bute pointed to at the 1978
Conference on Alternative State and Local Politics?
As the r970s proved a failure of prophecy, some of my generation have
taken the initial steps on the journey travelled by disillusioned exradicals of the r89os and 1930s who became accommodating progressives and cold war corporate liberals. Others among us have renewed
our faith and rekindled our dream. We will explore another fork in the
road.

13 "The New Populism: Making Democracy Work," Penthouse, February 1979.
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But the new activism's road map is confusing. Piven and Cloward avoid the tired
debate between left sectarianism and right reformism, but only by failing to offer
a coherent strategy of their own. For to encourage mass confrontations because
"repression was not a likely response," 14 while at the same time conceding that the
power of response lies entirely with elites, is to offer not a strategy but a gamble.
And if the gamble produces a backlash, was it a good one? Why, in any case,
should radicals be anxious to push even greater discretionary powers into federal
hands, as these writers propose?) 5
Boyte, by contrast, abandons the old categories in theory, only to reembrace
them when it comes to practice. He proposes a "citizen's agenda" that includes a
reassessment of the role of the federal government, more respect for traditional
institutions, the deprofessionalization and decentralization of social services, and
the combating of corporations through a number of reforms including campaign
spending limits and a bill to reorganize them. But this is a laundry list of issues. It
lacks the focus and specificity of an agenda. Nor does it address the larger questions of power in the society, ~or explain to community groups how they should
prepare for the systemic force that will be arrayed against them.
This approach ultimately reveals a steady pull toward the politics of gradualism. The pull is evident, for example, in Boyte's ideas about electoral politics.
Reforms to impose spending limits and create public financing for campaigns he
calls "bottom-line priorities for any who believe in democracy," and measures to
increase voting turnout, "critical" in the fight against corporations. 16 Such
reasoning is inherently defensive. It proposes fighting the underlying power of
the corporations by fighting on a terrain already controlled by those corporations. Something more than voting is "critical" for this fight. Rather than forging a new politics and creating a new power base, Boyte's agenda can be expected
to abut in attempts to pressure existing institutions-and in terms those institutions have defined.
Piven and Cloward scorn organization while Boyte calls for a new organization. Boyte stresses cultural matters while Piven and Cloward virtually ignore
culture. 17 How could these two books, starting from such similar concerns, lead
to such divergent. conclusions? The explanation for these differences lies in the
14 Poor People's Movements, pp. 278-88.
15 Ibid., p. 281.
r6 Backyard Revolution, p.

201.

q Piven and Cloward did note early on that for a protest movement to emerge "people have to
perceive the deprivation ... they experience as both wrong and subject to redress" (p. 12). But
they never followed out the implications of the word perceive. Familiarity with American working-class culture would lead one, in fact, to question their fundamental assumption of a "right
to welfare." For many, including many welfare recipients, this still sounds like a "right" to a
handout. Would it not be more radical to once again demand jobs?
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vagueness and inadequacy of the authors~ ideas about political base. Piven and
Cloward begin by calling for better analysis of the forces that shape protest. But
they themselves fail to suggest the barest distinction between the situations of
industrial workers, Southern blacks, or the general unemployed. More serious,
they define the poor simply as "a stratum within the working class" and then
throw social science's "lower classes" into the discussion too.
Piven and Cloward's formulations might hold well enough for their
"poor." But they never explain why it is at all useful to describe these poor as a
class. What is their reliance on formless defiance but an admission that this base
lacks the structural leverage traditionally associated with a class? What is the
lack of organizational incentives they note toward the end of the volume but
similar evidence that the motivation necessary for class membership is lacking?
Boyte is not much clearer. He casts his net over people of"lower and middle
income." Income is not, however, the right criterion in this context. And while a
movement of the majority would be a wonderful thing, a majority in America
would consist of disparate elements, not all of whom have the same stakes in radical struggle. Precisely because America is so differentiated socially, the course
of rebellion can be expected to depend on the art of alliance and coalition. But
we cannot know with whom to ally ourselves, nor the conditions of alliance,
without a more comprehensive analysis-one that distinguishes basic issues
from superficial ones, core constituencies from peripheral groups.
Boyte's crucial failure and that of many current organizers, however, is a
failure to clarify precisely what they mean by their axial term, community. What
does it refer to in present realities? Is it defined by life-style or by territory, by
common history or by common vulnerability to the bulldozer and the tax man?
Does it include the forces of reaction that have always been strong in many
American communities? Is it meant to locate the point of the organizers' accountability or to disguise his real lack of accountability? More centrally, is it
invoked as a euphemism for class or as its substitute?
The vagueness with which these basic questions are addressed may represent some deeper challenges to class theory. Perhaps Boyte means to argue that
under corporate capitalism the community (in some form) replaces the factory
as the locus of grievances; that in order to find out who is on the receiving end of
oppression one looks to the neighborhoods rather than to the assembly line.
Perhaps Piven and Cloward mean to argue that an element like the food rioters
of 1789 is now the catalyst for the rest of the working class, or alternatively, as
Kurt Vonnegut suggested in Player Piano years ago, that the main social fault
line now runs between members of the industrial realm (including reintegrated
workers) and surplus people. All of these claims have a certain plausibility. But
they must be stated clearly to be considered and cannot be merely mentioned,
then dropped.
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The concept of class fulfilled a number of functions for socialist thought. It
identified structures, anatomized domination, located agency, gauged leverage,
and defined the tasks for democratic change. While Piven/Cloward and Boyte
are free to dispense with the word class, they cannot ignore the topics that were
addressed through that concept, at least not if they want poor people's movements to succeed.
The failure to address these topics systematically produces serious defects
in their subsequent ideas about organization and action. Piven and Cloward end
by universalizing the lessons drawn from an atypical example-atypical because
social relations among the poor are not patterned by formal work relations, and
because Piven and Cloward have ignored their informal cultural patterns.
The reliance of these authors on mass mobilization has suggested the inevitable comparison with Rosa Luxemburg. But even Luxemburg believed in some
organization. So did the CIO and the civil-rights activists, and as an aid to
mobilization. 18 Organizations are the nuts and bolts of politics. One ignores
them, as Paul Starr noted, only at the risk of not being taken seriously. 19 A mass
voice could never be articulated, let alone sustained, without some form of organization. Piven and Cloward's frequent references to Michels suggest,
however, that they have reified "organization." They have forgotten that
oligarchy and rigidity are not the products of iron laws but of tendencies that are
furthered by some choices and practices and may be counteracted by others.
The failure to define clearly the terrain of class politics leads Piven and
Cloward to ignore other mediating institutions besides the electoral system, and
then regarding that, to reach a curious conclusion. The claim that radical success
depends upon electoral dissensus is curious, first, because it ignores the proven
effects of grass-roots struggle over a range of issues relatively unaffected by national electoral politics. And it is also curious because it suggests that the movement hitch its wagon to what is now a falling star, the two-party system.
Boyte's undifferentiated concept of the "people," and their locus, the
"community," similarly produces an undifferentiated view of politics. We
understand that local groups are "tailored to fit the pique of people of modest
ideological means," as Andrew Kopkind put it neatly. But Boyte suggests no criteria for distinguishing progressive from regressive, or even escapist, tendencies
in these groups. Nor does he give us pointers for predicting their success or

18 Piven and Cloward do mention in their new preface that they seek a new kind of organization; but the point was absent from their 350-page book.
19 Starr, in his review of Poor People,s Movements, "How They Fail," Working Papers,
March/ April 1978.
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failure. 20 He does spend a few pages toward the end of the volume summarizing
their main problems (shallowness of approach, tendencies to staff domination,
etc.), but this recognition is not an organic part of his approach.
Boyte fails to inform the reader of important debates taking place within
the world of organizing. 21 And he fails to explore the concept of a "winnable
issue," although it is arguably the most treacherous goal imaginable for a radical
who has not first redefined winning. Groups that have concentrated on little,
winnable steps, moreover, have usually shown great reluctance to move on to
larger issues. Nor does Boyte really explain why we should look to Alinsky-type
groups as the vital current of present activity rather than to trade-union
caucuses, or to a single-issue group, or to an approach like that of the impressive
DARE (Detroit Alliance for a Rational Economy, ignored in the book), or to
Myles Horton and the Highlander School (both of which speak openly of socialism and regard America explicitly as a class society). But we can summarize these
shortcomings in a single point: Boyte's celebratory approach communicates the
excitement but not the difficulties of the new citizen insurgency.
His vagueness about class base and class structure has the effect ultimately
of bleeding the power from his important insights about the populist legacy.
Populism has meant a lot of different things to different people. Carter, weremember, was proclaimed a populist. Self-help is populist, but so is vigilante
action.
More to the point, are we to understand as "populist" the attempt to return
to traditional American liberalism,.or the attempt to leave it? The populism of
the r89os consisted of the latter, a product of the fracturing of the traditional
bourgeois order along that fissure Marx had identified between its "political raThis has costs for his own account. The CAP (Citizens Action Program), which Boyte celebrated in an article of 1977, had folded by 1979; the Hayden campaign, from which he expected
great things, also failed to deliver. One of the groups he now discusses he admits turned racist.
And to take some random examples from his book: the sort of "cooperative• he celebrates is
unknown to members of the Berkeley Coop (which he cites on p. 135); the free schools that surfaced in the 196os had gone under by the late seventies (p. 183); and it is doubtful that "one of
the most spectacular examples, of retrieving the past and creating "building blocks for insurgency" is provided by urban gardening (p. 182).
20

2 I A major debate is between those who would have activists accept positions on city commissions and those who would have them remain in an oppositional role. (For the latter approach,
see Mike Miller's "Notes on Institutional Change," Organize Training Center, San Francisco).
Closely related is the question of whether to aim only at "influence'' (as an ACORN organizer
puts it) or at grass-roots mobilizations of power. Myles Horton disparages the Alinskyite search
for a method as detracting from an appreciation of communities' differences, and as threatening to replace an awareness of the primacy of political mobilization with a fascination for technique. A third question, finally, is that alluded to by Mollenkopf (see footnote 10 above), regarding the relative emphasis to be put on administrative as opposed to political tasks.
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dicalism and its conservative way of life." The signs of ideological development
were evident in the populist movement as working people began to talk explicitly
about power and class, and even to indict the basic institution of property.
Henry George, for example, denounced private ownership of land as "the great
primary wrong," and Robert Toombs, Tom Watson's Georgia mentor, eventually declared, "Better shake the pillars of property than the pillars ofliberty." 22
The truly valuable (though now hidden) legacy of populism was a cultural
and political critique of the corporation. The agrarians understood that the corporation was an engine of domination and of feudal status. In keeping with
Anglo-American legal traditions, they also understood it to be a usurper of sovereignty. The current complaints of organizers about the privatization of public
decision making carries hints of the latter point. But fuller discussion is needed
here. We need sharper definition and distinction, especially in these fateful days
after the collapse of mid-century liberalism. If there be fissures in what many see
as the monolith of American ideology, we need to know where they are. Otherwise we hardly know where to build. Without such clarity contemporary populism must either devolve into a watered-down popular. frontism or be replaced
(as it was once before) by a more elitist variant of Wilsonian Progressivism.

N

ot long ago, Boyte wrote an article with a subheading entitled "Populism
and Marxism: The Needed Encounter ."23 That promised encounter is
still needed because the discussion of Marxism is strangely absent from the current volume. It is needed because the current activism remains confused precisely about its relation to socialism. On the one hand it defines corporate capitalism as the enemy and advocates public control of productive resources. On
the other, attempts to define a class agency are replaced by vague statements
about "the people/' and new animosities, such as those against the state, are
lumped together with the protest against capital, without being shown to be
related to it. In their daily activities organizers also reveal a disdain for the socialist tradition. "I never found Marx real helpful in talking to people," understates
one. "The Left can't get people out," brags another justifiably. "We can. We
know what to do."24 ~

22 Cited in C. Vann Woodward, Tom Watson, Agrarian Rebel (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1938), p. 55· Henry George, Progress and Poverty (New York: Robert Schalkenbach
Foundation, 1936), p. 340.
23 "The Populist Challenge: Anatomy of an Emerging Movement/' Socialist Revolution,
March/April 1977, p. 59· This was apparently a preview of the current book.
24 Comments made by organizers for the Agrarian Action Project and ACORN to the author,
September 1980.
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But while these organizers appreciate the crisis in the central categories of
Marxism, they fail to appreciate the confusion in their own. Their sustaining
vagueness about matters of base and power reveals that they have actually dismissed the concept of class when the task consistent with the purpose was to
develop it further. They have quit thinking about it when the point was to think
about it differently. But this is a risky choice and threatens to throw the radical
baby out with the dogmatic bath water.
Let us begin this encounter by not taking current organizers at their word.
They call themselves nonideological. But they did not emerge out of the blue.
Most of them showed up at the end of the New Left, out of the ranks of the New
Left, with the goal of organizing better than the New Left. Theirs is not to be
understood as a debouch into brainless activism but as an attempt at practical
theorizing. Their goal, indicated in their writings and discussions, was to find
richer and more detailed information about American popular struggle than
had been provided by old catechisms. Putting it differently, they, like more sectarian Marxists, were seeking a radical "line," but one whose cues and themes
would emerge out of practical experience.
Were class as wooden a thing as pop Marxists make it, these organizers
would indeed have to dismiss it in their efforts. But the concept refers to real historical situations, and it has to be developed as those situations change. Two
reformulations in particular suggest themselves.
The first involves a recognition that a cultural emphasis is not antagonistic
to a class approach; it is con~istent with what classes were historically. The
language of interests has obscured this. But although classes were formed by
economic concerns, they were never solely economic associations. Again we are
reminded of Thompson's work. His rich study of culture occurred in the course
of chronicling the making of a particular class. Had socialists been aware in the
past that classes were cultural configurations, they would have been better
prepared to understand the different forms they took in different places. Were
they more aware of this in the present, they would listen more attentively to the
language of people's grievances. They would also remember that worki~g-class
life is not distinguished from bourgeois life primarily by quantitative considerations. It is not a "lower class." As Raymond Williams notes,
The crucial distinguishing element in English life since the Industrial
Revolution is ... between alternative ideas of the nature of the social
relationship. . . . [Sharply contrasted with bourgeois individualism],
"working-class culture" ... is the basic collective idea, and the institu-
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tions, manners, habits of thought and intentions which proceed from
this. 25
The significance of the organizing Boyte describes, then, is that it is reviving
and strengthening what could become a bloc of forces capable of posing class
issues. Clarity about this would have clarified both these books' arguments. The
important question emerging from Piven and Cloward's concerns, for example,
-is not organization versus no organization. It is the question of the kind of
organization that can sustain an autonomous voice and nurture an alternative
culture, and yet not deprive its members of the power to act. The critical problem for Boyte is to define the sort of local group that can avoid remaining on the
defensive, that can resist the logic of gradualism, and can create a grass-roots
base-Debray's foco- from which autonomous democratic challenges will continue to be launched. 26
The second reformulation begins with the recognition that classes are not
"things.u Class division is better understood as something akin to an institutionally rooted social principle that surfaces at different times in different ways.
Class issues have been mediated in the past not only by political institutions but
by regional animosities, religious conflicts, and national struggles. Angers bred
by structures of class domination have often been deflected or displaced into
racial hostilities, family violence, and that punk brand of American heroism
that prefers apocalypse to the admission of error.
Only in the rarest of circumstances, then, do class struggles assume their
textbook form as a clash between the massed forces of capital and labor (and
almost never at the beginning of a conflict). The proper criticism to be made of
most American Marxists is not that they adopt class analysis. It is that they mistake the first step for the last. Having seen that America is a class society, they
stop without looking to see how class forces actually manifest themselves
politically and sociologically. The proper criticism of those analysts at the other
extreme who like to pose the question as being race or class, state or class,
technology or class, neighborhood issues or class, is that class pressures are implicit in the way racial problems present themselves, in the way the state has
developed, in the form scientific consciousness has taken, and in the emergence
of neighborhood issues at this time.
25 Raymond Williams, Culture and Society (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1958), pp.
325-27. and the Conclusion as a whole, presents a seminal discussion of the topic. Thompson
makes the same point when he speaks of the "ethos of mutuality" of the English working class.
The Making of the English Working Class, p. 423.

26 Boyte's article "The Populist Challengen stated explicitly that the "citizen movemenf' was
essentially a defensive movement (pp. 41, 58). Whether he has since changed his mind or thinks
the movement has changed is unclear. The point is not discussed in Backyard Revolution.
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The lesson then is double-edged. Activists must be rooted in the concrete
struggles of their milieu, as community organizers insist. But they must also seek
the lineaments of class in that milieu. On the one hand, radicals lacking firm
roots in immediate struggles will also lack historical grasp of the epoch's main
structure of domination; on the other, opponents of racism, state centralization, or the "autonomy of technique" cannot realize their goals without dealing
with class structures.

H

ow class conflicts express themselves in cultural and political formations
is far from clear today. This is partly the result of American social and
regional diversity and partly because of the rapidity of recent change. It is the
strength of current community organizers that they admit this ignorance and
address themselves actively to its remedy. It is their weakness that they are rarely
aware that this is what they are doing and, therefore, an awareness of class
realities only fitfully informs their tactics.
A new radical program and logic of strategy capable of guiding democratic
change will take its cues not from the old spectrum of issues but from current
forms of oppression and betrayal, from the angers people feel in their guts. It
will give voice to those angers and be able to trace their causes boldly, in theory
and practice, to the configuration of class forces distinctive of our times. It will
take us into some areas older socialists ignored and into others they opposed.
Boyte and the organizers he praises are not unaware of the larger tasks of
radical action. But the movement he celebrates has not yet developed mechanisms for defining its tasks, locating historical agency, and forging lasting alliances. It cannot yet distinguish between the forks in the road leading in one
direction toward a gradualist marsh and a client-service bog, and on the other
toward independent, grass-roots radical activity. It is doubtful that the latter
route can even be found without a discussion of socialism and an autonomous
socialist presence, though Boyte unfortunately fails to address this point.
Boyte does succeed, however, in putting the citizen-action movement on
the map. Backyard forces may not turn up as the vanguard of revolution. But
when a new radical movement emerges in America, those forces will have earned
a place in it by their cultural offensives and their active reconnaissance of the
social terrain. The problems they confront are real problems. The solutions they
seek will have to be forged. And they are right, finally, in stressing that American democrats will either fight on the basis of the best in their traditions, or they
will splinter and dispirit popular forces as .a new, industrial feudalism clamps
itself on our national life.

.1
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were short-lived, for the only possible solution to the crisis seemed to lie in relying on the very groups responsible for it in the first place. Thus the loss of
American power could be reversed only by reindustrialization and by preventing marginal groups from "overloading" the system. But this required thereassertion of social, economic, and political discipline and the continued, if not
expanded, reliance upon a system of rationalized control over ever larger
groups of people, events, and machines by ever smaller groups of technically
skilled men and women operating through organizational hierarchies for minimizing "erratic" behavior. 4 If these groups were both the problem and the solution, then the task became one of maximizing the positive benefits of their roles
while minimizing negative consequences. 5 One important contribution to this
task would be the moral education of preprofessionals and professionals.

T

hat is the task undertaken by the nine monographs on the teaching of
ethics in higher education recently published by the Hastings Center. Except for an introductory essay, "The Teaching of Ethics in Higher Education"
(I), each slim volume focuses on a different subject area: law (II), journalism
(Ill), bioethics (IV), business management (V), social science (VI), engineering
(VII), policymaking (VIII), and the undergraduate curriculum (IX), though
each is also part of a composite response to developments in professional education, undergraduate instruction, and in society as a whole. All the authors are
troubled by the deficiencies of professional education in preparing students to
meet, or even to recognize, the complex moral problems that inhere in their
future vocations. Most are disturbed by the increasingly technical and instrumental nature of American education, which leaves students ignorant of the
presuppositions and implications of their career choices. They are perturbed
too by the strong trend toward specialization and a job-oriented curriculum in
undergraduate education as a whole. Here their worry is that moral issues will
be ignored altogether, or shunted into philosophy courses that are- themselves
narrowly professional, or not taken by the students who need them most. Finally, and most broadly, all the authors are concerned with the public ethics of contemporary society, with the moral confusion that attends rapid technological
change and the moral bewilderment that followed Vietnam and Watergate. Especially here they seek intellectual clarity through an approach that is interdisciplinary, sober, and balanced. Thus they accept part of the radical critique and
hopes of the 196os, and part of the subsequent retreat from them. While in4 See John McDermott, "Technology: The Opiate of the Intellectuals," in Technology and
Man's Future, ed. Albert H. Teich {New York: St. Martin's Press, 1977), p. 189.

5 This language imitates the whole debate over technology itself.
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creased pressures to do something about ethics may be symptomatic "of a society in the throes of considerable moral turmoil," many worries "are overblown,
some are based upon illogical jumps made from the conduct of a few to the conduct of the many, and still more simply represent a tendency to complain about
the morality of others" (1, p. 3). The writers are anxious not to claim too much
for their enterprise or for the teaching of ethics. They know that better courses
in moral philosophy or the raising of ethical issues in a wide spectrum of courses
cannot guarantee highly moral professionals, political leaders, students, or citizens. Nor do most of them see their role as showing students what moral choices
to make or as inculcating character. But they are convinced that a "higher education that does not foster, support, and implement an examination of the
moral life will fail of its own purposes, the needs of students and the welfare of
society" (I, p. So).
All the monographs follow a roughly common format. The introductory
chapters frame the issues, define the purpose of the study, offer a brief historical survey of the teaching of ethics in the particular field, assay the status of the
subject now, and speculate on the recent growth of interest in it. The middle
sections set out the substantive issues and controversies-such as the problem of
moral relativism, indoctrination, the relationship between lawyers and clients
or journalists and corporate owners-as well as instructional objectives and
pedagogic dilemmas. The final sections (usually) discuss who is qualified to
teach the appropriate courses, what instructional techniques and materials are
useful, and how such interdisciplinary courses can be evaluated by traditional
academic criteria.
All are also committed to a common set of substantive goals. Most generally they seek to unify moral theory and practice, normative, descriptive, and
meta-ethics, to integrate professional and liberal education and to "provide students with those concepts and analytical skills that will enable them to grapple
with broad ethical theory in attempting to resolve both personal and professional dilemmas as well as to reflect on the moral issues facing the larger
society" (I, p. 48). Accordingly, there emerges from a reading of these volumes
some specific aims for any course in ethics. First, it should "stimulate the moral
imagination/' that is, show students that men and women live lives in the web of
moral relations. Thus social scientists need to "make students aware of their obligations to the individuals they study, to the relevant professions, to one's own
society and, in the case of cross-national research, to other societies" (VI, p. 14).
Second, it should help students uncover the moral biases in seemingly neutral
substantive decisions and methodological claims. Third, teachers must help
their students master a body of ethical knowledge so they can "apply it to the solution of cases" (I, p. 67). Fourth, teachers need to teach both resistance to
moral disagreement or ambiguity and tolerance when these prove immune to
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resolution or clarification by rational argument. Finally and, judging by its frequent mention, most importantly, the function of such courses is to give students analytic skills so they can judge the coherence and consistency of moral
arguments, critically examine moral concepts, assess prescriptive moral statements, ethical principles, and moral rules, and clarify what is at stake in any
moral stance they choose to take. The point is to provide "tools" for them to articulate the process of their ethical thinking and justify their moral judgments.
This does not so much change their moral behavior as help them to know the
importance of changing their behavior if that is what a moral judgment seems
to entail.

W:

hat can be said about the specific aims of the monographs and the rela.
tion of these aims to the announced general goal of illuminating and
partly rectifying our current moral shortcomings? Is the problem the authors
identify a serious one, and do they define it so that its most significant dimensions are visible?
There is no question that these volumes are timely. The authors focus on a
danger that, in its largest aspect, threatens to alter permanently the character of
higher education and, given the relations between democracy and education, to
transform our public life as a whole. The concern of the Center to initiate, sustain, and enlarge the place of ethics in undergraduate and professional education is an attempt to intercept the pending accommodation of our colleges and
universities to industrial and technological imperatives. Given the dimensions
of the danger, even the modest goals of teaching the systematic study of moral
questions or helping people talk about ethical questions self-consciously cannot
be dismissed. Yet the authors seem unable and unwilling to adhere to their proclaimed modesty, as if they intuitively recognize that the problem they address
has dimensions that call for larger purposes and other means than the ones they
explicitly chose. Similarly, though aware that the issues they discuss emerged
from the political protests of the rg6os and remain somehow lodged in large political and cultural movements, they fail to integrate this awareness into their
discussion of the teaching of ethics or expand on it to deal with questions of morality in terms of the public status of vocations.
Thus for all its good will and good intentions, the Center's project too
often misdescribes the issues it raises, responds partially (in both senses of the
word) to the crises it presents, and incompletely realizes its goal of developing
critical reflection about our individual and collective moral lives. In the end
both the form and substance of the ethics it teaches tend to reinforce the technique-oriented character of our society. In this respect the study becomes a
vehicle of accommodation rather than critique.
My object in what follows is to show how and why this is so; why the
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authors say what they do the way they do and why they omit what they do; and
to indicate the consequences of these choices for their analysis and for the issue
that analysis addresses.
Despite a proclaimed common purpose there are important differences of
tone, argument, and commitment among these works. 6 In part such differences
are to be expected given :the writers' defense of moral pluralism and the need to
convince their particular constituencies of professionals, teachers, students,
and administrators that the teaching of ethics in their respective fields is essential as well as respectable. But separate monographs tend to reinforce the intellectual and academic fragmentation the authors regard as a problem. Thus their
criticism of the case-study method-that it portrays all moral issues as discrete
problems amenable to largely technical solutions and that this approach inhibits
integrative moral theory-applies equally well to their own format. More importantly, the writers do not really engage each other's perspectives sufficiently
to learn from their disagreements. The point is not that the writers disagree but
that their disagreement is never joined and therefore that the larger issues
behind it are never confronted.
One reason for this fragmentation may be their preoccupation with establishing the teaching of ethics as a respectable intellectual endeavor. The problem
with seeking respectability is that one is forced to accept the orthodox definition
of what is respectable. And this makes for political and theoretical timidity.
When the introductory volume assays the current cultural critique of America,
it is careful to keep its distance. Recounting the "external pressures" that stimulated the concern for the teaching of ethics in the first place, the authors complain of how our "newspapers and pundits have bemoaned symptoms of a
moral vacuum in our society, a sense of moral drift, of ethical uncertainty, and
a withering away of some traditional roots and moorings" (I, p. 2). Because
such bemoaning is immediately classified as an overblown exaggeration, it follows that it is unnecessary to undertake the political and theoretical analysis the
symptoms might demand. Perhaps this explains the authors' perfunctory treatment of the way power and ideology influence the organization, commitments,
and direction of American higher education. This is not to say that radical cui6 Thus the essay on journalism discusses the influence of corporate media on the political independence of journalists. while other authors fail to consider comparable pressures in their
own areas. Similarly, the volume on legal education argues for "legal activism," though most of
the other writers strive for "neutrality, when facing similar questions. Or again the paper on
bioethics opens with an imaginative reconstruction of a classroom discussion. in contrast to
some of the pedantry found in other essays. Finally, the volume on Ethical Dilemmas and the
Education ofPolicymakers displays an appreciation for intellectual and political traditions dismissed or ignored by the other monographs. Given space constraints. I will concentrate on the
summary volume {I) and the essay on undergraduate education (IX), for they are the most
general.
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tural criticism is necessarily rightt but that the discussion of the issues it raises
and the terms in which it raises them cannot be limited to brief unsympathetic
introductory remarks if one's aim is to "shed light on ethical issues in contemporary societyu and to promote "the welfare of society." Indeed, as often happens,
the explicit rejection of structural analysis is accompanied by the implicit acceptance of the existent structure of society and of how that structure is appropriately studied. More specifically, the authors narrow the definition of ethics by
identifying it with the analytic tradition; they treat the undergraduate classroom
as a hermetically sealed world within a pluralistic university that is itself conceived of as a largely autonomous institution in a generally open societyt and
they ignore the greater political/technical imperatives that shape higher education and thus the teaching of ethics in universities.

T:

he crucial questions these monographs want to consider are "What should
I live for?" and "What is a moral life?" or, more particularly, "What ought
I to do in this situation?" and "How ought I to judge the conduct of others?"
Now these are venerable questions. But they lose their critical thrust because of
the limited context in which they are discussed and the narrow approach used to
discuss them.
Motivated in part by the desire to establish the legitimacy of teaching ethics
in nonphilosophy courses and also to forestall the charge of critics that teaching
ethics masks moral indoctrination, the authors identify the teaching of ethics
with the tradition of analytic philosophy-with its concern for detail, for resolving wholes into parts, its extreme emphasis on rigor, logic, and precision, and its
generally apolitical and ahistorical conception of philosophy. They emphasize
repeatedly the need for analytic skills and training. At first such emphasis seems
perfectly innocuous. Indeed, one is tempted to regard the qualities extolled as
identical with thinking itself and thus as a necessary precondition for living a
moral life, however defined. At the least, analytic skills appear to be a neutral
instrument for choosing among different ethical theories and ways of life. But
matters are not so simple. For one thing, the emphasis on analytic skills as tools
for discovering and living the moral life tends to transform ethics into a technical discipline and students of ethics into technicians. Moreover, analytic ethics
is not a neutral instrument. It supposes that our moral life can be dissected, understood, and comprehended by a merely logical method. In this it both presupposes and makes more plausible a particular way of seeing the world, a conception of how that world can be represented and communicated, a definition of
rationality and a vision of how men and women can and should act together.
There is an historical and structural affinity, even redundancy, between analytic
ethics and modern technology. If all this is true, then the posited opposition be-
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tween improving moral character and teaching analytical skills is incorrect, not
only because philosophical analysis may improve character but because training
in analytic skills does not leave people as they were before. It changes character
and behavior and the understanding of both, as those who have left traditional
cultures and sought to return to them after Western education attest. In fact,
analytic techniques are impatient with tradition and· history and underestimate
their importance in both shaping character and providing the relevant (and
often tacit) dimensions for moral thought and action. It is this dimension to
which Aristotle alludes when, true to the earlier Greek meaning of ethos as a
way of life involving custom, experience, tradition, location, and nomos (law),
he insists that it is the mark of an educated man not to seek more precision than
the subject matter-in this case ethics-warrants.
Perhaps this bias helps explain the authors' curious attitudes toward Marx
and Aristotle. They recognize that Marx, like Freud and Sartre, raised relevant
questions about traditional moral inquiry and that a revival of Marxism was an
important element in the pressures of the rg6os for the teaching of ethics. Yet
despite the fact that Marxism is so clearly a moral critique of industrial capitalism (including the role education, law, and medicine play in such a society),
they regard Marxism as a subject properly left to courses in history, economics,
and political science. Aristotle, on the other hand, is virtually ignored, yet the
Nicomachean Ethics is the first systematic treatment of the subject and provides
a substantive view of ethics that contrasts with the largely technical one generally adopted in these essays. Indeed Aristotle's insistence on the need to keep ethical knowledge and thinking distinct from their technical or professional counterparts suggests that the teaching of ethics to professionals is a contradictory
endeavor. My point is not that Marx and Aristotle are right. Nor is it simply to
note their exclusion, as if that settled the case. It is rather to suggest that such exclusion is symptomatic of a more serious difficulty-a narrow definition of
what ethics is and of how, where, and to whom it should be taught. This narrowness deprives the project of a moral sensibility alive to such issues as private
friendship and civic virtue, personal happiness and collective alienation, and
justice and equality. And any discussion directed at instilling moral awareness
in those destined to hold political, social, and economic power requires an appreciation of these issues as well as of the more general connection between
moral and political life.
Indeed one reason for the narrow conception of ethics in these essays is the
authors' assumption that ethics and politics are radically independent disciplines and practices. For different reasons both Marx and Aristotle reject such a
separation. Aristotle regards fundamental political issues as moral and moral
issues as inevitably political in their implications. The central questions of his
Ethics-"What is the good life?" "What is a good man?" and "How ought a man
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to live?" -are seen as simultaneously political and moral in nature. And that is
because politics is a moral endeavor and a partnership in virtue, in which the
ethics of one's fellow citizens is of the utmost importance since the common life
depends on them. Similarly, moral.action occurs within a particular constitution or regime. Thus anyone concerned with ethics is thereby committed to perfecting his or her political society in terms of its constitutive principles and to
bringing those principles as close as possible to the ideal moral purposes of collective life. Moreover, the answer to the questions about the good life determines the proper responses to all other subsidiary questions, such as those concerned with economics, technology, or the proper public role for professionals.
In this view the proximity of the professions to political power is itself a political
and ethical issue. And the tendency to concentrate on the ethics of the professions instead of on public morality as a whole is a dangerous reversal of priorities. The primary issue is how and where politically to educate the citizenry as a
whole, since the resolution of this larger issue contains guidelines for the resolution of the more particular matter of professional ethics. Getting these priorities
straight is especially imperative for a democracy, in which government by the
people demands a general and sustained moral education in, through, and
about public life, rather than the teaching of ethics to a professional elite.
Indeed until recently this was understood by American political scientists.
A recent book on the history of that discipline states that "while all academic
disciplines tend to have common characteristics, in one respect American political science is unique-it has assumed responsibility for transmitting to the
nation's youth the knowledge and patriotic sentiments essential for the successful functioning of our democratic system."7 For precisely this reason the omission of political science from the monograph on social science is an unfortunate
one. Including it would have forced the authors more directly to confront what
is involved in teaching ethics in a democracy and in educating future generations in democratic culture.
A second consideration that may help account for the narrow conception
of ethics (and the consequent rejection of Marx and Aristotle) involves the
authors' attitude toward professionalism and expertise. Despite some incisive
criticisms of traditional lawyer-client and doctor-patient relationships, the
monographs contain no sustained questioning of professionalism and expertise
themselves. There is no attempt to think about other educational forms and
forums that might mitigate the inequalities of power and knowledge that obtain
in situations where professional experts confront citizens who do not share their
special knowledge. Though Marx accepts the division of labor as necessary for
7 Albert Somit and Joseph Tanenhaus, The Development ofAmerican Political Science (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1967), pp. 25-27.
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the enormous productive capacity of capitalism, his view of future society assumes that the kind of professionalism unquestioned by these monographs is
specific to industrial capitalism, and will of necessity be reconstituted in a postcapitalist society. Similarly, Aristotle distinguishes political and moral questions from those requiring technical expertise and regards the analogy between
applying technical knowledge to a technical problem and moral or political
knowledge to a moral or political problem as a serious confusion. For political
and moral knowledge cannot be separated from the character of the actor, the
activities that exemplify and realize that character, or the particular cultural
context in which a person acts. Nor can political and moral life be purged of
their contingency, reliance on experience, and essential diversity. The political
realm in which important parts of any education in virtue takes place is one in
which men and women regard both what they do and each other as ends and as
equals whose views must be recognized and with whom one speaks and acts for
common purposes. Where these attitudes and practices do not obtain, slavery
does. Aristotle enables us to see that technique's abstractness makes it impatient
with the diversity and imprecision that infects political and moral life. As a consequence, technocrats and professional experts tend to reduce qualitative differences to quantitative commensurabilities by excluding "negative externalities" even when the definition of "external" excludes marginal groups in society
and whole cultures outside its purview.
A third reason for the view of ethics held by the authors of most of the
monographs most of the time is their dual fear of indoctrination and relativism.
The fear of the former is clearest in their repudiation of Marxism. Marxism, we
are told, tempts professors who want to pursue "certain ethical issues" into using
nonethics courses as vehicles for indoctrinating students "who lack sufficient
analytic training" {I, p. 29). Such professors are likely to push Marxism while
denigrating all other moral views and to use sophistic techniques to silence their
critics (IX, pp. 423)8 -in contrast to the analytic mode of teaching ethics,
which, because it does not explicitly entail conclusions about the superiority of
one moral theory over another, is able to respect moral, cultural, and political
pluralism. But, the authors contend, being a pluralist does not commit one to being a relativist, i.e., to believing that all ethical positions are equally correct. For
there has been progress in moral theory. Thus such doctrines as simple subjectivism (an action is right when I believe it to be right) or bald evolutionism {an action is right when it promotes the survival of higher organisms) have fared badly
"in the marketplace of ideas, and have not stood the test of time (IX, p. 39).
8 Though the conclusion drawn is that the teacher who does this is incompetent because of a
failure to meet the goals of teaching ethics rather than because of the view he or she holds, it is
clear that the incompetency is thought to follow from the doctrine.
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Though the concern with indoctrination and relativism is legitimate, this
way of posing the issue will not do. First of all, as Nazism and the "me" generation attest, "outmoded" ethical theories have survived all too well, despite being
vanquished by professional philosophers in the classroom. Second, it is pluralism as a morality, not Marxism, that presently dominates politics and academia
(as Kerr's remarks indicate). Just as analytic philosophy seems to these authors
to be identical to thinking itself, so pluralism is similarly regarded as natural,
and alternatives to it (such as Marxism) are rejected as involving moral indoctrination. Third, there is the question of how substantial American political,
moral, and inteHectual pluralism is, and of wherther or not it is parasitic on
prior conformity. The point is made by David Noble in the opening sentence of
his America by Design:
Modern Americans confront a world in which everything changes yet
nothing moves. The perpetual rush to novelty that characterizes the
modern marketplace, with its escalating promise of technological
transcendence, is matched by the persistence of pre-formed patterns
of life which promise merely more of the same.
In light of this criticism (which was made by Marx as well as by conservative
critics such as Weber and Ellul), it is incumbent on any defense of pluralism to
show that there are serious moral and political choices available to aU citizens.
Doing so would require a political analysis of American life absent from these
essays. Finally, as Noble suggests, the authors' belief in the marketplace of ideas
(like a similar statement on p. 47 of volume VIII that "Most of the values relevant to a policy choice will one way or another be raised by partisans and analysts") is misleading and dangerous. It ignores the fact that many ideas never
appear in the market at all (as the absence of a leftist alternative to postwar
American foreign policy indicates); that those ideas that are accepted depend
for such acceptance on the power of certain groups, institutions, ideologies,
and patterns of deference rather than on the "intrinsic merits" of the ideas themselves; and that the market can only operate freely if a strong political power insures its unimpeded operation and the political dominance of people with a
market mentality. Moreover, the marketplace of ideas turns the teacher of
ethics into a salesman and ideas into commodities, thereby further assimilating
the university into the prevailing ideology.
What these criticisms indicate is a disparity between what goes on in philosophy classes and the realities of the larger society, and they demonstrate the
need to ask when, how, and where ethics can be taught effectively. They also indicate that any answer to these questions must include a political analysis that
does more than uncritically accept current opinion. They require a conception
of ethics that goes beyond the one adopted by these monographs.
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These tasks are made difficult by the authors' rejection of any theoretical
understanding of politics and history, even when their historical references invite it and their purposes would be served by it. For example, when considering
the history of the teaching of ethics in their respective fields, the monographs
note a major change in education during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Before that change, moral philosophy courses were the capstone of the
curriculum. Providing integrated meaning to the student's entire college experience, these courses explicitly aimed to equip graduates with the ethical sensitivity required for improving themselves and society (I, p. 17) By forming virtuous
men and women on the basis of an integrated curriculum, they sought to safeguard society againt cultural and moral corruption and to guarantee it able political leadership.
But between 188o and the end of World War I the content, status, and
locus of such courses shifted. As the sciences and social sciences broke away
from moral philosophy and became specialized disciplines with specialized curricula, education became increasingly professionalized, vocational, fragmented, and research-oriented. Moral philosophy itself became one specialized
course among others. The explanation offered for this occurrence is that people
ceased to share common moral sentiments ·because morality was now thought
to be conventional rather than inherent in the structure of nature. Now this is
certainly part of the explanation. But it is not the whole explanation, nor, given
its nearly tautological quality, is it the most useful one. Most importantly, it
misses the larger capitalist movement of American society and the way this
change shaped the structure and content of higher education and ethical
instruction.
From the 188os onward, America underwent both a fragmentation of
values, activities, and academic disciplines and a consolidation of corporate
capitalism that established a new integration of values and new definitions of
activities such as work, play, and education. Thus a concentration of economic
power and the increased use of it in politics and education was accompanied by
a fragmentation of intellect analogous to the splitting up of work into separate
operations the whole of which no worker could understand. This development
was accompanied by at least four others. First, there was a replacement of localism, dispersed power, and a general sense of competence among communities
that they could control their collective lives, by a more national, urban, industrial, impersonal, centralized, formal state and society. Second, with the defeat
of populism there was a narrowing of political debate and a hollowing out of
democratic rhetoric and action. Democratic participation came to be seen (by
the people themselves) as disruptive of the regularity essential for the efficient
administration and productivity of large-scale enterprises. Third, the universities began to absorb, professionalize, and thus standardize activities and educa-
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tion that had previously remained informal, diverse, and personal. Thus legal
education changed from apprenticeship to specialized book-oriented classroom
training intended to produce lawyers dedicated to a stable society. Similarly,
journalistic education moved from the city desk to the university, while the
editor-publisher function became divided. Most importantly, the establishment
of engineering education as a recognized branch of higher learning not only
forged a link between the corporation and university but expanded the number
of experts and the range of activities to which expertise was deemed relevant.
Thus the engineer applied science to both modes of production and relations of
production. Finally, this period witnessed the growinginfluenceofbusiness ideology in American education. This took the form of demands that schools be
more efficiently run, which meant along business-management lines. More particularly, businessmen and organizations insisted that schools provide the discipline necessary for increasingly rationalized patterns of work and life and that
they emphasize immediately practical subjects. The worst thing that could be
said about a student, course, teacher, or school was that it was visionary, theoretical, and impractical. Insofar as the monographs under discussion share this
view, they simply accept and continue this ideological transformation rather
than challenge it.

M

y argument so far has suggested both the seriousness of the issue raised
by these monographs and the limitations of their analysis of them. In
their desire to achieve academic respectability for the teaching of ethics, their
identification of ethics with analytic philosophy, their rejection of a more substantive ethics as found in Marx and Aristotle, their separation of politics and
ethics, their unquestioned acceptance of expertise, their defense of pluralism as
against indoctrination and relativism, and their refusal to go beyond surface
historical analysis, they are too theoretically and politically timid and accommodating to deal adequately with the problems they identify. At a minimum the
classroom or professional school must be placed in the context of the university
and the university in the context of society as a whole.
Establishing these contexts brings us back to Kerr's portrait of a university
as an institution that structures academic rewards, advancement, and preferences according to the demands of an outside market and to Emmanuel Mesthene's plea that universities adapt to technological imperatives. After dividing
the academic world up into these "monistic" universities based on the Bible, The
Communist Manifesto, and the Great Books(!), and those pluralistic institutions capable of responding to the unceasing inventiveness of a technological
society, Kerr suggests that a "major test for the modern American university is
how wisely and how quickly it adjusts to the important new possibilities. The
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great universities of the future will be those which have adjusted rapidly and effectively."9 In this he echoes Mesthene. Concerned that "potentially solvable
problems are left unsolved and potentially achievable goals unachieved because
we waste our technological resources or use them inefficiently," Mesthene advocates continual adjustments to technological opportunities and commitment
to the freedom that necessarily follows. In education this means consummating
a "revolution in learning" that will, among other things, bring "systematic planning and uniform standards across 25,000 separate school districts .... " 10
But universities are not pluralistic. As producers, wholesalers, and retailers
of knowledge, they are forced to cater to the highest bidder and most consistent
buyer. This kind of university is an unlikely setting for the kind of teaching of
ethics that would raise the fundamental moral problems of our culture. Indeed,
if Jacques Ellul is right that the first line of defense against the permeation of
society by technology is morality (including the French sense of moralite), and
if universities are the conduits for technological imperatives, then our academic
institutions are helping to undermine morality, not to sustain it. In these terms,
the teaching of ethics advocated in these monographs is, whatever the intentions of the authors, the ethics of and for a technocratic elite.
That this should be the case is made more likely by such arguments as those
of the Trilateral Commission. The Commission's report The Crisis of Democracy11 distinguishes between "value-oriented intellectuals" and "technocratic or
policy-oriented intellectuals." Because the former assert their disgust with corruption and materialism, and because they talk about monopoly capitalism,
derogate political leadership, and unmask institutions, they are as serious a
threat to "democratic government" as communist parties and fascist movements. On the other hand, technocratic intellectuals-presumably because they
eschew moral questions and a critical perspective-are genuinely useful in helping government carry out its dual obligations of guaranteeing military security
and material well-being. Since the major contemporary problem is defined as
leadership and authority, the inference is that value-oriented intellectuals must
be academically disenfranchised. Since higher education is overproducing
people with university educations in relation to the jobs available in the economy, that is exactly what is likely to happen. For if we rationally relate educational planning to political and economic goals, we must either decide to educate students to be responsible citizens while lowering their expectations about
jobs, or redesign education to conform to the pattern of economic· development
9 Kerr, Uses of the University, p. 108.
Emmanuel G. Mesthene. "The Role of Technology in Society," in Teich, Technology,
p. rs8.
II Michel J. Crozier, Samuel P. Huntington. and Joji Watanuki, The Crisis of Democracy
(New York: New York University Press, 1975}.
10
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and job opportunities. But given the commission's denigration of valueoriented intellectuals (and education), its overall diagnosis of the present crisis
as one of too much democracy and too little authority, and its truncated view of
politics as involving no more than security and material well-being, the choice is
without substance.
That is also the implication of Carter's educational adviser Amitai
Etzioni's version of the "choice" between reindustrialization and the quality of
life. If we do not reindustrialize we lose our economic and political strength. To
reindustrialize, we need less government spending and less private consumption
in order to rebuild the infrastructure and capital-goods sector of the economy.
Only then will America be "able to defend itself and to pay for a high standard
of living." 12 But this process will mean a greater demand for less skilled laborers
and a smaller proportion of the young in four-year colleges, especially in those
colleges dedicated to liberal arts rather than to scientific or technological training.
All this is deeply disturbing. A number of studies suggest a high correlation
between educational attainment and political participation: the higher the educational level, the more sustained and broad the participation appears to be.
What then does it mean to lower the educational level of the citizenry as a whole?
Or, more pointedly, since class and ethnic barriers to political activity are likely
to persist or even be strengthened if certain groups of the population are directed
away from higher education into vocational training, what is really being suggested is a deepened disenfranchisement of poor and minority populations.
Their increased noninvolvement and ignorance could then be taken as further
confirmation of the danger of citizen initiative and proof of a culture of poverty.
But it may well be that they will be no worse off than the rest of us. For the simultaneous need for lower-skilled workers and highly skilled technicians will
leave most people political illiterates, victims of what Mesthene call~ the logic of
modern decision making, which, because it requires greater and greater dependence on the collection and analysis of data and on the use of technological devices and scientific techniques, will increasingly relegate "questions which used
to be matters of political debate to professional cadres of technicians and experts which function almost independently of the democratic process." 13
These issues raise the most fundamental question of all: "What is education for in a democratic polity?" Despite differences in time and place almost all
democrats have understood that democratic education (which is not simply
schooling) aims at transforming self-interested private individuals into democratic citizens with the discipline, character, and capacity to judge what needs to
12 "Is the U.S. About to Become a 'Siesta Society'? A Conversation with Amitai Etzioni," U.S.
News and World Report, April 14, 198o, p. 54·
13 Mesthene, "The Role of Technology/' p. 177·
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be done. They have also agreed that taking responsibility for sustaining collective life and sharing in the sovereignty of one's community is one of the most
demanding of all human callings. When Aristotle said that man was by nature a
political animal, he meant that the distinctively human life, the life that marks
us off from beasts and gods, was a life lived among fellow citizens, partners in
virtue and friends in action. Like Aristotle, John Stuart Mill argued that the primary prerequisite and aim of good government was the virtue and intelligence
of its citizenry. Democrats agree too that whatever the value of formal education, political education is possible only by living a public life. Finally, most
democrats have understood that democracy does not just happen; that like
other forms of government and ways of life it requires and must instill certain
traits of character, certain values, conceptions of self, civic ideals, and social
practices. Since all societies do these things because their values, conceptions,
and practices provide their coherence and distinctiveness, the issue is not
whether but how one cultivates the necessary moral virtue, the sense of civic responsibility, and the reflective commitment to democratic traditions that sustain a democratic culture.
The question then is "How does one live an ethical life as a democratic citizen in technological society?" or, more properly, "How must one organize and
limit technical expertise and professionalism so that government by the people
becomes meaningful?n Discussion of these questions is prior to any consideration of professional ethics. And such questions themselves are properly debated
by citizens, not professional experts. Indeed, they suggest that there is a tension,
perhaps a contradiction, between professional expertise and democracy.

