Verblage on the ‘I.efl:’ o
By ELGIN Wmmm _ "

I'r 18 REASONABLE t0 suppose ‘that before v&ry long t.he "Left"' o
‘will cache some old and cherished relics whose sedulous pres- -
‘ervation and perenmal rénovation fiow sap its energies.  That
these totetns are beautiful and venerable cannot be denied.
‘What S more writ in the skies' than the ‘divergence of class
intetests?  When is 2 man more rapt than before the labor
'theory of value? What is more reasonable than- that one
ﬁ,ght for what one geéts in this world? And it catinot
désited that they are wrse thm useless for theotlzmg and

" keepsakes fulfills 2 sancnfymg oy
arenotuaetlm zcrual annlys:s_

: p _
_tend blmmg to actions amp :
“They make up the “Left” piulosophy and psycholégy and
" while they probably will continue to be refined and. i%can-_ -
mdsered and “brought up to date,” l:hey shpnl&be 1 afgmt'ela. - g |

i

for. good e :_ithatthelabormg(orper-. 3
middle) class it the Hope of the world. Even'the
ience. a.ndtheapp}.lcatm of knowledge to human
otganization take on the guise of 3 class “struggle” i
*vaetera ty o &mect aﬁaxrs in terms of =0
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I'uerarclncal groups cannot concewe social processes except
 as “leadership,” “‘rule,” and “control ? "We find Leftists say-
ing that modern industrial processes are built-on centraliza-
tion of “authority” and r:g:d organization from the top
down into which each worker fits ac his appointed hierarchical
| leV i3 Pamtmg, composmg, and writing are seen as the

“creation” of an “aristocracy of talent.” Intellectual ac-

tivity is treated as a special -type of * controversy " Te s
perhaps gratuitous to point out that science and the techmcal

and fine arts know nothmg of these institutional categones

of status :md authonty and cannot be explamed m their
terms.

Leftlsts now recogmze in pracnce that classes——-somal in-
carnations of science and superstition—do not exist. The
atom of social good and evil is the habit, the idea. . Of course
no class has a monopoly on scientific (good) action and no.
Leftist analyst ever says so except for rhetorical purposes.
Rather each mdwldual {which is to say, the community}- is
seen to be a mixture of * *progressive” and “reacnonary”

‘habits. It is notorious that evant-garde artists are reactionary
in politics, and vice-versa. Habits that cut across class bines
inhibit or liberate life, they are human or mhunun, and the

Leftist’s practical concern is with revising them, not hqmdat-
ing classes. It is a recurring hard question far the Leftist

whether we are in the muck because pirates are in auﬂ:onty

or becauge: people trsst pwabes ' -nm their a mrs.

pomted eut,
to change thn.lﬁi_..- !

2. The dmrgmg ofdass interesti? Tos hard to find 3
Leftist today who does not accept the divergence of class in-
terests along wxl:h the roundness of the carth; :hJs as a matter
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" of form. It is also almost xmposslble to find this beluaf in the
substance of their theorizing and pracnce They may write
; (for: instance) -that the- Governmenit is “labor’s” chief an-

tagonist or raise the-query: Tax reduction for whbom? But =

‘when the actions of Government are portrayed it is seen that
what is had in mind is that they are inefficient actions; in-

efficient, that is to say, for everybody, for cultural commmty "

if 'you want.to put it that way.
. Tt-is'apparent from a study of their wntmgs that. what _
Lefrists really mean by a conflict of interests is a conflict of
babits. Convert the axiological into motor terms and their
discourse presents no difficulty.- At least the only difficulty
B8 that, like other aspects of “class” docmne, it is needlessly
" alienative. -
" ‘There are two good ‘Teasons why Leftists should never,
. never even fnlk, ‘in: theirmost frivolous: ‘moments, “as if they
" believed ina divergenee oF class interests.  In the first place,
it smmds Jike they accept bourgeois values, that they believe
iv-is really to the benefit of the rich to carry on as they do,.
" and who since “The Little Foxes” and “Mrs. Parkington™

*" could take seriously people who say such things? In-the

'__second place, it’s as impossible to talk: about atomic power .
- . apd full employment and plastics Birting ariybody as it is to
- talk about: unemploymm!:md ' atic-killing belping any-

| :bady ‘As Leftists” are comisig m;-.técogmze (implicitly),
- science -and sanitation and sogial progress don’t hurt any-

. body’s real interests (and unless thiey mean real interests, they
“should say: conflicts occur between habits) and depressmns
& make even capitalists jump out of windows.
3, The labor theory of value. This theory of authozsh:p
~ is'of course linked intimately with the theory of class. . Like -
~ its'partner it never comes onstage save for State occasions.
I actual analysis it bas ne place ‘What Marx ‘was getting at
- was the meﬁcxency of ecfmmmc institutions. In his system
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w2 labor Was.a pecumary not g motor. cavegury At the same. |

-~ time-he felc that keeping the machines running was ot 3 |

L good enough end in its owe ﬂght and therefore to “justefy” .
changing the institutions he reitérsted an old fairy tale to the -

> aﬁau‘ofblm‘whoie cammumtyandmcnltw
-downoutofthepast.

" mass markets ate requisite for i

. effect that workmgmen create” the means of i:fe w}th their
labor. -
. Ofcoursethmtheory:sprecmd}rcomparabletothatm-
- which “capital” plays the stellze role; or t6 that which endows .
~ the artist with heroic powers, pre' ywkoow, the praduc-
tive process is a communal process &ﬁiﬁﬂiﬂdﬂﬂ worker
| schneveswhachedoesbymrmeé_"_ coumila-
tion of tools,. Technological (or a#t v i8. an. -

knowledge of ways and means by far the gteaﬁ_r past:

T is not becawse they are geting “robbed” of the, Spre:
- duce of their labor” that workers should: hswe them
"mspﬂwermcr&esed Itxsbeca.use '

4, The extortion theory of -his
' tmppmgs of contemporary Left:_sm-r-is' ‘
It, perhaps more than an’y ather ot

Besxdes. being 2 wellon i

. _msult mmoatmple":_

(who occupy chemselvgan; Wh exfoftlon but with reading - ) :_.
and turning lathes 2nd minding the baby) and 2 weﬂ-mgh -

_mtolerable hbel on the rest (who don’t “ger” énythmg gx- b
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cept .an. accumulanon of pmnn:y symbob m& pel:haps :
stomach ulcers). this theory-is not true to history, even Lefrist
history, It is a brave man these days whe ‘wentures: that
. people have “got™ symphonies and. windows. in their bouses
by struggle, extortion, and other forms ‘of “mutoal defest.”
" Not that the Leftists don’t number. such. gallants A re-
; cent writer catls intellectuals “the powerless people” because
they are not “politically: effective.”  (The classic example of
the political ineffective being Marx, that bockworm of the
'Brmshmusemn,lmppose) -He goes on 10 say: ey

' Shice the model -of [the\intellectual’s] type of Sninyety 5 Fationd]
-_'.-mmmum, .rather than skilled violeee -of stupitl rhetoric, it keeps
_.".j_';ﬁfzfm mmg these other and. hxtnmwﬁy more demwe types of con-.

:'w&@emfmithe p;guﬁnti:cﬂow} to detail the gross in- |
* decisiveness of present-day “skilled violence.” But the real
_ pfaeﬁf that he is just kidding (or, rather, paying cbeisafice to
a totem) in hls own work. Pen-ce always smd thzl: what'a
ﬁt author

nfmn When it feels
sters, PM, t.heNew York

sa;r thnt. a mal issvle ¥ MW Of “human ﬂshts versus
xights, R We}L mﬁp&cm such thmgs of PM It

tthe}'&(:bétwr, most of the time. And it -
: 'ja_vhen_it comes to @ formnl cnmal

.' '-'_"and the hmtherhoo& c‘xfman
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Thus arncles devoted to the sabotage of Negro industrial
' capamty are mdlgnant over the flouting of the (God-given)
perquisites listed in the Constitution. . The final (formaly
ground on which 2 stand is taken against the impending
'League for Legalized War is the “sense of fellowship” and
- “respect for humanicy.” Removmg conditions which make
it impossible for homosexuals to work is justified by their
right to “individual integrity.” And so on. K
- The point about all these protestations is that they are
beside the point. Whether or not- ‘Negroes or nations or
homosexuals or people in general have rights; institutions-
and behaviors must and do come in for scrutiny on other
grounds, grounds which make quite academic the discussion
-of “rights.” Sexual discrimination is shown to interfere with
the intellectual effort, racial discrimination to interfere with
‘the war effort, the war effort itself to interfere with- the
.cultural effort, and so.on. -"The citizens of industrial saciety
must consume moge. ahlmdmdy C. E.. Ayres once. “Wwrote,..
“not because it iz thei ﬁ%hlmdﬂ‘ﬁaﬂd ngt: because justzce_- '
or equality or any similar shibboleth wwa valid i
omic welfare, but because if they;_da :mv:, mdmemxi mty )
will collapse, values and all,™ = = '
- Five favorite Leftist- concepts have been analyzed in, the :
attempc to show that they are totemic devices éssentially un-
related to the job at hand. The first criticism made was that
these beliefs involve setting up ends-in~theniselves.. Policy
cannot be justified by calling it “pro-labor,” and people are
certainly not born into any “inalienablestights.” Actmns

LA poignant receat ﬂlusttmm of the nmvéte (zn& ineﬁecnvmm) of the docmnc
of rights is the Left opposition to the pre ¥ wilitary training. So eon-
cerned was it ‘with the protection. of t:la Iadm&nl ag:mut t.hz State that quite gemrzl.ly :
the basic argument of military training -proposents. was unchellenged; namely, thae
military training is a pmpamdnm measure, There iz g evidence thac such is ‘the case.
Machines 2nd techniques win wers, and it is.no icéident that the nation with the lon@en :
history of imsubordination and lack of dmclplqumthmn to the “military spirie”-—is
aleo the nation which unlocked the ucrel: of atomic energy; Radar and st:eptomyun arz

not dncowred on the drill field,

s
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- st be judged in terms of their cmqusences. Social change
is essentially a learning process, and the learning process can-
not.be short-circuited. To posit this does not mean gradu-

' alism, compromise, but just the opposite: uncompromising

theory and uncompromising analysis of - all “classes,” - all

" means. If “politics™ be defined as the creation of “myths” to

“win™ the masses—what Marx called *“names, battle slogans,
and costumes”—then what we will eventually witness is not
the reform of but the abolition of politics.

The second criticism was that these concepts do.not. arise
out of the work of analysis itself but are éfforts to battle with
. _fa:lse problems from the metaphysical past. Such is the prob- '

' Jemi of “interests”: the problem exists at all only because two -

 words, “‘self-interest” and “general welfare,” happen to exist.
* Such is.the problém of “rights”: who has what fights and how
" they are to rank in case of conflict i not an issue for mtelh-
gence to solve but an affair of ipse dixit. : _
- What little we have to be thankful for in social discussion
today is precisely due to the fact that social theorists are foi-
‘getting these problems and others like them. In a famous

~ article A, F. Bentley once asked PhYslcwts who were getting
- excited -about the “philosophical” rayings of Jeans and

Eddmgm “What- dlﬁerenee can »make o the physicist

dea ' fby ‘exist’ or not, or
! Fedist or not?” Somebody
ought to say to-the Le a¢ difference can it possibly
make to you whether “classes’ or nghts or ‘interests’ really

- existor not? Geton mth your work ” :
New York University




