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Paul Goodman

If we start from the premise that
the young are in a religious crisis,
that they doubt there is really a
nature of thing>, and they are sure
there is not a world for themselves,
many details of their present behavior become clearer. Alienation is a
powerful motivation, of unrest, fantasy and reckless action. It leads, a~
we shall see, to religious innovation,
new sacraments to give life meaning.
But it is a poor basis for politics,
including revolutionary politics.
It is said that the young dissidents
never offer a constructive program.
And apart from the special cases of
Czechoslovakia and Poland, where
they confront an unusually outdated
system, this is largely true. In France,
China, Germany, Egypt, England, the
United States, etc., most of the
issues of protest have been immediate gut issues, and the tactics
have been mainly disruptive, without
coherent proposals for a better
society. But this makes for bad
politics. Unless one has a program,
there is no way to persuade the
other citizens, who do not have
one's gut complaints, to come along.
Instead one confronts them hostilely
and they are turned off, even when
they might be sympathetic.
And such conflictful action has
indeed caused social changes. In
France it was conceded by the Gaullists that "nothing would ever be the
same." In the United States, the
changes in social attitude during the
last I 0 years are unthinkable without the youth action, with regard to
war, the military-industrial, corporate organization and administration,
the police, the blacks. When the
actors have been in touch with the
underlying causes of things, issues
have deepened and the Movement
has grown. But for the alienated,
again, action easily slips into activism, and conflict is often spite and
stubbornness. There is excitement
and notoriety, much human suffering, and the world no better off.
(New Left Notes runs a column
wryly called, "We Made the News
Today, 0 Boy!") Instead of deepening awareness and sharpening political conflict, there occurs the polarization of mere exasperation. It often
seems that the aim is just to have a
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shambles. Impatiently the ante of
tactics is raised beyond what the
"issue" warrants, and support melts
away. Out on a limb, the leaders
become desperate and fanatical, intolerant of criticism, dictatorial. The
Movement falls to pieces.
Yet it is noteworthy that when
older people like myself are critical
of the wrong-headed activism, we
nevertheless almost invariably concede that the young are morally
justified. For what is the use of
patience and reason when meantime
millions are being killed and starved,
and when bombs and nerve gas are
being stockpiled? Against the entrenched power responsible for these
things, it might be better to do
something idiotic now than something perhaps more practical in the
long run. I don't know which is less
demoralizing.
The political radicals are, as if
mesmerized, repeating the power
plays, factionalism, random abuse,
and tactical lies that aborted the
movement in the thirties. And I have
learned, to my disgust, that a major
reason why the young don't trust
people over 30 is that they don't
understand them and are too conceited to try. Having grown up in a
world too meaningless to learn anything, they know very little and are
quick to resent it.

This is an unpleasant picture.
Even so, the alienated young have
no vital alternative except to confront the Evil, and to try to make
a new way of life out of their own
innards and suffering. As they are
doing. It is irrelevant to point out
that the System is not the monolith
that they think and that the majority of people are not corrupt, just
brow-beaten and confused.
As a citizen and a father I have a
right to try to prevent a shambles
and to diminish the number of
wrecked lives. But it is improper for
us elders to keep saying, as we do,
that their activity is "counterproductive." It's our business to do
something more productive.
But the actual situation is very
like 15 IO, when Luther went to
Rome, the eve of the Reformation.
There is everywhere protest, revaluation, attack on the Establishment.
The protest is international. There is
a generation gap. (Luther himself
was all of 34 when he posted his 95
theses in 1517, but Melanchthon was
20, Bucer 26, Munzer 28, Jonas 24;
the Movement consisted of undergraduates and junior faculty.) And
the trust of protest is not to give up
science, technology, and civil institutions, but to purge them, humanize
them, decentralize them, change the
priorities, and stop the drain of
wealth.

The Movement column of Resurgence will re-appear next issue
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like, of heart and mind, of life style
and spirit of the whole lot of us at
the base. We see our danger clearly
enough but we don't move, partly
because we are gummed up inside
and afraid, and partly because we
have had no real idea in which direction we should go. Now however, I
think the main point is taken, this is
not just a political problem, although it is certainly all that, but a
life problem, and if we can change
the terms of the way we live and

become really alive and adult and
attempt to take our own decisions
in countless ways, then those topside
types will not dare to presume any
more on our patience and goodwill
with their evil schemes, or their lies
and their sycophantic hypocrisies.
They, and all their silly pretensions,
will fall into place, and that place
won't be very big if we are to contain the danger their presumption 1s
generating.
John Papworth,
Editor, Resurgence

