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A moralistic left makes
enemies of the people
By Bill Sma»t
The American left faces a paradox endcrnic to all movements for revolutionary change: In order to be revolutionary,
it must define itself in opposition to the
existing social system and resist cooptation; but in order to be politically effective, it must avoid becoming alien to society.
The American left is now unacceptable
to the American people, politically and socially . Politically, there is little support for
the left's critique of capitalism and even
less for its alternative: And socially, the
left is perceived as neither sensitive to nor
understanding of the majority of American people, and therefore not trustworthy
as leaders or desirable as fellow travelers.
The politics of the kft—particularly its
criticisms of corporate capitalism—may
even be more palatable to many Americans than the people who espouse those
politics.
The reasons for the gulf between the
Captain Ahab by Rockwell Kent
radical left and the rest of the people range
from past acts of violence, which have
branded leftists as public enemies, to the The nature of moralism.
apparent craziness of groups like the U.S. Leftist moralism holds its principles to
Labor party or the obnoxious behavior be absolute. It begins with an ideal and
of the Yippies. But equally forceful in asks why people do not measure up to
driving a wedge of distrust between the that ideal. The question is rhetorical,
left and the American people has been more a criticism than a genuine inquiry.
The outlook of the moralist is often transthe left's moialism.
fused with the judgment that "these peoAt first glance, this may seem inevit- ple are not what they should be." Disable. The left is a force of moral opposi- cussion of class-consciousness, for examtion to exploitation, racism, sexism and ple, often begins with an ideal of classimperialism, and leftists sometimes as- conscious workers and then examines the
sume they could integrate themselves and American working class' shortcomings.
their organizations into American society
"How could they so fail?" And whethonly by abandoning those principles. In- er the answer is that they have been duped
deed, some leftists consider their aliena- by bourgeois propaganda or bought off,
tion to be not only a consequence of their the "explanation" is not so much socialvalues, but even a measure of them: "If scientific as juridical in nature: If they
everyone hates UK,, ihen we must be right." have been duped, they are innocent by
But the disiifcs Kt for the left may mea- virtue of their ignorance; if they have
sure scvnetbing else, since Americans been bought off, they are guilty by vircool to the left are r.ct all racist, exploit- tue of their betrayal.
ive or imperialist. They are resentful of
For moralism, life must serve principle
the pointed finger of accusation, and and ideal. For a socialist morality, printhey have a healthy distrust for the preach- ciples must serve life.
er and his advertised piety.
Moralism is also purist: Whatever is

not absolute good is no good and therefore evil. In this Manichean distinction
between the sinners and the saved, one is
either revolutionary or reactionary, or—
less passionately—correct or incorrect.
When IN THESE TIMES ran a cover
photo-of actress Faye Dunaway wearing
a low-cut dress, some readers objected
to what they regarded as a sexist appeal
to commercialism, while others applauded the cover as a legitimate attempt at
mass appeal. Each position had its merits. But one reader, also a distributor of
ITT in his community, was so scandalized
by the photo that he refused to distribute
that issue of the paper. He wrote: "I was
completely grossed out by your cover. I
cannot distribute or promote the sexist
shit that you have put in your paper." It
is significant that he chose to refuse distribution of the paper rather than engage
its readers in the controversy, perhaps
starting a petition to the editors. His withdrawal in righteous indignation from any
direct engagement in the issue symbolizes
perfectly the purism of the moralist: What
is wrong is not to be touched. Rather than
wading into the controversy, the better
to shape its course, the moralist retreats
to high ground, holding his principles
above the waters of human activity that
swirl below.
The moralist's purism thus leads to inactivity. At a recent discussion following
a lecture in Berkeley, one leftist was complaining that all of the politically progressive groups around were seriously faulted
in some way. As examples he mentioned
the United Farmworkers and Delancy
Street (a radical self-help organization
of ex-convicts), both of which he criticized for having "male and charismatic"
leaders. The import of his remarks was
that male, charismatic leadership is: 1) a
moral fault, and 2) of such magnitude as
to make the group unworthy of serious
effort.
Moralism is also aggressively partisan.
The realm of values is a battleground for
the moralist, and there can be no relaxation of vigilance in this holy war. Since
values are absolute, those who do not
share them are suspect as the enemy. Moralists have little ability to wink at human
fallibility—including their own. There is
something suspicious about the readiness
of some on the left to denounce as "bourgeois" or "competitive" every pursuit of
skill and excellence, as decadent every sort
of pleasure, as "mindless passivity" every
form of fun, as sexist every expression
of sexuality and romance. Cultural critique is valuable when it enhances life,
not when it spreads sourness.
One of the most serious characteristics of moralism is its reduction of
knowledge to morality. Because all phenomena that pass through its prism are distilled into good and evil, moralism becomes blind to the ambiguity, the
complexity and the depth of human existence.
In the busing controversies of the past

few years, the moralism of some parts of
the left led it to interpret all forms of
grass-roots opposition to busing as racism. In Boston, the Socialist Workers
party carried this moralizing tunnel-vision
to its extreme by substituting the term
"the racists" for all opponents to busing.
They and many other leftists showed
little understanding of the complex texture of fears and concerns that motivated many white working people to oppose
busing: hope for their children's future
and fear about the effect of busing on educational quality; fears about crime and
violence in the schools to which their children would be bused; anger over the
powerlessness of being unable to influence policy in the school system and frustration over the absurdity of busing students out of their home neighborhoods.
Some of the opponents to busing really
were racists—and vicious ones at that. But
the left showed itself at its worst when it
failed to recognize the distinction between
objectively racist behavior and behavior
that is racist in intention. Nor did the
left show much sensitivity to their own
position as outsiders.
The reduction of knowledge to judgment is made complete when concepts are
transformed into labels of good and evil.
The term "petty bourgeois" represents
how social categories can be reduced to
moral categories. When Marx used the
term "petty bourgeois" in a pejorative
context, it referred to actions motivated
by or serving the class interests of small
property owners. But in the hands of
some leftists today, the term has been
emptied of its analytic meaning and has
become merely another name by which
to condemn one's opponent.

Outsiders' discomfort.
In Studs Terkel's Working, Jill Torrance,
a fashion model with an acutely critical
awareness about the advertising world,
comments: "I'd probably join women's
lib, but they don't believe in make-up and
advertising, so I couldn't very well go to
their meetings as I am."
Her remark echoes a common sentiment among those critical of the existing
society but not self-consciously leftist.
They are kept away from the left by the
feeling that they would not be accepted.
This may be due in part to the media's
presentation of the left. But the left's rnoralism is largely responsible for so many
feeling this way.
I should add that as a member of the
left, I include myself in those tendencies
I criticize; indeed, my analysis of moralism is the product of self-reflection as
well as of external observation.
In speaking of the moralism of the left,
I have not meant to imply that the American left is homogeneous. But moralism
exists—in varying degrees and variegated
forms—throughout the left. My examples are not from the sectarian lunatic
fringe but from the left's more mature
and viable sectors.
•
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(off the record)
By Sidney Blumenthal and Danny Schechter

Turning Point?

Who's in charge?

The growing disenchantment of Americans with the policies of Menachem Begin may be due in part to dramatically
improved newspaper coverage. Israel's
invasion of Lebanon, bombing of Beirut, killing of civilians, creations of thousands of refugees, use of anti-personnel
weapons, and occupation of yet more
Arab territory has been reported in detail
and mainly with objectivity. It's also significant that this bolder approach by
American newspapers to the Mideast
comes at a time when U.S.-Israeli relations are at their lowest ebb.
Diversity of opinion is generally not
welcomed by the American Jewish establishment. American Jews have been heavily pressured to support anyone in charge
in Israel. Many synagogues, for instance,
have recently sent out urgent and hysterical appeals to co"hgregants to remain
steadfast for Begin. The kind of debate
that is now taking place in Israel over political goals and the need to achieve peace
is not reflected in the U.S., partly because
American Jews have been poorly informed by their own publications over
the years.
The change in emphasis in the general
print media now startles many of them.
They were unprepared for the depth of
the reporting, and their shock accounts
for some of the Jewish hostility to President Carter's Mideast policy, which does
not solely favor Israel.
Newsweek's cover story on Jewish disenchantment with Carter handled the
matter gingerly, mainly recapitulating Begin's differences with the President. The
New York Times ran a better, although
not very incisive, front-page summary of
opinion among Jews on the Mideast,
which has reached a highly confused state,
not entirely supportive of Begin.
Particularly distinguished among
American reporters covering the Israeli
invasion of Lebanon were Richard Ben
Cramer of the Philadelphia Inquirer and
H.D.S. Greenway of the Washington
Post. Cramer's dispatches, syndicated by
the Knight chain, have been notable for
close observation of events and the length
in which he covers stories that in the past
would probably have been overlooked by
the American press. The Inquirer, which
seems to be constantly improving, features his reports prominently. Cramer's
account of the detention and forthcoming trial of Sami Esmail, the PalestinianAmerican political prisoner held by the
Israelis, was especially informative.
Among columnists, Jimmy Breslin
has turned in some hardhitting stuff. "Apparently a dead woman in Lebanon is not
worth as much as a dead woman in Israel," he wrote in the New York Daily
News. Cramer of the Inquirer actually
quoted in one of his reports an Israeli officer who casually offered the same remark that Breslin suggested as a provocative opinion.
Of course, there is vast room for improvement in Mideast coverage. Still, the
latest round of warfare may have marked
something of a turning point for the
American press. This does not include
television journalists, however, who are
generally as dim as ever. Since they depend on film to make their points they
often rely on official statements as the
final word.

An assignment to cover the White
House is one of the biggest plums in the
journalistic profession. White House
correspondents are among the most visible and highly paid reporters; their stories are usually found on page one. They
travel with the President and sometimes
think the glamorous aura of power will
rub off on them.
Eleanor Randolph of the Chicago Tribune admits, though, in Washington
Monthly, that the job itself is not all that
great. There is so much pressure to keep
up with a steady stream of information
that there is little time for analysis. She
compares the job to that of a presidential
stenographer.
"There are a lot of reasons for covering the White House besides the job," she
writes. "Some of the reasons...are not
really as grandiose as we would like to believe: the desire for approval by my parents after all these years, the desire for a
picture of me and Jimmy Carter for the
bathroom wall, the realization that even
if I don't have something important in
my life I could at least watch something
important."
But during the Carter administration
reporters on the beat aren't even sure of
what they're watching. Nobody seems to
know who's in charge. The result is pack
journalism in search of someone responsible. A few months ago the press decided that Hamilton Jordan was holding the
reins of internal White House power, so
there was a spate of articles dealing with
his political skills. Perhaps the most peculiar piece on Jordan appeared in Clay
Felker's new Esquire (which reads like the
old New York magazine, without the novelty and with a more mercenary tone).
Aaron Latham (husband of CBS's Lesley
Stahl), profiled Jordan in the manner of
a quick-draw psychohistorian. Jordan's
problems, Lathan surmised, had to do
with the fact that he wore corrective shoes
as a child and is a Southerner, notorious
for their inferiority complexes as everyone knows. In Felker's Esquire this passes for profundity.
Latham's piece was valuable, though,
in providing interviews with Jordan's old
college chums, one of whom described
the presidential chief of staff as "a oneman slum." Jordan, according to this account, was so unkempt during his college
days that his car, filled with garbage, had
mice. A picture of Jordan accompanying
the article, for which he posed, shows him
pretending as thougrr his middle finger
is stuck up his nose.
Soon after this appeared the press decided that Stuart Eizenstat was in charge
of the White House. Who knows who
will be discovered next month?

Chile
Continued from page 3.
with every new revelation.
The state of siege after four years was
suddenly decreed to be only a state of
emergency. Exiled critics such as Christian
Democratic leader Jaime Castillo Velasco are being allowed to return to the
country. Pinochet has claimed that he has
now released into exile most political prisoners.
The curfew has been dropped completely and elections that Pinochet swore would

Were these people serious, or did they travel long distances just for the walk?
Dick Schaap of the NBC Nightly News doesn 't know.
English language Bangkok Post exposed
the same photos. And six months before
Newsweek featured the bogus pictures
Noam Chomsky and Edward Herman
called attention to them in a piece in The
Nation.
It's difficult to assess what's really going on in Cambodia and the American
press has made it even harder to figure
out. Failing to report anything on Cambodia would be an improvement over
what has appeared to date.

Meaningless
The most curious report on the protests
against the Davis Cup matches held at
Vanderbilt University was filed by Dick
Schaap on the NBC Nightly News. The
issue was the involvement of the South
African team. Apparently the success of
the protest in calling attention to South

Africa's apartheid policies and in isolating South Africa from international sporting competitions perplexed Schaap. He
reported that if the protest's objectives
were met, the protest would then be unsuccessful. By forcing an end to U.S.South African competition, the protesters, he said, "ironically deprive themselves of the forum they need." This convoluted reasoning was probably tacked
on to the end of Schaap's report because
he may have thought it sounded snappy.
Use of the word "ironically" always has
a strong appeal to television journalists
in need of an ending with a flourish. Unfortunately, Schaap deprived his. report
.of any sense. What could he have had in
mind?
•
Sidney Blumenthal is IN THESE TIMES'
Boston correspondent. Danny Schechter
is a Nieman Fellow in Journalism at Harvard University.

Setbacks at Farah

Continued from page 5.
aged questions from the floor. Many who
attended the meeting say that a clear majority of workers raised their hands in opposition to the contract. But no formal
vote was taken, and the presiding union
official declared that the contract had
passed.
The Columbia Journalism Review finThis marked a new low in rank-and-file
ally picked up on the story of faked photographs of atrocities in Cambodia that support for the union. Since that time,
have been appearing with regularity in Farah has closed another of its El Paso
many media outlets, most recently on the plants and the number of union members
Jan. 23 cover of Newsweek's internation- working at Farah continues to fall.
al edition. These are the same pictures
that had been exposed as phony in U.S./ Continuing difficulty.
Indochina Report, which quoted a Thai Events at Farah since the strike show the
officer confessing that they had been continued difficulty of organizing in the
posed. A year earlier, in April 1976, the Southwest. The right-to-work law, the
consolidated opposition of powerful employers, the volatile nature of the garnot come for at least ten years are now ment industry, the threat of runaway
promised for early next year. He has even shops, and the timidity of union officials
begun to agree with his critic Gen. Leigh are formidable obstacles in the way of a
that a return to institutional rule has be- strong workers' organization. In addition
the abundant reserve-army of labor and
come necessary.
"Pinochet has become as consistent as the resulting competition for jobs in the
an oscillator," said a Washington-based border area create divisions among workreporter for a Chilean magazine, "and ers that employers like Farah can use to
the Letelier-Moffitt murders that he ap- their own advantage.
It is clear from the Farah experiences
parently ordered have become the instrument for his undoing. Bloody poetry." • that successful unionization does not end
Saul Landau replaced Orlando Letelier as when the union wins a contract. Organidirector of the Transnational Institute, a ing and training of workers in everything
program of the Institute for Policy Stud- from grievance procedure to labor hisies. His latest film is The CIA Case Offi- tory must continue on a long-term basis.
cer. For information write 1901 Q St., In addition a strong rahk-and-file movement must be developed—one that can
NW, Washington, DC 20009.

Fake photos
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• overcome divisions among the workers,
build a democratic local union, and encourage women workers to acquire leadership skills.
While the Farah strike did not produce
a strong, mature rank-and-file movement,
it did help to create conditions in which
one can develop. The workers
who made
the strike were irreversibly1 changed by it.
All of them say that they would organize
and strike again; most of them recognize
the need for strong support from an international union like the ACWA (now
merged into the Amalgamated Clothing
and Textile Workers union, ACTWU),
as long as it does not undermine the independent organization of rank-and-file
workers. "We're sticking in there and
we're not going to get out and we're not
giving up," one ex-striker insisted.
The Chicanas who comprise the majority of strikers learned that they could
speak and act on their own behalf as women and workers, lessons they will not
forget. In the words of one striker: "I believe in fighting for our rights, and for
women's rights... When I walked out of
that company way back then, it was like
I had taken a weight off my back. And I
began to realize, 'Why did I put up with
it all these years? Why didn't I try for
something else?' Now I want to stay here
and help people to help themselves." •
Laurie Coyte, Emily Honig and Gail Hershatter are writers in California. This article originally appeared in NACLA Report (P.O. Box 57, New York, NY 10025).
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Mother Jones pushes the outer limits
the French Communist party running ski
resorts for its members. You have to give
something more than truth or light. Otherwise people get bored."
At times, of course, some critical readers have argued the magazine's quest for
entertainment slights serious political arguments and analysis, which is usually
deeply embedded in anecdote and description.
Hochschild wants to avoid the American left's history of talking to itself and
to "talk across a lot of gaps" by providing literary entertainment; yet he also
wants the magazine to do more stories
like his favorite exposes of the dangers
of the Dalkon shield intrauterine device
and of the way Ford Motor Company
deliberately built their Pintos as "the
deadliest car in America" in order to increase profits.
Those stories revealed "how corporate
capitalism works from the inside and
shows in a concrete way why capitalism
requires these awful things to happen."
The Pinto story in the September/October issue last year got lots of publicity
and a Sigma Delta Chi award for Mother
Jones.

By David Moberg
HE MAGAZINE FOR THE REST
of us? At least the 170,000
people who buy it or the eight
million who have received promotions; mailings for it know
•that the magazine is Mother Jones.
But who arc the rest of us?
"Thai's Part of the mystique," general
manager Mark Dowie explained, leaning
back in t.ae bright and comfortably cluttered San Francisco offices of the magazine, launched o February 1976. "It's
one of ths most controversial things we
dc. But basically it comes from the cultural, polities'.^., a'id national alienation
of the '60s. It says something to people
who like tc read magazines that this won't
insult you as much as others."
The slogan and Dowie's explanation
touch on some of the distinctive qualities
and aspirations of Mother Jones, a slick
monthly that combines short tidbits on
current controversies, advice on health,
survival and happiness, exposes of corporate and political skullduggery, short
stories, political commentary, reports on
alternatives in work, energy, government,
and culture, occasional reviews, reflections on the women's movement and a
dozen or so other features that might appeal to "the rest of us."
Mother Jones wants to reach a broad
audience—a quarter of a million within
a couple of years. It also wants to feed
political ferment and, in co-founder
Adam Hochschild's words, "make the
basic ideas of some form of socialism as
much a part of American consciousness
as ecology is today—which was unheard
of ten year sago."

T

Sophisticated business operation.

Confronting commercial necessity.
To succeed politically, the magazine has to
prosper commercially and 'compete on
the mass market with publications lacking any scrupulous encumbrance to their
goal of money-making. That has led them
to confront what co-founder Richard
Parker calls the left's "schizophrenia"
about business and politics in two ways:
first, by paying detailed attention to the
business enterprise and promotion and,
second, by turning some mass magazine
formulas—colorful, clean but fairly
conservative layout, personality profiles,
come-on articles about fads, entertainments and diversions—to more political
ends.
Most of the people putting out Mother
Jones are in their mid-thirties or younger,
experienced with some mainline or alternative journalism, and influenced by at
least some activity in the political movements of recent years.
Their readers aren't much differentaverage age 33, mean income of $15,000
(considerably higher than Mother Jones
salaries), avid readers, interested in political muckraking. Sixty-two percent call
themselves "environmentalists," 60 percent "liberal," 46 percent "feminist,"
33 percent "pacifist," and 25 percent "socialist."
Lots of them probably read Ramparts,
which was dying as Mother Jones was being born—hoping to continue the best of
Ramparts but with better money management and a slightly different image. Hochschild and Parker, as well as the late Paul
Jacobs, another co-founder who left the
magazine shortly after its inception, all
worked far z brisf stssll sr: the old Rampart.
An initial 80S00§ dreuiatlon.
During ar 1 B-:r;cnth start-up period the
projector" pu.biicat.".c:;; wss called New Dimensions, a name that had tc 03 dropped
abruptly for copyright reasons in favor of

Adam Hochschild (above) and Richard Parker (below), two of the founders of
MOTHER JONES, believe that their magazine will help make some form of socialism
a part of the American consciousness.
the risky, weird monicker taken from one
of America's legendary labor organizers.
The magazine's founders set up the nonprofit Foundation for National Progress
to publish the magazine, sponsor research,
fund other projects, run a recently started
program in teaching worker self-direction
(the New School for Democratic Management), and spin off other enterprises. The
non-profit foundation status also guarantees its publication, Mother Jones, breaks
on taxes and postage.
With half a million dollars from roughly 45 donors—mainly individuals and a
few small foundations of the McGovernite political stripe—the magazine's initiators started a massive direct mail campaign that netted a starting subscription
list of 80,000. They set up an editorial
structure that is "halfway between a traditional business and a movement collective," according to Hochschild, with election of some editorial and managerial
posts.
On the basis of subscription lists of
magazines like Ms., New Times, and Harper's and analyses of voting patterns,
they figured there was a "market universe" of roughly three million people
whom they could reasonably try to reach.
They picked up lessons from publications
ranging from Ramparts and the current
Village Voice to the old socialist magazine, Masses.
After initially lukewarm successes with
a soft sell, they got pushier. "As long as
we're trying to sell things to human be-

ings," Dowie says bluntly, "thereYonly
one way to do it—hype. All of us in this
country—left, right and center—are enculturated with slickness. Most leftists,
if they go into a drug store, probably buy
Crest."
The editorial content changed, too. At
first they were very cautious, laid-back,
sedate and politically diffuse—with attention to rational consumption, off-beat
cures and diversions, and personal confession or advice as well as more hardhitting political stories. Mother Jones
now chooses to accent more heavily investigative and critical journalism, along
with descriptions of the way things might
be in a non-capitalist future.

Pursuing the mass audience.
The magazine pursues the mass audience
with determination. "At first I had a
much more traditional, pristine attitude,"
Hochschild said. "Every article ought to
have the politically correct line and every
cover should be restrained. It was pandering to go into profiles.
"Now I feel differently. Someone who
wants the latest refinement of left thinking or strategy, they'll have to turn to
Monthly Review or Socialist Revolution
(now Socialist Review) to get it. The people I'd like to reach are open to changing
their way of thinking but not necessarily
or. the left. In a way our doing profiles
and getting people interested [in socialism
by reading about socialist author Michael
Harrington, for example] is analogous to
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Meanwhile, on the business side, "in order to survive we have to get more sophisticated every day," Dowie said. With a
lean staff of 18, they believe they will
break even this year while spending
around $144,000 to produce each issue.
The staff has computerized everything it
can, including a complex model of the
magazine's potential growth and cash
flow.
There have been difficulties with their
eclectic and far-ranging approach. Some
readers have accused Mother Jones of suffering from "an identity problem" by
scattering itself too broadly. A small
group of feminists who were angry about
a sympathetically critical article on the
women's movement nearly touched off
an embarrassing boycott. And ecologist
Barry Commoner was miffed that his article on solar energy appeared in an issue
with a piece that he, but not the editors,
thought took "pyramid power" seriously.
Mother Jones editors remain convinced
that there is a big audience out there for a
magazine that runs articles on the assassination of Orlando Letelier and on the joys
of masturbation, on Communists in
power in Bologna, Italy, and on the ripoff of life insurance, on loneliness and on
Gov. Jerry Brown's politics of "nothing
for everyone," on "Tex-Mex" music and
on dangers of liquified natural gas, on
populist politician and country singer Glen
Taylor out of America's past and on German filmmaker Werner Herzog from the
newest new wave, on migrant Ph.D.'s
and on memories of a Chinese youth (an
article that won Mother Jones the National Magazine Award for Belles Lettres in
1976).
"Magazines like this exist on the periphery of the political movement," Parker, author of The Myth of the Middle
Class, said. "What Mother Jones does
in a period like this is to put people back
in touch with each other in a symbolic
sense. They know there are other people
out there.
"Beyond that you look for cracks in
reporting that feed into the fundamental
distrust of government and corporations.
Conventional journalism doesn't push
toward the-other system. You don't report Rumania as the other system, but
you do push the outer limit."
Pushing the outer limit: that's something the original Mother Jones would
have liked.
•

