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CONOR CRUISE O’BRIEN: AN APPRECIATION


by Oliver Kamm





The last time – literally the last time, when he had an advanced stage of cancer – I visited Christopher Hitchens, we talked about the books and writers that had influenced him. He told how, in 1967, he picked up a volume of essays called Writers and Politics by Conor Cruise O’Brien in a public library in Tavistock, Devon. Reading it, he formed the ambition to be able to write like that.


I had a similar experience. I never met O’Brien but he was one of the earliest and most important influences on my political thinking and my wish to be a writer. As an undergraduate at Oxford, I picked up one of his books in the Bodleian Social Science Library. It was a collection of essays and reviews called Herod: Reflections on Political Violence (1978). His arguments throughout the book were a different face of O’Brien’s politics (though he would certainly have claimed they were the same politics in essence) from his volume of the 1960s. In condemning America’s war in Vietnam, he was recognisably a writer of the anti-imperialist Left. In his later volume, encapsulating his experience as a cabinet minister in Ireland’s coalition government in the mid-1970s, he wrote of the destructiveness of absolutism.


It’s a great book. In it, O’Brien not only denounces IRA terrorism, as you would expect from a mainstream politician, but – in a sense quite different from the rationalisations offered by ideological apologists for political violence – seeks to understand it. I mean, really understand it – not extenuate it by equivocation and non sequitur. And his thinking leads him to attack the republican mythology at the heart of the Irish state. Few writers have analysed terrorism so acutely or been as effective in undermining its ideological justifications. Here is how O’Brien recounts his thinking:


 


In the politics of the Republic, I was not quite where I was expected to be. In the Congo time, sections of the British press had assured their readers (quite wrongly) that I was motivated by anti-British fanaticism. My career in America had shown me as opposed to imperialism. So I was expected at least to fall into line with the view that the troubles in Northern Ireland were caused by British imperialism. When instead I said that, in relation to Northern Ireland, it was the IRA who were the imperialists, since they were trying to annex by force a territory a large majority of whose inhabitants were opposed to them, my remarks appeared either incomprehensible or outrageous to a number of people who had liked what they heard about me much more than they like what they were hearing from me.


 


As a prophet, O’Brien was fallible. He doubted that the Irish constitution, with its irredentist claims to the whole island of Ireland, could be reformed in order to excise those articles. Yet eventually it was, and politics in Northern Ireland became marginally more normal (or at least less sectarian and violent). What was significant, even brilliant, about O’Brien’s analysis was its lucidity in exposing cant. He realised that it was an untenable position for democratic politics both to condemn terrorism and to rely on a romanticised view of how the state had come into being and won its independence. O’Brien was repelled by the ‘cult of the blood sacrifice’ (expressed most eloquently but chillingly by Yeats in his one-act play Cathleen ni Houlihan) which underlay republican thinking. Being O’Brien, he didn’t hold back in saying so. It took courage – raw physical courage, and not only political heterodoxy – to say such things in Ireland in the 1970s.


O’Brien had many roles in his long and eminent life. He was diplomat, statesman, politician, historian, literary critic, journalist and polymath. But most of all, he was a public intellectual in the best sense of the term. He applied his knowledge and critical intelligence to matters of great public interest, and he expressed his thinking in elegant, spare prose that argued a case with remorseless logic. He was a great man and a great Irishman, and Faber are to be congratulated in reissuing his work.


O’Brien’s written output is best represented by his historical studies. Three of those volumes stand out in my estimation. First, States of Ireland (1972) remains the finest historical account of how the Troubles in Ireland erupted. It was a seminal revisionist treatment of the myths of Irish republicanism. If, as many of his admirers (including me) thought, O’Brien eventually went too far in embracing the cause of unionism and underestimated the capacity of a constitutional nationalism to reform itself, he did so with an unflinching humane intelligence.


O’Brien’s history of the Zionist movement and Israel, The Siege (1986), is also a fine work of scholarship whose analysis stands up well in the light of later events. O’Brien was a friend to and admirer of Israel and often a lonely voice in media circles in explaining the Jewish state’s security dilemmas. His downbeat but realistic conclusion was that Israel could not be other than it is, a Jewish state, which merited the sympathy of liberals in maintaining its democratic and secular character in spite of being in a state of permanent siege. Devoutly as he wished for a peaceful solution to the conflict in Palestine, O’Brien believed that a solution was not available. On his analysis, conflicts don’t have solutions: they have outcomes. I hope he is eventually proved wrong, and that a two-state solution between a sovereign Palestine and a safe Israel comes into being. But O’Brien’s pessimism seems historically well-grounded.


Probably O’Brien’s greatest achievement of historical scholarship is his biography of Edmund Burke, The Great Melody (1992). Burke is much cited by modern conservatives, and not necessarily accurately. The ‘little platoons’ that they celebrate aren’t what Burke meant by the phrase; he was instead appealing to a notion of a fixed social order, in which each man knew his place. It is far removed from the modern ideals of social (and sexual) equality. Yet O’Brien retrieved the idea of Burke as a Whig of unrivalled historical farsightedness. On O’Brien’s telling, Burke foresaw the bloody degeneration of the French Revolution even while celebrating the potential of the American Revolution. Among the gems in the paperback edition of the book is his respectful and affectionate exchange with Isaiah Berlin. O’Brien, as a confirmed Rousseau-basher, will have no quarter with any romantic idealisation of ‘the general will.’


O’Brien’s was a tough-minded version of liberalism, which stressed the dangers of untrammelled reason. In that respect, he was a worthy inheritor of the tradition of Burke. In his late collection On the Eve of the Millennium (1995), he noted that the worst crimes of the twentieth century had been committed by forces that considered themselves thoroughly emancipated from superstition – Nazism and Communism. O’Brien was a man of the Enlightenment, who believed its greatest enemy was absolutism.


His contrarian streak sometimes led him to mistaken and even perverse positions: against European integration; against intervention to stop the aggressive designs of Slobodan Milosevic; opposition in principle, and not merely pragmatic objections, to the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland; and most notably a deep hostility to the American ‘civic religion’ that celebrates Thomas Jefferson. His book The Long Affair: Thomas Jefferson and the French Revolution (1996) depicts America’s third president as (and I don’t exaggerate) an ideological precursor of Pol Pot.


It’s an extraordinary argument and not, I think, O’Brien’s finest. His historical revisionism, so valuable a tool, tended to overreach itself. The strict taxonomy that O’Brien set out – the American Revolution extended liberty, the French and Russian revolutions negated it – was, in reality, fuzzier than he allowed. But, again, O’Brien arrived at his conclusions with an intellectual honesty that caused him not to shirk unfashionable sentiments. The reforms enacted by the Constituent Assembly in France from 1789 to 1791 were quite limited, but went in the direction of secularism and the removal of the hereditary principle. Those who believe, crudely, that the American Revolution was good and the French Revolution bad do have the problem of explaining why Jefferson, as ambassador to Paris, saw these causes as consistent. O’Brien provides his own answer, which may be mistaken (I think it is), but it is an answer: Jefferson’s politics were more French than American.


The French revolution of 1789 was admired throughout Europe, including Britain and particularly in Germany, for good reason. It was, like the American Revolution, a historic moment for the cause of reform, secularism and (I use the term without irony) progress. The turning point was war with Austria and Prussia in 1792. This precipitated a second revolution and all that followed: regicide, terror, and the reassertion of autocracy and nationalism. There was no reason that European governments should have sought to undermine the movement of 1789, and in doing so they became steadily more authoritarian at home. The Enlightenment tradition is perhaps more consistent than O’Brien allowed for. But he was brilliant at seeing its darker side. There were idiosyncrasies in his outlook but his was fundamentally an advocacy of a humane and liberal politics. He richly deserves a new generation of readers.
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INTRODUCTION





“Are you a socialist?” asked the African leader.


I said, yes.


He looked me in the eye. “People have been telling me,” he said lightly, “that you are a liberal …”


The statement in its context invited a denial. I said nothing.


I knew what the leader meant when he used the word “liberal,” and I understood why a charge of “liberalism” was felt to be damaging. In relation to Africa, Asia and Latin America, the European and American liberal has too often been—and is perhaps increasingly—a false friend. Typically, in welcoming the new independence of, say, the African countries, he has warned them lest they fall under the far greater tyranny of communism, and he tends to identify communism with indigenous left-wing movements, thereby consciously or unconsciously identifying liberalism with, for example, the Emirs of Northern Nigeria. He deprecates, or even condemns, the apartheid regime in South Africa but advises that any form of sanction against it—for example economic sanctions—is premature, impracticable or otherwise undesirable. His moral worries about forms of government in African countries are unevenly distributed along the political spectrum. His press will have very much more to say about political detentions in “left-wing” Ghana than about the liquidation of entire villages in “democratic” Nigeria or “conservative” Cameroon. The Western liberal, of the kind most often and most widely heard from, uniformly displays acute myopia in face of the various forms of Western puppet government which cover so large a part of Africa, Asia and Latin America; to the sparse news which filters through from these parts he responds with calm agnosticism, in marked contrast to the spasms of moral anguish provoked by the slightest reported misdeed of an African, Asian or Latin American government which follows an independent line.


To those, outside the rich countries, who are sickened by the word “liberalism,” the liberal voice par excellence is that of Mr. Adlai Stevenson—the voice that explained to the world that the United States had had nothing to do with the Bay of Pigs invasion; the voice that justified the exclusion of China from the United Nations on moral grounds; the voice that expounded the humanitarian reasons for supporting Belgian policy in the Congo. From this viewpoint Mr. Stevenson’s face, with its shiftily earnest advocate’s expression, is the ingratiating moral mask which a toughly acquisitive society wears before the world it robs: “liberalism” is the ideology of the rich, the elevation into universal values of the codes which favoured the emergence, and favour the continuance, of capitalist society.


To be taxed with liberalism by one who saw—and had had some cause to see—liberalism in such a light was a serious matter. What was even more serious was not to be able to deny the charge. The country in which I was living at this time was one which was trying to build a socialist society; its spokesmen and its press vehemently rejected Western liberal thought, seen in the light I have described. The country was progressing rapidly, in the development of its economy and in education. Its government showed, as it seemed to me, a greater sense of responsibility to the people—not in a formal sense but in a profound one—than did neighbouring states with more apparently liberal constitutions. I admired the boldness, the seriousness and the single-mindedness with which this government had set about doing what it thought best for its own country, in its state of development, without very much regard for the prejudices or the slogans of its former rulers and their rich and powerful friends. The contrast with the neighbouring countries showed, I believed, that this government had been right to reject a façade of liberalism, masking internal and external exploitation, in favour of a national and popular form of that “plentiful governance” for which mediaeval Europe had longed, from beneath the terrible freedom of the barons.


And yet, as I drove home from my interview with the leader, I had to realize that a liberal, incurably, was what I was. Whatever I might argue, I was more profoundly attached to liberal concepts of freedom—freedom of speech and of the press, academic freedom, independent judgment and independent judges—than I was to the idea of a disciplined party mobilizing all the forces of society for the creation of a social order guaranteeing more real freedom for all instead of just for a few. The revolutionary idea both impressed me and struck me as more immediately relevant for most of humanity than were the liberal concepts. But it was the liberal concepts and their long-term importance—though not the name of liberal—that held my allegiance.


When the leader’s question forced me to think rather more clearly than I had been doing about my relation to liberalism and to socialism, I did not feel altogether happy about the result. Liberal values, tarnished by the spurious tributes of the rich world’s media, today make the rich world yawn and the poor world sick. For my own part I had had so little enthusiasm for them in theory that I was surprised and disconcerted at the depth of commitment to them experienced when, in practice, I met challenges to them.


Not that the experience was altogether new. The Ireland in which I was brought up stood in a peculiar relation to liberal thought and practice: a relation comparable, but by no means identical, to that prevailing among Spanish or Polish intellectuals between the wars. In these Catholic and time-lagging countries the liberal tradition, the tradition of 1848, got less lip-service, and was taken more seriously, than was the case in the industrially advanced countries. This was because the battle of 1848 had not been won. In Ireland the liberal current of the national-revolutionary tradition met the original Rock, the Catholic Church as a social force. Freedom of speech? Politicians, businessmen, trade-union leaders possessed this freedom, in relation to the government, in undiminished measure. In relation to the Church, and areas—such as education—which the Church claimed as its own, they abstained from using this freedom. The thing to be avoided at all costs, one durable politician had pointed out, was “a sthroke of a crozier.” Most politicians were nimble in this regard; in a debate a senator from Trinity College drew attention to the fact that, contrary to a Department of Education regulation, children were being beaten in the primary schools for failure at lessons. This was a notorious fact but—since the management of primary schools is in the hands of the clergy—senators chose to deny it and the critic found no support at all. Freedom of the press was subject to similar unacknowledged constraints. The liberal paper was “the Protestant paper,” with an entirely urban middle-class circulation; the two national papers competed in displays of orthodoxy, as in other methods of promoting circulation. Both press and radio reported at astonishing length the funerals of bishops: possibly a mechanism for releasing over-suppressed aggression. As for academic freedom, the National University of Ireland, in theory a secular organism, was in practice a clerical domain, and the Archbishop of Dublin proclaimed it a mortal sin for Catholics to attend the only university in the Republic of Ireland which is not under the control of the Catholic clergy. The very word “liberal” was—as in parts of the United States—a suspect one. Here, indeed, two currents joined. Certain elderly Irish ecclesiastics, brought up to think of liberalism as Pio Nono did, were pleased to find, on their American fund-raising tours, that important potential contributors, men of the world and of business, saw liberalism as a pressing contemporary danger.


I speak of things as they were; a change for the better may reasonably be expected as a result both of improved living standards and education levels in Ireland itself, and of the liberalizing movement in the Church as a whole since Pope John. But the rate of change is slow: the Irish Church, with that of Spain, remains the heart of darkness of the ecumenical movement.1


Outsiders, and some insiders, have discerned in the Irish mind, as in the Polish and the Spanish, a tendency to anarchism, to rebellion for rebellion’s sake. Where it exists, and it does among intellectuals, this tendency derives, I believe, from the necessities of individual intellectual survival in communities where correct thinking is assumed to be the province of a specialized caste. If we take an intellectual to be a person who prefers to try to do his thinking for himself, even badly, rather than to delegate it to specialists trained to discharge this function with considerable subtlety, then we see that the intellectual, in a priest-led community, must develop strengthened means of defending himself. He acquires in the process special capabilities and special limitations, different from those affecting intellectuals in Protestant/agnostic countries. He is likely to set great store by irony, the versatile, durable and easily camouflaged weapon of every ideological guerrilla; he will take an almost morbid interest in hypocrisy, because of its prevalence among the better-off laity in a priest-led society, because of the natural targets it presents to irony, and perhaps above all because of its peculiar social function in subordinating the meaning of words to the practical needs of the moment. Many Anglo-Saxon intellectuals can, it seems, make reasonable allowances for this last social function, recognizing the utility of a certain amount of hypocrisy as a form of social cement. If deceit is acceptable to win a war, why should it not be equally acceptable, say, to preserve the peace? Or to ensure a greater measure of social justice or social stability? How many lies might not justifiably have been told to avert Hiroshima? Would it not be sensible to accept whole systems of mendacity if thereby the risks of a Third World War could be lessened? It is both the weakness and the strength of the intellectual brought up in a Catholic tradition2 that he finds it peculiarly hard to accept such pragmatic intimations. On the contrary, he finds it only too easy to say, ruat caelum (it is perhaps fortunate, and not accidental, that the Catholic countries today have not the material power to make the sky fall). To intellectuals brought up in Catholic communities —whether they accept or not the teaching and standards of these communities—the truth or falsehood of a given proposition is far more important than its social implications. This does not mean that there is not a great deal of dishonesty, both conscious and unconscious, among such intellectuals; there certainly is; but, whatever their personal difficulties, they will think of truth, not utility, as the essential criterion of all propositions.3


All this has, of course, its relevance to socialism. In countries which have declared themselves irrevocably committed to socialism, the criterion, in practice, has been utility, not truth; the party press has not hesitated to lie whenever a lie might be useful; intellectuals, especially writers, have been distrusted and dragooned; hypocrisy and sycophancy in their most grovelling forms have been encouraged and rewarded; and all for—it has been hoped—the eventual greater good of the nation as a whole. It is perhaps significant that, so far, the intellectual community subjected to these conditions which has done most to resist and to change them—and to bring on a critique of them throughout much of the socialist world—has been that of Poland. That community, with its distrust of pragmatism, its training in irony, its dash of anarchism, scorn for sycophancy, and skill in undermining the structures of hypocrisy, has accomplished, and is accomplishing—despite all setbacks—an extraordinary work of liberation. By that I do not mean “rolling back the curtain,” restoring “free enterprise,” etc., but simply the setting moving, within the communist world, of currents of intellectual life which had long been blocked. Certainly the Poles alone could not have accomplished this—to the extent that it has been accomplished—but it may be doubted whether, without these indomitable frondeurs, the degree of progress in intellectual freedom attained in the past ten years could have come about.


Now, while it would be hard to refute the theoretical proposition that the averting of a Third World War would be worth a good many lies, it is evident in practice that lies, though they may certainly help to win a war, are unlikely means of averting one. The more nearly monolithic the lie-structure of competing power-blocs, the less the possibility of communication between them, and the greater the fear which they inspire in one another. The one great peace which was brought about by the accommodation of monolithic lie-structures—the Hitler-Stalin pact of 1939 —lasted less than two years and provided the immediate occasion for the greatest war the world has ever known. Lies, after all, are a means of having one’s own way: of winning wars, including revolutionary and counter-revolutionary wars, cold wars and hot wars. Peaceful coexistence, which requires some degree of mutual confidence, demands ipso facto a reduction in the lie-content of human exchange. Those who would place commitment to the truth above all expediencies—even the immediate apparent interests of peace or social justice—can claim that only such a commitment can begin to provide that genuinely international, interracial and reliable language without which humanity is likely to destroy itself.


This may be seen as an aspect of a wider phenomenon: respect for facts—and intentness on their relations—as the basis, since the emergence of our species, of our survival and success, at the expense of species dedicated to considerations of more immediate utility. And the importance of the freedoms associated with liberalism lies in the degree of protection they afford to the deployment of the peculiar faculties of homo sapiens in relation to the world and to himself. Even after revolutions and counter- revolutions, and their vociferous unanimities, man’s need to think for himself, and to hear himself thinking, reasserts itself and re-devises codes for its safe, or less precarious, fulfilment.


Unfortunately, as parsons and schoolmasters know, there is something both ludicrous and nightmarish about feeling oneself called on to uphold such a taken-for-granted virtue as commitment to truth. The Good Soldier Schweik put his stubby finger on it:




… Schweik, according to where the lieutenant happened to be, faced eyes right or eyes left with such an emphatic expression of innocence on his face that Lieutenant Lukash looked at the carpet as he remarked:


“Yes, I must have everything clean and tidy. And I can’t stand lies. Honesty’s the thing for me. I hate a lie and I punish it without mercy. Is that clear?”


“Beg to report, sir, it’s quite clear. The worst thing a man can do is to tell lies. As soon as he begins to get in a muddle and contradict himself, he’s done for. I think it’s always best to be straightforward and own up, and if I’ve done anything wrong, I just come and say: ‘Beg to report, sir, I’ve done so-and-so.’ Oh yes, honesty’s a very fine thing, because it pays in the long run. An honest man’s respected everywhere; he’s satisfied with himself, and he feels like a new-born babe when he goes to bed and can say: ‘Well, I’ve been honest again to-day.’”


During this speech Lieutenant Lukash sat on a chair, looking at Schweik’s boots and thinking to himself:


“Ye gods, I suppose I often talk twaddle like that, only perhaps I put it a bit differently.”





No one who has read that passage can ever again address, say, an undergraduate audience on the subject of veracity, without looking nervously round in fear of finding a certain potato-face, beaming with insufferable approbation.


If one perseveres in “twaddle”—hoping, like poor Lieutenant Lukash, that one may “put it a bit differently”—it is from a quasi-organic necessity. This is an age of propaganda; all of us who work with words are awash with propaganda, our own and that of others, open and covert. One can hardly fail to have—unless one has ceased to be moved by any human cause—what J. B. Yeats called “a touch of the propaganda fiend” in one’s own writing. And yet one also feels the need for an effort of decontamination, the elimination of the lies, not merely of one’s political enemies but also of one’s political friends and—a more difficult and longer-term task—of one’s own. One can come to feel that this effort of personal intellectual survival is a tiny part of the human effort of survival, in which intellectual integrity must remain an essential element.


The essays, articles, reviews and lectures which make up this book contain “touches of the propaganda fiend,” efforts at decontamination and occasional attacks of Schweikian “twaddle.” They were written at different times, most of them during the past five years, and for different publics: several of them were written—in response to what Dr. Leavis has scornfully called “the exigencies of weekly journalism”—for readers of the two principal English intellectual weeklies; a few were written for a similar public in New York; some for radio listeners in Ireland; and some for university audiences in England and in West and East Africa. Many of them are concerned with writers, and with the visions of society we have through them; some deal with cultural-political phenomena, the activities of periodicals and pamphleteers; some directly with contemporary politics, the United Nations, Africa. Such a collection can have no greater degree of unity than is conferred by the continuity of the writer’s preoccupations—or obsessions—some of which I have tried to assemble in this introduction.


All criticism, all political analysis, involves a quest for truth, but few critics, few analysts, could give a philosophically respectable or coherent answer to the question: what is truth? Yet we can identify lies readily enough, and can reasonably hope that, when we have chipped away at these, what remains will be closer to the indefinable truth. A certain amount of chipping away goes on in the pages that follow. It will be seen that the chipping is mainly, though not exclusively, at the expense—or for the benefit —of Western cultural and political edifices. There are, I think, adequate reasons for this. The English-speaking critic and analyst is—or should be—led to criticize and analyze the phenomena of his own contemporary culture, which is increasingly dominated by values prevalent in the United States of America. The distortions and misleading façades which he will most often encounter —I use this verb advisedly—are pro-American and anti-communist distortions and façades. He will of course be aware that in the communist world, and in the poor world of Asia and Africa, there are also distortions and façades, usually much more blatant, and therefore less insidious, than those prevalent in the West. As far as outside criticism can do something to demolish the mendacities of the communist world and the poor world, that effort is being vigorously made by many writers, and I have not felt any great need to add my amateur efforts to those of the numerous professional critics of communist practice. My own guess is that the liberation of the communist world, and of the poor world, from their crude forms of mendacity, will have to proceed from within and that the liberation of the Western world from its subtler and perhaps deadlier forms of mendacity will also have to proceed from within. Whether these liberations make much progress or not will obviously depend mainly on mighty economic and social forces, but also a little on the efforts of individuals. From the other side we can hear a few writers, Poles, Russians, Hungarians and others, busily chipping away. Our applause can neither encourage nor help them. What might help would be that, from our own side also, should be heard the sound of chipping.












	
Legon, January 16, 1965


	  

	
CONOR CRUISE O’BRIEN      

















1 The criticisms made or implied in this passage refer to the social, cultural and political activities of the Irish Bishops now most prominent and to their spokesmen, not to the whole clergy, in which there is a strong current of sympathy with the ecumenical movement, and not at all to the Irish clergy abroad, many of the best of whom can be regarded, not only as missionaries, but as ecclesiastical émigrés from the morose surveillance of their home Hierarchy.


2 This is true of the present writer only in a broad sense. I come of a Catholic family with a number of vigorously agnostic members, including my father; from the age of ten on I attended a non-Catholic school; I then was admitted to “the Protestant University,” Trinity College. But everything in Ireland, including Irish agnosticism, is profoundly affected by the Catholic environment and tradition.


3 This runs counter to a received opinion, especially as concerns the Jesuits and  their pupils. The above generalizations refer, however, only to intellectuals and especially to writers. The most famous Irish pupil of the Jesuits, James Joyce, was distinguished, not by any of the devious peculiarities normally attributed to Jesuit education, but by a rigorous intellectual integrity, probably unequalled by any writer of the present century. Of course he rejected much of what the Jesuits told him.
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THE NEW YORKER





A recent issue of The New Yorker carried a full-page colour advertisement showing the back of a man looking out to sea, where a sailing ship is foundering in a purple storm. The man is wearing a bowler hat and a black suit; the set of his shoulders is military or paranoid, his arms hang stiffly at his side; what can be seen of his head is spongy and striated like a tree fungus; and across his back, about the level of the base of the lungs, are a Vienna roll and a sherry glass containing a colourless liquid. Below this picture, attributed to René Magritte, is the legend:




John Milton on the victory of truth.


Though all the winds of doctrine were let loose to play upon the earth, so Truth be in the field, we do injuriously … to misdoubt her strength. Let her and Falsehood grapple; who ever knew Truth put to the worse in a free and open encounter. (Areopagitica, 1644) Great Ideas of Western Man … one of a series. (Container Corporation of America)





At the side of the picture is a longer text which reads in part:




This is Truth, mysterious … He is in truth somebody; there are in him two elements simple and pure … to wit, a loaf of bread and a glass of water. The person who is vested with Truth is impassive. He gives the feeling that the spectacle of the unleashed forces of evil has no power to infringe upon his integrity. The contrast between the firmness of this personage and the disorder, the fury, of the elements, is the same as the contrast between the doctrinary tempests unleashed against the Truth of which Milton was thinking.





Neither Milton nor the Container Corporation would “make” The New Yorker on the merits of their prose alone, yet their conjunction is in some ways characteristic of the culture which has produced The New Yorker. The canners’ commentary on Milton sets out rather plainly two of that magazine’s basic assumptions. The first is that the standpoint of the detached observer is particularly meritorious, and close to the truth. “So Truth be in the field,” said Milton; but the admen’s fungoid effigy of Milton’s Truth is not in the field—he is behind a parapet firmly watching other people drown. The second assumption is that the standpoint of the detached observer is associated with successful commercial activity. As the canners’ publicity encapsulates the Areopagitica and other Great Ideas of Western Man, so The New Yorker’s own prose runs in a thin channel between thick rich banks of advertising.


When “the doctrinary tempests” of McCarthyism were unleashed, the editorial policy of The New Yorker—though not the tendency of New Yorker writers—was to say as little as possible about it and let truth and falsehood do their grappling somewhere else, out of earshot of the advertisers. This policy was laid down by Harold Ross, builder and editor of the magazine, whose biography has now been written by Mr. James Thurber.* “Harold Ross,” Mr. Thurber tells us, “inherently cautious, fundamentally conservative, stuck resolutely to his original belief that the New Yorker was not a magazine designed to stem tides, join crusades, or take political stands. He was not going to print a lot of ‘social-conscious stuff,’ because his intuition told him that, if he did, he would be overwhelmed by it…. He didn’t encourage, he even discouraged, pieces on McCarthyism …”


Since Ross’s death in 1951, the magazine under William Shawn’s editorship has changed in minor ways: certain verbal quirks, mainly “plain man” gestures, are no longer inflicted on contributors’ prose; there are fewer commas and less prudishness; writing is less nervous and more relaxed (not altogether a gain). But basically The New Yorker remains what Ross made it. It still wants, as it did in his day, “superior prose, funny drawings and sound journalism, without propaganda.” Its many admirers still think of it as being, in the words of a provincial tribute which Ross valued enough to frame, “a supposedly ‘funny’ magazine doing one of the most intelligent, honest, public-spirited jobs, a service to civilization, that has ever been rendered by any one publication.” Any reader of The New Yorker will give at least two cheers for that sentiment; but those who give two and those who give three are apt to regard each other with suspicion if not with aversion. “Are we important?” Ross once asked Thurber. And to this, even a two-cheer man would have to answer, with some reluctance, “Yes.” The magazine has published, over more than thirty years, too much good writing, too many brilliant drawings, for any other answer to be possible. The New Yorker is an important part, not only of American culture, but of Western culture generally.


Mr. Thurber’s portrait of the man who made The New Yorker is therefore worth serious attention. It is an admiring and friendly portrait—a “long fond view,” he calls it—but being by Thurber it does not leave out the warts. There are so many of these, that the portrait finishes by looking like one of those distressing medical phenomena, where the patient is entirely encased in a hard scaly hide. There is a story of Dorothy Parker’s called “The Old Gentleman” in which a sorrowing daughter tells a series of anecdotes about her late father, all intended to illustrate his lovable eccentricity and all in fact building up a picture of a selfish monster who had systematically exploited her. The Years with Ross is rather like “The Old Gentleman.” The editor of The New Yorker was splendidly uneducated (“Who’s William Blake?”) and impatient with foreigners for not understanding English (“Goddam it, I’m speaking slowly and clearly enough,” he yelled). He took an interest in the home lives of New Yorker writers; for example, he tried to stop Thurber marrying again, for fear “that if I became happily married something bad would happen to my drawings and stories.” He watched anxiously over the creative impulse (“if you pay a writer too well he loses the incentive to work”) and over morals (“… Ross, discussing some guilty pair, said, ‘I’m sure he’s s-1-e-e-p-i-n-g with her.’ He was the only man I’ve ever known who spelled out euphemisms in front of adults”). He had a limited gift for repartee: “Ross was better at parry than at thrust, and that is why he learned to use so often his familiar ‘You have me there’ and ‘A likely story’ and ‘That I’d have to see.’” Lovable though his character was generally, stress would occasionally bring out a darker side. A junior employee got married, had children, needed a raise, which Ross refused to okay. When Thurber remonstrated with him, “‘I haven’t got time for little people,’ Ross snarled”; later apologized and murmured something about his physical troubles. The same physical troubles were responsible for an impulsive rebuke to the near-blind Thurber: “Ross snapped, not out of his heart but out of his ulcers, ‘If you could see, you would know what we mean.’”


David Cort began his review of this book in The Nation with the words: “It is incredible and outrageous, but nevertheless a fact, that the generation of American culture between the world wars was strongly affected by the character, manners and will of one Harold Ross, late editor of The New Yorker magazine, the nominal wheelhorse of American sophistication.” Whatever they may think about sophisticated wheelhorses, many readers of The Years with Ross will be likely, even if they do not share Mr. Cort’s indignation, to feel the force of the contrast which he points out. How could somebody like Ross invent something like The New Yorker? And how, having invented it, could he successfully edit it, and give it the stamp which it still bears? The answer, no doubt, is that nobody else could have done these things. The point about Ross is that he was an energetic lowbrow who knew how to hire the right highbrows and, having hired them, to see that they would write in a manner that would seem highbrow, but not offensively so, to lowbrows with highbrow leanings. He was a great editor because he effectively and shrewdly represented a great number of potential readers—whom the New Yorker writers, left to themselves, would have alienated. An important source of The New Yorker’s financial strength today is that great class which thinks itself entitled not merely to appear but actually to feel cultured, without undergoing any dull and painful preparation, such as being educated. The conquest of this class was Ross’s achievement. The achievement of certain New Yorker writers and artists—notably Thurber himself—was that, within the limits imposed by Rossism, they managed to produce so many extraordinarily good things. But some went under, and some of the best; Mr. Thurber has curiously little to say about Dorothy Parker. And the magazine as it is today, luxurious and air-conditioned, seems sterilized by money; not that it does not still carry good writing, but that its exclusion of controversy—not quite total, it dislikes bombs—gives a general impression of unnatural constraint, of something less adult, less honest and less free than, say, L’Express of Paris. It is true that it is not brainwashed like Krokodil—because Krokodil has its tiny cerebellum scrubbed with red carbolic—but it smells suspiciously clean. The worst result of the cleaning is the acceptance and even admiration of Rossism by good and intelligent men. “We were all asked, a hundred times,” Thurber tells us, “‘What will happen to the New Yorker now that Ross is dead?’ We had our separate answers to that, but Joe Liebling’s is perhaps the one that will last: ‘The same thing that happened to analysis after Freud died.’” It seems from the context that neither Liebling nor even Thurber saw anything ludicrous in that comparison.




* The Years with Ross.






















A NEW YORKER CRITIC





Mr. Dwight Macdonald was once one of the boldest of American political commentators, and is today one of the wittiest and—in detail—most lucid of American literary critics. The present volume is a collection of his critical essays—about half of them being reprinted from The New Yorker, on which the author has been a staff writer since 1951. It follows that Against the American Grain is not as much against the American grain as all that.


The New Yorker is an established and highly esteemed part of American middle-class culture, and its 400,000 regular buyers—most of whom probably read some part of it—are assumed to include many of the leaders of American economic, political, social and cultural life. Now on many matters, such as art, music or literary criticism, these are, on the whole, very tolerant people. You could say almost anything about Mark Twain, James Joyce, James Agee, Ernest Hemingway, James Cozzens, Colin Wilson, the English of revised Bibles, or Webster’s New International Dictionary—to list most of Mr. Macdonald’s subjects—without causing a New Yorker reader or advertiser to wince. If, however, your favourite authors happened to be Mao Tse-tung and Fidel Castro and you tried to say so in The New Yorker, then you would be going “against the American grain” and you would not be likely to go very far. Even on Mark Twain etc. certain writers could, by making or implying certain kinds of radical criticism of American capitalist society, contrive to set some important American teeth on edge. Jean-Paul Sartre, writing on any one of Mr. Macdonald’s subjects, would be likely, from his first paragraph to his last, to rasp the nerves of most New Yorker readers and all New Yorker advertisers. In Mr. Macdonald’s case, however, the continuity of his association with The New Yorker suggests that his grating does not go beyond that threshold where “literary criticism” shades into “politics” and Mr. William Shawn becomes conscious of pain.


This raises questions of varying degrees of interest. Why does so agreeable a critic want to go against the grain at all? Why, if he wants to go against the grain, does he not succeed in this comparatively simple enterprise? And why does he think he has succeeded where he has in fact so pleasantly failed?


The answer to the first question is simple. Mr. Macdonald is concerned about the impact of “a novel kind [of culture] that is manufactured for the market”—which he calls Masscult—on higher forms of culture. This is the pressure against which he would rebel, the grain against which he would work. His remarks about the nature of Masscult do not now sound novel, as he is aware:




As an earlier settler in the wilderness of Masscult who cleared his first tract thirty years ago … I have come to feel like the aging Daniel Boone when the plowed fields began to surround him in Kentucky.





But what is interesting in this collection of essays is not his rather confused analysis of Masscult—confused by a tendency to run together “the masses” and those who manipulate them—but his detailed investigations in a middle area: “not,” as he says, “the dead sea of masscult but rather the life of the tideline where higher and lower organisms compete for survival.” Part of this tideline is taken up by Midcult, of which Mr. Macdonald analyses and exposes four “typical products … Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea, Thornton Wilder’s Our Town, Archibald MacLeish’s J.B., and Stephen Vincent Benét’s John Brown’s Body.” Mr. Macdonald disposes of these hollow masterpieces—all “hailed” by most American critics in their day—mainly by quotation and comment. Thus he quotes a Wilder sage: “There’s something way down deep that’s eternal about every human being.” And he comments: “The last sentence is an eleven-word summary, in form and content, of Midcult. I agree with everything Mr. Wilder says but I will fight to the death against his right to say it in this way.”


On this tideline “lower organisms” have the best of it. Here even good writers, like Twain and Hemingway, become corrupted; the English language is debased by the indiscriminate lexicography of the third Webster’s: even the classics are defiled by cultural wholesalers: “a hundred pounds of Great Books: four hundred and forty-three works by seventy-six authors, ranging chronologically and in other ways from Homer to Mortimer J. Adler.” Mr. Macdonald sees all around him “a tepid ooze of midcult” and feels that “there is something damnably American about it all.” If this indeed is “the American grain,” then the question of why a critic like Mr. Macdonald feels the need to go against it is easily answered.


The second question is harder: why the American public so cheerfully supports Mr. Macdonald’s form of un-Americanism. The most obvious, but not necessarily the most accurate, answer is that the public for which Mr. Macdonald is writing, the New Yorker public, is “different,” Stendhal’s “happy few,” above both Midcult and Masscult. That, clearly, is how Mr. Macdonald would like it to be. He now—breaking with his socialist past—favours an “attempt to define two cultures, one for the masses and the other for the classes.” He adds in a footnote that by “classes” he doesn’t mean “a social or economic upper-class but rather an intellectual elite.”


Now readers of The New Yorker undoubtedly belong to “a social or economic upper-class” (both, indeed). Do they also constitute an intellectual elite? Mr. Macdonald would not maintain that they do, but he is uneasily defensive about The New Yorker. At one point he maintains that it is “a Midcult magazine, but one with a difference. It, too, has its formula, monotonous and restrictive, but the formula reflects the tastes of the editors and not their fear of the readers.” Later, he speaks of The New Yorker as “a plot of artificial grass, fenced off from American mass culture” in which “some freedom of expression is possible.”


The theory that the people who run The New Yorker are working in some kind of privileged sanctuary, where they can afford to be indifferent to the reactions of readers and advertisers, hardly belongs on the same intellectual level with most of the rest of Mr. Macdonald’s writing. The New Yorker is, in fact, an immensely successful commercial enterprise, and such successes are not obtained in the amateurish and absent-minded manner which Mr. Macdonald suggests. The key word in his remarks about The New Yorker is “restrictive” and this, significantly, he does not amplify. In practice, we know that “restrictive” means that politics are out, and that “politics” means the kind of politics that annoys advertisers and rich readers—the kind of politics in which Mr. Macdonald himself was once so passionately engaged. Within this enclosure, once this taboo is respected, the writer enjoys a certain kind of freedom. He is free, as Mr. Macdonald quite rightly says,




to express himself without regard for the conventions of American journalism, taking the space he needs, using long sentences, interesting syntax, and difficult words, and going into all kinds of recondite by-ways simply because the subject seems to lead there.





Indeed, he seems to be encouraged to do all these things—The New Yorker, above all, is a magazine of conspicuous leisure. More than this, the writer can even assail, as Mr. Macdonald repeatedly does, the general level of American culture. The New Yorker reader, knowing he is not as other men are, lends a complacent ear to this kind of thing, within limits.


The limits are that no political remedy is sought or implied—Mr. Macdonald is sound on this—and that there is no implication that this form of decadence is peculiar to the capitalist world. Mr. Macdonald constantly reminds us that things are worse in Russia; this not merely keeps him right with the Congress for Cultural Freedom, but also reassures his readers. His prose remains free to flow in just as leisurely a current as he wishes, channelled between those fat walls of advertising which symbolize the limitations of his freedom. I do not claim that Mr. Macdonald is in any way insincere in this—his anti-communism is just as sincere as his other attitudes—but I don’t think he fully realizes the coercive force of the restrictions which he has accepted and to which he has adapted himself. The New Yorker, which he tries to use as a vantage point, belongs precisely to that region which he is trying to study: “the tideline where higher and lower organisms compete for survival.” Mr. Macdonald, a higher organism if ever there was one, should watch out for faceless creatures in that tepid pool of his. He tells us in one of the most moving of his essays what Midcult did, through Time magazine, to so gifted a writer as James Agee. Mr. Macdonald stands in similar, but more insidious, danger from the particular organ of Midcult which has got hold of him.


In Mr. Macdonald’s inability to dissociate himself from the New Yorker perspective is to be found the answer to our third question: why he feels he has succeeded in rebelling. By setting up the self-flattering idol of “an intellectual elite,” he feels that he has extricated himself, whereas what he has really done is conform to the totality of the culture against which he thinks he is in revolt. Although he cannot believe that his readers are such an elite, they believe it, and take comfort from him. They are not irritated by his words, which seem to them points well taken, at the expense of their social, and therefore their intellectual, inferiors. They are like prosperous parishioners listening to a sermon on the evils of drinking red biddy. He in turn, in the political apathy, or aphasia, which seems to have overcome him on losing his Trotskyite faith, has been visited by an illusion of social and economic weightlessness, believing himself to be outside the system which he is describing, and of which he is, apparently without knowing it, a functioning part.


There was a time when Dwight Macdonald, in his prickly and indignant independence, might have been thought of as an American Orwell. Through accepting “restrictions” such as Orwell never accepted, he is in danger of turning into a critical dandy, the literary image of that “Eustace Tilley” who lifts his ridiculous monocle every year on the cover of the magazine for which Mr. Macdonald writes. Mr. Macdonald has not quite fallen for the kind of nonsense symbolized by “Eustace Tilley,” but his choice of “classes” against “masses” makes the monocle—emblem of pretentious myopia—a disturbingly appropriate symbol to appear above his recent writing. Like Burke according to Paine, this gifted liberal “kisses the aristocratical hand that hath purloined him from himself.”



















SERPENTS







When Deganawida was leaving the Indians in the Bay of Quinté in Ontario, he told the Indian people that they would face a time of great suffering. They would distrust their leaders and the principles of peace of the League, and a great white serpent was to come upon the Iroquois, and that for a time it would intermingle with the Indian people and would be accepted by the Indians, who would treat the serpent as a friend. This serpent would in time become so powerful that it would attempt to destroy the Indian, and the serpent is described as choking the life’s blood out of the Indian people…. and he told them that when things looked their darkest a red serpent would come from the north and approach the white serpent, which would be terrified, and upon seeing the red serpent he would release the Indian, who would fall to the ground almost like a helpless child, and the white serpent would turn all its attention to the red serpent…. And Deganawida said they [the Indians] would remain neutral in this fight between the white serpent and the red serpent.





Mad Bear, the Tuscarora Indian who related to Edmund Wilson the long allegory which includes the story of the serpents, is one of the leaders of a messianic and nationalist movement which has developed in recent years among the Iroquois “Six Nations” in New York State and Canada, and apparently affects in some degree other Indians in regions as far afield as Florida, Wisconsin and even Arizona. Socially, this movement draws strength from the resentment created by the impact of industrial society—particularly the physical and legal impacts of great engineering projects, “thruways” and seaways—on the Indian reservations with their ancient treaty rights, never fully observed and never completely rescinded by the white man. Politically, the movement is strongly affected by the activities of the “newly emerging nations” not only in Asia and Africa but also in Latin America. Apologies to the Iroquois contains a photograph of Fidel Castro receiving Mad Bear in Cuba in 1959, and according to Mr. Wilson, Iroquois nationalists hope that Cuba will sponsor the admission of the Iroquois League to the United Nations. Culturally, the movement is traditionalist and pagan in tendency. The dances and ceremonies of the Longhouse are revived and there are even those—as yet a minority, it seems—who want to return to the Sacrifice of the White Dog. Other sacrifices are not altogether to be excluded. Brigadier Holdridge, a paleface sympathizer with the Indian nationalists, once campaigned in favour of hanging Harry Truman, General Bradley, Cardinal Spellman and John Foster Dulles. We have no means of knowing whether this program appealed to Indians more than to other sections of the population, but the Brigadier recently counselled violence to the Indians specifically: “to resist with all their power, even to gunfire, if necessary, in defense of their territory.”


Apologies to the Iroquois is an extremely interesting, attractive and yet finally unsatisfactory discussion of these questions. The interest and attraction derive from Mr. Wilson’s well-known and unflagging powers of observation and description, and especially his watchful respect for individual members of an alien culture: the unsatisfactory character is probably the result of the peculiar requirements of The New Yorker, in which most of the material originally appeared. The more obviously irritating characteristics of New Yorker reporting—artfully-artless meandering, and an affection for detail above and beyond the call of duty—are certainly not dominant here, but the reader is conscious that something of the kind has been expected, and that something better has been lost by reason of this expectation. “The nationalist movement of the Iroquois,” writes Mr. Wilson, “is only one of many recent evidences of a new self-assertion on the part of the Indians. The subject is much too large and complicated even to be outlined here, but …” No doubt it is large and complicated, and no doubt there is much to be said for Mr. Wilson’s method of confining himself to a few tribes and a few concrete problems, rather than indulging in generalizations about Indian movements. Yet as a long description of a dance follows a long account of a lawsuit and these are followed by another lawsuit and another dance, it is possible to feel that room could, after all, have been found, if not for an outline of American Indian nationalism today, at least for something more than the shrewd, tantalizing hints scattered through the three hundred pages of this volume. Not that there is anything frivolous about either the lawsuits or the dances: it is the slow, restless oscillation from subject to subject, The New Yorker’s ton de bonne compagnie, that is frivolous. But the white serpent has come to crave this cunning mixture of information and distraction, and even Mr. Wilson must sacrifice to him.


In Mad Bear’s allegory there is also a black serpent, who eventually defeats the red and white serpents, and whose victory is the prelude to the return of the Indian messiah, Deganawida, and the restoration of the Indian nation. The culminating moment is already at hand. The big war between the red and white serpents is due to begin in 1960, and as a result of it the United States is to come to an end and a great light will come to the Indian people.


No doubt such fantasies are common to all oppressed peoples—and a people can still feel itself oppressed even if no one is any longer conscious of oppressing it. Nor is there anything new in what is represented by the red serpent—a sporting flutter on the enemy of one’s enemy. “England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity” was for long the watchword of the most irreconcilable “minority people” in Western Europe. What is probably new, however, is the role of the black serpent—the feeling that a general victory of oppressed non-white peoples is at hand. Mr. Wilson writes:




They know that they came from the Orient … and they know what has been happening in China. They also know that India has freed herself, that Ghana is now a free state, and that the Algerians are struggling to become one. They have sensed that the white man has been losing his hold, and, like the rest of the non-white races, they are sick of his complacency and arrogance. They find this a favorable moment for declaring their national identity because, in view of our righteous professions in relation to the Germans and Russians, they know that, for the first time in history, they are in a position to blackmail us into keeping our agreements and honoring their claims.
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