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8 the son of a 1900y communist, 8 Hollywood screcawriter

forced nio exile by the 1950s red scare, [ was dispirted tha:

rrarry on the left, along with liberals and centrists—not loast

The New York Timar editorial board, were 0 scomfial wowards

Mayor Rudolph (Hiulian's civility initistive. For many conteny-
porary progrestives, issues of “sclf-expression™ through provocs-
tion, especially through clothing, speech and sexual beharvior, seem
- mach more important than they were to my father's geoeration.

Although much of 1960s radicalism has been sbandoned,
many boomer progressives cling 1o the ethos of informality. For
them, the rejoction of what is mken 1o be bourgeois civility re-
madna & symbol of politieal virtee, Crvility's advocates wnd to be
either younger or older than the boomers. Perhaps their geners-
tional distance allows them to see that some Victorian-stybs social
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. pecially for the move valnenble people in macioty
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de-proletarian dress and manncrs effected by mamy sixties rdi-
cale [These were wis intonded as & symbol of solidanity with the
workng clas, but old leftises caw it as ot bost & kind of bourgoois
false comcioutners and st wortt & disgustingly patromizing
m;mawmmmmunmﬁ
powcr thy have [comsalidated] their sartorial revolution. In Sili-
con Valley software firms, everyone wears jesns and works in
“opea plan™ offices that ere supposcd 1o foster teamnwork as op-
posed-to hicrarchy, and sy Microsoft employee ts froc 1 eajoy
the illusory cgalitarianism of calling the company's C.E.0. "Bill”
Moanwhile, younger partners in Wall Swreet low firms inssinate
“frexs-down Fridays™ then eventually move to 8 regime of chinos
and polo shirts for overy day of the week. The srtorial Iron Heel
i'on e defensive. Thoo chears for the revolution; now get back
to work [malking moneyT).

When it came to manners, the Mow Left carried the day not
Jost aguinst the old Jeft, bat againg bourgecds society iscll, But s
skeptic might woader if the ethos of civility was less thas cruclal
to Capial'y rule snd suspect that the rejection of civility by priv-
ileged pebple was a rebellion by the bowurgeatiie against some of
the few restraimts it imposed upon itself. Leftists should consider
whether this revolution in manners was 8o significant a victory, or
whether, 23 Eric Hobsbawmm onoe observed, it Is mmech casier to
spater the bourgeois than to overthrow him. onsider the palitical
Implications of “respect,” “pride™ aad “dignity.” The somsticnes
bomicidal fury of members of the black underclass when they
fee| thiry have been “dissod™ sbould indicats just how ustrivial oi-
vility issues really are. In the old South, the refizsal of whites to

- bahave with civility to blacks was profoundly important. In sy
casic systom, institutiomalized incivility is a ey means of letting
[cgrtain groups of] peopls know wisere they stand.

T oar orens S0CIRtY, civility [s neithor nocarded to everyons nor
expecied of amyooe as of right—not foast because civil bebundor
is 00 longer required of the upper middle class. In a genalnely
* pérwerful as moch ay the powerless, and oven in an older and vory

unequal society they st times did fisst that Without any such raley,
money still has the power 1o extort civility: The waiter is polite 1o
the people who pay his tip. The revalusion tn manners means thas
the market now decides who gots respect, who is treated politely,
whto is insulated by civility. T doubt that the poor experience ci-
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vility & condescension. But | am certain that workdng class peo-
ple, espacially Africen-American working class psopls, are often
catraged by insppropriste informality, Cubtural clags conflict of
tly kind muy well have ployed an importast rols in the chasm be-
ing e Mixon years: Blue-collar fury was ot just & maser of
shirt—ibe uniform of working poople—eal worksn often e
it s subtle form of mockery. R
An mneodots may llustrate the point An scademic friend
teacha sometimes in jesns, marcly wears a tie and pever thinks
twioo abowt it A working-class collcague smid to him, “Thers are
three of us eaching here, and all of us wear & cost and te to class.
To as IS & wign of & hard-won, precarbous statvs. | dow’t koow
whsat it means to you™ My friend is always confident that be will
be accorded upper-middle-class status in the circles that mager w
bim . He can dip in and out of informality at will because of this
confidence, a good salary or private incomna doss woadars in this
respect. The poor are not #0 confident about thoir status, and have
N0 Feoounse against vystematic derespoct, 'We should be ouroful
about assuming that symbolic rebellions by the privileged will be
read a3 nsended by the loss privilegod. To passphrase the play-
wright Tom Stoppard, ridiculing the virtue of civility is most

cornfortably dons froem o first-class railwiy carriage, .
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