Recalling a YAF hero
— the vnlikely.

= I',Iibemting Jjourney of
Phillip Abbot luce.

by Shawn Steel

hillip Abborr Luce died quietly, of nacural causes, in December
1998, in his nacive Springfield, Ohio. He had also lived quietly,
at least as far as che wide world could tell, for many years before
his death, buc his life was not always so. To my gengracion of
'60s-era Young Americans for Freedom, Phillip Abbot? Luce was
a hero: a former radical who had awice traveled illegally to Cuba
under che auspices of the pro-Red Chinese Progressive Labor Party, who
had been indicted and who cestified before che House Un-American Activ-
ties Commictee as a result, and who awoke from his communist daze in
1965 to be born again as an author, lecturer, and organizer against his lost
faich. Like many others who later broke wich the god of leftism, Luce
sought to take some good from his bad experience by telling che truch
about it. [n The New Lefs. his frse post-communist book, published in
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1966, he wrote thae he would “teel thac the public ex-
posure of my own political aberrations has resulted in
someching worthwhile” if he succeeded in keeping
“one young person from wasting the time thac [ did
in the Communist movement.”

hillip Luce's beginnings appear somewhat un-

certain. According to the Ohio Department of

Health, he turned 63 on his last birthday be-

fore he died, having been born Ocrober 17,
1935. But three of his books say he was born chree
years later, in 1938. “Young people feel that anyone
over thirty is an enemy,” he wrote in The New Lef, so
pethaps the birth dates in the books (published be-
tween '65 and '68) were hedged to keep him within
the age limits of his audience's trust. That would have
been fitting in a way — a parting indulgence in char-
acteristic New Left icresponsibilicy about facts in par-
ticular and reality in general. The ease with which che
lefe falls into self-delusion and into deceiving others is
a recurring theme in Luce's post-communist writing.
Another is the left's gross irresponsibility in stirring
up trouble, as when ic calmly casts whole, huge cac-
egories of people — anyone over 30, for instance —
as “enemies.”

These are the elements that combined, finally, o
drive Luce out of communism: ac last he saw thac che
lefc's super-charged determinadion to act, to make
things happen, especially to tear things down, along-
side its blasé unconcern for reality — for the acrual
context or consequences of its frantic descructiveness
— cannot be reconciled with one’s own humanicy.

He began his break when he discovered he “had be-
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come parc of a leadership {in the Progressive Labor ~
Party] actively involving a number of young persons,
some of them personal friends, in a series of plans in

which the participants had no idea of che con-
sequences.” Specifically, Luce found himself among
people setting ochers up for personal disaster, encour-
aging and facilitating them, for instance, in skipping
bail on a federal indictment, going “underground” as
fugicives, secrecly holding and moving guns in New
York Ciry, and fomenting riots, all as part of bringing
on an “armed insurrection” thac would lead o a new
American civil war.

I discovered thac [ had deluded myself inco believing
thac chis world held the answer to the future and chac
Communism was basically humanirarian in its approach
to politics. No one duped me into joining, and the
struggle to see chrough my folly has been a greac per-
sonal struggle. You don’c discover early some morning
that everything you believe in, and perhaps have staked
your life on, is a myth. The act of breaking with Com-
munism was the most difficulc one of my life.

Phillip Abbort Luce, a child of “middle-class Re-
publican parents,” grew up in che Midwest where, he
said, “I led the usual childhood. Graduation from
high school led me to college ac Miami Universicy of
Ohio, where [ can track” — not, he commenced,
whayt, ac first glance, would appear to be an ideal back-
ground for “any role in an American Communist or-
ganization.”

ut he left school, partly, he wrote, as a resulc of
trouble with che administration over pub-
lishing an off-campus humor magazine. He
craveled south, where his radicalization began
after he resumed his education at Mississippi Stace
University. It was the mid-1950s, and Luce had an
off-campus job in a princ shop that happened to be
owned by the treasurer of the Mississippi White Cit-
izens Councils. He learged enough about the Coun-
cils’ racisc doings to get himself kicked otf the campus
newspaper for attacking them in his weekly policical
news columns, where he also blasted che Mississippt
Legislature. He returned to Ohio in 1958, devoting
his Master's chesis at Ohio State University o a study
of the Mississippi Councils from 1954 to 1958. “The
civil rights struggle was in full bloom.” he wrote.
“Picketing, sit-ins, bovcotts, and freedom rides all
caprured the imagination of many voung American
studencs.” His Mississippt activities had automaccally
placed him in the forefront of che “radical letc.”
Burc it was not communist ideology per se thac ac-
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Jerry Clyde Rubin

Clown Prince of the Diaper Set

by Phillip Abbott Luce

o Do It! or not to Do It!

Is 1 more pregnant ques-

tuon than you might as-

sume. Do It! is some kind
ot book published by one of our larg-
er capitalist presses (Simon and
Schuster) and written by Jerry Clyde
Rubin. Rubin, in case vou're a hermir,
is one of the Chicago Seven and a
darling of the political diaper set. He
has the hairy ability to epitomize most
of the fears of middle America.

[t s too easy to simply discount Do
[¢! etther because of the character of
the author or the nihilism he es-
pouses. Jerry may be a political mal-
aprop but his book shows some mas-
tery of the medium technique argued
by McLuhan. [n fact, Do It! and
Woodstock Nation by Jerrv’s com-
paturiot Abbie Hotftman very effective-
lv utilize graphics and varied gpe
stvles to caprure the would-be read-
ers’ attention.

The publishers plug on the back of
the paperback ediuon of Do [¢! calm-
twstates that: “This book will become
a Molotov cockeal in vour hands, Jer-
m Rubin has weitten The Communise
Manttesto or our era. Do Le! is a Dec-

acation of War beeween rhe genera-
fons — calling on kids o leave their
homes. burn down their schools and
CPUITC A new sociery upon the ashes of
the ofd™ I thae rhetorie isn ‘tenough
to make vou rush down w vour local

bookstore then it should ac least make
you wonder what they are smoking at
Simon and Schuster.

Do It! is dedicated to “Nancy,
Dope, Color TV, and Violent Rev-
olution!” The author admonishes his
audience to “read this book stoned!”
— nota bad idey; then it might make
sense.

In the whole of Do Tt! [ probably
receive as much note as anvone — ex-
cept of course Jerry. Why this hatred,
this spleen letting? What is on Ru-
bin's mind chat makes him nervous
when ’m around:

This naturally leads me to a story:
tast vear Jolly Jerry came out to Cal-
tfornia on a speaking tour. The local
YAF people at Long Beach State
called me to relate the news. Having
nothing better to do. my wife and [
drove up to Long Beach from La Jolla
in order to witness the appearance of
Rubin in Southern California.

Rubin gave his then usual rap about
the state and how we should rear it
down with humor and violence.
There he was replete with [ndian
nead hand, crossed bandoleers, war
paunt, and Yippie. He was a clown
tatking o muddle-class whice radical
students and urging them to destrov
the system by paintng the buildings
red \nd chey dugitand thev all
Lutghed and shouted and kept their
seats. Then ferry told them how evil

capitalism was by saying “private
property is pure shit.” And evervone
would giggle and chink it was cute o
hate property 'cause Jerrv said it was
“in" to hate property. And there was
some good rapport between Rubin
and the audience although most of
them were too apathetic to even be
psyched-out by the shock technique
ot calling Ronnie Reagan a “M-----

Oh, it was all very classy and quite
the thing thac day at Long Beach. And
when it was all over Jerrv and some
big body-guard type walked over to
the bookstore and started rapping
with some of the local radicals. Then
i all just soct-of happened.

My wite and [ were walking with a
fricnd Dana Rohrabacher, who had
just come back from a wild teip in
Czechoslovakia, and we walked over
to Jerry and his buddy. Duna. being a
marvelous tree spirit, immediacelv be-
gan o butt into the conversation and
atter a short time we all were face-to-
tace. Jerry didn't recognize me at firsc
and so my wife said to him: *Hev. Jer-
tv. [really dug your spesch.” And, he
in turn went into his little song-and-
dance routine that signitied that he
was about t pick up a chick. So he
suid something like: “Yea, wow. Why
don’t we gn to bed:” And she said:
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Phillip Abbott Luce discussing 20th century tyranny at Arizona State University

ceacted him. He was reading a lot of Marxist liceracure
but, as he later wrote, “while [ was drawn to Marxism
as an intelleccual concepe, [ was really emocdonally in-
volved in a general rebellion.” [n chis Luce echoed
many of his fellow “leftists.” He described his genera-
ton of college students as widely diverse, but united
in a general “feeling of frustracion with American so-
ciety ... all are rebelling against some facet of the
complexity, the indifference, and what they feel to be
the neurotic ways ot American life.”

t the time, the liberal media reported chis re-

belliousness as a broad repudiation of Amer-

ica’s political and social institutions and tradi-

tional way of life. Bue, as Luce viewed what
was happening from che inside, for most of those in-
volved, the rebellion was not directed against che
clear 1deas on which our nation was founded and
which guided 1ts fiest century and a half. On che
concrary. whac a loc of “the kids™ were fed up with
was the smug vacuity known as liberalism chac had
lcgely ceplaced our founding ideas in posc-war
America an intellectuallv empry, conformist macert-
susm hvpocniically posing as history's greatest How-
zcing ot both reason and moral sensibilicv. As Bill
Buckler summed it up: “Liberals often ralk abouc
fwaring ocher points of view, but are usuallv sur-
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prised to find there are other poincs of view.”

“Heaven forbid,” Luce wrote in The New Lefr.
“thac a young person may decide to take a position
other than the prevailing middle-of-the-road liber-
alism, whether on fluoridation or on foreign aid .... [n
this country, when one voices strong political view-
points, he is automatically labeled a zealoc, 2 Com-
munist, or 2 McCarchyite. The era of the 1960s is the
era of che nullificacion of politics.” [c was an era of in-
tellectual confusion and cimidicy in which “mosc par-
eats pose as liberals, buc often act like social con-
servatives and feel (C's better to remain quiet chan co
involve vourselt.” The “kids™ reaction was often to
take chis empry “ism” to s logical, absurd conclu-
sion. as if to sav: OK: vou want vacuity, we'll show
vou the real ching. “Pot. Kuma Suera sex, bennies, and
bra-less females,” Luce wrote, “also are expressions of
alienation from cradicional society.” And also. chere
was Communism. seeming to otfer an ouclet that. 1n
stark concrast to liberalism. possessed a clear moral
purpose and a fiem assurance about its actions and ob-
jectives.

After receiving his Master's degree, Luce began t
participate in the acuvides of the Communist Parey.
which he considered “the only organizaton ot anv
radical significance around.” Soon, however. he found
he had Hed one set of stultifving conformities for an-
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“No, but I did like that part
about private property being
pure shit.” And Jerry got into it
and said: “Yea, well property is
shic and after the revolution we
will divide everything up. Like
there won’t be anything private.
My shirt will be your shirt and
my car will be your car. And it
will be like one big commune.”
And everybody standing

around could dig on that because
it sounded pretty far out — and

sharing the girls — so Barbra
went on “That’s a fancastic Indian
head band vou have on Jerry.”

Retort: “Yea. It was given to
me by a friend.”

Barbra: “Why don’t you give it
to me:”

Jercy: “Huh:”

Barbra: “You said that private
property was shit so why won't
you give me your head band?”

Well, Jooly Jerry looked like he
had just dropped ten million mi-
crograms of LSD and blurted
out: “But it’s my head band.”

Yes, Jerry it is your head band.

And my head band is my head
band and that is called private
property.

Jerry would like to be an an-
archist but he doesn’t have the
education. Jerry would like to be
a revolutionary bur the revolu-
tionaries have moved on. Jerry
would love to be an idol of the
media but has reached the point
of over-kill when he sees a cam-
era. All we can hope is that
someday, in some way, Jerry will
find a way to Do It! without

further inflicting himself upon
us.

I the boys always dig the idea of
|

post-World War II conservative movement in Amer-
ica. YAF was intended to provide a conservative al-
ternative to Students for a Democratic Sociery —
SDS, a group of leftisc radicals abouc as devoted to de-
mocracy as were their heroes in North Vietnam. Luce
became a special YAF field representacive for or-
ganizing anti-New Left resistance on college campuses.
He spoke ac hundreds of chem throughout the United
States debarting his former allies. He appeared fre-
quencly on radio and ctelevision, published five books,
and wrote many widely-read articles exposing che left.
One of Luce's friends recently recalled the time: “His
debares with radical leaders like Tom Hayden and Jer-
tv Rubin were legendary. He pulled no punches. He
was flamboyant, usually dressed in denim, smoking ci-
gars. He brought crowds co their feet. His writing style
was dynamic. His first-hand accounts of real com-
munism could noc be countered by the radical leaders
of che day. He knew who they were, he knew their cac-
tics. He was fierce, unyielding and decermined in his
battle to crush cheir socialist propaganda.”

ut, for all chat, in many ways Luce remained a
man traveling alone. No major figure joined
him from the left, which remained dominant
on campus untl che end of the Vietnam War.
His long hair, Viking-style mustache, and councer-
culeure clothing sec him apart, w0 puc ic mildly, from
other YAF speakers. A friend who came to know him
well in the 1970s described Luce as more poet than
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political activist. [ vividly recall a 1967 wrip wich Phil
to the Whisky on Sunset Strip where he introduced
me o the “Doors.” Luce’s Bohemian soul, as much
after Communism as before it, defined his per-
sonality. His polirical activicy came as a by-product of
ic. Although he was a darling of YAF's conservative ac-
tivists, he always remained something of an outsider.

After the war, campus polirical organizing became
more difficult, and both YAF’s and the left’s influence
and activity waned. Luce concinued to develop anti-
Communist programs outside the United Scates, buc
he was largely forgotten. When he died, only a shorr
notice was circulated among his former friends. His
death certificate lists his “usual occupation” as “Polic-
ical Aide” and his “kind of business” as “U.S. Govern-
ment.” Along wich the rest of us, Phil had the grear
good fortune to live to see che fall of the Soviet's Evil
Empire. \

In The New Left, Luce noted the cost of breaking
with che left by quoting che words of anocher ex-
communist, Hede Massing: “You have lost your first
set of friends when you leave the fold. Then, when
your bactle of conscience has been fought and won,
and you go out into the open, you have lost your sec-
ond set of friends. Now you are alone.” Luce com-
menced: “You are alone, buc not isolated.” He de-
voted himself from that point on o drawing together
the forces of resistance to Communism to defend the
councry chac he finally, through a long, painful ordeal,
had come to know and love.
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otner. 1A tne ral or (Yo 1, he moved 0 New York and
atcempted to go to work on a moribund Communist
Party monthly licerary magazine called Mainstream.
He joined other young writers there in an effort to in-
fuse new ideas and youthful energy into the publica-
uon. The group set up a meeting w0 discuss cheir
plans with American Communist Party head Gus
Hall in Hall's top-floor office at Party headquarrers in
New York.

“Hall’s office had che warmch of a barren, unheared
artic,” Luce recalled. “Empry bookcases lined che
walls, and except for a conglomeration of mixed
chairs and a desk, the only ornamentation was a
blackboard. This blackboard was utilized by the ‘com-
rades’ whenever they wanted to mention someone’s
name without its being recorded by che FBI ... A per-
sonification of paranoia! Such blackboards, I later dis-
covered, adorn all of the cubbyhole offices atr che
CPUSA. Hall's appearance was as stark as che physical
layout. As he leaned back in his chair, his feet on che
desk, he constantly fingered a clochespin and certainly
resembled Caprain Queeg a loc more than Lenin.”
Hall, of course, vetoed any notion of new ideas or
youthful exuberance for Mainstream.

But Luce moved on to become editor of Rights, the
house organ of the Emergency Civil Liberties Com-
mittee, a group founded in 1951 by “old radicals” Cor-
liss Lamont, [.F. Stone, and ochers. Clark Foreman, ics
director, Luce wrote, was “always too independent to
join the CPUSA.” Luce thought Foreman was “prob-
ably the only ‘old’ radical who understood and sym-
pathized with the frustration and impatience of the
young radicals.” Luce credited his own “need for in-
dependence, which Clark helped instill in me” with
leading him later to break with Communism.

n 1963, Luce led 58 fellow radicals on his firsc il-

legal trip to Cuba. When he returned, he was in-

dicted and subpoenaed to appear before the

House Un-American Activities Committee. “We
literally swaggered into the hearing room,” Luce
wrote, “determined to give the Committee 2 bad
ume. When asked my name, | sarcastically replied,
‘Phillip Abbore Luce, as in Henry and Clare Booche.'
A fine joke, effectively conveying the contempc he felc
for an established order he had nort yet made any se-
rious effort to understand. “I joined Progressive La-
bor.” Luce wrote, “because [ had a vision of the fucure
and a hatred for the present.” The “vision,” appar-
ently, consisted of little more than vindicating and ap-
peasing che hatred. I felt that perhaps a united Com-
munist venture could oust the present governmenc. [
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overlooked all that | knew of the history of the Com-
munist movement, the purges, etc., and held o 1 be-
lief chat Progressive Labor was really incerested in in-
dividual freedom and cthe betterment of the people.”

e finally looked honestly at Communism

when the “vision” moved outside his imagina-

tion and began shaping the real world he and

his fellow radicals inhabited. In 1964, his
Communist superiors asked him t “go under-
ground,” to become a fugirive, and to help incice vi-
olence. Luce refused, and looked back later ar cthac
step as his first toward a formal exit from Com-
munism. He wrote thar he refused partly out of con-
cern for his friends in the movement. He recalled one
in particular, whom he called “Frank,” who was never
“familiar with the ctheories of Marxism-Leninism,”
who had “joined the Communist set because his
friends were members, because it gave him a some-
whac self-fulfilling role, and because ic was the ‘cool’
thing to do .... During the time [ knew him, he was
lied to, used, and constantly put upon, because he was
considered a valuable tool.. His youth may well allow
him to ‘grow out’ of the movement. One of the peo-
ple for whom I left PL was Frank; [ could not cake the
responsibility for inciting illegal acts which mighc in-
volve him without his knowledge and for which he
would certainly suffer.” Luce also, unlike many left-
ists, never felt alienated from his parents. After his
break, he wrote that he had tried unsuccessfully
“through the years” to keep his “political rad-
icalization” from touching them, knowing they would
be hure by it. “The only thing I would ever try to redo
in my political past would be to spare them, if thac
were possible, the blight of having had me as a ‘Com-
munist son.””

After leaving and denouncing the left, Phillip Luce
was subject to the routine torrent of abuse from for-
mer friends and colleagues. “Borrowing a chaprer
from the Nazis,” he wrotg, “they believe that the more
often a lie is repeared, the more people are prone two
accept it as truth. Nothing is too scandalous for chem,
and [ am constancly amazed ac the face thac ac one
time [ was a close associate of people capable of such
deceicful behavior.” Buc he also knew he had been one
of them in this regard, admicting that he had system-
atically deceived himself in overlooking “all thac I
knew of che hiscory of the Communist movement, the

" purges, etc. ...."

Luce’s escape trom communism led him o Young
Americans for Freedom, the organization Bill Buckley
had founded with ocher members of the burgeoning
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