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How far will civil disobedience go in the United States? The latest evidences are dramatic: Several hundred persons, including some respected intellectuals, pledge in a newspaper advertisement to break the laws and refuse to pay their federal income taxes. Boys here and there burn their draft cards. A small but loud group break up a big antipoverty conference in Washington and all but drive Sargent Shriver, the administrator of the federal program, from the room.

Such fruitage has been forming for some time. lt began, we know now, with sit-downs and lie-downs and other physical protests in the civil-rights cause. Many sympathized with the cause and hence did not object very vigorously to the civil disobedience. The tendency was to recall Henry David Thoreau's overnight in the Concord jail and to refer to the Boston Tea Party.

lt is apparent now that civil disobedience can go very deep. lt can erode the structure of society. And it has to be stopped.

The free world prides itself on being an individual-based society. But both words are important: individual and society. They are the two sides of the same medal. And the individual cannot opt himself out of society. That produces anarchy. We all have to render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's.

lt is really appalling that eminent college professors, among others, should believe it proper to insist they have a right not to pay taxes because they oppose certain governmental policies. They must know that such positions are completely untenable. Even as protest, or as headline-getting, there

is no virtue whatsoever in flaunted illegality. When the individual sets himself up as the ultimate judge of what is legal and what is not, he would erode all order.

The campaign of civil disobedience has gone from bad to worse. lt harms greatly the cause of legitimate protest. lt transfers the argument over Vietnam from the issue of administration policies to the issue of civil disobedience. The protesters will thereby defeat their own cause. So, in the poverty dispute, the small, disorderly groups who drove Mr. Shriver from the hall…prevented the conference from taking and approving sound positions. The issue turned from measures against poverty to measures against disorder.

You would almost think that the world forces which seek to weaken the United States from within invented and carried out such tactics. Perhaps they had something to do with them. But basically, it would seem, the strategy of civil disobedience grows in the thought of zealous idealists and emotionally disturbed minority groups. Disorder--even such fatal disorder as the Watts riots friots by Negroes in a section of Los Angeles--is being upheld by some sociologists as therapeutic. The screaming frenzy of individuals who burn and loot is described seriously as a useful outlet for long repressed emotions! This kind of psychology is dangerous.

The rest of us, of course, have a lot to understand. We need to comprehend, and make some allowance for, the emotionalism which grips long-suffering racial groups. The horrors of war in which innocent peasants are victims can sear deeply into sensitive and noble consciences. The very times are unsettling. They produce despair and violence, first rhetorical and then actual.

But disorder, law-breaking, and the assertion of personal anarchy can only harm the causes they would serve. The answer to them is even, compassionate, but firm enforcement of the law upon which most of society has agreed. The total framework of the great community in which we live-the nation state and the brotherhood of man-must be preserved. Its essence is law.

