DIRECT ACTION: WHAT IS IT?

A llfestvle of Action

DIRECT ACTION MEANS
never having to say you’re sorry.
ltcouldbeagrwpofnelghbors
a dangerous intersection
or an entire workforce wildcatting
over unsafe conditions. It could be
some people starting a food or
housmgeo-optoﬁght the high cost of
living or a mutual aid group to ex-
change information on how their
bodies work or how to become more
assertive. Or it could be an individual
learning how to “fight fair” with a
comndeorfnend,orlaunchmgaone—
inst offensive

b

billboard images.

Whatever forms it takes, direct ac-
tion means people taking direct con-
trol over some aspect of their lives on
either an individual, small group or
mass level, resisting the dictates of

ity and circumventing the es-
tablished channels of power. Instead
of relying on bosses, bureaucrats,
cops and politicians, people rely on
themselves and their collective pow-
er, realizing that the great “problem
solvers” are really part of the prob-
lem.

Direct action is different from “po-
litical” action, which is meant to
influence or win power through indi-
rect means, rather than to empower
people. Political tactics include
lobbying, bloc voting and symbolic
protests and demonstrations. Some-
times, political action is the most
effective means to solve a particular
problem, especially if the opposition
is so strong that direct confrontation
would be suicidal. But in cases where
direct action is appropriate, the impli-
cations for its use are vastly more far-
reaching.

To take direct action is to assert
your right and ability to make the
important decisions affecting your
life. It is to set your own goals and
priorities—without asking permis-

sion, and without apologizing—and
then to achieve them your
own actions, independent of and even

in defiance of authority.

Direct action isn’t just a tactic. It’s
the very means to create and sustain a
free society. The only way to learn to
be free is by acting freely.

Political and Social

Direct action comes into play in
two principal arenas of human ac-
tivity, and all the specific tactics em-
ployed are unique to each arena:
® Confronting a hostile power (the
“political” arena)—tactics include
blockades, boycotts,
mku illegal marches and oecupn—

. Rebulldmg our lives (the “social”
arena)—mutual aid and self-help
groups, co-ops, alternative institu-
tions, unique cultures and lifestyles,
radical '.henpy

Direct action gives people a sense
of their individual and collective
power. Feelings of solidarity and
community are created between peo-
ple working together to solve their
mutual problems. Often, direct action
campaigns lead to the formation of
directly democratic, participatory or-
ganizations, like affinity groups, co-
ops and decentralized federations.

These institutional expressions of
direct action can serve as amodel and
basis for future society, a society

Building a People’s Park and
holding back fare increases.

without bosses or experts where
people enjoy real control over every
aspect of their lives, administering
social life co-operatively without any
domination or hierarchical power
structures.

The essence of direct action is that
it’s “unmediated”; that is, no institu-
tion, professional or power centre
performs the action (mediates) for
you. But what, then, distinguishes
direct action from the other forms of
unmediated activity, such as civil
disobediance, armed struggle, liberal
and radical media pranks and even
fascist strong-arm tactics?

The truth is, there‘s no clear line
dividing them. For purposes of this
issue of Open Road, direct action
means activities involving ordinary
people attempting to solve concrete
problems caused by authoritarian in-
stitutions.

Direct action can be legal or illegal,
violent or non-violent, depending on
the circumstances and the people in-
volved. Protest marches are usually
forms of political action, but when
they are declared illegal by the
authorities, they can be transformed
into direct action, a way for people to
defiantly reclaim public space.

Civil disobediance can be a form of
direct action, as the famous sit-ins
and “‘freedom rides” of the black civil
rights movement showed, but at other
times acts of civil disobediance are
mainly symbolic protests against
something, rather than direct at-
tempts to recover social and personal
power over life. People engaged in
civil disobediance often allow them-

selves to be arrested for disobeying

authority,
because they regard
authority as legitimate and are only
opposed to specific laws or policies.

No Apologies

People taking direct action, on the
other hand, see no need to apologize.
Direct action is a far more subversive
idea than civil disobedience; it is not
meant to reform or influence State
power, but to undermine it by showing
it to be unnecessary and harmful.

As for armed struggle, it requires a
completely different style of organ-
ization and committment than does
direct action. Not everyone is able or
prepared to engage in urban guerrilla
activities, while direct action ideally
is something everyone can do. The
goals of armed struggle are more long
term, and its immediate effects are
less tangible. Often armed struggle
groups become separated from the
people they are fighting for, while the
essence of direct action is people
fighting for themselves, rejecting
those who claim to represent their
“true interests,” whether they be re-
volutionaries or government officials.
But when people themselves resort to
violence to protect their community
from racist attacks or to protect their
environment from ecological destruc-
tion, they are taking direct action.

Because of the anti-parliamentary
nature of direct action, it is sometimes
confused with the strong-arm tactics
of right-wing and fascist groups.
However anti-parliamentarianism,
should not be confused with anti-
democracy. While direct action is in
fundamental opposition to parlia-
mentary democracy, direct demo-
cracy actually is a form of direct
action.

Fascists are opposed to any form of
democracy, direct or indirect. They
are not concerned with empowering
or liberating people, but with domin-
ating and oppressing them. Their or-
ganizations are anti-democratic,
authoritarian and run along para-mili-
tary lines; their goals are repugnant
whatever the tactics they may use.
What distinguishes fascist groups is
not their use of direct action, but their
use of physical intimidation and
armed violence against anyone who
opposes them. These methods are
quite compatible with State power, as
the fascists themselves have proven
many times, while direct action is
profoundly anti-statist, anti-authori-
tarian and liberating.

Y

The term
“direct action” was first
coined by working class militants
(“anarcho-syndicalists”) near the
end of the 19th century to signify any
immediate method of class struggle
by the workers against their economic
and political oppressors. These
methods included general strikes, sit-
down strikes, work slow-downs, wild-
cat strikes, factory occupations, sabo-
tage and boycotts.

The British Suffragette movement
quickly adopted similar direct action
tactics in its campaign to win women
the vote. The pacifist and civil rights
movements, beginning with Gandhi,
have also advocated and practised
direct action, especially non-violent
resistance to authority.

Direct action is alive and well to-
day. Its mass nature is reflected in
such high profile movements as
squatting, anti-nukes and Poland’s
Solidarity; its adaptability as a re-
source of the individual can be read in
the statistics of everything from ab-
senteeism to shop-lifting to sabotage;
its potential to aid human growth is
measured by the proliferation of mu-
tual aid networks to smash stereo-
types of sexism and to promote hu-
man liberation. In an era when the
State, big business and professional
agencies increasingly bid for control
of human life and activity, it’s nice to
have an ace-in-the-hole.
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