DIRECT ACTION: LOUD AND CLEAR

Shock Slogans
and Token Tantrums

“WE WERE FRUSTRATED AT
our previous attempts to play London
gigs because of all the shit that got
printed in the national papers about
our last single “How Does It Feel (to
be the mother of a thousand dead).”

A spokesperson for CRASS, one of
the most influential punk rock groups
in England, was describing a situation
which faces many radical performers
in the 80’s. CRASS solved their pro-
blem using nonviolent direct action.
With the help of friends they oc-
cupied the deserted Rainbow Theatre
last mid-December to put on a free
concert.

“It seemed important for us,” the
CRASS spokesperson said, “to do a
London gig and we weren’t prepared
to play the Lyceum or anywhere like
that mainly because it’s the typical
music industry thing with bouncers,
high bar prices and everything else.”

The planning for the concert at the
Rainbow was derailed after only two
days of occupation when police and
private security guards, operating il-
legally, forcibly entered the theatre
and ejected the occupiers. A second
attempt at occupying the Rainbow
only hours later failed.

Fortunately, CRASS and friends
had a back-up plan. They occupied
the vacant Zig-Zag club on December
18.

“The word flashed around the
grapevine and by noon several hun-
dred people were in the building and
the festival had begun,” reported
Freedom. “The police tried to gain
entry but were refused and contented
themselves with standing about in
pairs outside getting cold.”

Inside the building, in typical
CRASS fashion, the walls were
draped with banners proclaiming
various anarchist/pacifist slogans
and causes. There were no attempts
to restrict the movement of people in
the club, everybody cleaned up after
themselves and over a dozen bands
each played 30 minute sets.

Bands supporting the occupation
with their presence included: Faction,
Omega Tribe, Lack of Knowledge,
Sleeping Dogs, Apostles, Amebix,
Null and Void, Soldiers of Fortune,
The Mob, Poison Girls, Conflict,
Flux of Pink Indians and Dirt.

CRASS, in a written statement in-
cluded with their recent recording
Christ the Album, expresses its hope
that people still have the strength to
change and that, “We can try to live
in harmony with our friends and
amongst the people and environment
in which we move. We can try to be
creative with the facilities that we and
others make. We can learn to reject
the stupid roles that we are told to ac-
cept: dominant males, submissive
females, etc. We can learn to share
and cooperate with each other, to
give back to life what we have taken
from it....We can learn to reject the
grey filth and shit that we are told is ‘a
fact of life’. We can demand and
create something better.

“All these things, and a lot more,
we can learn together with those who
care and then, as individuals, we can
20 out into the streets and demand

the world we know exists
beneath the layer upon layer of crap

that history has piled upon it....It’s
up to us, as individuals, together, to
subvert the system that perverts our
lives.”

For some time now CRASS has
been putting this philosophy into
practice on a number of fronts. The
recent occupations and free concert
are only the latest actions in a con-
tinuum that began with the participa-
tion of some of the present band
members in organizing the first free
concert at Stonehenge in 1974.

A thousand dead

The latest events followed in the
wake of calls for charges of “treason”
against the band members and the
vilification of CRASS in the British
press for the simple message contain-
ed in the band’s last self-produced
and manufactured record. CRASS
had the audacity to ask Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher how it
felt “to be the mother of a thousand
dead” in the senseless Falklands con-
flict. Surely a treasonous act during
the orgy of national self-congratula-
tion on the British “victory.”

A year earlier CRASS scandalized
officialdom, and sent the sensation-
mongering British press flapping,
with the album Penis Envy. It was
discovered, to the “horror” of the
tabloids, that the heavily anti-sexist,
pro-anarchist-feminist record was be-
ing subtly advertised in a glossy
Brides-to-be magazine as an essential
primer for what the future bride
should know before tieing the marital
knot.

This “attack on the family and holy
institution of marriage” embarras-
singly lodged high on the U.K. record
charts.

On another front CRASS lent its
support to the successful Persons
Unknown campaign, playing benefits
and publicizing the phony case
against five British anarchists. They
released a record which provided
background on the frame-up and
featured the CRASS song “Bloody
Revolutions” backed with “Persons
Unknown,” a powerful song by
another group, Poison Girls, who
share many of the same views as

Crass: music and action.

CRASS. The entire proceeds from the
sale of the record were set aside for
the eventual creation of an anarchist
centre in London.

CRASS took a different tack ir
1981. Fearing that the Committee for
Nuclear Disarmament (CND), which
was having a revival and organizing
for  agmassive rally in Hyde Park,
would degenerate into a soapbox for
politicking Labour Party hacks and
left-wing authoritarians, CRASS
undertook an independent concert
tour of cities raising all the radical
issues involved in the nuclear ques-
tion, not just disarmament.

Redefining limits

While an increasing number of
rock music performers (The Clash,
Gang of Four, Dead Kennedys,
D.O.A., etc.) have expressed a com-
mitment to radical social change in
their lyrics and public presentation
they have generally worked within the
conventions of the music business.
CRASS, on the other hand, has also
attempted to redefine the limits and
methods of presentation and produc-
tion.

CRASS for the most part avoids
the commercial concert circuit,prefer-
ring to put on smaller gigs, on short
notice, advertised through local
record stores and gathering places.
Handouts and various types of litera-
ture explaining the anarchist/pacifist
viewpoint or commenting on the
issues of the day are generally
available at their concerts. They work
with other less known bands and have
set up a CRASS Records label to
release their own material and that of
an increasing number of like-minded
bands. A number of the bands that
performed at the ZigZag concert are
on the CRASS label.

CRASS has gone one step further
to insure that their material is not
censored: they operate a record press-
ing plant to manufacture their own
and others’ records. When no manu-
facturer in England would press “Let
Them Eat Jellybeans”, a radical com-
pilation album of North American
underground bands, CRASS arrang-
ed for the record to be pressed at its

facilities.

CRASS uses the entire range of its
activities as an example for others.
They encourage those attracted to
their performances to grapple with
the ideas and methods of resistance
and renewal directly. This contrasts
with the usual music/culture
industry’s emphasis on high technique
and vicarious consumption. The
recent tendency by some performers
to use “rebellion” and “revolution” as
an element in stage shows, music
packaging and promotionai style
domesticates the very notion of
radical social change into something
as disposable as the latest disco fad.
The CRASS listener, however, can’t
effectively “like” the show or record-
ing as mere entertainment without
coming to grips with its content of
anarchist participation.

CRASS caution

Even so, CRASS cautions against
taking too loose an advocacy of direct
action tactics, saying:

“It is impossible and unwise to
advocate ‘direct action’. "It is
something that should be done and
not spoken about. Each of us has our
own level of fear and uncertainty and
in taking direct action as a form of
protest, we must be as certain as
possible that we will succeed. It is
foolhardy, unless we simply want to
end up as martyrs, to attempt
anything that we are not ready for
We must learn to overcome our
gradually, rather than diving
long into something that we find we
can't carry through.”

For those who find the music of
CRASS unique but often abrasive,
disjointed, and sometimes dirgelike,
they have gone so far as to publish a
book, on their Exitstencil Press,
dedicated, ‘“To those who might like
the ideas but can’t stand the music.”
A Series of Shock Slogans and
Mindless Token Tantrums outlines
the group’s development from
“hippy” roots to “punk” anarchist-
pacifists:

“We had tried to demonstrate our
sense of freedom with humour and
love and we were met with violence
and hate which we in turn attempted
to combat with our reason and intelli-
gence. We failed. We finally realized
that the state, those who work within
it and those who live beneath its
authority, were the ‘enemy of our
freedom’ and that we must look for
ways other than well reasoned words
with which to oppose them.”

But the catalyst for action came in
1976:

“A year after. . .the Pistols released
‘Anarchy in the U.K.", maybe they
really didn’t mean it ma'am, but to us
it was a battle cry. When Rotten pro
claimed that there was ‘no future’ we
saw it as a challenge to our creativity
— we knew that there was a future if
we were prepared to work for it.”

“It is our world, it is ours and it has
been stolen from us. We set out to
demand it back, only this time round
they didn't call us ‘hippies,” they
called us ‘punks’.”

The CRASS book is available
from: Exitstencil Press, PO Box 279,
London N22. Costs about $4. Or as a
booklet included in CRASS's double
record set: Christ the Album

The How Does it Feel and Persons
Unknown singles, the Penis Envy
album as well as records by many of
the bands that participated in the oc
cupation are available from CRASS
Records, ¢/o Rough Trade, 202 Kens-
ington Park Road, London WII,
U.K. or in the U.S
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