DIRECT ACTION FOR OURSELVES

CUT OUT THE MIDDLE-
man and you’ve got a head start in
ditching the extess emotional bag-
gage that’s strapped on to you by your
conditioning.

The middle-man can be a “profes-
sional healer,” like a therapist, coun-
sellor or shrink; an institution, like the
nuclear family or pharmaceutical
industry; or a power centre, like the
boss, parents or even the State. What-
ever form it takes, its function is to
obscure and mystify the causes of
people’s personal problems and to
impose an “external” solution —
thereby robbing people of the power
to analyze and dispose of their own
problems directly.

Get a group of people together for
mutual aid and support and your
chances of jettisoning the surplus
weight is increased immeasurably.
It’s being done all the time:

@ Ex-mental patients, sick-and-
tired of being belittled by profession-
als and bullied by mood-altering drugs,
find they can finally function as stable
and productive individuals by creat-
ing a self-help support network that
includes co-op housing, peer counsel-
ling and democratic decision-making.

@ Consciousness-raising and as-
sertiveness-training groups, run on
consensual lines with equal participa-
tion by members, help clarify the

behavior, and provide a forum to

share tools and techniques for dealing
whether

with stereotyped behavior —

impact of sex roles on ind

ho or pas:

Meaning of the Tribes

AN AFFINITY GROUP REPRE-
sents a small - under a dozen -
number of people committed to each
other in their emotional and intel-
lectual life, and in their political
work. An affinity group is a direct,
collective way for accomplishing
tasks ranging from washing the
dishes to occupying a nuclear site, as
well as providing a secure and sup-
portive environment for members to
relate to each other outside society’s
roles. As such it forms the basis for
one alternative to both the nuclear
family and the hierarchical political
organization. The following excerpt
from Post-Scarcity Anarchism,
Page 221-2, by Murray Bookchin,
describes this revolutionary organ-
izational form as it was developed by
Spanish anarchists in the early part
of the century and adapted for North
American use in more recent times.

THE AFFINITY GROUP
form has features that apply to any
social situation, and these have often
been intuitively adopted by American
radicals, who call the resulting organ-
izations “collectives,” “communes”
or “families.”

The affinity group could easily be
regarded as a new type of extended
family, in which kinship ties are re-
placed by deeply empathetic human
relationships - relationships nourish-
ed by common revolutionary ideas
and practice. Long before the word
“tribe” gained popularity in the

American counterculture, the anar-
chists called their congresses
asambleas de las tribus - assemblies
of the tribes.

Each affinity group is deliberately
kept small to allow for the greatest
degree of intimacy between those who
compose it. Autonomous, communal
and directly democratic, the group
combines revolutionary theory with
revolutionary lifestyle in its everyday
behavior. It creates a free space in
which revolutionaries can remake
themselves individually, and also as
social beings.

Affinity groups are inteded to func-
tion as catalysts within the popular
movement, not as “vanguards”; they
provide initiative and consciousness,
not a “general staff’’ and a source of
“command.” Whether they link to-
gether or separate is determined by
living situations, not by bureaucratic
fiat from a distant center. Under con-
ditions of political repression, affinity
groups are highly resistant to police
infiltration.

Difficult to Penetrate

Owing to the intimacy of the re-
lationships between the participants,
the groups are often difficult to pene-
trate and, even if penetration occurs,
there is no centralized apparatus to
provide the infiltrator with an over-
view of the movement as a whole.
l?veu under such demanding condi-
tions, affinity groups can still retain

contact with each other through their
periodicals and literature.

During periods of heightened activ-
ity, on the other hand, nothing pre-
vents affinity groups from working
together closely on any scale required
by a living situation. They can easily
federate by means of local, regional or
national assemblies to formulate
common policies and they can create
temporary action committees (like
those of the French students and
workers in 1968) to coordinate spec-
ific tasks. Affinity groups, however,
are always rooted in the
movement. Their loyalties belong to
the social forms created by the revo-
lutionary people, not to an impersonal
bureaucracy.

As a result of their autonomy and
localism, the groups can retain a sen-
sitive appreciation of new possibil-
ities. Intensely experimental and
variegated in lifestyles, they act as a
stimulus on each other as well as on
the popular movement. Each group
tries to acquire the resources needed
to function largely on its own. Each
group seeks a rounded body of know-
ledge and experience in order to over-
come the social and psychological
limitations imposed by bourgeois soc-
iety on individual development.

Each group, as a nucleus of con-
sciousness and experience, tries to
advance the spontaneous revolution-
ary movement of the people to a point
where the group can finally disappear
into the organic social forms created
by the revolution.

@ Direct action can liberate turf —
_literally, in the case of the proliferating
nude beaches — where more timid
appeals to the State’s benevolence
would only have left the old hang-ups
and taboos intact.

Returning Responsibility

Slowly, with a lot of pain and
anxiety, the movement for personal
liberation is amassing = a repertory of
techniques which can aid in wresting
power from the middle-men. These
techniques return to the individual
responsibility for his or her own beha-
vior, and open up the possibility for
understanding why we act so destruct-
ively. Traditional psychoanalysis and
therapy is designed to help the un-
happy individual “adjust” to an unjust
and oppressive world; radical therapy,
if it is really radical in its world-view,
aims to assist the individual in over-
coming unhappiness by empowering
him or her to change the causes.

Peer counselling, gestalt process,
bioenergetics — these are some of the
techniques used. Constructive criti-
cism is another — one that is especially
well-suited to the theme of direct
action.

Suppose you're having a hassle
with a co-worker. His or her thought-
less practices result in more work for
you (this has nothing to do with in-
creasing profits for the boss). How do
you handle it? Most people are afraid
to confront someone else openly and
directly. Instead, they resort to trash-
ing the other person (““you’re lazy, or
thoughtless,”) — which is generally
guaranteed to elicit a hostile or resent-
ful reaction; or they appeal to authority
— in this case, the boss — to solve the
problem for them. A third way is to
just grin and bear it — not exactly a
solution.

Constructive criticism provides a
relatively safe formula for fairly
strong opinions without necessarily
dumping on the other person. It targets
the specific behavior that is object-
ionable (“‘you leave the gizmos in our
common work area after you've fin-
ished using them”™); it explains the
effect on you (I feel resentful”); it
proposes action to deal with the prob-
lem (“I want you to put them away
when you’re finished”); and it explains
the purpose of the criticism (*“This
will make less work for all of us”).

Obviously, the criticism is directed
at opening up real and honest rela-
tions among people who have a lot in
common. It’s got to be in the other
person’s interest (even if only dimly
perceived and long-term) to respond
to the criticism in a constructive
way; the boss is not going to be too
sympathetic to suggestions if the only
pay-offis less work for the employees.

Constructive criticism and other
techniques in use by radical therapy
can be powerful tools in building
solidarity and forging principled rela-
tions in ordinary life or in political
struggle. Like other forms of direct
action, you don’t have to ask anybody’s
permission before helping yourself to
them.

But take it a step further; how do
crazy-making ideas get started in the
first place? Why do people defer to

ity (whether i

authority ( professional, phys-
ical or institutional) — even when it’s
against their own i ? Why do
we seem to be forever hurting the ones
we love — including ourselves?
There’s no short answer, but it can
be helpful to consider the role of the
nuclear family as the essential institu-
i it into author-

See page 20
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