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Proposal

I intend to show why there are so many points at which social movements have made
people less free while attempting liberation. My suspicion is that the choice of form and
structure taken by political resistance may determine its impact at least as much as the goals in
sight. Specifically, that a hierarchy of power or value between members of an organization, or
between members and non-members, is no different than the hierarchies being fought. Most
importantly, participants become accustomed to following or leading and fail to address the
relationship fundamental to all oppression.

It is generally agreed that political resistance needs new forms, and I suspect that the best
perspective from which to understand these forms is that of obedience. Most institutionalized
visions of liberation involve systemic change, and I would like to address in depth the possibility
of stepping outside the dominant system altogether. By studying the points in history at which
social movements become institutionalized, I hope to show the alternative paths which activity
could have taken. Central to this study are the changes in individual perspectives on obedience
and power, especially during the moments of institutionalization. Has the organization
(crystallization) of those opposed to the dominant power caused them to become more
independent in thought and means, or has it caused its constituents to become more obedient---
only to a different power? Can an organization be led by all of its members? Is following
necessarily a loss of self-determination, or could it lead to future freedom? In short, can an
organizational sense of discipline exist without causing us to become more pliant in absolute
terms?

A rough introduction follows which outlines what might be my general strategy. I will
focus on autobiographies and histories which describe organization formation during social
movements. A preliminary list of movements I would like to study would include:

The Progressive movement gives an example of liberation entirely predicated on control.
The liberatory educational style popularized by Dewey contains excellent examples of these
contradictions. I will use Dewey’s writing ("My Pedagogic Creed", perhaps) and public
theoretical debates as evidence.

The contemporary anti-corporate and anti-globalization movement is vocally aware of the
potential dangers of organization, yet may suffer from almost the identical defects as older
movements. Books by sympathetic sources, like Seven Days That Shook the World and The
Battle of Seattle will be used, in addition to my own experience and corporate sources like
Globalization and Its Discontents.

I would like to study two aspects of the Black Panther party--the free breakfast program
which the FBI thought was their most dangerous success, and the effects of power politics in
organization.

Finally, I will consider movements of a more spontaneous nature, such as the unemployed
people’s marches described by Piven and Cloward.

Piven and Cloward in particular have a thesis similar to my own. They are concerned
with the structure of political resistance as a key to its efficacy and effect, but they study the




reasons why movements begin and what determines the course that they take. The central theme
in their work is to understand the role of organization in an attempt to understand the real social
effect. My research should be complementary, exploring the alternative ways for resistance to be
both effective and permanent. However, I will approach the problem through an analysis of
ideological social reproduction and obedience.

Tolstoy, Thoreau, and Hakim Bey among others have written about the possibility that
the most potent form of resistance and exercise of freedom might be anarchic Being, something
as simple as making every decision on one’s own, and behaving in accordance with one’s
decisions while refusing to coerce others. This position is at base a critique of popular
conceptions of agreement. I would like to reformulate this idea from my own perspective and
place it in a rigorous historical context.

My audience should be captive, and wishing they weren’t. Seriously, I am writing for
those who need the world to change, but are as conflicted as me about the dilemmas of
representative government in miniature and the mythology of the vanguard party, both of which
lurk beneath most contemporary movements.

Introduction

Is it possible to lead someone to freedom? If making your own decisions is an aspect of
freedom, then this is unlikely. For example, the relief system improves material conditions
through a structure of control and surveillance. It is generally agreed that this temporary
alleviation of suffering does little good. Alternative programs of bootstrapping and self-uplift
through education or literacy campaigns assume a similar helplessness on the part of those being
helped. Even in its best incarnations, this strategy assumes that oppression proceeds from within
the minds of the oppressed in the form of ignorance or of false consciousness. The tools and
strategies of change in this scenario are something the leader possesses, and must impart to the
flock.

Will we become free if nobody leads us? Isn’t organized resistance the best chance we
have? I am writing with the hope that already, all us interact and informally organize in ways
which may replace the coercion we now live beneath. In what specific ways can we refuse to
accept our prescribed modes of existence, expanding the refusal to follow rather than accepting
even temporary, pragmatic arrangements of hierarchy? I believe that any group of people
determined to make their own decisions is the greatest possible threat to social structure and its
stability.

As the story goes, capitalism has recently vanquished its foes and democracy steals
lionlike through the wilderness, liberating us from savage obscurity by offering us a world of
choices. We may choose to vote or not, choose the more agreeable candidate, the right products,
and a decent profession. Good education even allows us to interpret and question in an original
fashion, and join the right resistance group when life fails to satisfy us.

A mechanical tradition prevents us from answering ballots with language, rather than the
rodentlike chewing of holes: Why is my water brown? I would like the next president of General
Motors to be ------ . Can we have more teachers in my daughter’s school? The obstacle is a
simple one: if we all made a unique decision, our answers could never be tabulated by machine.



To agree is to obey.

We are told that agreement is necessary to social functioning. Without it, we would move
in billions of separate directions, our actions dissipating in the breeze. However, cooperation
does not require agreement. Any number of people who believe that all humans such as
themselves should have food can act together to make this happen, yet hold wildly different
beliefs.

From this possibly outlandish perspective, let us consider politics. As it is, our political
system is about selection, not creation. Will I be a Democrat, Marxist, Maoist, anarchist,
corporate liberal, environmentalist, or ... This problem is well-known, but the solution is far too
dangerous to speak.

Maybe political resistance has failed us because it is thought of as providing an
alternative. Organizations and leaders occasionally manage to improve the world, but as the
movements behind them fade, nothing is left, only a shell to either follow or not. The model of
obedience that they impose---the same as society at large---is of constraint and concession.

Even if nothing I have written about agreement is true, it is unarguable that action within
any organization can only bring about a miniscule subset of the desires we each have. The nature
of consolidation, making infinite demands limited and countable, will always be synonymous
with a paradigm of reform.

Does all of this result simply from resistance organizations choosing to specialize, under
the pressures of realism? Assuming it was possible to create an organization which would
attempt to fix everything that was wrong, could it really work towards the dream of everyone in
it? If the organization collapses for some reason, would its members be once again helpless and
obedient, or would they have the tools to accomplish what they wanted?

What aspects of life are considered political today? Most commonly, politics refers to the
working of state power and political resistance refers to the struggle between that power and
other institutions designed to challenge or reform it. A more general definition, still grounded in
the mainstream, is that activity which affects the exercise of state power is political. Therefore,
business leaders, police, and teachers are all acting politically by changing, enforcing and
embodying, or refusing to obey this power.

We must understand the history of resistance to power with attention to the ways in which
those resisting have themselves created and used power. If the form of resistance has been part
of the reason for its failure, how can we correct flaws in the form? Should we abandon organized
resistance altogether? I will examine the moments in history at which people in social
movements create organizations, with attention to the changes that take place in the people and
their politics.

No state can exist without obedience, and as I stated, a major thesis here is that no
resistance which demands or even encourages obedience can succeed. Inculcating obedience into
us is a process that we may need to understand to resist. Clearly, it must take place on several
levels, and I will at least briefly address all aspects that I recognize. The severe reduction of the
variety of ideas to which we are exposed. 1 will show some of the many steps which have been
taken in this direction, and explain the social, personal, and even neurobiological implications of
this suffocation.



Do leaders and organizations create social movements, are they only voices riding the
crest of a wave? Are social movements begun by the spread of revolutionary ideas, or are these
ideas a piece of something else, deeper and larger, that moves through societies? These questions
will help us understand the ways in which obedience to leaders has affected movements.
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