
The Power to Destroy, The Power 
to Create 

The power of this society to destroy has reached a scale unprec
edented in the history of humanity—and this power is being 
used, almost systematically, to work an insensate havoc upon 
the entire world of life and its material bases. 

In nearly every region, air is being befouled, waterways 
polluted, soil washed away, the land desiccated, and wildlife 
destroyed. Coastal areas and even the depths of the sea are not 
immune to widespread pollution. More significantly in the long 
run, basic biological cycles such as the carbon cycle and nitrogen 
cycle, upon which all living things (including humans) depend 
for the maintenance and renewal of life, are being distorted to 
the point of irreversible damage. The proliferation of nuclear 
reactors in the United States and throughout the world have 
exposed countless millions of people to some of the most car
cinogenic and mutagenic agents known to life. This terrifying 
menace to the very integrity of life may be with us for hundreds 
of thousands of years. To these radioactive wastes we should add 
long-lived pesticides, lead residues, and thousands of toxic or 
potentially toxic chemicals in food, water, and air; the expan
sion of cities into vast urban belts, with dense concentrations of 
populations comparable in size to entire nations; the rising din 
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of technology? Technology has become a convenient target for 
bypassing the deep seated social conditions that make machines 
and technical processes harmful. 

How convenient it is to forget that technology has served 
not*only to subvert the environment but also to improve it. The 
Neolithic Revolution, which produced the most harmonious 
period between nature and post paleolithic humanity, was above 
all a technological revolution. It was this period that brought to 
humanity the arts of agriculture, weaving, pottery, the domesti
cation of animals, the discovery of the wheel, and many other key 
advances. True, there are techniques and technological attitudes 
that are entirely destructive of the balance between humanity 
and nature. Our responsibilities are to separate the promise of 
technology—its creative potential—from the capacity of tech 
nology to destroy. Indeed, there is no such word as " Iechnology 
that presides over all social conditions and relations; there are 
different technologies and attitudes toward technology, some of 
which are indispensable to restoring the balance, others of which 
have contributed profoundly to its destruction. What humanity 
needs is not a wholesale discarding of advanced technologies, 
but a sifting, indeed a further development ol technology along 
ecological principles that will contribute to a new harmonization 
of society and the natural world. 

Do the roots of the ecological crisis lie in population growth? 
This thesis is the most disquieting, and in many ways the most 
sinister, to be advanced by ecology action movements in the 
United States. Here, an effect called "population growth, juggled 
around on the basis of superficial statistics and projections, is 
turned into a cause. A problem of secondary proportions at the 
present time is given primacy, thus obscuring the fundamen
tal reasons for the ecological crisis. True, if present economic, 
political, and social conditions prevail, humanity will in time 
overpopulate the planet and by sheer weight of numbers turn 
into a pest in its own global habitat. There is something obscene, 
however, about the fact that an effect, "population growth, is 
being given primacy in the ecological crisis by a nation that has 
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became a refuge from a life of toil on the same order as the con
sumption of cheap gin; the new proletariat reproduced children, 
many of whom were never destined to survive into adulthood, as 
mindlessly as it drifted into alcoholism. Much the same process 
occurred when the villages of Asia, Africa, and Latin America 
were sacrificed on the holy altar of imperialism. 

Today, the bourgeoisie "sees" things differently. The roseate 
years of "free enterprise" and "free labor" are waning before an 
era of monopoly, cartels, state-controlled economies, institu
tionalized forms of labor mobilization (trade unions), and auto
matic or cybernetic machinery. Large reserves of unemployed 
labor are no longer needed to meet the needs ot capital expan
sion, and wages are largely negotiated rather than left to the free 
play of the labor market. From a need, idle labor reserves have 
now turned into a threat to the stability of a managed bourgeois 
economy. The logic of this new "perspective" found its most 
terrifying expression in German fascism. To the Nazis, Europe 
was already "overpopulated" in the thirties and the population 
problem" was "solved" in the gas chambers of Auschwitz. The 
same logic is implicit in many of the neo-Malthusian arguments 
that masquerade as ecology today. Let there be no mistake about 
this conclusion. 

Sooner or later the mindless proliferation of human beings 
will have to be arrested, but population control will either be 
initiated by "social controls" (authoritarian or racist methods 
and eventually by systematic genocide) or by a libertarian, eco
logically oriented society—a society that develops angwbalance 
with nature out of a reverence for life. Modern society stands 
before these mutually exclusive alternatives and a choice must 
be made without dissimulation. Ecological action is fundamen-
tally social action. Either we will go directly to the social roots 
of the ecological crisis, or we will be deceived into an era of 
totalitarianism. 

Finally, do the roots of the ecological crisis lie in the mindless 
consumption of goods by Americans and by peoples of European 
origin generally? Here a half-truth is used to create a whole he. 
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If we are to find the roots of the present ecological crisis, we 
must turn not to technics, demographics, growth, and a diseased 
affluence alone; we must turn to the underlying institutional, 
moral, and spiritual changes in human society that produced 
hierarchy and domination-not only in bourgeois, feudal, and 
ancient society, nor in class societies generally but at the very 

dawn of civilization. 

Ecology and Society 

The basic conception that humanity must dominate and exploit 
nature stems from the domination and exploitation of man by 
man. Indeed, this conception goes back earlier to a time when 
men began to dominate and exploit women in the patriarchal 
family. From that point onward, human beings were increasingly 
regarded as mere resources, as objects instead of subjects. The 
hierarchies, classes, propertied forms, and statist institutions that 
emerged with social domination were carried over conceptually 
into humanity's relationship with nature. Nature too became 
increasingly regarded as a mere resource, an object, a raw mate 
rial to be exploited as ruthlessly as slaves on a latifundium. This 
"worldview" permeated not only the official culture of hierarchi
cal society; it became the way in which slaves, serfs, industrial 
workers and women of all social classes began to view them 
selves. As embodied in the "work ethic,' in a morality based on 
denial and renunciation, in a mode of behavior based on the 
sublimination of erotic desires, and in otherworldly outlooks (be 
they European or Asian), the slaves, serfs, workers, and female 
half of humanity were taught to police themselves, to fashion 
their own chains, to close the doors on their own prison cells. 

If the "worldview" of hierarchical society is beginning to 
wane today, this is mainly because the enormous productivity of 
modern technology has opened a new vision: the possibility of 
material abundance, an end to scarcity, and an era of free time 
(so-called leisure time) with minimal toil. 
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humanity becomes an extension of technology. The machine 
does not expand the power of the worker; the worker expands 
the power of the machine; indeed, she or he becomes a mere part 

of the machine. 
Is it surprising, then, that this exploitative, degrading, quan 

tified society pits humanity against itself and against nature on 
a more awesome scale than any other in the past! 

Yes, we need change, but change so fundamental and 
far-reaching that even the concept of revolution and freedom 
must be expanded beyond all earlier horizons. No longer is it 
enough to speak of new techniques for conserving and fostering 
the natural environment; we must deal with the earth commu 
nally, as a human collectivity, without those trammels of pri 
vate property that have distorted humanity's vision of hie and 
nature since the break-up of tribal society. We must eliminate 
not only bourgeois hierarchy but hierarchy as such; not only the 
patriarchal family but all modes of sexual and parental domi-/Z 

nation; not only the bourgeois class and propertied system but 
all social classes and property. Humanity must come into pos 
session of itself, individually and collectively, so that all human 
beings attain control of their everyday lives. Our cities must e 
decentralized into communities, or ecocommunities, exquisite y 
and artfully tailored to the carrying capacity of the ecosystems 
in which they are located. Our technologies must be readapted 
and advanced into ecotechnologies, exquisitely and artfu y 
adapted to make use of local energy sources and materials, with 
minimal or no pollution of the environment. We must recover a 
new sense of our needs-needs that foster a healthful life and 
express our individual proclivities, not "needs" dictated by the 
mass media. We must restore the human scale in our en\ iron 
ment and in our social relations, replacing mediated by direct 
personal relations in the management of society. Finally, a 
modes of domination—social or personal must be banis e 
from our conceptions of ourselves, our communities, and nature. 
The administration of humans must be replaced by the admin 
istration of things. The revolution we seek must encompass 
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delaying actions constitute a definitive solution to the funda 
mental conflict that exists between the present social order and 
the natural world. Nor can such delaying actions arrest the over 
whelming momentum of the existing society for destruction. 

This social order plays games with us. It grants long delayed, 
piecemeal, and woefully inadequate reforms to deflect our ener 
gies and attention from larger acts of destruction. In a sense, 
we are "offered" a patch of redwood forest in exchange for the 
Cascades, a nuclear power site in exchange for a neutron bomb. 
Viewed in a larger perspective, this attempt to reduce ecology 
to a barter relationship does not rescue anything' it is a cheap 
modus operandi for trading away the greater part of the planet 
for a few islands of wilderness, for pocket parks in a devastated 
world of concrete. It is the sick strategy of "benefits versus risks 
of "trade ofls" that has reduced ethics to the pursuit of "lesser 
evils" rather than greater good. 

Ecology Action East has two primary aims: one is to increase 
in the revolutionary movement the awareness that the most 
destructive and pressing consequences of our alienating, exploit
ative society is the ecological crisis, and that any truly rcvolu 
tionary society must be built upon ecological precepts: the other 
is to create, in the minds of the millions of Americans who are 
concerned with the destruction of our environment, the con 
sciousness that the principles of ecology, carried to their logi 
cal end, demand radical changes in our society and our way of 
looking at the world. 

Ecology Action East takes its stand with the lifestyle revo
lution that, at its best, seeks an expanded consciousness of 
experience and human freedom. We seek the liberation of 
women, of children, of gay people, of Black people and colo
nial peoples, and of working people in all occupations as part 
of a growing social struggle against the age-old traditions and 
institutions of domination—traditions and institutions that have 
so destructively shaped humanity's attitude toward the natural 
world. We support libertarian communities and struggles for 
freedom wherever they arise: we take our stand with every effort 
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new ecological attitude not only toward nature but also toward 
humans: a conception of spontaneous, variegated relations 
within groups and between groups, within society and between 

individuals. 
We hope that ecology groups will eschew all appeals to the 

"heads of government" and to international or national state insti 
tutions, the very criminals and political bodies that have materi
ally contributed to the ecological crisis of our time. We believe 
the appeals must be made to the people and to their capacity tor 
direct action that can get them to take control of their own lives 
and destinies. For only in this way can a society emerge without 
hierarchy and domination, a society in which each individual is 
the master of his or her own fate. 

The great splits that divided human from human, humanity 
from nature, individual from society, town from country, men
tal from physical activity, reason from emotion, and generation 
from generation must now be transcended. Ihe fulfillment ot 
the age-old quest for survival and material security in a world 
of scarcity was once regarded as the precondition for freedom 
and a fully human life. To live we had to survive. As Brecht put it: 
"First feed the face, then give the moral." The situation has now 
begun to change. The ecological crisis of our time has increas 
ingly reversed this traditional maxim. Today, if we are to survive, 
we must begin to live. Our solutions must be commensurable 
with the scope of the problem, or else nature will take a terrifying 
revenge on humanity. 

The Meaning of Direct Action and Affinity Groups 

Today, all ecological movements stand at a crossroad. They are 
faced with basically conflicting alternatives of policy and pro
cess: whether to work within the existing institutions or to use 
direct action, whether to form centralistic, bureaucratic, and 
conventional forms of organization or decentralized affinity 
groups. These problems have reached their most acute form in 
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also the "self' of each individual—as a unique, creative, and 
competent being—that has to be fully developed. Mass society, 
the real basis for hierarchy, domination, command and obedi
ence, like class society, is the spawning ground for a society of 
homogenized spectators whose lives arc guided by elites, "stars," 
and "vanguards," be they in the bureaucratic society of the 
United States or the totalitarian societies of the socialist world. 
A truly free society docs not deny selfhood but rather supports 
it. liberates it. and actualizes it in the belief that everyone is 
competent to manage society, not merely an "elect" of experts 
and self-styled men of genius. Direct action is merely the free 
town meeting writ large. It is the means whereby each individ 
ual awakens to the hidden powers within herself and himself, 
to a new sense of self confidence and self competence: it is 
the means whereby individuals take control of society directly, 
without "representatives" who tend to usurp not only the power 
but the very personality of a passive, spectatorial "electorate" 
that lives in the shadows of an "elect." Direct action, in short, is 
not a "tactic" that can be adopted or discarded in terms of its 

"effectiveness" or "popularity"; it is a moral principle, an ideal, 
indeed, a sensibility. It should imbue every aspect of our lives 
and behavior and outlook. 

Similarly, the affinity group—a term devised by the Spanish 
Anarchists (Federacidn Anarquista Iberica or FAI) in the 
1920s—is not merely a "task force" that can be flippantly col
lected and disbanded for short lived occupations. It is a perma
nent, intimate, decentralized community of a dozen or so sisters 
and brothers, a family or commune as it were, who are drawn 
together not only by common actions and goals but by a need to 
develop new libertarian social relations between^themselves, to 
mutually educate each other, share each other's problems, and 
develop new, nonsexist, nonhierarchical ties as well as activi 
ties. The affinity group should form the real cellular tissue from 
which the alliance evolves, the very protoplasm that turns it into 
an organic being. In contrast to the party-type of organization, 
with its centralized, bureaucratic skeleton to which all parts of 



TOWARD AN ECOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

7  ~ —  
proliferation and combination in it "T Cd together by 
ecological entity. It always rermi dUthent,C ,ocality as a truly 
sensitive to i,s °f ~tv, 
nate locally and regionallv im -i rcments- yet it can coordi-
mittees whose delegates (as distin C "Ta coordinatin8 corn-
can always be recalled rotated f 7™ "representatives") 
the views of the various grouns' mandated to reflect 
affinity groups structure of an 17^ de'ai1' ̂  Within the 

iahes rather than increases at h"96' P°Wer aCtUally dimin' 
nation, this in sharp contrast to na, aSCendin8 leVei °f C00rdi" 
or chapter-types of organization ™ y type or "Ieague"—type 
terns of "representation" and nni u 7 the existing ays-
ike direct action, is not merely an 07' ^ afflnity grouP-

force " a "tool" for implementing n®aniZatlonal device. a "task 
based on a moral principle an in . occuPations; it too is 
beyond the issue of nuclear po^'tol" that 8°es 

new, humanly scaled, decentralized e °f SPiritUai power-
assoctanon as wefl as human action gICal forms of human 

Between Two Choices 

With the Three Mile Island meltdown • 
m the summer of r978, when the s 'h '979 Md even earlie 
arbitrarily turned into a star-studded "fo°k,.,OCCUpation wa< 
Clamshell leadership, there has been 3 festival by the 
affiances of attempts to co^^'^inLS 
whole into a political and media event It 7 as a 
of the self-styled "founders" of Clamshefl C if man-V 

e idea that direct action and affinity grm 7 Understood 
mere "tactics" and "task forces7oXfess7 7 m°re d>a„ 
attractive-so they were widely used By th ' SOUnded 
of the Clamshell "founders" viewed 77 7t0ken' many 
-e rallying point for mass, 



THE POWER TO DESTROY, THE POWER TO CREATE • 39 

spectacles in which people with basically conflicting social 
views could unite, whether they believed in "free enterprise" 
or no property, for huge audiences before which they could 
display their oratorical talents and abilities. To go beyond "No 
Nukes!"—even as an educational responsibility—was taboo. 
At various alliance conferences and congresses, even at local 
clusters in which Coordinating Committee "regional travelers" 
(so reminiscent of the old SDS "regional travelers of the six
ties) surfaced, thoughtful antinuke activists were urged to keep 
the antinuke issue "clear." They were called upon to limit their 
educational activities to the growing public interest in nuclear 
reactors, not to develop a richer, more searching public con
sciousness of the social roots of nuclear power. In trying to 
find a low common denominator that would "mobilize" virtually 
everyone, the new "antinuke establishment" really educated no 
one. It was Three Mile Island that did much of the education, 
and often public understanding of the issue goes no further 
than problems of technology rather than problems of society. 
Respectability was stressed over principles, popularity over dis-
sidence, mass mobilizations in Washington D.C. and New York's 
Battery Park over occupations, and more insidiously, politics 
over direct action. 

Yes, the fact is that there is now an "antinuclear establish
ment" that resembles in many structural, manipulatory, tactical, 
and perhaps even financial respects the very nuclear establish
ment it professes to oppose. It is not a very holy alliance, this 
career-oriented, star-studded, and politically ambitious estab
lishment that often stands in harsh opposition or contradiction to 
the libertarian principles of major alliances like Clamshell, Shad, 
Abalone, and Catfish. Its elite membership has been recruited 
in some cases from the self-styled "founders" of the libertarian 
alliances themselves. Others, like Tom Hayden, the Alexander 
Cockburn-James Ridgeway axis, Public Interest Research Group 
(PIRG) luminaries, and Barry Commoner openly shunned the 
alliances or their equivalent—Hayden and Cockburn-Ridgeway, 
by denouncing all environmental groups at one time or another 
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or "scientists" with technical appeal, or "just plain folks" who 
helped found the alliances, the antinuclcar establishment incu 
bates in our midst like pathogenic spores that periodically break 
out in acute illnesses. To speak bluntly, it cultivates our worst 
vices. It appeals to our desire for "effectiveness" and our hope of 
achieving "mass support" without revealing the immoral, in fact, 
demoralizing implications of the methods it employs. It con 
ceals the fact that its methods are borrowed from the very social 
structures, indeed, the very advertising agencies, that reduce 
people to "masses," media orchestrated spectators, "groupies 
of the "stars" who seem larger than life because their appetites 
for power are often larger than their egos. 

We have emphasized the problems created by the antinuclcar 
establishment not from any desire for divisivencss or any sense 
of personal malice. 'Ihcrc is a deeper sense of tragedy that runs 
through my remarks rather than anger. A few members of this 
establishment arc doubtless naive; others arc frankly opportun 
ists whose careers and ambitions by far outweigh their commit 
ment to a humanistic, ecological society. My emphasis stems 
basically from a need not only to acknowledge that serious 
differences exist within the antinuclcar movement and should 
not be concealed by specious demands for "unity ; my main 
concern is that we recover and advance our own identity in the 
years that lie ahead—our commitment to direct action, to affinity 
groups, decentralization, regionalism, and libertarian forms of 
coordination. 

The future of the antinuke movement, particularly of its great 
alliances, depends not only upon what we reject but what we 
accept—and the reasons why we accept certain principles, orga 
nizational forms, and methods. If we limit ourselves to No 
Nukes! is enough," we will remain simplistic, naive, and tragically 
innocent people whom careerists can cynically and shrewdly 
manipulate. If we see direct action and affinity groups merely as 

"tactics" or "task forces," we will foreclose any real contact with 
those millions of restive Americans who are looking for an alter
native to a system that denies them any power over their lives. If 
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for "voluntary simplicity" and "limits to growth" aa the fastest 
growth industry on the commercial horizon parahela EDona 
and Mobil's claims to energy conservation. Ihat a multtmilli 
dollar "think tank" for big business advances "voluntary sim 
nlicity" as a new growth industry for future capital investment; 
that agribusiness may well turn to organic food cultivation to 
meet the growing market for "natural roods"; that the Club of 
Rome can advance a gospel of "limits to growth": reveal how 
utterly superficial these demands can become when they t o 
not challenge the basic corporate, property, bureaucratic, and 
profit oriented social structure at Its most fundamental level ot 
ownership and control. 

The most effective steps we can take at our congresses am 
conferences to assure a meaningful future for the antinukc move 
ment and environmental movement more broadly is to unrcTcnt 
ingly foster the development ol affinity groups as the bases of our 
alliances and direct action as the bases of our activities. Direct 
action does not merely mean nuclear site occupations, it means 
learning how to manage every aspect of our lives, from pro uc 
ing to organizing, from educating to printing. The New l.ng anc 
town meetings, during their more revolutionary periods around 
the 1760s, were near models of direct action as carried into t e 
social world. So, too. for direct action—of which our affinity 
groups and congresses can be models no less than Scabrook or 
Shoreham or Rocky Flats. Direct action, however, decidedly does 
not mean reducing oneself to a passive spectator of a stars 
performance, whether it be at a speakers rostrum, a rock band s 
stage, or on the portico of the State House in Sacramento or t e 
White House in Washington. 

On the other hand, if we are afraid to remain in a minority 
by speaking out openly and honestly even at the risk of being 
"ineffective" or insolvent for a time-we deserve the fate that 
awaits us—respectability at the price of surrender, "influence 
at the price of demoralization, power at the price of cynicism, 
"success" at the expense of corruption. The choice lies in either 
direction, and there is no "in-between" terrain on which to 
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