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0n Refusing
Personal preface to
a handbook on
selective trouble-making
IINGSLEY VIIDMER

Nor LONG AGO I SP()K_lú AT AN ANTI-WAR RAl..'lt.Y to a few hundred people
under the eucalyptus trees in a Southern California city park. lôve been
doing that, as part of my obligation of public refusal. whenever asked by
student or liberal-left political groups for some years now. Indeed, for
more than twenty years, though the opportunities to speak against the
American political megalomania were rare until the war in Vietnam
reached major scale. As usual, my remarks in the park were brief
arguments against the destructive hypocrisies ot United States institu-
tions and a plea for resisting them. _ _

Though mostly a recital of what should be obvious._I like to think
that I added a few touches of the tangible and sardonic to the usual
protest oratory. My reception by the largely youthful audience was
politely positive. The next speaker, a black-bereted black militant.
started about like this: ñWho owns and runs this goddamn country?
White mother-fuckers! Who kills brown Vietnamese? Who kills black
Americans? The same white mother-fuckers! Weôre gonna make
a revolution and take this country away from the white mother-
fuckers!ò 'When he ýnished his half-hour black mass on white American
mother-fuckerisin, he raised his right ýst above his head and chanted.
with the audience enthusiastically joining in. ñPower to the people!
Power to the people!ò Then an exceptionally well-ampliýed rock
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group took up the applause, the beat vibrating even the ancient
eucalyptus, and overpowered all mere people in the park.

Peace, brother, but thatis not my style. I do not object to the
ghetto poetryðthe metaphors of sexual violation have always, and
quite properly, been central to rebellion--nor do I object to _the
performanceôs surreal irrelevance to ñpeaceò since protest actions
primarily serve as aesthetic rituals for dissident para-communities.
But the racist anti-racism, the resentful populist cry for power, and
the muddling of tangible rebellion with pretences to revolution, seem
ýnally repressive. Aggrandizing black mother-fuckers would not neces-
sarily be much improvement over aggrandizing white mother-fuckers.
Thatôs just the old politics, again, when we need to de-race and dc-power
in erasing a whole imposed mode of consciousness.

Underneath the generous rage of my fellow speakers I heard the
beat of a parochial and sadly reversible revolutionism. Granted, we
should support authentic protest, which this also included, whenever
and wherever. Purist political fantasies, whether of bureaucratic reform-
ism, proletarian revolution, or technological and educational magic,
subserve even greater moral ambiguities. Yet radical intelligence must
also be detachment and I felt that the tone and style the occasion
serviced were not suþiciently radical. I also later wryly reþected that
I may have gotten through more successfully to the undercover military
cop (so identiýed to me by a reporter) who slyly questioned me after
my speech than I did to much of the audience. So: Whose radical am Ió?

Let me answer with a couple of stories which, I ruefully note, must
partake of history since for an American radical these days I am old-ð
not only paunchy and suburbanized but necessarily responsive to an
accumulated reality. After all, it has been a generation since I ýrst
bit the bullet of social bitterness as a ýeld hand and factory worker,
as an infantry soldier and prison convict, as a declass® and dissident.
But the ancient radicalism I would afýrm has less to do with political
ñgenerationsò--that ideological sleight of hand to reduce the critical
to the merely chronological or a þeeting biology of discontent?-rthan
with the persistent refusal of a false social ordering. If radical criticism
and refusal mean much, then they must apply beyond the topical and
generational, residing ýnally in a permanent radicalism of social trans-
formation. Only that deserves allegiance.

Society, for example, must still redeem the curse of labour. That
will not be done, as our latest piety pretends, by technology alone since
its processes do not contain outraged human awareness-ðindeed, tech-
nological order discourages and represses any larger _ human
responsiveness. Yet most of our technologues and economists and
political moralists grievously obscure the work issues. Long ago I
lost the knack of understanding such people. Was it when I hoed
beans in a hot midwestern sun for ten cents an hour? Or unloaded,
for subsistence pay, freight cars of coal with a scoop and wheelbarrow?
Or worked twelve-hour shifts running a dangerous steam ýller, in
120-plus degree heat, in a canning factory? No matter when or at
what, that bitter sense of monotonous, arbitrary, body- and mind-
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wracking labour, without autonomy or reasonable reward, remains
a basic and black reality. May theorizing never undercut the truths
of memory!

Granted, my examples are old-fashioned, though they still apply
to millions of Americans, not to mention most of the rest of the human
world. Because of those experiences, I am permanently deaf to talk
of Gross National Product affluence, or technologically marvellous
social order, or any other claim to ñadvancedò civilization that does
not minimize the sweated drudgeries and maximize the just solace for
those forced to do our painful and unpleasant labours.

Most basically, liberty must always be tested on the labour and
eroticism and vitality of the body. Except in the fantasies of bureau-
cratic technology, whose pathological quality is evident in its current
Egyptian monumentality and rocketing lunacies. our struggle remains
for the tangible necessities of the human þesh. For society to honestly
recognize the burden of labour means that no businessman receive
higher rewards than the ýeld hand hacking with a short hoe; that no
exalted professional merits as much honour as those mucking out our
coal and crap; that no fashionable entertainer or artist receive as good
a treatment as the most menial labourer or domestic. I know on my
nerves, having been both, that the garbageman deserves to be better
paid and comforted than the college professor. Any contrary social
ordering is not only wrong but certain, by its corrupting denial of basic
human reality, to be pervasively ugly and vicious.

But let me take an example of dehumanized labouring beyond
the essential moral revulsion. A few years ago I practised the trade of
airframe ñtemplate makerò in various plants and job-shops in three
western states. After several months of making metal patterns in one
of the largest, and reputedly most ñprogressiveò plants, my boredom
reached such excruciation that some gesture towards critical change
was imperative. From the better writings on the subject as well as
from my co-workers I know that my reaction was unexceptional. Many
a factory worker, not just a poere maudezó with a hand drill, ýnds his
routine painful, his conditions of work arbitrary and his sense of life
emptied. Above a certain minimum, issues of pay and other ñbeneýtsò
only concern the condiments, not the life-diet. To those reduced to
being controlled functions in a factory (and the similar, if sometimes
more lavish, dehumanizations of oþice and business and profession),
the alternatives consist of escape, degeneration and counter-assertion.

My counter-assertion no doubt revealed a peculiar naivete. I
combined my responses to the tooling shop with some of the studies
on industrial organization and came up with a moderate list of rational
changes that would help humanize my work. When I then consulted
a noted academic specialist on how I might initiate these, he exhibited
acute embarrassment. He did provide two pieces of wisdom on how
I might modify my life in the factory: I should go back to school to
major in Industrial Relations, thus both getting out of the shop and
ñgetting aheadò---the usual American ideal of ñopportunityò substitut-
ing for justice and meaningð-and I should spend my spare time in
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politics, in liberal-Democratic chores in a Republican suburb. Such
counselling passes for ñrealismò in therapy as well as in politics.

Next, the labour union. With diþiculty, I ýnally presented my
critical suggestions to someone at a low level in that hierarchy. My
points ranged from making the ñbreaksò concur with the job (i.e.
take a smoke or coffee at a natural place in the work instead of being
bound by a rigid plant-wide schedule), through co-operative decisions
on work assignments to a procedure for electing fore.men. All such
proposals were angrily rejected. The union, like most ñpressure
groupsò in a psuedo-pluralistic society, usually bends and bulges only
in the accepted ways. I quickly learned that individual and various
conditions, such as þexible rest periods, lacked drama and therefore
had no chance as bargaining issues; everybody knew that assignments
and promotions were purely corporate prerogatives; and that lôd better
ñget with itò. Though too dumb to say it, the union oþicialôs tone
insisted that arbitrary production requires arbitrary authority. including
his own, rather than autonomy for those doing the work.

My even raising such questions was suspect: ñJust what are your
politics?ò They certainly werenôt going to appear anti-union. Some
years earlier I had raised some questions to an ofýcial in a different
union and obtained my answers from two persuasive gentlemen who
wanted me to make contact with the hard realities of the problems
and so repeatedly put my head against a brick wall. In addition to my
cowardice, I felt some reluctance in pushing things because my expe-
rience in a non-union shop, where I was ýred for talking too much.
inclined me to prefer a union which re-enforced false conditions to no
union at all. (The dilemma remains: as president of a college pro-
fessorôs union local, I ýnd that a majority of my colleagues want to
aggrandize salaries and the institutional surrogate for themselves
rather than radically change education. One can only serve by
subverting.)

Then I started arguing my way up the company hierarchy, ýnally
reaching one of the biggest incompetents, the Plant Superintendent.
That was a scene of comic pathos .in a cubicle high above the assembly
line: the thickly nervous factory Major General, on company time,
trying to get rid of a loquacious. unshaven, T-shirted third-rate tool-
maker inexplicably spending his off-time arguing about perfectly
standard shop procedures. The Super came on with phony geniality,
then irritated belligerence, and ýnally collapsed into a self-made-boss
intimacy, lamenting that heôd never understood those ñindustrial
psychò courses he had to take in night school, and concluding, hand
on my shoulder, ñWhat can I do for you? Put you in for a promotion?ò
No, I wanted to be able to smoke my pipe at reasonable intervals, to
work out with the other template men the divying up of the jobs-ðit
mi ht even be more ñeþiciei1tòl--rather than be trapped by engineering8
numbers and foremenôs caprice, and, in sum, we wanted to be a bit
more our own bosses and make some changes. Wasnôt that reasonable?
He agreed but wearily assured me that what I asked would require
getting rid of all those goddam personnel people, changing the company
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and union contractual procedures, and not only reorganizing the whole
plant but the prime contractor, the US Government. Such a vicious
circle allows only one real rational reform; by its own logic, the system
must go.

The standard escapes urged upon me-ðbecoming an ñindustrial
relationsò decorator or climbing the shop hierarchy-ð-would only
aggrandizingly re-enforce the viciousness. In the long ru_n, such an
order must be radically transformed; in the short run, it must be
resisted if one is to remain humanly distinct. For both, we need more
effective and intransigent ways of negation. That is the main ñsocial
issueò of our time. At that point; all I could do was give my humble
bit: take ñbreaksò when I damn well pleased, set my own slowed-down
work schedule, knock off days, and agitate others to go the same way.
Personal intransigence must ground any genuine radical awareness, not
least as defence against the self-destructive schizophrenia which sickens
our institutions. While neither demands for individuality nor group
social justice will be sufýcient to give real freedom, equality and mean-
ing to most work in our society, that is where a communal politics
must start.

Surely refusal can take more subtle, less naive, ways than mine-
though they had better not be too subtle. The essential obtuseness of
our institutions to humanely rational amelioration from below can also
be put in a harsher light. When I was a convict in a federal prison
I found that there, too, that radical intransigence, personal as well as
ideological, provided the only pertinent responses. Though prison was
less nnstily totalitarian than the US Army, the grim, gray tedium-ðthe
surface of the basic terrorism which controls all ñtotalò institutions
such as armies and prisons and hospitals--forces almost everybody
to ñhard timeò it. Aside from that, my own situation as head convict
librarian, combined with the fortuitou.s double protection of a senior
ñscrewò and an extortionist who was an inmate leader, became down-
right comfortable, for a prison.

But since the prison system (run in large part by the more
corrupt inmates) was grossly unjust, and since I was there for
having deýed the government, a radical response was imperative.*

In that ñcorrectional institutionò usual ameliorist criticisms were
undercut by a ñliberalò administration. For example, the place was
racially segregated but since the ñghettoò sections of the cell blocks and
mess hall were the most desirable ones, the Negroes protested any

*Though. as a combat veteran of World War II I. was not legally subject to
further military service, I refused, as a point of anti-authoritarian principle,
to complete registration when conscription was reinstituted in 1948. I was
convicted of felonious violation of the Selective Service Act and, from
characteristic American righteousness (plus some of the Cold War psychology
developing then) sentenced to eight months in prison instead of the more
logical suspended sentence. While I am now less naive about the American
character, I would still emphasize such action as a necessary self-deýnition
against a false society. Radicalism. without some such grounding appears to
"me as often dubiously abstract-sentimental.
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efforts to reduce them to ñequaiò conditions--a shrewd bigotry which
may show a useful future. When I also objected that the educational
system onl.y existed on paper and in rare dress appearances of ñrehabili-
tationò, my complaints got me the additional job of convict-head of
the prison school. As with most official educational roles, the main
effect was moral solace since I didnôt really do a very good job of
teaching aged illiterates. Finally, my recognition of the co-opting
pattern discouraged me from very vigorous complaints about the
psychiatric and religious services for fear that I might be led to unneces-
sary additional lessons in humility.

But what could I do? Certainly I could have joined a prison reform
society, after I got out. Or I could have stuck to my intellectual bench
and worked out a sociological theory of the imperviousness of ñtotalò
institutions to the usual forms of criticism, as correctly do the few good
writings on the society of captives. Or I could make the selýsh ñbest
of a bad situationò, which I had already done though I was not quite
self-regarding enough to claim it as a social philosophy. Since the
authorities were constitutionally incapable of making more than trivial
gestures of justice and were psychotically deaf to cons (except for the
Captain of the Guards, all too open to persuasion since he was the
biggest crook around), and since the elite among the cons (conýdence
men, extortionists, and similar professionals) were intelligent but over-
adaptable types with power-roles to conserve, the usual elitist and
educational theories of change were irrelevant. (Thereôs nothing like
a totalitarian institution for checking out the social and political
theorists!)

But one discovers another elite, usually submerged: the ñbrilliant
psychopathsò, the extreme, ñdeviantò, personalities who lead riots and
escapes. While ñoutsideò institutions make elaborate efforts to remove
these dissidentsðprobably because they are usually superior persons
in intelligence and competence to those in power---prisons, themselves
the places of removal, ýnd it diflicult to be inhumanly pure. (Following
contemporary educational and psychological programming, prisons and
armies and their imitators now do attempt to change this by a
ñscientiýcòð-that is, conservative--process of segregation.) To the degree
that most of our institutions parallel the totalitarian ones--and that
must be considerable since the total institutions do the basic controlling
of the societyð-we may ýnd that ñpsychopathsò provide the real
possibilities for change. We need not draw any sentimental conclusion
that such efforts will always be for the best, only that this is the major
route of possibility, still not fully excluded in our carefully modulated
and dehumanized orderings. Any serious social-political theory of
change, then, must in effect include a Table of Organization entitled
ñBeating the System: Where To Have the Madmenò. If it doesnôt,
itôs the usual bullshit, so out with it.

What I am defending here is what one of my Neomarxist friends
condemns as my ñlumpen elitism of the desperate poetic imaginationò.
Lovely phrase, but I more than once, and in a variety of roles-ð-from
rnerchant seamen through advertising hack and university professor-ð
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discovered the signiýcance of that psychopathic elite not _by theory but
by need and by natural taste in friends. They are more lively, if some-
what more difficult. _ _

And this led me to one of the few ways of _meaning_ful action in
prison. A psychopathic young con, the compulsive captive and con-
genital hard-timer, mildly screwed-up and was bum rapped with a bad
work reassignment. He conýded his rage, and break-out plans, to me.
As in most institutions in our society, prison job placement and pro-
motion primarily come about through sycophancy (and related corrup-
tion), custodial security, and (at the unconscious level) psychosomatic
typologies, not by competence and need and desire. The human dis-
crepancies show up most glaringly in closed systems but, even when
admitted, are not likely to be corrected since rational standards for
jobs would not only displace convicts whose power situations (as in the
bakery and dispensary) were crucial to the illicit structure of business
and pleasure but would threaten the pathology of the whole system.
If one kiss-ass goes, why not the rest of them? While ñadvantageò
and ñavoiding troubleò block revision, the basic warping, not just the
usually claimed ñself-interestò, needs to be assaulted. Change, therefore,
requires a psychic as well as practical disproportion. To be rationally
appropriate, eýorts at reform must be excessive in apparent style.
disruptive not only of identiýcation and advantage but of over-all order.
Contrary to the smug pieties of narrow rationality in so much of our
social and political thought, nothing less will do. True politics is the art
of trouble-making.

I encouraged my psychopathic fellow con to dramatically refuse his
new job assignment, and backed him up by ñunreasonablyò refusing to
work myself. Further steps included encouraging the other psychopaths
to ñact outò, refusing to go to the mess hall as the start of a hunger
strike, and making demands about everything. These direct actions
depended less on the moral suasion often claimed for civil disobedience
than on countering ñadvantageò (a lot of unpleasant extra work for
the short-handed screws), on dramatic enlargement (people were pushed
into choosing sides almost in spite of themselves), and on the obviously
swelling psychic explosiveness. The authorities took the easy out and
made the sensible changes in job assignments, and I went back to
eating, work and ineffective liberalism. Later, my friend went over the
wall anyway. Granted, in this prison such methods had previously been
used by ñpoliticalò prisoners so that my role, and therefore the action,
were identiýed as ideological rather than just sick or selýsh. Without
such deýnition, the sequence would have been quite unlikely. What
radicals do, the justiýcation for their interminable argument and drama-
tization, is essentially esthetic: they not only create awareness but
scenarios for social and political responses.

Perhaps in this case (as also in the army when I several times led
buddies ñover the hillò but also back again) I took the cowardly way
out in not pushing additional demands, fomenting more drastic
responses, upping the ante to violent disruption. I may be guilty of
excessive moderation, which rationalizes as a search for a continuing




























