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Part I Context







Chapter 1: The Work System as Oppression—
Roots of Discontent

During 1973, a series of conferences was held across the United States to
ponder the “changing work ethic” in this country (Shabecoff, 1973:22).
The conferees, who included national political figures as well as business
and labor leaders, were plainly worried. And with good reason, for the
diagnosis of a “changing work ethic” was simply a polite way of noting
that large numbers of people were becoming increasingly fed up with the
way they earned their living. Earlier in the year, a task force of the Depart-
ment of Health, Education, and Welfare had released a report showing
that only 43 percent of white-collar workers, and only 24 percent of blue-
collar workers, would choose the same line of work if given a chance to
start their careers anew (1973:15). Workers’ discontent, long a theme of
American radicals, had become a matter of national concern.

As usual, the convening of task forces and high-level conferences indi-
cated only that a pervasive problem of long standing had finally become
a serious nuisance to the power structure. At the work place, this particular
problem was showing itself in unacceptable levels of absenteeism, in-plant
crime, vandalism, drug abuse, declining productivity, and active rebellion
against traditional management prerogatives. More dramatically, the pre-
vious decade had seen the emergence of an entire “counterculture,” one of
whose tenets was that available work was alienating, unnecessary, and there-
fore to be avoided altogether—preferably by moving to some rural commune.
Although the counterculture was not large, it included a disproportionate
number of the most “promising” members of its generation, and its attitudes
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spread broadly through the society as a whole. With rebellion against con-
ventional work situations arising on every side, something clearly had to be
done, though nobody seemed to know quite what.

It is the thesis of this book that an appropriate “something” was in fact
available, if all but universally ignored. If communards do not work, and
workers do not commune, the answer may lie simply in bringing the two
together—in communal work. In brief, the productive aspects of the work
place would be combined with the modest size and highly personal content
of the commune. In such an environment, work becomes tangibly related
to the entire process of living, on a scale that is within human ability to
comprehend and master. The structural bases for the sorts of alienation
which have led to our “changing work ethic”—alienation of workers from
each other, their work, their superiors, themselves; and alienation of work
itself from other aspects of life—are largely eliminated. In all these respects,
the communal work place is a social unit superior to those in which we now
try to function.

Of course, this remedy has not yet reached far into the national conscious-
ness, partly because of the ways in which the problem itself has generally
been set forth. For those who define it in terms of glaring disparities in eco-
nomic status between rich and poor, the solution is simply to redistribute
national income more equitably. For those who see the numbing routines
of the work place as the root of the problem, it can be avoided by creating
autonomous work teams or by implementing other “work-enrichment”
programs. More radical critics see a latent class struggle at work, one whose
resolution should have the proletariat (variously defined) seize the instru-
ments of power. The limitation of all such approaches is that they are either
too abstract or too narrowly based to embrace the range of immediate issues
which has led people to be unhappy with their lives. To begin the case for
the communal work place as a logical response to these issues, let us first
establish what they are.

THE ROOTS OF DISCONTENT

Production and Consumption. To find full meaning in their work, people
must feel that some relationship exists between their labor and the satisfac-
tions that accrue to those consuming the products of that labor. Only in 2
profoundly alienated system would people find themselves producing ever-
increasing quantities of dubious goods and then delivering these goods into
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a distribution network whose end points—the buyers—are always out of
sight. Such a system would give rise to two problems. Makers would be
severed from users and would thus be unable to draw pleasure from the
joy that use of their products might provoke. And joy itself would wither
away, crippled by the spiritually corrosive qualities of the goods involved.
It is a somber image—and a precise description of the economic system
within which we live.

To arrive at this point, our society has had to purge its definition of a
“rational” economic order of any taint of personal contact. We work, and
the things we make are placed into boxes by strange hands and sent out into
the void. We shop, and from the void miraculously appear other boxes. Oh,
brave new world: “More or less automatically and impersonally . . . the
market mechanism . . . directs and coordinates the decisions and activities of
millions of independent, dispersed economic units and agents. With all of
its problems and imperfections, it is surely one of the most remarkable of
social institutions” (Grossman, 1967:15). It is remarkable indeed, allowing
us all to live without ever making contact around the acts through which
we keep each other alive, The chilling touch of the “invisible hand” (Adam
Smith’s felicitous phrase to describe the workings of the capitalist market)
transmutes us all into profits and losses, the only things to which attention
must be paid. Little wonder that we begin to feel uneasy with the work we do.

And that is only the beginning, for much of what we produce would be
intrinsically without meaning no matter how it was delivered to its final
user. According to Murray Bookchin:

Roughly seventy percent of the American labor force does absolutely no
productive work that could be translated into terms of real output or the
maintenance of a rational system of distribution. Their work is largely
limited to servicing the commodity economy—filing, billing, bookkeeping
for a profit and loss statement, sales promotion, advertising, retailing,
finance, the stock market, government work, military work, etc, ad nan-
seam. Roughly the same percentage of goods produced is such pure gas-
bage that people would voluntarily stop consuming it in a rational society.

(1971:236)

We can quibble with Bookchin’s figures, but his point is nonetheless a strong
and valid one. The number of people actually working to make those goods
and services that we buy, and that enhance our lives, is a minor fraction of the
labor force. For the rest, perhaps the modal worker of our time is the book-
keeper tallying data on some advertising agency’s new campaign for its low-
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calorie laxative account. Most of us are involved in work that is the functional
equivalent of this. And although we tend to avoid thinking about it very
much, it is the sort of reality which, if allowed to surface, can help drive us
to seek alternatives to what we are doing.

Curiously enough, the only respite from production of meaningless goods
seems to have become massive consumption of those same goods—or, in the
jargon, consumerism. According to Thomas Weisskopf, “Consumerism de-
rives from a fundamental tenet of capitalist ideology: the assertion that the
primary requirement for individual self-fulfillment and happiness is the
possession and consumption of material goods” (1972:369). Again, under
irrational circumstances, such thinking becomes rational. Were our work to
have meaning, and were it carried out in a supportive social context, we
would not be driven wholly to identify our fulfillment with consumption.
As Herb Gintis has argued, however, where “work, community, and en-
vironment become sources of pain and displeasure rather than inviting
contexts for social relations, {the} reasonable individual response . . .is . . .
to emphasize consumption per se” (1972:128). Our powers of discernment
are directed to distinguishing between brands of cars, beers, and television
sets, rather than to surrounding ourselves with sources of beauty and en-
lightenment. Our energies carry us to movies, book stores, and stadiums
rather than to dance, participant sports, or the making of music. Here again,
it takes relatively little self-awareness for us to wonder if our priorities are
sound.

If our work severs us from those who use our products and our consump-
tion severs us from ourselves, the final folly—rational only in our Alice-in-
Wonderland world-—is the search to quench our thirsts through more and
more of the same thing. But that the object of this search is a torrent of
salt water is an idea whose time may now have come. As far back as 1970,
for example, even Time magazine discovered that “the glitter of growth
has begun to tarnish.” And T#me went on to quote a puzzled President Nixon,
wortying over the fact that “never has a nation seemed to have had more
and enjoyed it less” (1970:72-73). Little wonder. Consumption for many
people has already surpassed—or become divorced from—their ability to
enjoy their worldly goods.

In Report From Engine Co. 82, Dennis Smith talks of a Puerto Rican
bodega owner in the South Bronx who worked for eleven years to buy his
wife a new Cadillac:

He attached a garage [to his bodega} to protect the Cadillac from the
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neighborhood kids, and he double padlocked it, and built a mesh wire
fence around it, and padlocked that. He never gets to drive the Cadillac
though, because he works the bodega fourteen hours a day, seven days a
week. His wife doesn’t get to drive it much either, because it takes two to
run the store. The garage proved to be a good investment for them. (1972:

198-199)

In kind, if not degree, it is a familiar situation, one whose inevitability is
increasingly being questioned.*

The Nature of Work. When people begin to question the value of con-
sumption, they quickly move on to question the need for much of the work
that finances that consumption. Thus, companies as diverse as General
Motors and the Wales Manufacturing Company of Gastonia, North Carolina,
have been troubled by workers who have anticipated the four-day work
week by simply refusing to show up on the fifth day. The Wales management
went so far as to offer a twenty-cent hourly bonus for workers who put in a
full week; they found it made no difference ( Newsweek, 1972:87). Relative
affluence seems increasingly to be innoculating large numbers of people
against the lure of money, the traditional enforcer of work behavior in the
capitalist way of life. And so liberated, people will announce by their
absence their innermost feelings about the work places themselves: boredom,
irritation, and a general sense that in work lies no fulfillment at all,

While never much of a secret, such discontent with work has taken on
the proportions of a major social issue over the last few years. In 1972,
worried businessmen began to speak of a “Lordstown Syndrome” after the
General Mcitors workers in Lordstown, Ohio, took one look at what GM
executives were calling their new “plant of the future,” said the hell with i,
and went out on strike. Were the problem to stop there, we might be able
to bemoan the effects of the assembly line and go on about our business—
assuming our business to be other than on the line. But the disease is far
more pervasive, Seashore and Barnowe have found that “wvulnerability to
blue-collar blues is endemic in the whole work force and rests only slightly
on the stereotyped astributes of the middle-mass worker” (1972:80; italics
in original). In other words, none of us is immune. For every report of
striking workers, there are hints of widespread executive absenteeism.** For

* For a more thorough analysis of the costs of growth, see E. J. Mishan, 1969.
Mishan’s arguments are summarized in Greene and Golden, 1971.

** For an anecdotal account of absenteeism in advertising, see Della Femina, 1970:
109.
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every story of a worker shooting up during coffee break, there are tales of
the heavy, sweet smell in the halls of some corporate headquarters. Where
our work does not turn us on, we will turn on to other things or not show
up at all.

The sources of this discontent have become truisms, and not only in the
United States. Looking at the industrial scene in France, for example, Yvon
Bourdet says: “Everything happens as though the worker had been decere-
brated; his hands, sometimes tied to the machine, seem to receive orders
from another brain; his own brain is no more than an organ for recording
and relaying” (1970:143-144). In the usual cliché, we appear to have
become interchangeable cogs in a great industrial machine.* In fact, the
problem is often more complex than that. We are given just enough scope
for initiative to keep us from losing our minds, but not enough to be fully
satisfied. We are neither one place nor the other, lost in a set of contradictions
inherent in the situation:

It has been shown that the hands of millions of workers cannot be correctly
directed by the brain of one engineer, that the worker in this system can
be neither passive nor active. He cannot be passive because without his
constant ingenuity the system breaks down; it is enough for the worker to
follow the rules and regulations scrupulously to effect a sort of strike by
zeal. Nor can he be active since he is expected not to think but to obey
orders. ... (Bourdet, 1970:12)

Stated this way, it is clear that the problem is not limited to “workers” alone.
For practically everyone, the balance between work activity and work pas-
sivity is a constantly shifting reality of our jobs. We are passive much more
of the time than we admit to ourselves, but we admit enough to be troubled
by what we see.

Passivity might be bearable if the organizing principles toward which we
are expected to be passive made due allowance for varieties of people and
situations. But this is exactly what bureaucratic organization cannot do. It is
absurd to expect a worker on the verge of the flu to tighten bolts as rapidly
as a worker at the peak of condition, but this is what the system demands.
It is absurd to expect every piece of learning to come in fifty-minute seg-
ments, but this is what the schedules of our schools assume. It is absurd to
expect any standard reporting procedure to allow for all possible contin-

* We run the risk of forgetting how precisely this image can reflect reality. See
Langer, 1972:16 for a personal account of the machine and its cogs in the New York
Telephone Company.
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gencies, but this is the assumption behind most of the tables, forms, or grade
sheets we fill out. In such conditions, much of our “activeness” takes the form
of trying to reconcile our jagged edges with a work process that expects us
to be smooth. That we tend to become accustomed to this over time is but
a measure of our degradation.

An example: At the same time every year, every United States economic
aid mission in the world compiles data, according to standard forms, on the
economic conditions of the country in which it operates. Among these forms
is one that summarizes the gross national product in the preceding year. We
went through this little exercise in Ethiopia one summer; it was a paradigm
of the bureaucratic way. For eight hours a day during the appropriate (that
is, bureaucratically specified) weeks, members of the program office were to
think GNP. Drunk, sober, or enfeebled by chronic diarrhea, entranced by
the exercise or preoccupied with problems at home, the program officers
worried over investment figures and disposable income Monday through
Friday, from 8:00 to 12:00 each morning, and from 12:30 to 4:30 each
afternoon. As it happens, nobody has even a clue to the population of
Ethiopia, much less to what it is that those however many people are pro-
ducing. Nonetheless, numbers were dreamed up, forms filled out and dupli-
cated, and copies sent to everyone from the Department of Commerce to the
CIA (which subsequently sent them back to us as part of a secret report on
the Ethiopian state of things). Oddly enough, everyone went through the
process in total seriousness; they seemed to feel there was nothing particu-
larly strange in what they were doing.*

Control. If the conditions and nature of our work are more than enough
to bring us to a point of quiet desperation, the final indignity rests in the
fact that we as workers have little to say about any of these things. In most
of the institutions in which we most directly participate—and not only our
places of business—we feel ourselves to be more or less impotent. Considet-
ing a range of institutions including the political party, the economic enter-
prise, the trade union, and the university, Robert Dahl observes that even
“where the ostensible claim to legitimacy by those who wield authority is
that leaders are democratically chosen, as in the political party and the trade
union, everyone knows that internal democracy is mainly a fake” (1970:7).
And nobody would even pretend to a democratic basis for selection of those
holding power in the corporate enterprise.

* For a general statement of this process, see Goodman, 1972:31-32.
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It is not that we are wholly without voice. Once again, the system listens
with just enough of an ear to provide us the barest illusion of participation
in its business, enough of an ear to ward off active revolt. Workers may
band together to influence a change in the overhead lighting system that is
giving them headaches. They will have nothing to say about the product
they make or the basic conditions—the assembly line, for example—under
which it is produced. Civil servants may act to change procedures under which
eligibility for welfare programs is determined. They will have little or no
influence on the criteria for eligibility or on the conditions that drive people
to welfare offices in the first place. Faculty senates may tinker with grading
systems, instituting pass-fail for their classes instead of letter grades. They
are unlikely to be given the option of dispensing with grades or classes al-
together. That we have grown accustomed to living within such narrow
boundaries does not negate their narrowness. In virtually every one of the
moments of choice which set the context for our lives, we find the choice
is not ours.

Most critics, radical and liberal alike, have been prone to analyze such
questions in terms of the class-based, unequal distribution of power which
they see around them. For example, the ultimate power of decision in a
company like General Motors appears to rest in a few private hands, thereby
disenfranchising the millions of workers and consumers who are equally
bound up with what GM does. Private interest is substituted for the public
will, an incurably bourgeois and unfair way of handling such an extensive
operation:

General Motors is as much a public enterprise as the U.S. Post Office. With
gtross receipts approximately equal to Sweden’s Gross National Product;
with employees and their families about as large as the total population of
New Zealand; with outlays larger than those of the central government of
France or West Germany . . . General Motors is de facto the public busi-
ness. . . . In the circumstances, to think of General Motors as private in-
stead of public is an absurdity. (Dahl, 1970:120)

To unburden ourselves of this particular absurdity, we might conclude, we
have only to transfer ownership and control of General Motors to some
worthy agent of the public interest, whether government ministry or workers
council or consumer-based board of directors.

The problem, however, lies not in the ownership of General Motors but
in the scale of General Motors—and of virtually every institution (outside
the family) within which we function. With few exceptions, #// these institu-
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tions are simply too latge for us ever, under any conceivable system of owner-
ship and direction, to have more than a marginal part in their affairs. When
the scope of the institutions which support us grows beyond that which we
can personally know, we are forced to accept means of coordinating these
institutions—the matket, committees, legislatures, the law, tyrants, or what-
ever—that are impersonal to us, beyond our immediate control.

The greater the size of the unit involved, the greater will be the power
of the coordinating mechanism—and the less will be the power of those
being coordinated, singly or together. Even in the most democratic systems,
the ballot primarily serves the function of delegating sovereignty over our
lives to our “representatives,” who will then make our decisions for us
during their two- or four-year terms of office. Instead of governing ourselves,
we become the governed, with consequences that Pierre-Joseph Proudhon
roundly denounced more than a century ago:

To be governed is to be watched over, inspected, spied on, directed, legis-
lated, regimented, closed in, indoctrinated, preached at, controlled, assessed,
evaluated, censored, commanded. . . . To be governed means that at every
move, operation, or transaction one is noted, registered, entered in a census,
taxed, stamped, priced, assessed, patented, licensed, authorized, recom-
mended, admonished, prevented, reformed, set right, corrected. Govern-
ment means to be subjected to tribute, trained, ransomed, exploited, mono-
polized, extorted, pressured, mystified, robbed; all in the name of public
utility and the general good. Then, at the first sign of resistance or word of
complaint, one is repressed, fined, despised, vexed, pursued, hustled, beaten
up, garroted, imprisoned, shot, machine-gunned, judged, sentenced, de-
ported, sacrificed, sold, betrayed, and to cap it all, ridiculed, mocked,
outraged, and dishonored. (Quoted in Guérin, 1970:15-16)

Proudhon assumed all this to be done by “creatures that have neither the
right, nor wisdom, nor virtue”; but this is hardly central to his argument.
We may find virtue or wisdom in the particular bosses, chairmen, congress-
men, or presidents who govern us, without feeling any better about the fact
that we are out of control of our own lives.

Ecology: Physical and Human. Finally, the separation of our work in time
and space from other aspects of our being is a symptom of the general
fragmentation of our lives. In simpler societies, work, play, worship, and
learning take place in the same limited geographical space, and are often
indistinguishable from each other. Even in the Vermont village where we
recently lived, many families continued to lead largely integrated lives.
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Book learning had been moved from the local one-room schoolhouse to an
academy over the hills, and “recreation” had emerged in the form of the
bowling alley ten miles in one direction and the club twenty miles in another.
But the core of all work, learning, and play took place in the house, dooryard,
barn, and fields, where members of the family-community were seldom out
of one another’s sight. In their ignorance, the trendier minds of our society
condescend to such a life style, finding it limiting, inward-looking, and dull.
They did not know our neighbors.

Whatever its merits, the simple life in America—as everybody knows—is
doomed. Instead, we have cities, suburbs, office buildings, factories, churches,
stadiums, movie theaters, and all the other appurtenances of modern indus-
trial life. Where a single place—say, the farm—once served many social
functions, these functions have now become specialized, with a separate place
and separate groups of people for each. Community is destroyed, and we
have instead many communities in which we participate. As Martin Buber
observed, “work forges other personal links than does leisure, sport again
others than politics, the day is cleanly divided and the soul too” (1958:136).

We live in a Disneyland of social spaces: The Wonderful World of
Work over here; Fantasyland on the tube or at the cinema down the street;
Adventureland in a summer visit to Yellowstone Park, or perhaps in a
suburban fling at spouse-swapping; The House of Magical Moments, ten
days at Esalen or an evening around the water pipe in our living room. In
none of this is there continuity, since people and events are constantly
changing. And in very little is there even much sense of emotional reality.
How could we allow ourselves to become involved when this show is about
to close, the one at the next booth about to begin—and we with a pocketful
of tickets?

Naturally, the system spins off its own apologetics, and many would take
exception to our gloomy view of current realities. In May, 1972, for example,
Kenneth Gergen published an article in Psychology Today entitled “Multiple
Identity: The Healthy, Happy Human Being Wears Many Masks.” Psychol-
0gy Today was sufficiently delighted with the piece to make a television spe-
cial out of it. Obviously, Gergen had touched a sensitive nerve, a need felt
by many for theoretical justification of the fragmented life styles about which
they felt somehow uneasy. And Gergen supplied soothing balms: “I believe
we must abandon the assumption that normal development equips the in-
dividual with a coherent sense of identity.” Instead, “we should learn to
play more roles, to adopt any role that seems enjoyable—a baron, a princess,
a secret agent, an Italian merchant” (Ibid.:64, 66). All this, presumably, in
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addition to our more familiar roles as parent, husband, wife, worker, boss,
underling, sports enthusiast, movie-goer, tourist, consumert, politico, investor,
correspondent, intellectual, gardener, craftsperson, and so on. It would be a
busy and diverting life.

But to what end? Gergen speaks of the “storehouse of novel self-images”
we may accumulate, but why should we want to? His experiments show
nothing of the psychological, much less spiritual, impact of having many
masks; they show only that in a highly diverting society we are easily di-
verted. Finally, all he can really conclude is that such malleability is functional.
The worst thing that could happen would be for us to have a strong sense
of our selves: “Identity may become coherent in this fashion, but it may
also become rigid and maladaptive” (our italics). And adapt we must; it is
the traditional, final refuge of thought in the social sciences. But if that is
the stick, Gergen’s carrot is no more enticing. We are to become little
bundles of television productions on feet and in living color, changing
channels in response to our shifting audiences. If we work hard at it, we may
end up with all the varied glitter of a joint ABC/CBS/NBC/PBS marathon
spectacular. It is a glamorous extension of the way we now live, but it does
little to make that way appealing.

If our masks are many, they are also being shifted at an ever dizzier pace.
Alvin Toffler, who has called this “future shock,” is “driven to a relentless
conclusion: man’s ties with the invisible geography of organization turn
over more and more rapidly, exactly as do his relationships with things,
places, and the human beings who people these ever-changing organizational
structures” (1970:123). In such a world, enduring relationship with any
of the forces which make up our kaleidoscopic vision is increasingly a luxury
that we cannot afford. It is all we can do to keep inventory of the “store-
house of novel self-images” which results. For Toffler, the prescription is
training in faster absorption of images, lest they overwhelm us. Left always
unexamined are the consequences of being driven ever further back into
ourselves, into a giddy, self-preoccupied world of transitory events and dis-
posable people. If this has become the path of least resistance, almost a
necessity for adaptation to our social environment, there are those who find
it nonetheless obscene.

The obscenity becomes palpable when we smell our air, taste our waters,
or walk our land. After all, our environmental degradation follows from
our social degradation, from our unwillingness to become connected with
the things around us. If we find it limiting to be involved on 2 continuing
and intimate basis in the lives of other people, it is hardly surprising that
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we should find little basis for involvement in the lives of our rivers. If we
feel it hopeless to tty to comprehend the social organizations through which
we pass, there is no more reason to expect we should understand the complex
ecology of the land over which we drive. It was not always this way. As
Murray Bookchin has argued, “it was not until organic community relations,
be they tribal, feudal or peasant in form, dissolved into market relationships
that the planet itself was reduced to a resource for exploitation” (1972:391).
As we view other people, so do we view the world. The fact that the earth
has become an object for our consumption mirrors the degree to which we
have become objects of consumption for each other, sources of diversion
removed from any long-term organic context or—which is to say the same
thing—from any sense of continuing responsibility for those around us.

Severed from our fellow human beings and our ties to the earth, we
apply Band-aids to mutilations: we chlorinate our water and strengthen the
police, bury our wastes somewhere and split when things get heavy, build
highways through forests and hire encounter leaders to introduce us to
strangers. It is all very haphazard in a driven sort of way, all motion and
no center. In such conditions, everything we make is evanescent, from love
to paper towels to social policy. Little wonder that people search for some
other way to live.

THE “POSTSCARCITY” ERA—AND BEYOND

Through the early part of this decade, there was a strong current of belief
that our problems were all but over. The drive and efficiencies of our econ-
omy, so the argument went, had brought us to a point of affluence where
anything was possible. More specifically, this age in which we had finally
moved beyond material scarcity promised us three things.

First, we were to have possessions in great measure. The cornucopia was
spilling over, and there was no practical limit to the booty with which we
could surround ourselves.

Second, little or no effort was necessary on our parts to produce all this.
Robert Theobald, for example, announced that “the cybernated era will
allow everybody a reasonable standard of living without toil” (1970:106).
And Murray Bookchin promised us “a wide range of luxuries” at the same
low price (1971:10).*

* See also Platt, 1972:26-27. These views were becoming sufficiently widespread to
appear in popular fiction; see Herlihy, 1971:250.
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Third, the millennium was to follow, more or less automatically. For
Charles Reich, “it is just this simple: when there is enough food and shelter
for all, man no longer needs to base his society on the assumption that all
men are antagonistic to one another” (1970:415). For such adherents of
the “new culture,” Philip Slater reported, “there is no reason outside of
human perversity for peace not to teign and for life not to be spent in the
cultivation of joy and beauty” (1970:104). It was a pretty picture. Some-
where beyond our vision, the Great Cybernomachine would churn out goods,
while we gamboled together in the grass.

To what extent was such a euphoric vision really warranted? True, we
were a nation of staggering wealth. Personal disposable income was ap-
proaching $4000 per person annually, or $16,000 on the average for a
family of four, and our output increased year by year. But such figures grow
less impressive when examined. For one thing, they are grossly inflated by
the huge incomes of the wealthy few. The vast majority of us make appreci-
ably less; and postscarcity reasoning is likely to ring a little hollow for the
twenty million or so Americans whom the government acknowledges to be
living in poverty, as well as for the dozens of millions more who are barely
surviving from one installment payment to the next, Moreover, significant
advances in this picture are likely to be slow in coming. Over the period
1950-1970, disposable income per person (corrected for inflation to show
actual purchasing power) grew by an average of only 2.9 percent a year
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1972:315). And the steady deterioration of our
economy in the years since 1970 gives notice that we may consider ourselves
fortunate to achieve as much over the next twenty years. Wishful thinking
aside, economic scarcity would seem to be alive and well in the United States.

A more sophisticated version of postscarcity thinking argues that all this
misses the point. According to this view, affluence is already ours, were we
only to recognize the fact. Instead of chasing after more goods to feed our
material appetites, we should reassess our appetites to bring them more in
line with the goods we have. Who really needs two color television sets,
the argument goes, or two cars or snowmobiles, or Florida vacations or
sitloin steaks or expensive new clothes or elaborate hi-fi systems? We can
make our own music and grow our own food, hitchhike where we want to
go and buy our clothes at the Goodwill store, and we will be the happier for
it. Given this perspective, the problem with all those installment-ridden
Middle Americans is not that their incomes are too low to pay cash for their
major purchases, but rather that they were duped into making those pur-
chases in the first place.
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There is truth to this, of course; many of the things we buy do cripple
rather than enhance our lives. But reducing our needs to fit our incomes is
hardly a general solution as long as those incomes continue to vary greatly
from person to person, a problem that the postscarcity theorists tend to
leave untouched. More important for the purposes of this book, however,
during the period of transition to the Great Cybernomachine (twenty years?
fifty years? never? ), those incomes will continue largely to be the result of
work, whose nature cannot simply be ignored. Even if we were no longer to
“want” and produce great quantities of junk, our lives would be only mar-
ginally improved if our work places continued to be demeaning and undemo-
cratic, and if their separation from the rest of our lives helped perpetuate our
current lack of organic ties with others and with our environment. In other
words, virtually none of the problems we have talked of above as afflicting
us in our daily lives would necessarily be solved by our becoming, or be-
lieving that we have become, affluent.

But this is perhaps to deal with postscarcity thought at too abstract a
level. What our national wealth has tended to mean in practice is that in-
creasing numbers of people have been offered the choice of doing well or
dropping out and existing on the considerable leavings of society. The life
styles that have resulted—the counterculture was the most prominent—have
given some specific content to the idea of what a truly affluent society might
actually involve. Most notably, these practitioners of “postscarcity” life pat-
terns have asserted that no relationship need exist between work (which is
to be avoided) and income (which might just as well come, and often does
come, from welfare, savings, checks from home, inheritances, or gifts). We
obviously cannot all live this way yet; but in the meanwhile, as Judson
Jerome has argued, “those who are satisfied by acquisition should be enabled
to acquire at the same time that we make possible survival for those who
have less interest in acquisition or success through a career.”* Liberated
from hang-ups about success or any felt need to produce as much as we con-
sume, we are to live for the time being off the work of others. And with the
arrival of the Great Cybernomachine, none of us would have to work at all.

None of this postscarcity thinking is particularly new. Writing in 1793,
William Godwin proposed that his contemporaries reassess their attitudes
toward the accumulation of goods. Given more modest material desires,
“the necessity for the greater part of the manual industry of mankind would

* Quoted from a 1972 draft of Jerome's Families of Eden: Communes and the
New Anarchism (New York: The Seabury Press, 1974).
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be superseded; and the rest, being amicably shared among all the active and
vigorous members of the community, would be burthensome to none”
(quoted in Woodcock, 1962:87). Ultimately, with advances in technology,
the “burthens” would be even further reduced. And in the meantime, the
enlightened could at least adopt a postscarcity life style of their own: God-
win himself was “one of the most notorious and unashamed spongers of his
time, constantly borrowing money which he rarely repaid” (Joll, 1964:38).
Godwin’s argument parallels much recent postscarcity argument, notably
with respect to the conclusions he drew as to the appropriate sources of his
own income.

"At least until the millennium arrives, such attitudes are treading perilous
political ground. Many people would agree on the need for some sort of dole
for those whom society has left behind. Fewer are likely to find appeal in
permanent subsidies for those who have left society behind. It is one thing
to believe our values to be superior ones; it is quite another to feel that our
superior consciousness entitles us to be supported by others.

This is especially true where the working poor and middle classes are
expected to support the dropout children of the wealthy (or the dropout
wealthy themselves). The political realities can be obscured by dismissing,
as “those who are satisfied by acquisition,” the people who will keep the
economic machine clicking along. But the argument remains a class-based
one. Walter Weisskopf, for example, eagerly anticipates the coming era
“in which most people will have to live on an ‘independent’ fixed income
like the precapitalist aristocracy. . . . This income they will receive even if
they do nothing but enjoy themselves” (1971:175). Even if the aristocrats
became numerically preponderant, as Weisskopf assumes, the All-New
Postscarcity America would remain rooted in the serfdom of those who con-
tinued to work.

There is a more fundamental point still. Suppose that we could 2/l lay
down our tools and retire from the “productive” scene—would eternal
glory be ours? We think not. Although we can agree that work for its own
sake is an outmoded notion, we continue to believe that the spirit profits
from a felt connection between the expenditure of our energies and the
maintenance of our lives. Whether the “work” that supplies our food,
clothing, and shelter takes us twelve hours a day or two (we prefer the
latter), a direct link between our acts and our survival seems preferable to
a life dependent on manna from the Great Cybernomachine. This latter
path subsumes us totally within a highly-rationalized technological structure
whose integrity is obviously then more fundamental than our own. This is
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but an extension of our present social realities. And as such, it is a further
move in the wrong direction.

Assuming that our current economic problems fade away and “affluence”
is once more ours, we should perhaps view this less as a solution in itself
than as an opportunity to choose specific modes of living that will ennoble
our days, and potentially the days of all of our fellows. Some years ago,
Percival and Paul Goodman noted that “for the first time in history we have,
spectacularly in the United States, a surplus of technology, a technology of
free choice, that allows for the most widely various community-arrange-
ments and ways of life” (1960:11). If our choices have in practice tended
toward a free rein for technology and/or a permanent vacation for ourselves,
these are not the only possibilities. Our vision could also be one of small,
organic groups, united in play and meaningful work, so constituted that
most of the decisions which affect us are within the range of our compre-
hension and our touch.

If on first look this vision seems a good one, there remains the question
of whether we are moving to achieve it. And this question in turn becomes
one of what we cherish. Are the elements of such a life style congenial to
the system of values we hold? Equally important, if we aspire to such goals,
are our values such as to allow us to get there? The answers are not easy,
nor are they reassuring, There is at least the strong likelihood that we are
now torn between incompatible values, the most tenacious of which are
imposed by our culture in such a way as to condemn us indefinitely to play
out the sordid drama we claim to be trying to flee.



Chapter2: The “New Values”

During the late 1960s, the United States went through what many people
took to be a profound assault on its most cherished beliefs. In keeping with
the expansiveness of the times, reports of what was happening tended toward
the hyperbolic. The carriers of the new values were mutations, a more
advanced form of life. In them was reposited Consciousness Three. Some
observers, Murray Bookchin among them, saw the roots of the new order
in technological developments extending back at least thirty years. But the
point, for Bookchin as for others, was that our vastly altered technological
condition “negates all the values, political schemes and social perspectives
held by mankind throughout all previous history” (1971:93). The negation
was coming alive before our eyes, and our destiny was to be part of it, what-
ever the cost:

We must apply the blade to ourselves and cut back the outer skin to ex-
pose the pulsing flesh. And then we must harrow and pulverize the outer
skin and use our egos for compost. Then, in the new flesh, we must plant
the seeds of the people we wish to become. (Gardner, 1970:15)

The Aquarian Age was upon us, in all its torment and glory.

And now it is gone, or so one would think from a tour through the media.
Instead of running stories about dope-fed communards dancing in flowering
meadows, your weekly news magazine is likely to be telling you of the
communards’ return to law school. The media early on had become pre-
occupied with the most extreme expressions of the “new values,” particularly

19
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as acted out by the younger Aquarians. When the extremes either faded
(as did the rush to rural communes) or became routine (as did the dope-
smoking), the media simply lost interest. “Youth is not making the scene
the way it used to,” noted Time in an article entitled “The Graying of
America” (1973:76). By implication, it would seem, we were getting back
to normal.

But “normal” is a bit different these days. The earthquake of the youth
revolt had a more lasting counterpart in lesser tremors that shook people
throughout the social structure. Whatever the media’s treatment of this era
may suggest, the results endure. And necessarily so, since the seismic roots
of all these phenomena were precisely the sorts of continuing problems we
raised at the outset of this book. The problems once confronted, as the
paroxysms of the 1960s forced many people to do for the first time, they are
not easily forgotten. And the “new values” adopted in response tend to stick.
The thrust of our argument is that the “new values” are not in fact new
enough to allow the sorts of action which would solve the underlying prob-
lems themselves. But in terms of the glacial pace of social change we have
come to expect in this country, they represent a fresh way for many people
to view their lives.

There is no clearly-defined group, we should note, within which such
people exist. The “new values” have been embraced by commune dwellers,
college professors, shop keepers, business executives, blue-collar workers,
and government officials. Not everyone in these categories is a carrier of the
“new values,” of course, and not every carrier is equally devoted to each of
the values we discuss. Some people have embraced the whole package of at-
titudes. But these emerge more commonly in less sweeping forms of self-
assertion, from an executive’s refusal to carry work home to an antique
dealer’s move from the city to a shop in a rural village. The fevers of the
1960s broken, the “new values” remain with us, if now in more diffuse and
muted form.

THE “NEW VALUES”

The most important among the constellation of values to remain from
the turbulence of the 1960s seem to be a search for pleasure and joyfulness,
concentration on the moment here and now, release from work, the pursuit
of aesthetic, natural, and spiritual goals, and individualism. Noble objectives
all—or are they? In our discussion, we present these values in their strongest
form, as if they had captured the public imagination in somewhat more
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pervasive and coherent fashion than has been the case. To do this is to
understand more clearly their limitations. If the existing system has led peo-
ple to be discontented with their lives, general adoption of the “new values”
which have resulted from this discontent would do little to move us forward.

Pleasure and Joy. Perhaps the basic insight of the new consciousness is
that few people in America seem to be having a good time, and that some-
thing should be done about it. Trapped in an extended hangover from our
Puritan past, we are guilty of the “repression of drives, passions, emotions,
feelings, sentiments, sensuality, sensuousness; of fantasy, spontaneity, crea-
tivity, joy, play, nonpurposive, expressive behavior” (W. Weisskopf, 1971:
36). Quite rightly, this degree of repression is seen to have given our lives
a dreary cast, and there seems to be no good reason not to have fun instead.
But what is fun to consist of? Some of its elements, such as sensuality and
creativity, are relatively straightforward, but others must be inferred from
what people choose to leave behind. Here, as with many of the new values,
the process originally began with a sweeping rejection of the old order (our
lives will no longer be dreary) and took form in the negation of specific
aspects of that order (we will no longer do the following dreary things . . .).
It is with some of these negations that we begin to follow the search for joy.

First, what is no longer satisfying is the restless attempt to buy pleasure in
the marketplace. In most cases, the carriers of the new values are affluent
enough to have become saturated with cars and television sets and all the
rest, and it is logical that by now they would simply have lost interest in
such things. But then there is a further trap to be avoided. Standing ready
in the wings are a thousand commercial brokers of nonmaterial paths to
joy: peddlers of sex manuals and yoga courses, lavishly-paid leaders of
sensitivity sessions, light-show entrepreneurs, and so on. As Toffler has noted,
“From a system designed to provide material satisfaction, we are rapidly
creating an economy geared to the provision of psychic gratification” (1970:
195). It is all too easy to fall back into this economic mainstream. At least
for the purists, this is no solution. Instead, they have retreated to the hills,
or at least to a state of mind, where pleasure is to be made, not boilght.

Whatever pleasurable things we are to make, however, do not include the
products of our minds, for a second negation is that of reason, or, broadly
defined, “the scientific world view.” For all too long, we have been bottled
up inside our heads, rationalizing our experiences and therefore remaining
detached from them, instead of responding freely and joyfully to the world
around us. The remedies are extreme. For Theodore Roszak, “nothing less
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is required than the subversion of the scientific world view . . . In its place,
there must be a new culture in which the non-intellective capacities of the
personality . . . become the arbiters of the good, the true, and the beautiful”
(1969:50). And Roszak is something of a moderate on such matters, allow-
ing science at least a role as one “school of consciousness” among others,
albeit one of greatly reduced importance (1972:222). There are those who
would deny it even that degree of legitimacy.

Third, pleasure is not to come from involvement in large social issues.
To be sure, political radicals are still among us, waging the good fight
against the structural bases of bureaucracy, alienation, racism, sexism, in-
equality, imperialism, and the other symptoms of a technologically advanced
capitalist system. And even among our most resolutely back-to-the-earth
communards, there has occasionally surfaced the sort of cry that would be
immediately understood by social activists. Thus, Ray Mungo, speaking of
his life on Total Loss Farm, asserts that “We till the soil to atone for our
fathers’ destruction of it” (1970:17).

But by and large, activism is assumed to provide little pleasure and less
joy, and therefore coexists uneasily with the new consciousness. In part,
this springs from the political disillusionments of the 1960s. The war in
Vietnam long outlasted massive actions to end it, and policies of “benign
neglect” triumphed effortlessly over attempts to pursue domestic justice. But
equally important, politics proved largely to be an exercise in either rage or
reason—the delineation of objectives, selection of tactics, concern over lo-
gistics—and in neither case was there much joy to be found. To some degree,
at least, the playful new consciousness is an escape from the earnestness of
social concern.

Release from Work. For our purposes here, the new values involve a
further negation that is worth looking at separately. It has come to be almost
universally believed that pleasure, and virtually all other values worthy of
allegiance, require our release from work. This is implicit in the drive in
straight society for a four- (or three-) day week, which would free more of
our time for the things we enjoy. Those with more visionary programs for
reconstituting society would go the straight world one better, and do away
with work altogether. But the tendencies are the same; and in the most
diverse sources the theme is repeated:

MURRAY BOOKCHIN: “My suspicion is that the workers, when they get into
revolutionary motion, will demand even more than the control of the fac-



23 The “New Values”

tories. I think they will demand the elimination of toil, or what amounts
to the same thing, freedom from work.” (1971:16)

SUSAN SHAFENER: “If what someone wants to do most in life is to work
full time to attain material wealth, fine; let him work in happiness. But
many people would rather go with a little less so that they can spend their
life doing what they want to do most (not their jobs).” (1972:4)

HENRI GOUGAUD (on communes in France): “People work together in
many collectives....But it is important to understand that common work
is not then the essential part of the group’s life. Work ensures material
survival, that’s all. The important things are elsewhere.” (1971:24)

R. BUCKMINSTER FULLER: “We must do away with the absolutely specious
notion that everybody has to earn a living . . . that everybody has to be
employed at some kind of drudgery because, according to Malthusian-Dar-
winian theory, he must justify his right to exist.... The true business of
people should be to . . . think about whatever it was they were thinking
about before somebody came along and told them they had to earn a liv-
ing.” (Quoted by Davidson, 1970:96)

There are four closely related assumptions here. First, work is drudgery,
enslavement, toil; it has no redeeming social value. Second, it logically
follows that work is something one does only to earn a living. Third, as
noted in Chapter 1, technological advances have made work obsolescent.
Many of us already need not work, and it is only a matter of time until we
all are so blessed. Finally, given the unpleasantness of work and the lack of
necessity for doing it, why not just stop? We may have to overcome our
“Malthusian-Darwinian” or other hang-ups about its value, but the message
is plain for us to see: drop out, have a good time.

Here and Now. One way to know that we are having a good time—and
we are dealing here in negatives again—is that we are not in pursuit of
some distant goal. Philip Slater has noted that in our society “The answer to
‘what are you doing?’ can be ‘nothing’ only if one is a child. An adult’s
answer must always imply some ulterior purpose—something that will be fed
back into the mindless and unremitting productivity of the larger system”
(1970:91). And if this is undesirable in itself, it has other negative impli-
cations as well. We must reason our way through the system in a way that
holds our attention always to the future rather than the present, which is
obviously the only place where pleasure and joy are to be experienced.
Better to become “purposeless” and focus on the moment at hand. As one
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countercultural cliché had it, “Getting there isn’t half the fun, it's 4/l the
fun.” It matters less where we are going, in other words, than how we act
on the way. In the current jargon, we have become “process-oriented,”
rather than goal-directed. We are to live fully in the here and now.

There is something else implied in the idea of “process,” however. We
may head in no particular direction, but neither will we stay where we are.
Tomorrow’s “here and now” will be different from today’s, which in turn
is something other than yesterday’s. This tendency is rooted in assumptions
that are basic to our sense of self and society. As Erich Fromm said, “What
holds true for the individual holds true for society. It is never static; if it does
not grow, it decays; if it does not transcend the status quo for the better, it
changes for the worse” (1968:16). Fromm’s statement suggests something
of an idea of the “better” toward which we aspire. But his sense that one way
or another we must be engaged in restless, perennial change is one that the
new consciousness accepts as well.

Given the importance we attach to a shifting here and now, it is inevitable
that many of the “new values” should be coextensive with, or at least derived
from, those of the “youth culture.” Our national preoccupation with youth
has been widely noted, of course. Keith Melville puts it this way:

Rather than respecting the subtle values of maturity, we celebrate the
physical strength, spontaneity, and vitality of youth. Why is it, after all,
that everyone over thirty is encouraged to commit cosmetic camouflage to
disguise the fact? And why are the media constantly attacking us with the
world view of the Now Generation? Is it because our best consumers are
fairly young, or because we have no other conception of what values we
might revere than those of youth? (1972:94-95)

Naturally, both answers are correct. We cannot conceive of values other
than those of the young precisely because the young are our best consumers,
and this is an age where the “consumption” of an endlessly changing stock
of pleasurable experiences, people, and things has become a value for most
of us. Viewed in this fashion, the “generation gap” takes on somewhat dif-
ferent meaning. It is not so much that the values of the young differ from
those of their parents, but that the young are better able to act out those
values. After all, somebody has to mind the store. The young can postpone
this, while their parents—regretting it all the while—cannot, at least not yet.

Still unanswered, however, is the basic question, what are the values that
the young are better able to realize than the old, but to which the old aspire
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as well? So far, we have only discussed what they are zoz. They do not lie
in the future; they are not things rational, material, or political; they are
not to be found in work. Our negative approach to the question is intentional,
for the new values themselves were born of reaction to an existing society
felt to be in many ways unpleasant. The very negation of values, however,
implies at least some sense of direction. In this case, we may assume from
the above that what people value must lie in the immediate experience of
pleasures of an intuitive or ecstatic sort. But this is simply to push the
question one step further. Of what sort are the ecstasies or intuitions we prize,
and what conditions are required to achieve them?

Aesthetics, Nature, and Religion. The first source of pleasure for the new
consciousness lies in aesthetics, loosely defined to include art, handicrafts,
and the design of living space. Although hardly a spokesman for the new
values, John Kenneth Galbraith anticipated this tendency several years ago
in looking to the future of our industrial system: “Aesthetic goals will have
pride of place; those who serve them will not be subject to the goals of the
industrial system; the industrial system itself will be subordinate to the
claims of these dimensions of life” (1967:405). Whether or not the in-
dustrial system has been brought into line as yet, the years since Galbraith
wrote have seen the emergence of thousands of painters, leather workers,
silversmiths, designers of inexpensive but imaginative housing (especially
on rural communes), workers in macramé and leaded glass, potters, cabinet-
makers, and others. To be sure, we have always had our craftspeople, but
never before has it been so central to us to surround ourselves with beautiful
objects that we or our friends have created.

A second thrust of the new values lies in everything “natural,” as in
“natural foods” or the “return to nature.” Away with plastics, chemical
additives in our food, and the ubiquitous concrete of parking lots and free-
ways. Instead, we want to walk barefoot through the grass under the stars,
and harvest our own food from soil untainted by pesticides. There is a real
world out there, so the message goes, one not of human making, in whose
vistas and imperatives we need again to become involved. And this is serious
business. According to Ray Mungo:

We are never higher or nobler than when we are weeding the eggplants,
and all concern for literature and society disappears there in our greater
concern for life. . .. [We] are going to die on Total Loss Farm, we will die
very soon with the rest of the race, and yet live here forever. That is how
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we survive, in our souls, and in the beauty in earchly nature which seizes
our bodies for organic waste. (1970:164, 169)

Not everyone would wax that lyrical, and it is in any case hard to find
eggplants to weed in most of urban America. But even there, people can and
do make their own yogurt and buy stone-ground flour to bake their bread.

The vision of nature which Mungo and others have embraced is at root
a spiritual one; and it is in the realm of the spirit that a further value of the
new consciousness is to be found. Our materially-oriented culture is directing
itself more and more toward a search for cosmic values. The transformation
has many causes, but it got perhaps its biggest push from the Swiss chemist
Albert Hoffman, who in 1943 discovered, quite by accident, the hallucino-
genic properties of lysergic acid diethylamide: LSD. Through the 1960s,
thousands of people “dropped acid” and experienced what they could only
describe as transcendence, Keith Melville, for example, quotes an Oregon
communard whose acid trip had taken him “cell for cell, vibration for vibra-
tion, back to the common denominator, that one seed which we all came
from” (1972:162). Turning on became almost a moral imperative. For
Jerry Garcia,

To get really high is to forget yourself. And to forget yourself is to see
everything else. And to see everything else is to become an understanding
molecule in evolution, a conscious tool of the universe. And I think every
human being should be a conscious tool of the universe. That’s why I think
it's important to get high. (1972:36)

If the use of psychedelic drugs seemed to many a violation of all that
America stood for, the lessons of the drug experience filtered quickly into
consciousnesses that were primed to receive them. By the early 1970s, the
pursuit of transcendence found testimony in the popularity of an astonishing
range of books whose common denominator was the drive for greater
spiritual understanding: the Richard Wilhelm translation of the I Ching,
Paramahansa Yogananda’s Awtobiography of 4 Yogi, Theodore Roszak’s
W here the Wasteland Ends, John C. Lilly’s The Center of the Cyclone,
Carlos Castaneda’s books about the br#jo Don Juan, the Lama Foundation’s
Be Here Now, even Richard Bach’s Jonathan Livingston Seagull. It began
to seem that the “pleasure” the new consciousness was ultimately seeking
was that provided by an enlarged spirit.

Individualism. 1f we have been peeling back the layers of the new
consciousness one by one, we have not yet reached its core. For the emphasis
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on cosmic understanding conceals an even more basic assumption about how
that understanding is to come about. Thus, Dick Fairfield comments that
“Each of us, as we are one with all, is totally alone. Solitary. Separate” (1971:
177). In a word, each of us is an individual even as we are One; and never
forget it, for in that lies our glory. William Kaysing states, “The age of in-
dividuality has dawned” (1972:10). Theodore Roszak, writing on the
“politics of the visionary commonwealth,” maintains that “Its field of play
is the individual soul” (1972:435). Roszak, the scholar, finds points of
reference in the visionary works of the Romantic poets. But we need never
have read a Romantic line to be conscious of the pervasive message of today:
Spiritual insight comes to us one by one, solitary, separate. Look to yourself,
for only there can vision be found.

This is often difficult to achieve since there is not enough privacy in our
lives, a fact that sharply limits our individual growth. According to Charles
Reich, “The self needs, above all, privacy, liberty, and a degree of sover-
eignty to develop” (1970:150). And Erich Fromm concurs that “privacy
still seems to be an important condition for a person’s productive develop-
ment. First of all, because privacy is necessary to collect oneself and to free
oneself from the constant ‘noise’ of people’s chatter and intrusion . . .”
(1968:45). Most people would take this for granted. The new conscious-
ness reaffirms it, providing a more explicitly spiritual rationale for tendencies
toward separateness.

Our use of language underscores this fundamental sense of separation from
each other (except at the mystical—abstract?—Ilevel at which we are One).
The English language is not rich in collective forms of expression. We seem
to feel that such forms imply immersion in the faceless mass at the expense
of our individuality, and thus are loath to use them.

A good example of this is the Great Pronoun Debate fueled by the
women’s liberation movement. With justice, feminists complain about the
discrimination inherent in the habitual use of the masculine pronoun in
sentences such as: “Anyone can join the choir if be can carry a tune”; “If
anybody you know has a bad drug trip, have bim call the Crisis Center”;
“If someone looks hard enough, be will find God.” Since English has no
pronouns that mean “he or she,” “him or her,” we should therefore invent
them—or so the argument goes. “Tey” and “tem” have been proposed for
this purpose, as has “co”: “Anyone can join the choir if co can carry a tune.”

All this would be largely academic, however, were it not for our dogged
individualism, since virtually every instance where this problem arises could
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be dealt with by use of plural forms: * “All those who can carry a tune may
join the choir”; “If you know people on bad drug trips, have them call the
Crisis Center”; “If we look hard enough, we will find God.” But the fact
that the problem persists is no accident. The assumption that human possi-
bilities are fundamentally individual ones is too deeply rooted for us to be
comfortable with collectivizations of our language. As representatives of
the new consciousness would be the first to affirm, it is as individuals that
we carry tunes, trip out, ot find God.

“NEW VALUES” AT AN IMPASSE

In the next chapter, we stress the degree to which the new values are
destructively parochial in their view of human nature and the paths to
truth. And we suggest an orientation to values and social structure, rooted
in communal work, that could more readily lead to radically transformed,
humane styles of living. For the moment, however, let us accept the new
values as legitimate ones and ask only this question: Are they likely to
lead people where they want to go?

Value Systems. For individualism to hold sway, we obviously must avoid
accepting any socially-given, overriding value system that might interfere
with our personal search for truth. That is, our values are our own and
must be fully respected as such. There is no higher code through which
judgment might be brought against us, save only in the case where we do
direct harm to others. Charles Reich calls this the “second commandment”
of Consciousness Three: “No one judges anyone else” (1970:243). And
Fritz Perls has provided the definitive statement of this “commandment”:
“I do my thing and you do your thing. I am not in this world to live up
to your expectations, and you are not in this world to live up to mine.
You are you and I am I; and if by chance we find each other, it’s beautiful”
(quoted in Greenburg, 1972:250). But don’t hold your breath waiting.
The idea is that individual points of moral reference are different, so that
there is no common ground from which mutual expectations might arise.
Under the circumstances, what we can best do is avoid breathing down one
another’s necks as we follow our separate paths to self-actualization.

* Except for the examples just used, and in quotations from other soutces, neither
the awkward “he or she” nor “he” as a substitute for this appears in these pages. There
may be occasions where one of these usages is called for, but we have written an entire
book without finding one.
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In a way, this is a case of morality trailing along behind economic theory.
Describing how economists approach the measurement of the general wel-
fare, Walter Weisskopf notes:

Welfare economics eliminates the social and moral context of the concept
of economic welfare and finds welfare only in an increase of the welfare
of the individuals; but the welfare of individuals is also denuded of any
objective content and defined in purely value-empty terms . . . which, at
least in theory, can include anything that the individual desires. No idea
of the individual good, the “common good,” the “public interest” or the
good as such, no concept of right and wrong, is left in the modern concepts
of common welfare. (1971:93-94)

In other words, whether we choose to consume pushpin or poetry, as
Jeremy Bentham once put it, is of no interest to the economist, as long as
we enjoy what we are doing. Welfare economics caught up with this version
of nineteenth-century utilitarianism some time ago. More recently, our
approach to interpersonal relationships has followed suit. Everyone is to be
happy, but our personal sense of what comprises happiness cannot be gen-
eralized to anyone else.

There are two problems here. First, to say that each individual is to have
an independent value system is, in fact, to impose one basic value on
everyone, the necessity for psychological apartness. In this sense, the new
values are an exercise in hypoctisy, saying in effect: “You are free to believe
anything you want, as long as you cherish the One True Way—individual-
ism—along with everybody else.” Someone who brings to personal contacts
a desire for interdependence, commitment over time, and the search for
common understandings is therefore in trouble. Such a person would con-
stantly encounter the refrain, “But that way you lose your freedom, which
requires being separate like me. Go ahead and be interdependent, but on
your own time. Don’t try to involve anyone else.” So much for freedom of
choice.

A second problem arises in the extent to which a refusal to accept explicit
common values means that such values simply slip in through the back door.
Obviously, no society can exist where no assumptions are shared by its
members. A host of shared perceptions and beliefs are required for us to
carry out the simplest social functions: planting the garden together, talking,
looking for work, dancing, making love. To pretend that we are morally
self-contained cannot do away with this fact. It can only allow our common
understandings to drift in, unexamined, from our social environment. This
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is what has happened with the new consciousness. In reality, few of its
attitudes are truly new, a point we pursue in our chapter on counterculture
communes. Instead, such values as individualism, aesthetic experience, and
the avoidance of work were already implicit in the ethos of industrial Amer-
ica out of which the “new values” grew. The new consciousness made these
values explicit, codified them, and insisted on living them more fully. It
did not invent them.

This is not to say that the new culture is synonymous with the old. It is
doubtless better that individual self-actualization, for example, is now
measured more in spiritual than in material terms. And we can prefer that
people in the process of avoiding toil make music rather than watching
televised football games while drinking at the corner bar. But the fact
remains that at key points the new values are just more fully articulated
versions of the old. To the extent that this is true, considerable doubt is
cast on our ability to create environments that point in the directions we
want to go, rather than back toward the place from which we, and our
values, came.

Attitudes Toward Community. The danger is perhaps most clearly evident
in our attitudes toward group experience. Obviously, if we are to create
living situations that are radically different from those of the “straight”
world, we must do this together. The more isolated we are from one another,
the more pieces of our daily lives will take place within the contexts we
would like to shed. If we live alone, for example, our personal contacts
are far more likely to take place at Functions, By Appointment, than if we
are living together. If we rely solely on ourselves for material sustenance,
our working lives will be bound up at more points with the System than
if we work together. And a greater portion of our time will be devoted to
“earning a living,” since solitary life styles—or their nuclear-family variant—
are an extraordinarily costly way to live. To escape all this, we need each other.

But it is precisely this about which the new consciousness is most dubious.
To recognize that “each of us, as we are one with all, is also totally alone”
is to make our real “community” the Community of Everyone, while pre-
serving our individualism in our direct personal dealings. Gar Alperovitz,
for example, asserts that: “Within the best communities one major point
deserves emphasis: Individual responsibility—to act, to take initiative, to
build cooperation voluntarily—is a necessary precondition of a community
of mutual, reciprocal obligation” (1972:528). It is an image of community
as a series of contractual relationships, stated or unstated, designed to meet
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each individual’s sense of private need. We still resist the idea of organic
community as having i #self transcendent meaning from which (and from
which alone) we can find meaning in our individual lives. For us, it is
always the other way around: the individual precedes the group.

This particular assumption of our culture is so powerful that it seems
an ineradicable part of our consciousness, The extent of its power over us
can be felt in the way we view cultures of different persuasion. Thus, Erich
Fromm speaks of “primitive” societies whose members feel integrally bound
into the being of the things around themselves—people, animals, land:

By remaining bound to nature, to mother or father [or groupl, man indeed
succeeds in feeling at home in the world, but he pays a tremendous price
for this security, that of submission, dependence, and a blockage to the full
development of his reason and of his capacity to love. He remains a child
when he should become an adult.

Happily, we are adults now:

The new bond which permits man to feel at one with all men is funda-
mentally different . . .; it is the harmonious bond of brotherhood in which
solidarity and human ties are not vitiated by restrictions of freedom, either
emotionally or intellectually. (1968:66-67)

Exactly, and there lies the hook. For if only our relationships with out-
selves are holistic, while those with the people around us remain primarily
functional, then our group life is attenuated to a point of extreme fragility.
And such is the case where we tolerate the group only as long as it does not
impinge on our emotional or intellectual “freedom.” There will be two
results. First, we will expose to the group only those parts of ourselves
which we feel the group can feed. Basically, we will remain intact and
distinct. This implies that we may “belong” to a number of groups, each
of which offers us separate things and to each of which our allegiance
remains partial, at best. Second, such groups are likely to be either transitory
(folding as members grow bored with them) or stable only in an institu-
tional sense (members come, members go). In neither case will the group
come to have any real organic meaning for those involved in it.

Objections will quickly be raised to this gloomy view of the new values
and their implications for group experience. Roszak, for one, looks at the
new spirituality and comes to very different conclusions: “The relationship
is ancient and indisputable—the politics of eternity has always automatically
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become communitarian politics.” But there is an immediate, and telling,
qualification: “The stronger the mystical sensibility, the stronger the long-
ing for anarchist brotherhood and sisterhood” (1972:425; our emphasis).
These days, “anarchist” has come to imply the condition where we are all
to do our own things, unfettered by binding ties to other people or to
particular groups. What Roszak is doing, then, is robbing us with one hand
of the promise of communitarianism he has given us with the other. We
are back to fulfilling our separate destinies again, though we may feel
brotherly and sisterly in so doing. “Communitarian politics,” in other words,
may have little to do with community.

The point is an important one, since many “new-values” people are
equally guilty of muddying the distinction between mystical insight and
its social expression. True mystical experience may well be the same at all
times and in all places, and a sense of cosmic unities may be its essence.
But after we come down from our mystical high, the implications we draw
for our social relationships, and even the language in which we try to tell
others of where we have been, will be conditioned by our cultural environ-
ment. That is, African mystics are likely to find new meaning in their organic
units, while American mystics may simply find new meaning in their in-
dividualism. In the latter case, a sense of fellowship with humankind may
follow; but there is no reason to believe that strong group experiences will
do the same.

A stronger objection to our pessimism about the American cultural
“revolution” comes from those who feel that significant group activities
have in fact been arising everywhere in the past several years. We deal with
this more fully in other chapters, but it deserves a few words here. First,
this is hardly a new phenomenon, especially among the young. More than
a decade ago, in college, we were ourselves striving for “self-actualization”
through living in “communes,” belonging to political “collectives,” and
achieving “higher states of consciousness” with groups of friends. We did
not know we were doing these things, of course, because the jargon had not
yet been invented. But we did them just the same, along with hundreds
of thousands of our peers. At the same time, our parents were choosing
between civic centers, bridge clubs, and a whole range of political groups
as social foci of their own lives. Group activities—even “new” ones—have
been around for a long time. The new consciousness did not create the idea.

What has changed, to some degree at least, is the tone of group life.
The youth have expanded on their traditional role of bringing to groups a
sense of the playful, the open, the adventurous, and their parents are increas-
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ingly doing the same. But this is more a mellowing of group dynamics
than an increase in group solidarity. People have rejected—and happily
so—the quality of brittle intensity that had come to be identified with the
social life of the old culture. And they have replaced it with a simplicity,
directness, and easy good fellowship that is reminiscent, say, of evenings
spent with the Vermont dairy farmers who until recently comprised our
immediate community. It is all to the good, but it is less the forging of
a new group consciousness than a drift into something akin to the spirit
of preindustrial New England townships. No more than ever are our com-
munities the central fact of our lives. Instead, they continue to be subordinate
to our individual senses of need, readily discarded or ignored if our atten-
tion should happen to move elsewhere.

Where we seek out groups only for what they may provide for a part of
ourselves, however, members of these groups will have to be alike, at least
in those areas of common concern on which the groups are based. And as
we accentuate our similarities to allow such intercourse to occur, the groups
themselves will become increasingly alike in a lowest-common-denominator
form of social osmosis. Conformity, in other words, is inherent in the social
life of an individualistic culture. As we show in the next chapter, individ-
walism, the most basic of the “new” values, is therefore one of the worst
ways to allow for maximum growth and integrity of the individual, in whose
interests the new culturists claim to be acting.

Americans may be reluctant to accept this, but there is a further problem
whose implications are more obvious. As we assert throughout this book,
and as most bearers of the new consciousness would agree, the society we
are striving for must have certain features: greater interpersonal directness,
increased control over our own lives, less dehumanizing patterns of produc-
tion and consumption, a touch of the divine in daily life. All of these features
suggest a reduction in the variety and scale of the social units of which we
are a part. But here the new values are caught in a hopeless contradiction.
Attachment to a limited number of small groups appears to bear the threat
of oppression, of a diminished individuality. And where individualism is
the ultimate value, it seems easier to participate in a number of larger
systems—job, cooperative, political collective, living “community”—each
of whose claims are sufficiently limited to leave us apparently intact. Just as
the “new” values at many points resemble the old, so does the “new” social
structure mimic the forms of the past. As “revolutionaries,” we prove to be
deeply conservative, embracing the lineaments of a society we pretend to
reject. So bound, we are unlikely to achieve what we want.
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Design of the Future. Contributing to our complicity with the old ways
is the fact that we are reluctant to design new ones. To be sure, we have
our Buckminster Fullers and our Paolo Soleris, but they are unrepresentative
of the new values. As we are uncomfortable with reason, so do we resist its
social expression: planning and design of our environment. To some degree,
this might seem an appropriate response to the society in which we live.
We have only to look around us to realize what a rationalized economy
can do to our environment, our heads, our lives. But finding attempts to
“design” our lives wanting, the new consciousness has tried to make a
cosmic principle of doing nothing of the sort. As Judson Jerome puts it,
“Finally what the counterculture has come to realize is that design itself
is the evil.”* Better to focus on the here and now, we may conclude, and let
the future take care of itself.

In both diagnosis and prescription, however, this approach is almost
pathologically culture-bound. “Planning” and “design” are inherent in the
human situation itself, as close to universals as we can expect to find. But
the roots of design vary enormously in different cultures. In the United
States, we plan according to the requirements of technological development
and economic growth. In simpler societies, design follows the contours of
the land and the social realities of the tribe. One approach requires immer-
sion in the machine; the other, immersion in life. To suggest that “design
itself is the evil” only reveals that our consciousness is unable to transcend
our cultural boundaries.

But the issue here is not degree of sociological insight. Rather, what is
important are the social consequences of rejecting “designing” in favor of
an eternal here and now. To be fully involved in a moment is a noble state
of being. But there are different sorts of moments. To be fully involved
in a moment on an assembly line is not the same thing as being involved
in a kiss. Metaphorically speaking, to surround ourselves with kisses instead
of auto chassis may require a period of planning, perhaps even deferred
involvements, to provide the environment we want. To resist this, as the
new values would have us do, is to condemn ourselves in fair measure to
the moments society chooses to give us, the very moments that led us to
proclaim the need for a new consciousness in the first place. If we keep
coming back to the place where we began, we should begin to suspect
our map.

Implications for Change. In the latter part of the 1960s, it was widely

* Quoted from a 1972 draft of Jerome, 1974.
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assumed that we needed basic changes in the ways in which American
society functioned and in which we lived. Revolutionary movements were
everywhere. There were the ethnic power movements (black, brown, yellow,
and red), the new marriage forms, the revolution in ecological awareness,
the new populism, the youth revolution, the new consciousness, the sexual
revolution, the women’s liberation movement, the commune movement, the
psychedelic revolution, the student power movement, the natural foods
craze, the counterculture, the peace movement, and the new spiritualism,
to name only the most obvious. The mass media, always alert to trumpet
the Biggest, the Newest, the Best, nearly went crazy trying to keep up.
But their job is easier these days. We seem to be running short of revolutions.

This is not, however, because we are busy consolidating the successes of
the 1960s. Our political terrain, for example, is of an almost unimaginable
bleakness, with the best that can be said of it all being that we have become
too numb to mind. And it would take a delicate instrument indeed to mea-
sure any widespread changes in the ways we work or live from day to day.
For most of us, our lives continue to be fragmented; our work is of no
greater value than before, nor is its context more personal; we consume
many of the same things, deficient in both conception and workmanship,
at many of the same places; and our relationships with each other and our
surroundings remain relatively distant.

Nor do the “new values” groups themselves really stir the blood. At the
farthest edge of the movement, there are surely a few scattered people who
have created whole alternatives to America. But what prevails of the new
culture tends to be severely compromised. Women become conscious of
their full humanity and assert their rights, within the System. Craftspeople
make beautiful objects, which decorate the homes of those whom the
System has made wealthy enough to afford them. People buy rural property
together, forming “communities” or land trusts, and then scatter their
private homes about the land in an ecologically-conscious version of the
suburbs. People seek spiritual and psychological revelation, purchased from
such growth industries as encounter and sex therapy foundations or the
Cosmic Consciousness divisions of the major publishers. People struggle
over the formulation of new ideas and insights, backed by foundation money
and with a promise of publication through normal System channels (wit-
ness this book). As bearers of the new consciousness and social order, we
have not come very far.

Or perhaps we never started. It has been chilling to see the ease with
which new consciousness phenomena have been co-opted by the surrounding
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culture. Your local supermarket carries crunchy granola, Tamari sauce, and
whole wheat flour. Your local junior executive smokes dope and wears the
current countercultural fashions to work. Your local bank offers loans to
back your change of life style from urban job to refurbisher of old chairs
for sale from your rural garage. And insistence on spiritual uplift has
taken hold everywhere: in 1972, the acting director of the FBI made
Jonathan Livingston Seagull more or less required reading for his top
associates “because I want their minds to soar” (quoted in Newsweek,
October 16, 1972:34). Rather than being a radical break with the past,
perhaps the new consciousness has been only a designer of fashions, all of
which were but a step ahead of where the culture was anyway.

In sum, what we needed in the late 1960s and early 1970s were groups
of people willing to make the commitments to each other and to transcendent
values that would have forced change: change in the body politic and,
perhaps even more important, change in the form of organic working-
living-playing-praying units which could have been the cells of a new
social order and of a transformed consciousness. What we got instead
were individuals seeking separate paths to “self-actualization” or pursuing
their own momentary “trips.” All the rest followed: the avoidance of
common points of moral reference, the related inability to form organic
groups, the unwillingness to plan where such groups might have gone
in any case, and the inevitable reaffirmation of most of the social patterns
of the straight society. If the “new consciousness” has provided people with
what they take to be fresh perspective on their lives, it has not basically
changed them.

People seem content just to survive these days. The deeper social prob-
lems have not gone away, however, and people have not completely for-
gotten them. It might take another Vietnam War—not all that unlikely—
or maybe just the right conjunction of the stars, and then they will be ready
for another try. But there is much to be learned. If people are to make the
break they need the next time around, they will have to avoid the mistakes
of the last time. Might there not be new models to reflect on, different ideas
of meaning and wholeness, that could suggest ways out of this cultural
impasse? We think there are.



Chapter 3: The Communal Work Place—
Vision and Values

To illustrate the structure and values of a social order responsive to the
problems outlined in Chapter 1, we begin below with a description of one
communal work place. Should you follow the clues we provide to its lo-
cation, however, you may be disappointed. If you inquire at the local general
store or post office as to where the commune can be found, they may look
at you strangely and suggest you have lost your way. At some point, you may
begin to wonder whether the group exists at all, whether we have invented
the tales we tell of it. In the face of such doubts, we would quote Black
Elk: “This they tell, and whether it happened so or not I do not know;
but if you think about it, you can see that it is true” (in Neihardt, 1961:5).
Approach it that way. Think of the traditional societies we describe, of
communal life in Israel, China, and the United States. Consider what men
and women have aspired to and, at their best, have been, and you will see
that it is true.

THE TANA COMMUNE

Three miles up the Branch Road from Toby’s General Store, in the
Craftsbury Township of northern Vermont, live the fifty members of the
Tana Commune. Tana began in the summer of 1968, when three families
moved to Vermont from Cambridge, Massachusetts. It had been an awful
spring. Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy had been murdered, local
campuses were in turmoil, the forces of “order” were growing ever more

37
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brutally repressive. Cambridge had become an armed camp, with everyone
expecting some sort of Armageddon in which The System—or The People—
would finally have to fall. For those who were to become the Commune,
there seemed no hope in any of this. And so they moved, naming their
new home after the Ethiopian lake, Tana, the source of the Blue Nile.
The name expressed their hopes: a new beginning, fertility of body and
spirit, peacefulness. In the years since Tana’s founding, much of this promise
has been fulfilled, in ways that ate extraordinarily suggestive for those
seeking alternatives to the contemporary social patterns of America.

People, Land, and Buildings. What is now the Tana Commune was once
the Manning Place, a moderate-sized dairy farm that succumbed in the
mid-1960s to the pressures that are forcing small farmers out of business
across the country. In the Mannings’s time, the farm consisted of a barn
big enough for forty cows and a winter’s supply of hay, a garage for the
tractors, a couple of outbuildings, and the main house, Surrounding this
were 200 acres of woods and meadows, sloping down from a maple grove
at the top of the hill to the Wild Branch River, a half-mile walk below.
The woods ‘and the river and the buildings remain, but all the rest has
changed. The barn has been transformed into living space for twenty-six
people. Eight more live in the farmhouse, the bottom floor of which has
been rebuilt to serve as communal dining room and living space. Four
others live in what was once the garage, and twelve people occupy a new
“dormitory” building that commune members built in the summer of 1972.
One large outbuilding has become a well-equipped wood shop. Working
farm has become working commune.

This is not a2 commune in the stereotyped media mold of the 1960s,
however. For one thing, work is a central part of life for Tana people.
And Tana is conspicuously multigenerational. Thirty of its members are
between twenty-two and forty-five years old. Ten others, eight of them
parents of younger commune members, are what outsiders might call
“senior citizens.” And there are ten children below the age of twelve.
Those within the commune would not think of themselves in such cate-
gories; they prefer to deal with each other in terms of what each person
can add to the group, a consideration that is often only marginally related
to age. Where age and experience do imply knowledge or wisdom, however,
Tana members are wholly open to this, in a further departure from prev-
alent communal attitudes of the period. One older man is a “retired”
businessman. Another couple are veterans of several earlier communitarian



39 The Communal Work Place

experiments including the Macedonia colony, which had a brief life in
Georgia during the 1940s and 1950s. Tana’s receptiveness to what these
people, among others, have to teach is an important factor in its survival
and success.

Meaning. Tana is a “religious” group, though not according to any
categories that a visitor can readily comprehend. Members speak of “The
Knowledge.” In browsing through the commune’s library, one soon sees
that the most-thumbed books are those dealing with various forms of higher
understanding: the Bible, Black Elk, Jung, the Tao, Castaneda, a volume
of African myths. But if this is a meager guide to the commune’s spirituality,
the members are hardly of greater help in explaining it. Work with us,
they say, be part of our life. Only then will you understand.

One thing members will say something about is the twofold role of
Tana itself in their “religion.” First, the group is an expression of this
religion. As one member puts it:

What The Knowledge involves is a sense of the unity and continuity of all
things (most religious traditions would agree). We live that sense in our
relations with each other, in the fact that every day we are close to death
(Art had another heart attack last week) and rebirth (Sara/Paul is due
next month), in the way we deal with the passing of the seasons and the
harvesting of our crops and the making of our tables, in how we play
together . . . We are not so much “seeking” The Knowledge as doing it,
however imperfectly; and we have to do it fully because we are fully with
each other, fully bere.

Second, the group is a means to greater understanding:

What any of us comes to know is contagious, given how closely we live
together. If Jesse or Sylvie or Jim or Barbara see something new, I am
likely to see it as well—not because they tell me (that never works) but
because they are seeing something in what is common to our lives (so
much is!), and I can feel it happen. It is as if we were all continuously
making love to each other’s souls.

For both reasons, its members have come to feel that Tana is a fundamental
part of their spiritual search.

This group sense shows itself also in the commune’s insistence on con-
sensus in the making of major decisions. Such decisions are normally made
in the course of the group’s regular Sunday meeting, which may extend
through the day if especially difficult questions are on the agenda. But
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consensus here is far more than simply a political technique. Rather, it
is a manifestation of the commune members’ deepest feelings about their
group life. The Sunday meetings themselves are a combination business
session, meditation period, tribal ritual, and encounter meeting, sensitively
conducted to bring those participating into closer tune with one another’s
needs and feelings, as well as the “needs” of their work and environment.
The expectation is clear: over time, the common ground within Tana of
shared understandings and perceptions will be enlarged, to the point where
these are congruent with The Knowledge.

At Tana today, such an endeavor seems a sufficient communal goal.
The group itself has no ambitions for expansion, either in numbers or in
wealth. Individual members have little interest in the mobility and relent-
less experiential change that have been dominant values in other con-
temporary communes. Rather than wishing to make “progress” in the
linear terms that prevail in the world outside, the people within Tana
appear to look for meaning in the repetitive. They want to understand,
for example, the cycle by which vegetable becomes, in turn, meal, garbage,
compost, and once again vegetable; or the rhythm within which raw
lumber is transformed into pieces of wood, which then become a finished
product; or the recurrent patterns of excitement and fatigue which charac-
terize interpersonal relations within the group. Change in such a situation
becomes less an accretion of shifting external influences than a series of
inner illuminations of the familiar. All this may seem relatively opaque—
to the visitor, Tana members sometimes seem to be speaking a foreign
language in describing how they live—but the qualities of joy and creative
intensity which Tana embodies are inescapable to the most casual observer
of the commune.

Work and Income. Tana supports itself by making simple, but sturdy,
wood products: desks, tables, book cases, cabinets. The group prefers to
barter such goods for the produce of other communards or local farmers.
But although most of its milk and eggs, and some of its meat and clothing,
are currently being acquired in this way, the larger part of Tana’s business
involves sales for cash. Some of these are to buyers who come to the com-
mune itself, but most are through urban retail outlets. Recently, Tana con-
tracted with a small-scale housing development in a nearby village to
“customize” kitchen cabinets, around its standard line, according to the
tastes of the buyers.

Some twenty commune members work regularly in Tana’s wood shop.
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The other adults take responsibility for maintenance of buildings and
vehicles, cooking, laundering, bookkeeping, gardening, and the more formal
aspects of educating the children. Although there is some interchange of
people between these positions, job rotation is considerably more limited
than that which many other communes have assumed to be necessary for
personal fulfillment. When reminded of this, the Tana people respond
that members having strong feelings about changes in job assignments are
generally accommodated, but that change for its own sake is discouraged.
For one thing, some of the commune’s tasks require considerable skills.
Tana, operating at close to subsistence, simply could not afford the time and
resources that would be needed to give each member proficiency in every
job. And equally important, the group does not feel, as one member put
it, that growth comes from “an endless series of personal diversions.” Rather,
being at one with a task whose value and connection to the group as a
whole is always felt is self-fulfillment of the highest order.

Those in the wood shop calculate the return on their labor as being
less than two dollars an hour, a major factor in making Tana’s products
competitive with comparable mass-produced items. The resulting income,
close to $75,000 in 1972, allows the commune 2 per capita expenditure of
approximately $1500 a year. Given the substantial economies of communal
living, this represents a surprisingly comfortable level of consumption.
(Instead of twenty families’ worth of sewage and water systems, furniture,
electrical and phone hookups, vehicles, kitchen and laundry equipment, toys,
typewriters, book and record collections, tools, and so on, Tana is able to
live for the most part on what three or four families might ordinarily require.
Food and some other items are bought at quantity discounts.) The group
has experimented with various ways of distributing its income, finally
arriving at a strikingly simple system. Collective expenditures such as food
and maintenance of the buildings, which claim the bulk of total revenues,
are given first priority on communal funds. Money remaining is provided
by a “"Budget Master” to individual members on their request. Any con-
flicts that arise from this system are resolved at Sunday meetings.

Education. Five of the Tana adults have primary responsibility for child
care and education of the commune’s children. (One of the five spent three
semesters earning a teaching credential at a nearby college in order to
satisfy state requirements for creation of “The Tana School.”) The school
itself is a fluid series of activities around a basic schedule that varies accord-
ing to season. During the six-month Vermont winter, mornings are spent
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in “class” learning the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. All these.
skills are closely related to the commune’s life. Children may learn to
count by helping with an inventory of the wood shop’s products. Reading
and writing often involve stories about communal activities and events.
Afternoons are more flexible; the children participate in whatever is hap-
pening in the commune that day, be it cross-country skiing, cleaning the
house, stacking lumber, skating on the pond, or shoveling the walk.
During the other six months, the time devoted to “classes” is cut back (to
an hour or so in summer), and more time is spent in gardening and other
outdoor pursuits.

What unifies all of these activities is the commune itself. Education
anywhere consists of transmitting the values and skills of adults to their
children, and this is no less true of The Tana School than it is of either
public education or the “free school” movement in the United States. Just
as Tana is culturally distince from both the “straight” world and the coun-
terculture out of which the free schools arose, so does the content of its
education differ from other contemporary patterns. Tana is more playful
than the larger society, more inclined to work than the counterculture, and
more concerned with interpersonal responsibility than either. These qualities
are passed on to the children both in and out of “class.” In sharp contrast
to most American communes, perhaps the most notable element here is
Tana’s commitment to resolving interpersonal or financial difficulties that
might threaten its success. As one member put it: “This is a place where cer-
tain things have to be done, or we wouldn’t survive as a group. Of course,
the children feel this, and they do what they can. How else could it be?”

Outside Relationships. Tana communards have not retreated from the
world outside. Adults and children travel regularly to Burlington, Boston,
and New York to transport goods to retail outlets. Members often work
for neighbors