
constructtve 
• • • 

crtttctsm 



l' r(,::'el both excited and scared when ! think about the 
stz• .. f~ of the Left in our country right now6 I fee 1 hop -
fuJ because I see a lot of poll.tica.l · people beginning to 
T·e-gr-oup for study and action. I feel scared because I 
ne::; a pattern of absc·lutistic ~hinking re-occurin~ that 
I think contributt.d to the frae.;menta·tio:n of the Left a 
few years back. The women•"" movement and our experi nee 
p.Hthed ua into some~ rui tful strugp.:li. g again!5t our co1npet­
i tJ ve upbr·ingin .• but; the old ways are hard dy _ng. 
Correct-linin~· sn~p jud{:.rn'ent!::l, and labeling make UE! lose 
the exploration of rea. diffe,ences in a ha1.e of rr~toric , 
personal a"'tack at.d cou te~.·att~:ck. hen ~e're pl'·•occup:i. d 
,·lth our f£>a.r of beirw le.beled, m~r ab~ 1 ity to thi:nk cri -
:i . ... B lly get su~ne ded. We en' up \'ra .. tlng the collecti 'e 
(:nergy that mi~ht be e,;oi~e-; j ntt~ a fresh study of American 
condltions and i.nt.c1 orgafl:i.zing. Tn the vacuum. we end up 
~ .-r·y1ng to meet. 1~ t:ally adc,pt r. strr~teg,y desig ted by revo l·· 
•: t. cnari.es t'lo 1san. ~ of milt::s or · hundred yeat·s Fway. 

Cur. purpose i.n wri ,u 'J g ni.s pam1. le · is to ada to our 
E>tnnd. r1g of the ·waY'"' "L~ we do i. t.. can help or hurt 
;e do. Part C·ne i r-- d 1scus .. ion of thX ~e fall into 

cat•.:;-r.;orical thin. ine. Pa.rt 'P ·•o an~ yzes the wayE: we 
som~tines de!EAt ur~elvob J' e proces we use. Those 

ho are already fa!Yliliar :i th this c' amber of horrors m~· y 
want to skip tc; .. rt Th:r··e,· t-·hich is our specific suggest io 
for ways to th:i·tk ~tnr commun r;ate non-absolutistically. 
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why we. ~II inTo aa.+e,sor ical 
-lhiokir'\9 : 

Her are som exampl s of c t goric 1 hinking that I've 
run into in the 1 st few we ket 

In a larg~ e ting ot 1 ftists, a tall blond 
man ask a qu stion of the speaker. 'That question 
1 irr 1 v nt," the speaker replies. The i sue 
is dropp d, the discu sion moves long--but at 
he vy pric • Th qu stioner siumps down in hie 
chair, looking visibly ups t~ A current of ten ion 
runs through th room. "Will h a.y that ~ question 
is irr l vant'?" p opl a k them 1 tes. "I b tter 
k ep quit. It would probably ound dumb anyw y.u 

~n~~s. an apolitical friend, told that he's 
d cid d to jut t y away fro talkin .. with most 
l ftlata. "Nobody's . going to convince me by letting 
m kno_ that I'm stu id nd th y're not, .. h s id. 

People in collective # 1 hear that col! ctiva # 2 said 
that they ''weren • t socialist en.,ugh... People · n 
Collective # 1 do a lot of upset talking about 
.. the heavies." Everyon recalls incident that prove 
that collective ·. 2 wa never trustworthy anyway. 
A studious eooln follows. Silence. but no 
criticism goln ith r y. 

As p opl ho ar committ d to building cooperativ 
society, t~hy is it th t we relate to each other in uch 
n rrow and competitive ways? For one thing, most of us 
had "right/wrong thinking•• drilled into our heads all the 
whil w gr up. In my childhood, it ee med that e ch. 
tim r s id or did so .thing that was t~e 1 ast bit 

different fror: the no~, someone was around to 



-

.al rE hsick", "bad," "etupid,u or ~nappropriate." 
Jt .c e habitual for me to evaluate myself or other 
eo le by calling names. In scho~l, the kind of diQcussion 

thnt waf; valued was really · form of det•ate. In order 
to Gucceed (or even survive) in these 'nds of ~iscussion , , 
l l.E _ned the l~~oon that recently appeared in a Mia. 
-each c rtc on, "It is not enough just tc' make po ·.nts for 
o es""l• : or.c m u"t aleo take points away from somebody 
e .. r.e.•• J ... nterna1izerl a set of 3k:lls for thi.nk'ng and 
t~ lki-:11:-r; that . u't me fine fer scramblin£: and hustling. 
l t · .. a lonr; hard .roc .ss to find non competj t · ve ways 
of f,.h, ng critical feedback. · 

see for .. tre ch ... w rf-.r ~stvle di.scu sions 
are teJ kj .f! bout is ·ery important to UP. 
that the way to t:how th ·, strength of my be-

"efF 5e to di~ ~ ~~Jf in tom) }ORi~ion. When the world 
r;) lr-r,~in.rt a • unr my ars, I dN;perate ly W",nt to 

t: :l!<!vn r • .hat" ~ot,(:d•'rsc; is trtH~ on(':e "'no fo!:' a. l. G'ven 
tlH?. ~ E 1lati on o · the left, my pol it· cal J inll seems l i ·e 

:.r fJ , 1y r f•. ge. · must protect it at all costs fr.om 
de b ~ gnd q e 1 ns. 

· · nd mys lf e ager""ti 1g the dif erences 
! have ·.iih C"'n her nt.r~or. J>.l·r32.in discussi<n b cotr.ef~ 
a w; · tc prov . to n, seJ f that I ~ responding courageously 
to n.~. world ...-1 t · tj n. (t•m convinced that the 'evol.u ion 
wi J. te Ol"J -.• y ,y im inP" the argum~nt. When J•m locked 
in o :1·c, "w'.t/losP-" mentality, op n'.g rnys<:)f t her 
~met· ·~· T•e,..son · e ta tantC' .. m to "e.;i vir!g .i.n.j 1 t· b comes 
f:,as: t.o clas ... ify anyone ·ho disaF,r es as 'lne i-o~neny. 
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ways we de~eat .ourselveS: 

There ar several · ys in wh t4.h destructive styles of 
criticism are self-defeat~ng for the left. 

1. Right/wrong thinking prevents us from taking 1nititives. 
To the extent that I believe that I should not take 
action until I'' m 100% sure that the action is °CO,.re-ct, •• 
I am likely to avoid action. r-!n my striving for purity, 
tt . only safe activities are "-reading and talking with 
thos who are likely to agree with me. This form of 
paralyais is aggravated by my f.ea.r of ..:qeing labeled by 
other leftists who might .write me off.) "You're wrong ••• '' 
"You'""e too liberaL ••• " "You•re reactionary." (Even 
to write this leaflet. Betty and I had to confont our 
fear of being labeled. HMaybe we could just sign it 
with our first narnes," I said to Betty, env sioning the 
acid comments some people might direct at us. "How 
about just our init als?HBetty asked.) 

2. R\ght/·rong thir~ing .stops criticism. When people know 
how to give eri ticism only in. a way that is likely to 
provoke defensivenf;!se and counterattacks, ·they are 1 i!'ely 
to avoid giving or seeking out criticism at all$ ! a 
showdown ppear to be the only alternative to 1 e tt:tng 
it slide, it's easier to let it slid&. Little resentments 
snowball int~ bigger. resentments, a hairy confront tion 
occurst and people have all the more reason to let it 
slide the n~Y.t time. 



Right/wrong thinki ng a lso make~ it hard to learn from 
the criticism that does go on. If someone tells me I 
am "domineering," ror-example, the vagueness of t he' la­
bel makes 1t difficult for me to know what it is that 
the~ person wants me to change. Do they want me to talk 
les. ,? Do they want me to ask for other people • s reactions 
mor ? Do they want me to make f wer suggestions, or 
what ~? 
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4. Right/wrong thinking impcd s eritical thinking nd 
creativity. I m sad at how often I h ve seen this 
dynamic play itself out in discuss onet {1) Marx, or 
Third ·orld revolutlonnries, or the P nthers. or some 
other uthority ie defined as "Right." (2) Anyone who 
questions what they authority says js at b st .. Wrong" 
and t wor t, counterrevolutionary. The discus ion 
degenerate into a bibli al ex ge is, with different 
sid s sw~nplng quote and impressions. Facts and 
xperiences th t don't fit "t e line .. are ignor d. 

~ al differences are ob cure in barrages of rhetoric. 
wh1le new vents re j mmed into old categories. so 
much for our abili.ty to r .spond creativ ly to changing 
conditions. 

5 .( Right/ ro ·.· thin · 1g defeats our ability to share out~ 
L bellofs ~; tb pe1 1 e \ ho o not J r .ady agt~ e w' ttt u.0 

I hnv~ a · r. · unc m o .. tf bJ c n r1·mory of ho _ o ~ ed u . 
~ dialo~ {?) ith t. ~o~he on th ubject of vom n' 
l.i.b ratio.' •·so. ~o., .··J t hav. you don ·'th t.1 la t 
twentyf .. ~e years c,f Y' ur lift?" 'fh~n o 1 _r why 
we're isolat.d. 

6. Rl _.ht/wr2n . thinklng d.·ives away p ople. h!1 ha e aut· 
s ~ . ti 1 ·•.grecnent with social i t poli t1c • One friend, 
who ""en our ;_ d o-1 i tical aeti i ~m or a ''br. c' -to-the-
e untty/irtdi ·id nl • lvation" ppro ch, said, "Look, 



the Left is as authoritarian as the Catholic Church. I 
don•t ~ anybody telling me how to dress, how to talk, 
and what to think. It you can stand the correct-lining, 
m.Gre power to you, but I'm not going to subject myself 
to that." · 

1. Right/wrong thinking keep people who have nearly identi­
cal political viewpoints from working together. Rec ntly. 
I found myself in the following contradictory positionc 
on the one hand, I was eager to become part of an organ­
i~ation whose politics I greed with and whose efforts I 
could get strength from. On the other hand, I had a repug­
nant fantasy of what the meetings would be like• "There'll 
be Tho Heavies and The Featherweights. I'll either have 
to prove how heavy I am or resign myself to being invisible." 

·when I asked other friends if they had checked out the or­
ganization, I found that they had similar fears. The pros­
pect of facing competitive seen s keeps us unorganized 
and powerless. 



suggestions: 

Here re some ideas on how to give constructive criticismt 

1. Rather than categ~rizing a p-r~on or her views {a in 
"that•s fucked up," 'incorr.ct," "ridiculous,' etc. tc. ) 
try exprecsing the ew,cticn ytJu have. for e.lla.mple, •• I • m 
ups t about th. impD.-:atlons f hat you just said, • or 
"I'm hurt and a 1gry ith th. t." 

2. Ii'xp riment ith deleting·these ords from your voc,bularyt 
sl,ould. ought, can't.~ mu3t. hafta. 

3. Try to descr5be the behay~or you re criticiz5nc-,, keep:t g 
your ob .. erv·atiom, separate from your inferencef( or judgment 
R ther th n sa.yir1g, wyou·•re act ng like . chauvin! t," 
for i _nsta.nce, sy:rE:cify exactly what you•re re cting to• 
.,Tha 's the ·third time you started talking b fore I f n !ted 
my s .ntence, and I •m fed up • ., You c n be ttns specific 
even about a hol· pattern of behaviors . By giving 
observation·, you increase t}e chances that somf!one will 
und rstand exactly wh t you are talking about and change 
accordingly. You•11 d€1crease the chanceR ·that they 11 11 



tune you out. 

4. "xnsta d of ju t wiping out someone else•.s alternative .. 
• ("You•r wrong"). pell out what you'd like in its placet 

•I'd rather th t you do X, for these rea ons.•.• 

H re r suggestions on h~w to receive criticism that 
e mes in the form of n ·bsolutistic judgment• 

1. Wh n you ar judgm nt. try ·to g ess t the t lings 
nd w tts behind the lab 1. For x mple, when so eone 

rs, "That's re lly a fueked-u:p ttitude. u you might 
e , ~Ar you p .t about wh t I just id, nd would 

you lik me t do ueh- nd-such inst d?~ Pa phr ing 
li thLtJ has thr adv nt ges • First, it let you 
ch c' out the ceuracy ot what you h .ard. S cond, it 

llow you to d r 8e absolu i tie Jud nt by translating 
th 1 b 1 · to an expre ~i n o he ~· erts f li g nd 
W'flnt • ~hlrd, it c n work t count r c\ a pU'nitiv dynamic-
when Mom on 1 el he rd. the re· 1 lik ly to esc 1 te 
their attackJ they're more 11 ly to 11 ten in return. 

2. You c n help Jlrevent someone from unint.ntion lly wipin 
., I' you out if you pel'l out in advano the kind of re ponse 
~ you • d find most h lpful. For example • .. I -ant to get 
J your re ctions tc thi idea, and I'. also feeling little 

scared about bringing it up. I'd r ally dig you to say 
wh t you like bout the idea. along ith any suggestions 
for what you w t changed." 

' . 

Here are some thoughts on helping another p r on hear 
your f elings and w nts without mi interpreting youc 

1. If you'r worried that eomeone m y distort your criticism 
and take it s personal put-down, you ean ask them in 
advance to paraphr ee. ..I've· got some feedback that 
I'm nervous about giving you. I want some reassurance 
that I'm coming cross the way I mean to, so I'd like 
you to run b ck wh t you heard wh n I'm done." 



2. You can acknowl dg that you •.re not blaming the oth r 
person for being the sole cause of your feelings. I 
do this by recognizing th t I filt r somoon else's 
actions through my o 1 goggl•s, and that both th other 
pf~ryn•s action and my f:i.lter go into producing 1ny 
emotions. I fixbtame and gJ.ve 11 ay my power hen I say 
or thir!k, ''You hurt me a lot when yt'u say things like 
th t ... I own. my power when I say o:t think (for exampl ) 
41 l•m hu.rt becau e I •m taking •hat ~rou said s mea.ning that 
I'm a bad person.u Another way to say his i "When you 
realize ths.t it takes t o, th pcw·r· i ·in you ... 

--.. --·------·---------·-
Jf you have fc .dback on thi ~ leaflet? e'd lov-e to he r 
from you. Al o, we •ve gather· d a lot ot' information 011 
ways to int -raet non Ct'IInp "'ti ti.v ly in r-elationships and 
groupe# Vf&•d be g·1 ad to sh e 1t with you. We're Betty 
Do rr and Vicki 'Legltm. 824-7188. 107 Ellsworth, !:;P. t. 4110. 
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