MOVEMENT

MEANINGS

N MAY 10, at the request of

local residents and mer-

chants, Food Not Bombs ex-

panded its operation of daily
food service to include the comer of
6th and Mission Streets in the center of
San Francisco’s Welfare Hotel district.
This was only the latest expansion
since the group first started serving free
vegetarian meals to San Francisco’s
homeless and poor two and a half years
ago. Since that time, Food Not Bombs
has created a great deal of controversy
over the right to serve free food and the
failure of the city of San Francisco and
the Federal government to substantially
address the problems of homelessness
and hunger while continuing to spend
hundreds of billions of dollars prepar-
ing for and engaging in war.

The first Food Not Bombs group
was formed out of the Seabrook nuclear
power plant protest action in 1980. The
group began by taking donations of
food from progressive grocery stores to
soup kitchens and homeless shelters in
Boston and Cambridge. In addition to
believing that our world needs more
food and fewer bombs, they were com-
mitted to the belief that hunger is a
problem of resource distribution. Every
day enough food is thrown away to
feed all those who are hungry. Food
Not Bombs took on the task of collect-
ing and distributing this food starting at
the local level. The group soon ex-
panded to serve food at political
demonstrations and set up literature
tables in Harvard Square. There are
now Food Not Bombs groups in Bos-
ton, Washington, DC, Houston, Atlanta,
Minneapolis, New York City, San Fran-
cisco, Sacramento, and Long Beach.

In the ten years since the group
began, the number of people living on
the streets or close to it has mush-
roomed. This large and visible group
has been persecuted by local and
federal officials because they represent
the failure of Reaganomics for all but
the rich. In 1988 a Food Not Bombs
group was formed in San Francisco to
support people living on the edge while
putting forward a clear political mes-
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sage about the causes of homelessness
and hunger.

The Food Not Bombs political pro-
gram has three interrelated elements
that represent its grassroots politics.
First, we take direct action to provide
for peoples’ immediate needs while at
the same time advocating broader sys-
temic changes. Second, the relationship
between providing direct services with
a political analysis and the repression
that results is fundamental to recruiting
and radicalizing new members. Third,
Food Not Bombs is trying to develop
organizational forms, through discus-
sion and experimentation, that will be
needed in any period of greater politi-
cal activism.

Politicizing Direct Services

HERE ARE MANY individuals and in-

stitutions providing direct services
to the homeless such as soup kitchens,
shelters, and health care workers. Food
Not Bombs differs from them in some
significant ways. One of the primary
distinctions is over the combination of
direct services and a systemic political
analysis. Most service organizations
restrict their political activities to lob-
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bying for a greater share of the govern-
mental pie without analyzing or ad-
dressing the need to create broader
changes in the economic, political, and
social structures responsible for home-
lessness and hunger.

In addition to feeding the homeless,
Food Not Bombs, regularly supports
other groups by serving free food at
their rallies and demonstrations and
helping to sustain large scale peace en-
campments such as those at the Nevada
Test Site, Big Mountain, and Earth
First!’s Redwood Summer. Also, when-
ever we serve food we distribute litera-
ture about the causes of homelessness
and hunger, the relationship between
social deficits and military excesses,
and fliers about upcoming demonstra-
tions about social change issues. We're
trying to show the politics of hunger
and homelessness are the same as U.S.
intervention in the Third World, en-
vironmental destruction, and dis-
crimination. Food Not Bombs uses. free
food to sustain people, to build a self
sustaining community on the Left, and
to take a political stand in the face of
ever increasing markets and the com-
modification of all aspects of our daily
lives.









