‘Violent creature, brute, beast, wild b.; dragon, tiger,
wolf, mad dog; demon, devil, hell-hound, fury, monster;
savage, barbarian, Vandal, iconoclast, destroyer; man of
blood, butcher, murderer; homicidal maniac, madman;
rough, ruffian, Herod, tyrant; fire-eater, bravo, boaster;
fire-brand, agitator; revolutionary, ANARCHIST,
nihilist, terrorist, revolutionist; virago, termagant,
Amazon; spitfire, scold, shrew.’

(From Roget’s Thesaurus (Harmondsworth, Penguin,
1957), pp. 65-6)
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Preface

This book is a study of anarchism as an ideology, as a set of beliefs
about human nature, society and the state that attempts both to
explain the world and to help to change it. It is intended mainly as an
introduction for readers new to the subject. Part I surveys the major
schools of anarchist thought; Part II explores the relationship between
theory and practice in anarchism; and Part III offers a critical assess-
ment of the ideology as a whole. The book is not a history of anar-
chism, although it analyses various historical events from the point of
view of anarchist theory, and the discussion of different anarchist
revolutionary strategies in Part II is arranged roughly according to
historical sequence. It might usefully be read alongside one of the
excellent histories of anarchism that are currently available, for
instance James Joll’s or George Woodcock’s.

Although I have tried to reserve my own opinions as far as possible
for the final chapter, the reader should be warned that this is a critical
study by a non-anarchist. I have noticed recently a tendency on the
part of certain reviewers to claim that anarchism can only properly
be understood by people with inside knowledge of the movement.
Saying this seems to me to run the risk of devaluing anarchism as a
purportedly consistent and realistic set of beliefs about man and
soclety, and regarding it instead as an indefinable experience, rather
like the taste of pineapple to those who have never eaten the fruit. It
may nevertheless be as well to reveal my own ideological commit-
ments explicitly. I should describe myself as a market socialist, from
which point of view I have some sympathy both with the anarcho-
individualist idea of conducting economic life on the basis of contract
and with the anarcho-communist idea of co-operative production. For
reasons that are spelt out in the last chapter, however, I believe that
even a decentralized social system will require authoritative central
regulation, and hence the continued existence of an institution that is
recognizably a state.

I have incurred a number of substantial debts in the course of
writing this book. The first is to R.N. Berki, who originally suggested
that I should attempt the project, and has been a constant source of
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encouragement and advice ever since. April Carter and James Joll
both read the manuscript and made many valuable suggestions for
improvement. Huw Richards saved me a good deal of labour by
agreeing to undertake a thorough review of the literature on Spanish
anarchism. John Eisenhammer, David Goldey and Philip Williams all
made helpful suggestions about reading in areas where my own
knowledge was woefully thin. Gareth Howlett advised me on
translations from French. I must also record my gratitude to the
British Academy for making me a grant towards the costs of research

for the book.
Jocelyn Burton has taken a close interest in the book throughout

its period of gestation, and has been the most supportive of editors.
Ann Franklin and Jenny Roberts have cheerfully shared the thankless
task of typing up drafts. My last and greatest debt is to my wife Sue
who has encouraged and sustained me throughout the period of
writing: Nunc scio quid sit Amor.

Nuffield College, Oxford, 1984 David Miller
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1 What Is Anarchism?

Of all the major ideologies confronting the student of politics,
anarchism must be one of the hardest to pin down. It resists straight-
forward definition. It is amorphous and full of paradoxes and contra-
dicti Consider just a couple of theseZ_YI he prevalent image of the
( nar?llllls\t m the popular r mind is that of a destructive individual
p“é‘pa_r/_eﬁ to use v1olent means to dlsru_g social order, without having

anxthmg constructive to_offer by_yy,ay __of alternany:_—_lha_sxms.[cr

2
‘anarchy’ is ‘used to mean __c_haos, social breakdown, loss of the usual

amenities of lifgl(a weather forecaster recently described a particularly
virulent spell of bad weather as ‘anarchic’). But most anarchists would
repudiate this image completely, and argue that their aims were
eminently constructive; thatLhey were attempting to build a society
free from many of the chaotic and disfiguring features of the present
one —war, v1olence, poverty and so fort_ll,IAgam many anarchists have
rejected violence, or admitted it only as a defensive measure against
what they see as the violence of the state, and some at least have been

samtly md1v1duals adhermg 1o moral prmcxples in thcmp_c: sonal lives.

_in a way that _puts their critics to shame. So why is the popular image
“so wide of the mark? Or does it tell half of the truth about anarchism
and anarchists, and omit the other half?

Next, consider in what sense anarchists are md1v1duallst§ From
one point of view, /u may look as though anarchism elevates the
individual above all somal restraints, claiming that each person has the
_right to act exactly as he pleases without necessarily paying attention
to_the rights and interests of others. From another point of view,
however, anarchists will maintain that their aim is to produce fully
social individuals who are much more aware of their communal
obligations than people are today, gnd indeed many anarchists have
insisted that they are socialists, even perhaps the only true socialists.
So we are left perplexed as to whether the real goal of anarchism js
individual freedom or communal solidarity, or whether anarchists
may possibly try to reconcile these apparently incompatible aims, and
if so how.
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Faced with these paradoxes and contradictions, we may begin to
wonder whether anarchism is really an ideology at all, or merely a
jumble of beliefs without rhyme or reason. Of course an ideology is
never a fully coherent doctrine; every ideology is open-ended, capable
of being developed in different directions, and therefore of generating
contradictory propositions. But generally speaking we can at least
find a coherent core, a consistent set of ideas which is shared by all

those who embrace the ideology in question/Take Marxism, in some_ e

respects the ideology most obviously comparable to anarchism. \
Although, as is well known, Marxists have often disagreed bitterly
about the implications of Marxist doctrine — say about whether Marx’s
idea of proletarian dictatorship licenses Lenin’s idea of the vanguard
party of the proletariat — all at least share a number of central assump-
tions, about history, economics, politics and so forth (we can also
point to a definitive set of texts, the works of Marx himself, though
this feature is peculiar to Marxism). It is by no means clear that we can
find such a set of core assumptions in the case of anarchism. We must

face the possibility thaganarchism is not really an ideology, but rather reses
‘ the point of intersection of several ideologies\ This idea forms the

guiding thread for the first part of my study. I shall look at different
versions of anarchism and try to assess how deep their resemblance
goes. But first I must say something about anarchism in general, to
locate those features which have allowed anarchists, at least super-
ficially, to be grouped together.

We may trace the origins of anarchism to the outbreak of the

érench Revolution in in 1789 Although it is possible, by searching

dlhgenm to ﬁnd precursors of anarchism as far back as the
ancient Greeks — and perhaps even the Chinese — this shows only that
there have always been men willing to challenge authority on philo-
sophical or political grounds. This might be described as the primitive

.anarchist attitude: but for anarchism to develop beyond a stance of
defiance into a social and political theory that challenged the existing
order and proposed an alternative, such wholesale reconstruction

needed to become thinkable. This reorientation of thought was the
work largely of the Revolution, which, by challenging the old regime
in France on grounds of basic principle, opened the way for similar
challenges to other states and other social institutionsAX-Ienceforth all
institutions were vulnerable to the demand that they*§hould be justi-
fied from first principles — whether of natural right, social utility,
human self-realization, or whatever. From this source sprang the
major ideologies — conservatism, liberalism and socialism as well as

3
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anarchism — in recognizably their modern form. It is therefore appro-
priate that the first major work which indubitably belongs in the
anarchist tradition — Godwin’s Enquiry Concerning Political Fustice -
should have been produced in the immediate aftermath of the Revo-
lution (in 1793) and with that event as its direct inspiration.

Thereafter anarchism enjoyed a sporadic life. Individual thinkers
produced treatises which attracted attention and in some cases dis-
ciples, but there was little continuity of thought, and nothing in the
way of an anarchist movement until the later part of the nineteenth
century. Even then, talk of an anarchist movement is liable to mis-
lead. Anarchists were certainly active in the working-class movement
that developed throughout Europe in that period, and in some places
managed to gain a leading role in working-class organizations, but it is
unlikely that many of their rank and file followers were anarchists
themselves. So it is better to speak of the workers’ movement acquir-
ing an anarchist tint, as in other places it acquired a Marxist or a liberal
tint. The movement was not continuous. It broke down or was
suppressed in one place (as in France after the Paris Commune) only
to reappear in another,) We can therefore find eruptions of anarchist
activity occurring throughout Europe from the 1860s onwards — more
prominently in the Latin countries than in Germany or Britain — with
France acquiring pride of place again in the early 1900s (with the
Syndicalist movement), and[Spain witnessing the finale with the
anarchist-inspired union movement that fought and perished in the
Civil War, jexcanihes

A history of anarchism that pays primary attention to numerical
strength is therefore likely to conclude that anarchism should be
treated as a sub-category of socialism, as one branch of the socialist
movement that acquired mass support during these years. This is to
ignore all those anarchists who were critical of mainstream socialism,
especially the individualists, mainly American in origin, who pro-
duced an alternative version of anarchism that was as coherent as that
of the socialists: During the nineteenth century their ideas made little
impact outside of a small circle of intellectuals; but the recent revival
of individualist anarchism in the U.S.A. — anarchists have combined
with minimal-statists to form the Libertarian Party which polled
920,800 votes in the 1980 Presidential election — makes it easier to do
justice to their claims. The tendency of the standard histories of
anarchism, by contrast, is to give considerable attention to the early
non-socialist anarchists — Godwin and Stirner especially — but largely
to ignore those who were contemporaries of the socialist anarchists
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(and who, therefore, ought presumably to have known better: there is
a parallel here with Marxists’ treatment of ‘utopian socialists’).” I shall
attempt to rectify this injustice, while still giving due weight to the
greater historical iqﬂuence of the anarchists within the socialist camp.

Despite this initial caution about searching for a comprehensive

definition of ‘anarchism’, we may still be able to point to features
which have allowed anarchists of different persuasions to be collected |
together under a common labelfl"he first and most obvious of these is | |
: anarchists argue that it should be abolished |

their hostili
and replaced by a new form of social organization.\To make sense of

this claim we need to know what is meant by ‘state’. The state is not’

—equivalent to government in general, and indeed some anarchists have

made use of this distinction to suggest that thelr) aim is not society
without government, but merely society without a state} Looked at in
Li_s_t*orical perspective, the state is the specific form of government
which emerged in post-R Renaxssance Europe, and has now established
itself in every devcloped soc1ety What are its main characteristics??
Flrst the state is a sovereign body, in the sense that it claims complete

__authorlty to define the rights of its subjects — it does not, for instance,

{allow subjects to maintain customary rights which it has neither

|created nor endorsed. Second, the state is a compulsory body, in the

sense that everyone born into a given soclety is forced to recognize
obligations to the state that governs that society — one cannot opt out

of these obligations except by leaving the society itself. Third, the state

lis a monopolistic body: it claims a monopoly of for_cg_m its terrltor;al
‘area, allowing no competitor to exist alongside it. Fourth, the state is a
distinct body, in the sense that the roles and functions which compose

lit are separate from social roles and functions generally, and also that

the people who compose the state for the most part form a distinct
class — the politicians, bureaucrats armed forces and police.
§ rAnarchlsts make two charges agamst the state — they claim that it
has no right to exist, and they also claim that it brings a whole series of
_%cgl evilsin its tramTTo consider these charges in turn, the anarchist
effect first takes the old Augustinian adage, ‘Without justice, what
are states but bands of robbers?’ and removes the qualifying clause.
e claims that no state — no institution with the four features listed
above — could have come into existence without something akin to an
act qf piracy on the part of those who would become its rulers. For
why would men freely surrender their rights to such a Leviathan? In
particular, anarchists have been critical of the social contract theory
used by many liberals to justify the existence of the state, whereby

5
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men in a stateless society are said to have agreed to the formation of a
state in order to safeguard their lives, liberty and material goods. In

Fllmer ThlS is to_thm__k_that Men are so foolish that they take care to
_avoid what Mischiefs may be done them by Pole-Cats, or Foxes, but
are content, nay thir nk it Safety, to be devoured by Lions.”31n creating
a state, men create an institution that is far more dangerous to them

\» than the power of other men taken singly. Furthermore, the anarchist
> will continue, even if a generation of men were so foolish as to agree .
A\ unanimously to the setting up of a state, how could this agreement
\ 'bind their successors who were not party to it? Yet all states cla1m

~ ‘authority over the lives of their subjects’ children.

A ABut the greater volume of anarchist criticism is aimed at what
" states do when they are allowed to exist. This is so wide-ranging that
only the barest summary can be given, and I cannot hope to capture
the flavour of the original. Proudhon § famous denunciation may
provide an example:

To be GOVERNED is to be at every operation, at every
transaction, noted, registered, enrolled, taxed, stamped,
measured, numbered, assessed, licensed, authorized,
admonished, forbidden, reformed, corrected, punished. It is,
under pretext of public utility, and in the name of the general
interest, to be placed under contribution, trained, ransomed,
exploited, monopolized, extorted, squeezed, muystified,
robbed; then, at the slightest resistance, the first word of
complaint, to be repressed, fined, despised, harassed, tracked,
abused, clubbed, disarmed, choked, imprisoned, judged,
condemned, shot, deported, sacrificed, sold, betrayed; and, to
crown all, mocked, ridiculed, outraged, dishonoured. That is
government; that is its justice; that is its morality.*

If we try to unpack this tirade,/four main charges are being levelled
against the state (which Proudhon here identifies with government,
contrary to some anarchist usage). First, the state is a coercive body,
which reduces people’s freedom far beyond the point required by
social co-existence. It enacts restrictive laws and other measures

_Xv_hr_c_h_a_r_eﬁ hegessary, , not_for the well-being of society, but for its
own preservation. Thus it censors the press, prohibits harmless but
_supposedly 1mmoral act1v1t1es such as unorthodox sexual behaviour,

‘and so on. Second the state isa pumtwe body, which 1nﬂ1cts cruel and

6
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excessive penalties on those who mfrmge its laws, whether or not
those laws are 1ust1ﬁed in the ﬁrst place. Anarchists do not necessarily

oppose pumshment as such, but they certainly oppose the forms and
amounts of punishment meted out by the state. Third, the state is an
exploitative body, which uses its_powers of taxation and economic
regulation to transfer resources from the _producers of wealth to its
own coffers, or into the hands of privileged economic groups. Finally,
the state is a destructive agency which enlists its subjects to fight wars

whose only cause is the protection or aggrandizement of the state itself
all anarchists believe that, without the state, there might be small-

scale conflicts, but notnmg to resemble the horror and devastation of

modern warfare‘x T ywR ds cocbis At (&) Sue «
It would be wrong to conclude that anarchlsts regard all the

functions now performed by the state as superfluous. In their view, it

would be impossible to account for the state’s legitimacy in the eves of
the masses if it did not perform useful tasks as well as socially harmful
ones. What tasks are these? Anarchists will not be able to agree on a

“Tist, but they are generally to be found in two areas: protection of the

person against invasion by others, and co-ordination of the productive

‘work of society/ Anarchists admit, in other words, that in these areas
isome collective (as opposed to individual) action may be necessary;
‘but they refuse to admit that only a state can fit the blll_-(To see what
‘kind of collective agency anarchists are likely to permit in place of the
state, we need to return to the characterization of the state offered
above: states were identified as sovereign, compulsory, monopolistic
and distinct institutions. Anarchists are likely to find a collective
agency more acceptable the further'tt departs from these four features
of the state.

The kind of society envisaged by anarchists is thus not entirely
without organization, in the sense of institutions established to
achieve-coltective-goalsTBut These in: mstltutlons will have character-

“istics that differentiate them from the state. JTﬁrst they will not be
_SF\;erelgn, but funettonally spcc1f e. Each mstltutmn will, in other

“words, have a  clearly de fined role, and will not be permitted to extend

its power beyond that role'[bome anarchists, for_ eg{_ar_r_tglg , have argued
that separate orgamzauons should be estabhshed to guide production
on the one hand and to"rr-lamtam socral order ont the other. In this case
neither institution would be ¢ sovereign’ in case of dlspute;__Second
anarchists will almost certainly insist that the institutions in question
should be voluntary rather than compulsorygin the sense that every-

one who is to be governed by them should first of all agree to do so of

7
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his own accord \This requirement raises questions about anarchists’
attitudes towards authority in general, which will be considered in the
chapter that follows.)Third, some anarchists have been arrracted by
the idea of different collective agencies co-existing in a particular
territory, competing to win the allegiance of the residents \This could
be seen as one way .of giving people a realistic voluntary choice
between agencies. Finally}, anarchists often argue that collective insti-
tutions are more acceptable to the extent that they are run, not by
_specialized political functionaries, but by the people en masse} either
in the form of direct democracy, or through rotation of office, or in
some other way.

Of course nothing has been said so far to show that these proposals
are realistic. It may be that the anarchist case against the state,
formidable in itself, founders on the fact that no workable alternative
can be found to replace it under modern social conditions. But it is one
thing to say this, and quite another to say that anarchists are essen-
tially negative thinkers, interested only in the destruction of what
exists/In fact, anarchists have developed quite elaborate models of the
kind of society that they want to see, and these models can teach us a
great deal about the possibilities of social organization, even if we are
ultimately unpersuaded by themAThey also differ very markedly
among themselves: no one model of the good society can be singled
out as authentically anarchist.

Although the state is the most distinctive object of anarchist
attack, 1t 1s by no means the only object. Any institution which, like
the state, appears to anarchists coercive, punitive, exploitative or

destructive is condemned in the same way. Historically, anarchists
have discharged almost as much venom towards the church as they
have towards the state. This may now appear to us idiosyncratic, but
we should recall that many anarchists developed and propagated their
ideas in peasant or early industrial societies, where religion was still a
potent force, and a major channel of social control,) Most anarchists
have been atheists, arguing that belief in God is a response to social

deprivation in_men_ whose rational faculties are not yet fully

developed. But their main enemy is not religion as such, but organ-

ized religion — churches which disseminate official creeds whose
content is hierarchically controlled.-@[‘he anarchist critique here has
two aspects: first, the authority of priest over believer is often seen as
the original of all authority. In other words, once a person has come to
accept that in spiritual matters he should defer to the authority of
another who is wiser than he, it is easier to induce him to accept

v

8

What Is Anarchism?

authorityv elsewhere — for instance the authority of a political leader.
Second, the church may be used directly to legitimize the state — the
priest may use the authority of his position to propagate doctrines of
obedience to the political authorities. For this reason Bakunin
claimed (with some exaggeration), ‘There is not, there cannot be, a
State without religion.™

Anarchists have also been severe critics of existing economic
systems. Indeed, when reading some anarchist literature, one.might
be led to think that economic oppression was the primary target, with
political oppression taking second place. But here it is especially
difficult to generalize about the nature of the critique: the hetero-
geneity of anarchist thought stands in the way. Take anarchist atti-
tudes to capitalism first. One can safely say that all anarchists have
been critical of the state-regulated capitalism which prevails today in
the West. But for some this is merely one part of a general critique of
capitalism, whereas for others capitalism pure and simple would be
acceptable if it were not distorted by the presence of the state. Both
camps are likely to see a great deal of collusion between economic and
political elites, while being somewhat unclear about which group is
the prime mover in the‘relationship;;_"rt’ is common ground among
anarchists, in other words, that the state regularly uses its economic
powers to benefit big industrialists and financiers at the expense of the
workers, small property-owners{ and so forth, but it is less clear |
whether the state should ultimately be seen as the creature of the
grande bourgeoiste or the grande bourgeoisie as the creature of the state.
There is the same ambiguity here as in the case of church and state.

' Anarchists tend to view society as a giant pyramid, with the great ones
— politicians, big capitalists, church leaders, all hand-in-hand - coth 2

standing at the top and the toiling workers standing at the bottom;_’,

" The contrast between the ruling class and the exploited mass is clear

enough, but the inner dynamics of the former are less so. i
To return to capitalism: anarchists will argue that the economic
system in western societies today is essentially one of monopoly
control by the owners of big business, forcing ordinary men and
women to work for a wage that is less than their labour is worth. The
svstem is thus both coercive and exploitative — it places workers in the
power of their bosses, and fails to give them a just return for their
contribution to production. But anarchists will part company over
whether this state of affairs is the inevitable outcome of a capitalist
economic system. As we shall see later, some anarchists will claim that

private ownership o
" o
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ownership being concentrated in a few hands, allowing this privileged

group to use the power of the state to consolidate its position. Others

<Y will maintain that, without political intervention, capital will remain

\ relatively widely dispersed, so monopoly is the child of the state rather

- thanits father. This difference of view reflects much wider ideological
differences between anarchists in economic matters.

Anarchists have been equally critical of the state socialist systems

. _which have appeared during this century as they have been of capital-
N ism. Indeed they can claim credit for being among the earliest and
& most perceptive critics of the form of socialism which emerged from
the Russian Revolution in 1917. This opposition to state socialism can
be traced back to Proudhon, who detected authoritarian elements in
\: the ideas of Marx, and who was also severely critical of the proposals
?f] for state-funded workshops advanced by Louis Blanc. It ran through
\; - the thought of Bakunin, who grappled with Marx for control of the
Y

N

3\

N

; First International. So when state socialism finally appeared in its
$ fully-fledged form, the anarchists had their critical weapons pre-

' pared. Their argument, reduced to its essentials, is that a socialist
state is still a type of state, the change in economic system not altering
< the inner nature of the state itself. Indeed some anarchists would
;‘,\ argue that state socialism is simply the fullest and most horrendous

expression of that nature, the state now holding all social relations in

N

| find no agreement: quite the reverse. Anarchist proposals range from
a free market in which enterprises compete to sell their goods and

What Is Anarchism?

feit scientists and scholars, and the world will be divided into a
minority ruling in the name of knowledge, and an immense
ignorant majority.®

Moreover,

. for the proletariat this will, in reality, be nothing but a 1
barracks: a regime, where regimented working men and women T

will sleep, wake, work, and live to the beat of a drum . . .7 : »

@
What alternative economic system do anarchists favour? Here we |

services to consumers, to a system of common ownership in which

S
S\ its grip. Coercron draconian punishment, exploitation, and destruc-
}

t1ve warfare all contmue _There is still a ruling class controlling the

rest of socxetv, even though its composmon has changed therc are no

replaced prlests. Bakumn, wr1tmg in 1872, had a prophetic vision of
the result:

This government will not content itself with administering and
governing the masses politically, as all governments do today.
It will also administer the masses economically, concentrating
in the hands of the State the production and division of wealth,
the cultivation of land, the establishment and development of
factories, the organization and direction of commerce, and
finally the application of capital to production by the only
banker — the State. All that will demand an immense know-
ledge and many heads ‘overflowing with brains’ in this govern-
ment. It will be the reign of scientific intelligence, the most
aristocratic, despotic, arrogant, and elitist of all regimes.
There will be a new class, a new hierarchy of real and counter-

10

goods are produced by independent communes and distributed on the __
basis of need. All that these proposals have in common is their™ | -

“decentralist nature: anarchists concur in thinking that the economy

should be organized from the bottom up, by voluntary association, J
rather than by central direction. The two versions referred to above — o
which stand at opposite ends of a spectrum, but which interestingly
enough have been developed more fully by anarchists than the inter-
mediate versions — will be discussed in detail in Chapters 3 and 4
below. Here I shall take Proudhon’s favoured system as representing
some sort of compromise between the extremes, and therefore as an
appropriate way of introducing the reader to the constructive side of
anarchist economlc thought. P e
JProudhon who loved to claim of all his proposals that they repre-
sented a synthesis of forces whose opposition had hitherto plagued
mankind, said that his economic system @ometlmes called mutual-
ism)/ reconc1led property and communism  Property by itself meant
exploitation, in the form of rent, profit and usury, and unbridled
competition. Communism meant slavery: the worker Jost his inde-
pendence and became merely an instrument of the state@roudhon s,
proposal was that workers should retain their mdependence but be
linked by relations of trust and co- operatlon)(Loms Blanc took a
different view: ‘To graft brotherhood on to competition is a wretched
idea: it is like replacing eunuchs by hermaphrodites.”) Specifically/ he
envisaged three sectors of production: agriculture, where production
by individual proprietors would be the norm; artisan production,
where people might work individually or in collaboration as they
chose; and industry proper, where the benefits of the division of
labour meant that large -scale production was necessary for efficiency,

1
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and where associations of workers would be formed.\EaCh producer
would sell his products to consumers, but instead of prices being set
by market competition, they would be pegged to the cost of producing
the article in question, measured in hours of labour. In place of
money, there would be labour-notes, issued by a People’s Bank. Thus
the shoemaker who sold a pair of boots that had taken him three hours
to make would receive the equivalent in labour-notes which he could
later exchange for someone else’s product. The People’s Bank was
also charged with providing interest-free credit to allow producers to
purchase their means of production. Ownership would, however
always follow labour: the peasant proprietor would own the land tha
he worked but he would not be allowed to rent it out to somebody else:
similarly with the workers’ association. Under this scheme, Proudhon
laimed, income would vary only in proportion to labour, and a high
egree of equality would prevail.®

It is easy to see that, quite apart from any economic dlfﬁCUlthS
which this scheme may present, it relies a great deal on mutual trust,

at two points especially: the consumer must be willing to accept the

“price asked by the producer as a fair representation.of his labour, and

everyone mus willing 1o take the notes issued by the People’s

Bank. Proudhon’s own experiment in this direction did not meet with

much success.® But this only illustrates a general feature of any
‘anarchist economlc system, namely that,,'wnh the state removed, the

system has r to underwrit¢ a bank,
enforce cont tever, LIEnarchlst claim is that no suc

guarantee is needed; thad human beings have sutficient solidarity, or

far sighted selfishness, to o make the system work of 1ts own accoré!

“The truth of this claim will be crucial to our final assessment of

anarchism as an ideology.

" Let me turn finally, in this/ preliminary sketch of anarchist
ideology, to the means of transition to anarchist society. As we shall
discover later in the book, anarchists have argued among themselves a
great deal about how this transition should be made, and about which
element in current society forms the natural point of departure — the
liberated individual, the workers’ union, the revolutionary mass, and
so forth. But they have agreed at least that two commonly advocated
routes should be rejected out of hand. The- ﬁrstls the path of panha-
mentary democracy, the attempt to win an electoral majority for an
anarchist programme. Anarchists have quite often been out-and-out
abstentionists, refusing even to vote for the party which represents the

| least of the evils on offer: and when they have abandoned this purist
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position, they have done so only for short-term tactical reasons. Their
unwillingness to follow the parliamentary road stems from two
sources. First; they claim that any state, of whatever kind, is limited
in the kind of social change that it can bring about. The state is a
centralized institution, and its characteristic mode of operation is

legislation — the promulgation of general rules which apply indis-

criminately to everyone in society. It is therefore simply impossible to
will a decentralized society based on a plurality of voluntary associa-

tions into existence by statist means — the initiative must come from _ <
below, not from above. It follows that the most useful thing whicha 7

state can do, from the anarchist perspective, is simply to dissolve itself

and let society reorganize spontaneously. But here we meet the second .- &
!anarchlst charge against parliamentarianism. Those elected to repre- ~

sent the people are unable to carry out the programme on which they
were elected \Popular control of the legislature is ineffective, and the
individuals themselves are co-opted by the ruling class — homme élu,
homme foutu, as the point is more pithily put. So the idea that an
anarchist electoral victory might lead to the immediate dissolution of
the state is rejected as plainly naive. AR Yo
The otherEransmonal route which anarchists repudiate with equal
vehemence is the dictatorship of the proletariat, as understood by
Marx, and especially by Lenin. This path envisages the forcible

s

destruction of the bourgeois state, and its replacement by a workers’ \

state, in which the revolutionary party plays a leading role. [Once
capitalism is completely eradicated, and the material foundations of
socialism are laid, the state begins, in the classic phrase, to ‘wither
away’. It will be seen that both of the anarchist objections to the

parliamentary route apply with minor modifications to this one t0o, ¥
always assuming of course — the absolutely crucial point — that every

state, however it is composed, functions in essentially the same way.
(Anarchists have particular criticisms to offer of Leninist parties,
which will be discussed below in Chapter 6). Thus even those anar-
chists who would find little to quarrel with in Marx’s description of
the Communist utopia are starkly opposed to the methods advocated
by Marxists for reaching it.

This reluctance to use conventional political means to bring about
the changes that they want to see largely accounts for the popular view
that anarchists are simply agents of destruction. To people accus-
tomed to think that every constructive proposal should be put to
electoral test, it seems that those who refuse to participate in conven-
tional politics are either trying to establish a minority dictatorship or
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else are interested only in causing social havoc. It is true, of course,
that many anarchist activities have been nothing more than destruc-
tive, often culpably destructive. Even allowing for the fact that their
goal is a distant one, anarchists have been singularly bad at deciding
when an immediately harmful act is justified by its long-term effect in
bringing that goal nearer to fruition. But we should not overlook the
constructive experiments in which anarchists have engaged — the
various attempts to reorganize work, education, and so forth — where
means and ends have been more closely aligned. These have not
impinged much on the popular view of anarchism, no doubt for the
familiar reason that good news is no news, whereas bombs and strikes
are headlines.

This helps to dispose of the paradox that anarchists like to think of
themselves as constructive thinkers, whereas their popular image is
quite the opposite. What of the apparent conflict in anarchist ideology
between individual freedom and social solidarity? Here the paradox is
more real, and its solution is complicated by the fact that the very
terms in which it is posed take on different meanings in different
anarchist traditions. So I shall try to disentangle these complexities in
the remainder of this part of the book.

The chapter that follows takes up what has often been regarded as
shows how this attack has been launched from w1dely dlffermg philo-
sophical positions. Chapters 3 and 4 examine individualist and com-
munist anarchism, two well-defined ideologies which turn out to have
little in common beyond their anarchist character itself. Indeed we
may eventually find that we wonder less at the paradoxical nature of
anarchism than at how such diverse views have come to share a
political label ar all.

14

2 Philosophical Anarchism

Behind the anarchist attack on the state and other coercive institu-
tions, there has often stood a fundamental critique of the idea of
authority 1tself /Many anarchists have been attracted by the view that
no man can ever rightfully exercise e political authority over another,
that is have a right to issue directions which the other has an obligation
to obey.,.i‘;ince the state, especially, appears to depend on the belief
that its directives are to be taken as authoritative by its subjects, it can
easily be seen how corrosive is this attack on the principle of authority
itself. Of course anarchists do not deny that states are thought to
possess legitimate authority by many of their sub;ects, that is a fact
about the world which nobody in their senses would try to conceal.

The anarchist view is simply that the belief is false, that no state.has

the right which it claims and which its subjects generally concede. Itis

an argument about principles, not about facts.

Although this attack on the principle of authority — which I refer to
as philosophical anarchism — might seem central to the whole anar-
chist position (for the reason just given) the point should not be
pushed too far. For on the one hand, someone who is simply a
philosophical anarchist and nothing else besides may seem a rather
bloodless member of the species. Philosophical anarchism entails the
view that the state has no-righttotell-me-er-anyone else how to behave.
One can believe this and respond in a wholly passive way, evading
inconvenient or immoral state dictates whenever possible and com-
plying with them when forced to do so, but taking no positive action to
get rid of the state and having no constructive view about what might
take its place. Men like Thoreau would fit roughly into this category.!
Although one may recognize their kinship with anarchists of a full-
blooded kind, one may want to withhold the label itself. On the other
hand, it seems possible to be an anarchist in general without subscrib-
ing to philosophical anarchism. Someone may, in other words, attack
the state intellectually and wish to overthrow it, but not because he
finds the very idea of legitimate authority incoherent. He may put
forward rigorous conditions for legitimate authority, so rigorous that
no state can hope to meet them, though other forms of political
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association might — say certain kinds of communal self-government.
Or his attack on the state may be couched in terms of the social
consequences which flow from its existence rather than in terms of its
lack of authority. It therefore seems possible to interpret many anar-
chists, not as out-and-out opponents of authority, but as opponents of
the state who are willing to endorse authority under carefully defined
conditions.?

It is nonetheless important to examine philosophical anarchism in
some detail, for the arguments used to defend it have flowed into the
stream of anarchist thinking: every anarchist has been moved by
them, even if most have eventually drawn back from their full impli-
cations. Philosophical anarchism, it should be stressed, is not a variety

.of anarchism in the sense in which individualist and communist
anarchism are varieties: it does not encapsulate any model of anarchist
society, nor any recipe for destroying the state and other coercive
institutions.|It is rather a philosophical attitude, a way of responding
to authority. It can contribute to an anarchist outlook only when
combined with a substantive ideology:\

Our examination must begiq with the idea of authority itself.
What does it mean to recognize jauthority? First of all, it is not the
same as recognizing power even though authority and power often go
hand-in-hand in practice. If I comply with someone’s instructions
because of the possible consequences of not complying — say he
threatens to have me beaten up or thrown into jail — I am acknowledg-
ing his power-rather than his authority. Acknowledging authority
means recognizing someone’s right to direct or command, complying
with his will because one believes it is proper to do so. I may acknow-
ledge the power of a lion —say if I change my path to avoid meeting it —
but I cannot acknowledge its authority. Anarchists are not so foolish
as to fail to recognize the power of states — indeed they draw attention
to the potent mechanisms which states have available to enforce
compliance with their dictates, ranging from physical force to soft
persuasion — but this is a far cry from recognizing their authority.®

_,ffIS{ext, the moral recognition of authority has to be distinguished
from three other ways in which a person may comply with another’s
. commands for moral reasons, \First, we are sometimes told to do things
-which we believe are morally gbligatory in any case, so in ‘complying’
with an order in such a case, we are not recogniz'ir-lg authority but
isimply acting on our own moral assessment of the situation. So a
philosophical anarchist may quite consistently ‘keep the law’ by
refraining from injuring other people, for example, though his reason
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for doing so is not the legal prohibition of injury Second?, we may find
ourselves living among people most of whom do recognize the author-
ity of some institution — a government, say — and, without recognizing
its authority ourselves, we may decide that it would be _damagrr_lg\to
undermine it by flagrantly violating its commands. Admittedly this is
not a line of thought that is likely to appeal much to full-blooded
anarchists, though even they may occasionally feel that it is better not
to bring down a relatively liberal state, say, if the likely replacement is
a more openly repressive one.-Thisd, in a rather similar way, circum-
stances may require someone t6 perform a co-ordinating role — say to
clear a traffic jam — and everyone will see that they should take their
_cue from whoever stands up and starts directing the traffic. Here one
is not recognizing that person’s moral right to issue commands, but
merely following his commands as the most efficient way to clear the
. jam. In all three cases we are acting on our own moral assessment of a
state of affairs but in the second and the third we are taking into

clear enough how this differs from the moral recognition of authority.

Finally, we need to draw a line between recognizing political

authority and recognizing the authority of an expert in some field.
Anarchists are keen to point out that they have no wish to challenge
the authority of the scientist or the skilled craftsman in his own sphere
— though even here they are anxious in case such people should try to

extend their authority beyond their areas of expertise.” To draw this

distinction we must contrast authority in matters of belreﬂwrthauth—

ority in matters of conduct. The authority which anarchists are willing
to accept is of the former kind. Suppose I want to grow a large crop of
wheat. An agriculturalist tells me that I should plant at a certain date,

water in a certain manner, etc. I accept these beliefs on authority

because I know that the agriculturalist has been scientifically trained,
has a record of giving successful advice and so forth. Accepting the
authority of the specialist does indeed affect my subsequent conduct,
but only because I wanted to grow a large amount of wheat in the first
places Contrast this with a state of affairs where a government official
pronounces that on such-and-such a day wheat is to be planted, and I,
as an obedient citizen, plant my wheat on that day. Here I am
acknowledging authority in a matter of conduct — taking the pro-
nouncement of an official as i itself a reason for acting in the way
prescrrbed This is the kind of authority that anarchists reject.
| _To sum up so far, philosophical anarchism is the view that no ¢

one can ever have legitimate authority over another person, and
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conversely noone canever be under an obligation to obey. By implica-
tion, the state, which is composed of persons, cannot have such
authorit}'/lThis Is not to say that the state has no power (a palpable
falsehood), or that, in deciding how to act, one should overlook the
fact that a certain authority has been acknowledged by one’s fellows;
nor finally that one should never defer to expert authority in matters
of belief .ﬁt is to say that people should always act on their direct moral
assessment of any situation, leaving aside as morally irreleyant any
directives they may have recgived from others. Such directives will
only enter their reasonmg as empirical facts not as moral reasons to
act as directed.
It is worth underlmmg just how subversive a view this is.

Although authority is often said to be on the decline in the modern
world, this assertion is only true in a limited sense. Qur contem-

poraries are indeed less likely than their ancestors to take authority for.

granted, because authority no longer seems to be part and parcel of
social positions generally, but is instead created for specific purposes—
in enterprises, bureaucracies, armies, and so forth.®* We recognize,
therefore, that all relationships of authority need to be justified by the
ends that they serve. But in practice we seem perfectly ready to follow
the directives of an authority without further question — indeed in
some cases alarmingly so.® It is this widespread habit of compliance
that the philosophical anarchist is trying to subvert.

The subversive campaign has been launched from several dif-
ferent ethical starting-points. I want to look critically at three of these,
each conveniently represented by a different thinker: utilitarianism,
exemplified by Godwin; egoism, exemplified by Stirner; and radical
Kantianism, exemplified by K. P. Wolff. I am interested here only in
the arguments that they offer against the principle of authority, and I
shall not attempt to give an overall assessment of their views.

William Godwin = & A L RIS

In his ethical theory, Godwin was a singularly tough-minded utili-
tarian. He believed, as all utilitarians do, that the rightness of any
action is to be assessed by the total amount of pleasure minus the total
amount of pain that it generates; but, unlike most utilitarians, he
refused to soften this doctrine in practice to align it more closely with
ordinary moral standards. Godwin insisted that the test of utility
should be applied directly by each person on every occasion when he
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or she had to decide how to act. This led to some striking conflicts
with the precepts of conventional morality. Godwin argued, for
instance, that the distinction we usually make between acts that are
obligatory and acts that we may perform if we wish — say between
saving a drowning child and buying a friend a present — should be
jettisoned, for, ‘I hold my person as a trust in behalf of mankind. I am
bound to employ my talents, my understanding, my strength and my
time, for the production of the greatest quantity of general good.”
Likewise we should never be deflected from our duty to promote the
general happiness by considerations such as gratitude to particular
persons — in deciding whether to confer a benefit on someone, our
onlv thought should be whether such a use of resources would be most
productive of future happiness. Godwin also deplored institutions
such as promising which encouraged people to act on past under-
takings rather than from consideration of future benefit. Finally —and
this was the departure from conventional standards which earned him
the greatest notoriety — we should never be deflected from our utili-
tarian duty by personal loyalties to friends or kinsmen: in Godwin’s
example, if I have to choose whether to save Archbishop Fénelon or
his valet (who happens also to be my brother) from a burning house,
‘that life ought to be preferred which will be most conducive to the
general good’.®

But utilitarianism by itself, no matter how tough-minded, does
not lead us to anarchist conclusions. Nearly all of those who have
adopted it as an ethical theory have gone on to argue that government
is necessary to human happiness, so that a utilitarian should offer it at
least conditional support, deferring to its authority except in cases
where the balance of happiness clearly lies with disobedience. To
generate an argument for anarchism, we need a second premise,
which Godwin calls the principle of private Judgmemme relation-
ship between this and the principle of utility will be discussed
shortly). This holds that ‘the conviction of a man’s individual under-

standing is'the only legitimate principle"_i_—_iniggemg_gihmme_dm_y__of

-adopting any species of conduct’.® In other words, although we are all

duty bound to promote the general happiness, each has the right to

__decxde whether or not to adopt thar principle and how to implement it

ina partlcular case. [ am_ never (or almost never) Eermmed to force

“allowed an mv1olable sphere of

Tt is easy 10 see how the two prmCJples — utility and private
judgment — together lead to anarchistic conclusions when applied to
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different forms of government. Take first the case of a benevolent
despotism, where the ruler forces his subjects to do what is really in
their overall best interests. Godwin’s response is that such a govern-
ment ignores the right of private judgment: each person, instead of
being allowed to make his own decisions about how to promote utility,
is obliged to act as the ruler thinks fit. On the other hand, consider a
government that is established by a social contract involving everyone
who will be subject to it. It may seem that no sacrifice of the right of
private judgment occurs when such a government demands obedience
from its subjects, since they will merely be acting on the provisions of
acontract to which they have freely assented. But here Godwin swings
back to the principle of utility. No one ought to make agreements
which debar him from acting on his own estimates of utility in the
future. If ordinary contracts are bad, contracts of government are
many times worse, for they involve consenting to numerous laws,
some of which have not even been formulated at the time of the
contract. Thus a morally upright man would not enter such a con-
tract, and, even if he did so in error, would not regard it as obligatory
at a later time.

~% What, finally, of a system of direct democracy where everyone
participates in the making of the laws to which he is then subject? This
form of authority might seem the easiest to reconcile with Godwin’s
premises. But in the chapter of the Enquiry headed ‘Of National
Assemblies’ he rejects it almost as categorically as the others. His
arguments can be reduced essentially to two. Firstpif the assembly
decides on legislation by miajority vote, then those who find them-
selves in a minority are denied the rlght of private judgment — they are

forced to act according to the majority’s will. Second, should the

assembly reach a unanimous conclusion, it would sull, in practice
interfere with private judgment. Men, being individuals, can never
come independently to share the same beliefs, so upanimity of
expressed belief must be ‘“fictitious’; some people will perhaps have
adopted the majority view to keep in with their friends, or because
some orator has bludgeoned them into agreeing with him. Godwin is
tacitly contrasting this with the genuine unanimity that might result
from a private conversation in which two people express their sincere
convictions — his own vision of the ideal human relationship. And so
he reaches his general conclusion:

It is earnestly to be desired that each man should be wise
enough to govern himself, without the intervention of any
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compulsory restraint; and, since government, even in its best
state, is an evil, the object principally to be aimed at is that we
should have as little of it as the general peace of human society
will permit."®

This conclusion, while bringing out quite plainly the anarchist
tendency of Godwin’s argument, also exposes a source of weakngss.
As can be seen he did not advocate the immediate abolition of govern-
ment. Until people generally had become sufficiently wise and
virtuous — a state of affairs which required a long period of enlighten-
ment — some government was necessary, principally to protect people
from the violence of others. In conceding this, he was in effect
allowing the right of private judgment to be overridden by the principle
of utility. But this immediately raises the question of how Godwin’s
two principles are to be reconciled. If the universal moral imperative
is to maximize pleasure and minimize pain, why give special weight to
the principle that other people must be allowed to act on their own
judgment? If I can see that Jones is going to cause harm if T allow him
to act freely, why, as a utilitarian, should I respect his volition?

Godwin offers two arguments in favour of private judgment which
mlght rebut this challenge_“—The ﬁrst/refers to human falllblll[y
since no one can be completely certain that his moral convictions are
correct, no one is justified in imposing them on others, which is in
effect what a utilitarian does if he forces Jones to act against his private
judgment for the sake of utility. But here the utilitarian can make an
easy reply. I admit, he may say, that my ethical standard may be a false
one and I am willing to listen to arguments (including any that Jones
may produce) to that effect. But in the meantime I must act on my
fallible beliefs, and if Jones is about to act harmfully, I must stop him,
by force if necessary. Godwin’s gécond Argument is that a person does
not act morally unless he acts from a benevolent motive, so forcing
someone to behave well is of no value. “This argument is not itself
utilitarian (indeed it is anti-utilitarian), but it can be given a utilitarian
twist by adding that people only develop benevolent dispositions
through free moral activity. The idea here is that, for utilitarian
reasons, each person should eventually become a self-propelling
moral agent, and to this end he must be given freedom to act, even if
he performs some wrong acts meanwhile. So interpreted, Godwin’s
argument rests on an empirical thesis which is far from self-evidently
true. Indeed the converse had often been argued: we becormne moral by
learning to conform our behaviour to certain outward standards — a
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conformity which may need to be forcibly imposed at first — so that
genuine moral dispositions spring from the soil of compulsion and
habit.'*

The irresistible conclusion is that Godwin’s belief in the right of
private judgment is not genuinely utilitarian: the linking arguments
are far too flimsy to convince anyone who did not already hold the
belief on other grounds. For Godwin, in fact, a society in which each
person acted on his own moral understanding, and in which no one
influenced anyone else except by argument and moral reproach, was
simply a personal ideal: he described ‘the universal exercise of private
judgment’ as ‘unspeakably beautiful’.’®* But in believing this he
moved away from utilitarian ethics towards the view that moral
autonomy is valuable for its own sake — a view that we shall later
examine as developed more explicitly by Wolff, yet one that is also
bedevilled by inner contradictions.

Max Stirner ecee~

While Godwin argued that a wholly rational. man would be perfectly

benevolent, Stirner maintained precisely the reverse: thoroughgoing
‘egoism was the only intellectually defensible stance. Yet, paradoxic-
ally enough, he reached the same negative conclusions as Godwin
about authority in general and the claims of the state in particular. To
see how this came about we need to place Stirner’s egoism in the
context of the left-Hegelian critique of religion that dominated
German intellectual life in the 1840s, the time at which Stirner pro-
duced his only important work, The Ego and His Own.'*

The radical Hegelians held that religion was a form of alienation:
the religious believer abstracted certain of his own essential qualities
or aspirations, and projected them upon a transcendent deity. This
process diminished him, for he now saw himself as a relatively
impotent and worthless creature, whereas the God he had created
possessed every desirable attribute. In order to overcome alienation, it
was necessary first to recognize the process of projection for what it
was, and then to ‘reappropriate’ the human essence: i.e. to see that the
properties attributed to God were really human properties, partially
realized in us already, but capable of being fully realized in a trans-
formed society. Thus the critique of religion turned into a demand for
social progress.

Stirner extended this form of critique to every other area of human
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experience in which a similar process of alienation might occur-
Wherever men hypostatized some idea, and then saw themselves as
owing allegiance to the resulting entity, he swept into the attack.
Thus, when humanists such as Feuerbach argued that, instead of
worshipping God, we should try to realize the human essence, Stirner
retorted that this was simply religious belief in another guise. The
human essence was a product of human thought, and so could not
serve as an independent standard by which we ought to direct our
endeavours. Nothing was real except the human self; all other mental
entities were ‘spooks’, figments of the mind having no objective
existence outside their creators’ heads.

The proper response to this predicament, Stirner argued, was
conscious egoism. One should no longer deceive oneself into thinking
that one was serving some objective end — whether religious, moral or
political — but recognize instead that the only good reason for act%ng
was one’s own choice or fancy. There was no point even in being
consistent: it was absurd, for instance, to form an idea of one’s own
character and then try to act in harmony with that. Instead the egoist
should act on momentary caprice. He should akso be prepared to use
other people completely cynically as means to his own ends — even
loved ones should be cherished for his own enjoyment, not for their
sakes. For Stirner, quite literally nothing was sacred.

It will quickly be seen how philosophical anarchism flows out of
this intransigent world-view (which may be called an ethical stand-
point in the same way that zero may be called a number — it is a
limiting case). Authority is just one of the many fetishes that falls
under Stirner’s axe. For in recognizing authority, I am recognizing
that someone else’s command is to be taken as a reason for acting as
prescribed. But, according to Stirner, no such outside agency can ever
provide a reason for me. In acknowledging authority, I take someone
else’s power — which in itself is merely a matter of fact - and clothe 1t in
sacred garb. The honest egoist will certainly yield to power, if he has
to, but he will not pretend that he is doing anything else besides; he
will never say that he is acting rightly.

The same reasoning is used to destroy all the conventional argu-
ments for obeying the state. Stirner makes mincemeat of the distinc-
tions that liberals and republicans draw between different forms of
government. Liberals, for instance, contrast the authority of men
with the authority of law. For Stirner, both impinge upon a person’s
will in an equally objeétionable way — indeed legal authority is the
more insidious, for one is more likely to be ‘enthralled’ by it; less
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likely to recognize that in submitting to it, one is subordinating one’s
will to another’s.!® Thus the constitutional state beloved of liberals is
unacceptable to Stirner. Equally unacceptable is the republican ideal
of a state in which every citizen participates in the making of laws.
Stirner argues that the laws so made are still despotic from the point of
view of the recalcitrant individual. Even if, in the extreme case, a
unanimous decision were reached, why should I be bound today by
my decision of yesterday?'® The egoist cannot submit to anything
beyond his present experience, not even to his past commitments.
Thus, as also with Godwin, even the form of government which
appears at first sight most acceptable to the philosophical anarchist —
unanimous direct democracy —is finally rejected. Stirner’s conclusion
is stark:

Therefore we two, the State and I, are enemies. I, the egoist,
have not at heart the welfare of this ‘human society’, I sacrifice
nothing to it, I only utilize it; but to be able to utilize it
completely I transform it rather into my property and my
creature, —I.e. I annihilate it, and form in its place the Union of
Egoists 7

This last is the name which Stirner gives to the only form of
association he is able to accept: an association of egoists which each
enters from his own advantage and leaves the moment that he ceases to
find it useful. This exercises no authority over its members — it is not,
for instance, brought into being by revocable contract — but relies
entirely on its members’ perception that each may be able to benefit
by collaboration. Such associations are not unthinkable — Hume’s
example of two men rowing a boat together because neither can propel
it forward without the other may serve as a paradigm — but they are
obviously very unstable. This observation points to a general diffi-
culty with Stirner’s position which we must now consider.

It is never made clear whether Stirner’s arguments for egoism are
intended to apply to everyone, or whether they are intended to apply
only to a single person, say to Stirner himself. Both alternatives are
fraught with paradox.'® In the first case, recommending that everyone
should become a conscious egoist seems to presuppose a moral ground
upon which the recommendation can be anchored; one might, say, be
a utilitarian and think that everyone would be happier if rid of their
spooks. But-for Stirner to rely on any such moral ground would be
inconsistent with his own argument for egoism. Suppose, then, that
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we take the second option, and say that the arguments for egoism
apply only to the person who expresses them: it is a matter of indif-
ference to him whether others choose to be egoists or not. But then we
must add that it cannot really be a matter of indifference. The egoist is
somebody who uses others to augment his own powers and posses-
sions. May it not then turn out that it is much to his advantage if others
continue to believe in morality, authority and other ‘sacred’ things?'”
It is easy to see why a union of egoists is likely to break apart: how
much better if the egoist can ride on the backs of others who ‘reli-
giously’ keep their agreements! Or again, if people believe in political
authority, may the egoist not wish to profit from this belief by
obtaining a post in government himself ? All of this raises the question
of Stirner’s consistency in speaking out loud, rather than keeping his
arguments to himself. About this he said:

But not only not for your sake, not even for truth’s sake either
do I speak out what I think. No -

I sing as the bird sings

That on the bough alights;
The song that from me springs
Is pay that well requites.

I sing because — I am a singer. But T use you for it because I -
need ears.?®

Yet even birds do not sing when there are predators about. Perhaps
Stirner thought, realistically enough, that very few who listened to his
arguments would ever be convinced by them, so he could afford the
luxury of song.

We can now see the general difficulty in arguing for philosophical
anarchism from an egoistic position. Philosophical anarchism
involves a universal attack on the principle of authority; it needs
therefore to be launched from moral premises. The consistent egoist’s
aim is to flout authority himself while still encouraging others to
recognize it to the extent that their doing so serves his ends. Because
his case against authority is part and parcel of a general case against
morality, he necessarily lacks the resources to show why other people
should ignore authority too.
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:R_ P. W/o[ff \’-;:;.'_M.-:;'f\ Komaionis.,
\( Ha—vérrﬁegt-}llat two classical arguments for philosophical anar-

chism, beginning from utilitarian and egoistic premises respectively,
are unsuccessful, let me finally consider a more recent version whose
starting-point may be labelled neo-Kantian. The American philo-
sopher R. P. Wolff has tried to show that no recognition ofauthontv is

consistent w1th our overriding obhganon to behave as autonomous

Wolff’s 1dea of moral autonomy.

_According to Wolff we are always free to choose how to act, but it
does not follow from this that we are always morally autonomous.
Much of the fime we act on other people’s suggestions or habitually,

moral self- determlnatlon. The morally autonomous person decides
how to act after weighing up the moral considerations for and against
each of the courses of action open to him. Thus before contributing to
a charity, for instance, he would balance the good that his contribu-
tion might do against the good that would result from the other
possible uses of his money, and so forth. Wolff admits that we cannot
hope to be fully autonomous all of the time - life is too short — but he
claims that we are obliged to be so to the greatest extent possible; we
may not wilfully sacrifice our autonomy. This premise is not argued
for, but taken for granted — which is why I call the argument neo-
Kantian.?*

It may seem at first that moral autonomy does not exclude the
recognition of authority as such, but only the unthinking or uncritical
acceptance of authority. Whereas the person who obeys orders with-
out thinking of anything beyond the fact that they are orders has
clearly forfeited his autonomy, the conscientious citizen, say, who
weighs the commands of the state againsz other considerations, and

obeys only when the balance of reasons tips in the right direction,

Philosophical Anarchism

stances in which I should recognize an obligation to obey somebodv
simply because he has commanded it, because in doing so I would be
breaching my primary obligation to be autonomous. By the same
token, there cannot be a legitimate state. A legitimate state would be
one whose citizens had an obligation to obey its laws merely because
they were laws. But no citizens can have such an obligation.

If all men have a continuing obligation to achieve the highest
degree of autonomy possible, then there would appear to be no
state whose subjects have a moral obligation to obey its com-
mands. Hence, the concept of a de jure legitimate state would
appear to be vacuous, and philosophical anarchism would
seem to be the only reasonable political belief for an enlight-
ened man.??

Oddly enough Wolff goes on to argue that one kind of state does
after all meet the conditions of legitimacy, and that is unanimous

_appears to be fully autonomous. But this is not Wolff's view. Such a

citizen has ngen up hlS autonomy, he claims, merely by allowing the

commands of the state to enter his deliberation as commands. To be
" autonomous it is not enough to act on the balance of reasons as it
appears s to you: you must only allow certain kinds of reason to count in
“the first place.

Before examining the cogency of this view, let me draw out its
implications. According to Wolff it shows that the idea of a de jure or

legitimate authority is a contradiction in terms. There are no circum-
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direct democracy. If everyone agrees to the passage of a law, he
suggests there is no loss of autonomy if later on one of the participants
is required to conform to it despite his present inclinations. It is,
however, arguable whether this state of affairs necessarily involves the
recognition of authority. Wolff clearly has in mind the kind of case
where Smith decides morally that no one ought to drive a car with
more than 80 mg. per 100 ml. of alcohol in his blood, say, but later
finds that he wants to drive home when he is over the limit. But here
what conflicts with Smith’s present desire is not the authority of the
law but his own moral judgment.?® If, on the other hand, Smith’s
moral views on some matter change — so that he finds himself in moral
conflict with the unanimously endorsed law — it appears that, as an
autonomous agent, he must follow his present moral judgment. Why
should he take his own past view as authoritative, any more than
somebody else’s opinion?

Wolff ought, therefore, to have followed Godwin and Stirner in
dismissing unanimous direct democracy along with every other form
of government as lacking in authority. But now we must ask whether
his reasons for rejecting the idea of political authority are any better
than theirs. Let Us a accept for the sake of argument his premise se that

I
autonony 15 the prlmary moral des1deratum g}}iSlmply 1nqu1re

whether he has drawn the corréct conclusions from that premise.
. !/—\—N —”\-4

“The crucial issue 1s whether he is just\f‘ed in malntalnln\"hat an
autonomous man will only act on certain kinds of reasons. There is
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obviously a great difference between refraining from assault because
of the harm it will cause and refraining from assault because the law
commands it, a difference we might mark by saying that the former is
adirect reason and the latter an indirect reason for the action. But is it
self-evident that autonomy requires us only to take account of direct
reasons for acting? It is easy to become mesmerized by the case where
Jones is under Davies’ sway, so that whatever Davies says ought to be
done, Jones does. Here we may indeed want to say that Jones lacks
moral autonomy, but we do so because Jones has no reason for acting
as he does beyond the bare fact that Davies has commanded it.
Compare with this a case in which Jones authorizes Davies to issue
instructions by which he agrees to be bound, or in which Jones enters
an agreement with several others, the outcome of which is that Davies
is given authority over the group. In these cases Jones will later act
upon indirect reasons, but the bare reason ‘Davies has ordered it’ is
supported by the reasons for authorizing Davies in the first place.
Wolff treats such cases as derogations of autonomy, for which (he
concedes) a case can be made.?® But is this now anything more than a
definitional fiar? What, for instance, differentiates such engagements
from the more straightforward kind of contract where Jones agrees to
mow Davies’ field on Wednesday in return for Davies’ shearing Jones’
sheep on Tuesday? In this case, too, Jones’ feason for acting on
Wednesday will be the engagement he has made.\Godwin, we recall,
swept all these cases aside by maintainingthat a morally autonomous
man must be a utilitarian, but Wolff places no such limits on the
content of an authentic moral outlook. How, then, can he exclude
contractual obligations as reasons for action, and, this being con-
ceded, how can he exclude authoritative commands which originate in
contract?

/< We may press this point further still. A moral agent, unless he
embraces a morality of pure intention  must be concerned.about the

himself, ¢ Suppose, for mstance, . that he has dec1ded to make the relief
of poverty his first priority. He may well find that only the concerted
action of many people will make any impact on the problem, and that
concerted action is impossible without an organization in which some
people are given positions of authority. Once the organization is
established, it becomes not only permissible but obligatory for him to
act on authoritative instructions. If he does not then, far from pre-
serving his autonomy, he vitiates it: he fails to act as his principles
'\\require of him. Wolff’s argument can be turned against itself. °
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Anarchists, however, will dispute the claim implicit in the last
paragraph. They will argue that authorlty is not in fact necessary to
co-ordinate people’s behaviour in cases such as that envisaged. But
this is an empmcal claim about social relationships, not a philo-
sophical claim about moral autonomy. It is one thing to say that
authority must be discarded because it necessarily conflicts with our
obligation to be autonomous, quite another to say that it should be
discarded because we can get on perfectly well without it. This second
assertion needs to be backed up by a plausible model of a society
without authority relations; I shall explore two such models in the
chapters that follow. But here I have been looking critically at philo-
sophical arguments against authority, and have found that none is
satisfactory. None of the ethical theories considered gives conclusive
reasons for rejecting authority in all its forms.

As noted earlier, anarchists are not in any case bound to embrace
full-blown arguments against authority. Their case agamst the state
and other coercive institutions can be made more modestly They are
certainly suspicious of authority, and have welcomed the arguments
discussed in this chapter as confirmation of their suspicions (why else,
indeed, should they have taken such an unappealing philosophy as
Stirner’s to heart?). But in the end most anarchists _gge__prepared to
accept authorlty of the right kind and with _the appropriate limits.
The arguments for philosophical anarchism prove too much: so it is
not particularly damaging to anarchism generally that none of them
succeeds.

29

P



3 Individualist Anarchism

The individualism which forms the subject of this chapter is a well-
developed anarchist theory which aims both to indict existing socio-
political systems and to offer an alternatlve model of society. As such,
" it needs to be dlstmgmshed from ‘individualism’ in a looser sense, the
view that people should follow their own inclinations as far as pos-
sible, flouting social conventions whenever it suits them to do so.
When aharchists are described as individualists, it is sometimes the
latter that is meant, often with the further implication that they reject
organized anarchist movements and are prepared to use individual
acts of terror to achieve their ends. But individualists in this looser
sense may have no theoretical basis for their actions at all, whereas the
individualism I am concerned with is a relativelv coherent body of
ideas. ' B

It is no accident that individualist anarchism should have grown
and flourished in the U.S.A., for it reflects both the cultural traditions
and the economic circumstances of that country. It can usefully be
seen as an outgrowth of classical liberalism; indeed these anarchists

have liked to describe themselves as ‘unterrified Jeffersonian Demo- .

crats’.’ They took the liberal idea of individual sovereignty and
extended it until it became incompatible with the idea of the state.
Each person was seen as having an inviolable sphere of action within
which he reigned supreme, encompassing both his body and the
property he had rightfully acquired. Within the privileged sphere he
could act just as he pleased, and moreover he was entitled to give away
or exchange anything that fell within it. Thus people met as sover-
eigns in their own territories. The legitimate relations between them
were those of exchange, contract and gift. Any interference by one
person in another person’s private sphere was termed (continuing the
international analogy) ‘invasion’. Invasion might properly be resisted,
by force if necessary, and once it had occurred the injured party was
entitled to exact reparation from the invader. Thus a sharp moral
distinction was drawn between the use of force by an aggressor and the
use of force by a victim of aggression.

The broad implication of this view was that social relations should
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be modelled on those of the economic marketplace. Each person was
expected to exchange his goods or his labour with those of others when
it was to his advantage to do so. Alongside the market, and subsidiary
to it, lay the realm of private charity, where people might voluntarily
contribute to the relief of those in need — say the physically handi-
capped. Such charity might be praiseworthy, but it was not obliga-
tory, and charitable giving could not be enforced. In contrast to those
two legitimate types of social relationships stood various forms of
coercion. All political relations were assimilated to this category.
Government, it was claimed, is necessarily an invasive body which
infringes each person’s private sphere without his consent. The
rationale for this charge will be examined shortly.

The individualist position appears to consort most easily with a
philosophy of natural rights. Each person’s private sphere can be

marked out in Terms of his rights to life, liberty and property. But'i
although this position has tended to predominate in individualist

circles,? it is not the only possibility. Under the influence of Stirner,
several anarcho-individualists — most notably Benjamin Tucker —
have embraced egoism.? The derivation of individualism from egoism
proceeds through the somewhat unlikely assumption that it is in each
person’s best interest to recognize and leave intact the equal liberty of
everyone else; in the long run, robbery and violence don’t pay. A third
alternative is to rest individualism on a utilitarian basis, to argue that
social welfare will be maximized by allowing each person to act freely
within his private realm. Arguments of this kind have figured
prominently in the works of individualist anarchists, even in those
whose philosophy is not formally utilitarian.* The fact that similar
conclusions can be drawn from such widely differing premises shows,
I think, that the crucial ingredient of individualist anarchism is a
certain (ideological) vision of man and society, not a philosophical
standpoint. If you are convinced that a system of free exchange will
work harmoniously to everyone’s advantage, you will advocate such a
system whether you are a natural rights theorist, an egoist, or a
utilitarian.

The attitude of anarcho-individualists towards capitalism has
altered significantly with the passing of time. This is indicated
immediately by the fact that the earlier individualists, in the nine-
teenth century, saw themselves in broad terms as part of the socialist
movement, whereas their twentieth-century successors are happy to
call themselves ‘anarcho-capitalists’. It might be thought that this
terminological shift merely reflects the fact that in our century the
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term ‘socialist’ has acquired more pronounced statist overtones. But
the real explanation goes somewhat deeper than this. The economic
theory of individualist anarchism has changed in important ways, as
we can see by comparing the positions of Josiah Warren, its earliest
major exponent, Benjamin Tucker, its main apostle in the late nine-
teenth century, and Murray Rothbard, a contemporary spokesman.
. Warren’s view was that ‘equitable commerce’ — his name for a just
economic order — rested on the maxim that all goods should be
exchanged for their cost of production. The cost of producing a good
was the labour time expended, with due allowance made for the
_‘repugnance’ of the particular type of work involved. Thus it was
inadmissible to charge somebody above the cost of a commodity even
if he was perfectly willing to pay more. This disposed of profiteering
in exchange — say in cases when some good was in short supply on the
market — as well as interest on loans and rent on land. Except in cases
where a loan represented some real sacrifice to the lender — where he
actually needed to use the article or sum of money loaned - it should
be made freely. To ensure that a medium of exchange was widely
available, Warren proposed replacing conventional money with
labour notes: on receiving ten hours’ worth of wheat from the farmer,
say, the blacksmith would give him a note promising ten hours’ worth
of blacksmithing (or less if blacksmithing was judged more repugnant
than farming) which he could either ‘cash’ himself for blacksmithing
services at a later time, or pass to a third party. An amendment to this
scheme which added somewhat 1o its realism was the provision that all
labour notes should be redeemable in a standard commodity such as

corn.®
An economic system based on these axioms is not in the full sense a

market economy. Prices are not set by haggling between buyer and
seller, but named by the seller: the buyer’s only decision is whether he
wants the commodity at the named price. Thus the system assumes
_that_each seller-behaves ethically, only asking as much for each
commodlty as it had cost him in labour to produce, and not increasing
the price even if the demand allows him to do so. By the same token,
prices cannot in this system serve as signals of demand, so Warren
relied on open communication between,p_roducers and consumers: in
his model of an equitable village, each producer would post up a list of
the commodities and services he could supply, and each consumer
would list his wants. Armed with this mformation, and capable of
switching easily between different lines of production because the
apprenticeship system had been abolished (one of Warren’s hobby-
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horses), the producer would act on his best estimate of the demand for
his products.”

It will be seen that Warren’s system would work best, if it would

work at all, within a small community of farmers and artisans, where
demand was relatlvely stable, costs of production could be éstithated
accurately, and the population was sufficiently fixed for confidence in
the labour-notes to build up. Nonetheless the Warrenites did envisage
the application of their ideas to industry, and indeed envisaged some-
thing structurally akin to the capitalist firm, with a boss employing
subservient workers. The great difference would lie in the distribu-
tion of rewards. The industrialist would get the same income as his
workers (assuming equal labour-time), since neither he nor anyone
else would receive a return on the capital invested in the firm; nor,
moreover, would he receive any reward for his special talents and
abilities, since on ‘the Warrenite view these natural gifts ' were irrele-
vant to justice in exchange.” Thus by comparison with orthodox
capitalism, Warren’s system would be highly egalitarian, and his
views fit naturally into the socialist tradition that sees the (present-
day) capitalist as exploiting the worker by virtue of the former’s
monopoly of the means of production.

Turning now to Benjamin Tucker, we find a_continuation of
certain of Warren’s ideas together with some subtle changes of
emphasis. Tucker followed Warren in asserting that prices are
naturally determined by costs of production, measured in hours of
labour. Indeed he used this doctrine as a way of linking together
Warren, Proudhon, and Marx as members of an overarching socialist
tradition (which, however, divided into two contrary streams when it
came to describing the alternative to the existing system).® But where-
as Warren saw the cost principle as being implemented deliberately by
‘equitable’ men, Tucker saw it as the by-product of self-interested
behaviour under a completely free market. Men would, in other
words, always try to sell their commodities for the highest price they
could get, but the effect of free exchange was to force all prices
towards the point determined by costs of production. A free market
was one in which the four major monopolies had been abolished:
money, land, tariffs and patents.® Tucker gave pride of place to the
first of these, arguing that with free banking and issuing of money,
rates of interest would fall almgg to zero, and any labourer who
wished to set up in business. wou_ld be able to do so. Instead of
Warren’s scheme of labour notes, he thought it more practical for
money to be issued by those with sufficient assets (preferably in the
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form of land) to guarantee the issue. Concerning the ownership of
land, Tucker argued that rent would be eliminated by making the
occupier and user of a piece of land in everv case its owner (thus
fenants would automatically become owners under a system of equal
llbertv) He was, however ﬁomewhat hazy about ‘how this ‘occupancy

We see, therefore, that Tucker embraced the orthodox market
economy more warmly than did Warren, while still expecting that a
really free market would turn out very differently from the capitalism

| of his day. The capitalist himself was not the villain of the piece — at
least not directly: the major villains were_the.bankers, who held up
interest rates, and the landlords who held up rents. Under Tucker’s
‘scheme, employer—worker relations were expected to persist in a large
part of industry, but their basis would have changed: it would be a
co-operative arrangement for mutual advantage, in which the capital-
ist would only receive payment for his labour of management. As
Tucker put it ‘genuine Anarchism is consistent Manchesterism’."
Would inequality of rewards also persist? Tucker could see no way of
preventing superior skill from obtaining a return (in violation of the
cost principle), though at first he believed that nine-tenths of such
violations currently resulted from ‘artificial, law-made inequalities’.'?
Later he seems to have drifted towards the view that substantial
inequalities would remain, and that the anarchm objective was
equality of liberty, not equality of outcome.

‘If absolute equality is the ideal; if no man must have the slightest
advantage over another — then the man who-achieves greater results
through superiority of muscle or skill or brain must not be allowed to

__enjoy them. All that he produces in excess of that which the weakest
and stupidest produce must be taken from him and distributed among
his fellows. The economic rent, not of land only, but of strength and
skill and intellect and superiority of every kind, must be confiscated.
And a beautiful world it would be when absolute equality had been
thus achieved! Who would live in it? Certainly no freeman.’**

To sum up: Tucker could claim to be a socialist and to have the
| welfare of the working class at heart, while still believing in equal
| liberty and the market system, because of his belief that the current
shape of capitalism was powerfully affected by the four monopolies.
| With these removed a system that was recognizably capitalist would
remain, but its coercive and exploitative character would have dis-
appeared.

If we compare Tucker’s position with that of present-day liber-
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tarians (of whom Rothbard is a representative example), we discover
that the latter group embrace capitalism with unqualified enthus-

i jasm." The cost-of-production theory of prices is abandoned in
| favour of a supply-and-demand theory; and since interest on loans is
' held to reflect people’s time-preferences (the difference in value to

them between present consumption and future consumption), it i$ not
presumed that interest rates will fall to a low level under a competitive
monetary system. This is not to say that, without the state, the
contours of capitalism would remain just as they are now. It is an
important part of Rothbard’s analysis that government intervention
in the economy distorts the market, allowing some producers to reap
monopolistic profits.'® But even without this distortion, there will still
be substantial inequalities between capitalists and workers, due to
natural differences in ability, differing attitudes towards the present

-and the future (‘the major problem with the lower-class poor is

irresponsible present-mindedness’, Rothbard remarks)'® and the
effects of inherited wealth, which Rothbard places firmly within the
privileged sphere. Indeed the whole thrust of his analysis is towards
showing that the productivity engendered by.the market makes every-

one better off (including the workers) and away from any concern

‘with equality as an end in itself. He defines ‘exploitation’ and ‘coer-

cion’ in such a way that it becomes axiomatic that neither can occur
within the market, but only as a result of political intervention.'?
To understand why the economic theory of individualist anar-

chism has changed in this way, we must look to economic and social .

developments that have altered the constituency for whom the indi-
vidualists hope to speak. Warren’s ideas belong to the era of ‘new
worlds’. and experimenta] communities when artisans and small
farmers tried to escape from the clutches of money-lenders and
merchants. Warren himself was instrumental in establishing a num-
ber of these communities, as well as his famous ‘time-stores’, which
will be discussed later in the book. Tucker wrote at a time when
agriculture was still the Jargest source of employment, and when
poverty-stricken farmers looked to monetary reform to ease their
position: in industry, meanwhile, reform unionism, exemplified by
the Knights of Labor, looked to financial and land reform to free the
craftsman from subservience to his employer. Both currents of
thought plainly flowed into Tucker’s anarchism. Rothbard, by con-
trast, is writing in a period when the capitalist industrial system has
become firmly established, and his potential constituents include the
small businessmen who resent the favours doled out by government to
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the large corporations. The ideological core of individualist anarchism
has persisted, but its economic content has shifted in line with these
social changes.

How do these anarchists conceive of the state? Ggvernment is
defined as jnyasion of theindividual’s private sphere, and the state asa
monopoly of government in a particular area.'® Like all anarchists, the
individualists condemn the state for the many ways in which it coerces
people directly — by violating their rights of free speech, by conscript-
ing them into the armed forces, and so forth — but they lay special
emphasis on the state’s interference with the free use of property
Regulation of the jmarket, for instance, even when undertaken for
what are seen as reasons of public interest, is condemned for violating
the rights of those whose activities are controlled, as well as those of
their potential customers. As noted earlier, individualists tend also to
_argue that such interferences are never really in the public interest.
Suppose, for example, that in order to prevent the productlon of poor
quality goods of a certain kind, the state lays down a set of minimum
standards and appoints inspectors to check that these standards are
met. The likely effects of this, anarcho-individualists will claim, are,
first, that the number of firms competing in this field will be reduced,
thus tending to push prices up; second, that those able only to afford
substandard goods will be prevented from obtaining them legally; and
third, that everyone’s tax bill will be increased to pay the salaries of the
new inspectors. Thus even if a few consumers are saved from their
own folly in buying inferior goods, the net effect on social welfare will
very probably be negative. A similar analysis is applied to the myriad
other forms of intervention currently practised by the state.'®

What of cases where the state uses its powers of taxation to supply
something that every citizen wants — well-lit streets or modern sanita-
tion, for instance? The anarchist reply to this is again likely to have

two prongs. First, anarchists will deny that it is ever justifiable to

invade someone’s private sphere and confiscate his property-on the
grounds that he will be better off as a result. Paternalistic i invasion, in
other words, is no more defensible than any other kind. Since taxation
is an involuntary process, it stands on all fours with other forms of
invasion, no matter for what purposes it is instituted. Second, the
anarchist will probably go on to challenge the assumption that every-
one is made better off by the tax-funded provision of goods such as
street lighting and sanitation. He will point out that people value these
goods to different degrees, and under a market regime they would be
willing to lay out different sums to have them provided. Thus public
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provision supplies the goods to some people on the cheap - they pay
less in taxes than they would be prepared to pay on the market —
whereas others are overcharged. The beauty of the market, it is
argued, is that each person can purchase just the quantity of such
goods that he is w1llmg to afford, bearing in mind the other possible
uses for his money.”

Suppose that the state uses tax revenues to support a group of
people in need, such as the disabled or unemployed? The anarchist
argument is once more two-branched. Charitable giving to those in
need is praiseworthy, but it is not obligatory; it therefore cannot be
justifiably enforced; either by private persons or by the state. More-
over state provision for the needy tends to be wasteful. Because the tax
barrel is more or less bottomless, there is no strong incentive for those
administering the relief programme to check that the recipients are
genuinely needy cases, as opposed say to malingerers. It is claimed
that private charity is more discriminating, and does a better job of
getting those able to work back into employment.?!

This critique of the state applies regardless of the type of state
being considered. Anarcho-individualists have little patience with
arguments purporting to show that states of a certain kind can avoid
their strictures. Take first the contractual theory of the state, which
holds that some states are legitimate — and can legitimately interfere
with the rlghts hts of their subjects — because they are derived from a
social contract to which every citizen has been a party. The most
blistering assault on this view, as applied to the government of the
U.S.A., was launched by the nineteenth-century anarchist Lysander
Spooner 22 Spooner argued that the U.S. Constitution, which was
frequently claimed to embody such a contract, could at most have
been a contract among the members of the founding generation, with
no powuer—"to bind their successors. In fact, not even the founding
generation had signed it. If it was said that they ‘and their successors
had given their assent in some other way, Spooner challenged the
contractual theorists to point to the relevant acts. Voting in elections
could not count, since voters’ motives were many and varied, but
virtually never consisted in a wish to affirm support for the Constitu-
tion; payment of taxes could not count, because it was compulsory;
and so forth. ‘It is plain,” Spooner concluded, ‘that on general prin-
ciples of law and reason . . . the Constitution is no contract; that it
binds nobody, and never did bind anybody; and that all those who
pretend to act by its authority, are really acting without any legitimate
authority at all: that, on general principles of law and reason, they are
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mere usurpers, and that everybody not only has the right, but is
morally bound, to treat them as such.”® And, we might add, if
the U.S. government is not contractually legitimated, what other
government is?

A second view that fares equally badly in the hands of these
anarchists is the democratic theory of the state. Here it is said that
democratic governments can rightfully control the individual and his
property because they reflect the views of the majority of their
citizens. Anarchists will at once deny that majorities have any right.to
infringe the rights of individuals: invasion is no less invasion because
it is carried out en masse. But they are also liable to doubt whether
rulers in democracies are really responsive to the wishes of their
subjects. Rothbard borrows Schumpeter’s analysis of party com-
petition in representative democracies to argue that the voters are
manipulated by party leaders and their hired persuaders into support-
ing one or other of the existing contenders for power.?* Thus opinion
flows from the top down rather than from the bottom up. The masses
acquiesce passively in whatever their governors decide on their
behalf. Even if democracy is some slight improvement on other forms
of government, its reality does not match the picture that its defenders
paint of it.

If the state as an institution is illegitimate, how have states come
into existence and why do they remain in being? The main drift of
anarcho-individualist thinking portrays the state as originating. in
plunder, and persisting because the groups who control and support it
believe that they can do better for themselves by forcibly extracting
resources than by exchange in_the market.2* The original political
class were bandits who extorted tribute from the defenceless popula-
tion in return for rudimentary protection against other gangs of
bandits. When their position was regularized through a system of
legislation, the state proper was born. The ruling class was then in a
position to co-opt other groups, most notably financiers, landowners,
merchants and industrialists, whose support it could win by dispens-
ing economic favours of the appropriate kind; it could also offer
public employment to intellectuals willing to speak in its defence.
Thus finally the political class consists of the state functionaries
proper plus all those who are net beneficiaries of government inter-
vention in the economy. This is still a minority of the population; the
exploited majority are kept in check by a combination.of brute force
and propaganda.

There is, though, a paradox in the individualist position here. A
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persistent assumption in individualist ideology is that everyone bene-
fits from free exchange in the market. This view is logically required
by those like Tucker who attempt to derive the principle of equal
liberty from egoistic premises: but, as noted above, it is also promi-
nent in the thought of people like Rothbard who base their argument
upon natural rights and therefore do not strictly require it. But if the
assumption is true, why should some individuals foresake the market
in order to enrich themselves by political means? Is there really a
conflict of interests between the political class and the remainder of
society, or are the ruling group simply mistaken about where their
best interests lie? Could they do better for themselves by abandoning
plunder and returning to honest trade? The resolution of this paradox
will obviously have important implications for anarchist strategy, and
we shall return to it later in the chapter.

Let us look now at what individualist anarchists propose to take
the place of the state. The economic functions which the state now
performs will of course be handed over to individuals in the market.
But what of its p otec'tlve funct1 s —defence of person and property,
and punishment o “riminals? The individualists’ radical proposal is
that these functions too can be carried out through the market, by
private firms supplying protection in return for a fee. A sketch of this
idea can be found in Spooner and Tucker, but it has been spelt out in
greater detail by Rothbard and other modern libertarians.?® In place
of the police and ‘the public.courts, the anarchists suggest that each
person should subscribe to the ‘protective association’ of his choice,
and also possibly to a private court. In the event of an assault on his
person or a violation of his property, he would apply to his protectlve
association to find the criminal, and, once found, bring a case against
him in his court. The accused person might be defended by his
protective association, and he might also wish the case to be heard by
his court (if he subscribes to a different one). If the two courts disagree
in their findings, some sort of voluntary arbitration is envisaged. In
this way, it is claimed, justice can be enforced-without.a ‘sovereign’
body standing at the head of a judicial hierarchy.

Such a proposal clearly faces a number of serious difficulties.
Why, for instance, should people prefer to patronize ‘fair’ protective
associations and courts rather than agencies which always find in
favour of their customers no matter what the facts of the case? The
answer given is that such agencies will quickly lose any reputation
they might possess for honest dealing, so their yerdicts will no longer
be accepted by other associations and courts. But suppose the rogue
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agency can back up its decisions by force? The reply here is that
conflict between agencies is likely to be very costly (in human life,
particularly), so both the agencies themselves and the general public
have a strong interest in resolving inter-agency conflicts by arbitra-
tion, thereby thwarting the rogue agency. But, then again, may not
some people be so keen to win their cases that they are prepared to
take the risk of hostilities breaking out by backing the rogue agency to
the end? The anarchist model, it seems, would work if people were
scrupulously fair-minded, and wanted only to win cases when they
were in the right, so that they would only seek out agencies with a
reputation for fairness; but the individualists.insist that their proposal
relies on no such transformation of human nature.
nature that they would naturally grav1tate into the hands of a single
_association in any area. Making this assumption, Robert Nozick has
argued that a minimal state might_evolve spontaneously from an
anarchic social.order.*” The reasoning behind the assumption is that
the protecuve agency which wins most clients is able to offer the
most powerful and wide- -ranging protection, so there is an incentive
for clients of other agencies to switch to it. Of course even if one
agency does become dominant in this way in a particular area, it has
only ade facto monopoly of protective services, and cannot claim a de
Jure monopoly, as states do. (Nozick, however, by means of an
involved argument about risk and compensation, suggests that such
an agency may be morally entitled to insist that only specified pro-
cedures for enforcing justice are used against its clients.) But the
difference may not appear very great in practice. How much will this
worry the anarchist? He may try to dismiss the problem by saying that
if, by purely voluntary means, we get back to something that looks
vgry_lgke a state, he is as happy with this outcome as with any other.
But the awkward question then is why we should go through the
disruption and upheaval that is likely to surround the initial destruc-
tion of the state. The challenge cannot be evaded so lightly.

The third issue that I want to raise concerns the rules of justice that
the voluntary agencies will enforce. State sponsored courts as every-
body knows, broadly speaking enforce rules laid down for them by
legislatures. Under anarchy there is no legislative activity as such: the
rules are ‘discovered’ by the various courts that apply them. What if
there should be a dispute about which rule to apply? Individualists
assume, of course, that everyone will acknowledge the fundamental
axiom of a free society: the inviolability of person and property. But
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this still leaves a very great deal open to debate: consider, for instance,
the many controversies that surround the issue of property acquisi-
tion. Now the picture that individualist anarchists paint is of an area of
dispute that steadily narrows as precedents are established through
decisions reached in particular cases. But one may well doubt whether
the best way to obtain a consistent and fair body of law is through a
series of contested individual suits.?®

The problem of supplying protection through the market also
illustrates a wider difficulty for individualist anarchism. Protection
against invasion has in part the quality of being a public good. A
public good can, for present purposes, be defined as a benefit which
cannot be supplied to any one member of a given ‘public’ without
being supplied to all members; clean air is a familiar example. Protec-
tion has this character because, although one person can arrange to
have his property defended and trespassers sued privately, the bene-
fits tend to spill over on to others. To the extent that protective
associations deter would-be criminals and incarcerate actual ones,
every law-abiding citizen is benefited, whether or not he subscribes to
an association himself (subscrlbers still _receive better protection,
which is why the good is not purely public). As is well known, public
goods tend not to be supplied through the market, because with
private'subscription it pays everyone to hold back in the hope that
others will subscribe first and supply the good, thus saving the
non-subscriber his fee. If everyone except me pays dues to a protective
agency, then I can obtain virtually as much general protection as I
could if I paid up, while saving myself the actual cost. The result is
that nobody will subscribe, and the good will not be provided. The
solution usually recommended is that public goods should be supplied
by a compulsory y levy on all the beneficiaries; in other words by a
political authority with the power to demand payment.

Since anarchists are bound to reject this solution, they must find
another way of avoiding the public goods problem. Protection is only
one, and not the most serious, instance of this problem. Other
examples are defence against external aggression, public amenities
(roads and parks) and environmental conservation. Some anarchists
would try to circumvent the difficulty by appealing to man’s moral
nature: if I, along with everyone else, benefit from a good, isn’t it
simply fair that I should pay my share of its cost? But the individual-
ists, whether they are explicitly egoists or not, tend to avoid such
appeals, and look instead for ways in which it can be made in people’s
interest to pay for these goods. The most obvious way is to make the
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public good into a private good by finding a way of supplying it only to
subscribers. In the case of a park, for instance, it would not normally
be difficult for its owner to fence it off and to charge an entrance fee
sufficient to cover the costs of maintaining it. Other cases, such as
streets and roads, present more problems, and anarchists have needed
to exercise their ingenuity in thinking up schemes whereby travellers
could be charged for using highways by their owners.” Defence
against foreign invasion is an even more intractable case, for no
amount of technological sophistication is likely to alter the fact that I
cannot be defended without my neighbours being defended too, so
here there seems no feasible way of making the public good private.

An alternative solution, in cases such as this, is for an entrepreneur to
offer to supply a benefit (such as defence) to a community provided
everybody in the community contracts to pay his dues ~ so would-be
defaulters are made to realize that anyone choosing to opt out under-
mines the whole scheme. The difficulty with this solution is that no
community of any size is likely to be wholly unanimous about the
provision of public goods; in the case of defence, for instance, there
will be a few convineed pacifists for whom military protection against
invasion is not seen as a benefit. The entrepreneur needs to exclude
such people from the scope of his contract (otherwise they will simply
refuse to sign), but by doing so he creates an incentive for others to
pretend not to value the good in question in order to avoid payment.*
So neither of the non-compulsory solutions to the public goods prob-
lem can be guaranteed to work.

In the face of this conclusion, individualist anarchists have opted
for one or more of three ‘fall-back’ positions. The first involves
standing fast on the principle of individual sovereignty (which may, as
we have seen, be expressed in the language of natural rights), and
saying that it is better for public goods not to be provided than for
individuals to be compelled to pay for them: in effect, fiat justinia, ruat
caelum. The second-involves pointing out that, if the state is entrusted
with the task—of providing public goods financed by compulsory
taxation, state officials have neither the knowledge nor the incentive
to decide when such provision really is beneficial; so that, along with a
few genuine public goods we will have a large number of bogus
‘goods’, and certainly an increase in the size of the bureaucracy.** The
third fall-back position is to argue that the state, once established, is
urilikely to confine itself to the provision of public goods however
widely defined, so the dangers involved in establishing a state far
outweigh the possible benefits. This is a prudential argument which
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draws upon general anarchist scepticism about the possibility of
limited or constitutional government.

The final aspect of individualist anarchism that we must examine
is the proposed means of transition from existing state-controlled
capitalist systems to stateless societies. In particular, what are the
forces that might be mobilized to bring about such a transition?
Individualists place greater reliance than most other anarchists on
people who have been converted to the anarchist point of view by
rational argument alone. In principle, more or less anybody might fit
this bill -~ we saw earlier that there was a strong tendency among
individualists to say that a perfectly free market would serve every-
one’s interests best in the long run. Practically, however, the direct

‘beneficiaries of state action are placed beyond the pale, since it is very

much against their short-term interests, at least, to act to destroy the
state. How widely should this circle be drawn? Earlier individualists
like Tucker saw the whole of the capitalist class as benefiting from
state-created monopolies, so their hopes lay mainly with the working
class and the self-employed. Recent contributors to the tradition such
as Rothbard draw finer distinctions between capitalists in the mono-
poly sector and capitalists in the competitive sector, and argue that the
latter group stand to gain considerably from the deregulation of the
economy. Thus a broad coalition embracing businessmen; werkers,
students, media people, and ethnic minorities can be formed.** In
neither case is a revolutionary movement of the type favoured by the
left (including collectivist and communist anarchists) envisaged.
Individualists have both instrumental and moral objections to revolu-
tion by force. Instead, some combination of three possible methods is
advocated. The first is voting into power candidates with libertarian
<ympathies — though all writers in this tradition express grave doubts
about such a strategy, and some, such as Tucker, reject it out of hand.
The second is passive resistance, parucularly in the form of a refusal to
pay taxes. It is claimed that large-scale resistance of this kind mlght be
an effective way of crippling the state. The third is the sponsorship of
alternative institutions, outside of but in competition with the state,
such as mutual banks or voluntary arbitration courts.

Since no individualist movement has ever grown to a point where
these strategies might be tested as a serious way of challenging the
state, we cannot say how realistic they are. On the other hand it is at
least clear that they are consistent with individualist premises. An
ideology that starts with the idea of individual sovereignty ought to
end with a programme of change that places the rational individual,

IO B
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far-sightedly pursuing his interests, in the driving seat. The ideology
itself may be thought one-sided, blind to important elements of
human nature, and narrow in its understanding of socio-economic
processes; we shall shortly see how starkly it contrasts with the
assumptions made by other versions of anarchism. But its inner
coherence may help to explain the doggedness with which its pro-
ponents, so far relatively few in number, have held to their views.
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4 Communist Anarchism

If the central idea of individualist anarchism is that of individual
soverel the kernel of communist anarchism may be said to be
social solldarlty JAnarcho-communists maintain that the natural and

propqr relationship between people is one of sympathy and affection, |

expressed in acts of mutual aid and co-operation. In existing societies,
however, solidarity is displaced (though not extinguished) by antag-

onism and competition. People see themselves as isolated and self-

sufficient, and other people as their rivals at best and their enemies at
worst. But this is a distorted view of the world. Everyone would be
better off, in both material and human terms, if social harmony could
be established in place of the present system. So the idea that indi-
viduals should be sovereign in their private spheres is, from an
anarcho-communist point of view, an illusion thrown up by bourgeois
society. Individualists and communists would no doubt agree that
their fundamental aim was personal freedom: ”butyvhereas individual-
ists would define this negatlvely, as the absence of interference or
coercion, communists would define it positively, as the opportumty to
satisfy needs and wants, and claim that, far from one person’s freedom
being limited by the freedom of others, no one could be really free
except in a solidaristic community where. each person worked to
promote the well-being of the rest. Thus Malatesta: ‘The freedom we
want, for ourselves and for others, is not an absolute metaphysical,
abstract freedom which in practice is inevitably translated into the
oppression of the weak; but it is real freedom, possible freedom,
which is the conscious community of interests, voluntary solidarity.”
I shall return to some further contrasts between the two schools of
anarchism later in the chapter. Now I need to say something about the

identity of the communist school. Anarcho-communism took shape ‘

on the far left of the European socialist movement in the late nine-
teenth century. The major line of division within the revolutionary
wing of that movement lay between the@_aﬂrxwts ‘and theAanarchlsrs,
and indeed we can date the origins of anarchism as an organized
political force to the split between Marx and Bakunin inside the First

International in the years around 1870. Because the Marxists at this
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time described themselves as ‘communists’, the anarchists chose to
call themselves ‘collectivists’ in order to emphasize that the form of
production under socialism would be chosen freely by the producers
themselves and not imposed by a ‘workers’ state’. (The disagreement
between anarchists and Marxists, which will be analysed much more
fully in Chapter 6, centred on the contrast between economic and
political methods of achieving socialism. )? Bakunin himself appears to
have envisaged that, under anarchy, the instruments of production
would become the collective property of groups of workers who would
reward each member according to his labour, while not excluding the
possibility that such a system might evolve voluntarily towards
communism.® By the end of the next decade, however, increasing
numbers of anarchists ~ prominent among them Kropotkin,
Malatesta and Elisée Reclus — were beginning to argue that com-
'mumsm was the only reasonable mode of economic organization for
an anarchist society, and, moreover, that this mode of organization
would be adopted spontaneously by the workers as soon as existing
property relations were destroyed. There was clearly a difference of
-emphasis, betweeh collectivists and communists, therefore, but one
|lshould not- harden this into a rigid opposition. The collectivists
\admitted that developments in the direction of communism might
loccur; and the communists insisted that communism must never be
{imposed, but would emerge by voluntary means from the experience
lof the workers themselves. Anarcho-communism can thus be seen as
/the purest expression of an anarchist ideology of which collectivism
‘(and also, I believe, the later anarcho-syndicalist position) are less
extreme expressions.* Here I shall concentrate on the pure form, as set
out in the writings of the founding generation, and also by later
anarchists such as Alexander Berkman, Emma Goldman, Nicolas
Walter and Murray Bookchin.

Much anarcho-communist writing starts with an attack on
capitalist_society not readily distinguishable from that found in
Marxist literature. A vivid assault is launched upon the exploitative
relationship between capitalist and worker, resulting in poverty,
drudgery and the constant threat of unemployment for the latter, and
idle luxury for the former. Closer analysis reveals, however, that
exploitation in this narrow sense is less central to the anarchist critique
of capitalism than it is to the Marxist critique.® The heart of the
anarchist critique consists in two claims. ’\Firsf_; capitalism constricts
the development of society’s productive powers, depriving the great
majority of its members of the necessities of life which would other-
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wise be freelv available to them. It does so because it is a system of
production for profit, not production for need. Thus goods will only
be produced where the demand for them is backed by money, and
production cutbacks, with resulting unemployment, will occur even :
where people are crying out for the goods in question.® Seconds”
capitalism confers individual titles to things which are really the
collective products of society. The great mass of machinery, technical
skill and scientific know-how which the capitalist uses to make ‘his’
products are the outcome of centuries of collective human endeavour.
In this respect, of course, capitalism is no different from any other
system of private property. But the anarchist charge is that capitalism,
by making producers increasingly interdependent, removes the last
shreds of justice from the claim that.each person has a right to his
private acquired wealth.’
" Of course anarcho-communists contend not only that wealth is
privately owned under capitalism, but that it is very unevenly dis-
tributed. The appropriation of the worker’s product by his capitalist
boss is a major aspect of the system. But exploitation of this type is
only symptromatic of the exploitation that occurs throughout the
system. The worker is bled by the tax-collector as well as by his
employer. The peasant is exploited by his landlord and by the middle-
man who buys his produce. Even the small businessman is not safe
from the extortions of the monopolist or the financier. Social relation-
ships generally are dominated by a struggle for existence in which the
powerful few win and keep most of the spoils.®

Anarchists have added other charges to this list at various times.
Some have drawn attention to the dehumanizing work routines which
capitalism imposes.® Others have pointed to the imperial ventures in
which capitalists engage when domestic demand 1s id is insufficient to
absorb their products, and the wars between states that result.’® More
recently, capitalism has been attacked for its destructive effect on the

_ natural environment.'" All of these charges are, of course, common

property in the socialist tradition, and in that sense there is nothing
distinctively anarchist about them. In so far as anarchists bring any-
thing fresh to this particular ideological barricade, it consists in the
two ideas emphasized above: the idea that mankind has at its disposal ~
an immense productive capacity which the capitalist system is shack-
ling, and the idea that this capacity is itself the outcome of cenruries of
human co-operation ~ thus an unconscious expression of the law of
solidarity.

What sets anarcho-communists apart from the main body of
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hu_mgm well-being as is capltallsm. Capltallsm is attacked first only
because it can be made to appear more directly oppressive to the
worker. But the state, besides acting as a necessary support to capital-
ism, is an engine of oppression in its own right. The interrelation
between these two malevolent deities in anarcho-communist ideology
is a subject that requires careful examination.

On the one hand, the state serves the interests of the capitalist
class. The poverty and injustice generated by capitalism could not be
sustained without a body prepared to use force to protect the property
rights of the owning class, and willing also to provide a legal frame-
work that conceals these ills under a cloak of ‘equality before the law’.
The point is generalized by Kropotkin:

- When we observe the basic features of human societies,

abstracting from secondary and temporary appearances, we
find that the political regime to which they are subject is always
the expression of the economic regime which stands at the heart
of society.'? -

It therefore appears as though anarcho-communists are offering a
class theory of the state, very similar to that presented by Marxists,
according to which the state is the instrument of the economically
dominant class at any time, and a fortiori of the capitalist class under
capitalism. But on the other hand, the state is also seen as a body with
its own essential nature and internal dynamics. This nature is
summed up in the following passage by Malatesta:

The basic function of government everywhere in all times,
whatever title it adopts and whatever its origin and organiza-
tion may be, is always that of oppressing and exploiting the
masses, of defending the oppressors and the exploiters; and its
principal, characteristic and indispensable, instruments are
the police agent and the tax-collector, the soldier and the
gaoler — to whom must be invariably added the trader in lies,
be he priest or schoolmaster, remunerated or protected by the
government to enslave minds and make them docilely accept
the yoke.'?

From this it might properly be inferred that the state is an inde-
pendent body whose main aim is to exploit the masses, and which will
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enlist the economically dominant class in the service of that aim.
Although there is an obvious tension between these two views of

the state, they are not wholly irreconcilable. The general attitude of | #

the anarcho-communists is somewhat as follows. There are [WQ_iDde-
pendent sources of power over others: direct force, giving rise to
political power, and deprivation of the means of subsistence, giving
rise to economic power.'* These two forms of power might be com-
bined in a-single set of hands, as they were in the case of feudal barons
for instance, in which case there will be a unified ruling class which
can be described indifferently as economically or politically domi-
nant. Alternatively they may be divided between two separate classes.
In the latter case the political class and the owning class will enjoy a
relationship involving both conflict and mutual dependence. The
owning class needs the political class to safeguard property and
impose a legal order; the political class needs the owning class to
organize production and provide it with a secure source of revenue. At
the same time each will try to subject the other to its will: the owning
class will attempt to control the government, directly or indirectly,
while the political class will try to enrich itself at the expense of the
owning class.

sh can be put on these rather abstract bones by consider-
irj)s theory of the state, the most elaborate account so far
offered from an anarcho-communist perspective.'® Kropotkin argued
that political relationships first arose from the breakdown -of the
primitive village community. New leaders emerged who combined
the military power needed for defence with the judicial power that
sprang from a specialist knowledge of customary law. These men
proceeded to exploit the remainder of the population economically
through the institution of serfdom (so here economic power grew out
of political power). The consolidation of the feudal ruling class into a
state proper was at first resisted by the communes that formed in the
cities of medieval Europe.’® But when these were destroyed, as a
result partly of internal decay and partly of the military might of the
barons, the state itself — centralized, unitary and authoritarian — took
their place. It proceeded to expand the scope of its authority and to
destroy all independent social organizations. Eventually it was
captured by the growing bourgeoisie, but not before a fierce struggle
in which the rights and liberties that characterize the modern bour-
geois state were wrested from the political class. So runs Kropotkin’s
account. It bears out the view that the political regime and the
economic regime tend always to come into alignment, but not the
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further claim that the economic regime is always the dominant partner
in the relationship.

To(summarizé the anarcho-communist view of the modern stare:

't.:l%'xploitative and oppressive features of all political

talist class, who are exploiters in their own right. It is the first and
greatest enemy of human welfare and freedom. This indictment is not
altered by the form of the state — whether liberal or illiberal, monar-
“chical, republican or democratic. Civilliberties, the anarchists argue,
are certainly of some value to their possessors, but they must be seen
as a reflection of the balance of power between the state and its
subjects, not as the willing gift of the authorities.\T'hey were won by
struggle, and are preserved by the threat of struggle.'” Nor does
1lar_re resentnon even when it takes the extreme form of
untversal su rage, alter the essential character of the state. The
bourgeois class allowed the suffrage to be extended only when it was
confident that it could exercise sufficient ideological control over
the working class to forestall the election of candidates who might
seriously threaten the system. Moreover, even if a few revolutionary
candidates were elected, they would quickly be frustrated by the
operation of the parllamentary system, and eventually co-opted by the
ruling class. ' The anarchist i interpretation of the workings of a parlia-
mentary regime is a subject I shall return to in Chapter 6.

So much, then, for the communist anarchists’ critique of capital-
ism and the modern state. The r"em_écfy that is proposed for these evils
is radical indeed: nothing less thar @ complete reshaping of social and
political_life so that it comes to embody the principle of social soli-
darity.It would be wrong, however, to say that such anarchists are
proposing to create a completely new set of social institutions with no
roots in existing societies. They would interpret their proposals (how

_accurately we shall discuss later) as an amplification and extension of

institutions which have always been present in human societies,
though often submerged by the opposing set of institutions, those
embodying domination and exploitation. This self-interpretation is
particularly evident in the case of Krogotk-m, who ransacked human
history (and even the animal realm) in search of practices of ‘mutual
aid’ — his generic term for voluntary institutions set up to satisfy the

"needs of each person participating in them.'® Other anarchists were

less historically-minded, but they shared Kropotkin’s general atti-
tude. As _A/l_a!g,[esta, for example, wrote, ‘in order to understand how a
society can live without government, one has only to observe in depth
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existing society, and one will see how in fact the greater part, the
important part, of social life is discharged even today outside govern- 1
ment intervention, and that government only interferes in order to
explou the masses, to 5 defend the privileged minority, and moreover it
finds itself sanctioning, quite ineffectually, all that has been done
without its intervention, and often in spite of and even against it.”*
Thus, appearances notwithstanding, anarcho-communists would
deny that the model of society they envisage represents a total break
with the existing social system.

In appearance it certainly does. The capitalist economy.is to be
replaced by common ownership of the ‘means of production and
distribution of goods and services according to need. The staie is to be
destroyed, and its place taken by voluntary associations, either terri-
torially or functionally based. No one w1ll be compelled to work, and
no one punished for criminal behaviour. How might such a society be
organized?

Economically, capitalism will be destroyed by the workers’
directly taking over the means of production (how such a seizure
might come about will be discussed below in Part IT). Simultaneously,
the local community will take over the available means of consump-
tion — food, clothing and so forth. Some anarcho-communists would
insist that full communism should be implemented immediately,
without any transitional stage; others would say that evolution in
the direction of communism would be gradual, as other economic
arrangements were tried and rejected.?* All would agree, however,
that there should be no intermediate regime of centrally directed ‘state
socialism’; whatever arrangement emerges, it must be freely chosen
by the workers in each locality. The essential faith of these anarchists
is that the workers will, more or less rapidly, opt for a communist
system.

| £

Communism involves the abolition of the wages system, and —

indeed of exchange relations generally; money would disappear since
it would no longer have any function to perform. In an ideal state,
goods would be available in sufficient abundance that everyone could
take what he needed from the communal stock. But the anarcho-
communists, particularly those who envisage an immediate transition
to communism after the seizure of the means of production, are aware
that such ideal conditions cannot be taken for granted. How, then,
would goods be distributed? ‘In a word, the system is this: no stint or
limit to what the community possesses in abundance, but equal
sharing and dividing of those commodities which are scarce or apt to
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run short.”** But ‘equal sharing and dividing’ should not be inter-
preted too literally. It is clearly envisaged that people should receive
different amounts of goods according to their different needs; ‘if this
or that article of consumption runs short, and has to be doled out, to
those who have most need most should be given’.?® This presupposes
both some means of identifying needs, and a mechanism for allocating
goods in the appropriate way. Anarcho-communists have taken a
rather cavalier line on both issues. Differences in need are obvious - at
least to ordinary people who have not been corrupted by bourgeois
prejudices. No special allocative machinery is required, because the
people, having taken over the available goods in each locality, will
quite spontaneously see to it that they are shared out on the basis of
need. Food will be rationed out, with larger amounts going to the sick,
the elderly and the children. Housing will be reallocated so that each
family has adequate living space, and so forth,?

_Consumption is, however, only one side of the economic problem.
\Productloh must also be arranged in a way compatible with com-
‘mrunism. Here we need always to bear in mind the anarchist percep-
tion that human productive capacity is much greater than it appears
under capitalism. The revolution will liberate this potential, so that
many more goods can be produced, even with a shorter working day
than at present.? The organization of production must as far as
possible be decentralized. The workers in each factory and the
peasants on each farm must take over their own places of work, and
decide what to produce and how to produce it. There is to be no
central direction, and no external compulsion of any kind. Since they
are bitterly opposed to the bureaucratic organization which seems to
be the inevitable accompaniment of large-scale industry, anarchists
need to show that industries can be broken down into small com-
ponents without loss of efficiency. To this end, radical changes in
technology are often envisaged.?® In the case of industries which have
necessarily to be organized at national or international level, such as
communications and transport, the principle of federation will be
applied: workers in each locality will enter into voluntary agreements
with those in other places to co-ordinate their activities.?’

We have still to discover how producers will identify the needs of
consumers in the absence of an economic market. How can thousands
of autonomous productive units, factories, farms and so forth, dove-
tail their output with the requirements of almost as many units of
consumption, namely local communities? The anarcho-communists
envisage, first of all, that production will be localized to a much
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greater extent than is now the case. Each district will be more or less
self-sufficient, producing its own food and most of its manufactured
items. (Here again, the anarchist case depends heavily on the possi-
bilities of technological change.) The local commune might then serve
as a means of transmitting the needs of the consumers to the pro-
ducers. Yet two awkward problems remain. The first is the construc-
tion of a schedule of needs, and the second is the allocation of tasks
between different productlve units (what if both beans and potatoes
are needed, but everyone prefers growing beans?). The anarchist
literature is distressingly vague about both issues. Kropotkin, who
made the fullest attempt to depict an anarchist society in operation,
assumed that people’s time would be divided between a few hours of
necessary labour to meet needs that were common to everyone, and
time spent satisfying idiosyncratic personal needs such as those for
art, music and science, where each person could supply his own
resources or combine with others of similar tastes. He also suggested
that technology could be used to make everyone’s necessary labour
agreeable to him.?® But this still leaves the problems of drawing the
line between common and individual needs and of allocating people to
different kinds of ‘agreeable’ work. The anarchist case relies heavily
here on ‘the good sense of the people’.

It must be understood that, for the anarcho-communists, the
economic question is not to be answered wholly or even mainly in
terms of economic efficiency. No doubt they believed that a com-
munist system would produce more goods and distribute them more
effectively than a capitalist or a state socialist system. But the crucial
point is that the economic system must be in harmony with social
relationships generally in the new order. As we have seen, these are to
be relationships of solidarity among equals; each person will be bound
by ties of sympathy to the rest, and will express that sympathy in acts
of mutual aid. Clearly, free communism is consonant with that ideal,
whereas a system of exchange would reintroduce competitive rela-
tionships and a planned economy would create a new hierarchy
between controllers and controlled. This connection between the
anarcho-communists’ economic proposals and their general ideals can
be seen quite plainly in their response td‘?_col‘lectivism'; with its sugges-
tion that workers should continue to be remunerated according to the
amount anid type of labour they had contributed, even after the means
of production had passed into social ownership. The communists
replied to this, first, that individual contributions to collective pro-
ducts could not, in practice, be distinguished; but secondly, and more
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crucially, that the spirit of this suggestion was quite at odds with the
solidarity which the revolution itself expressed. As Kropotkm put it,

‘collectivists begin by proclaiming a revolutionary principle — the
abolition of private property — and then they deny it, no sooner than
proclaimed, by upholding an organization of production and con-
sumption which originated in private property . . . well, for us it is
evident that a society cannot be based on two absolutely opposed
principles . . .”** Malatesta summed up the communist view in simple
terms:

Men must love each other and look on each other as members
| of one family, if things are to go well with them. Property
' ought to be common . . . it is needful to establish perfect
solidarity between the men of the whole world. Therefore,
instead of running the risk of making a confusion in trying to
distinguish what you and I each do, let us all work and put
everything in common. In this way each will give to society all
that his strength permits until enough is produced for every
( one; and each will take all that he needs, limiting his needs only
in those things of which there is not yet plenty for every one.

A\ Let me turn now to the kind of organization which the anarcho-
communists would like o see in place of the state. Of course, in view
of their thesis that the state serves mainly as an instrument of exploi-
tation, the answer to this, over a large range of activities, is nothing.
But there remain certain useful functions which the state now per-
forms, chiefly in the area of social control, and we have seen that in
addition an institution to co-ordinate economic activities will be
needed. Anarcho-communist thought on this issue turns on two ideas:

[free association and federation. The first implies that, wherever a
ftommon need is percelved men will spontaneously form associations
to meet it; but the shape ‘these will rake cannot be laid down in
advance, and moreover participation must always be voluntary, so
dlssentmg individuals cannot be forced to co-operate. In practice, it is

~envisaged that the basic unit of association will be the local commune,
a natural unit whose precursors include the village council and the '
commune of the medieval city. These communes in turn will associate

in a federal structure. This means that a higher-level council will be
formed, to which each commune will send delegates carrying the ideas
of its members. If, at this higher level, agreement can be reached on
some joint programme of action, the various associated communes
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will carry it out. But no federal decision is to bind the constituent
associations against their will, and any association is free to leave the
federation at any time. These provisions clearly separate the anarchist
idea of federation from the more conventional liberal idea, which sees
the federal institution as having some degree of authority over its
constituents.*' It is clear, too, that the form of organization proposed
does not amount to a recreation of the stare.

Besides these territorial associations, which perform the basic
functions of social control and economic co-ordination, anarchists are
keen to predict that associations for more specific purposes will arise
and flourish. Some of these will simply be formed for the edification of
their members, such as learned societies, but others will be altruisti-
cally motivated: Kropotkin and Malatesta both picked out the Red
Cross and the Lifeboat Association as examples of institutions which
throve even amid the egoism of capitalist society, and suggested that
many more such bodies would spring up once the dead hand of
government was removed.*® In so far as we can speak of an anarcho-
communist solution to the public goods problem, therefore, we must
find it here. Given the communist assumption that a society based on
solidarity will release the natural altruism of its members, there will be
no difficulty in motivating individuals to contribute to projects whose
benefits are enjoyed by everyone.??

Returning now to the local communes, it may be asked in what
sense they can serve as instruments of social control. For they are free
associations: no one is obliged to join them, and no one has an
obligation to abide by their decisions. How, then, can they cope with
anti-social behaviour, whether this is a matter of crime in the ordinary
sense, or a refusal to contribute to production? These are familiar
questions to anarchists. In reply they point out that the main agency of

social control is always society itself. People quite s_pgntaneouslz 4

follow rules of hehaviour which they have learnt from those around !

them, and which are enforced, if necessary, by public opinion. This |

will not change under anarchy; indeed, it is said, social bonds will be |
strengthened. Moreover, in so far as crimes occur in present-day
societies, they are largely attributable to the conditions of life facing
the criminal. Theft and violence are born of the confrontation
between poverty and the conspicuous wealth of the rich. In com-
munist society, where most goods are available freely, there will be no
motive to commit crimes of this kind. Personal crimes, such as crimes
passionels, may still occur. But these, it is claimed, can be dealt with
directly — say by restraining the aggressor until his emotions have

55



S

Anarchism | |

subﬂded without the need for any formal machinery of punishment.

Anarchists deny, moreover, that present methods of punishment are
effective in keeping down the overall volume of crime.** Finally, if all
else fails, any social group is entitled to expel a malefactor from within
its midst. This is not a solution which anarchists relish, but provided
the outcast is given some means of subsistence, they are willing to
accept it as a last resort.

The problem of the work-shy or unco-operative person is handled
in the same way. In circumstances where nobody is able to live idly on
the profits created by others, there will be a moral consensus that
everyone should contribute his share to production, so the would-be
parasite will have to brave public opinion. But in any case, laziness is
not a natural human quality: on the contrary, almost everyone wants

| to be usefully employed, provided that the work is agreeable and suits

| his capacities. Berkman puts the point bluntly: ‘there really is no such
| thing as laziness. What we call a lazy man is generally a square man in
+around hole.”® Under capitalism, people are restricted in their choice
of occupation by such factors as inherited status, and there is no
incentive for the capitalist to make conditions of work attractive so
long as there is a surplus pool of labour waiting to be employed.
Moreover much slacking and shoddy workmanship is born of resent-
ment at the employer’s profits. Under anarchist communism, every-
one will be working for the community, people will be able to choose
their work freely, and the work k environment, even in factories, can be
made salubrious. For the /tmy mmom? who resist such blandish-
ments, the ultimate sanction offé'x'c‘ﬁlswn iremains. The recalcitrants
will have to fend for themselves. ,of fifid some other group willing to
take them in.®
By these means — changed social conditions, pressure of public
opinion, and the final threat of exclusion — anarcho-communists claim
that they can solve the problem of anti- social behaviour. Without
asking at this point whether their solution is adequate I want to relate
it to a more general issue, namely whether the social order-envisaged

“ has really dispensed with a system ofauthonty 37 We saw in Chapter 2

that anarchists have often been attracted by comprehensive argu-
ments against authority, but also that these arguments attempted to
prove more than was really necessary to make the anarchist case
against the state. How should we assess anarchist communism from
this point of view? It is clear, first of all, that no compulsory authority
Is envisaged, in the sense that adhesion to any association, whether
territorial or functional, is regarded as voluntary. It is also made clear
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that no coercion shall be exercised against people who dissent from an
association’s decisions. On the other hand, it is apparent that such
dissenters face sanctions if they carry their dissent into action. Public
dpinion will be turned against them, and under anarchy this will be a
more potent force than it is now. Ultimately they risk expulsion from
the association, with the material and spiritual costs that this may
involve. Such sanctions would remain hypothetical if associations
only made decisions when they had reached unanimity. But although
anarcho-communists clearly regard unanimity as the ideal, and are
eager to point out that people will naturally concur on such matters as
a list of basic human needs, they are realistic enough to concede that,
where a decision is imperative, the majority will must prevail.

For if it is unjust that the majority should oppress the
minority, the contrary would be quite as unjust; and if the
minority has a right to rebel, the majority has a right to defend
itself . . . it is true that this solution is not completely satis-
factory. The individuals put out of the association would be
deprived of many social advantages, which an isolated person
or group must do without, because they can only be procured
by the co-operation of a great number of human beings. But
what would you have? These malcontents cannot fairly
demand that the wishes of many others should be sacrificed for
their sakes.3®

‘Nor is it enough to say that everyone will sooner or later find a
group that suits his inclinations, as some anarchists have done. This
ignores the costs involved in uprooting oneself from one locality and
settling elsewhere, costs that anarchists would be quick to point out if
a similar solution were proposed, say, to the problem of regional
unemployment under capitalism.

We must conclude that the social order anarcho-communists
favour does encompass a form of authority, though unlike the auth-
ority of the state it is non- -compulsory, non-coercive, functionally
specific, and exercised collectively by everyone who lives in a particu-
lar locality or shares a particular interest. But even such a circum-
scribed form of authority may alarm anarchists who are not com-
munists. I want to end this chapter by asking how the anarchists at the
other end of the economic spectrum — the|individualists{— would
regard the communist solution, and how in turn the communists
might reply to an individualist critique.
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An individualist’s primary question is likely to be whether the
social arrangements proposed by the communists respect or violate
the sovereignty of the individual. The communists demand that the
means of production should be seized from the ruling class and put
under the collective control of the workers in each locality, who will
then move more or less rapidly towards communism in production
and distribution. What of the person who declines to take part in this
collective endeavour, and prefers to live and work independently?
When pressed, anarcho-communists have generally conceded that
such a person should be given access 1o land and the other means of
life; but they have drawn the line at allowing him to engage in
exchange or employment relat10nsh1ps with others. This, for the
individualists, amounts to a crucial violation of individual rights.
How can a person be free if he is not permitted to exchange his
products for those of other people, offer his labour for sale, or buy the
labour of another?®® Since the communists intend to outlaw these
.activities by force, the social organization they propose is nothing
more than a variant of the state. Despite their claims, they are not
- genuine anarchists.* \

F rom the"communists"’ point of view the arrangements advocated
First, the idea of a free market in whrch each person receives the
product of his own labour is hopelessly anachronistic. We have
already seen how, in their critique of collectivism, the communists
claim that the complexity of modern industry makes it impossible to
separate individual contributions to joint products; by the same
token, it would be impossible to draw up a series of contracts whereby
each participant in a collective enterprise would receive a fair return
for his labour. Second, any market system will revert by degrees to a
capitalist system, and the defence associations advocated by the
individualists to protect property rights will take on the character of
states, organs serving to perpetuate the exploitation of the workers by
the capitalists.*’

It will be seen that the two camps largely argue past each other,
because of their different views about how matters will work out in
practice under the two regimes being considered. The communists
assume that, because of narural human solidarity, very few persons
w1ll wish to be independent of the collective organization of produc-
tlon and so communist arrangernents need not be enforced. The
individualists assume, on the contrary, that people have a natural
propensity to truck, barter and exchange, so communist production
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runs right against the grain and can only be preserved by compulsion.
There is a similar divergence with respect to the individualists’ market
regime. We must therefore face up to the radical ideological cleavage
between the two schools. The individualists’ ideology revolves around
the notions of personal sovereignty, prlvate property, economic
exchange freedom as the absence of constraint, and justice as the
reward of desert. Communlst thinking, on the other hand, centres on
the' niotions of - social solidarity, common ownership, mutual aid,

freedom as access to the means of happiness, and justice as girst_rr_bu-
tion according to need. The ideological matrices in question are not
hard to identify. Individualist anarchism is plainly an extreme version
of classical liberalism — extreme bécause it takes certain liberal
attitudes (the belief in free competition, in the minimal state, and so
forth) and pushes them to the limit. Communist anarchism is just as
plainly a version of communitarian socialism: its basic¢ ideological
commitments are little removed from those of the young Marx, for
instance. Given this fundamental cleavage, it is inevitable that the two
schools should disagree about the merits of.each other’s_proposals,
and, indeed, about whether these proposals deserve the label

‘anarchist’.*? Lt .

| Seeing this should make us aware that anarchism cannot easily be

iplaced on any simple left—rrght “political spectrum, and should also
make us cautious about accepting critical claims beginning ‘anar-
chism fails because . . .’ and going on to say something about human
nature, economic mechanisms or whatever. Perhaps few such criti-
cisms will apply to all versions of anarchism. Our critical faculties
need not be anaesthetized, however. Indeed each school provides
ammunition with which to attack the other. Have the communists
really shown that individuals will remain free under the arrangements
they envisage, and that the workers’ councils and the communes do
not amount to a new form of the state? Have the individualists said
anything coherent about how a free market can be preserved, and
have they sold the pass by permitting defence associations to enforce
property rights? These are questions that we must return to later&e
of the joys of anarchism is that it provides not only a critique of every
other political ideology, but of itself as we[l o T
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Part II Anarchism as a Revolutionary
Ideology



5 Human Nature and Historical
Progress

In the first part of this book, we have been examining the fundamental
ideas of anarchism: the critiques various anarchists have offered of the
economic and political institutions of contemporary society, and their
proposals for a new social order. The intention in the second part is to
look at how anarchists have attempted to bring about the transforma-
tion that they desire. This will require us to investigate both what they
have said and what they have done —Eheory and practice have not
always corresponded in anarchist circles.{The present chapter serves
as a bridge between the two parts of the book, for it raises two
(connected) theoretical issues which have a crucial bearing on any
proposed anarchist practice. The first issue is the anarchist view of
human nature and its possible mutations; the second is the extent to
which anarchist ideas are embedded in a theory of historical progress.
Let me begin by explaining the connection between these issues and
their relevance to anarchist practice.

I have called this part of the book ‘anarchism as a revolutionary
ideology’, a phrase whose meaning must be properly understood. Not
all anarchists have been revolutionaries in the sense of advocating a
sudden and violent overturning of existing social institutions; some,
as we shall see, have argued for a slow, gradual and peaceful process of
change/But in another sense anarchisni is necessarily a revolutionary
ideologﬂl_'ljhe goal common to all anarchists — a stateless society —
represents a qualitative break with anything that we are familiar with,
at least in modern industrial societies \ We cannot escape the fact that,
in these societies especially, the state exerts an immense influence on
social relationships generally. The anarchists ask us to envisage a
social order with this influence removed, and in some cases with other
major transformations as well — for instance the disappearance of the
economic market. Taking revolution in its sociological sense of a
complete remaking of social relationships, and without now distin-
guishing between sudden and gradual transformations, we can see
that all anarchists must be classed as revolutionaries.!

As such, they face a problem shared by all revolutionaries of
whatever ilk. They must explain how the new order is possible in the
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light of what is known about human nature. In the anarchist case, for
instance, they must explain how violence can be contained without
recourse to a system of authority that would properly be called a state.
?Qut, at the same time, they cannot make assumptions about human
nature that would make what is already known to have happened in
human history impossible. No doubt, if you take a rosy enough view
of what human nature is really like — if you assume that people are
always by nature peaceful, co-operative and altruistic — you can make
anarchy seem a plausible and attractive ideal. But then you have to
explain why it has not arrived already — why, if human beings are
really like that, they have so far engaged mainly in violence, oppres-
sion and exploitation. So it seems that revolutionary ideologies are
caught in a trap: the assumptions that they need to make their ideals
plausible at the same time make it impossible to understand what has
happened already and what is now happeningl

What is needed, obviously, to escape from this trap is some
account of how the same human raw material can produce one kind of
behaviour at a certain moment and another kind at a different
moment. It is here that a theory of historical progress may be brought
in to provide the account. Human beings will behave differently at 12
than at t1 because between tl and t2 events have occurred that have
changed their make-up. The theories of this kind so far advanced have
tended to fall into three major categories, although mixed versions are
also possible./_’_?irst, there have been enlightenment theories, which
have maintained that human reason moves steadily from error to
truth, so that later generations understand their world better than
earlier ones. Human desires do not necessarily change, but people
come to act on their desires in a more enlightened and therefore
successful way. Next, there have been idealist theories, which have
held that human consciousness moves historically through a series of
stages, each stage representing a resolution of the contradictions and
inadequacies of the one preceding it, and therefore an advance. In
these theories, desires and beliefs are often said to change together.
Finally, there have been materialist theories, which have found the
source of transformation in the changing physical circumstances of
men’s lives — in new technologies, in forms of production and con-
sumption, and so forth. Again these factors may be held to influence
beliefs, or desires, or both together.\

It should be clear how a theory of progress of one of these three
kinds lends itself to a revolutionary ideology. Previously, it is claimed,
human beings have been mired in ignorance, or victims of false
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consciousness, or slaves of a hostile physical environment. Now, for
the first time, they are able to give full expression to an essential
nature which has so far remained latent. The social changes advocated
correspond to this full flowering of the human essence. Such claims
have an obvious attraction. But they carry with them a hidden danger
for the revolutionary. If there is indeed a regular pattern to historical
progress — if humanity moves from lower to higher stages in a law-
governed way — what place is left for conscious intervention on the
part of the revolutionary himself? How can he push history in the
direction that he wants: either it is travelling that way already, in
which case his intervention is redundant, or it is not, in which case his
efforts will be fruitless? As Weber once said of the third theory of
progress, ‘the materialist interpretation of history is no cab to be taken
at will; it does not stop short of the promoters of revolutions’.? It may
appear that, by using a doctrine of historical progress, the ideologue
has purchased theoretical coherence at the expense of a rationale for
his own revolutionary activity.

There are various means of countering this charge, which it would
not be profitable to pursue here in general terms. I want instead to
look at the way in which anarchists have handled the problem,
examining, first, their views of human nature, now and in the future
social order; second, their ideas about how human nature can be
transformed, if indeed such a transformation is posited; third, the
extent to which they rely on a theory of historical progress in giving
this account; and fourth, what difficulties such a theory, if it is used,
poses for their understanding of revolutionary practice. There is no
single anarchist position on any of these questions, so it will be
necessary to look briefly at a number of alternative views, chosen — I
hope fairly — to represent the range of anarchist thinking. At the end
we shall see how far it is possible to reach general conclusions.

I shall begin with views which fall broadly under the rubric of
enlightenment theories, in so far-as they see the transition to anarchy
as occurring through some general process of mental illumination.
The quintessential account here is Godwin’s, another aspect of which
has been discussed above in Chapter 2. In this chapter I shall focus on
his view of human nature.

The first point to make is that Godwin sees human nature as highly
malleable, and in that sense can be said to have no fixed view of human
nature at all. He argues at length that human beings are made what
they are by the environment in which they are educated, education
being interpreted broadly to include the experiences we receive by no
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conscious design and the prevailing climate of opinion (which Godwin
attributes to the form of government under which we live) as well as
formal teaching. These influences together form the character of
human beings, and there is no ‘innate’ set of ideas or instincts which
might resist them.® Godwin avoids succumbing to a fatalistic form of
determinism, according to which it is impossible for men to modify
their characters or situation by conscious choice, only because he
believes that men are endowed with the capacity 1o reason, a capacity
which they may use to improve their motives and behaviour to an
indefinite extent. (Quite how Godwin’s environmentalism and his
rationalism are to be reconciled remains obscure to me, as it does in
the case of a number of other enlightenment thinkers.) This belief in
human perfectibility — a term that Godwin is happy to use — rests on
two theses: first that our conduct can be entirely governed by reason,
and second that reason prescribes a unique line of conduct, namely
universal benevolence.* So a fully rational man will always act so as to
promote the greatest happiness of everyone else_&

JGodwin’s view of human nature thus has a dual aspect. On the one
hand, men are now formed by an inauspicious environment (especi-
ally by forms of government of varying degrees of badness) and are
predictably selfish in their behaviour and unenlightened in their
beliefs. On the other hand, each has the capacity to reform himself by
the use of his reason and so-is capable of limitless 1mprovement_LAs
Godwin sums up the argument:

Sound reasoning and truth, when adequately communicated,
must always be victorious over error: Sound reasoning and
truth are capable of being so communicated: Truth is omni-
potent: The vices and moral weakness of man are not invin-
cible: Man is perfectible, or in other words susceptible of
perpetual improvement.®

At the same time, Godwin does not expect the process of
enlightenment to be especially rapid. Each generation has the chance
to improve on its predecessor, but the final dissolution of government
is spoken of as occurring far into the future. Thus there is to be no
sudden shift from selfishness to benevolence in human conduct, but
rather a gradual increase in the power of reason, accompanied by
progressive changes in behaviour and corresponding changes in social
institutions.

We may still wonder why reason should begin its salutory work
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now, rather than at some other historical moment. Godwin cannot in
the end avoid tackling the issue of historical progress, though he is
visibly uneasy about it./He argues first, contrary to the view that
human nature is much the same in all times and places, thatlnen have
taken vast intellectual strides away from their primitive condition,
advances which appear especially in the invention of speech and
writing.\ On the other hand, he rejects the Panglossian view that
everything which has happened is for the best, pointing to the enor-
mous disfigurements that men have inflicted on each other. ‘The
whole history of the human species, taken in one point of view,
appears a vast abortion.”” He is also aware that such progress as has
occurred has not been steady, but intermittent, as the decline of
civilization after the classical era shows.® But finally he seems to
believe thaEntellectual progress has more or less been guaranteed
since the invention-of printing enabled knowledge to be preserved and
diffused throughout society.(His closing remarks are optimistic. “The
general diffusion of truth will be productive of general improvement;
and men will daily approximate towards those views according to
which every object will be appreciated at its true value . . . Each
man will find his sentiments of justice and rectitude echoed by the
sentiments of his neighbours.’gk’

! J:Thus Godwin relies on what I have called an enlightenment theory
of history to support his view of human nature:.LBut has he done so at
the expense of his own potential role as a revolutionary? We must
recall, first of all, that Godwin rejects conventional revolutionary
methods along with other forms of political action as a way of moving
towards his ideal. This follows directly from his belief that social
improvement can only flow from intellectual improvement, while
intellectual improvement itself can only come about through discus-
sion and reflection..Attempts by the enlightened few to impose more
advanced institutions upon the backward masses are doomed to
failure.*® The practice of revolution is especially severely condemned.
Revolutions divide societies into hostile camps and provoke irrational
passions on both sides. These passions, once aroused, are fatal to
liberty of thought and speech, and thus ‘suspend the wholesome
advancgment of science, and confound the process of nature and
reason’ {. Godwin is scarcely more charitable to conventional party
politics. Parties, he argues, rather than promoting calm intellectual
inquiry, encourage conformity to the party creed, emotional har-
angues, pandering to mass prejudices to win office, and political
sensationalism.’*> However, the fundamental defect of all political
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activity as conventionally understood is that it places the cart before
the horse; ‘the only method according to which social improvements
can be carried on, with sufficient prospect of an auspicious event, is
when the improvement of our institutions advances in a just propor-
tion to the illumination of the public understanding’.**

Is an anarchist of Godwin’s persuasion then condemned to poli-
tical quiescence? He may of course, and indeed should, participate in
the public communication of truth, but he can only do so as one
individual among many'.Godwin admits that some men are more
enlightened that others, but the illuminati can do little more than wait

“patiently for the remainder to catch up. Besides this he condones

certain forms of collective activity, such as participating in groups
which form to remove some pressing evil and then dissolve.** This
rather uninspiring programme is all that Godwin’s view of human
nature and historical progress permits.

A very different view of human nature, but a rather similar

reliance on intellectual enlightenment, can be detected in the writings -

of }individualist chists Y The individualists’ account of human
nature differs from Godwin’s in two respects: it does not presuppose
that human nature will change in any significant way when govern-
ment is replaced by anarchy andfit assumes that human beings are, t0a
greater or lesser extent, selfish in their behaviourjl"here is some
divergence on the second point. We have seen already that a number
of nineteenth-century anarcho-individualists were converted to
Stirnerism. This amounts to the belief that/men always behave
egoistically, though they may pursue their interests with a greater or
lesser degree of intelligence and success. Moralizing is both fruitless
and unnecessary, on this view. Social harmony can be achieved by
getting people to follow their interests in a clear-sighted way jOther
individualists have taken a different line; self-interest is and should be
circumscribed by respect for the rights of others, and there is room for
a small and subordinate sphere of charitg}}Lysander Spooner spoke of
the immutable laws of justice\which éveryone must obey and con-
trasted them with the moral (i.e. voluntary and unenforceable) duties
of care owed to our fellows.'® These views are echoed among present-
day anarchists by@lurray Rothbardj who, while denying that he
subscribes to any fixed theory of human nature, clearly expects that
most people will provide for themselves by self-interested activity
within the bounds set by natural rights, while a few may depend on
the charity of the rest.'®

The choice, therefo’fe, as far as the individualists are concerned,
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lies between egoism pure and simple and circumscribed egoism. In
neither case does the argument for anarchy rest on a belief that human
nature can be changed..As Rothbard puts the point:

The anarchist view holds that, given the ‘nature of man’, given
the degree of goodness or badness at any point of time, anar-
chism will maximize the opportunities for the good and
minimize the channels for the bad. The rest depends on the
values held by the individual members of society.”"

Bur this view, while it disposes effectively of the idea that all anar-
chists are moral reformers, leads us directly to our original question in

.. slightly different dress{if human nature is not to change, how are
anarchy and the present statist order both p0331ble> The individualists
all rely here on the enlightenment of self-interest. Anarchy is possible
because human beings can be made to see that their interests are best
served by having it. The present order is upheld by a minority group
who believed (mistakenly perhaps) that they would do better for
themselves by explonatlon than by peaceful competition, and who
have succeeded in indoctrinating the majority with statist ideas. But
this indoctrination can be broken down by evidence and argument.
Anyone is potentially persuadable, though efforts at persuasion are
best directed at those who have most to gain immediately from the
abolition of the state.

Here, then, an enhghtenment theory is brought in not to explain a
change in human nature but to show how an unchanged human nature
can sustain a new social order. The individualists rely very little on a
theory of historical progress: their account of the origins of the state is
crude and timeless! In so far as they have tried to explain why their
ideas should begin to prevail now, after centuries of state domination,
they have pointed in two directions. They have turned first to the
Enlightenment, and its intellectual product, classical liberalism.
Anarcho-individualism, they claim, represents the logical working-
out of traditional liberal ideas. Andrews, for instance, argued that the
whole modern era had been devoted to the freeing of the individual
from institutional bondage, that Protestantism and democracy were
the expression of this idea in the religious and political spheres res-
pectively, and that what remained was to free the individual in the
social sphere.'® Similar claims to liberal parentage can be found in
Tucker and Rothbard. Beside this stands a more down-to-earth claim.
State oppression is becoming daily more intolerable, so the potential
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for resistance is increasing. Writing in the 1970s, Rothbard argued
that ‘not only has a crisis of statism arrived in the United States, but it
has fortuitously struck across the board of society, in many different
spheres of life at about the same time. Hence, these breakdowns of
statism have had a synergistic effect, reinforcing each other in their
cumulative impact . . . All we need are libertarians to point the
way_ns

‘But even if political developments may be thought to provide the
opportunity for anarchists to act, the basic task for the individualists
remains one of enlightenment. Quite consistently, they have rejected
methods of social change which suppose otherwise — acts of violence,
revolutions, parliamentary politics. Their objective has always been
to persuade a sufficiently large number of people of the truth of their
ideas. In that respect, and despite their contrasting view of human
nature, they stand alongside Godwin and apart from the revolutionary
anarchists whose activities have furnished the dominant view of
anarchism in practice,

Turning to these more familiar figures, I shall begin by taking

¢ Proudhon anc( Bakunm’together despite the hazards involved in

“Joing so. NelthEF“i‘s'E"f)amcularly consistent thinker, and there are
important differences between them. For present purposes, nonethe-
less, we can usefully extract some common elements from their think-
ing about human nature and history [Both had some appreciation of
the complexity of human motivation, and both maintained that the
human essence as it now existed was a historical produc_fg They
shared, too, a conviction that moral ideas were of paramount impor-
tance in fostering a revolutionary spirit. Although neither would have
welcomed the description, their theories of history are predominantly
idealist in character, in the sense indicated above.

Proudhon was the more pessimistic about human nature. Like
Rousseau, he believed that the primitive ingredients of the human
character were egoism and sympathy, with egoism by far the stronger
impulse. Society originated in a series of accommodations between
egoistic creatures, each of whom was forced to recognize the claims of
the rest. Once social relationships had developed, however, men
began to form ideal conceptions of those relationships, which
Proudhon calls ideas of justice.** The development of society pro-
ceeds through a series of confrontations between the ideal and the
actual. On the basis of the ideas held at any moment, a social order
emerges, complete with rules and institutions for enforcing those
rules. But ideas of justice continually develop, while the social order
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remains rigid, so its inhabitants become disillusioned /_Rather than
trving to change their society, they give way to despair, which accord-
ing toProudhon can express itself in anumber of ways. One of these is
a rebirth of narrow egoism.)The social order is preserved, not by
genuine moral conviction, but by the combined force and persuasion
of state and church. This, for Proudhon, is a period of decadence, and
the history of humanity shows many such periods;‘“ If there has been
progress, it has taken the shape of a tilted spiral rather than a steady
gradient. Upward movement occurs when the rift between ideal and
actual becomes too great, precipitating a revolutlonl
'Bak ninlwas less anxious than Proudhon about the pervasiveness
of egoxsm,'and less impressed by the idea of decadence, but his image
of the primitive human being was somewhat similarﬁMan] was borm
a ferocious beast and a slave, and has gradually humanized and
emancipated himself only in society.’** Like Proudhon he stressed
that fmorality was a product of social life, and that moral ideas
developed historically {At any time, however, the mass of men would
simply receive and transmit a body of ideas from the past. “This
servility, this routine, this perennial absence of the will to revolt and
this lack of initiative and independence of thought are the principal
causes for the slow, desolate historical development of humanity.’®
Fortunately a small number of individuals are able to break free from
their social conditioning and develop more advanced moral ideas.
When the poverty of the masses has brought them to the depths of
despair, these ideas will coalesce with their own submerged revolu-
tionary instincts. ‘It is necessary that the populace have a general idea
of their rights and a deep, passionate, one might even say religious,
belief in these rights. When this idea and this popular faith are joined
to the kind of misery that leads to desperation, then the social revolu-
tion is near and inevitable, and no force on earth will be able to resist
it. ’“}lee Proudhon, :Bakumn did not regard/(volutlon asa singular
event leading to some final condition of justice; but as aLecurrenr
phenomenon which would propel society forward in a series of leaps.
Neither man can be called an idealist in the sense in which Hegel
was one.* They would have repudiated with some vehemence the
notion that history was the expression of a transcendent spirit, and
they would have found the idea of a progressive series of historical
epochs too cut-and-dried and too deterministic in its implications;
both were aware of retrogression in history, and neither thought in
terms of a definitive resolution of the contradictions which have
hitherto provoked historical change (Proudhon claimed that the
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fundamental flaw in Hegel’s philosophy was his belief that the first
two terms in the dialectic, the thesis and the antithesis, could be resolved
into the third, the synthesis; in Proudhon’s view, only a balance
between opposing forces was possible — and an unstable balance at
that).?.Yet in another sense the label is appropriate JBoth held that
history is a process whereby men emerge from their brutish condition
and become, through the influence of social relationships, moral
beings. Both believed that only in the present era had men reached a
point at which they could live without the state and the other agencies
of repression|{‘the State is an evil, but a historically necessary evil, as
necessary in the past as its complete extinction will sooner or later be,
as necessary as primitive bestiality and men’s theological ramblings
have been’, Bakunin wrote).“r‘;nd finally both held that a necessary
though not sufficient condition of revolutionary change was the diffu-
sion of ideas of justice that condemned existing social relationships.\

The very looseness of this interpretation of history saved the two
anarchists from the deterministic implications that have sometimes
flowed from both idealist and materialist philosophies of history. But
it exposes them to another challenge: why believe that any revolution
which mxght presently occur will take you to the destination that you
favour? Even if each revolution is progressive, in the sense that it lifts
society on to a higher moral plateau, what reason is there to think that
the next occurrence will result in anarchy’ﬂ’roudhon who took a
sombre view of revolution, admitted that the future could not be
charted with any clarity; revolution was unavoidable, but he could not
say how many episodes might be needed to take us beyond the reach of
government. His hope was that the revolutionary process might be
conducted in as bloodless a way as possible.?® Bakunin, on the other
hand, was temperamentally attracted to revolution. He saw it as a
moment when the human spirit was freed from the deadening routine
of everyday life, and in that sense as a therapeutic experience. But he,
also, was unclear about how and when the stateless society would
arrive. Both men placed their faith in the legacy of the French
Revolution Seeing anarchism as the logical consequence of ideas
which first took hold of the masses at that time, they believed that the
revolutionary process would not stop short of the full realization of
these ideas.?

For a more systematic account of human nature and historical
development, we must turn to the evolutionary theories which were
espoused by a number of late nineteenth-century anarchists, in
particular by Kropoﬂ and Ehsee Reclus ‘Both of these men had been
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trained in the natural sciences (by coincidence both were professional
geographers), and they tried to link anarchism to the new scientific
outlook of their period.*® In particular this meant coming to terms
with Darwin and Darwinism. Against the view that Darwin’s idea of
evolution through a competitive struggle for survival provided a
justification for the capitalist system, they argued that evolutionary
theory properly understood pointed us towards anarchy. To reach

‘this conclusion they needed to offer an alternative account of human

nature and the history of the species to that found in the writings of the
soc1al Darwinists.*!

) The key notions for both anarchists were those of solidarity and
mutual aid. Men, it was claimed, were naturally sociable and co-
operative, and were capable of identifying their interests with those of

' their fellows. From this instinctual source sprang moral ideas and,

more concretely, a variety of practices aimed at satisfying the needs of
each participant, and maintained by voluntary means, which they
termed practices of mutual aid. Mutual aid was the means whereby
the species coped with a hostile natural environment, and as such was
the major factor in human evolution. In place of the social Darwinist
idea of a struggle between individuals leading to the survival of the
fittest, the anarchists offered the view that the unit of competition was
the species as a whole, and that those species which had achieved the

| greatest degree of co-operation between their members were most

likely to prosperf\ﬁ\s Reclus put it:

But whether it is a question of small or large groups of the
human species, it is always through solidarity, through the
association of spontaneous, co-ordinated forces that all pro-
gress is made . . . The historian, the judge who evokes the
centuries and who makes them march before us in an infinite
procession, shows us how the law of the blind and brutal
struggle for existence, so extolled by the adorers of success, is
subordinated to a second law, that of the grouping of weak
individualities into organisms more and more developed,
learning to defend themselves against the enemy forces, to
recognize the resources of their environment, even to create
new ones. We know that, if our descendants are to reach their
high destiny of science and liberty, they will owe it to their
coming together more and more intimately, to the incessant
collaboration, to this mutual aid from which brotherhood
grows little by little.**
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Yet if human evolution obeyed this law, ought not the history of
the species to reveal a steady march towards ‘science and liberty’?
Kropotkin and Reclus were aware that it did not, and so they were
obliged to admit ]a second human instinct alongside the instinct of
solidarity, an instinct of self-assertion which could take the form of a

will to dominate and exploit one’s fellows. This will expressed itself in

authoritarian institutions which won popular support by taking over
and perverting practices of mutual aid. Thusiropotkin argued that
legal systems were formed by incorporating customary rules which
served to hold society together alongside other rules whose onl
function was to protect the material interests of the ruling minority.
The pattern of history, therefore, ran somewhat as follows';—ln any
social group, institutions of mutual aid would naturally develop to
ensure the group’s survival ‘\At some point an assertive minority
would succeed in moulding these institutions to its own purposes and
create a regime of authority. This in turn would eventually provoke a
reaction among the dispossessed majority. In the ensuing upheaval,
some would attempt to destroy authority and recreate genuine prac-
tices of mutual aid, whereas others would try to use the occasion to
establish .themselves in power.** Evolution, therefore, was not a
matter of steady progress. Kropotkin, for instance, saw the replace-
ment of the medieval commune by the modern state as a retrograde
step — though on this issue Reclus took a different view. Yet under-
neath the vicissitudes of history a stream ran constantly towards
mutual aid; wherever authoritarian institutions left a space, institu-
tions of this kind would appear spontaneously and flourish. Even
under capitalism, a system which fostered the most selfish aspects
of human nature, many striking examples of mutual aid could be
observed.®®

In what sense does this amount to a theory of historical progress?

/Both anarchists appear to waver between the essentially ahistorical

view that there is a constant struggle between the libertarian and
authoritarian tendencies in human life, of which the present conflict
between the ruling class and the masses is merely one instance, and
the more progressive view that there is an underlying advance towards
more sophisticated and extensive forms of mutual aid I\What do they
say in favour of the latter view, which is clearly that needed to support
a belief in the eventual triumph of anarchy? Both subscribed to a
belief in moral progress: the primitive instinct of solidarity had
expressed itself in moral ideas which became steadily more refined
and comprehensive over time (Kropotkin wrote a history of ethics to

73



Anarchism

bear this out). In addition, K;opotkin* argued that technological
changes had made people increasingly dependent upon each other —
for instance modern methods of production required an advanced

division of labour — so individualist ideas were becoming steadily less -

plausible, and communist ideas steadily more soff‘* Writing in this
‘progressive’ vein, he argued that, '

the two most prominent, though often unconscious, tenden-
cies throughout our history have been: first, a tendency
towards integrating labour for the production of all riches in
common, so as finally to render it impossible to discriminate
the part of the common production due to the separate.indi-
vidual; and second, a tendency towards the fullest freedom of
the individual in the prosecution of all aims, beneficial both for
himself and for society at large. The ideal of the anarchist is
thus a mere summing-up of what he considers to be the next
phase of evolution.®’

Such a view of history had a somewhat ambivalent effect on these
anarchists’ understanding of revolution. On the one hand, it was a
source of optimism. Revolution was not a breach of evolutionary laws,
but their natural expression. Reclus wrote a pamphlet.explaining that
revolutions were merely the abrupt phases of long-term evolutionary
changes in ideas and patterns of life.*® Moreover the fact that evolu-
tion was an historical law meant that the present stage of bourgeois
domination was certain to end sooner or later. Finally, the human
instinct of solidarity and its natural expression in mutual aid meant
that there was nothing to fear from the process of revolution itself:
where the state abdicated its power, new institutions would spon-
taneously emerge to fill the vacuum:-On the other hand, this same
optimism could turn into fatalism. If evolutionary laws meant that
bourgeois society would inevitably be swept away to be replaced by a
higher form of social organization, what place was left for active
intervention by anarchists? This is precisely the revolutionary’s
dilemma that we identified above.*® During the time when they were
most actively involved in the anarchist movement — in the Jura
Federation in the late 1870s — Reclus and Kropotkin escaped from it
by maintaining, first, that revolutionary change could not occur
unless the masses were consciously pursuing the new social ideal and,
second, that such a consciousness could be stirred up in a relatively
short time by anarchist practice (we shall examine the forms of
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practice they advocated in subsequent chapters). But later on both
took a more pessimistic view of the revolutionary potential of the
proletariat, and slipped slowly into a kind of fatalistic gradualism,
according to which the revolution must indeed inevitably come, but it
was no use trying to make it happen before the masses had reached a
sufficient level of enlightenment.*°

The danger of such a slide into fatalism has made other anarchists
wary of embracing such evolutionary theories of historyL_i\'ialatesta,
who was a life-long activist, criticized Kropotkin both for his attempt
to ground anarchism in natural science and for his view-that ordinary
people were ‘naturally’ moral. The first, he claimed, led to fatalism,
which in turn encouraged anarchists to withdraw from active
struggle; the second led to excessive optimism, which prevented them
from thinking realistically about the problems of revolution and its
aftermathl*} Malatesta therefore stressed the co-existence throughout
history of both solidaristic and exploitative instincts in man, without
suggesting that evolutionary laws favoured the former.{* ‘A similar
view has been expressed more recently by Nicolas Walter,who argues
that the anarchist view of history is not linear but dualistic: ‘the
principles of authority and liberty, of government and rebellion, of
state and society, are in perpetual opposition. This tension is never
resolved; the movement of mankind is now in one direction, now in
another.’®

If we now try to make a general survey of anarchist beliefs about
human nature, historical progress, and revolution, I believe that
Malatesta’s and Walter’s views will turn out to be more representative

‘than Kropotkin’s or Reclus’s. Although it is superficially attractive to

encase anarchism in an evolutionary theory, the cocoon quickly
becomes an embarrassment) History visibly fails to display an evolu-
tionary pattern of the appropriate sort, and the implications for
revolutionary practice are disheartening. Anarchists are better served
by a view of the following kind: first, that throughout history we can
observe contradictory tendencies in human society, with authori-
tarian and libertarian patterns of organization predominating in dif-
ferent periods;second;, that the present period, whether for spiritual
or material reasons or a combination of both, offers a unique oppor-
tunity for the libertarian tendencies to triumph; and third, that the
condition of such a victory is a mass revolution guided by a social
ideal, and inspired by anarchist propaganda.

Such a view is not a theory of history, although historical evidence

may be used to support it. I have commented at various points in this
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chapter on the flimsiness of anarchist accounts of history, and now we
are able to see that this flimsiness is not really a weakness. Anarchism
is not, in its essence, an historical ideology. It is a moral protest against
existing economic and political institutions, and it relies upon moral
indignation to initiate revolutionary change. The value of historical
researches such as those of Kropotkin and Reclus, from an anarchist
point of view, is not that they reveal a pattern of history with anarchy
as its outcome, but that they bring to light modes of social life which
show that the present mode is not eternal. In particular they reveal
people’s capacity for co-operative living (other researches might
reveal less appealing capacities).

What does this imply for the anarchist perspective on revolution?
We have seen that anarchists can broadly be divided into two camps.
First, there are those who see the arrival of anarchy as the conse-
quence of popular mental enlightenment, and who consequently
eschew revolution in the narrow sense in favour of education and the
gradual dissemination of truth. About them there is little more to be
said in this part of the book, since they have not participated in the
revolutionary activities whose rationale I shall attempt to discuss.
Second, there are those who believe that anarchy can only be created
by a mass revolution, in which the subterranean instincts of the
proletariat coalesce with explicit ideas propagated by anarchists.
Proudhon, Bakunin, Kropotkin, Reclus, Malatesta, Walter and
many others share this general understanding, despite differences of
detail. For all these anarchists, although there may be characteristics
of modern society which explain why it is especially rlpe for anarchy,
there are no rigid laws which dictate when the transformation will
occur. There is nothing in anarchism which corresponds, for
example, to the ‘iron laws of capitalist development’ which some
Marxists have claimed to discern, as we shall see in the following
chapter. Revolution, for the anarchists, is fundamentally a matter of
instinct, will, and moral ideals, and anarchist activity is to play a vital
part in bringing it about.

A final word must be said here about anarchist views of human
nature. I hope that the evidence presented in this chapter has dis-
pelled two common errors:__,{'g_ne, 'that all anarchists hold the same
beliefs about human nature; the other, that these beliefs are exces-
sively optimistign the sense that they present human beings in far
too favourable a light. We have seen that anarchists can be as unflat-
tering as anyone else about the motives and characteristics that men
actually display — indeed a riposte they frequently make to defenders
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of the state is that no one is good enough to be trusted with the reins of
power. There is, however, a different question that may be asked of
anarchists: namely, what capacities must people have if an anarchic
social order is to be feasible?‘{ have not tried to answer this other and
more contentious question.
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Having investigated the basic assumptions lying behind the anarchist
approach to revolutionary practice, we are now in a position to com-
pare anarchism with the other major tradition of revolutionary thought
in the West, Marxism. The point of doing so is not merely to discover
some interesting contrasts. Anarchist revolutionary ideas cannot be
properly understood unless we see that they took shape in direct
opposition to the principles propagated by Marx, Engels and their
followers. As noted earlierﬁmarchism and Marxism as revolutionary
movements both sprang from the same source, the cleavage in the First
International from the mid-1860s until its collapse in 1872. Before
that time working-class movements in the various European countries
had been, to a greater or lesser degree, socialist in orientation, but
their socialism was of a diffuse kind. The debates in the International,
which centred on the issue of whether economic or political means
should be used to bring about the emancipation of the working class,
created two distinct positions, which thereafter led independent
(although often intertwined) lives. The Marxist movement was
generally the stronger (although not always in the Latin countries),
and eventually had a successful revolution to its credit, but the
anarchist movement continued to play the role of a disreputable
younger brother, always prepared to ask awkward questions at the
wrong moment.
The relationship between these two ideologies is indeed a curious
_one." In their general perspective they had a great deal in common.
[_Both were severely critical of the capitalist economy, of bourgeois
society, and of the liberal (and later the liberal-democratic) state) In
these areas anarchists and Marxists were willing and able to borrow
from one another, anarchists absorbing the Marxian critique of capi-
talism, and Marxists the anarchist exposure of liberal politics, Both
had similar visions of the society that they wanted to create —a society
of liberty and equality, with social ownership of the means of produc-
tion, and no political apparatus| Finally both looked to the working-
class movement as the agency which would bring these visions to
fruition, and each tried to win the movement to its way of thinking'.j‘i
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The revolutionary heritage of the nineteenth century, beginning with
the first Revolution in France, and continuing through to the Paris
Commune and beyond, was held in common.

Yet despite these close resemblances, anarchism and Marxism
came to diverge in important respects, and eventually appealed to
different constituencies. It would be quite wrong to suppose that the
disagreement over revolutionary methods referred to above was all
that divided them. This disagreement was an inevitable outcome of
differences at a more fundamental level. In exploring these differ-
ences I shall try to look at the anarchist view of Marxism and the
Marxist view of anarchism in as even-handed a way as possible —
which is not how the subject is usually treated.?

)_The most fundamental difference concerns the materialist concep-
tion of history, often regarded by Marxists as the crowning glory of
their system, but looked on with less favour by anarchists'._XWe saw in
the last chapter that anarchists have tended to eschew rigorous
theories of history, and in so far as they have appealed to loose
philosophies of history to support their views of human nature and
revolution, these have been predominantly idealist in character. Thus
anarchists have raised two major objections to historical materialism.

) One is that the notion of a series of historical stages through which
every society passes — the position that Marx advances in his Preface to
the Critique of Political Economy, for example® —is too inflexible, and
by implication too deterministic about the revolutionary possibilities
presented by different societies.&This was linked — by both Bakunin
and Kropotkin, for example — to the ‘metaphysical’ character of
Marx’s dialectical method. No empirical study of history would, they
argued, reveal such a fixed pattern; instead we would find that,
measured in terms of our ideals of liberty and justice, societies took
large backward as well as forward steps; and moreover that societies at
a similar level of economic development were far from equally ready
to realize these ideals.*The second objection to historical materialism
is that it underestimates the role of ideas in historical change, and thus
the importance of a ‘revolutionary spirit’ to any future revolution.
This in turn encourages a quiescent attitude, a posture of sitting and
waiting for the laws of history to create the revolution by themselves -
a posture which was anathema to the anarchists, with their activist
outlook.)

This attack on historical materialism has been linked to another,
more directly political, attack on Marxism by several anarchists. It is
claimed that the Marxian aspiration to create a ‘scientific’ form of
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socialism — which finds its culmination in historical materialism —
leads inevitably to elitism. Once scientific truth has been discovered,
it becomes the preserve of the few, who then try to impart it to the
masses, and are intolerant of any criticism. One can find this line of
attack foreshadowed in a letter written by Proudhon to Marx, on one
of the few occasions when the French anarchist addressed himself
explicitly to Marxian ideas:

By all means let us work together to discover the laws of
society, the ways in which these laws are realized and the
process by which we are able to discover them. But, for God’s
sake, when we have demolished all ¢ priori dogmas, do not let
us think of indoctrinating the people in our turn. . . . Let us
not set ourselves up as the apostles of a new religion, even if it
be the religion of logic or of reason. Let us welcome and
encourage all protests, let us get rid of all exclusiveness and all
mysticism.?

Bakunin took up the theme when protesting against what he saw
as Marx’s attempts to foist an official ideology on to the First
International:

As soon as an official truth is pronounced — having been scien-
tifically discovered by this great brainy head labouring all
alone — a truth proclaimed and imposed on the whole world
from the summit of the Marxist Sinai, why discuss anything?®

Bakunin was not, however, particularly clear about the role which
social science should play in the revolutionary movement, claiming
both that it was indispensable to the proletariat and that it was
one-sided because it could only deal with generalizations and not with
‘real’ individuals.” A better argument was offered by Kropotkin when
he pointed out that authentic scientific laws were always conditional
in nature — they took the form ‘If A occurs, then B will follow’ —so that
it was impossible to show scientifically that any particular event must
happen. Rather than revealing the laws of history, therefore, science
could only teach us how best to achieve whatever ends we had chosen
to pursue.® From this it followed that the social scientist had no claim
to direct the revolutionary movement, but could only serve as its
handmaiden.

Such scepticism about ‘scientific socialism’ later found a particu-
larly warm response among anarchists in Russia, where the arguments
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of Bakunin and Kropotkin coalesced with a mistrust of intellectuals
that was indigenous to the political culture of that country. In particu-
lar Jan Waclaw Machajski developed the view that Marxism was the
1deology of the new professional intelligentsia who were trying to
establish themselves as a ruling class in place of the capitalists.
According to Machajski the idea that the revolution must wait until
the economic contradictions of capitalism had matured served the
interests of this class, who would then, by virtue of their technical
expertise and monopoly of knowledge, be strong enough to assume
control.” Although the Bolsheviks were later to show no such respect
for the laws of history, this did nothing to allay the fears of the
anarchists, as we shall see shortly.

The Marxist response to these attacks on historical materialism
and its political uses ran as follows. First, the anarchists were consis-
tently accused of being idealists in a derogatory sense. Their vision of
a society of liberty and justice, Marx and his followers argued, was
held up as an eternal verity, with no understanding of the historical
conditions which had produced it, or of those which might make it
feasible. This accusation ran throughout Marx’s lengthy critique of
Proudhon in The Poverty of Philosophy and was repeated in his more
fragmentary attacks on Bakunin.*® It has since become Marxist—
Leninist orthodoxy.*

Second, to the charge that their theory of history was too rigidly
patterned, the Marxists replied that the anarchists were blind to the
differences between the various economic modes of production found
in the history of human society, and therefore divorced the socialist
revolution from the economic development of capitalist society. From
this ahistorical perspective, revolution became entirely a matter of
voluntary initiative, without economic preconditions. Marx’s com-
ments on Bakunin are typical:

Since all the economic forms, developed or undeveloped, that
have existed till now included the enslavement of the worker
(whether in the shape of the wage-worker or the peasant, etc.)
he presumes that a radical revolution is equally possible in all of
them. What is more, he wants the European social revolution,
which is based on the economic foundation of capitalist pro-
duction, to be carried out on the level of the Russian or Slav
agricultural or pastoral nations, and not to overstep this level
.. . The basis of Bakunin’s social revolution is the wll, and
not the economic conditions."
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Finally, the Marxists responded to the anarchist critique of
‘scientific socialism’ by arguing that the anarchists were offering
nothing more than a ‘cult of ignorance’, that they were trying to whip
up the emotions of the working class with ultra-revolutionary phrases
and fantastic visions of the utopia ahead, with no real understanding
of how such a transformation might come about. This response has
been crystallized in orthodox Marxism-Leninism:

Marx and Engels countered the declarative and speculative
anarchist propositions and their dogmatism and idealism with
a concrete analysis of reality and the experience of the
working-class movement . . . and showed the dialectical laws
of the mass revolutionary struggle. They countered the revolu-
tionary rhetoric with a scientific solution of the fundamental
problems in the revolutionary transformation of the world.'*

It can be seen that the differences between anarchism and Marxism
are real enough — but that neither side can avoid caricaturing the views
of the other. We shall find ample confirmation of this proposition as
we examine some more specific contrasts between the two ideologies.

The second such contrast concerns the relationship between the
economy and the state./ From an anarchist perspective, Marxists are
guilty of a form of reductionism which portrays the state as nothing
more than a tool in the hands of the economically dominant class.
They fail to see that political systems have their own dynamics which
allow them to escape from the control of any economic class, however
powerful. Above all, Marxists are blind to the fact that states have
certain properties just because they are states.\States enshrine a hierar-
chical mode of organization, they use repressive measures to control
their subjects, and they engage in aggressive acts against other states,
for instance. All of this, of course, bears very directly on the Marxist
advocacy of a ‘proletarian dictatorship’ as the means of overthrowing
capitalism. As we shall see shortly, this became one of the major
tactical differences between the two movements. But it is important to
observe that the anarchist challenge to this proposal flowed directly
from a general critique of the Marxist theory of the state. In their
belief that a proletarian state would not be objectionable because the
workers would now be the ruling class, the Marxists overlooked the
fact that what they were proposing was precisely the creation of a szate.

These ideas were first expressed by Bakunin in the course of his
confrontation with Marx. Marx, he argued, ‘holds that the political
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condition of each country is always the product and the faithful
expression of its economic situation; to change the former it is neces-
sary only to transform the latter. . . . He takes no account of other
factors in history, such as the ever-present reaction of political, juri-
dical and religious institutions on the economic situation.’'* Marx
believed that the economic development of Europe had been accom-
panied by astrengthening and enlargement of the state, so he willingly
envisaged that the workers’ state would exercise still greater powers
(this ascription was accompanied by some unflattering comparisons
between Marx and Bismarck). But he failed to see what this implied:
foreign conquest, state education and censorship, a police force,
minority rule, and suppression of the individual.’® As Bakunin
summed up the challenge, ‘. . . mankind has for too long submitted to
being governed . . . the cause of its troubles does not lie in any
particular form of government but in the fundamental principles and
the very existence of government, whatever form it may take.’*®

We shall look later at the specific reasons anarchists have given for
expecting a proletarian dictatorship to reproduce all of these obnox-
ious features of the state. Now we must consider the Marxist counter-
attack on the general issue of the relationship between economy and
state. This amounts to the charge that the anarchists have a purely
abstract view of the state. They see a certain form of organization
appearing in various times and places, and analyse it quite unhis-
torically and unsociologically. They ignore the fact that its real signi-
ficance depends on the social forces which use it to promote their
interests. Thus rather than a general theory of the state, the Marxists
contend, there should be separate theories of the feudal state, the
capitalist state, and so forth. It follows that practices such as elections
cannot be assessed without reference to their social context —elections
under socialism will take on a quite different character, for example.’

Connected with this charge of abstraction was the claim that
anarchists saw economic relations as entirely a resultant of political
relations. Engels put the point with characteristic simplicity: ‘. . .
Bakunin maintains that it is the state which has created capital, that
the capitalist has his capital only by the grace of the state. As, therefore,
the state is the chief evil, it is above all the state which must be done
away with and then capitalism will go to blazes of itself.”®

Neither of these characterizations was accurate, of course. Marx,
especially, had quite a subtle view of the relationship between capi-
talism and the various state-forms that were compatible with it, and
the anarchists, far from seeing capitalism as merely the offshoot of the
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state, were quite undecided about which of these demons was the
more potent.'} The Marxists indeed tended to emphasize the depen-
dence of the state on the economic system, and the anarchists to
emphasize the autonomy of the state, but these tendencies were
exaggerated | to the point of travesty by each camp in its interpretation
of the other.\

The same can be said about the third matter over which anarchists
and Marxists disagreed: the identity of the agents of revolutionary
change. Although both aligned themselves with the nascent working-
class movement, this common identification concealed an important
difference: the anarchists had much the broader notion of the working
class. Not seeing the socialist revolution as tied (as the Marxists did) to
the development of the capitalist mode of production, they used terms
like ‘proletariat’ to refer indiscriminately to factory workers, artisans,
peasants, down-and-outs and so forth — anyone not included in the
ruling stratum of capitalists and state functionaries. (Some anarchists,
such as Emma Goldman, also recognized the existence of a ‘middle
class’ between these two blocs.) The Marxists, by contrast, distin-
guished rigorously between the proletariat proper, the peasantry, the
petty bourgeoisie and the lumpenproletariat, and assigned the leading
role in the revolution firmly to the proletariat — i.e. to the urbanized
factory workers.

The anarchists objected to this on two counts fFlrst they were
doubtful whether the factory workers really had the highest revolu-
tionary potential. They pointed to the existence of an ‘aristocracy of
labour’ —a comparatively well-off stratum of skilled manual workers
which was particularly evident in countries such as England and
Germany, the countries which the Marxists regarded as most ripe for
revolution. ‘By virtue of its relative well-being and semibourgeois
position, this upper layer of workers is unfortunately only too deeply
saturated with all the political and social prejudices and all the narrow
aspirations and pretensions of the bourgeoisie,” Bakunin wrote.?

/Instead the anarchists looked to ‘that great mass, those millions of the

uncultivated, the disinherited, the miserable, the illiterates’ — in other
words to landless peasants, to impoverished artisans, to the unem-
ployed and down-and-outs in the cities — to lead the revolution,
carrying the ‘respectable’ working class in its wake. This followed
from the anarchist belief that revolutions were born of poverty and
elemental passions; the urban working class, in their view, were too
well-cushioned materially and too well-drilled intellectually to make
good revolutionary material.il
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| The second objection to the Marxist faith in the proletariat was
that, even if the urban working class were able to carry through a
revolution, they might do so at the expense of the peasants and the
other dispossessed classes'\ Bakunin raised the spectre of the prole-
tariat becoming the ‘fourtTl governing class’, immediately going on to
explain, however, that real power would quickly pass into the hands
of a small elite ruling in the name of the proletariat.*'

Not all anarchists went as far as Bakunin in his mistrust of the
urban workers and his faith in ‘the great rabble of the people’; on the
other hand, none went as far as Marx in deifying the organized factory
worker. Men like Kropotkin and Malatesta, born in countries with
predominantly peasant populations, tended always to think of rural
uprisings when looking for models of the future revolution. Those
anarchists who became syndicalists could not of course deny the
revolutionary potential of the urban working class, but even here — in
the case of Goldman and Berkman, for example — we can find sus-
picions of the aristocracy of labour®? and pleas for the integration of
urban and rural workers.?® A recent critique of Marxism by the
American anarchist Murray Bookchin goes right back to Bakunin in
its insistence that the anarchist revolution must be a mass revolution
cutting across conventional class lines. In Bookchin’s view, the tradi-
tional class conflict between capitalist and worker merely serves to
stabilize capitalism by improving the worker’s material circum-
stances, and the worker’s mode of life makes him conformist rather
than revolutionary. ‘The worker begins to become a revolutionary
when he undoes his “workerness’’, when he comes to detest his class
status here and now, when he begins to shed exactly those features
which the Marxists most prize in him — his work ethic, his character-
structure derived from industrial discipline, his respect for hierarchy,
his obedience to leaders, his consumerism, his vestiges of puritan-
ism.”?* According to Bookchin, revolutionaries are those who have
broken with the dominant culture and begun to live subversive life-
styles — no matter from what economic class they are drawn.

To this charge that they are infected by ‘workeritis’, Marxists have
responded by accepting their identification with the urban working
class and then challenging the revolutionary credentials of the classes
to whom the anarchists look instead. The Marxist contention — which
applies equally to the petty-bourgeoisie, the peasantry and the
lumpenproletariat — is that these classes are subject to abrupt shifts of
political consciousness, at one moment holding ultra-revolutionary
attitudes, at the next reactionary views. (Anarchism is said to

85



Anarchism

correspond to the ultra-revolutionary phase of consciousness.) Both the
petty-bourgeoisie and the peasantry are, from a Marxist perspective,
doomed to be swept away by the historical development of capitalist
society: the artisan or the shopkeeper will be driven into the ranks of
the proletariat proper as small property is absorbed by large capitalist
property, while the small-holding or tenant farmer will be converted
into a rural wage-labourer. Faced thus with extinction, members of
both classes will seek to arrest the course of history - either by
searching for some radical utopia in which (for instance) everyone is a
small property-owner or a landed peasant, or by attempting to retreat
to a golden age before the onset of capitalism. This second, reaction-
ary, phase of consciousness was illustrated, in Marx’s view, by the
French peasants’ support for Louis Bonaparte — ‘historical tradition
gave rise to the belief of the French peasants in the miracle that a man
named Napoleon would bring all the glory back to them’.?* As for the
lumpenproletariat — a class delightfully itemized by Marx as consist-
y” ing of ‘vagabonds, discharged soldiers, discharged jailbirds, escaped
“galley-slaves, swindlers, mountebanks, lazzaroni, pickpockets, trick-
sters, gamblers, magquereaus, brothel-keepers, porters, lirerati, organ-
grinders, rag-pickers, knife-grinders, tinkers, beggars . . .”* — they
were politically unreliable. They might take to the streets in a riot
against the government, but they might equally be conscripted by the
authorities, to serve as agents-provocateurs or as police spies. Thus the
same Bonaparte was able to form these elements into the Society of
December 10 as a kind of private army.2’

In contrast to these groups, the Marxists regarded the factory
workers as having interests in line with the historical transition from
capitalism to socialism. Their conditions of work made them inter-
dependent, thus preparing them for the fully socialized production of
the future, while their economic struggle with their employers gave
them an immediate interest in expropriating private capital. While
peasants and petty-bourgeois might play an auxiliary role in the
revolution, therefore, they must do so under the tutelage of the urban
proletariat.?®

In retrospect, it is difficult not to concede that both anarchists and
Marxists had a point. The Marxists were right in thinking that, of ail
social groups, the urban workers would be most consistently attracted
to socialist ideas and programmes. The anarchists, however, were
right to suspect that more often than not this would amount to a
reformist and statist version of socialism. They were right, too, in
believing that if revolutions was going to occur, they would do so
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among the peasantry, the artisans, and the ‘immature’ urban working
class, which had not yet been drilled into the routines of industrial
life. The Marxists, though, were right to doubt whether revolutions
under those circumstances could really lead to a viable form of soci-
alism —even if many of them were later willing to set aside this doubt,
in Russia and elsewhere.

The fourth contrast between anarchists and Marxists concerns the
appropriate means for bringing about the revolutionary transforma-
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tion of society. The Marxists advocated the use of political methods,~ Cey.s“z

involving the formation of a socialist party which would take power, -+

either legally or illegally, and then proceed to use the machinery of the
state to socialize the system of production. The anarchists preached
abstention from any form of politics, and insisted that the revolution
should involve the immediate seizure of the means of production by
the workers and peasants, with no ‘transition period’ and no ‘workers’
state’ to follow. Their division on this issue, which polarized the two
camps in the First International and afterwards, flowed inevitably
from the differences we have already traced.

In the case of the anarchist critique of Marxist revolutionary
methods, I shall look first at their general reasons for thinking that
political means could not be used to create egalitarian socialism. I
shall then turn to their more specific attacks on the two paths which
Marxists have chosen to follow in different times and places: the
parliamentary path, requiring an electoral victory by socialist party
candidates and then the use of existing state machinery to introduce
socialism; and the revolutionary path, involving the destruction of the
existing state and the creation of a new regime — the dictatorship of the
proletariat — to bring about the transition to socialism. The first pathis
best illustrated by the case of Germany, where the Social Democratic
Party, broadly Marxist in orientation from its foundation in 1869, set
its sights on winning a majority in the Reichstag. The second is
epitomized by the career of the Bolshevik party in Russia, established
after the break with the less radical Mensheviks in 1903, culminating
in the October Revolution and the Soviet regime that followed.
Anarchists have had a good deal to say about both examples. .

Two general considerations lead anarchists to dismiss the political
road to socialism. First, if revolutionaries attempt to use the state —
whether the pre-existing state or a replacement —to achieve their ends,
they unavoidably reproduce all the features of that institution. Every
state is an agency whereby a ruling minority exploits and oppresses a
majority. Even if the new rulers are drawn from the ranks of the
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previously oppressed majority, and even if they are made formally
responsible to that majority by democratic elections, they will escape
from effective control and form themselves into a new privileged
class. They will then use the immense powers of the state to protect
their own newly acquired interests, not the general interests of
society. The cause of this degeneration does not lie in the innate
maleficence of men, but in the corrupting effects of power. As
Bakunin once wrote:

Nothing is as dangerous for man’s personal morality as the
habit of commanding. The best of men, the most intelligent,
unselfish, generous, and pure, will always and inevitably be
corrupted in this pursuit. Two feelings inherent in the exercise
of power never fail to produce this demoralization: contempt for
the masses, and, for the man in power, an exaggerated sense of his
own worth.*®

e
"\_Consequently,

SR if there should be established tomorrow a government or a
| legislative council, a Parliament made up exclusively of
workers, those very workers who are now staunch democrats
| and Socialists, will become determined aristocrats, bold or

timid worshippers of the principle of authority, and will also
K become oppressors and exploiters.3®

The second reason has to do with the nature of the constructive
task facing a socialist government. The anarchists, as we know, had a
definite vision of the society that a socialist revolution should produce
— it must be communist and decentralist, with decision-making in the
hands of producer groups and local communes, and so forth. In itself
this vision did not differ materially from the ‘higher stage of commu-
nism’ envisaged by Marx as the final goal of the proletarian revolu-
tion. But the anarchists categorically denied that statist methods
could take humanity to this goal. The state was constrained by its own
nature to behave in certain ways. Its principle of organization was
hierarchy, and its mode of action was legislation. Thus a socialist state
would attempt to incorporate all local groupings into a single, central-
ized authority structure, and it would attempt to lay down uniform
regulations for every district and region. In doing so it would stifle the
initiative of the masses and their immediate organs of self-government
— factory committees, local communes, etc. This would not only be
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disastrous from a revolutionary point of view, but also hopelessly
inefficient. The central authorities could have no real understanding
of the specific needs of each locality. The people best able to carry out
the constructive tasks of the revolution — the people on the spot, with
direct knowledge of the problems and the resources available to solve
them — would be stymied by the bureaucratic machinery of the state.

These ideas were expressed by many anarchist critics of state
socialism — by Bakunin, Malatestaand Berkman, for example 31 Butit
was perhaps Kropotkin, with his profound sense of the ‘organic’
quality of the social life which the revolution must release from the
grip of the state, who expressed them most forcefully. As he wrote in
1880, ‘to allow any government to be established, a strong and recog-
nized power, is to paralyse the work of the revolution at once’. For:

The economic change which will result from the social revolu-
tion will be so immense and so profound, it must so change all
the relations based today on property and exchange, that it is
impossible for one or any individual to elaborate the different
social forms which must spring up in the society of the future.
This elaboration of new social forms can only be made by the
collective work of the masses. To satisfy the immense variety
of conditions and needs which will spring up as soon as private
property shall be abolished, it is necessary to have the collec-
tive suppleness of mind of the whole people. Any authority
external to it will only be an obstacle, and beside that a source
of discord and hatred.®?

This prediction was amply borne out, in Kropotkin’s eyes, by his later
experience of the Bolshevik regime in Russia.*® We shall return to this
shortly.

Anarchists, then, have levelled two general charges against the use
of statist means for achieving socialism: those who find themselves in
positions of authority are inevitably transformed into a new ruling
class, and in any case statist methods are antipathetic to the construc-
tive tasks of the revolution. To these they have added more specific
critiques of the parliamentary road to socialism, and its alternative,
revolutionary dictatorship.

From an anarchist point of view, the story of parliamentary soci-
alism is always one of a gradual slide into collaboration with the
bourgeoisie. The very act of setting up a party to contest elections
signals a willingness to play the game of parliamentary politics, and
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attracts ambitious members of the bourgeoisie into the party. Thus
Bakunin thought that the German S.P.D., from its inception, stood
for a compromise between socialism and bourgeois democracy, and
implicitly for class collaboration.** Once the party is formed, it has to
engage in electoral politics. This means that it has to adjust its
platform to reflect the current views of its working-class supporters,
views which bear the imprint of the dominant capitalist ideology.
‘The proletariat’, Bakunin wrote, ‘wants one thing, but clever people,
profiting by its ignorance, make it do quite another thing . . .’*® The
socialist party, as a result, has to jettison its most radical demands and
present a more moderate face to the electorate.®® It also becomes
involved in what Kropotkin called ‘the sad comedy of elections’ — false
promises, bribery, patronage and so forth - activities which debase its
own candidates.®”

Even if a few sincere socialists are elected to parliament, however,
they are still liable to be co-opted by the ruling class. They are likely to
find themselves in a small minority in a body whose main purpose is to
conduct the day-to-day business of the bourgeoisie. What should they
do? If they stand up and deliver revolutionary speeches, they will
quickly become objects of derision, and anyway these speeches will
achieve nothing. So they become involved in the practical details of
legislation. The socialist, Berkman argued, ‘comes to feel that he must
find some way to take a serious part in the work, express sound
opinions in the discussions and become a real factor in the proceed-
ings’.*® But he then finds himself in the impossible position of having
to legislate on thousands of matters of which he has no direct know-
ledge, so he is forced to rely on the guidance of his leaders. Against his
will, he is turned into a party hack.®

The development of the S.P.D. (Social Democratic Party) in
Germany appeared to the anarchists to confirm this prognostication
fully. Johann Most and several others who had criticized the party for
its parliamentarianism were expelled in 1880 and joined the anarchist
movement. The party’s later role in supporting the First World War
and suppressing the German revolution of 1918—19 came as no sur-
prise to them.*

None of these strictures, however, appear to apply to those revolu-
tionary Marxists who advocated smashing the existing state mach-
inery and replacing it with a new apparatus manned entirely by
proletarians — the view of Lenin, for instance, in The State and
Revolution. Some anarchists did, indeed, believe that Lenin and the
Bolsheviks had moved close to an anarchist position by the summer of

90

Anarchism and Marxism

1917, their official Marxism notwithstanding. But events later in that
vear and in the year following quickly disabused them of that belief.
The general terms of the anarchist critique of Bolshevism had
been set beforehand by Bakunin, when he spoke of a new class of
scientific intellectuals ruling in the name of the proletariat, and by
Kropotkinn, when he contrasted the spontaneous creativity of the
masses with the dead hand of party dictatorship.*' The anarchists
believed, indeed, that the real revolution in Russia took place not
because of the Bolsheviks but in spite of them, and not in October
1917, when the Bolsheviks seized power, but in the months before,
when the masses destroyed the Provisional Government by retreating
from the war, by taking over the land, and by controlling the factories.
The people proceeded to create their own organs of revolutionary
self-government — the factory committees, the peasant communes,
the co-operatives, serving as links between town and country, and the
soviets.*? The Bolsheviks paid lip-service to these organs, the anar-
chists claimed, and in this way managed to win a good deal of popular
support. When strong enough to do so, they carried through their
insurrection. The effect of this was not to advance the revolution but
merely to formalize what had already been done. Immediately, how-
ever, the Bolsheviks began to bring the popular organs under their
control in order to secure their rule. As Goldman later saw it, ‘all the
succeeding acts of the Bolsheviki, all their following policies, changes
of policies, their compromises and retreats, their methods of suppres-
sion and persecution, their terrorism and extermination of all other
political views — all were but the means to an end, the retaining of the
State power in the hands of the Communist Party’.*® As a result the
popular institutions began to wither and die, as Bolshevik agents
forced them into line with centrally decided policy.** Kropotkin,
although for a long time silent about the defects of the regime,
eventually wrote to Lenin that ‘what is needed is local construction by
local forces . . . The influx and bossism of party men, predominantly
fledgeling Communists . . . have already destroyed the influence and
creative strength of these much-vaunted institutions, the soviets.’*
Other anarchists had joined the attack sooner. As early as Dec-
ember 1917 Maximov described the Bolsheviks as ‘a force of stagna-
tion” and called for a ‘third revolution’ to destroy the new organs of
power which the soviets had become.* In September of the following
year he labelled the new regime ‘State capitalist’ — a term of little
theoretical value, but clear emotive force: ‘The people are being
transformed into servants over whom there has risen a new class of
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administrators — a new class born mainly from the womb of the
so-called intelligentsia. Isn’t this merely a new class system looming
on the revolutionary horizon?’*” Both the long-standing fears of the
anarchists had materialized: the popular revolution had been sub-
verted by the centralized party, and the party itself had turned into a
ruling class. Whether the Bolsheviks were interested merely in
acquiring power, or whether they genuinely wished to promote their
ideals, was irrelevant. Once they had come to identify the safety of the
revolution with their own tenure of power, the revolution was lost.

Even so, under the circumstances of civil war and foreign inter-
vention which followed the Revolution, some anarchists were willing
to offer qualified practical support to the Bolsheviks. This continued
until the Bolsheviks suppressed virtually the entire anarchist move-
ment in 1921.4%

This concludes my discussion of the anarchist critique of Marxist
revolutionary strategy. Let me now, very briefly, consider the Marx-
ist attitude to anarchist revolutionary methods (here, as elsewhere, I
omit from consideration what either camp might say in self-defence
when challenged by the other). This was far from complimentary: ‘a
pageant of futility and decadence’ as one of them put it. Marxists
argue that anarchists have no real understanding of the nature of
revolution, and merely offer high-sounding phrases with no practical
value. Their talk about ‘abolishing authority’ ignores the fact that
revolutions are contests of force. As Engels put the point, ‘a revolu-
tion is certainly the most authoritarian thing there is; it is the act
whereby one part of the population imposes its will upon the other
part by means of rifles, bayonets and cannon — authoritarian means, if
such there be at all; and if the victorious party does not want to have
fought in vain, it must maintain this rule by means of the terror which
its arms inspire in the reactionaries’.*® In this vein Marx and Engels
mocked the ineffectiveness of Bakunin’s attempt to decree the aboli-
tion of the state during an uprising in Lyons and his later participation
in an abortive insurrection in Bologna.”® But Marxists have also
detected a different element in anarchist strategy, one that relies on
acts of terror and appeals to social outcasts and criminals. Marx and
Engels seized upon Bakunin’s association with Nechaev to claim that
the inner secret of anarchism was terrorism. ‘There anarchy means
universal, pan destruction; the revolution, a series of assassinations,
first individual and then en masse; the sole rule of action, the Jesuit
morality intensified; the revolutionary type, the brigand.”' The
danger of this was not that the programme might actually be carried
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out in full, but that isolated incidents would give the bourgeoisie the
opportunity to take repressive measures, to the detriment of the
socialist movement generally. This view was loudly echoed by
Plekhanov in the 1890s;** and Lenin, although not accepting
Plekhanov’s identification of anarchists with brigands, held that ‘the
anarchists always do help the bourgeoise in practice’ because of the
divisive effect their ‘abstract revolutionism’ had on the working-class
movement.*® Finally Engels and later Lenin were to observe that
anarchist abstention from politics was liable to turn suddenly into
collaboration with bourgeois parties, as it had in Andalusia during the
insurrection of 1873, for instance.* In summary, then, anarchism was
an ideology of the radical petty-bourgeoisie, but its political effects
were helpful mainly to the bourgeoisie itself.

) The single most striking theme that runs through this controversy
between anarchists and Marxists over revolutionary strategy is the
congruence (or lack of it) between means and ends. Sharing the same
ultimate goal, the Marxists advocated reaching it by methods -
especially the proletarian dictatorship — whose character is diametri-
cally opposed to that of the goal itself. They did so because of their
faith in the working class and its historical destiny. As Marx made
clear, a worker remains a worker (with all that that implies) even when
serving on a political body.”® The anarchists were not inclined to
idealize the proletariat in this way (believing that their class interests
were not necessarily identical with those of the oppressed generally);
they had a stronger sense of the imperfections of human nature,
especially the recurrence of domineering and exploitative instincts;
and they were more conscious of the inner dynamics that governed
every political institution, whatever its name or formal structure.
They demanded, therefore, that the stateless society must be pre-
figured in the revolutionary strategy used to attain it: means and ends
must be congruent. Of course it was one thing to demand this, and
quite another to find a strategy that actually worked, as we shall see in
the following chapters.
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7 Revolutionary Organization and
Strategy

Through their confrontation with, and rejection of, the Marxian idea
of political revolution, the anarchists arrived at their own distinctive
view of the revolutionary process. We are now in a position to under-
stand its main elements. First of all, the revolution had to be a mass
affair, not a matter of a few politicians legislating the new society into
existence, nor indeed of any particular class ‘leading’ the remainder
into socialism. Second, the masses must in the course of the revolution
acquire moral ideas that would guide them in their constructive task
of creating the institutions of the future. Third, existing institutions
which embodied the principle of hierarchical authority — the mach-

| inery of the state, the judicial system, capitalist property and so forth—
|must be completely destroyed, not taken over and used, per impos-
\stbile, for new purposes. Fourth, the new society must not reinstate

the authoritarian principle, whether in the form of a ‘workers’ state’, a
‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ or whatever; free association must be
the pattern of organization from the first day of the revolution on-
ward. '

This was the anarchist position: I have suggested that its central
idea was the congruence of means and ends. But it was still necessary
to find a form of organization and a strategy for revolution that was
both consistent with these principles and practically effective. Indeed
anarchists have often found themselves impaled on this very fork.
Either they have stuck rigidly to their principles, and found them-
selves the helpless spectators of events whose outcome they could not
influence; or they have tried to be politically effective, and become
involved in a series of compromises with other groups which has
meant jettisoning sacred principles such as political abstention. But
before we conclude that this dilemma is inescapable, we must examine
anarchist revolutionary strategy in greater detail. This chapter looks
at the insurrectionary strategy adopted by the mainstream of the
anarchist movement. The two that follow it examine specific strate-
gies which anarchists have pursued on occasion, not always with the
approval of the movement as a whole: first, the resort to terror, and
second, the use of trade unions as a revolutionary weapon.
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The basic ingredients of the problem are easily described. On the
one hand there are the masses, oppressed and exploited, and (in the
anarchists’ view) instinctively prepared to revolt against their oppres-
sors, but not consciously anarchist in outlook. On the other hand
there are a small number of conscious anarchists. How should these
anarchists organize themselves, consistently with their principles?
And what should their relationship to the masses be? How is it
possible to guide them in an anarchist direction without contravening
the spontaneity which, according to the anarchists, is vital to the
revolution?

Some critics have accused the anarchists of the same elitism for
which they have condemned others.” In so far as this accusation has
any substance, it derives it from the case of Bakunin, who at times
both spoke and acted in a way that justified Marx’s description of him

. as ‘Jesuitical’. Bakunin had a recurrent weakness for conspiracies and

secret societies. During his career as an anarchist he attempted to
form a number of the latter, drawing up elaborate constitutions and
programmes for organizations which often barely existed outside of
his imagination.? His intention appears to have been to create an
international organization of professional revolutionaries ready to
direct the course of a future European revolution. He maintained that
a small number of men in each country — perhaps as few as a couple of
hundred — would be able to do this directing provided they were well
organized and sufficiently dedicated to the cause.? Bakunin did not of
, course believe that such a body could make a revolution by itself, but
it could prepare the ground by disseminating socialist ideas, and then,
,{fvhen the moment of action came, exercise moral hegemony (so to
speak) over the masses. It should be, he wrote, ‘a sort of revolutionary
general staff, composed of dedicated, energetic, intelligent indi-
viduals . . . capable of serving as intermediaries between the revolu-
tionary idea and the instincts of the people’;* or again (varying the
metaphor), ‘we must be the invisible pilots guiding the Revolution, not
by any kind of overt power but by the collective dictatorship of all our
“allies . . .

1 The elitism which infects these passages is apparent, though on
Bakunin’s behalf it should be said that he was opposed to the anarchist
vanguard establishing any formal structure of power after the revolu-
tion, or even holding public offices of any kind.® Later anarchists were
to reject Bakunin’s ideas about revolutionary organization, while still
allowing that minority groups had an important role to play in creat-
ing a revolutionary consciousness. Kropotkin, for example, whose
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faith in the revolutionary potential of the common people was
unbounded, still conceded that conscious anarchists were likely to
remain in a small minority up to the moment of the revolution. His
conviction was that, in the course of social upheavals, minority ideas
which corresponded to the hidden aspirations of the masses would
always come to the fore.” Emma Goldman argued even more force-
fully that new ideas and movements were always created by small
minorities, and that the masses were at most times a reactionary force,
since they were imbued with the conservative ideas of the ruling
class.® Neither Kropotkin nor Goldman, however, envisaged the
conscious minority continuing to play a role after the revolution; nor
did they believe in organizing it beforehand into a clandestine ‘inter-
national brotherhood’ directed from the centre.

future social order. This meant, in essence, free association and
federalism. Local groups of anarchists would form and try to agree
upon a common programme of action. If agreement were reached,
action could proceed, but if not no one could be ordered to act against
his will, or disciplined for failing to obey a majority decision. Groups
formed in this way could federate into regional, national and finally
international alliances, but once again the federation must be volun-
tary, and decisions made by congresses at the higher level were not to
be mandatory for the federated groups. This might sound like a recipe
for disorganization rather than organization, and indeed it effectively
prevented the anarchists from forming themselves into anything
resembling a conventional party, but we shall see that it had certain
strengths as well as weaknesses.

Some anarchists have been positively in favour of organizational
fluidity. A French anarchist from the 1880s wrote:

We do not believe . . . in long-term associations, federations,
etc. In our view, a group . . . should only be established at a
precise point, for an immediate action; once the action is
accomplished, the group reshapes itself along new lines,
whether with the same members or with new ones . . .°

An obvious merit of this proposal, anarchistically speaking, is that it
would prevent any growth of bureaucracy in the movement. A more
practical consideration is that it would (and did) make it very difficult
for the police to penetrate the movement effectively. A police agent
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could easily join an anarchist cell, but he would find it very hard to
obtain an overview of the movement as a whole. In contrast, when
anarchists opted for more durable forms of association, their plans
were frequently revealed to the police in time for the latter to take
preventative action, as we shall see shortly in the case of the Italian
anarchists.

The drawbacks of this disaggregated form of organization can be
appreciated by looking at the attempt to create a ‘libertarian’ Inter-
national after the effective collapse of the First International in 1872.
The new International did, indeed, come into being inasmuch as
congresses were held annually between then and 1877 (except in
1875). But at the second of these, in Geneva in 1873, it was agreed that
congress decisions should not be binding on any federation or section
which dissented from them. The effect of this was that quite basic
questions of strategy — such as the attitude to be taken towards the
general strike, and towards political participation — could be debated
repeatedly, without the constituent groupings becoming united
around a single policy.'® The International was really nothing more
than a talking shop. Even an attempt to set up an international
information bureau came to nothing. It collapsed when its most active
component —the Jura Federation — decided that its congresses were no
longer worth attending.

Even if, mirabile dictu, a European-wide social revolution had
broken out, the International would plainly have been in no position
to direct its course. The same can be said of the anarchist movements
within each country. This is well illustrated by the case of Russia,
where the anarchists gathered a good deal of popular support during
the summer of 1917 through their participation in the movement for
workers’ control and the peasant communes. When the moment
arrived for insurrection, however, the Bolsheviks had a well-
disciplined party machine, while the anarchists could not even boast
of a single national organization.!® They were ineffective then, and
equally ineffective later in their attempts to resist the growing power
of the Bolsheviks — hampered especially by the internal division
between anarcho-syndicalists and anarcho-communists. Goldman
later reflected sadly that:

Most of the Russian Anarchists themselves were unfortunately
still in the meshes of limited group activities and of individu-
alistic endeavour as against the more important social and
collective efforts . . . their work would have been of infinitely
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greater practical value had they been better organized and
equipped to guide the released energies of the people toward
the re-organization of life on a libertarian foundation.*?

She did not stop to ask whether these failures were not implicit in
the anarchists’ attitude to organization itself.

I 'shall have something more to say later about a particular aspect of
this question — namely anarchist military organization — but I want
now to turn to the question of revolutionary strategy. In approaching
this question it is important to bear two points constantly in mind.

| The first is that the anarchists did not conceive of themselves as

making a revolution in the ordinary sense, but as helping to create a

| state of mind in which the masses would make the revolution by
| themselves. The second is that they were perennially over-optimistic

about the readiness of the masses to participate. Especially in the
heyday of the anarchist movement, Europe appeared to them as a vast
gunpowder keg, needing only the right spark to set it off. Kropotkin,
for instance, believed in the 1870s that the European revolution would
arrive in a matter of years rather than decades. The issue was only
where and how to apply the spark.

¢ At first the anarchists confined themselves to verbal propaganda.
Their aim was to convey anarchist ideas to the masses by discussion,
by speech-making and through books and pamphlets. Indeed this has
always been their predominant mode of activity, taking the movement
as a whole. But it quickly became clear, to the impatient anarchists of
the 1870s, that converting the masses by these means would take far
too long. Bakunin set the tone for the future when he declared, in
1873:

I am now convinced that the time for grand theoretical dis-
courses, written or spoken, is over. During the last nine years
more than enough ideas for the salvation of the world have
been developed in the International . . . This is the time not
for ideas but for action, for deeds.!?

So there emerged the idea of propaganda by the deed, an idea
which has since acquired infamous associations. Many critics of
anarchism have simply equated it with a strategy of terror. But at first
this was not so. Propaganda by the deed denoted a wider conception of
revolutionary strategy, which admittedly did not exclude acts of
violence, but on the other hand did not reduce to them. When, later
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on, it came to refer simply to individual acts of terror — bombings and
assassinations, for instance — anarchists like Kropotkin who had been
influential in developing the original idea of propaganda by the deed
turned against it. This later development will be discussed in the
following chapter. Here I want to look at the original, broader idea.

The thought lying behind propaganda by the deed is that the
masses are generally impervious to ordinary forms of written and
verbal propaganda but can be aroused by forms of direct action
against the state and against capitalist property that take place before
their eyes. Brousse and Kropotkin, in a famous article defending this
strategy,"* pointed out that peasants and workers who were labouring
for eleven or twelve hours a day had no inclination to spend their
evenings reading socialist literature. What was needed was an act
which both excited attention and conveyed a message. The Paris
Commune was a good illustration. Beforehand almost no one had
grasped the idea of communal autonomy, despite Proudhon’s mag-
nificent books. But once the idea had taken living form, everyone
was forced to respond to it, positively or negatively. Brousse and
Kropotkin concluded that anarchists should try to seize a commune
and carry through the anarcho-communist programme (collectivizing
property and so forth). Even if they were ultimately defeated by
outside forces,

The idea will be broadcast, not on paper, not in a journal, not
in a picture, it will no longer be sculpted in marble, nor carved
in stone, nor cast in bronze: it will march, in flesh and blood,
living, before the people.

The people will salute it as it passes.'

These views were later to be adopted by the Jura Federation as a
whole. Their original authorship, however, lay not with Brousse and
Kropotkin but with the Italian anarchists (especially Cafiero and
Malatesta) who had developed them in response to what were seen as
the particular social conditions of that country. Their strategy
involved an armed band of anarchists moving from commune to
commune and displaying ‘socialism in action’ to the inhabitants of
each.' An abortive attempt had already been made to put this strategy
into effect, at Bologna in 1874. During a period of popular unrest over
high food prices and low wages, the anarchists tried to stage an
insurrection which would spark off a series of uprisings throughout
Italy. An armed band gathered outside Bologna, but reinforcements
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from neighbouring towns were intercepted by the police, and the
insurgents judged themselves too weak to carry through their attack.
They disbanded, but their leaders were captured by the police.
(Bakunin, who had travelled to Bologna to lead the insurrection,
spent the night hidden in his room and later escaped disguised as a
priest.)!”

A city of Bologna’s size was certainly too tough a proposition for an
anarchist contingent which turned out on the night to be much
smaller than its leaders expected. Three years later, a similar attempt
at San Lupo was more successful because more modest in its initial
targets. This was to provide the classic model of ‘propaganda by the
deed’ and helped to inspire the panegyric by Brousse and Kropotkin
cited above. It was carried out among small villages in a mountainous
area of Italy, thus enabling the anarchists to escape, for a while, the
attentions of the police. The aim was for an armed band to ‘move
about in the countryside as long as possible, preaching war, exciting to
social brigandage, occupying the small communes and then leaving
them after having performed those revolutionary acts that were pos-
sible and advancing to those localities where our presence would be
manifested most usefully’.’® In the event only twenty-six anarchists
could be mustered at San Lupo, but these marched to the village of
Letino, where they declared the revolution and burnt the municipal
archives. According to the participants’ later reports, these actions
were applauded by the peasants of the village, and even the local priest
spoke in support of the revolutionaries. Weapons found in the village
hall were distributed to the peasants, and they were left to carryon the
social revolution while the anarchists moved on to the neighbouring
village of Gallo. Here the same actions were repeated, while in addi-
tion the tax collector’s receipts were distributed and the counting
mechanisms on the grain mills broken. But the local peasantry
declined to offer the anarchists their active support, and the band was
obliged to move on to evade a military cordon that was being thrown
around the area. Two days later, after a vain attempt to escape across a
mountain, they were captured in a state of exhaustion by troops. They
were tried in Benevento, after which the insurrection is often
named. '

Was the insurrection, then, a dismal failure? As David Stafford
has pointed out, the advocates of propaganda by the deed were able to
rely on a perfect intellectual safety-net. If an insurrection should
succeed, so much the better; if it should be suppressed, it would still
serve as a ‘living idea’ to arouse the consciousness of the people.?
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Thus in the aftermath of the Benevento affair, anarchists both in Italy
and elsewhere were able to hail it as an act of pure propaganda. By
burning the archives, distributing tax receipts and so forth, they had
taught the people contempt for property and the state (in reality,
however, the peasants’ delight at seeing their civic obligations go up in
smoke can hardly be said to express disdain for property!). But this
easy gloss on the affair failed to address a crucial difficulty for the
strategy of propaganda by the deed if it was to amount to more than
just consciousness-raising (and this seems certainly to have been the

, intention of Malatesta and others before the event): how would a small

number of isolated communes avoid being picked off one at a time by
the police or the army? Both at Bologna and San Lupo, the police were
alerted to the anarchists’ plans well before the event, and were easily
able to muster sufficient forces to defeat and capture the insurgents.

'Communications between groups of anarchists in different locations

were poor, and so the rebellion was crushed before it had really begun.
Moreover the arrest of the leading spirits threatened to destroy the
movement as a whole — though in the Benevento case Malatesta and
the others were fortunate to be acquitted at their trial after sixteen
months of custodial imprisonment.

The lesson to be drawn here, I believe, is that the insurrectional

/strategy only had a chance of success when the civil authorities were

disabled by some external cause from suppressing the rising. The
clearest cases would be foreign invasion or civil war, and we shall
come to some instances of these shortly. Where the authorities were at
full strength, the insurrection was too easy to put down, and the action
too costly for the participants. Propaganda by the deed, in its original
connotation, had to be a public act of resistance to the state, so that the
‘living idea’ could appear in the full light of day, and there was no way
for the perpetrators to avoid recognition. After experiences such as
those I have described, the attractions of clandestine operations
become apparent: they can be carried out by very small numbers of
people — even by single individuals — and the participants can hope to
escape detection. Whether they can have the same propaganda value
as open insurrections is a matter to be discussed in the following
chapter. It is no surprise, then, that the conference of the Jura
Federation in 1880 which advocated ‘total destruction of existing
institutions by force’ and ‘propagation of the revolutionary idea and
the spirit of revolt by deeds’ should also have recommended its
constituent groups to study ‘the technical and chemical sciences’
which had ‘already rendered services to the revolutionary cause’ — in
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plainer words, to learn how to make bombs.?' This was to set the tone
for the 1880s and 1890s.

For further evidence of the strengths and weaknesses of the insur-
rectional strategy, we need to move forward some forty years in time
to the Russian Civil War and the Ukrainian insurrection led by the
iguerrilla fighter Nestor Makhno. The peasants of that region had
already gained some experience of communal self-management in
11905 and again in 1917, so Makhno’s ground was better prepared than
that of Malatesta and his comrades. Makhno himself came of a peasant
family, and was a man of action rather than an intellectual, but
nonetheless a committed anarchist. He was active in the peasant
uprisings in the Ukraine during the summer of 1917, but his main
chance came in the following spring, when the Brest-Litovsk treaty
handed the region over to the Germans and the Austrians. Makhno
formed a band of partisans to resist the foreign invaders and the forces
of their puppet ruler, the Hetman Skoropadsky. Using classic guer-
rilla tactics — rapid movement, lightning attacks and withdrawals,
merging with the peasantry when cornered — the Makhnovshchina
wore down their opponents and grew steadily in strength.?* The
Germans and Austrians withdrew towards the end of 1918, and the
Hetman fell from power. Makhno then turned his forces — by now
numbering as many as 20,000 — against the Petliurists, Ukrainian
nationalists who took control of most of the region in the aftermath of
the Hetman. After a decisive engagement in mid-December 1918, the
Makhnovshchina found themselves in control of a large area of
Southern Ukraine. They lost no time in encouraging the peasants and
workers to form communes and soviets, and a number of such institu-

‘tions did indeed appear (I shall consider their effectiveness later).
Regional congresses were held in January and February 1919, and the
second of these established a Revolutionary Military Soviet to act as its
executive. The proceedings of these bodies were dominated by the
military needs of the moment, with the region being threatened both
by the Bolsheviks and by the white army of Denikin. A ‘voluntary and
egalitarian mobilization” was declared, meaning that each village was
to supply a stated number of soldiers for Makhno’s army (the degree
of voluntariness of this arrangement remains in dispute).

Between the spring of 1919 and the summer of 1921 (when they
were finally suppressed), the Makhnovshchina were fighting in turns
against Denikin’s Cossacks alongside the Bolsheviks, and then against
their erstwhile allies, who attacked the partisans whenever they felt
strong enough to do so. Thus the territory the partisans gained was
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never held securely — towns would pass back and forth between them
and the White forces. Makhno was trying to foment a social revolution
in the small space left to him between two powerful enemies. His
achievements prompt two questions in particular: how far was
Makhno’s military organization consistent with anarchist principles?
And, how successful was he in encouraging the workers and peasants
to form organs of self-government?

As to the first, there is no doubting that Makhno’s army was a
people’s army. It was composed of peasants and workers, commanded
by peasants and workers, and it relied at all times on the support of the
local population for shelter, food and horses (in that respect it can be
regarded as the prototype of many later guerrilla armies). Its declared
principles of organization were voluntary enlistment, the election of
officers, and self-discipline according to the rules adopted by each
unit.?® T have already observed that the practical meaning of the first
principle remains in some doubt. The second was not adhered to
consistently. Makhno nominated his leading officers and retained the
right to annul other elections. At the same time officers disliked by the
units they commanded were usually transferred.** The overriding
factor was Makhno’s personal popularity with the men he comman-
ded, which allowed him to control a large fighting force without as
rigid a system of authority as armies usually require. If this was not
self-government, it was certainly government by consent.

A more serious weakness (from an anarchist perspective) was the
revolutionary movement’s failure to establish civilian control of the
army. The Revolutionary Military Soviet, a representative body
which was supposed to exercise such control on behalf of the workers’
and peasants’ congresses, never did so effectively. This was partly due
to Makhno’s own growing unwillingness to listen to advice. As an
anarchist group which broke with him in 1920 commented, ‘Bar’ka
Makhno, as leader of the Makhnovshchina, while possessing many
valuable revolutionary qualities, belongs, unfortunately, to that class
of person who cannot always subordinate their personal caprices to
the good of the movement.”® Even apart from Makhno’s personality,
however, it would have been impossible for the soviet to direct
guerrilla warfare of the kind that the insurgent army fought. This was
characterized by rapid movement across the region, on-the-spot tac-
tical decisions, and opportunist deals with other forces in the area.
Thus, paradoxically, the form of warfare which kept the insurgents
closest to the peasants as a whole also demanded the greatest discre-
tion for the commander on the ground, whether Makhno or one of his

subordinates.
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Looking now at the second question, commentators sympathetic
to the Makhnovshchina stress their very limited opportunities for
engaging in social reconstruction. The general pattern was for the
army to arrive in a town or village, remain long enough to issue a few
general pronouncements, and then move on from military necessity.
The liberated community might enjoy a few weeks or a few months of
autonomy before it was retaken by hostile forces. The insurgents,
although encouraging the formation of communes and soviets along
the lines indicated by anarchist theory, did not impose any particular
form of organization, and indeed proclaimed complete freedom of
speech, subject only to the qualification that party committees were
not to be formed (they had the Bolsheviks especially in mind). How
did the local population respond? It appears that the peasantry were
generally willing to form communes to dispose of the land appropri-
ated from the pomeshchiks, although in most cases this meant handing
it over to private cultivation. Only in a few places, mainly around the
Mecca of the Makhnovshchina , Gulyai-Polye, was common ownership
put into practice. But at least the peasantry formed their own institu-
tions and were able to send delegates to the regional congresses. In the
cities the response was much poorer. Makhno’s attempts to organize
soviets among the industrial workers of Aleksandrovsk and
Ekaterinoslav (held for short periods late in 1919) were largely unsuc-
cessful. This seems to have been partly a result of the workers’
unfamiliarity with the ideas propagated by the insurgents, and partly
a matter of the much greater difficulty of organizing industrial pro-
duction than peasant agriculture. How, in particular, were workers in
particular industries to be remunerated? The Makhnovshchina never
began to grapple with questions such as this.?¢

Three strategic lessons may therefore be drawn from this episode.
First, the power vacuum created by a civil war may indeed give
anarchists the chance to control a sizeable amount of territory and so
avoid the problem of isolation which scuppered the insurrectionary
attempts of the Italian anarchists. Second, the vacuum will however
be filled by a military body which is difficult if not impossible to
organize along anarchist lines, even if it is led by committed anar-
chists. Third, there is no guarantee that the population at large will be
intellectually or morally prepared for the constructive tasks facing it —
since the destruction of established institutions will have been carried
out not by a local insurrection but by military means, and for reasons
that are partly external to the locality in question.

It is useful here to compare Makhno’s experience with those of the
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anarchists in the Spanish Civil War — though the organizational
principles and constructive achievements of Spanish anarchism will
be discussed more fully in Chapters 9 and 11. Before the outbreak of
the war, Spain had already witnessed a number of attempts at anar-
chist insurrection, reaching back as far as 1892 when an army of
peasants marched into Jerez wielding scythes and shouting, ‘we cannot
wait another day — we must be the first to begin the Revolution — long
live Anarchy!’?” There were several more such episodes in the years
before 1936. In January 1933, for example, the anarchists launched an
uprising in a number of Catalonian towns and cities. In one of these,
Ripollet, ‘the red and black flag was hoisted. The real estate archives
were burned in the public square in front of groups of curious
onlookers. An edict or proclamation was made public, declaring
money, private property and the exploitation of man by man
abolished.”®® But the police and the army were prepared for the
assault, and suppressed it rapidly. It was the Benevento story all over
again, albeit on a much larger scale. So long as the authorities could
count on the loyalty of the troops, the anarchists had no real chance.
In July 1936, when Franco launched his revolt, most of the army
followed him, so the Republican government was forced to rely for its
support on the spontaneously formed workers’ militias. The disap-
pearance of state power in a number of areas naturally created a
revolutionary opportunity for whichever group was strongest in a
particular place. The anarchists seized upon this chance, especially in
the cities of Catalonia and the countryside of Andalusia, traditionally
their areas of greatest strength. In many Andalusian villages, the
inhabitants imprisoned or killed the Civil Guard, burnt the archives,
expropriated the landowners’ estates, and set up communes. These
attempts at comunismo libertario were on the whole short-lived, as
Franco’s army soon overran the region. In Catalonia, by contrast,
there was no immediate military threat to the anarchists’ revolu-
tionary gains, but here it proved more difficult to carry the revolution
from the industrial cities — where the soil had long been prepared, as
we shall see in Chapter 9 — to the surrounding countryside, and
beyond to other regions where Republican forces were in control.
Whereas the peasants of Andalusia were overwhelmingly landless
labourers, those of Catalonia, Aragon and Castile were often small-
holders or tenant farmers, who were not necessarily in favour of
collectivizing the land. As the anarchist militias advanced, they drove
off or killed the landowners and invited the villagers to form com-
munes and decide on the issue of collectivization. In many places
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collectivization of land occurred, though in some cases private owners
who worked their own land were allowed to continue doing so. The
extent to which these decisions were voluntary is a matter of some
dispute. The official anarchist line was that collectivization should be
introduced by persuasion and example, but eye-witness accounts do
not always support this. Borkenau, for instance, found a marked
contrast between two neighbouring villages in Aragon. In one ‘the
agrarian revolution had not been the result of passionate struggle by
the peasants themselves, but an almost automatic consequence of the
executions [carried out by an anarchist militia] . . . Now most of
the peasants were bewildered by the new situation.’® In the
second, however, ‘the local committee under anarchist guidance had
abolished rents and expropriated four large estates with the agri-
cultural machinery belonging to them . . . the peasants had not just
stood bewildered before the achievements of the revolution, they had
utilized them.” Some anarchist sources at the time conceded that
forcible expropriations had alienated a substantial part of the
peasantry from the militias.!

The successes and failures of the collectivization programme will
be discussed below in Chapter 11, but now I want to turn to the
anarchist militias themselves. (It is an important fact about the
Spanish Civil War that each political group organized its own military
units.) The militias were organized along federal lines; each group of
ten men elected a delegate, ten such groups formed a century (again
choosing a delegate), and the centuries united into columns, each
headed by an elective committee of war. Professional soldiers were
sometimes attached to these columns as advisers, but authority
remained firmly in the hands of the elected bodies — indeed in many
cases in the hands of the constituent groups, since none could be
commanded to take action against its wishes. The elected men were
not distinguished in any way (by uniform or pay, for instance), and
contemporary reports speak of the complete social equality that
existed between the ordinary militiamen and their elected com-
manders.

So far so good (from an anarchist point of view): but were the
militias militarily effective? An early problem that exercised the
volunteer army (and caused some heart-searching among its anarchist
members) was discipline. In October 1936 the anarchist Defence
Committee of Madrid was obliged to introduce a harsh set of regula-
tions to deal with cases of disobedience and desertion.®* Clearly the
much-vaunted ideal of spontaneity was proving a liability in a military
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context. To keep things in perspective, however, one should note
Orwell’s observation that ‘a newly raised draft of militia was an
undisciplined mob not because the officers called the privates
‘Comrade’ but because raw troops are always an undisciplined
mob . . .” In Orwell’s view the militias held together far better than a
conscript army would have done under similar circumstances.®®

A more important problem than individual discipline was co-
ordinating the groups and the columns in the way that the war
demanded. The Spanish War, it is important to realize, was not a
guerrilla war (here the contrast with Makhno’s partisans is clear) b.u.t a
war between entrenched armies defending areas of land. The militias
were crippled by the fact that every operation had to be agreed on
unanimously by those who would take part in it. Where swift action
was needed, there would be long and sometimes inconclusive debates
between the section commanders. Militias with different political
affiliations would compete with one another, and there was great
reluctance to hand over arms or supplies even where there was a clear
military case for doing so0.3* Eventually the anarchists themselves had
to concede that the militia system was defective. According to a report
from the Federacion Anarquista Ibérica:

Our militias, unpractised in firing, without military training,
disordered, who held plenums and assemblies before under-
taking operations, who discussed all the orders and who many
times refused to obey them, could not oppose the formidable
apparatus which Germany and Italy made available to the
rebels . . .3°

The militias were incorporated into the regular army of the Republic
between September 1936 and March 1937.%°

Spanish experience thus confirms the conclusions that were
reached at the end of my discussion of the Makhnovshchina. Isolated
insurrections, even with local support, can easily be suppressed and
fail to spark off a general conflagration. Only the collapse of state
power gives anarchist insurgents the chance to start a revolution. But
civil war imposes a military logic which makes it hard for the com-
batants to stick to their anarchist principles of organization, and may
even oblige them, as it did in Spain, to merge their forces into an army
with aregular structure. Moreover a revolution carried through in this
way has to cope with a population who are at best unprepared for, and
at worst actively hostile to, anarchist ideas of self-government and free
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communism. In sh.ort, with anarchists only forming a small minority

of the people, the insurrectionary strategy could never succeed as its 8 Anarchism Violence and Terror
originators had hoped. It remains to be seen whether other anarchist ’

strategies had any greater chance of success.

The association of anarchism with heinous acts of violence has, as I
have already observed, become well established in the popular mind.
From an historian’s point of view this may appear quite unwarranted.
Only a small proportion of anarchists have advocated terrorist
methods — and only an even smaller proportion have tried to practise
them — and moreover anarchist terrorism has been very largely con-
fined to two decades, the 1890s and the 1970s. Looking at the picture
in another way, acts of terror have been performed by republicans, by
nationalists, by revolutionary socialists and by fascists, and if one
tried to quantify the anarchist contribution to this catalogue of horror,
it would turn out to be relatively small. So some anarchists, and some
commentators on anarchism, have tried to dismiss the topic of this
chapter as an irrelevance. Why a discussion of anarchism and violence
any more than a discussion of anarchism and beer-drinking, since
some anarchists have drunk beer? I believe that this reaction is as
blind to one aspect of anarchism as the popular image is to another.
We need to see that anarchist ideology is capable both of justifying
violence and of condemning it; every anarchist must decide for him-
self which of these impulses is the stronger.

A word must be said first about the distinction between violence
and terror. I take ‘violence’ to be the broader term, covering all illegal
acts that involve damage (or the threat of damage) to person or
property. Acts of terror, on the other hand, are clandestine acts of
violence carried out to create a climate of fear which will lead to
political changes (new policies or a new regime). The point of the
distinction can be seen if we consider a public demonstration which
involves a confrontation with the police; even if violence breaks out
and policemen are injured, this does not in my view amount to a
terrorist act, because the actions in question are public and there is no
intention of creating a general atmosphere of terror. Political assas-
sinations and bombings, on the other hand, carried out by small
groups of individuals who try to escape detection (even though the
organizations they belong to may ‘claim responsibility’) are prime
examples of terrorism.
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This distinction is important, because many anarchists who would

accept certain acts of violence as part of an insurrectionary strategy of
the kind outlined in the previous chapter would nonetheless strongly
oppose terrorism. It is not always easy to draw in practice, however.
To take a couple of historical examples, there occurred in Chicago in
1886 a confrontation between a large crowd of demonstrators and the
police which has gone down in anarchist chronicles as the Haymarket
affair. The demonstration was part of the agitation for an eight-hour
day being conducted by the American unjons. As the meeting neared
its end, the police moved in to disperse the crowd and at this point
a bomb was thrown (by an unknown hand), killing a policeman
and wounding others. The police opened fire, and in the ensuing
exchanges more policemen and a number of demonstrators were
killed.! Supposing that the bomb was indeed thrown by an anarchist
(in fact the evidence for this is only circumstantial), should it be
regarded as an act of terror? On the one hand the act occurred in
the course of a wide-ranging political movement which had already
brought workers and police into open conflict; on the other hand it
seems difficult to regard this particular act as an unavoidable part of
that confrontation (as one might, for instance, regard the later
exchange of fire as necessary self-defence by the workers). So the
bomb-throwing seems to fall somewhere between pure terror and the
kind of violence which commonly if regrettably accompanies direct
action. Again, in the course of the military campaigns during the
Spanish Civil War referred to in the last chapter, anarchist militias
carried out a number of executions of landowners, priests and others
thought to be sympathetic to the fascist cause. It is once more difficult
to tell whether these should be regarded as acts undertaken for reasons
.Of military security (and therefore as ‘violence’) or as acts designed to
inspire fear among the population generally (and therefore as ‘terror’).
Perhaps the truth again lies somewhere between these two interpreta-
tions.

Despite these caveats the distinction between violence and terror
will be clear enough in many cases. The bulk of this chapter will be
concerned with the narrower issue of terror. I shall first give a brief
historical survey of anarchist terrorism and then look at the arguments
which anarchists have offered both for and against this strategy.
Finally I shall raise the broader question of violence and see whether a
cogent case can be made out, on anarchist grounds, for a strategy
which completely rejects violence.

As mentioned earlier, the history of anarchist terrorism falls

110

Anarchism, Violence and Terror

largely into two discrete sections: the closing years of the nineteenth
century, and the very recent past. In both periods the incidence of
terror spread widely throughout continental Europe, and touched the
U.K. and the U.S.A.; although in the earlier period the centres of
terrorist activity were France and Spain, whereas in the 1970s the
main foci were Germany and Italy — countries, it may be noted, where
a tradition of political violence had been preserved through the period
of fascism. Two background factors are common to both episodes.
First, the acts of terror occurred during a time when terrorism gener-
ally — of different political complexions — was prevalent on the inter-
national scene. In the nineteenth century the anarchists followed in
the wake of the Russian populists who among other things had
assassinated the Tsar in 1881, the Italian republicans, and individuals
on the fringes of the S.P.D. in Germany, two of whom had tried to kill
the Kaiser in 1878.2 The recent spate of terror was again part of a
wider phenomenon which embraced groups such as the Palestinian
guerrillas, the Provisional I.R.A. and (in Italy specifically) the neo-
fascists. Second, the anarchists themselves had already been involved
in confrontations with the authorities which on occasion took a violent
form, so that terrorist methods could be presented as merely a further
step in an upward spiral of violence. In the earlier period this usually
meant economically motivated clashes between workers and the
police, at a time when in several countries the union movement was
beginning to flex its muscles. In the later period the background was
more specifically the student movement of the 1960s and the opposi-
tion to the American war in Vietnam. These background factors are
not offered as a complete explanation of the resort to terror — that
would be tantamount to denying any ideological connection between
anarchism and terrorism, a view I have already rejected by implica-
tion® — but provide a context in which that resort can be made more
intelligible.

The main source of anarchist terrorism during the 1890s was
unquestionably France. Between 1892 and 1894 there occurred a
series of incidents which did indeed create something of a climate of
terror, in Paris especially, and which can plausibly be said to have
inspired several anarchist attempts elsewhere in the world.* These
incidents were not planned by any organization, but were rather
the work of solitary individuals whose only connection was one of
example. The first of these was the legendary Ravachol, who placed
bombs in the houses of two French judges — in revenge, he later
claimed, for their part in sentencing workers involved in the May Day
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demonstration of 1891. Although condemned only to forced labour
for these offences (since neither bomb caused any deaths) he was later
executed for previous crimes, including three murders. Meanwhile a
second anarchist, Meunier, had bombed a barracks, and later the
restaurant where Ravachol had been betrayed to the police, killing the
proprietor and a customer. Next Emile Henry placed a bomb outside
the offices of a mining company, which exploded after it had been
removed to the local police station, causing five deaths. Shortly
afterwards a young shoemaker called Léauthier decided to follow
Ravachol’s example by plunging his knife into the first bourgeois that
he met - the unlucky victim was the Serbian Minister to F rance, who
survived his injuries. The next incident was more dramatic still:
Vaillant hurled a bomb into the Chamber of Deputies, though
miraculously it failed to kill anyone. He was, nonetheless, condemned
to death.

The following year, 1894, saw a number of similar acts of terror, of
which two are particularly noteworthy, though for opposite reasons.
Henry struck again in February, this time throwing a bomb into a
busy cafe, killing one customer and injuring twenty others. This was
the least discriminate of the anarchist attempts in France; the most
discriminate (if the expression is permissible) was the killing of
President Carnot by an Italian anarchist in June, an attempt which,
however, gave the authorities an ample excuse for a general round-up
of anarchists, and effectively brought the era of terror to an end.

Elsewhere the mixture of blunders and atrocities continued. This
was particularly true of Spain, where the level of terrorism was little
below that in France. A particularly unpleasant act was the bombing
of a Barcelona theatre in 1893, which resulted in twenty deaths. In the
U.S.A. Alexander Berkman, later to become one of the best-known
exponents of anarcho-communism, tried in 1892 to assassinate Henry
Frick, a wealthy industrialist who had locked the workers out of his
steel plant at Homestead, Pennsylvania.®* There was even an incident
in England during this period, though its nature has never been
properly cleared up.® A man named Bourdin, who had connections
with anarchists in London, blew himself up carrying a bomb across
Greenwich Park. The intended destination of the bomb was never
discovered, but the incident, which occurred only three days after
Henry’s cafe bombing in Paris, created an atmosphere of public alarm
which the press duly fostered. This was indeed symptomatic of public
attitudes generally during the period. Although the total number of
anarchist outrages was actually quite small, and although they were
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carried out by isolated and often somewhat unbalanced individuals, it
was widely believed that there existed an international conspiracy to
overthrow the regimes of Western Europe by violence. The result was
a general feeling of revulsion against anyone who could be labelled an
anarchist. In such a hostile climate of opinion the police were able to
arrest anarchists even where there was nothing to link them directly
with terrorist acts. Leading anarchist intellectuals also came to realize
that their propaganda efforts were being harmed rather than helped
by the campaign of terror, and began to pronounce more critically on
the various incidents. These two factors, together with the growth in
several countries of a militant trade union movement in which anar-
chists could hope to participate (see below, Chapter 9) sharply
decreased the volume of anarchist terrorism from the mid-1890s
onwards, although isolated incidents, such as the assassination of
Empress Elizabeth of Austria in 1898, of King Umberto of Italy in
1900, and of President McKinley of the U.S.A. in 1901, helped to
keep the popular image of anarchism alive.”

The second phase of terror grew out of the New Left movement of
the 1960s, which radicalized a sizeable proportion of young people in
the advanced capitalist countries. There is some question whether the
terrorist groups (which emerged as the movement as a whole went into
decline) can properly be described as anarchist. Certainly the best-
known among them — such as the Baader-Meinhof group in Germany
and the Brigate Rosse in Italy® - rejected the label and preferred to call
themselves revolutionary communists. However there are two
reasons for including them in this analysis. First, other groups
involved in the same campaign of anti-state terror, such as the 2nd
June Movement in Germany, the Angry Brigade in Britain, and the
various ‘autonomist’ groups in Italy, were quite explicitly anarchist
in their orientation; since there was some overlap of membership
between the ‘anarchist’ and the ‘communist’ groups (this can clearly
be seen in the German case, for instance), it would be wrong to think
of the alternative labels as representing a significant tactical or
political division. Second, this is confirmed when we look at the
ideological stance of the ‘communist’ groups. They interpreted
themselves as forming the spearhead of an armed struggle by the
proletariat against an imperialist and/or fascist state. In so chara.cter-
izing the target of their struggle, they obliterated the traditlogal
Marxist distinction between capital and state and created a composite
monster of the kind that is familiar in anarchist thought. No doubt
they were also influenced by Maoist ideas about guerrilla warfare
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against imperialism, but by domesticating these ideas and making the
state apparatus the main object of their attack, they placed themselves
squarely in the anarchist tradition. From this point of view the main
difference between ‘communist’ and ‘anarchist’ groups is that the
former were willing to accept a greater degree of discipline and central
co-ordination and were correspondingly more successful in carrying
out their terrorist campaigns (this was also how the participants
tended to interpret their differences). I shall confine the discussion to
the campaigns in Germany, Italy and Britain.

In Germany the campaign started in 1968 when a Frankfurt
department store was set on fire following a number of violent con-
frontations between police and student demonstrators protesting
against the Vietnam war. Two of those involved, Andreas Baader and
Gudrun Ensslin, helped to found the Red Army Fraction (more
po;.)u.larly known as the Baader-Meinhof group) in 1970. The group’s
activities continued until 1977 when three of its leading members died
in their prison cells — whether these were killings or suicides remains a
hot!y disputed question. They had begun with a series of bank rob-
beries to raise the money for weapons, cars and so forth. The year
1972 saw a series of bombings — of the U.S. Army headquarters in
Frapkfurt, of the police headquarters in Ausburg, of the Axel
Springer building in Hamburg and a number of other such places.
Several people were killed in these incidents and many more
wounded. Most of the original group were subsequently arrested,
tried and imprisoned. But this in turn provoked counter-measures by
survivors and new recruits, including an armed invasion of the
German embassy in Stockholm in 1975, and the killing of the indus-
trialist Hans-Martin Schleyer later that year, in both cases with the
aim of securing the release of the imprisoned R.A.F. leaders. Mean-
while the 2nd June Movement, formed in 1971, had carried out
several bombings (mainly in Berlin), had assassinated the president of
the German Supreme Court, and had kidnapped the leader of the
Christian Democrats in Berlin, Peter Lorenz (who was later released
unharmed). Again the movement was eventually crushed by police
arrests.”

The Italian terrorist movement has been larger in scale than the
German, though somewhat less spectacular in its main incidents. The
Brigate Rosse, formed like the R.A.F. in 1970, began with a series of
arson attacks on the property of top industrial managers and of known
neo-fascists. They also kidnapped a number of such men and sub-
jected them to ‘proletarian trials’, afterwards releasing them. From
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about 1974, however, their operations and those of associated groups
became more lethal, involving an intensification of the arson cam-
paign, and attacks on state officials, including the chief magistrate of
Geneva, Francesco Cotta, and the president of the Christian Demo-
crats, Aldo Moro. The number of incidents rose to a new height in
1978, with 2,395 terrorist attacks recorded by the Ministry of the
Interior (this figure of course includes actions undertaken by neo-
fascists and others, as well as by members of the left groups). The
Italian police appear to have been less successful than their German
counterparts in apprehending those responsible — whether this is due
to the inefficiency of the police or the greater skill of the terrorists in
concealing their traces remains open to debate.*

In Britain, by contrast, anarchist terrorism was confined to the
very beginning of the 1970s. A series of incidents occurred during
1970 and 1971, almost all involving the planting of bombs. Public
figures whose hpuses were attacked included Peter Rawlinson,
Robert Carr and John Davies, all sometime Ministers in the Conser-
vative government. In addition there was a machine-gun attack on the
Spanish embassy, an attempt to blow up the B.B.C. van broadcasting
the Miss World contest, and bomb attacks on the Biba boutique in
Kensington High Street and the police computer in Tintagel House
on the Embankment. Responsibility for these acts was claimed by the
Angry Brigade, though it remains uncertain who precisely carried out
which attacks. At their subsequent trial the eight accused persons —
the Angry Brigade or the Stoke Newington Eight, according to your
point of view — maintained their innocence of the bombing charges.
The evidence on which four of them were convicted was indirect. On
the other hand it seems indisputable that some of the bombings were
the work of a loosely organized anarchist group, whether or not of
these particular members.!

If we now look back over the whole range of anarchist actions that
fall under the category of terrorism, we can divide them into four broad
classes. First there have been attacks on agents of the state — digni-
taries, politicians, policemen, judges and lawyers. These range from,
at one extreme, functionaries who are identified as having carried out
particular actions, or as supporting particular policies — for instance,
judges who have passed sentence on workers or political activists — to,
at the other extreme, people whose political position is purely sym-
bolic; an example here would be the Empress Elizabeth, assassinated
in 1898, who at that time played no role at all in Austrian politics.
Second, there have been attacks on the owners and managers of
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industry: again I should wish to distinguish between those selected
because of particular things they had done (like Henry Frick) and
those selected as symbolic representatives of a class (like Hans-Martin
Schleyer). Third, a number of acts of violence have not been directed
at anyone in particular, but at places and persons supposedly repre-
sentative of the whole social order the anarchist aims to destroy — I
should include here Henry’s bombing of the Cafe Terminus, the arson
committed by Baader and others at the store in Frankfurt, and the
attacks in Britain on the Biba boutique and the Miss World contest.
Fourth, some terrorist acts are merely instrumental to others — for
instance robberies undertaken to raise money, or kidnappings whose
objective is to secure the release of comrades in jail. These raise no
special questions of justification, in the sense that they will be seen as
justified if and only if the whole campaign of terror of which they form
a part is justified.

Leaving aside the fourth category, anarchists have offered three
general defences of acts of violence of this kind. The first portrays the
acts in question as acts of revenge or retribution. It is significant here
that the incidents tend to occur in clusters, with later events being
interpreted in the light of earlier ones. Thus Ravachol directed his
attacks against judges whom he held responsible for imposing severe
sentences on two workers; then Meunier threw his bomb in order to
avenge Ravachol; and so forth. Moving forward in time, the terrorist
movement in Germany was clearly inspired in part by the death of
Benno Ohnesborg on 2 June 1967 (he was shot by a policeman while
taking part in a demonstration) — witness the naming of the 2nd June
Movement. However this justification appears to lose whatever plau-
sibility it may otherwise have when the individuals chosen for retribu-
tion have no direct connection with the actions to be avenged. Here
the anarchist case shifts to a doctrine of collective responsibility:
violence is being exercised by the state against its subjects and by the
capitalist class against the workers, so anyone who acts as a state
functionary or a servant of capital bears some measure of responsi-
bility for the damage suffered by the victims. In this way, anarchists —
or some of them — would include all the deeds in the first two classes
under the rubric of revenge (others would concede that, from a
propaganda point of view at least, it is wise to make the distinction
made above between those bearing direct responsibility for certain
acts or policies and those lacking such responsibility).

But can the argument of revenge possibly be stretched to cover the
anonymous victims of cafe or store bombings? Emile Henry did
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indeed try to do so in the defence that he offered at his trial.’* He
argued first that Vaillant’s bomb had sparked off an indiscriminate set
of repressive measures against anarchists generally. Since the bour-
geoisie had not distinguished among the anarchists, why should the
anarchists distinguish among the bourgeoisie? In the latter class
should be included not only politicians, judges and the police, but also
‘those good bourgeois who hold no office but who reap their dividends
and live idly on the profits of the workers’ toil’ and even ‘all those who
are satisfied with the existing order, who applaud the acts of the
government and so become its accomplices, those clerks earning thr.ee
or five hundred pounds a month ... in other words, the daily
clientele of Terminus and the other great cafes’.*® Finally, if it should
be said that bombs such as his endangered the lives of women and
children, Henry’s reply was that the bourgeoisie had not thought
about the harm caused to the wives and children of the workers they
exploited.

At this point, clearly, the idea of retribution has been stretched
beyond all recognition. It is in any case very incongruous for anar-
chists of this general persuasion to justify their actions in retributive
terms. We have seen that they are reluctant to hold ordinary criminals
responsible for their anti-social acts, seeing crime as the effect of
adverse social conditions. But if responsibility can be passed in this
way from individual to society in the case of the criminal, why n.ot‘also
in the case of the bourgeois or state functionary, who is also a victim -
albeit a more pampered one — of a social system which has produced in
him the behaviour and the attitudes that he displays? Few anarchists
have faced this incongruity squarely, though its force has been
obliquely felt. ‘It is not the rich and the powerful whom we devote to
destruction, but the institutions which have favoured the birth
and growth of these malevolent beings. It is the medium which it
behooves us to alter, and for this great work we must reserve all our
strength; to waste it in personal vindications were merest puerility,’
Reclus wrote.'* While this stops short of saying that members of the
ruling class do not, as individuals, deserve retribution, it at le.ast
acknowledges that personal revenge is pointless. Many anarchists
would tacitly echo this view.

The second justification of acts of terror sees them as instrumental
in the struggle between the ruling class and the proletariat. The basic
assumption here is that the state has such resources of indoctrination
and physical suppression at its disposal that it cannot be destroyed-by
peaceful means. Single terrorist acts will not in themselves bring
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about the destruction of the state, but they have three main uses in the
conflict that precedes it: they are a means of defending the workers
against particular oppressive acts by the state or the capitalist class;
they help more generally to create a revolutionary consciousness in the
proletariat; and they help to demoralize the ruling class, making it less
willing to fight for its privileges.

To be useful in the first of these ways, acts of violence must be
directed selectively against the perpetrators of oppression. The
French anarchist Jean Grave made this point when he contrasted the
burning of a factory owned by an ‘average’ employer and housing a
large work-force, which would be counterproductive, with the execu-
tion of a particularly detested employer in the course of a strike, which
he described as an ‘intelligent deed’.*® His advice was taken to heart
by Alexander Berkman and Emma Goldman, who chose Frick for
their assassination attempt because of his responsibility for the lock-
out at Homestead, in the course of which several steel workers had
been shot by Pinkerton men. ‘A blow aimed at Frick would re-echo in
the poorest hovel, would call the attention of the whole world to the
real cause behind the Homestead struggle,” Goldman wrote.*® On the
other hand it might also create public sympathy for a man who did not
deserve it and so rebound upon the assassins, as happened in this and
many other cases.

The other uses were always more nebulous. The case for assigning
revolutionary potential to acts of terror was that the proletariat were
inherently prepared to rise against the state, but were cowed into
submission by the power of the agencies of repression. Acts of
violence directed against these agencies exposed their vulnerability
and gave heart to their victims. As a Baader-Meinhof pampbhlet put it,
‘the urban guerrilla’s aim is to attack the state’s apparatus of control at
certain points and put them out of action, to destroy the myth of the
system’s omnipresence and invulnerability’.'” But here the anarchists
faced an insurmountable difficulty. In order for the act of terror to
convey the desired message, its meaning had to be conveyed to the
masses — but how? In the absence of a mass revolutionary movement,
there was no way in which the true significance of the deed could be
put across. The anarchist press had a tiny circulation, and most
workers acquired their political information from the ‘bourgeois’
press and later the state-controlled mass media. Johann Most, an

ardent advocate of terrorist attacks in the 1880s, thought that a poster
campaign might be used — but even this presupposed a large anarchist
organization sufficiently co-ordinated to distribute the posters at the
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appropriate moment, whereas in fact most terrorist acts were per-
formed by lone individuals who did not broadcast their intentions.'®

What of the disheartening effect on the ruling class? It is clear that
a terror campaign, even if only composed of a small number of
incidents, can succeed in creating an atmosphere of public alarm, as
the events in France in the 1890s show, and also the events in
Germany in the 1970s. But rather than encouraging the powerf_ul ar_ld
the privileged to give up their advantages, the result is almost inevit-
ably to make draconic measures against the terrorists publicly accept-
able. In France the Chamber of Deputies passed measures making
apology for crime a criminal act, and prohibiting all anarc‘hist propa-
ganda; these laws were then used to close down the anarch'lst press. In
Germany, in the late 1970s, opinion polls revealed that, in the aft.er-
math of terrorist incidents, as many as two-thirds of the population
were willing to accept limitations on their personal freedom for the
sake of combating terrorism. '

In the light of these experiences, most anarchists have come to
doubt the effectiveness of acts of terror in bringing the revolution
nearer to hand. The case of Kropotkin is typical here. After having
endorsed the insurrectionary strategy in the 1870s, and then indi-
vidual acts of terror in the early 1880s, he had come by the 1890s to
disapprove of acts of violence except those performed in self-defence
in the course of a revolution.?® This change of heart was caused partly
by simple revulsion at acts such as the Barcelona the?tre bombing ax.ld
partly by an awareness that terrorism was hindering the an_archlst
cause — ordinary propaganda activities, for instance, were v1rtual.ly
impossible at the height of the 1899scampaign. Yet even Krothklp
continued to offer the third justification’-for acts of terror — a justi-
fication which is better described as an apology. This amounts to
saying that such acts are the inevitable outcome of repressive social
conditions, and their perpetrators are not to be condemned, for t.hey
are not fully responsible for what they have done. This “justification’
is found very widely in anarchist literature. An anonymous Freedom
Pamphlet, published in 1893, is characteristic.

Under miserable conditions of life, any vision of the possibility
of better things makes the present misery more intolerable,
and spurs those who suffer to the most energetic strugg!es to
improve their lot, and if these struggles only immediately
result in sharper misery, the outcome is often sheer despera-
tion . . . Some natures in such a plight, and those by no means
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the least social or the least sensitive, will become violent, and
will even feel that their violence is social and not anti-social,
that in striking when and how they can, they are striking not
for themselves but for human nature, outraged and despoiled
in their persons and in those of their fellow sufferers. And are
we, who ourselves are not in this horrible predicament, to
stand by and coldly condemn these piteous victims of the
Furies and the Fates??*

This passage was quoted approvingly by Emma Goldman,? and
similar sentiments (though with different nuances of emphasis) were
expressed by Reclus, Kropotkin, Malatesta and many others.?

Despite this consensus among the luminaries of anarchism, the
third ‘justification’ is peculiar in two respects. First, it depends on
severing appraisal and prescription. The Freedom Pamphler con-
tinues, on the following page, ‘but wefsay to no man: “GO AND DO
THOU LIKEWISE” ’. Refusing to condemn acts of terror is thus not
the same as urging people to commit them. But what, then, would the
luminaries say to someone contemplating such an act who is seeking
advice? It seems they are willing to say nothing beyond ‘consult your
own conscience’. But in view of the fact that they themselves regarded
most such acts as justified neither on retributive nor on instrumental
grounds, this is plainly unsatisfactory. Second, this ‘justification’
involves a kind of moral elitism. Those who offer it claim that they can
see, from their detached point of view above the mélée, that these acts
of violence are unnecessary and ineffectual, but since those embroiled
in the fight could not be expected to see as much, nojudgments will be
passed. This elitism comes out particularly clearly when the perpetra-
tors of violent deeds are portrayed as ‘noble savages’ (by Reclus, for
instance). Moral equality, on the other hand, implies that we should
expect others to live by the standards that we set for ourselves.

To sum up, some anarchists have wanted to defend acts of terror
on retributive and/or on instrumental grounds; but most have found
these defences untenable, and have fallen back on the uncomfortable
view that such acts are neither to be recommended in advance nor to
be condemned in retrospect. On the other hand acts of violence which
occur in the course of broader social struggles, and especially during
revolutionary upheavals, are in a different category and require no
special justification: while perhaps not desirable in themselves, they
are the inevitable accompaniment of changes that are desirable. Thus,
faced with a society that institutionalizes violence, there is no moral
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problem about the use of violence as such. But terrorist violence, even
if an understandable reaction to oppression, is usually misdirected
and nearly always counterproductive in its effects.

This has been the majority view among anarchists. My discussion
would not be complete, however, without a brief look at the alterna-
tive view. Some anarchists have argued that their principles require a
strategy that relies completely on non-violence. An extreme example
is Tolstoy who, although repudiating the label, can reasonably be
regarded as an anarchist in his later life. Tolstoy’s anarchism and his
rejection of violence both flowed from a radical interpretation of
Christian doctrine. Christ’s command, ‘Thou shalt not kill’, was for
Tolstoy to be taken quite literally; it was not even permissible to kill a
criminal about to murder a child.?* By extension all acts of violence
were morally prohibited, and government stood condemned as ‘an
organization for the commission of violence and for its justification’.?
(Tolstoy’s conversion to anarchism has been dated to the moment
when he witnessed a public execution by guillotine in Paris.)? But it
was not of course permissible to use violence to prevent violence (as
the murderer/child example shows). Government could be under-
mined only by citizens refusing to co-operate with it and creating
alternative institutions.

Tolstoy’s rejection of violence stands or falls with his absolutist
ethics, but other anarchists have tried to make out a case for non-
violence that does not require such an extreme posture, even though
moral revulsion against killing and wounding may form a part of it.?”
The case stands on two legs: strategies that employ violence are
incapable of bringing into existence the kind of society that anarchists
want; and moreover non-violent strategies are available that are suffi-
ciently potent to challenge the might of the state. Let us consider these
in turn.

One rather practical reason against using violent methods is that
by doing so the revolutionary is challenging the state in an arena where
it is almost bound to win. Latter-day anarchists, especially, have been
impressed by the huge arsenal of weapons at the state’s disposal,
beside which the gun or the homemade bomb of the revolutionary
look puny indeed. Moreover a violent attack on one of its outposts
permits the state to respond in kind without moral compunction, and
often with the approval of most of its citizens. However the case
against violence does not rest there. The effects on the revolutionaries
themselves must also be considered. Effective violence is likely to
require a disciplined form of organization that contravenes anarchist
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principles and bodes ill for the kind of society that will emerge if the
violence should succeed in its destructive task. If conducted on a large
scale, a military hierarchy will be required, and we have already seen
(in Chapter 7) the difficulties this poses from an anarchist point of
view. Even on a smaller scale, however, analogous problems occur. A
terrorist group needs to escape detection by the police, and in order to
do so its members must adopt a clandestine life-style which prevents
them from engaging in ordinary political activities — meetings,
demonstrations and so forth. By so doing they cut themselves off from
the broader movement of which they hope to form the spearhead, and
begin to live in a closed world. The campaign of violence becomes an
end in itself, losing any connection with wider political developments.
(This can be seen very clearly in the case of the German terrorist
groups of the 1970s, for instance.)*® More specularively, violence
encourages certain traits of personality in those who employ it, which
are not the traits that are needed to build an anarchist society. As the
Dutch anarcho-pacifist Bart de Ligt put it, ‘the violence and warfare
which are characteristic conditions of the imperialist world do not go
with the liberation of the individual and of society, which is the
historic mission of the exploited classes. The greater the violence, the
weaker the revolution, even where violence has deliberately been put
at the service of revolution.’®®

Conversely, a number of anarchists have come to see the potential
of non-violent forms of resistance to the state.*® Here the example of
Gandhi’s resistance to British rule in India has been very influential,
though anarchists are unlikely to adopt wholesale the philosophy of
life upon which Gandhi based his political strategy. What Gandhi
essentially showed was that, in the right circumstances, a group
willing to act illegally and accept punishment without resistance can
wield great moral power, greater even than the physical power
wielded by the authorities. The circumstances must include public
sympathy for the cause the group is pursuing, and moral scruples on
the part of those in power, so that eventually they are unwilling to
continue punishing the dissenters. The forms of action which may be
used are varied: illegal demonstrations, sit-ins, economic boycotts,
strikes, work-ins, and so forth. The anarchist belief is that actions of
this kind, initially undertaken by a small group with a specific objec-
tive — say the reversing of an unpopular government policy — may
draw increasing numbers of sympathizers into the struggle, so that
eventually there is mass disobedience on the scale that Gandhi
achieved. At this point the institutions of the state will begin to
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crumble as they lose legitimacy in the eyes of the people, and the hope
is that they can be replaced without violence by organs of popular
self-government.

I think that anarchists who have taken this view have been right in
one respect: a non-violent campaign can be carried out by a group
organized consistently with anarchist principles whereas a campaign
of violence almost certainly cannot. However, the chasm to be crossed
is between a campaign with a specific objective (where the authorities
may be able to give in without really weakening their overall position)
and a head-on challenge to the state. Given their general point of view,
anarchists are (of all people) the least likely to believe that the ruling
class will give up its privileges without a fight. The question, then, is
whether a non-violent campaign might be organized so effectively that
it could topple the political authorities even though the latter were
prepared to use the means of violence at their disposal against the
revolutionaries. Perhaps if the state were in the hands of a very small
and unpopular minority, and the revolutionary movement succeeded
in uniting the rest of the population behind it, such an outcome would
not be beyond the bounds of possibility — historical examples can be
found where oppressive regimes have been swept from power with
very little bloodshed on the revolutionary side. But most revolutions
bear out Engels’ verdict cited above:3! ultimately they are contests of
arms. If so, anarchists may have to choose once again between using
means that are repugnant to their principles, and remaining pure but
ineffectual.
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9 Anarchism and Syndicalism

The term ‘syndicalism’ refers to the militant form of trade unionism
which appeared in a number of countries during the first decades of
this century. In France, especially, it quickly took root, and produced
not only an organization powerful enough to cause the government
serious alarm, but also an ideology which linked the everyday
struggles of workers in the economic field to a final goal of ‘emancipa-
tion’ from capitalist society. To a greater or lesser extent both the
organizational methods and the ideology of French syndicalism were
borrowed by radical trade unionists elsewhere, so it is possible in these
years to speak of an international syndicalist movement which com-
peted with the parliamentary socialists for the allegiance of the
working class. This movement was largely torpedoed by the outbreak
of war in 1914, and thereafter syndicalism was only a pale shadow of
its former self. There was one very important exception, however: in
Spain, where syndicalist organization was comparatively weak until
about 1917, it blossomed under the conditions of political instability
which marked that country until the beginning of the civil war in
1936, and played a major part both in the social revolution that
accompanied the outbreak of the war, and in the war itself. Thus if
France was the main source of syndicalist ideology, Spain was its
principal testing-ground.

It is not difficult to see why anarchists should have been attracted
by the syndicalist movement. Following the frustrations of the insur-
rectionary period of the 1870s and the counterproductive results of
the terror campaigns of the 1890s, anarchists seemed doomed to
gather impotently in small groups of comrades, cut off from the
industrial workers and the peasantry who were supposed to form the
army of the revolution. Syndicalism was far from being an anarchist
invention (though some of its principal theorists had anarchist back-
grounds) but when it appeared, it seemed to provide an unprece-
dented opportunity for anarchists to make contact with the most
militant sections of the working class, and to use the economic
struggles of the syndicates as a means of conducting anarchist propa-
ganda. Moreover the syndicalists’ determination to have no truck
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with conventional parties or parliamentary politics corresponded
exactly to the anarchists’ long-standing policy of abstentionism. It is
no surprise, then, that as early as 1890 we find a veteran of the
movement like Kropotkin urging his comrades to enter the syndi-
cates;’ and by the time that syndicalism was a living force, in the early
1900s, this had almost become anarchist orthodoxy.?

At the same time, it is important not to conflate anarchism and
syndicalism, or to suppose that syndicalism is merely one variety of
anarchism. What one might call the ‘core’ of syndicalist ideology was
not explicitly anarchist in character, even though it was possible (as
we shall see) to gloss it in such a way that it seemed to point logically
to an anarchist future. Moreover the anarchists who followed
Kropotkin’s advice differed considerably in the extent of their enthu-
siasm for syndicalist methods. To avoid confusion I shall begin by
outlining the basic tenets of syndicalism, and next consider how these
tenets were interpreted both by non-anarchists and by anarchists of
different persuasions. I shall then survey the practical achievements
of the syndicalist movement in an attempt to see whether those
anarchists who placed their full faith in the movement were right to do
$O or not.

Syndicalist ideology began with a crude and simple view of the
class war between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie.? The proletariat
— both rural and urban — were exploited and impoverished. The
bourgeoisie — the capitalist class and their functionaries, the politi-
cians, administrators, judges, police and armed forces — were para-
sites who lived at the workers’ expense but contributed nothing
essential to social production. The interests of the two classes were
diametrically opposed: the greater the power and wealth of the
capitalists, the less that of the workers. No agreement or compromise
could benefit both classes simultaneously. In the struggle between
them, the ruling class had all the financial and military resources at its
disposal. All that the working class had was its numerical strength and
its capacity to control the process of production. But these resources
could not be materialized unless the class was organized in the right
way.

The details of syndicalist organization varied from country to
country, but the main lines were the same everywhere. In any given
place (town or rural district) workers should form themselves into
syndicates on the basis of craft, profession or industry: organization
by industry was the preferred form, but practical concessions
were made where craft loyalties were strong. These syndicates,

125



Anarchism

democratically controlled by their members, were to be the basic units
of class action. They should be composed exclusively of workers and,
even though they might appoint part-time officials from among their
members, they should avoid creating a separate leadership. The
syndicates were then to federate in two directions: first, horizontally
with other syndicates in the same area, to create a local federation:
second, vertically with other syndicates in the same branch of
industry, to create a national federation (say of miners or railway-
men). Finally these federations were themselves to unite into an
umbrella confederation to head the movement. None of this, how-
ever, was to threaten the autonomy of the local syndicates: the federa-
tions and the confederation were seen as devices for co-ordinating the
actions of their component syndicates, but as having no rights of
command.

In the immediate struggle with the capitalist class, over wages,
hours of work, and so forth, the function of the local federations was
to spread propaganda and to allow the workers in each area to support
one another in times of hardship. The national federations would
normally take the leading role in organizing strikes, conducting wage
bargaining and so on - depending on whether the employers were also
organized nationally. However the dual pattern of organization had
another aspect as well: when the hour of the revolution came, and the
capitalist class and its lackeys were driven from power, the syndicates
would provide the basic framework for the new society. The national
federations would plan and organize production: the local federations
would arrange distribution in each district, and generally serve to
maintain social order. Thus the proletariat, having thrown off its
shackles, would find its own authentic form of organization ready to
hand: there would be no leap into the void.

Next, the methods of struggle: here the idea popularized by the
syndicalists was ‘direct action’.” This meant, first, that the workers
must be prepared to act on their own behalf and not leave the job to
outsiders — especially not to politicians. Second, it meant that all
effective forms of action should be used to combat the capitalist class,
regardless of their legality. The four most commonly advocated
methods were the strike, sabotage, the boycott and the ‘label’. The
effectiveness of the strike weapon is too familiar to need further
comment. Sabotage was advocated as a way of harassing the employer
without loss of pay, and as a means of preventing him from importing
blacklegs to break a strike. Boycotting meant a concerted effort to
prevent the sale of products made by recalcitrant employers, and
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labelling was its converse: a syndicate would allow ‘approved’
employers to stamp their goods with its label. In addition the syndi-
calists saw nothing wrong with using violence against the person or
property of capitalists during a struggle, though they thought that
isolated acts of violence were useless or worse.

These tactics had a dual purpose. Their immediate objective was
to win concessions from the employers; their long-term aim was to
create a fighting movement that would eventually unseat the capitalist
class as a whole. This put an encouraging complexion on activities
such as strikes. If they were successful, a small part of the capitalists’
wealth would be expropriated; even if they were not, the workers be-
came more aware of the absolute conflict of interests between them-
selves and their employers, and would be more resolute in the future.
One syndicalist described the limited strike as ‘a training session, a
salutary exercise that will harden the proletariat for war, in prepara-
tion for a final struggle which will be the revolutionary general strike’.®

The revolutionary general strike: this was the means whereby the
workers would finally emancipate themselves from the capitalist
class. Provided that a large enough proportion of the workforce
downed tools, neither the capitalists nor the political authorities
would be able to provide basic services such as food, heat and lighting,
and authority would pass inexorably into the hands of the only bodies
able to do so: the syndicates in their federations. The authorities
might try to use troops to force sections of the proletariat back to
work, but the syndicalists counted on class solidarity between
workers and ordinary soldiers, and their own anti-militarist propa-
ganda efforts, to prevent his happening. The majority of syndicalists,
however, gave little thought to how the general strike would usher in
the new society. For most of them it was a distant goal which gave a
more elevated meaning to their everyday trade-union activities.®
Moreover in trying to describe the aftermath of the general strike, we
reach a point at which anarchists and non-anarchist syndicalists part
company.

To complete this short review of syndicalist ideology, a final word
must be said about the syndicalists’ adamant refusal to play any part in
conventional politics. The syndicalists were not opposed to individual
workers engaging in political activities, but they insisted that political
commitments must be left behind when the worker participated in
syndical debate, and they flatly refused to ally themselves with any
political party. (Indeed in the three countries I shall consider later,
there was active hostility between the syndicalist unions and the
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socialist parties which in appearance were their natural partners.)
Three arguments were used to defend this position: first, political
parties grouped people according to their beliefs, irrespective of class
origin, whereas syndicates grouped people according to (class) inter-
ests, irrespective of beliefs. All parties, therefore, represented a com-
promise of some kind between classes; only the syndicates could be
relied on to defend the authentic interests of the workers. Second,
| parliamentary politics inevitably corrupted even the best-intentioned
of representatives — this was, of course, a venerable anarchist argu-
ment. Third, political action, even if successful, could only produce a
change in legislation. But legislation was not the workers’ friend; on
the contrary, it was the capitalists who knew how to turn any legisla-
tion to their own advantage. What the workers needed was a clear field
to carry on their direct-action struggle. Even so, the syndicalists did
allow one form of political lobbying — which they called ‘external
pressure’, meaning strikes or demonstrations against the government
- as a method of blocking legislation which was clearly contrary to
working-class interests.

All of this was very much to the anarchists’ taste. But in order to
reach a clear understanding of the relationship between anarchism
and syndicalism, we need to chart the terrain rather carefully. I shall
distinguish four interpretations of the syndicalist movement, though
even these are no more than points on a spectrum which contained
many intermediate shades of opinion.

The first view I shall call ‘pure revolutionary syndicalism’. It was
the view of Victor Griffuelhes, the leading figure in the French
movement between 1902 and 1909, and also of several of the more
moderate leaders of the Spanish C.N.T. (Confederacion Nacional de
Trabajo) in the 1930s. These men did not regard themselves as anar-
chists: indeed anarchism was seen as one among a number of compet-
ing political ideologies, and therefore as extraneous to the syndicalist
movement proper. Syndicalism was sufficient unto itself: it was based
purely on the material interests of the working class, and the consis-
tent pursuit of these interests would one day lead the class into open
and final conflict with the capitalists. What would happen next was a
matter of speculation: the syndicates would no doubt organize pro-
duction and distribution, but whether a new political entity would
also be created was uncertain. Griffuelhes said that it was agreeable to
speculate on these matters, but he would wait until he returned from a
trip which allowed him to see the answers with his own eyes before
pronouncing.’
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The pure syndicalists were as willing as anyone to engage in
militant struggle with the capitalist class, but their hazy vision of the
future made it easier for them to conflate reformist and revolutionary
action. A wage increase at the capitalists’ expense, for instance, could
be seen as a partial expropriation of the class itself. Thus in practice
the pure syndicalists tended to behave in much the same way as their
colleagues in the movement who were out-and-out reformists. This
distressed the second group I want to distinguish, the anarcho-
syndicalists, who regarded short-term gains as relatively trivial and
saw the main point of limited trade-union action as preparation for the
final struggle. Key figures here include Emile Pouget, a leading
ideologist of the French C.G.T. (Confédération Générale du Travail),
Pierre Monatte, who defended syndicalism in a famous debate with
Malatesta at Amsterdam in 1907, and the historian of the movement,
Rudolph Rocker.® Many other names might be added to this list.

The first assumption of the anarcho-syndicalists was that anar-
chists must break out of their exclusive circles and make contact with
the masses; and the workers’ syndicates were the obvious milieux for
attempting this. Besides promoting their members’ material interests
in the short-term, they were training grounds where the workers
learnt how to organize themselves and to practise solidarity. Their
federal form of organization corresponded to anarchist principles; and
so the syndicates could be seen as the embryos of a new, stateless social
order. As Rocker put it,

For the Anarcho-Syndicalists the trade union is by no means a
mere transitory phenomenon bound up with the duration of
capitalist society, it is the germ of the Socialist economy of the
future, the elementary school of Socialism in general. Every
new social structure makes organs for itself in the body of the
old organism. . . . It therefore concerns us to plant these
germs while there is yet time and bring them to the strongest
possible development, so as to make the task of the coming
social revolution easier and to insure its permanence.’

The anarcho-syndicalists'realized, however, that the syndicates
were not composed exclusively of revolutionary workers, much less of
conscious anarchists; nor did they believe that it would ever be
possible to achieve such a universal awakening of consciousness.
Instead they thought that the syndicates would nurture a conscious
minority of militants who could spearhead the revolution, drawing
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the apathetic masses in their wake. This necessitated some bending of
the idea that syndicates should be democratically controlled by their
members. Pouget, who took a fairly extreme view on this issue,
contrasted ‘le Droit Syndical’ with ‘le Droit Démocratique’ and
argued that conscious minorities, whose actions furthered the inter-
ests of their comrades, had no need to wait for majority approval
before engaging in struggle.’® In practice, as we shall see later, the
desired result was achieved through the tutelage of a small group of
anarchists who either held key posts in the syndicalist movement (as
in the French case) or else used their own organization to guide the
decisions of the wider movement (as in the Spanish case).

For the anarcho-syndicalists, then, anarchism and syndicalism
were one and the same: or better, perhaps, syndicalism was anarchism
come to maturity. The third view to be distinguished here rejected
this identification, while still seeing in syndicalism an important
means to the final goal of anarchy. This view was held during the
apogee of syndicalism by older anarchists such as Kropotkin,
Malatesta and Grave, and has since, with the decline in trade-union
miltancy everywhere, become the predominant view once again. Its
proponents in the early 1900s were often referred to as anarcho-
communists to distinguish them from the anarcho-syndicalists (this
was how the division was marked in Russia, for instance) but the label
is misleading inasmuch as the anarcho-syndicalists were also, for the
most part, aiming to create an anarcho-communist society. The
debate between the two groups was primarily about revolutionary
methods, not about goals.

What did the sympathetic critics of syndicalism have to say to their
syndicalist comrades? In essence, while agreeing that syndical organ-
ization was a necessity for the workers, and moreover an excellent
forum for anarchist propaganda, they insisted that it should not be
confused with the anarchist movement itself. There were a number of
reasons for this.’* First, syndical organization unavoidably reflected
the structure of the society that it was formed to combat. Each
industry had its own union, and the immediate interests of workers in
that industry were not necessarily identical with those of workers
elsewhere. Union organization could thus become a means whereby
the interests of one group were advanced at the expense of another.
Second, the syndicates inevitably became caught up in the quest for
immediate improvements in their members’ living standards, and
were thus liable to lose sight of the final revolutionary goal. Their
leaders would find themselves impelled to make compromises to
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secure minor gains — especially in view of the conservatism of many
unionized workers — and would in this way be drawn into class
collaboration. Third, the organizational structure of the syndicates
was not appropriate to a future society where production would be
guided by need rather than profit. Some industries would disappear
altogether; others would be completely reorganized to allow workers
to move more easily from job to job and develop their skills in an
all-round way. The syndicates, therefore, must disappear along with
the society that had given birth to them; otherwise they would become
a force of stagnation, and even, perhaps, the begetters of a new form of
political authority. Finally, and as a generalization of the third point,
advocates of syndicalism were in danger of losing sight of the many-
sided nature of human existence and supposing that production was
everything. Syndicates reflected people’s roles as producers — no
doubt a major part of their lives under capitalism — but people engaged
in other activities besides, and they needed other forms of organiza-
tion to reflect these. As Grave argued:

Society teems with abuses; against each abuse, there must rise
up the group of those who suffer most from it, in order to
combat it. . . . Not only groups struggling against that which
exists, but attempts to group together along the lines of the
future, with a view to producing faith, well-being, solidarity,
among like-minded individuals. We count too much on the
inevitability of the revolution, forgetting that the latter only
destroys that which clutters the ground, and that, once the
destruction of oppressive forms has been accomplished, there
will only develop those kinds of grouping which have already
been tried out.'?

The practical upshot of this sympathetic but critical view of the
union movement was that anarchists should enter the syndicates to
make propaganda, but should not submerge their anarchism in the
movement itself. They should not hold office in the syndicates, and
they should avoid becoming involved in the struggle for economic
gains within the boundaries of capitalism, which were likely to be
illusory in any case. They should retain their own separate organiza-
tion, and they should not neglect opportunities for making propa-
ganda in other fields through an obsession with the sphere of produc-
tion. In short, anarchists in the syndical movement should act as
gadflies, always trying to prevent the movement from succumbing to
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conservatism and pressing it forward to a revolutionary destination.

For a small minority of anarchists even this conceded too much to
syndicalism. They preferred to stand completely aloof from the union
movement and to continue associating in ideologically pure anarchist
groups. Three arguments appear to have weighed with these dissi-
dents.*® First, they maintained even more rigidly than the anarchists
whose views I have just outlined that the division of the social product
between the capitalist and working classes was fixed, so any wage
increase won by the workers in one industry was gained at the expense
of the class as a whole.** Participating in a syndicate, therefore, was
tantamount to trying to obtain a privileged position at the expense of
comrades in other industries. Second, the dissidents claimed that
syndical organization cramped the free individual and disciplined him
to accept majority rule — whereas the anarchist affinity groups, as we
have seen, were based on the principle that nobody was obliged to
abide by a collective decision if he did not want to. Third, the class
analysis which underlay syndicalist ideology was viewed with some
suspicion. It appeared to assume that the organized factory worker
had interests identical with the impoverished masses generally, and
could be counted on to act on their behalf. In short, it resembled too
closely the Marxist analysis of class conflict which anarchists had long
since rejected.’® The dissidents looked once more to ‘the black mass,
the mass of the unemployed and the starving’ to spearhead the revolu-
tionary movement.!¢

In the presence of a strong and apparently revolutionary trade-
union movement, however, most anarchists saw this as ivory-tower
purism. The majority were either out-and-out anarcho-syndicalists,
or else took the more critical but still favourable view of Malatesta and
Grave. But they could not of course hope to enjoy an ideological
monopoly in the syndicates. They had to compete with the pure
revolutionary syndicalists and, even further to the right, with reform-
ists who saw the movement as merely a means of bettering the position
of the working class within the limits of capitalism. Syndicalism was
always an alliance between ideologically disparate elements. In view
of this, there are at least three critical questions that need to be asked
about the major syndical movements from an anarchist point of view.
First, to what extent did the unions succeed in uniting the working
class into a revolutionary force capable of challenging the bourgeoisie?
Second, what in practice was the relationship between industrial
action for immediate economic ends and the revolutionary general
strike that was supposed to follow on? Third, was the general strike,
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when attempted, a genuinely revolutionary weapon as portrayed in
syndicalist and anarcho-syndicalist ideology? I shall focus here on the
C.G.T. in France and the C.N.T. in Spain, with a briefer look at the
American International Workers of the World.

The C.G.T. can plausibly be seen as a revolutionary syndicalist
body from its inception in 1902*7 until the outbreak of the First World
War. The first generation of leaders — notably Griffuelhes, Pouget,
Yvetot and Delesalle — were all syndicalists or anarcho-syndicalists,
and although Jouhaux, who became general secretary in 1910, in
practice took a somewhat more moderate line, his background was
also anarchist. The Charter of Amiens, adopted in 1906, pledged the
C.G.T. to syndicalist principles: class struggle, autonomous working-
class action, political neutrality, the revolutionary general strike. The
bipartite form of organization adopted in 1902 — one section uniting
federations of workers in different branches of industry, the other
uniting the Bourses du Travail, which served as local federations —
corresponded to the syndicalist model. Furthermore the Confedera-
tion quickly established a reputation for militant action and for refus-
ing to collaborate with employers or the government. Strikes were
frequent, bitter and often violent, and occasionally widespread
enough to create alarm in the minds of the middle classes and the
government. Yet at no time did the long-awaited general strike
materialize. The nearest the C.G.T. came to it was a campaign of
strikes in 1906 for the eight-hour day, which was supposed to reach a
climax on 1 May. But the government arrested the leadership and the
strikes petered out without even achieving their objective, let alone
bringing down the regime.

Why, despite its revolutionary pretensions, was the C.G.T. not
more effective? To begin with, it never succeeded in unionizing more
than a fraction of the French working class. At no stage was its
membership more than 600,000, only about one-half of the total
number of unionized workers, and a mere one-tenth of the workforce
as a whole.'® There is also some evidence that the radicalism of the
leadership was not matched by the bulk of the members. The voting
system used by the C.G.T. at its conferences — one syndicate, one
vote, regardless of size — gave additional weight to small but radical
syndicates such as the barbers’.*? It tock continual propaganda efforts
from above to keep up the militancy of the rank and file; ‘the work of
propaganda and organization was in the hands of relatively few men,
travelling from town to town, making key speeches at local confer-
ences and public meetings, standing behind the more significant
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strikes’.2° There were frequent complaints in leading circles about the
apathy and ‘egoism’ of the ordinary members.

The C.G.T. did not, then, succeed in building up a mass revolu-
tionary movement; it organized instead a sizeable body of workers
who were willing to be led by revolutionaries so long as this helped
them in their immediate battles with their employers. And this brings
us to the second question: what relationship was there between the
partial strikes that the Confederation organized and the general strike
at which it was supposed to be aiming? According to syndicalist
theory, any strike might, because of a heavy-handed response by the
authorities, become generalized and lead to an all-out confrontation
between the workers and the state. In the uropian novel written by
Pataud and Pouget to illustrate this theory, a minor builders’ strike in
Paris leads to a battle between demonstrators and the police in which
several workers are killed, then to a general strike of solidarity with
the victims, and on to the final showdown.?' In practice it was very
different. The strikes called tended to be localized and quite short-
lived, even though combative for as long as they lasted.?* This was
partly due to the C.G.T.’s organizational weakness: only in a few
industries were the national federations strong enough to co-ordinate
a country-wide strike. It was due also to the syndicates’ policy of not
amassing strike funds to see them through a long conflict, on the
grounds that this would weaken the workers’ fighting spirit. These
factors encouraged each group of workers to take the initiative in
declaring a strike (in line with syndicalist theory) but lessened the
chances that the strike would spread beyond the group of factories
concerned, or at most the local area (thus undermining the second
part of the theory). There was also another possibility that the theory
ignored. Strikes which ended in failure might demoralize the workers
rather than increasing their militancy. There is evidence from the
French case that, in a period when real wages fell slightly on average,
the experience of strike action made many workers more cautious
thereafter, and inclined them to accept compromise deals with their
employers. Thus the C.G.T., towards the end of the period we are
considering, found itself pushed into adopting more moderate tactics
by its membership.*?

Since the C.G.T. never succeeded in provoking a revolutionary
general strike, it is idle to ask about the effectiveness of such a tactic in
the French context. The question can be raised more sensibly with
reference to the Spanish C.N.T. Before moving on to that body,
however, I should like to insert a few words about the I.W.W. (or
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“Wobblies’), an American union founded in 1904 and active until
virtually suppressed by the government during the First World War.
The I.W.W. was not at first authentically syndicalist in inspiration,
but a split in the organization in 1908 created a syndicalist wing which
wanted to detach itself from the socialist parties and from parliamen-
tary activity generally. (Subsequent references to the [.W.W. are to
this section.) Organizationally, however, the [.W.W. was consider-
ably more centralized than the C.G.T., and in this respect departed
from the federalist principles characteristic of syndicalism. All the
emphasis was placed on organizing workers nationally into a dozen or
so big industrial unions, and, although provision was made for the
creation of local industrial councils, these were accorded much less
importance. Not surprisingly, anarchist members of the . W.W. tried
to decentralize the organization, but without success.*®

In contrast to the C.G.T., the [.W.W. had to compete with a
powerful reformist trade union in the shape of the American Federa-
tion of Labor. The A.F.L. recruited skilled craftsmen in the cities,
whereas most of the Wobblies’ support came from the mining camps
and the migratory farm workers of the West. The I.W.W. made a
considerable impact during 1912 and 1913 through ts participation in
a number of strikes — the most notorious being at Lawrence, Massa-
chusetts, where some 20,000 textile workers were out for two months
—and in ‘free speech fights’ (confrontations with local authorities over
revolutionary speech-making in public places). Even so, its member-
ship never rose above 20,000 at the outside, whereas the A.F.L.’s was
fast approaching the two million mark. This induced some syndica-
lists to argue that, rather than creating a separate organization, revolu-
tionaries should try to infiltrate the big union and win it to their
cause.?” In the conditions prevailing in the U.S., it is difficult to
believe that either strategy could have been successful. Trade union-
ism has only developed in a revolutionary direction where embittered
workers have confronted high-handed employers. Such confronta-
tions were common enough in France and Spain during this period,
but in the U.S. they occurred only in certain specific places and

industries (such as mining). The I.W.W. was a curiosity, and would
have disappeared, or been absorbed, even if it had not been crushed
politically.*

Spanish syndicalism had a firmer social basis. Indeed it had two
bases, the more durable being the industrial workers of Catalonia, and
the more volatile being the peasants and rural workers of Andalusia
and the Levante. In both areas the proletariat was confronted with an
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employing (or landowning) class that was stubborn and often vindic-
tive in the face of its demands. But even in Spain, it required the
addition of a third ingredient ~ chronic political instability — to give
revolutionary syndicalism its chance of success.

The origins of Spanish syndicalism have been traced back as far as
the 1870s,*” but its main development came with the founding of the
C.N.T. in 1910. The union was banned shortly afterwards, and its
major periods of activity were between 1917 and 1923 and 1930 and
1936 — periods divided by the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera and
terminated by the Civil War. Its membership fluctuated greatly, but
at its peak may have numbered as many as a million workers and
peasants. This figure was matched by its main rival, the socialist
U.G.T. (Unién General de Trabajadores). The two unions competed
vigorously for support, and were almost always at loggerheads with
each other, a factor which seriously weakened the workers’ movement
as a whole.

The C.N.T. changed its organizational structure several times in
its history, but generally approximated to the syndicalist model. In
contrast to the I.W.W., the local federations were strong, and the
national industrial federations — in the periods when they were called

into existence — were relatively weak. Thus the union was highl};&\
t

decentralized, and moreover had very little by way of a permanen

bureaucracy. This made it resilient ~ it was able to survive under- |
ground even when declared illegal - but at the same time hampered its /

attempts to co-ordinate actions across the country.? i

The leadership of the movement was always divided between
more moderate syndicalist elements and more revolutionary anarchist
elements. At first the syndicalists — led by Segui — were the stronger
force, and the anarchists themselves were internally split into
anarcho-syndicalists and ‘pure’ anarchists, the latter preferring to
remain aloof from the materialism of day-to-day trade unionism.?
The draw of the C.N.T. was strong, however, and even the purest
syndicalists were very radical by comparison with trade unionists
elsewhere,?® so the Spanish anarchists came increasingly to see their
future as lying with the C.N.T., while not confining themselves
entirely to trade-union tactics. A congress held in Madrid in 1922
‘resolved that all Anarchists should enrol in the C.N.T. and treat it as
their special field of action’.3' At about the same time power at
the head of the union was shifting decisively towards the anarcho-
syndicalists. Shortly afterwards the C.N.T. was forced to go under-
ground, but during the period of the dictatorship an important
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development took place. In 1927 the Federacién Anarquista Ibérica
(F.A.1.) was formed. From the time that the C.N.T. was able to work
openly again (in 1930), this body — which comprised some 10,000
militant anarchists, organized in federated affinity groups — began to
exercise hegemony over the union. At first the moderates held on to
key positions in the apparatus, but by late in 1931 they were fighting a
rearguard action.®* Some syndicates broke away from the C.N.T. in
1933 in response to F.A.I domination (the split was healed in 1936).
From about the beginning of 1932, therefore, we can see in Spain the
unique spectacle of a mass trade-union movement being led along the
revolutionary path by a minority of conscious anarchists — the original
anarcho-syndicalist strategy come to fruition.

The C.N.T. had little difficulty in persuading its members to
engage in militant strike activities: throughout both the periods we are
considering, the number of industrial stoppages was extremely high.
Moreover on several occasions the union was able to turn limited
strikes into general strikes — general, at least, to a particular city or
region. And here we come to the C.N.T.’s major weakness as a
revolutionary organization: it was unable to co-ordinate subversive
action on a wide enough scale to pose a serious threat to the Spanish
state. This can be demonstrated by a brief examination of some major
episodes.

In Barcelona, in 1919, a strike by C.N.T. workers at the La
Canadiense power plant virtually paralysed the city. Segui negotiated
areturn to work on very favourable terms, but the local representative
of the military authorities was unwilling to release a number of
workers held in prison, and a general strike was declared on 24 March.
More than 100,000 workers participated, and at first the stoppage of
work was total. But the authorities responded vigorously, declaring
martial law, deploying troops and using the militia to provision the
city. The strike had collapsed by 14 April.®

No other strike in the period up to 1923 was as impressive as the
La Canadiense stoppage and its aftermath. General strikes were called
by the C.N.T. in Barcelona in November and December 1920, but
neither lasted more than a few days, their effectiveness being lessened
by the U.G.T.’s refusal to collaborate. An attempt to call a general
strike in Madrid on the day after Primo de Rivera assumed power in
1923 was likewise thwarted by U.G.T. non-co-operation.

In the later period, two episodes stand out. April and May 1933
witnessed a lengthy sirike by the building workers of Barcelona,
which later spread to other industries, and attracted sympathetic
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general strikes in Saragossa and elsewhere. The C.N.T. was simul-
taneously using demonstrations and rallies to campaign for the release
of F.A.I.-C.N.T. prisoners. Neither form of action brought about
the desired result.** In December of the same year, following the
victory of the Right at the elections, the C.N.T. made its boldest
attempt at an insurrectionary general strike. Despite a widespread
withdrawal of labour, however, only the workers of Aragon and Rioja
rose against the government, and these insurrections were put down
by troops within four days. Significantly the Catalonian syndicates,
exhausted by their earlier efforts, remained quiet on this occasion.?®

The C.N.T. was of course to enjoy its hour of glory in 1936, when
the revolt of large sections of the Army under General Franco left the
union in effective control of a substantial area of Spain. Its construc-
tive achievements when presented with this opportunity will be dis-
cussed in a later chapter.[':l"he fact remains that the Spanish syndi-
calists were unable to provoke a revolution on their own terms, and,
by the same token, had to engage in social reconstruction in circum-
stances that were far from ideal — they failed to command the loyalty of
the majority of the working class, and they were almost immediately
involved in a bloody conflict with the fascists and an internecine
struggle with the other Republican factions. Thus, although the
C.N.T. came closer than any other trade union to fulfilling the
anarcho-syndicalists” dreams, it did not in the end succeed in doing
so. What lessons should we draw from this?

From an organizational point of view, first of all, no syndicalist
union has succeeded in recruiting the bulk of the proletariat: the
French and Spanish unions had at best half of the organized work-
force, and the American I.W.W. far less. Although at times of crisis
such a union might rally rather more workers than this behind its
banner, it still faced competition from other working-class organiza-
tions which were unwilling to embark on what they saw as revolu-
tionary adventurism. There was clearly a trade-off here between
numbers and revolutionary spirit: the wider the union cast its net, the
more it had to moderate its stance to draw in workers who were
interested primarily in piecemeal gains. In syndicalist theory, of
course, workers inducted in this way would have their consciousness
raised by the experience of direct action: in practice this was not
necessarily so.:[.

This brings us to the second problem for syndicalists, the relation-
ship between ordinary trade union activity and the final goal of a
revolutionary general strike. The syndicalist position on this has been
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rehearsed above. There are two reasons for doubting it. Taking a
long-term view, it is reasonable to suggest that the effect (though not
the intention) of trade unionism has been to integrate the working
class into capitalist society by providing a channel for its grievances
and winning it some economic gains: this much is conceded by
modern anarchists like Murray Bookchin.**{Jn the French and
Spanish cases, however, the unions were confronting employers and
political authorities too recalcitrant to buy them off with concessions,
and here a second difficulty occurred: the workers’ fighting strength
was sapped by repeated strikes and physical battles with the authori-
ties, so that instead of an upward spiral of militant activity culmina-
ting in a general strike, we observe a patchwork of localized conflicts
with no overall result.j

hird, there is the problem of the general strike itself. The
Spanish experience shows that a general strike of limited duration is
less threatening to the authorities than syndicalist theory would have
us believe. If the state responds firmly, the contest becomes a battle of
wills which normally ends with the strike crumbling away. If, on the
other hand, the strike is used as a springboard for an insurrection — the
anarcho-syndicalist version of events — a revolutionary opportunity
undoubtedly exists, but it can be suppressed fairly easily if confined to
a few places. An organization such as the C.N.T., devoted to the
principle of syndical autonomy, was poorly adapted for launching a
general insurrection.

Finally, there is a specific moral for anarchists to be drawn
from the Spanish case. In November 1936 an unprecedented event
occurred: four anarchists became ministers in the socialist govern-
ment of Largo Caballero. For many anarchists, reflecting on the event
with hindsight, this represented the culmination of a process of
collaboration with the state that had its roots in the F.A.I.-.C.N.T.
liaison. In Vernon Richards’ words:

The policy of making the C.N.T. ‘their specific field of action’
could only result in the F.A.I. losing its anarchist identity and
independence, the more so when so many of the leaders of the
C.N.T. were also leading members of the F.A.I. The outcome
of this dual role was that by the end of 1936 the F.A.l. had
ceased to function as a specifically anarchist organization . . .%7

Thus the syndicalist movement, while on the one hand offering
anarchists a unique opportunity to participate in a working-class
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movement whose structure and aims were apparently in harmony
with theirs, might on the other hand represent a slippery slope at
whose foot lay reformism and political collaboration.
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The crushing of the anarcho-syndicalists in Spain — first by their
Republican allies and then finally by the forces of General Franco —
signalled the end of the organized anarchist movement. For the next
quarter-century, nothing was left but isolated groups of intellectuals
who continued to discuss the old anarchist ideas, but made virtually
no impact outside of their own circles. But then, quite unexpectedly,
anarchism was given a new lease of life. That diffuse movement of
protest and radical thought called the New Left, which swept through
most of the countries of the West in the late 1960s, appeared to revive
anarchism, along with Marxism and other revolutionary ideologies.
Whether this was really the case — whether the ‘new’ anarchism had
much in common with the older doctrine — is a question that will
require our careful attention.

The New Left appeared on an intellectual scene that had been
dominated, since the ending of the Second World War, by two major
ideologies — democratic socialism and orthodox Communism. It broke
with these ideologies in a number of respects. To begin with, New
Left thinkers were no more sympathetic to the Communist societies of
Eastern Europe than to the capitalist societies of the West. Their
revolutionary aim was to find a third alternative that avoided both the
traditional ills of capitalism and the bureaucratic deformities of the
Communist bloc. Moreover their critique of capitalism paid less
attention to the economic struggle between worker and employer, and
more attention to what might broadly be called cultural issues — to
questions about individual lifestyle, personal relationships, the rela-
tionship between man and his natural environment, and so forth.
Finally these critical ideas were often linked specifically to the youth
movement — students and other young people being seen as the
harbingers of revolutionary change.

What, then, was the relationship between anarchism and the New
Left as a whole? To begin with, traditional anarchism supplied some
of the raw material out of which the new theories were constructed.
Both the writings of the older anarchists and the experience of anar-
chist movements were drawn upon — often as a corrective to the
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distorting lenses of orthodox Marxism. Furthermore a small number
of intellectuals who were radicalized by the New Left began to
describe themselves explicitly as anarchists, seeing their ideas as a
continuation of the older tradition. Perhaps more significantly, how-
ever, other individuals and groups developed theoretical positions
which had much in common with traditional anarchism, even though
they refused the name itself.! This refusal probably stemmed from
two sources: first, anarchism was sometimes equated with a cult of
individual spontaneity and a corresponding unwillingness to organize
collectively in pursuit of political ends; second, anarchism was also
sometimes identified with a set of revolutionary tactics that were now
outdated (with syndicalism, for instance). As we have seen, both of
these identifications contain a grain of truth, but neither accurately
reflects the mainstream of anarchism. Thus anarchism may have
played a larger role in the diffuse intellectual movement I am con-
sidering than is apparent from the number of self-avowed anarchists
present — as the following discussion will suggest.

Adherents of the New Left often called themselves revolution-
aries, but was this more than a fashionable label? To be a revolu-
tionary it is not enough to criticize existing society, however funda-
mentally: it is also necessary to have some reasonably coherent ideas
about how it may be changed and what will replace it. This was not on
the whole the New Left’s strong suit, and we must be prepared to
contemplate the possibility that the role played by its members was
that of social critic ~ a more venerable avocation that than of revolu-
tionary. The social critic condemns the real in the light of the ideal,
but without necessarily putting forward any recipes for moving in the
direction desired. By the same token we must ask whether the new
anarchism remained a revolutionary ideology or whether it might not
better be interpreted as a gesture of protest against a social and
political system that was perceived to be intolerable. (This possibility
lay behind my earlier question about the continuity between the older
and the newer anarchism.)

There was, however, one important occasion on which the ideas of
the New Left leapt beyond social criticism and became a moving force
in a near-revolutionary situation: the May—June events in France in
1968. Anarchist ideas were especially prominent on this occasion.
Reflection on these events may help us decide whether the emergent
form of anarchism could realistically have formed the basis of a
revolutionary movement, and indeed whether anarchism has any
future in the advanced societies of the West.
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The ideas of the New Left must be understood in the light of the
enormous advances made by the Western economies in the period
after 1945. Economic growth in this period dramatically raised the
living standards of most workers, with two significant consequences.
First, it was no longer possible to base a revolutionary movement on
the material impoverishment of the working class, as both classical
anarchism and classical Marxism had done. Second, the working class
itself looked less and less like a cohesive revolutionary force, as
affluence began to erode the old working-class communities and
allowed increasing numbers of workers to emulate the lifestyle of the
middle class. Thus radicals came to pay less attention to the sphere of
production, to the exploitation of the worker by the capitalist and the
pauperization of the former, and more attention to spheres of life
outside of production, to domestic life, consumption, leisure and so
forth. The focus also shifted to psychological questions, to the alleged
mental and emotional poverty of most denizens of the advanced
capitalist societies, as opposed to material questions. Moreover since
most of the governments in these societies were unprecedentedly
liberal in their dealings with their subjects, attention was switched
away from the physically repressive character of the state towards its
manipulative character — that is towards its role in conditioning its
subjects to accept the constraints and routines of liberal capitalism.
Again, the shift was from material issues to psychological issues.

Central to the new thinking, then, was the idea of a ‘critique of
everyday life’, the title of an influential book by the French sociologist
Henri Lefebvre.2 Technological developments had allowed people to
enjoy unprecedented material standards of living, but this had not
been reflected in any improvement in the quality of their lives. Work
was still alienating; leisure merely reproduced this alienation by
assigning the consumer a passive role as recipient of commodities and
of advertising designed to make him desire more commodities. The
advertisers’ claim was that these commodities would provide a more
satisfying life, but the satisfaction was illusory. The central contra-
diction of advanced capitalism was between the possibilities for real
satisfaction that technology opened up, and the poverty of actual life
under the imperatives of such an economy.

Many different versions of this thesis were presented by New
Left theorists — one of the most famous, of course, being Herbert
Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man® — but I want to focus here on the
extreme version developed by a small group of intellectuals, centred
in France, who called themselves the ‘International Situationists’.
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The ideas of this group encapsulate better than any others the quality
of New Left anarchism, and moreover they had an influence out of all
proportion to the size of the group on the May—June events —above all
on the colourful and disturbing slogans that appeared on the walls and
buildings of Paris. The group itself had been formed a decade earlier,
and its origins lay in the dissident artistic movements of the inter-war
years, especially in Dadaism and Surrealism. The situationists came
to believe that it was no longer possible to protest against modern
society through artistic creation, however unconventional its form.
Instead, the division between art and life had to be overcome, so that
people would experience their surroundings in a new manner without
entering some separate arena called ‘the world of art’. The way to
achieve this was held at first to be ‘the construction of situations’ (an
idea from which the group’s name was derived). These would be
happenings involving a number of people in which each would be
encouraged to act on his desires in unanticipated ways. There were
also ideas for redesigning towns along emotional rather than func-
tional lines:

Everyone will live in their own cathedral. There will be rooms
awakening more vivid fantasies than any drug. There will
be houses where it will be impossible not to fall in love.
Other houses will prove irresistibly attractive to the benighted
traveller . . .

From this fantastic vantage-point, an intellectual assault was
launched on the banality of life in contemporary societies. A crucial
concept was that of the ‘spectacle’.®* Modern existence was dominated
by a series of spectacles created by the ruling hierarchy to condition
and subdue the masses. The idea referred not only to the theatrical and
media events that the term suggests, but (for instance) to conventional
forms of politics and to the marketing and consumption of commodi-
ties generally. ‘Spectacle’ is meant to convey two things: first, the
show is enacted before an audience of passive observers who merely
drink in what is provided for them; second, the show is based on an
illusion — the people or the things featured in it do not really have the
qualities that they seem to have. For instance, politicians and enter-
tainers are presented as having ‘star’ qualities, whereas in reality they
may be the most undistinguished of individuals.® Commodities are
presented as having life-enhancing qualities which, when they are
purchased, they turn out not to have at all. In particular, ‘the object
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which was prestigious in the spectacle becomes vulgar the moment it
enters the house of the consumer, at the same time that it enters the
house of all the others’.” Thus spectacles of all kinds, while captivat-
ing their audiences, cannot genuinely satisfy their desires.

The anarchism implicit in this position emerges when the spec-
tacle is traced back to the power of a ruling class:

The oldest social specialization, the specialization of power, is
at the root of the spectacle. The spectacle is thus a specialized
activity which speaks for the ensemble of the others. It is the
diplomatic representation of hierarchic society in front of
itself, where all-other expression is banished. Here the most
modern is also the most archaic.®

From this point of view, the difference between the capitalist societies
of the West and the so-called socialist societies of the East is merely
that the former embody a ‘diffuse’ spectacle (i.e. many different
spectacles with different origins compete for our attention) whereas
the latter embody a ‘concentrated’ spectacle (i.e. a single image of the
good life is presented to the masses).

Given this analysis, how did the situationists propose to break out
of the spectacular society? Here their thought moved along two
apparently divergent tracks. On the one hand they looked to indi-
vidual acts of subversion — as we have seen to ‘the construction of
situations’ and other ways of breaking with the dominant form of
consciousness. In this vein they looked to the young, to drop-outs,
even to gangs of criminals (echoing here, of course, Bakunin’s appeal
to ‘la masse noire’). On the other hand, the residual influence of
Marxism showed itself in their belief that only a class-conscious
proletariat could finally overthrow capitalist society — even while they
admitted that the actual proletariat had to a very large extent become
integrated into the system. In this vein they held up the idea of council
communism as the only authentic vehicle of the revolutionary project,
rejecting all Leninist and Trotskyist theories of the vanguard party.®
Thus we are left with a curious mishmash of traditional revolutionary
theory, which portrays the revolution as a transfer of power from one
class to another, and the new idea of spontaneous individual protest
against ‘spectacular’ society which seems to exclude any organized
form of revolution at all. The tension, not to say contradiction,
between these two themes appeared rather charmingly in some of the
slogans of May 1968: ‘Be realistic: demand the impossible.” ‘Power to
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the imagination.” “The more I make love, the more I want to make the
revolution. The more I make the revolution, the more I want to make
. love.’

The tension in question might nonetheless have been resolved on
two provisos: first, that situationist-style revolt might inspire the
working class to reclaim its revolutionary legacy; second, that the
forms of organization which emerged from such a revolutionary
undertaking were compatible with the aims of the new anarchists.
The second proviso has never been put to the test, but the first can
usefully be examined in the light of the May-June eventsin France. In
appearance at least, a student revolt inspired by the extreme ideas of
ultra-left groups, including the situationists, succeeded in detonating
a working-class explosion that was not far from being a revolution.
How accurate is that appearance?

Although the student revolt had multiple causes, some relating to
the antiquated nature of the French system of higher education, there
can be little doubt that left-wing ideas played a major part in giving the
movement the direction that it took.'® Indeed the origins of the revolt
are sometimes traced back to the publication of a situationist
pamphlet entitled ‘The Poverty of Student Life’ at the University of
Strasbourg in 1966. The immediate cause was a confrontation
between students and authorities at Nanterre (on the outskirts of
Paris) early in 1968, from which was born the March 22nd movement,
a coalition of Trotskyists and quasi-anarchists, including the
notorious Daniel Cohn-Bendit.!' Cohn-Bendit’s ideas were ecletic,
drawing on anarchism, situationism and to some extent Trotskyism,
as he himself was perfectly willing to admit.'* What is quite clear,
however, is that he had seized upon precisely those ideas which
differentiated the New Left from its precursors, and in that sense he is

"an archetypal representative of the new strain of anarchist thought.'®
So although the revolt had no single ideological inspiration, and
indeed from its inception was marred by internal warfare between the
different left groups, non-doctrinaire anarchism was a major influ-
ence, perhaps even the major influence as far as the style of the revolt
was concerned.'*

From Nanterre the March 22nd movement transferred to the
Sorbonne, which was occupied early in May. There followed a series
of confrontations with the police, which culminated in the ‘night of
the barricades’ of 10~11 May, when thousands of students fought with
the authorities for control of the streets of Paris. By this point
two significant things had happened. First, a very large number of
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students had been radicalized, thus bearing out, in some measure, the
claims of Cohn-Bendit and others that the students’ position under
advanced capitalism was inherently contradictory, and their political
attitudes correspondingly unstable. Indeed the Sorbonne in these
early days bore some resemblance to an anarchist utopia — even ifa
hard-headed observer could also see some likeness to an American
nominating convention.'> Some 20,000 people congregated together,
governed only by a General Assembly and its various committees:
intense debates were held on all kinds of subjects; parties, entertain-
ments and other happenings occurred spontaneously.'® It served as a
beacon to many other, less spectacular, occupations, both in Paris and
elsewhere in France. Second, the students had won the support of a
large section of French society (indeed of four-fifths of Parisians,
according to a public opinion poll). Tangible evidence of this support
came on 13 May, when students and trade unionists joined forces in a
massive demonstration against the government, leading an estimated
800,000 people through the streets of Paris.

This is not of course to say that the students had converted the
population en masse to ultra-left ideas; no doubt the support was
largely offered in response to the government’s inflexible line on
university reform and the brutal methods used by the police against
the rioting students. Yet something more than liberal sympathy was
involved, as is shown by the wave of workers’ strikes that followed the
student revolt. Between mid-May and mid-June nearly ten million
workers went on strike, many of them also occupying their places of
work. There is little doubt that the students’ example was an impor-
tant influence, even though that example would not have been suffici-
ent in the absence of a number of long-standing economic grievances.
It is difficult to say how far the students’ revolutionary ideas pene-
trated into the factories: the established unions, especially the
Communist-led C.G.T., did their best to prevent students and
workers coming into contact, fearing that they might lose control of
the movement.'” In some places workers issued demands for a greater
or lesser degree of self-management, but very rarely —to the chagrin of
the anarchists — did they actually try to run the factories themselves.*®
This perhaps indicates the limitations of the workers’ movement from
a revolutionary point of view. By refusing to take the decisive step
beyond ‘bourgeois legality’, they allowed the movement to be brought
back, in time, to a trade-union contest for better wages and working
conditions. Once the unions were back in the saddle, it was relatively easy
to extract enough concessions from the employers to end the strikes.
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In the meantime, however, the government of General de Gaulle
had very nearly been unseated. For about a week at the end of May, it
seemed that the government had lost its authority, and there was a real
possibility that power would pass into the hands of one or other of the
opposition leaders.'® This would not, of course, have amounted to a
revolutionary overthrow of the regime itself. Even S0, it Is a testament
to the forces which the students unleashed that one of the most solidly
entrenched of the Western leaders should almost have been driven
from power. The moment passed, however, and a majority of French-
men, alarmed by the violence on the streets and the increasing dis-
ruption of the economy, turned back to offer de Gaulle their support.
His party won a handsome victory in the elections called for June.

Perhaps the most important question, from an anarchist point of
view, is not whether de Gaulle and his supporters could have been
defeated (that question is specific to a time and a place) but whether
the liaison between the students and the workers was or could have
been genuine. The students were the bearers of New Left ideology,
which as I have argued involved a shift of focus away from questions of
production and towards questions of consumption and ‘everyday life’.
How interested were the workers? Some of them at least were inter-
ested in more than improvements in pay and conditions, which is
what they had eventually to settle for. There is evidence that they were
frustrated by the conservatism of the union leadership — this is shown
in particular by their vehement rejection of the Grenelle Agreements,
hammered out by the Prime Minister, the unions and the employers
over the weekend of 25-27 May, and offering ‘the biggest benefits
secured for the working class since the Liberation’.2° Yet perhaps
what the students had tapped was not a wholesale rejection of ‘spec-
tacular society’, but rather a latent demand for greater control over the
workplace (possibly even for complete self-management) which
would link the workers of 1968 to their syndicalist forebears sixty
years earlier. If this speculation is correct, production still remained
the crucial arena for the working class. It was only the students,

themselves free from the constraints of a working day, who could
dream about turning work into play and freeing the senses from the
manacles of consumption. Both groups could talk about participatory
democracy, but for the workers this meant something much more
mundane than for the student anarchists.

This raises once more the question of whether the new anarchism
was really a revolutionary ideology. As we have seen, the situationists
and those they influenced tried to hinge together a critique of every-
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day life and an older idea of revolution, involving the proletariat and
the creation of workers’ councils. The May—June events suggest that
these two projects remained far apart, even though an attempt to carry
through the first sparked off, in another group of actors, some move-
ment in the direction of the second. It is arguable whether the first by
itself is a revolutionary project, if by revolution is meant a mass
overthrow of social and political institutions which ushers in a new
social order. For the change of consciousness and style of life which
the situationists and others on the far left were calling for, revolution
in this sense is neither necessary nor sufficient. Not sufficient,
because how can any institutional change, however radical, ensure
that a person’s whole life-experience should alter in the way
demanded? Not necessary, because individuals and groups seem able
to break away from ‘spectacular’ society without revolutionary
change, provided only that this society allows them the space and
freedom to do so, as the hippies, drop-outs and commune-dwellers of
the late 1960s proved.?* In saying this, I do not at all mean to
underestimate the radicalism of the New Left. It can plausibly be
argued that the indictment of contemporary society offered by their
spokesmen was more far-reaching than anything to be found on the
older revolutionary Left. In that sense, they had every right to call
their ideas ‘revolutionary’. The point is merely that these ideas had
fairly tenuous links with the traditional view of revolution (including
the traditional anarchist view). Cohn-Bendit’s slogan, ‘C’est pour toi
que tu fais la révolution’, brings this out rather clearly.

The point just made about the situationists and their disciples can,
I believe, be extended to other strands in recent anarchist thought and
activity. Although it is hard to generalize about a heterogeneous
phenomenon, one finds in most contemporary anarchism the same
shift of attention to individual psychology, personal relationships,
and forms of consciousness — and by implication the same break with
the traditional idea of revolution. A recent anthology includes sub-
stantial sections on ‘The liberation of self” and ‘Anarcha-feminism’ —
the latter being an attempt to connect feminist critiques of patriarchy
with the wider anarchist critique of hierarchical forms of authority.??
This redirection of attention may be justified in its own terms, but it
has two main effects. First, anarchism tends to lose its own distinct
identity, and becomes merely one variation on a common theme — the
cultural critique of modern capitalist society. Second, the aim of
anarchist practice is no longer to overthrow capitalism and the state
directly, but immediately to create a space in which individuals may

149



Anarchism

develop alternative styles of life, and perhaps in the longer term to
subvert contemporary society by the contagion of these lifestyles.*

Whether one regards this as a step forward or a step back depends

of course on one’s general verdict on anarchism as a revolutionary
ideology, so this may be an appropriate point at which to take stock of
what has gone before. Our discussion began from the problem of
reconciling the anarchist belief in a society whose organization is in
many respects diametrically opposed to that of contemporary society
with the empirically observable facts of human nature. I argued in the
fifth chapter that, despite some appearances to the contrary, the
anarchist response to this problem does not fundamentally rest on a
theory of historical progress. Instead most anarchists have looked to
revolution as the means whereby humanity collectively transforms
itself from its present benighted state into a condition of freedom and
solidarity. But to achieve this purpose the revolution must take a
certain shape: its means must be in conformity with its ends. This idea
lay at the heart of the anarchist critique of Marxist revolutionary
practice, which tried to usher in a society of freedom and equality
through a class dictatorship guided by an elite party. The problem,
however, was to find a strategy for revolution that avoided such a
paradox while still retaining some chance of success. None of the three
strategies subsequently examined — insurrection, terrorism, syndi-
calism — met this condition. In each case a relatively small group of
conscious anarchists was trying, through revolutionary practice, to
convert the mass of the population to its way of thinking and behav-
ing. In no case was the attempt successful. The masses remained
enmeshed in their old ideas and habits, so the anarchists were doomed
either to remain isolated or to dilute their principles in order to work
within larger, non-anarchist organizations. This is not of course to say
that revolutions never occur, nor indeed that in the course of revolu-
tions popular consciousness does not alter. It is rather to say that no
revolution has taken place according to any of the anarchist recipes,
and also that, in the revolutionary periods that have occurred, anar-
chist ideas have not prevailed.

These observations open the way for an anarchist critique of the
idea of revolution. Indeed we have seen that, throughout its history,
anarchism has included a number of thinkers (Godwin prominent
among them) who have been critical of revolutions for reasons that the
historical evidence appears to have confirmed. The exact nature of the
critique will vary from person to person, but the central claim will be
that the process of revolution is not such as to encourage those aspects
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of human nature upon which an anarchist society must be built. In
Godwin’s case, for instance, the argument is that revolution hinders
the development of rational modes of thought. A recent variant by the
American individualist David Friedman is that revolutions tend to
bring to the fore those individuals who enjoy, and are good at,
wielding power.?* Both of these arguments seem to me persuasive.

If, for such reasons, an anarchist rejects the traditional idea of

revc/)lution, is he thereby condemned to be merely a social critic, in the
sense indicated earlier? Not necessarily, though it should be said that
some recent commentators have interpreted anarchism in this light.*
An alternative is that anarchism should become reformist, even
though the term itself would strike a jarring note in the ears of most
anarchists. In place of a full-scale confrontation with the state, anar-
chists should attempt to create alternative, libertarian forms of associ-
ation, which would allow people to by-pass the established institu-
tions, and at the same time to develop habits and practices of co-
operation that might eventually form the basis of a new society.
Adherents of this view, of whom there have been a number,?® are fond
of quoting an aphorism from the German anarchist Gustav Landauer:
“The state is not something which can be destroyed by a revolution,
but is a condition, a certain relationship between human beings, a
mode of human behaviour; we destroy it by contracting other rela-
tionships, by behaving differently.’*” The idea implicit in this remark
is that the state may be undermined gradually, without a frontal
assault of the kind that has up to now proved fruitless. Revolution
might be unnecessary as well as counterproductive from an anarchist
point of view. ,

If, then, we decide in the light of historical evidence that anar-
chism has failed as a revolutionary ideology, we need not infer that
anarchist ideas are utterly worthless. We may still want to look at
anarchism from a reformist point of view, as a source of ideas for social
experimentation. I have argued in this chapter that the impact of New
Left thinking on anarchism served to divert it from its revolutionary
path, even though many of its new adherents were unaware of the fact.
We see now that this was not necessarily a bad thing. What remains to
be done is to look at the constructive achievements of anarchism, both
in revolutionary and non-revolutionary periods, and to assess these in
the light of anarchist ideals. We will then beina position to pass a final
verdict on the ideology we are considering.
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11 Constructive Achievements

Fhe theme ofthe second part of my book was the relationship between
revolutionary theory and practice in anarchism. The conclusion
reached was that none of the strategies proposed by anarchists for
realizing their ideals had proved to be satisfactory. In this final section
I want to return to these ideals themselves, and to assess their
strengths and weaknesses. An obvious starting-point is the attempts

7/ anarchists have made to implement their ideals on a small scale, in the

absence of an all-encompassing revolution. These experiments do not
constitute decisive evidence for or against anarchism - no such
evidence could be decisive, because the background conditions will
_always be special in one respect or another — but they do provide
“irelevant information which must be taken into account in any intelli-
gent assessment. In this chapter I shall look at the lessons to be learned
from the experiments themselves, and in the next extend the discus-
sion to broader issues before dellvermg a final verdict on anarchism as
a social theory.

The evidence I shall consider, besides being not fully decisive,

may also be said to be incomplete. Anarchists themselves have often

. turned to the past history of human society for support for their views,
pointing to the so-called: ‘stateless’ societies)found in early periods of

tion —{such as the village community 9 which have existed alongside
(but independently of ) the state in later periods This is taken to be

objectives can ‘e achieved without recourse to the centralized appar-
atus of the state. There are two difficulties with this evidence. First,
although the evidence referred to does indeed show that the state is
not a necessary condition for maintaining social order and so forth, it
is much less clear that the methods of social control which are prac-
tised in these societies are compatible with anarchist ideals. The main
point of contrast with the modern state is that, instead of a concen-

trated and formal system for enforcing social rules/there is a diffuse \

and informal system. The sanctions faced by potential rule-breakers
include the threat of private retaliation, the threat to withhold co-
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operation in future, various kinds of social pressure (gossip, shaming
and so forth), and the threat 6fsupcfﬁaiurafpun1§hment 2 Anarchists

. may perhaps find these less obnoxious than the mechanical processes /

of law. Nevertheless it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that mem-
ve their freedom seriously restricted, “both in
the sense that many actions they mlght otherwise consider performmg

are rendered ineligible, and in the sense that the range of choices they

might make about how to live their lives is drastically narrowed by the '

power of custom and tradition.®

The second difficulty is, if anything, still more serious. The
traditional societies I have referred to embodied a world-view which
has been irreversibly shattered by the transition to modern society.
They were held together, in large measure, by a set of customary
beliefs, taken on trust by each generation and characteristically
backed up by religion. Such a world-view cannot be recreated at will,

even if one should want to. Modern anarchism has to start with | e~

individuals whose outlook has been formed by the/sceptical question-

A

Sy

ing of modern science and the moral pluralism of an open and fluid

society. It has to solve the problem of social order without presup-
posing, at the outset, a strong set of shared beliefs about how life
ought to be lived. For that reason it is much more revealing to look at

" anarchist experiments carried out under modern conditions than to
delve into vanished forms of life, interesting though the latter may be

from a scientific point of view.
I shall look at two pieces of evidence, the first being the various

experimental communities that anarchists have established, mainly in 7

the periods 1890-1910 and 1965-75, and the second being the anar-
chist-inspired collectivization programme that was carried out in the

rearly months of the Spanish Civil Warﬁhe problems with both pieces

of evidence are fairly obvious. The communities have had to deal with
an unsupportive and often actively hostile environment; being so
small in size and few in number, they could do little to help one
another. Collectivization in Spain, although carried out on a much
larger scale, was seriously hampered by the effects of the war, to say
nothing of the political conflicts which divided the Republican camp.
Even so, we may be able to reach some tentative conclusions about the |
viability of anarchist ideals by examining this material. —_
Most of the experimental communities were based on anarcho-
communist principles, but by way of a preamble it is interesting to
look briefly at the individualist experiments initiated by Josiah
Warren earlier in the nineteenth century. Warren’s ideal, it will be
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recalled,” was a society based on the exchange of individually pro-
duced commodities at cost of production, through the use of labour
notes. He attempted to demonstrate its practicality in two ways, the
first being the “Time Stores’ that he ran in Cincinnati between 1827
and 1830 and in New Harmony between 1842 and 1844 (other similar
ventures were shorter-lived). 'Warren: sold his goods at wholesale
prices, with a small percentage added to cover rent and overheads; in
addition he asked his customers for labour notes to cover the time he
spent on each transaction, as recorded by a clock hanging on the shop
wall. These were later to be redeemed either in goods or in labour.
The stores were apparently a success, not least because Warren’s cash
prices undercut those charged by his competitors by some consider-
able amount.® It is less clear how successful the labour notes were.
One observer reports that Warren had difficulty with customers
_overestimating the value of their labour.® Since, however, the notes
only played a supplementary role, alongside transactions that made
use of ordinary money, the idea of privately issued currency was not
put to a crucial test.
Warren’s second initiative was the foundation of several colonies.
After two short-lived ventures at Spring Hill and Tuscawaras, he
started the ‘Utopia’ community_on the_Qhio..river. in 1847, and
‘Modern Times’ close to New York in 1851. Both were based on
separate landholdmg by individual famllles, some of these being
farmers and others artisans. The communities were differentiated
from conventional settlements by two features: the first was the lack
of any formal system of authority, and the second was the more or less
_extensive use of labour notes for exchanges between the colonists. The
‘Utopia’ colony appears to have functioned successfully, although it
gradually lost members as cheap land became available in the West
later in the century.” ‘Modern Times’, on the other hand, achieved
notoriety of the wrong sort, and attracted a variety of eccentrics, some
of them with views decidedly at odds with Warren’s.? Although it,
too, survived for several decades, the Warrenite element — the use of
labour notes — was of marginal importance after the early years.
When compared with the anarcho-communist experiments to be
discussed shortly, the individualist ventures seem relatively success-
ful. On the other hand they broke less radically with existing social
practices: by basing themselves on individual ownership and produc-
tion, they avoided the problems of co-operative labour which were to
dog the later communities. Even the direct exchange of labour was not
very far removed from the mutual ald Wthh is likely to be found in

136 abenc xehosan

Constructive Achievements

any pioneering agricultural community. Perhaps their greatest
achievement was to show that social order can be maintained, at least

on a small scale, without formal sanctions — in the case of undesirables

the community simply refused to have any dealings with them, at
which point they usually drifted away.
\ The early communist colonies were set up by groups of anarchists

who hoped that they would serve as beacons to the remainder of

society, demonstrating the validity of anarchist ideas. Examples can
be found in B;-t%am, France and the U.S.A., and no doubt in other

countries t06:2“The colonies mostly lasted only a short while, the '_
exceptions being cases where the communist system was abandoned |

in favour of private production. The same broad pattern can be found

throughout. Funds were raised to purchase or lease a small agri-

cultural holding. On this several families would settle and begin to

erect buildings, engage in market-gardening or animal-breeding, and

practise crafts of various kinds. The community would exchange its

products with the outside world on a cash basis, but would practise

communism internally. The financial position would remain pre-
carious. In. a short while disputes would break out among the
colonists, and some of the founding generation would leave.

Newcomers might be brought in, but the colony, always small in size,

would become smaller still. Eventually just a single family would be

left in possession, and the experiment would be terminated.

Tofill out this theoretical sketch let me describe a couple of cases / -

Newcastle in 1895Mples of Kropotkln Twenty acres of
land was rented, and the colonists — numbering about twenty at the
peak ~ raised livestock and gardened under glass. Their produce was
sold to the local Co-ops, and for a while the community was reason-
ably prosperous. Newcomers, however, were not necessarily as adept

at horticulture as the founders, and dlsagreements within the group

led to the break-up of the community in 1900.

In France, a colony was established by subscription atiVaux)
in 1903. Twelve hectares of land were eventually bought, and
the colony, starting from a single family, rose in numbers to more
than twenty. They grew vegetables, raised livestock and engaged in
crafts — hosiery, shoemaking and tailoring. The colony was more or
less able to support itself, but almost from the beginning there were
personal dissensions. The founding member was accused of authorit-
arianism, and had to leave the colony in 1904 (he was called back
shortly afterwards). The number of inhabitants declined in
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1905, and the community was finally dissolved two years later.

Although the people involved in these experiments generally tried

to make the best of what they had done, it is hard to describe the
colonies other than as failures. Why was this so? Nearly all of them
were undercapitalized; but this does not seem to have been the
decisive factor. To begin with, they tended to attract individuals with
strong personalities and equally strong convictions — not on the whole
the most suitable material for a co-operative enterprise. They also had
':difﬁculty in creating in their members .a_ lastiﬂg_ commitment to the
community — people came and went, which reduced stability and
made it hard to build up the various lines of work into anything
substantial, Both of these factors do of course reflect the communities’
position on the margin of capitalist society, and so one should be wary
about drawing general lessons for anarchism on this basis. The
remaining two difficulties, on the other hand, have a more general
relevance. Being anarchistically inspired, the colonists would only

;"_’\t/—fundertake projects by unanimous agreement, and this was a major

source of friction and inefficiency. The personal quarrels which loom
so large in the records of these little communities must, I think, be
attributed partly to this method of making decisions, which gave
everyone a veto on common undertakings. Moreover there was a prob-
lem about getting each person to do his share of the community’s work
in the absence of personal incentives. This is, of course, an old objéc-
tion to communist schemes, but in the cases I am considering it seems
to have been borne out. The memoirs of disillusioned ex-colonists
often refer to idleness as a reason for their community’s downfall.

It 1s worth noting in this connection that two colonies of this
period which outlasted their contemporaries by many years did so by
foregoing communist production in favour of individual production,
retaining only common meeting-places and certain other shared forms
of consumption as tangible evidence of their communal character.
gave up communism in its second year, but then survived for some
thirty years as a loose community of anarchists.® In the U.S., the
Home colony flourished between 1898 and 1917, also on the basis of
individual possession of land and a limited range of common under-
takings."' These ventures suggest that anarchists are not innately
quarrelsome, but that they do best when not too much has to be
decided collectively. Before reaching general conclusions, however,
we should also take account of evidence from the more recent wave of
communities.
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In contrast to their predecessors, modern commune-dwellers are
unlikely to see themselves as flag-bearers for an ideology, and much
more likely to see their experiment as a means of personal salvation.'?
This makes it more difficult to identify particular communes as
anarchist-inspired — instead anarchism is often an element in the
commune-dwellers’ world-view, along with vegetarianism, ecological
concern, feminism and a few other ingredients.'® Many communes, |
however, approximate to the anarcho-communist model internally —
no one is forced to do anything, all collective undertakings must be
agreed upon unanimously, and most goods are shared on the basis of
need. We should therefore expect to find some of the same difﬁcultie§_
as were experienced by the older communities.

The first of these is instability of membership. Modern communes
are nearly always short-lived, and their individual members tend to
come and go still more quickly. In the absence of any underlying
ideological commitment, there is nothing to hold anyone inside a
commune besides the personal fulfilment achieved at any time.** This
in itself makes it difficult for a commune to organize its productive
work effectively. A second problem, once again, is the lack of an
effective procedure for making decisions. The unanimity rule tends to
be a recipe for stagnation. Here, for instance, is an account of arecent
Californian commune:

All personal decisions were made by individuals. The com-
munity met once a week on Sunday evenings to discuss group
issues, but if someone refused to abide by the consensus of the
group, there was no way to enforce the decision, and generally
nothing happened. It ran counter to the wishes of the group to
force any individual to conform or to demonstrate more com-
mitment than he was willing to give. As a result, problems
of getting the work done around the commune were never
solved. The members of the commune ‘tried everything we
could think of, including encounter groups and rotating
leadership, but nothing worked.'®

Many communes have also experienced difficulty in induc-
ing their members to perform the often laborious tasks that néed
to be undertaken if the commune is to be economically self-suffi-
cient. In practice most have relied on personal savings, social security
handouts and casual earnings outside the commune to keep them-
selves going.'¢ In this respect there are advantages as well as draw-
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backs to living on the margin of an affluent capitalist society.

These deficiencies do not of course detract from the personal
fulfilment which many commune-dwellers have found in their shared
forms of life, albeit only for a comparatively short period in most

} . . . . .
\fi—cases. They are relevant only as being indicative of the kinds of
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problems which the anarcho-communist would face if he tried to
implement his ideals under modern conditions. Here it is interesting
o compare both the recent communes and the older anarchist
colonies with the comparatively stable utopian communities that were
formed in the U.S. earlier in the nineteenth century. Sociologists
making this comparison have pointed to a number of contrasts
between the stable communities and their ephemeral counterparts.'?

The former emploved what Kanter has called ‘commitment mech-

“anisms’ — practices which bound the members to the community and
cut them off from the outside world — to maintain stability. They
developed their own peculiar rituals — styles of dress, patterns of
sexual and other behaviour - to mark themselves off from the rest of
society. They discouraged any contact with the outside world. They
had a well-developed system of authority, and powerful methods —
such as g‘roup' criticism — for enforcing the rules of the community.
Finally the community was held together by acommon belief-system,
which in practice meant a common religion.™

This strongly suggests that communities can only remain stable,
under modern conditions, by structuring themselves in a way that
anarchfsts would find repugnant. The virus of individualism has

‘taken a deep hold. To eradicate it requires a stringent method of

' “subjecting the individual to group discipline. Anarchists will protest,

| of course, that the freedom they value is not the freedom of the wilful

" individualist who turns his back on his social obligations, but the

| freedom which manifests itself in social solidarity. As Kropotkin put
it, their goal is ‘the individuality which attains the greatest individual
development possible through practising the highest communist
sociability in what concerns both its primordial needs and its relation-

_ship with 9_[}_1.3_[5_@_’}._8‘2_11?31’-1? But this development is supposed to
occur spontaneously through ordinary contact between person and
person, not to be brought about deliberately through a set of condi-
tioning mechanisms. - '

Let me turn now to the other main piece of evidence for the
constructive possibilities of anarchism, the collectives in the Spanish
revolution. The importance of this evidence is that it throws light not
only on the internal strengths and weaknesses of communities built
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upon anarcho-communist lines, but also on the problem of establish-
ing relationships between these communities without relying either
on a market regime or on ¢entral planningLI? should be said straight
away that this experiment in collectivization was carried out under the
most ynfavourable circumstances. Although the anarchists were the
most powerful single force in several areas of Spain at the outbreak of
the Civil War, they had always to compete with other Republican
factions —especially the Socialists at first and the Communists later on
_ and their influence was waning almost from the beginning of the
revolution. The collectives, therefore, had to contend with increasing
hostility from the Republican government, and by the middle of 1937
the experiment was more or less at an end, only a year after it had
begun. There was barely time to consolidate the internal arrange-
ments of the communes and the factories, let alone to develop institu-
tions for co-ordinating their activities.”S

We may begin with the collectives in the countryside. I have
already drawn attention (in Chapter 7) to the difficulty of deciding
how far collectivization in the rural areas was voluntary, and how far it
was imposed by the anarchist militias as they moved forward. We
have to rely on eye-witness accounts, and these are prejudiced by the
political sympathies of the observer. For the same reason it is hard to
reach definite conclusions about the success of the collectives.*® It is
also hard to generalize across different regions of Spain, because the
enthusiasm of peasants and rural workers for collectivization was
strongly influenced by the previous pattern of landholding, which
varied significantly between the regions.*' Despite these difficulties, I
shall try to describe the main features of the rural communes.

More than one thousand collectives were formed in all; in Aragon
about three-quarters of the land was managed in this way. The
collectives varied considerably in size, from under a hundred persons
to several thousand.?® Authority was shared between the general
assembly of the town or village and the political committee, formed
under the auspice of whichever faction was dominant in the locality
(in the cases we are concerned with this was, of course, the anarchist-
inspired C.N.T.). The relationship between the two bodies is one of
those issues on which observers are prone to disagree, but it is
uncontroversial to say that the day-to-day running of the collective
was in the hands of the committee. Work itself was undertaken by
teams of workers — usually about ten in number — who would choose a
delegate to represent them at the local committee. Land was acquired
either by expropriating large estates or by collectivizing the small-
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holdings of the peasantry, depending on the region in question. Tools
and raw materials were also pooled.?* In most places ‘individualists’
were allowed to continue working their own plots of land, provided
they did not attempt to hire Tabour. Relations between the ‘collectiv-
ists” and the ‘individualists’ seem to have varied a great deal: from
Some places there are reports of peaceful co-existence (and even of

‘individualists*beifig given access to the services of the collective); in
other cases private owners were virtually forced by economic pressure
"o hand over their property-to the collective. ¢
~ All of the collectives moved some way towards the communist
ideal of distribution according to need, but the schemes adopted
varied considerably in points of detail. In some places the commun-
ity’s goods were simply placed in a central storehouse and each
member allowed totake what he or she needed — Borkenau describes
such an arrangement in the poverty-stricken Andalusian village of
Castro.” But few villages were able to sustain such a libertarian
system overall, and practised it only with respect to a few basic
commodities such as bread and wine. Qther goods were distributed
either by rationing, or, more commeonly, against an allowance paid to
each family in the collective, calculated on the basis of the number of
persons in the household. Many towns and villages decided to print
their own currency or vouchers to replace the Spanish peseta, which
was felt to be redolent of the old system. In this case people who
wanted to travel outside the village were provided with pesetas by the
local committee.?® :

The internal economy of the towns and villages appears to have
functioned.quite smoothly. Regular services such as medical care and
hairdressing were simply provided free, while requests for tools,
machinery and so forth were passed to the local committee, which
would then pass them on to the delegate of the appropriate trade.
There does not seem to have been much of a problem with slackers.
No doubt revolutionary élan and the need to combat the fascists
played their part here, but in addition the assembly retained the
ultimate right to expel any member who failed to meet his obligations.
This sanction was hardly ever used: the community was effectively

self-policing.
' Evidence about the economic performance of the collectives is
| harder to come by. Hugh Thomas’s review of the avaijlable figures
suggests, however, that overall production of agricultural goods
increased somewhat between 1936 and 1937, and this is borne out by a
study of one small.town which left a detailed stock inventory.?” Given
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the circumstances of civil war, which seriously disrupted the economy
and carried off large numbers of young workers to the front line, it
was an impressive achievement. Clearly the revolution relea.sed the
energies of the Spanish peasantry, and this showed itse.lf in Fhelr
willingness to cultivate the lands they had inherited more intensively
than under the old landowners (there was no doubt much room .for
improvement here). Reports speak, for example, of peasants plant{ng
potatoes between their rows of orange trees, and of intercroppl.ng
wheat and rice.*® A number of modernizing projects were also carried
through: new threshing machines were bought, fields were irrigated,
roads and schools were built, and so forth.?® Improvements such as
these would not generally feature in the economic statistics.

The collectives succeeded internally because they evolved a fo'rm
of organization — the local committee and the delegate system — which
was adeq&a;te to its task. The same cannot be said of relations between
the collectives. It is very difficult to form an accurate picture here: t.he
reports that are available are confusing and sometimes even contra'dlc-
tory. Clearly there are three ways in which inter-community relations
might have been conducted: through straightforward ca_lsh. transac-
tions, through bartering goods for goods (this was the s_ol_utnlgn tradi-
tionally favoured by anarcho-communists in non-ideal co_n_cilm;)x}s)J ,Or
through reciprocal giving with the aim of equalizing the position of
the various communities. In practice all three methods were used, but
it is hard to tell in what proportions. There are many reports of
villages bartering their surplus produce with one another; yet the
obvious defects of this method (what if village A has surplus wheat
which village B wants, but B has nothing in surplus that A wants?)
must have underlain the growing belief, in anarchist circles, that a
uniform national currency was after all a good thing. Proposals for the
establishment of a collectivist bank were advanced both in Aragon and
the Levante.®® Meanwhile the peseta continued to be used for a
number of transactions.§

As far as gifts are concerned, the evidence suggests that rural
communities were more likely to send their surpluses to the militias
on the front and to the cities than to one another. In theory it should
have been possible to organize redistribution between collectives. In
both Aragon and the Ievante - the two major areas in which collec-
tivization was able to proceed relatively unhindered — regional federa-
tions were created that saw this as one of their primary tasks. Inter-
village storehouses were established to hold food surpluses, and the
federal committee informed of the contents. It is very doubtful,
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however, whether the system really worked as it was supposed to on
paper. Even the most sympathetic of commentators, Gaston Leval,
admits that ‘the generalization of the egalitarian levelling up, which
corresponded to the spirit of general solidarity, could not be rea-
lized because of the attack by the Stalinist armed forces in August
1937 . . .”*' Thomas’s more critical inquiry reveals that living stan-
dards in the various communities, as measured by the family wage,
varied-.a great deal: in collectives in the Madrid region working
couples received twelve pesetas per day, while (at the other end of the
scale) the rate for such couples i a collective near Cuenca was only
four pesetas.** Such-variations no doubt reflected historical inequali-
ties of wealth, but at the same time the redistributive impact of the
federation had clearly been slight.

The problems of collectivization i the cities were in many res-
pects greater than those encountered in the countryside. Collectiviza-
tion followed one of two- paths, depending on whether the previous
owner of the factory or workshop in question stayed put or fled. If lie
stayed, the C.N.T. encouraged him to continue with his management
functions, while installing a ‘control committee’ of its own members
to supervise the general running of the enterprise. If he left, the union
quickly developed: its own management structure, promoting tech-
nicians and skilled' workers .to. positions of responsibility. These
measures appear to have struck a.sensible balance between industrial
democracy and the.requirements of. efficient production, and eye-
witness accounts (such as Borkenau’s) testify to their success. After
visiting the workshops of the Barcelona bus company, he wrote that,
‘it is an extraordinary achievement for a-group of workers to take over
a factory; under however favourable conditions, and within a few days
to make it run with complete regularity. It bears brilliant witness to
the general standard of efficiency of the Catalan worker and to the
organizing capacities of the Barcelona trade unions. For one must not
forget that this firm has lost its whole managing staff.’*® In addition,
whole branches of industry were reorganized. Contrary to what one
might have expected, this took the form of combining small work-
shops and businesses into larger establishments. For instance in
Barcelona the number of plants in the tanning industry was reduced
from seventy-one to forty, and in glass-making from one hundred to
thirty; over nine hundred barber’s shops and beauty parlours were
consolidated into some two hundred large shops.**

Barcelona was the main scene of urban collectivization, though a
number of other cities (such as Alcoy) also witnessed developments of
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a similar kind.* In the Catalonian capital it embraced all forms of
transport, the major utilities, the telephone service, the health
service, the textile and metal industries, much of the food industry,
and many thousands of smaller enterprises. Orwell has left' us a
memorable picture of life in a city ‘where the working class was in the
saddle’.* As a demonstration of the creative capacities of that class
when left to organize industry by itself, it is surely impressive. As a
vindication of anarcho-communist theory, however, it is less so.
There were two major sources ofdifﬁculty.]j“he first was the problftm
of co-ordinating the work of different enterprises. Industry, unlike
agriculture, depends on a complex chain of supply between differe:nt
stages in the productive process, and this proved difficult to maintain.
The ordinary banking system was paralysed at the outbreak of tbe
revolution. In its place two institutions were created: an Economic
Council and a Central Labour Bank. The former was supposed to plan

“and supervise production generally, while the latter was to arrange

credit for enterprises that needed it and to conduct transactions
between enterprises. In reality, however, inter-enterprise relations
were arranged haphazardly, through some combination of cash pur-
chases and requisitioning of raw materials. Many factories were
unable to obtain the materials that they needed and had to work
part-time,

[ The other difficulty was that the workers who took over the
various factories and workshops found themselves in very different
economic circumstances. Some had funds in reserve, others were
badly in debt. These inequalities persisted in the revolutionary
‘period, despite the efforts of the Economic Council, so workers. were
able to enjoy markedly different incomes. A C.N.T. commission
observed that ‘the immoderate concern to collectivize everything,
especially firms with monetary reserves, has revealed a utilitgrian and
petty bourgeois spirit among the masses . . . By regarding each
collective as private property, and not merely as its usufruct, the
interests of the rest of the collective have been disregarded.”®” The
communist goal of equalizing personal incomes (except in respect of
differences in need) proved to be as elusive in the cities as it had in the
countryside.

These manifest weaknesses in the collectivization programme
aided the Socialists and the Communists in demanding greater govern-
ment control over the economy. Anarchists would no doubt claim that
the problems would have resolved themselves in due course, given
time and freedom from outside interference. It is difficult, however,
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to believe that this was really so.[[“he decentralized form of organiza-
tion favoured by the anarchists was effective for certain purposes —for
running individual factories and villages, and for equalizing the
incomes of their members — but it was not up to handling complex
economic processes or to removing long-established inequalities
between branches of industry and between regions. Indeed this points
us towards a general difficulty in anarcho-communist theory, which I
shall consider at greater length in the next chapterJ

It is instructive to compare the Spanish collectives with the experi-
mental anarchist communities that we examined earlier. A major
problem for the communities was to find a form of organization that
would enable their members to work together effectively. The collec-
tives largely avoided this problem, partly because they based them-
selves on pre-existing associations (villages and factories) and partly
because an organizational structure was ready to hand in the shape of
the C.N.T. The constructive achievements of the Spanish revolution
would have been impossible without the syndicates. These events
provide strong backing for the view that a social revolution can only be
carried through if alternative forms of organization are available to
replace the established ones —a vindication of the anarcho-syndicalist
position against the purer anarchism of some of its critics.

“But were these advantages purchased at the expense of individual
freedom? The experimental communities seem to embody more per-
fectly the ideal of individual autonomy, of each person only doing
what his own inclinations and moral conscience advise him to do. The
collectives, by contrast, display what might be called a system of
voluntary authority. No one was forced to join or remain a member of
a collective against his will — though as we have seen the costs of
non-membership were often considerable. Once inside, however, he
was subject to the authority of the general assembly, in principle, and
in practice quite often to that of the local committee. These bodies had
substantial sanctions at their disposal — they controlled the issuing of
food coupons, for example — but they rarely needed to impose them.
‘We may surmise that this was partly because the people concerned
knew and trusted their committee members, and partly because they
were morally committed to the collective system. Individualism had
not completely disappeared (as is shown by reports of defections from
the collectives) but it was a less insidious problem than in the case of
the communities.}

This brings home the point that we have been dealing with two
very different groups of people. On the one hand we have been
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looking at people who have come together for personal or ideological
reasons, trying to evolve a form of communal living and working that
meets their aspirations; on the other, at people already associated
trying to transform their association in the light of a shared ideal —an
ideal that in the Spanish case had been germinating for over half a
century. It is easy to see that the Spanish collectivists had the be.tt'er
chance of success. At the same time the problems of the communities
seem closer to our own. Could an anarchist movement today draw on
the solidarity that characterized the villages of rural Spain, or the
loyalty of the syndicalists in the towns?*®

If we were to draw up a final balance sheet on the evidence we ha\./e
examined, there would be several entries on the credit side. To begin ,

A

ol

with, we should have to include the personal fulfilment felt by many'™*" e,

participants both in the communities and the collectives — the sense ¢

that here at last they had found the brotherhood thev_had been ~

seeki;g_. We should also want to_include the evidence that these

can take on quite new tasks and fulfil them with distinction — that,
indeed, conventional society makes much less than full use of its

members’ po“t‘emial. Thirds- the evidence bears out the anarcho-
communist claim that people do not require individual incentives.in
order to carry out their share of society’s work — or at least not
S ———————————— ——

incentives of the crude monetary kind. Finally the collectives ip
particular show that industrial d 4 -2l
not a pipedream, given the appropriate background conditions.

een the _demands_of individuiral

There would also, however, be a number of entries on the debit "z

autonomy and those of social solidarity seems not to have been over- -

-side.

come — the communities, broadly speaking, enjoying autonomy at the
expense of solidarity, and the collectiv se
of some autonomy. The question of structure has not been fully

(

.

A
|
.!

resolved: the collectives, which were better organized than most of the .

communities, were 100 short-lived for us to say whether the structure
they adopted would not in time have ossified into a new form of

(,Z.I N
o |

hierarchical authority[ Third, there is very little in this evidence to ~ ¥

. suggest how equality within a small group can be translated iqto
equality across a large society without recourse to a central authority

to maintain such a distributive pattergFo_urth the evid Is @

to assuage critical doubts about how the economy is ta be organized
under anarchy: the communities existed on the margins of capitalist

society, and the collectives, although breaking to some extent with the
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market economy, failed 1o devise a viable alternative_means of co-
ordinating their activities.

-Anarchists, therefore, can find some support for their claims in
Jh;;gm_?mtimgxpﬂimgg_t,sm considered in this chapter; but their
critics will also find several of their doubts confirmed. I shall look

more closely at these doubts in the final chapter.
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12 Critical Questions

So far in this book I have looked at anarchism from the inside (as it
were), raising critical questions only when such questions have
occurred naturally to anarchists themselves. It is now time to relax
this self-imposed limitation and to take a harder look at the consist-
ency and realism of anarchist ideas. There are many questions that
might be asked under this rubric: no doubt most readers will already
have formulated their oan}My discussion will be fairly selective,and | -
in particular it will avoid tackling head-on an issue which crops upata -y, ¢/~
fairly early stage in most critical assessments of anarchism: namely ¢/~ A&
whether ‘human nature’ is good enough to permit anarchy to function ()7~
successfully. My reason for avoiding this is that I share the anarchists’
view that ‘human nature’ is not a fixed quantity, but rather soriié(fiihg
that.varies (within limits) according to the social and political context
in which particular members of the Speciesifind themselves. On the
other hand the issue cannot be ducked entirely, because a number of
my critical comments are to the effect that anarchists cannot simul-
taneously advocate A and B (two social ideals), and such comments
make tacit assumptions about human nature — I hope assumptions
that are not too controversial.

We saw in the first part of the book that anarchist ideas are not all
of a piece, and my first critical questions have to be addressed separ-
ately to individualist and communist anarchists. (These views, as I
suggested, represent the two poles around which anarchist ideas tend
to cluster.) Later I raise issues that apply to anarchists of all kinds,
stemming as.they _c_i_o_{rom the shared idea of the abolition of the state.

The individualist ideal is one of personal sovereignty in the market
place. It holds that all of society’s business can be conducted through
exchange and contract, along with charitable aid to those who for one
reason or another are unable to fend for themselves. A question that
arises immediately i1s whether the benefits of the market, as they
appear to us today, do not depend on the existence of other institu-
tions whose workings follow a different principle. In particular, is the
state not an indispensable prerequisite for a successfully functioning
market economy?
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There is at least one basic reason for believing that it'is. Market
transactions presuppose a number of background features whose very
familiarity makes us inclined to take them for granted. Among these
are an agreed definition of property rights (so that each person knows
precisely which goods are his to dispose of), a set of rules governing
contracts (for instance rules prohibiting fraudulent descriptions of
commodities), a common currency (to enable non-simultaneous
exchanges to occur) and general protection against invasion, assault
and theft. Without these features we would not have a market, but
something more akin to a Hobbesian war of all against all, But can
their emergence be explained without reference to the state? They are
all to some degree public goods: goods which benefit everyone but
which no individual has a private incentive to provide. From each
separate participant’s point of view, the best state of affairs is for
others to contribute to the cost of providing the goods, while he
merely enjoys the benefits they create. The question, then, is whether

such goods can be provided in the absence of an agency which compels -

people to contribute to their cost.
et Broadly speaking there are two alternatives to political compul-
sion. One is the emergence of social norms, where each person plays
his part inensuring that othérskeep to the conventions that have been
A adopted. Thus, it might be suggested, rules for determining property
« rights and so forth will emerge over time, and it will then be in each
1, person’s interest to exert pressure on other people to abide by them.
But, as I will argue later, this solution is only likely to work in small
communities, not in large societies. The other alternative is for an
entrepreneurial agency to supply the benefits in question only to those
who agree to pay for them. This is a possible solution if the goods
are of such a nature that non-contributors can be prevented from
enjoying them (and so undermining the rationale for signing up).
But in the case of such basic features of a market economy as an
agreed definition of property rights and a common currency, there is
no way of compartmentalizing the benefits and excluding non-
contributors. — o b Faotude nov - ceadibldirs |
I suggested earlier that individualist anarchists might in the last
resort dispose of the public goods problem by saying that it was better
for such goods not to be provided than for a Leviathan to be created -
with the object of supplying them.? This riposte might be adequate in
the case of familiar goods such as harbours and parks which are useful
or enjoyable rather than essential. But the framework of the market
falls into a different categorv: without it the very mechanism on which
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“individualists are relying to get society’s productive business done is
put in jeopardy.

The critical question for individualists, therefore, is whether in
attempting to convert all human relations into market relations, they
are not cutting away the ground on which the present market
economy is built. The question for anarcho-communists is rather
different. They wish to abolish the market altogether, without at the
same time replacing it with central planning on the Soviet model. The
difficulty here is to see how productive activity can be co-ordinated at
all. As we saw in the last chapter, the problem is not necessarily one of
motivating people to work. Given suitable conditions — essentially a
number of small productive units, each of which is able to discipline
its own members by some combination of moral pressure and
informal sanctions — it does seem possible to organize production

. without personal rewards. The difficulty is rather one of co- |

ordinating the activities of different units, and of aligning production
with the needs of consumers. We saw in Chapter 4 that the anarcho-
‘communists hoped to alleviate this problem by localizing production
‘as far as possible. Each commune would then be responsible for
informing groups of producers in its area about the needs of the local
population, and for harmonizing the activities of the various groups.
~This still says very little about the actual mechanics of such local
planning; but in addition it fails to come to terms with a basic
precondition for an advanced industrial economy. Such an economy
(which the anarchists presuppose, for they assume that goods will be
produced in greater abundance than under capitalism) requires a high
~degree of specialization on the part of producers. It is impossible (for
instance) for a single factory to make television sets using only basic
raw materials such as wood and iron. Instead each enterprise depends
--on incorporating the manufactured products of other factories into its
own output. Thus an industrial economy is inconceivable without a
~.vast network of exchange between different enterprises. A large
measure of local self-sufficiency may be possible in an economy made
up of peasant farmers and artisans, but not in one composed of high
technology industries.

I am not arguing here that the units of production in an advanced
economy need themselves be large: it may well be possible to break
down cémplex technological processes in such a way that each unit
can be managed effectively by its own workers. But the more this is
done, the more each unit becomes dependent on its suppliers and/or

- its customers. Co-ordination becomes increasingly vital, and there
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appear only to be two ways in which it can be achieved: by the ﬁﬁ:rl’(et . Considerations such as these have led enthusiasts for the free market
(each enterprise sells its products to the next and regulates its output - such as Hayeklto argue that a state-administered safety net for the
by considerations of profit) and central planning (a central agency - poor is essential to the stability of such an economy.
instructs each enterprise to produce a certain output using given There is no doubt at all thatianarcho-communists are wedded to a
inputs). No anarchist has devised a plausible third alternative. -distributive ideal, namely one of distribution according to need. It is

We may say, in short, that neither of the major schools of anar- possible to implement such an ideal at least approximately within a
chism has developed an adequate economic theory. The individualists small community, and indeed we saw in the last chapter that both the
are stvmied by the public goods problem, the communists by the anarchist communities and the collectives in Spain had gone some way
problem of co-ordination. Proudhon’s mutualism, representing a towards achieving this goal. There are major difficulties, however, in
compromise of sorts between market and communitarian ideals, is | .attempting to realize it between communities (again our evidence »
perhaps the most plausible of anarchist theories from an economic | confirmed this). First of all there is a problem of co-ordination. |
point of view; but even here it is necessary to ask whether the system' Suppose, as seems reasonable, that each of the many communities
proposed does not require the support of the state at a number of that make up a large society achieves a different level of per capita
crucial points.? - . production. Unless all consumer goods are to be centrally pooled and

I turn next to the related issue of distribution. Individualists and - distributed back to the communities — an arrangement which seems
communists hold markedly different views abouﬁt'distributivejustice, inconceivable in the absence of the state — there will have to be a
but both face the difficulty that a central agency seems necessary — _complex set of transfers from richer to poorer communities to achieve
to maintain any society-wide distribution of resources. Anarcho- an overall pattern of distribution according to need. How, one may
individualists might well deny that they adhered to an idea of distribu-+ ask, is this set of transfers to be organized? There is also a problem of
tive justice in the sense just indicated. They might, like Nozick; establishing mutual trust. Within a small community, each person
espouse an ‘entitlement’ theory of justice, according to which any will help to ensure that the others pull their weight in carrying out
distribution of resources may be considered just, provided it has productive work, and the assurance that this is so encourages people
arisen by just procedures, of which a paradigm case would be volun- = to concur in a distribution of goods according to need. Between
tary exchange in the market.* However it is difficult to believe that -.communities, however, there can be no such assurance. How can we
even the most tough-minded of individualists could remain wholly be certain that the neighbours to whom we transfer some of our goods
indifferent to the question of distribution. If inequalities are very — are worse off because of poorer natural endowments, say, rather than
large, and the worst-off members of society are as a result quite badly = because they have chosen to work less hard than us? It seems unlikely
off, the prospects for a stable market system will not seem very bright. - that a system of voluntary transfers could survive such doubts.
To meet this objection, individualists have in practice relied on The problem I have just identified — that of reconciling distribu-
two claims: first, that a genuinely free market would generate less «= tive ideals with a decentralized form of social organization — is not
inequality between participants than the state-manipulated markets - exclusive to anarchists. Many liberals and socialists also wish to
with which we are familiar; second, that in the absence of the state, the = combine a devolved system of authority with a society-wide pattern of
springs of private charity would flow more freely, taking adequate distribution. The regional inequalities that currently exist in coun-
care of those unable to compete in the market. Both of these claims tries (such as Yugoslavia) whose governments claim to be pursuing
rest on somewhat flimsy evidence. The first presupposes that state - egalitarian ideals show how intractable the problem may turn out to be
intervention does little except create monopoly power, whereas in fact in practice. By advocating the complete abolition of central authority,
such intervention often occurs in response to monopoly or oligopoly however, anarchists are forced to confront the problem in its most :
that is rooted directly in the characteristics of advanced technology. acute form. AN A
The second overlooks the fact that people may be more willing to I want now to consider some difficulties in reconciling the anar- .
contribute to the relief of poverty through a tax system that wéighs rchist ideal of freedom with the idea that anti-social behaviour.can be ),
fairly on everyone, than through unco-ordinated private giving.5] controlled without recourse to a formal system of law. Although their _ /
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respective analyses of the problem are different in important ways,
both individualist and communist anarchists believe that social life is
. to a large extent self-regulating, and that where this self-regulation
breaks down deviant individuals can be disciplined by private means —
by protective agencies seeking compensation in the case of the indi-
vidualists or by the local commune in the case of the communists.
Social life is self-regulating because for the most part people will
adhere voluntarily to the moral rules that make it possible.®
But under what conditions can people be expected to behave in

this way? When people act morally they do so partly because they.

have come to accept certain rules as binding in themselves, and partly
because they are aware of the reactions of those around them; they
anticipate approval and reward if they keep to the rules, and disap-
proval and punishment (in an informal sense) if they break them. No
doubt there are some very conscientious people who would keep the
rules even if no one else knew what they were doing; but they are not
all that common, and they are usually sustained by religious belief
(‘for God’s all-seeing eye surveys, thy secret thoughts and words and
ways’)./ Most of us need to_be kept up to the mark by the gentle
pressure of our neighbours. "'"‘\

This moralizing force must, however, vary in strength according
to how much we interact with those whose_approval we seek and
whose disapproval we fear. It will be strongest where we are tightly
bound into a small community whose responses we must live with for

the rest of our lives. To the extent that we can isolate ourselves from a_

particular community or, more realistically, escape from that com-
munity and join another, we will have less compunction about break-
ing the rules of morality. Consider, for instance, the individualist

=argument that one important reason people have for keeping their

contracts is that anyone who fails to do so will rapidly find himself
‘ ;‘-f,'running out of contractual partners. This argument applies most
v 4~ forcefully where a person has only a limited number of partners to
" choose from, and where knowledge that he has defaulted on a contract
will spread rapidly through the community. It would be a weighty
== consideration in a village, less weighty in a town, and less weighty still
~_in a large society where a malefactor can move on whenever he is
" found out. Much the same can be said about the anarcho-communist
/| view that people will fulfil their social responsibilities because of the
! [ solidarity they feel with those around them.
' The anarchist view that social order can largely be achieved
through moral self-regulation therefore looks most plausible when
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considered in the context of a small, stable community — the kind of (" : 3

community, in fact, that has characteristically been eroded by the <.«
liberalization and industrialization of society. Now whatever virtues
such communities may have had, personal freedom was not promi-
nent among them. To be more specific, the freedom which is crucially
lacking in such a community is the freedom to withdraw from an
established pattern of life and to create a new one in association with {;
others whom one finds congenial and sympathetic. This is not a A
freedom which has always been valued, but it is widely valued nowa-
days, not least by anarchists who often contrast the ‘free associations’
and ‘affinity groups’ that would form in a stateless society with the
rigid organizations that exist in the present one\But the presupposi-
tion of such freedom is an open and fluid society containing a multi-
plicity of groups, embodying many different views about how life
ought to be lived, so that a person may gravitate towards the group
whose outlook he finds most attractive. :

The critical question now is whether legal regulation is not the
price we pay for the benefits of such an open society. For, as I have
argued, moral regulation is likely to be much weaker in a social order
of this kind. Instead of having a stable set of other people on whose
good opinion we depend, we find that we can easily drift from group
to group. In addition, we may find that moral attitudes differ from one
group to the next, and this will further erode our conscientious
scruples. To keep people within the boundaries of social behaviour, a
more impersonal system of control is necessary. The elaborate struc-
ture of legal rules, police, courts and prisons serves to meet this need.
.(I shall ask in a moment whether thi_s structure is not also valuable for
other reasons.) / XM 9 "

This raises the further question whether anarchism is not, as some
critics have claimed, a backward-looking, pre-industrial ideology. I
think it is clear that anarchists have not consciously wished to return
to an idealized era in the past. Some of them, it is true, have used the
experience of pre-industrial societies as a point of contrast to condi-
tions under industrial capitalism, but so have many other critics
(including socialists like Marx) whose attitudes are usually regarded
as progressive. From one point of view anarchism can be regarded as
the extreme expression of the modernizing ideals of the French Revo-
lution — liberty, equality and fraternity carried to their logical conclu-
sion. It is also true, however, that the main formulation of anarchist
theory took place at a time when the older communities still survived,
or at least fell within living memory; its adherents were often villagers
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or first-generation industrial workers. Assumptions that reflected
pre-industrial conditions took their place alongside the modernizing
ideals, and created internal tensions within anarchism, such as the one
I have just diagnosed. So anarchism is neither straightforwardly
backward-looking nor straightforwardly forward-looking. It depicts a
radical future, but the vision it presents depends on social mechan-
isms that flourished in the simpler and more stable communities of the

g

past.
We have looked already at the anarchist idea of moral self-

regulation; anarchists concede, however, that more explicit sanctions |
may have to be imposed on people who fail to respond to social”

pressure. In the individualist case this means extracting compensation
from people who violate other people’s property rights — say by theft
or by breach of contract. In the communist case it means restraining
people who are dangerous to others and (in the last resort) excludmg
from the community people who fail to pull their weight or to abide by
the local rules. In neither case is there any attempt to apply uniform
rules or to administer justice impartially, as this notion is understood
in liberal societies. Indeed anarchists have usually been critical of legal
systems for their abstractness, for their failure to take account of the
partrcular circumstances of each individual case.

/T What might be said against such informal procedures for sanc-
tioning deviant behaviour?? One problem is that people may not know
where they stand. In the absence of a uniform body of rules, they may
be unsure which activities are permitted and which are not. Take first
the individualists’ proposal for enforcing justice through voluntary
agencies. Even if there is overall agreement about which personal
rights should be protected, there may well be substantial disagree-
ment about how precisely these rights are to be construed, and about
how compensation is to be assessed. Each time that I find myself in
dispute with another person, the uncertainty starts afresh, because I
have no way of knowing what practices the agencies he favours will
follow. There is no reason to believe that the agencies will spontan-
eously converge on a uniform set of rules; they are supposed to be
competitors, and they may decide to follow different practices in

_order to appeal to particular kinds of client.

For the anarcho-communists, the final court of appeal is presum-
ably to be an assembly of the people who form each commune. This
assembly is not, however, a legislative body: it lays down no general
rules to govern its future decisions. It will decide each case on its
merits. What reason is there to think that uniformity will result from

176

Critical Questions

such a procedure? Even if the decisions taken are all good ones, how

“'can anyone be certain in advance what criteria will be applied to his

case if he decides on a particular course of action?
Anarchists may retort that the certainty I am talking about is

. valued only by people who have been brought up in a law-ridden

society.® Why should predictability matter if I can be assured thatany
case in which I am involved will be settled fairly? I agree that (in
contrast to some of the other critical issues raised in this chapter)

~certainty about the future is not a value to which anarchists them-:

1

selves attach much weight. It is, nonetheless, an important considera-
tion for most people, because such predictability makes it possible to
plan one’s life and one’s projects knowing that they will not be
interfered with. A regime of legal rights, harsh though it may be in
some of its effects, does give this assurance.

¢ A second problem with informal settling of disputes and punish-
ing ‘of offences is that the arbitrating authority may know too much
about the parties involved. To an anarchist this might seem an
astonishing criticism to make: the failing of legal punishment, he

~would claim, is that it takes only a superficial view of the offender; it is

!

3

unable to penetrate to the real source of his anti-social behaviour. This"|
claim is often well founded. On the other hand, it is a virtue of legal |

systems of punishment that they attempt to punish people only for

what they have done. In particular, people are not punished for faults™ _ '
of character or for moral offences that are not also legal offences (in * \“i
principle at least; in practice evidence about a person’s character -

produced to establish guilt or innocence may bias the verdict that is
returned). An important means of achieving this is to ensure that the
person charged is not known personally to those who stand in judg-
ment on him, so that their verdict is based solely on facts produced as»
evidence for the offence. The danger inherent in systems of com- .
munal justice is that the verdict returned will be some kind of overall -
—verdict on the person in question (‘Is he a good man by our
standards?’). This is a danger so long as one wants to maintain a
distinction between crimes and other kinds of moral misdemeanours
(rudeness or irresponsibility, for instance).

Other problems will flow from the particular method of arbitra-
tion chosen. The individualist proposal that parties to a dispute
should resort to a commercial arbitration agency seems open to the
obvious objection that the agency is liable to favour the party with the
larger bank balance at his disposal. The fact that many disputes are
currently settled by private arbitration to the apparent satisfaction of
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both parties does not remove this objection, because arbitration now
occurs within a framework established by law. This has two effects. —
Both parties know that their resort to arbitration is conditional, and
that in the last instance they can press their case in the public courts. —
They therefore have an incentive to patronize agencies that can be
expected to reach a visibly fair decision. Second, the agencies them-
selves are likely to model their verdicts on those reached in the courts,
on the similar grounds that they want their customers to accept their
decisions as final. Law, therefore, forms a nucleus around which less
formal methods of settling disputes can cluster, but these other
methods could not be expected to work in the same way in the absence

of any authoritative guidelines to follow.

The anarcho-communist idea of administering justice by general
assembly faces a rather different problem. The danger here is that
discussion of a particular case may be distorted by disagreements of
a more general kind. Suppose, for instance, that a community is
divided into two sections, one favouring longer hours of work and a
higher standard of living and the other favouring shorter hours and a
lower standard. Suppose that a prominent member of the second
section is called before the assembly on the grounds that he is work-
shv. In his defence he may argue that he is working as hard as he
thinks that he should, and that if others would follow his example
everyone would be better off as a result. It is clearly impossible here to
disentangle the culpability of the person concerned from the general
issue at stake. The problem arises because no distinction has been
made between legislation — laying down general rules to cover all cases
--and adjudication — applying the rules to a particular case. It is
theoretically possible, of course, for a body made up of the same
people to act at one time as a legislative body and at another time as a
judicial body; but such a separation will clearly be difficult to main-
tain in practice, and it is no accident that those who have favoured the
separation of powers have also argued that the powers in question
~_should be divided between several independent bodies.

I have offered, in effect, a defence of the rule of law (as this notion
has traditionally been understood) against the anarchist idea that
disputes can be settled by informally arranged arbitration and disci-
pline. One further point may be worth adding. The informal method

. seems most likely to be successful in those small and stable com- -
munities where (as I argued earlier) moral self-regulation will in any -
case be most effective. For in such communities, the decisions that are
reached in contested cases may amount, over time, to a kind of
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common law which can then be applied to new cases as they arise.
This is likely to happen, in particular, because there will be substan-l‘
_ tial agreement about the principles to be applied in each case. In an
open and fluid society such agreement is unlikely to emerge; so there
will be no basis on which case law can be built up. In such a society,
the advantages of authoritative legislation which is then enforced as|
impartially as possible by professional judges seem very striking. -
Most of my observations up to this point have concerned the
difficulty of achieving certain valued objectives (economic efficiency,
distributive justice, the control of anti-social behaviour) in the
absence of a state. I want now to suggest, rather more speculatively, a
reason that people may have for wanting to be associated politically &
within a state — a reason, in other words, for{rejecting anarchyeven if sp/ Y
the problems I have mentioned could somehow be resolved._’l;}lis _ha_s_... N
-to do with the connection between the state and nationality. ['-:','lf.' '
" The fact of national identity will not, I think, be denied. For most .4
_people it is an important part of the answer to the question ‘Who am
I’ to say that they belong to a particular nation, with its own culture,
outlook and historical record. One might add that it has become more
important to the extent that other sources of identity have been eroded
by the break-up of smaller communities (villages and so forth) within
each country. People clearly feel a need to locate themselves in__ie_lzi-
tion to something beyond their own immediate environment, and
national identity meets this '_i}cg'gi_'z;qverr’if’rhe 'sources—of—th‘&.t—ideﬂﬁm —
are often rather doubtful (I should not deny that nationality can to
some extent be manufactured by politicians and others who wish to
make use of the forces so released).
Given that nationality exists, what does this imply about the state?
People for whom national identity matters will also feel that they want
to be self-governing. This is for two reasons. First, the state, provided
it is made up of co-nationals, may be expected to serve as the guardian
of national identity. It may act, for instance, to protect the national
culture against being swamped by foreign influences. Second, and
perhaps more important, the state may express the nation’s will
fhrough its actions. As bearers of national identity, in other words,
people see themselves not just as passive recipients of a culture and a
tradition, but as actors — for instance in relation to other nations. But
the nation as such is an amorphous mass, unable to act on its own
- accord. The state serves as the executive arm of the nation, and people
come to regard its actions (or some of them at Jeast) as their own.
The views just presented are (as I have admitted) speculative.
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On the other hand, unless something like this is true, how are we
to account for the manifest desire of people everywhere to be
self-governing, even when there is no reason to believe that self-
government will mean better government when measured in ordinary
material terms?®

Anarchists will be very hostile to the idea that these observations
provide any justification for the existence of the state. How might they
respond? They might dismiss the whole idea of nationality as fraudu-
lent; or they might accept that idea, but deny that it had the political
implications outlined above.

The first response reveals something of the narrowness of the
anarchist view of human nature. It is true that a great deal that is
mythical may be incorporated into the idea of national identity:
history may be rewritten to emphasize the past glories of the nation;
old legends and folklore may be artificially revived and embellished;
and so forth. But none of this would be possible if the idea did not

- answer a deep-seated human need: the need to see oneself as part of a
larger whole with an identity, a history, and quite possibly a mission
_ to the future as well. This need can be met by means other than
nationality: by religion, for instance, or by ethnic identity (though the
latter often turns in due course into a form of nationalism). The
anarchist, however, offers nothing to replace the nation: his ideal
— society is devoid of any features which might serve as a focus of
identity. It will of course possess an ideology — a set of beliefs justify-
ing its social arrangements — so perhaps the thought is that ideological

commitment itself can fulfil the need we are discussing. But commit- =

ments of this kind are too abstract and bloodless to fit the bill, unless

they can be linked to actual groups of people, as happened to a degree =

with socialism and the nineteenth-century working class, and with
Marxism-Leninism and the Soviet Union: in these cases loyalty could
be given to a concrete section of humanity regarded as the bearers of

an ideal. The all-embracing anarchist utopia would allow no room for -

such sectional loyalties.

The second response concedes that people will go on thinking of
themselves as Germans, Frenchmen and so forth, but maintains that

this need imply nothing about the continuing existence of the state.'® -
Itis certainly a mistake to confuse nation and state. People may regard -

themselves as forming a nation without possessing their own form of
government, or alternatively their sense of national identity may
include political ideals which do not correspond to the institutions
that they presently have (for instance they may regard themselves as a
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‘democratic people’). Nevertheless, as I suggested earlier, the idea
of nationhood does quite naturally lead to a demand for self-
government, for a unitary body embracing all the people able to
express their will in active form. Without such a body the nation
remains inchoate and directionless.

Anarchists have seen only the repressive aspects of the state: they
have seen it as an enemy of personal freedom and as an upholder of
economic exploitation. Consequently they have been amazed to
discover that it could attract the loyalty even of those subjects who
profit from it least; in particular they have been bewildered at the ease
with which national loyalties have displaced class loyalties in time of
war. Faced with this evidence, their only response has been to point to

_the vast propaganda machine that the state has at its disposal for
Whipping up nationalistic fervour. What they fail to see is that the
tune can only evoke such a reaction because it strikes a sympathetic
chord in the heart of the hearer. National sensibilities can be artifici-
ally inflamed, but they cannot be created out of nothing. Thftir
blindness to this fact and its political implications may be a major
factor in explaining the anarchists’ failure to win many converts
among the masses of modern Europe and America.

We have reached a pessimistic conclusion about the prospects of
_anarchism as an ideology. Anarchists have been signally unsuccessful
. in translating their ideals into a coherent programme of change.

Either they have relied on rational persuasion, and found very few

listeners willing to take them seriously; or they have taken the path of
_revolution, and found a seemingly unbridgeable chasm between the
. organization and methods needed to carry through a revolution

successfully and the kind of society that they hope to see emerging in

its aftermath. On those few occasions when they have been given a

chance to apply their ideals constructively, they have had some
unexpected successes, but they have also encountered intra}c_table
problems, particularly the problem of co-ordinating the activ1t1e§ of
many independent social units without recourse to central authority.
Finally the critical questions I have raised in this chapter suggest some
serious deficiencies in anarchism from a theoretical point of view.
Should we then simply consign anarchism to the historical dustbin
as one of the more bizarre offshoots of nineteenth-century liberal and
socialist ideologies? It is hard to believe that a mass anarchist move-
ment could now be created in the advanced societies of the West, or,
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indeed, that if such a movement were to be created it would provide a ideal cannot be applied universally: a certain amount (.)f' centralized
realistic alternative to the major ideologies now on offer. The prob- authority seems to be unavoidable under modern conquns. At Fhe
lems that we currently face seem to underline ever more emphatically same time the anarchist ideal can still serve to guide us in forl?nng
our dependence upon one another both within societies and increas- ~relationships on a small scale. In fact we have examined not one ideal
ingly between them; and much as we may regret the steady growth of but two: the idea of independent individuals related by contract, 31_1d
state regulation of social life and look for ways of counteracting it, the-- the idea of a solidaristic group working freely together a}nd sharing 1t.S
idea of abolishing the state entirely must strike us as utopian. Wg have resources according to need. As pure types these two ideas are radi-
come a very long way from trl;Le largely self-sufficient villa'g’éfl/c‘:/o%- ; cally opposed; in practice they can be juxtaposed in various ways (for
{furity where anarchism foundits natural home.. " instance communitarian groups can themselves be related contrf':lctu—
L “YetFbelieve two things are worth salvaging from the wreck. They ally). Both ideas, however, contrast markedly with the pr edomlnar}t
are not versions of anarchism, but ideas which anarchists have form of organization in modern society, which is that of bureaucra'tlc
expressed more clearly and vigorously than anyone else. The first of “hierarchy. So it is possible to accept the existence of central authority
these is simply the imperfection of all relations of power. Anarchists for some purposes, but at the same time to work to reco'rlstrt}ct social
have had a keen sense of the way in which the power of one man over relationships either on contractual or on communit.arlan lines. An
another corrupts the first and degrades the second. They have, it is - -obvious area in which these ideas might be applied is that of work.
true, often been oblivious of differences between kinds of power — of ™ Instead of organizations govefned by a <.:havir1 of command. f.rom
the difference, for instance, between power in the form of coercion | ™ . superior to subordinate, one might move elth‘er towards assoc1at1.ons
and power in the form of ‘authority which is willingly accepted by | = - of independent contractors or towar.ds federations of small collectives
those over whom it is exercised; or again, between power that is' —or indeed towards some combination of these models. Such cl}anges
exercised according to the arbitrary whims of individuals and power ~ might contribute a very great deal to human fulfilment in the
that is exercised through a stable set of legal rules. Their failure to advanced societies. ) ‘
make these distinctions is a major weakness, but it is matched by a As I noted earlier, a good deal of recex?t anarchist thought ha.s
corresponding strength. They have never been tempted to regard = _turned in this direction. Rather than attacking the state frontglly, it
power as anything other than what it is; they have never supposed that _ has seemed more profitable to urge the gradual reconstruction of
because power is exercised by people with whose aims they sympa- social life, partly for its own sake and partly so that people may
thize, it somehow changes its nature and becomes innocuous. Thus, eventually come to-depend less on central agtho‘rlty. One can find _
unlike many others, including many socialists, they have never much to sympathize with in anarchism Of this km(,i' .Indeed 4_very
become the fellow-travellers of oppressive regimes. Indeed they have good reason for rescuing it from the historical dustbin is to use it as a
often been the first to condemn the authoritarianism of regimes whose source of evidence for such a project. We can learn a great deal from
intentions appear to be good but whose later performance bearsoutall . the experience of anarchists both about tl}e abusgs of power and gbout
that the anarchists have said. : the problems and possibilities of free social relationships. That in the
Although one-sided, this view is an important corrective to a end is why they are still worth studying.
tendency to which all of us are prone; namely to suppose that the : . :

‘social problem’ could be solved if only power were placed in the right

set of hands or channelled through the right set of institutions. We

may not share the anarchist view that the power of one man over

another is always a bad thing, but we ought at least to admit that it is

always dangerous; in general, the less we have of it, the better. —
The second idea which I want to extract from anarchist thinking is

the mirror-image of the first: the ideal of free, uncoercive social

relationships. I have given a number of reasons for thinking that this
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. Yvetot, A.B.C. Syncialiste, p. 40 (my translation).
. Georges Sorel, who was not an active participant in the syndicalist

movement but who for a time regarded syndicalism as the best expression
of the heroic and military virtues that he wished to see flourish, called the
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syndicalism in the U.S. can be found in J. Weinstein, Ambiguous Legacy:
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gratification.

Letter to Nettlau, cited in Kropotkin, Selected Writings on Anarchism and
Revolution, ed. M.A. Miller (Cambridge, Mass., M.I.T. Press, 1970),
p. 297.
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37.
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. Two informative discussions are B. Russell, Roads to Freedom: Socialism,
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Notes

Sometimes the same village is painted in very different colours by
observers of different political persuasions. For an example, see the
competing anarchist and Communist accounts of Calanda in Aragon
reproduced in Broué and Témime, The Revolution and the Civil War in
Spain (London, Faber, 1972), pp. 160-1.

This is brought out rather clearly by Borkenau. See The Spanish Cockpit
(London, Faber, 1937), passim.

See H. Thomas, ‘Anarchist Agrarian Collectives in the Spanish Civil War’
in M. Gilbert (ed.), A Century of Conflict 1850-1950 (London, Hamish
Hamilton, 1966); Broué and Témime, Rewvolution and Civil War,
pp. 156-60.

See Peirats’ account, cited in S. Dolgoff (ed.), The Anarchist Collectives
(Montreal, Black Rose Books, 1974), pp. 112-20.

Peaceful co-existence is described by Peirats on pp. 112-13 ‘and by
Souchy on p. 130 of Dolgoff (ed.), Anarchist Collectives. Evidence of
private owners being squeezed is provided by B. Bolloten, The Grand
Camouflage: The Communist Conspiracy in the Spanish Civil War (London,
Hollis and Carter, 1961), pp. 70-3.

Borkenau, The Spanish Cockpit, pp. 166-7.

For the variety of distributive practices adopted by the collectives, see
G. Leval, Collectives in the Spanish Revolution (London, Freedom Press,
1975), esp. ch. 8.

Thomas, ‘Anarchist Agrarian Collectives’, pp. 253-7.

Leval, Collectives in the Spanish Revolution, p. 162.

ibid., passim. Dolgoff (ed.), Anarchist Collectives, pp. 115-18.

Dolgoff (ed.), Anarchist Collectives, p. 75.

Leval, Collectives in the Spanish Revolution, p. 88.

. Thomas, ‘Anarchist Agrarian Collectives’, pp. 258-9.

Borkenau, The Spanish Cockpit, pp. 90-1.

I have taken these figures from Bolloten, The Grand Camouflage, p. S1.
See also Souchy’s description in Dolgoff (ed.), Anarchist Collectives,
pp- 86-96.

For Alcoy, see Leval, Collectives in the Spanish Revolution, pp. 231-9.
G. Orwell, Homage 10 Catalonia (Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1962), esp.
ch. 1.

Cited in Broué and Témime, Revolution and Civil War, p. 163.

This question raises once more the issue that I broached at the beginning
of the chapter: whether anarchist ideals do not presuppose a social and
moral order that has been irretrievably eroded by the transition to modern
soclety. Many commentators on Spanish anarchism have related it to the
‘backward’ (by European standards) character of that country. I shall
consider the issue further below.

Critical Questions
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Anarchism and Syndicalism (London, Allen and Unwin, 1918) and
J. Plamenatz, Karl Marx’s Philosophy of Man (Oxford, Clarendon Press,
1975), Part I1I. The latter ranges more widely than its title may suggest.

. See above, ch. 3, pp. 42-3.
. See my discussion in ch. 1, pp. 11-12.
. See R. Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia (Oxford, Blackwell, 1974),

ch. 7, section I. I have exposed some of the difficulties of such a theory in
*Justice and Property’, Ratio, 22 (1980-81), 1-14.

. They will think like this if they regard the obligation to relieve poverty as a

collective obligation that falls on everyone in a particular society and if
they are unwilling to put themselves at a competitive disadvantage by
fulfilling the obligation when others do not.

. A few anarchists have been egoists, holding that people do as a matter of

fact always act selfishly, but that this need be no obstacle to social
harmony because each person’s interests, when properly understood,
coincide with everyone else’s. The view seems to me too fantastic to be
worth rebutting at length.

. I have drawn here upon the fuller discussion in Plamenatz, Karl Marx’s

Philosophy of Man, ch. 14,

. They may also retort that in practice people may wellnot know where they

stand under a legal system. The law may be uncertain because of conflict-
ing decisions taken in different courts; it may be difficult for poor and
ill-educated people 1o find out what their legal rights are; and successina
lawsuit may depend on the financial resources at one’s disposal. All of
these points are well taken, and finally it is a matter of weighing up the
relative merits of two imperfect systems of administering justice. (I am
grateful to April Carter for reminding me of them.)

. Self-government here means government by people recognized as

members of one’s own national community. This should not be confused
with democratic government, even though the demand for national self-
government and the demand for democracy are often associated. For a
much fuller discussion of such issues, see J. Plamenatz, On Alien Rule and
Self-Government (London, Longmans, 1960).

Few anarchists have chosen to respond in this way, but one who did was
Gustav Landauer. L.andauer saw the nation as part of an ascending series
of forms of community, which began with the family and culminated in
humanity as a whole. He drew a sharp distinction between nation and
state, and argued that nations as such should naturally co-exist peacefully
asequals. Landauer’s anarchism was of an unusual sort —in particular his
stress on national identity meant that class antagonisms were played down
to the point of extinction — but it is not less interesting for that. Very little
of his work has been translated from the German, but there is a useful
account in E. Lunn, Prophet of Community: The Romantic Socialism of
Gustav Landauer (Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California
Press, 1973). I am grateful to James Joll for drawing this aspect of his
thought to my attention.
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