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introduction by Natasha Walter

About Anarchism: why now?

Anybody who has observed or participated in any recent
protest against global inequality can testify that an energetic
social movement has surfaced over the last few years. Yet
to some people, this movement has one particularly
negative side. After protests in Gothenburg during the
European Union summit in 2001, the British prime
minister termed the protesters an “anarchist travelling
circus” and poured scorn on their methods and dreams.

As I walked through the crowds on another protest in
London later in 2001, I saw that one group of people was
carrying a black banner with red writing on it. ‘Anarchist
travelling circus’ read the flag. It certainly wasn’t the first
time that anarchists have used the words of their enemies
as a label of pride, and this time it looked like a
particularly neat joke.

But anarchism is often seen only as a joke, and even
many of its sympathisers seem to have real problems
taking it seriously. Anarchists in the current movement
are blamed for its most violent or chaotic moments, even
by their friends. Certainly, anarchism can just be a
sudden protest, a shout of ‘No!’, a clenched fist, a raised
banner, but any dissent worth its salt does not just entail
a momentary disruption of everyday life. It also attempts
to transform everyday life, day to day.

Nicolas Walter always attempted to communicate the
positive aspects of anarchism. He saw anarchism as a
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realistic way of transforming people’s lives, and with its
emphasis on the pragmatic elements of anarchist
thought, About Anarchism sets up many resonances for
the contemporary movement against global capitalism.

Ever since the collapse of the experiment in state
communism, many experts have concluded that there
really is no alternative to the existing way of organising
society, but anarchists have never stopped believing in an
alternative. Immediately the Russian Revolution took
place, anarchists dissented from its authoritarian
character, and they are still demanding the freedom that
state communism denied, as well as the equality that
global capitalism denies.

Anarchism is the one current of political thought that
yokes freedom and equality. So anarchists differ from
socialists, who put the emphasis on equality, and liberals,
who put the emphasis on freedom, because anarchists see
that freedom and equality are, in practice, the same
thing. Even though many of its participants wouldn't use
the label anarchist, this insight that freedom and equality
are indivisible is the characteristic insight of the current
movement against global inequality, whose members use
anti-authoritarian methods, working without hierarchies
or leaders to build up their protests, and whose demands
are both for a more equitable economic system and for
greater freedom for every member of society.

That’s not to say that this movement is necessarily
anarchist, through and through. Those people who are
looking to win freedom and equality today tend not to
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take the state as their primary target, as most anarchists
did in the past. Instead, they see capitalism, especially as
embodied in the multinational corporation, as the target.
This emphasis on the corporation as the great enemy has
led some of the most prominent spokespeople for the
current resistance movement to argue that the state, in
contrast to the corporation, must be benign, since they
believe it is the state, and only the state, that can rein
back the corporation’s most malign effects on
individuals® lives. Many writers who support the anti-
globalisation movement have argued that the best way
forward is for governments to pass laws to reform
corporations’ behaviour, and for more international
regulation of global trade by groups of states acting
together. They argue, in fact, that the way forward is for
the state to take back the power it has ceded to the
corporation.

Certainly, governments have often managed to limit the
power of corporations — states have instituted minimum
wage legislation, outlawed child labour, ensured health
and safety standards, and so on, and even anarchists are
able to see that a state can have benign functions. As
Walter says, “we have the liberatory state and the welfare
state, the state working for freedom and the state working
for equality.” But, he adds, “The essential function of the
state is to maintain the existing inequality.”

This last statement might give those people in the
current resistance movement who put all their faith in the
state pause for thought. What are governments for? Can



they be pushed to bring about equality and freedom, or
will they protect equality and freedom only so far as those
rights do not conflict with wealth and power, and no
further?

Look at the behaviour of our own governments, who
announce their intentions to forgive third world debt and
then encourage arms sales to developing countries financed
by more debt; who announce the benefits of free trade
and then hold on to tariffs and subsidies that protect
domestic corporations. These apparent contradictions
are hardly surprising if the anarchist analysis of the state
is correct; and that the protection of existing inequality
provides the state’s very reason to exist.

In this way Abour Anarchism offers a useful critique of
some of the arguments that are often heard from the anti-
globalisation movement. Nicolas Walter does not argue
that those who work for reform of government institutions
are misguided, because his pragmatism leads him to
understand that it is often the only route forward, but he
does argue that to bring about freedom and equality
more than reform of the state will be necessary.

And in this way his thought chimes in with much of
what is being heard from activists, because although
those who have only read the literature of the anti-
globalisation movement will often find arguments in
favour of state power, those who have actually listened to
anti-globalisation activists on the street will hear a
thoroughgoing scepticism about the behaviour of
governments. It is not a coincidence that the rise of the
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new political activism has occurred at the same time as a
decline in voting and a cynicism, especially among the
young, about the promises of the state. The reason why
people have taken to the streets and to organising in non-
governmental organisations, rather than lobbying their
MPs and organising for Parliamentary elections, is because
they feel that the conventional political process will not
bring them what they desire,

But if governments will not act, who will? The tradition
that Nicolas Walter draws on in Abour Anarchism — the
tradition of anarchists from William Godwin to Peter
Kropotkin, Emma Goldman to Flores Magon — is another
narrative of possible action, of individuals or groups acting
without reference to outside authority.

This is the kernel of anarchism. As Walter says, the
essence of anarchism, the thing without which it is not
anarchism, is the negation of authority over anyone by
anyone. This negation of authority is a tough concept to
get one’s head around right now. Most people have
utterly lost faith in the idea that anyone can achieve
anything without the support either of the state or of the
corporation, without either institutional power or the
power created by the market.

The inability to see beyond these agencies has infected
all aspects of political debate. Look, for instance, away
from the anti-globalisation movement and to the current
debate about social policy, which is always now posited as
a conflict between public and private provision. Yet
anarchists might say that in its present guise, this would
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be better phrased as conflict between state and
corporation, since the truly public sphere, the sphere that
is controlled not by the government but by the people,
never gets a look in.

There is another way to envisage a welfare society, in
which ordinary people do not only work in hospitals and
schools, but also organise them. Many anarchists have
emphasised the idea of mutualism — that the desire for
co-operation is as basic a human drive as the desire for
authority. But with the rise of state welfare in the early
twentieth century, all the old traditions of mutualism that
already existed in a country like Britain — the co-operative
societies, the community hospitals, the insurance societies
— were discredited. Perhaps now, if both state and
corporate provision are looking unsatisfactory in their
own ways, it is time not just to try out ever more complex
amalgams of the two, but also to reconsider what Peter
Kropotkin called Mutual Aid — the principle that people
can organise to provide their own welfare.

Another way in which this booklet provides an
interesting contribution to current debates lies in Nicolas
Walter’s optimistic synthesis of various types of anarchist
and socialist and libertarian action. He allows for
difference, but because he has such a pragmatic and
straightforward view of anarchism, he is also good at
picking out what unites all the different strands of
anarchist thought and action, and how each strand can
weave into each other rather than pull apart.

This is particularly useful in the current situation. What

15

we are looking at in the movement for global equality is
clearly not a united movement. It would be absurd to
pretend that the Zapatista National Liberation Army,
which mobilised to fight for the rights of indigenous
people in Mexico, and Reclaim the Streets, which
organises day-long street parties, were similar organisations.
It would be nonsensical to suggest that a self-reliant
community in England, like the co-operative at Tinker’s
Bubble in Somerset, and the movement to take over land
by the landless in Brazil, used identical strategies.

And yet there are also obviously strands of thinking that
now cross boundaries. Many of the most apparently
diverse people and organisations share certain basic
goals. They can unite around their commitment to anti-
authoritarianism; around their belief that people do act
for reasons other than the will to power or the desire for
profit; around their desire to see economic organisation
based on co-operation, and social organisation based on
mutual aid; and around their faith in non-violent direct
action as a means to bring about a new society. All these
ideas are characteristic of these new organisations and
have been characteristic of anarchists for more than a
century.

Nicolas Walter’s approach to difference is honest, but
also peculiarly inclusive. He sees links between those who
use the label anarchist and those who do not, but who
embody the anarchist temperament. He sees links
between different kinds of anarchist thought. And he sees
links between all the different types of action — from
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propaganda by word and deed to direct action. His ability
to see diversity as a series of links rather than a series of
fissures may be over-optimistic, but it may also help us to
see that, sometimes, what pulls people together is more
important than what drives them apart. One of the most
hopeful sentences of this hope-filled booklet is this one.
“In practice most disputes between reformist and
revolutionary anarchists are meaningless, for only the
wildest revolutionary refuses to welcome reforms and only
the mildest reformist refuses to welcome revolutions, and
all revolutionaries know that their work will generally
lead to no more than reform, and all reformists know that
their work is generally leading to some kind of
revolution.”

About Nicolas Walter
About Anarchism was written in 1968. Nicolas Walter’s
second daughter, myself, was born the previous year.
Night after night, Nicolas sat at the Kkitchen table in a
little house in an ugly, nondescript suburb_of north
London. With one foot and then the other, he rocked the
pram back and forth, back and forth, with his grumbly
baby inside it. At the same time he wrote — in his huge,
looping handwriting, in black fountain pen - the first
draft of this booklet, which was first published in 1969 as
a special edition of the magazine Anarchy.

About Anarchism was a labour of love, and the fruit of
long study of the anarchist movement. Nicolas was
startled when it was not only immediately reprinted as a
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pamphlet by Freedom Press, and went through five
cditions by 1977, but was also translated into many
languages, including Japanese, Serbo-Croat, Greek,
German, Chinese, Polish and Russian, and developed a
reputation in many places, not just among European and
North American activists.

After it fell out of print for the last time, in the early
cighties, fellow anarchists at Freedom Press wanted to
reprint the booklet, but Nicolas resisted. He always
insisted that he needed to revise the text before it was
reprinted, and said that he would add sections on
feminism and environmentalism, the most important
new directions in the ideology of dissent. These could
have been powerful additions. Nicolas had found both
challenge and inspiration in the growth of the feminist
movement. And although he was an urban man through
and through, he had a unforced disdain for mere
consumerism and a deep connection with the beauty of
the countryside. Could this have impelled him to write
something valuable about how a more co-operative
society might have a kinder relationship with the
environment? But these revisions, although they were
started, were never completed, and this is the first reprint
of this classic work since 1980.

That means that Abour Anarchism, for all its
contemporary relevance, is very much a work of its times,
shot through with all the idealism of the Sixties. “In the
Sixties T did think that everything could be changed for
the better,” Nicolas told an interviewer from The
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Independent in the Nineties.

Indeed, About Anarchism was born out of a lifetime’s
commitment not just to anarchist ideas, but also to
action. Five years before he wrote Abour Anarchism
Nicolas had made a stab at trying to pull Britain away
from the road of authoritarianism and militarism on
which it seemed set. In 1962, Nicolas, his wife Ruth, and
six of their friends, all active in the peace movement, had
become frustrated with the direction of contemporary
protests. Mass marches and illegal sit-downs were all very
well, and led to high-profile press reports and many
arrests, but what real effect were they having on the
growing militarism of the government?

Nicolas and his friends started looking for a way to
challenge the power of the state more directly, and over
the course of months they debated various ideas. Then
one of them remembered that a friend of a friend had
once mentioned working at a ‘secret bunker’ near
Reading. On the off-chance that they could find out what
that secret bunker was all about, he and three others set
off for Reading in February 1963.

They drove for hours over ice-covered roads and
tramped for hours over snow-covered fields, without
having much idea what they were looking for. It was a
long shot, an absurd idea, really, but it bore fruit. At the
east end of a village called Warren Row, they found a
fenced off hill with a padlocked wooden gate, and an
unmarked hut. They climbed over the gates to find a
brick boiler house and a wide concrete ramp leading into
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the hillside. Wireless aerials stood a little way off, their
cables leading into the hill. One of them tried the doors
of the boiler house and found them unlocked. They piled
in. Another door inside was also unlocked, and swung
open to reveal a steep staircase leading into an under-
ground office complex. They ran down the stairs, their
feet clattering in the silence, and snatched what papers
they could from the desks. Then they rushed out again
and drove away.

Examination of the papers showed the group that they
had stumbled on a grand secret. They had walked straight
into a secret government headquarters, called the Regional
Seat of Government Number 6, built to house government
officials in the event of nuclear war. At the time, the
British public was being kept entirely in the dark about
the plans its own government was making for the survival,
not of the ordinary people, but of a political élite.

Nicolas and his friends, who now called themselves the
Spies for Peace, were in possession of a secret that they
hoped could change the secret militarism of the
government. First of all, four members of the group
returned to Warren Row in order to find out more about
the secret headquarters. They went there on a Saturday
and arrived after midnight. This time, the boiler house
door was locked. Standing there in the freezing dark, they
carefully picked it, and spent several hours in the
installation. Each took on a different task. One took
photographs. One copied documents. One traced maps.
One ransacked every room, going through every drawer
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and every cabinet. Then they left with a suitcase full of
copied papers and a camera full of photographs.

The group then typed and duplicated 3,000 leaflets
explaining what they had found. In the days before the
internet or desk-top computers, this posed surprising
problems of resources and organisation. Secrecy was
paramount. They stuffed envelopes with their leaflets in
the night, wearing gloves, posted them from postboxes all
over London, burnt all their own documents, posted the
original photographs anonymously to sympathisers, and
threw the typewriter that they had used into a river. As
Nicolas wrote 25 years after the event, on the night of
Wednesday 10 April 1963 “A secret had escaped, and so
had the Spies for Peace.”

Telling it now, it sounds rather like a game, but to those
eight individuals it meant rather more. All young, all with
their lives ahead of them, they were running the risk of
long prison sentences for what they believed. The
immediate effect was explosive. Those thousands of
leaflets were posted to newspaper offices and to the
houses of celebrities, MPs and protesters, and although
the government had slapped a D-notice on any disclosure
of the RSG system, the newspapers decided to ignore
that warning. By that Saturday the story was splashed
over every national newspaper. Thousands of protesters,
who were moving through the area on yet another
Aldermaston March, immediately came to demonstrate
at Warren Row. That day, 13 April, also happened to be
Ruth Walter’s 21st birthday. She sat outside Warren Row
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with Nicolas, drinking cheap red wine in the thin spring
sunshine, singing “We shall overcome” with the rest of
the crowd. “It was the most magical day,” she said later,
“We suddenly realised that we had got away with it.”

Most people seemed to believe that only an insider
could have leaked such sensitive and unsettling
information. The Sunday Télegraph was sure of it, and
wrote on 21 April: “It would not be surprising if
investigation does not bring to light a shrewd political
mind directing this brilliant subversive operation” and on
10 May they wrote about “a mastermind behind the
Spies for Peace”, a “Jekyll and Hyde character” who was
thought to be *a brilliant man who may be doing an
important job.” Despite — or because of — such feverish
speculation, the real spies were never caught or
imprisoned.

What did the Spies for Peace achieve in the long term?
In a way, very little — the government remained set on its
belief that it could fight and survive nuclear war, and the
action of the Spies for Peace did not snowball into mass
revolutionary activity, as some of them had certainly
hoped. In a way, an enormous amount — the idea that
people should be informed about the secret military
preparations of their government found fertile ground in
a changing society. Together with the duplicity exposed
by the Profumo case later in the year, the story helped to
break down the unquestioning respect that had
characterised the British people’s relationship with their
government. The individual spies were both heartened
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and dismayed by this mixture of success and failure. As
the years went by, Nicolas experienced the characteristic
loss of illusion of revolutionaries, and understood that,
although he may have helped society to change, the
future he had once believed in wasn’t going to arrive — at
least not in his lifetime.

But for Nicolas, the loss of belief in a revolutionary
future only surfaced occasionally. Most of the time he
went on as he always had done, fiercely protesting against
government secrecy, against militarism, for free speech,
and for peace. Only once was he actually imprisoned. In
October 1966, he had taken part in a protest against
Britain’s policy on the Vietnham War by interrupting a
church service in Brighton where Harold Wilson read a
lesson. “Hypocrite!” he shouted, “How can you use the
word of God to justify your policies?” In 1967, just after
I was born, he was sentenced to two months in prison for
his role in the protest. I still have the photograph, printed
on the front page of the Sun (in the days when the Sun
was a serious newspaper), of the four of us — my parents,
my sister, and myself at six months — looking quizzically
into the camera, just before he was jailed.

Many anarchists are drawn to anarchism because of
their personal rebelliousness. And Nicolas was no
exception. He was a natural anarchist, with a low
tolerance for authority, and great reserves of anger. Sent
to boarding school as a child, then straight from school 1o
National Service, then straight to Oxford University, he
learnt to distrust authority despite — or because of — this
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traditional background. But, oddly, his own family
traditions included anarchism. Karl Walter, his grandfather,
was one of two British delegates to the first International
Anarchist Congress in Amsterdam in 1907,

Although Nicolas gave up much of his protest activity in
his last years, partly because of growing physical
disability, he never stopped writing for the anarchist press
and speaking at anarchist gatherings. A pamphlet he
published in 1986 about the significance of May Day has
been credited with inspiring the revival of the first of May
as a popular day of protest for anarchists in Britain; and
his edition of essays by Charlotte Wilson, an anarchist
who helped to found Freedom, was even published after
his death in 2000. He was interested in the way that a
new generation was laying hold of anarchist ideas —
although their lack of historical awareness and the
absence of concrete goals for the future often infuriated
him. It is sad that he didn’t live to see this reprint of his
own early work, but his words live on, and in this booklet
his voice sounds as those who knew him remember it —
fierce and uncompromising, but with a great hopefulness
and humanity always flickering away in the background.

Natasha Walter, April 2002
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Note on the text of the 2002 edition

This is a new edition of About Anarchism, based on the
text published in 1969 by Freedom Press, and including
previously unpublished revisions which Nicolas Walter
prepared in the 1980s, which were kept by Heiner Becker.
Thanks are also due to Christine Walter, Ruth Walter and
Colin Ward.

25

Introduction to the original edition of
About Anarchism

The modern anarchist movement is now a hundred years
old, counting from when the Bakuninists entered the
First International, and in this country there has been a
continuous anarchist movement for ninety years (the
I'reedom Press has been going since 1886). Such a past
is a source of strength, but it is also a source of weakness

- especially in the printed word. The anarchist literature
of the past weighs heavily on the present, and makes it
hard for us to produce a new literature for the future.
And yet, though the works of our predecessors are
numerous, most of them are out of print, and the rest are
mostly out of date; moreover, the great majority of
anarchist works published in English have been
translations from other languages.

This means there is little that we can call our own. What
follows is an attempt to add to it by making a fresh
statement of anarchism. Such a statement is necessarily
an individual view, for one of the essential features of
anarchism is that it relies on individual judgement; but it
is intended to take account of the general views prevailing
in the anarchist movement and to interpret them without
prejudice. It is expressed in simple language and without
constant reference to other writers or to past events, so
that it can be understood without difficulty and without
any previous knowledge. But it is derived from what
other people have said in the past, and does not purport
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to be original. Nor is it meant to be definitive; there is far
more to say about anarchism than can be fitted into these
pages, and this summary will no doubt soon be
superseded like nearly all those that have preceded it.
Above all, I make no claim to authority, for another
essential feature of anarchism is that it rejects the
authority of any spokesperson. If my readers have no
criticism to make, I have failed. What follows is simply a
personal account of anarchism drawn from the
experience of fifteen years’ reading anarchist literature
and discussing anarchist ideas, and of ten years’ taking
part in anarchist activities and writing in the anarchist

press.
May 1969

27

WHAT ANARCHISTS BELIEVE

The first anarchists were people in the English and
French revolutions of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries who were given the name as an insult to suggest
that they wanted anarchy in the sense of chaos or
confusion. But from the 1840s anarchists were people
who accepted the name as a sign to show that they
wanted anarchy in the sense of absence of government.
The Greek word anarkhia, like the English word
‘anarchy’, has both meanings; people who are not
anarchists take them to come to the same thing, but
anarchists insist on keeping them apart. For more than a
century, anarchists have been people who believe not
only that absence of government need not mean chaos
and confusion, but that a society without government will
actually be better than the society we live in now.
Anarchism is the political elaboration of the psychological
reaction against authority which appears in all human
groups. Everyone knows the natural anarchists who will
not believe or do something just because someone tells
them to and everyone can imagine circumstances in
which virtually everyone will disagree or disobey.
Throughout history the practical tendency towards
anarchy is seen among individuals and groups rebelling
against those who rule them. The theoretical idea of
anarchy is also very old; thus the description of a past
golden age without government may be found in the
thought of ancient China and India, Egypt and



28

Mesopotamia, and Greece and Rome, and in the same
way the wish for a future utopia without government may
be found in the thought of countless religious and
political writers and communities. But the application of
anarchy to the present situation is more recent, and it is
only in the anarchist movement of the nineteenth century
that we find the demand for a society without
government here and now.

Other groups on both left and right want to get rid of
government in theory, either when the market is so free
that it needs no more supervision, or when the people are
so equal that they need no more restraint, but the
measures they take seem to make government stronger
and stronger. It is the anarchists, and the anarchists
alone, who want to get rid of government in practice.
This does not mean that anarchists think all human
beings are naturally good, or identical, or perfectible, or
any romantic nonsense of that kind. It means that
anarchists think almost all human beings are sociable,
and similar, and capable of living their own lives and
helping each other. Many people say that government is
necessary because some people cannot be trusted to look
after themselves, but anarchists say that government is
harmful because no one can be trusted to look after
anyone else. If all people are so bad that they need to be
ruled by others, anarchists ask, how can anyone be good
enough to rule others? Power tends to corrupt, and
absolute power corrupts absolutely. At the same time the
wealth of the earth is the product of the labour of

29

humanity as a whole, and every human being has an
cqual right to take part in continuing the labour and
enjoying the product. Anarchism is an ideal type which
demands at the same time total freedom and total
cquality.

Liberalism and socialism

Anarchism may be seen as a development from either
liberalism or socialism, or from both liberalism and
socialism. Like liberals, anarchists want freedom; like
socialists, anarchists want equality. But we are not
satisfied by liberalism alone or by socialism alone.
I'reedom without equality means that the poor and weak
are less free than the rich and strong, and equality
without freedom means that we are all slaves together.
I'reedom and equality are not contradictory, but
complementary; in place of the old polarisation of
freedom versus equality — according to which we are told
that more freedom equals less equality and more equality
equals less freedom — anarchists point out that in practice
you cannot have one without the other. Freedom is not
genuine if some people are too poor or too weak to enjoy
it, and equality is not genuine if some people are ruled by
others. The crucial contribution to political the'ory made
by anarchists is this realisation that freedom and equality
are in practice the same thing.

Anarchism also departs from both liberalism and
socialism in taking a different view of progress. Liberals
see history as a linear development from savagery,
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superstition, intolerance and tyranny to civilisation,
enlightenment, tolerance and emancipation. There are
advances and retreats, but the true progress of humanity
is from a bad past to a good future. Socialists see history
as a dialectical development from savagery through
despotism, feudalism and capitalism, to the triumph of
the proletariat and the abolition of the class system.
There are revolutions and reactions, but the true progress
of humanity is again from a bad past to a good future.
Anarchists see progress quite differently, in fact they
often do not see progress at all. We see history not as a
linear or a dialectical development in one direction, but
as a dualistic process. The history of all human society is
the story of a struggle between the rulers and the ruled,
between the haves and the have-nots, between the people
who want to govern and be governed and the people who
want to free themselves and their fellows; 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 human society
in general or of a particular human society is now in one
direction, now in another. The rise of a new regime or the
fall of an old one is not a mysterious break in develop-
ment or an even more mysterious part of development,
but is exactly what it seems to be. Historical events are
welcome only to the extent that they increase freedom
and equality for the whole people; there is no hidden
reason for calling a bad thing good because it is
inevitable. We cannot make any useful predictions of the
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future, and we cannot be sure that the world is going to
get better. Our only hope is that, as knowledge and
consciousness increase, people will become more aware
that they can live their own lives without any need for
authority.

Nevertheless, anarchism does derive from liberalism
and socialism both historically and ideologically. Liberalism
and socialism came before anarchism, and anarchism
arose from their complementarities and contradictions;
most anarchists still begin as either liberals or socialists,
or both. The spirit of revolt is seldom born fully grown,
and it generally grows into rather than within anarchism.
In a sense, anarchists always remain liberals and
socialists, and whenever they reject what is good in either
they betray anarchism itself. On one hand we depend on
freedom of speech, assembly, movement, behaviour, and
especially on the freedom to differ; on the other hand we
depend on equality of possessions, on human solidarity,
on the pracice of mutual aid, and especially on the sharing
of power. We are liberals but more so, and socialists but
more so.

Yet anarchism is not just a mixture of liberalism and
socialism; that is social democracy, or welfare capitalism,
the system which prevails in this country, Whatever we
owe to and however close we are to liberals and socialists,
we differ fundamentally from them — and from social
democrats — in rejecting the institution of government.
Both liberals and socialists depend on government —
liberals ostensibly to preserve freedom but actually to
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prevent equality, socialists ostensibly to preserve equality
but actually to prevent freedom. Even the most extreme
liberals and socialists cannot do without government, the
exercise of authority by some people over other people.
The essence of anarchism, the one thing without which it
is not anarchism, is the negation of authority over anyone
by anyone.

Democracy and representation

Many people oppose undemocratic government, but
anarchists differ from them in also opposing democratic
government. Some people oppose democratic government
as well, but anarchists differ from them in doing so not
because they fear or hate the rule of the people but
because they believe that democracy is not the rule of the
people — that democracy is in fact a logical contradiction,
a physical impossibility. Genuine democracy is possible
only in a small community where everyone can take part
in every decision; and then it is not necessary. What is
called democracy and is alleged to be the government of
the people by the people for the people is in fact the
government of the people by elected rulers and would be
better called ‘consenting oligarchy’.

Government by rulers whom we have chosen is
different from and generally better than government by
rulers who have chosen themselves, but it is still
government of some people by other people. Even the
most democratic government still depends on someone
making someone else do something or stopping someone
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clse doing something. Even when we are governed by our
representatives we are still governed, and as soon as they
begin to govern us against our will they cease to be our
representatives. Most people now agree that we have no
obligation to a government which we have not chosen,
anarchists go further and insist that we have no
obligation to a government we have chosen. We may obey
it because we agree with it or because we are too weak to
disobey it, but we have no obligation to obey it when we
disagree with it and are strong enough to disobey it. Most
people now agree that those who are involved in any
change should be consulted about it before any decision
is made; anarchists go further and insist that they should
themselves make the decision and go on to put it into
effect.

So anarchists reject the idea of a social contract and the
idea of representation. In practice, no doubt, most things
will always be done by a few people — by those who are
interested in a problem and are capable of solving it — but
there is no need for them to be selected or elected. They
will always emerge anyway, and it is better for them to do
so naturally. The point is that leaders and experts do not
have to be rulers, that leadership and expertise are not
necessarily connected with authority. And when
representation is convenient, that is all it is. The only true
representatives are the delegates or deputies who are
mandated by those who send them and who are subject
to instant recall by them. In some ways the ruler who
claims to be a representative is worse than the ruler who
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is obviously a usurper, because it is more difficult to
grapple with authority when it is wrapped up in fine
words and abstract arguments. The fact that we are able
to vote for our rulers once every few years does not mean
that we have to obey them for the rest of the time. If we do,
it is for practical reasons, not on moral grounds.
Anarchists are against government, however it is
constructed or defended.

State and class

Amnarchists have traditionally concentrated their opposition
to authority on the state — that is, the institution which
claims the monopoly of power within a certain area. This
is because the state is the supreme example of authority
in a society and also the source or confirmation of the use
of authority throughout it. Moreover, anarchists have
traditionally opposed all kinds of state — not just the
obvious tyranny of a king, dictator or conqueror, but also
such variations as enlightened despotism, progressive
monarchy, feudal or commercial oligarchy, parliamentary
democracy, soviet communism, and so on. Anarchists
have even tended to say that all states are the same, and
that there is nothing to choose between them.

This is an oversimplification. All states are certainly
authoritarian, but some states are just as certainly more
authoritarian than others, and every normal person
would prefer to live under a less authoritarian rather than
a more authoritarian one. To give a simple example, this
statement of anarchism could not have been published
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under many states of the past, and it still could not be
published under many states of both left and right, in
both East and West, both North and South; I would
rather live where it can be published, and so would most
of my readers.

Few anarchists still have such a simplistic attitude to an
abstract thing called ‘the state’, and anarchists
concentrate on attacking the central government and the
institutions which derive from it not just because they are
part of the state but because they are the extreme
examples of the use of authority in society. We contrast
the state with society, but we no longer see it as alien to
society, as an artificial growth; instead we see it as part of
society, as a natural growth. Authority is a normal form
of behaviour, just as aggression is; but it is a form of
behaviour which may and should be controlled and
grown out of. This will not be done by trying to find ways
of institutionalising it, but only by finding ways of doing
without it.

Anarchists object to the obviously repressive institutions
of government — officials, laws, police, courts, prisons,
armies, and so on — and also to those which are apparently
benevolent — subsidised bodies and local councils,
nationalised industries and public corporations, banks and
insurance companies, schools and universities, press and
broadcasting, and all the rest. Anyone can see that the
former depend not on consent but on compulsion and
ultimately on force; anarchists insist that the latter have
the same iron hand, even if it does wear a velvet glove.
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Nevertheless, the institutions which derive directly or
indirectly from the state cannot be understood if they are
thought of as being merely bad. They can have a good
side, in two ways. They have a useful negative function
when they challenge the use of authority by other
institutions, such as cruel parents, greedy landlords,
brutal bosses, violent criminals; and they have a useful
positive function when they promote desirable social
activities, such as public works, disaster relief,
communication and transport systems, art and culture,
medical services, pension schemes, poor relief, education,
broadcasting. Thus we have the liberatory state and the
welfare state, the state working for freedom and the state
working for equality.

The first anarchist answer to this is that we primarily
have the oppressive state — that the main function of the
state is in fact to hold down the people, to limit freedom
— and that all the benevolent functions of the state can be
exercised and often have been exercised by voluntary
associations. Here the modern state resembles the
medieval church. In the Middle Ages the church was
involved in all essential social activities, and it was
difficult to believe that the activities were possible
without it. Only the church could baptise, marry and
bury people, and they had to learn that it did not actually
control birth, love and death. Every public act needed an
official religious blessing — many still have one — and
people had to learn that the act was just as effective
without the blessing. The church interfered in and often
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controlled those aspects of communal life which are now
dominated by the state. People have learnt to realise that
the participation of the church is unnecessary and even
harmful; what they now have to learn is that the
domination of the state is equally pernicious and
superfluous. We need the state just as long as we think we
do, and everything it does can be done just as well or even
better without the sanction of authority.

The second anarchist answer is that the essential
function of the state is to maintain the existing inequality.
Few anarchists agree with Marxists that the basic unit of
society is the class, but most agree that the state is the
political expression of the economic structure, that it is
the representative of the people who own or control the
wealth of the community and the oppressor of the people
who do the work which creates that wealth. The state
cannot redistribute wealth fairly because it is the main
agency of the unfair distribution. Anarchists agree with
Marxists that the present system must be destroyed, but
they do not agree that the future system can be
established by a state in different hands; the state is a
cause as well as a result of the class system, and a classless
society which is established by a state will soon become a
class society again. The state will not wither away — it
must be deliberately abolished by people taking power
away from the rulers and wealth away from the rich; these
two actions are linked, and one without the other will
always be futile. Anarchy in its truest sense means a
society without either powerful or wealthy people.
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Organisation and bureaucracy

This does not mean that anarchists reject organisation,
though here is one of the strongest prejudices about
anarchism. People can accept that anarchy may not mean
just chaos or confusion, and that anarchists want not
disorder but order without government, but they are sure
that anarchy means order which arises spontaneously
and that anarchists do not want organisation. This is the
reverse of the truth. Anarchists actually want much more
organisation, though organisation without authority. The
prejudice about anarchism derives from a prejudice
about organisation; people cannot see that organisation
does not depend on authority, that it actually works best
without authority.

A moment’s thought will show that when compulsion is
replaced by consent there will have to be more discussion
and planning, not less. Everyone who is involved in a
decision will be able to take part in making it, and no one
will be able to leave the work to paid officials or elected
representatives. Without rules to observe or precedents to
follow, every decision will have to be made afresh.
Without rulers to obey or leaders to follow, we shall all
have to make up our own minds. To keep all this going,
the multiplicity and complexity of links between individuals
will be increased, not reduced. Such organisation may be
untidy and inefficient, but it will be much closer to the
needs and feelings of the people concerned. If something
cannot be done without the old kind of organisation,
without authority and compulsion, it probably isn’t
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worth doing and would be better left undone.

What anarchists do reject is the institutionalisation of
organisation, the establishment of a special group of
people whose function is to organise other people.
Anarchist organisation would be fluid and open; as soon
as organisation becomes hardened and closed, it falls into
the hands of a bureaucracy, becomes the instrument of a
particular class, and reverts to the expression of authority
instead of the co-ordination of society. Every group tends
towards oligarchy, the rule of the few, and every
organisation tends towards bureaucracy, the rule of the
professionals; anarchists must always struggle against
these tendencies, in the future as well as the present, and
among themselves as well as among others.

Property

Nor do anarchists reject property, though we have a
peculiar view of it. In one sense property is theft - that is,
the exclusive appropriation of anything by anyone is a
deprivation of everyone else. This does not mean that we
are all communists; what it means it that any particular
person’s right to any particular thing depends not on
whether that person made it or found it or bought it or
was given it or is using it or wants it or has a legal right
to it, but on whether that person needs it — and, more to
the point, whether that person needs it more than
someone else. This is a matter not of abstract justice or
natural law, but of human solidarity and obvious
commonsense. If I have a loaf of bread and you are
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hungry, it is yours, not mine. If I have a coat and you are
cold, it belongs to you. If I have a house and you have
none, you have the right to use at least one of my rooms.
But in another sense property is liberty — that is, the
private enjoyment of goods and chattels in a sufficient
quantity is an essential condition of the good life for the
individual.

Anarchists are in favour of the private property which
cannot be used by one person to exploit another — those
personal possessions which we accumulate from
childhood and which become part of our lives. What we
are against is the public property which can be used only
to exploit people — land and buildings, instruments of
production and distribution, raw materials and
manufactured articles, money and capital. The principle
at issue is that people may be said to have a right to what
they produce by their own labour, but not to what they
obtain from the labour of others; they have a right to
what they need and use, but not to what they do not need
and cannot use. As soon as some people have more than
enough, it either goes to waste or it stops other people
having enough.

This means that rich people have no right to their
property, for they are rich not because they work a lot but
because a lot of people work for them; and poor people
have a right to rich people’s property, for they are poor
not because they work little but because they work for
others. Indeed, poor people almost always work longer
hours at duller jobs in worse conditions than rich people.

a1

No one ever became rich or remained rich through their
own labour, only by exploiting the labour of others. We
may have a house and a piece of land, the tools of our
trade and good health all our lives, and we may work as
hard as we can as long as we can — we will produce
enough for our families, but little more; and even then we
shall not be really self-sufficient, for we shall depend on
others to provide some of our materials and to take some
of our produce in exchange.

Public property is not only a matter of ownership, but
also one of control. It is not necessary to possess property
to be able to exploit others. Rich people have always used
other people to manage their property, and, now that
anonymous corporations and state enterprises are
replacing individual property owners, managers are
becoming the leading exploiters of other people’s labour.
In both advanced and backward countries, both capitalist
and communist states, a tiny minority of the population
still owns or otherwise controls the overwhelming
proportion of public property.

Despite appearances, this is not an economic or legal
problem. What matters is not the distribution of money
or the system of land tenure or the organisation of
taxation or the method of taxation or the law of
inheritance, but the basic fact that some people will work
for other people, just as some people will obey other
people. If we refused to work for the rich and powerful,
property would disappear — in the same way that, if we
refused to obey rulers, authority would disappear. For
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anarchists, property is based on authority, and not the
other way round. The point is not how peasants put food
into the landowners” mouths or how workers put money
into the bosses’ pockets, but why they do so, and this is a
political point.

Some people try to solve the problem of property by
changing the law or the government, whether by reform
or by revolution Anarchists have no faith in such
solutions, but they do not all agree on the right solution.
Some anarchists want the division of everything among
everyone, so that we all have an equal share in the world’s
wealth, and a laissez-faire commercial system with free
credit to prevent excessive accumulation. But most
anarchists have no faith in this solution either and want
the expropriation of all public property from those who
have more than they need, so that we all have equal
access to the world’s wealth, and the control is in the
hands of the whole community. But at least it is agreed
that the present system of property must be destroyed
together with the present system of authority.

God and church

Anarchists have traditionally been anti-clerical, and also
atheist. The early anarchists were opposed to the church
as much as to the state, and most of them have been
opposed to religion itself. The slogan, ‘Neither God nor
master’, has often been used to sum up the anarchist
message. Many people still take the first step towards
anarchism by abandoning their faith and becoming
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rationalists or humanists; the rejection of divine authority
encourages the rejection of human authority. Nearly all
nnarchists today are probably atheists, or at least agnostics.

But there have been religious anarchists, though they
are usually outside the mainstream of the anarchist
movement. Obvious examples are the heretical sects
which anticipated some anarchist ideas before the
nineteenth century, and groups of religious pacifists in
Hurope and North America during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, especially Tolstoy and his followers at
the beginning of the twentieth century and the Catholic
Worker movement in the United States since the 1930s.

T'he general anarchist hatred of religion has declined as
the power of the church has declined, and most
unarchists now think of it as a personal matter. They
would oppose the discouragement of religion by force,
but they would also oppose the revival of religion by
force. They would let anyone believe and do what they
want, so long as it affects only themselves; but they would
not let the church have any more power.

In the meantime, the history of religion is a model for
the history of government. Once it was thought
impossible to have a society without God; now God is
dead. It is still thought impossible to have a society
without the state; now we must destroy the state.

War and violence
Anarchists have always opposed war, but not all have
opposed violence. They are anti-militarists, but not
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necessarily pacifists. For anarchists, war is the supreme
example of authority outside a society, and at the same
time a powerful reinforcement of authority within
society. The organised violence and destruction of war
are an enormously magnified version of the organised
violence and destruction of the state, and war is the
health of the state. The anarchist movement has a strong
tradition of resistance to war and to preparations for war.
A few anarchists have supported some wars, but they
have always been recognised as renegades by their
comrades, and this total opposition to national wars is
one of the great unifying factors among anarchists.

But anarchists have distinguished between national
wars between states and civil wars between classes. The
revolutionary anarchist movement since the Ilate
nineteenth century has called for a violent insurrection to
destroy the state, and anarchists have taken an active part
in many armed risings and civil wars, especially those in
Russia and Spain. Though they were involved in such
fighting, however, they were under no illusions that it
would itself bring about the revolution. Violence might be
necessary for the work of destroying the old system, but
it was useless and indeed dangerous for the work of
building a new system. A people’s army can defeat a
ruling class and destroy a government, but it cannot help
the people to create a free society, and it is no good
winning a war if you cannot win the peace.

Many anarchists have in fact doubted whether violence
plays any useful part at all. Like the state, it is not a
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neutral force whose effects depend on who uses it, and it
will not do the right things just because it is in the right
hands. Of course the violence of the oppressed is not the
same as the violence of the oppressor, but even when it is
the best way out of an intolerable situation it is only a
second best. It is one of the most unpleasant features of
present society, and it remains unpleasant however good
its purpose; moreover, it tends to destroy its purpose,
even in situations where it seems appropriate — such as
revolution. The experience of history suggests that
revolutions are not guaranteed by violence; on the
contrary, the more violence, the less revolution.

All this may seem absurd to people who are not
anarchists. One of the oldest and most persistent
prejudices about anarchism is that anarchists are above
all men of violence. The stereotype of the anarchist with
a bomb under his cloak more than a century old, but it is
still going strong. Many anarchists have indeed favoured
violence, some have favoured the assassination of public
figures, and a few have even favoured terrorism of the
population, to help destroy the present system. There is a
dark side to anarchism, and there is no point denying it.
But it is only one side of anarchism, and a small one.
Most anarchists have always opposed any violence except
that which is really necessary — the inevitable violence
which occurs when the people shake off their rulers and
exploiters — though they may have been reluctant to
condemn the few anarchists who have resorted to
violence for sincere reasons.



46

The main perpetrators of violence have been those who
maintain authority, not those who attack it. The great
killers have not been the tragic bombers driven to
desperation in southern Europe a century ago, but the
military machines of every state in the world throughout
history. No anarchist can rival the Blitz and the Bomb, no
individual assassin can stand beside Hitler or Stalin. We
would encourage workers to seize their factory or
peasants to seize their land, and we might break fences or
build barricades; but we have no soldiers, no aeroplanes,
no police, no prisons, no camps, no firing squads, no gas
chambers, no executioners. For anarchists, violence is the
extreme example of the use of power by one person
against another, the culmination of everything we are
against.

In some cases anarchists have moved towards pacifism
and pacifists have moved towards anarchism. This has
had beneficial results for both sides, anarchists learning
from pacifism and pacifists learning from anarchists.
Some anarchists have been especially attracted by the
militant type of pacifism advocated by Tolstoy and
Gandhi and by the use of non-violence as a technique of
direct action, and many anarchists have taken part in
anti-war movements and have sometimes had a
significant influence on them. But many anarchists —
even those who are closely involved — find pacifism too
wide in its rejection of all violence by all people in all
circumstances, and too narrow in its belief that the
elimination of violence alone will make a fundamental
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difference to society. Where pacifists see authority as a
weaker version of violence, anarchists see violence as a
stronger version of authority. Some anarchists are also
repelled by the moralistic side of pacifism, the asceticism
and self-righteousness, and by its tender-minded view of
the world. To repeat, they are anti-militarists, but not
necessarily pacifists.

The individual and society

"The basic unit of society is the individual human being.
Nearly all individuals live in society, but society is
nothing more than a collection of individuals, and its
only purpose is to give them a full life. Anarchists do not
believe that people have natural rights, but this applies to
cveryone; an individual has no right to do anything, but
no other individual has a right to stop that individual
doing anything. There is no general will, no social norm
to which we should conform. We are equal, but not
identical. Competition and co-operation, aggression and
tenderness, intolerance and tolerance, violence and
gentleness, authority and rebellion — all these are natural
forms of social behaviour, but some help and others
hinder the full life of the individuals. Anarchists believe
that the best way to guarantee it is to secure equal
freedom for every member of society.

We therefore have no time for morality in the traditional
sense and we are not interested in what people do in their
own lives. Let all individuals do exactly what they want,
within the limits of their natural capacity, provided they
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let everyone else do exactly what they want. Such things
as dress, appearance, speech, manners, acquaintance,
and so on, are matters of personal preference. So 1s sex.
We are in favour of free love, but this does not mean that
we advocate universal promiscuity; it means that all love
is free, except prostitution and rape, and that people
should be able to choose (or reject) forms of sexual
behaviour and sexual partners for themselves. Extreme
indulgence may suit one person, extreme chastity
another — though most anarchists feel that the world
would be a better place if there had been a lot less fussing
and a lot more fucking. The same principle applies to
such things as drugs. People can intoxicate themselves
with alcohol or caffeine, cannabis or amphetamine,
tobacco or opiates, and we have no right to prevent them,
let alone punish them, though we may try to help them.
Similarly, individuals can worship in their own way, so
long as they let other individuals worship in their own
way, or not worship at all. It doesn’t matter if people are
offended, what does matter is if people are injured. There
is no need to worry about differences in personal
behaviour; the thing to worry about is the gross injustice
of authoritarian society.

Anarchists have always opposed every form of national,
social, racial or sexual oppression, and have always
supported every movement for national, social, racial or
sexual emancipation. But they tend to differ from their
allies in the movements by seeing all forms of oppression
as being political in nature, and in seeing all victims of
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oppression as individual human beings rather than as
members of a nationality, class, race, or sex.

The main enemy of the free individual is the
overwhelming power of the state, but anarchists are also
opposed to every other form of authority which limits
freedom — in the family, in the school, at work, in the
neighbourhood — and to every attempt to make the
individual conform. However, before considering how
society may be organised to give the greatest freedom to
its members, it is necessary to describe the various forms
anarchism has taken according to the various views of the
relationship between the individual and society.
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HOW ANARCHISTS DIFFER

Anarchists are notorious for disagreeing with each other,
and in the absence of leaders and officials, hierarchies
and orthodoxies, punishments and rewards, policies and
programmes, it is natural that people whose fundamental
principle is the rejection of authority should tend to
perpetual dissent. Nevertheless, there are several well-
established types of anarchism from which most anarchists
have chosen one to express their particular view.

Philosophical anarchism

The original type of anarchism was what is now called
philosophical anarchism. This is the view that the idea of a
society without government is attractive but not really
desirable, or desirable but not really possible, at least not
yet. Such an attitude dominates all apparently anarchist
writing before the 1840s, and it helped to prevent
anarchic popular movements from becoming a more
serious threat to governments. It is an attitude which is
still found among many people who call themselves
anarchists but remain outside any organised movement,
and also among some people inside the anarchist
movement. It is anarchism in the head but not in the
heart, in theory but not in practice. Quite often it seems
to be an almost unconscious attitude that anarchism, like
the kingdom of God, is within you. It reveals itself sooner
or later by some such phrase as, “Of course, I’'m an
anarchist, but ...”
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Active anarchists tend to despise philosophical anarchists,
and this is understandable, though unfortunate. So long
as anarchism is a minority movement, a general feeling in
favour of anarchist ideas, however vague, creates a
climate in which anarchist propaganda is listened to and
the anarchist movement can grow. On the other hand an
acceptance of philosophical anarchism can inoculate
people against an appreciation of real anarchism; but it is
at least better than complete indifference. As well as
philosophical anarchists, there are many people who are
close to us but refuse to call themselves anarchists, and
some who refuse to call themselves anything at all. These
all have their part to play, if only to provide a sympathetic
audience and to work for freedom in their own lives.

Individualism, egoism, libertarianism

The first type of anarchism which was more than merely
philosophical was individualism. This is the view that
society is not an organism but a collection of
autonomous individuals, who have no obligation towards
society as a whole but only towards one another, This
view existed long before there was any such thing as
anarchism, and it has continued to exist quite separately
from anarchism. But individualism always tends to
assume that the individuals who make up society should
be free and equal, and that they can become so only by
their own efforts and not through the action of outside
institutions; and any development of this attitude obviously
brings mere individualism towards real anarchism.
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The first person who elaborated a recognisable theory
of anarchism - William Godwin, in his Enquiry
Concerning Political Fustice (1793) — was an individualist.
In reaction against the opponents and also the supporters
of the French Revolution, he postulated a society without
government and with as little organisation as possible, in
which the sovereign individuals should beware of any
form of permanent association; despite many variations,
this is still the basis of individualist anarchism. This is an
anarchism for intellectuals, artists, and eccentrics, for
people who work on their own and like to keep themselves
to themselves. Ever since Godwin it has attracted such
people, especially in Britain and North America, and has
included figures such as Shelley and Wilde, Emerson and
Thoreau, Augustus John and Herbert Read. They may
call themselves something else, but the individualism
always shows through.

It is perhaps misleading to call individualism a type of
anarchism, for it has had a profound influence on the
whole anarchist movement, and any experience or
observation of anarchists shows that it is still an essential
part of their practice, or at least of their principles.
Individualist anarchists are, as it were, the basic
anarchists, who simply wish to destroy authority and see
no need to put anything in its place. This is an anarchism
for oneself, if not for anyone else. This is a view of
humanity which makes sense as far as it goes, but it
doesn’t go far enough to deal with the real problems of
society, which surely need social rather than personal
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action. Alone, we may save ourselves, but others we
cannot save.

A more extreme form of individualism is egoism,
especially in the form expressed by Max Stirner in Der
Einzige und sein Eigemtum (1844) — usually translated as
The Ego and His Own, though a better rendering would
be The Individual and His Property. Like Marx or Freud,
Stirner is difficult to interpret without offending all his
followers; but it is perhaps acceptable to say that his
egoism differs from individualism in general by rejecting
such abstractions as morality, justice, obligation, reason,
and duty, in favour of an intuitive recognition of the
existential uniqueness of each individual. It naturally
opposes the state, but it also opposes society, and it tends
towards nihilism (the view that nothing matters) and
solipsism (the view that only oneself exists). It is clearly
anarchist, but in a rather unproductive way, since any
form of organisation beyond a temporary ‘union of
egoists’ is seen as the source of new oppression. This is an
anarchism for poets and tramps, for people who want an
absolute answer and no compromise. It is anarchy here
and now, if not in the world, then in one’s own life,

A more moderate tendency which derives from
individualism is libertarianism. This is in its simplest sense
the view that liberty is a good thing; in a stricter sense it
is the view that freedom is the most important political
goal. Thus libertarianism is not so much a specific type of
anarchism as a milder form of it, the first stage on the
way to complete anarchism. Sometimes it is actually used
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as a synonym or euphemism for anarchism in general,
when there is some reason to avoid the more emotive
word; but it is more generally used to mean the
acceptance of anarchist ideas in a particular field without
the acknowledgement of anarchism as a whole.
Individualists are libertarian by definition, but libertarian
socialists or libertarian communists are those who bring
to socialism or communism a recognition of the essential
value of the individual.

Mutualism and federalism

The type of anarchism which appears when individualists
begin to put their ideas into practice is muzualism. This is
the view that, instead of relying on the state, society
should be organised by individuals entering into
voluntary agreements with each other on a basis of
equality and reciprocity. Mutualism is a feature of any
association which is more than instinctive and less than
official, and it is not necessarily anarchist, but it was
historically important in the development of anarchism,
and nearly all anarchist proposals for the reorganisation
of society have been essentially mutualist.

The first person who deliberately called himself an
anarchist — Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, in What is Property?
(1840) — was a mutualist. In reaction against the utopian
and revolutionary socialists of the early nineteenth
century, he postulated a society made up of co-operative
groups of free individuals exchanging the necessities of
life on the basis of labour value, and exchanging free
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credit through a people’s bank, This is an anarchism for
craftsmen and artisans, for smallholders and shopkeepers,
professionals and specialists, for people who like to work
on equal terms but stand on their own feet. Despite his
disclaimers, Proudhon had many followers, especially
among the skilled working class and the lower middle
class, and his influence was considerable in France
during the second half of the nineteenth century;
mutualism also had a particular appeal in North
America, and to a lesser extent in Britain. It later tended
to be taken up by the sort of people who favour currency
reform or self-sufficient communities — measures of a
kind which promise quick results but do not affect the
basic structure of society. This is a view of humanity
which makes sense as far as it goes, but it doesn’t go far
enough to deal with such things as industry and capital,
the class system which dominates them, or — above all —
the state.

Mutualism is of course the principle of the co-operative
movement, but co-operative societies are run on
democratic rather than anarchist lines. A society
organised according to the principle of anarchist
mutualism would be one in which communal activities
were in effect in the hands of co-operative societies
without permanent managers or elected officials.
Economic mutualism may thus be seen as co-operativism
minus bureaucracy, or as capitalism minus profit.

Mutualism expressed geographically rather than
economically becomes federalism. This is the view that
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society in a wider sense than the local community should
be co-ordinated by a network of councils which are
drawn from the various areas and which are themselves
co-ordinated by councils covering wider areas. The
cssential feature of anarchist federalism is that the
members of such councils would be delegates without
any executive authority, subject to instant recall, and that
the councils would have no central authority, only a
simple secretariat. Proudhon, who first elaborated
mutualism, also first elaborated federalism — in The
Federal Principle (1863) — and his followers were called
federalists as well as mutualists, especially those who
were active in the labour movement; thus the figures in
the early history of the First International and in the
Paris Commune who anticipated the ideas of the modern
anarchist movement mostly described themselves as
federalists.

Federalism is not so much a type of anarchism as an
inevitable part of anarchism. Virtually all anarchists are
federalists, but virtually none would define themselves
only as federalists. Federalism is after all a common
principle which is by no means confined to the anarchist
movement. There is nothing utopian about it. The
international systems for co-ordinating railways, shipping,
air traffic, postal services, telegraphs and telephones,
scientific research, famine relief, disaster operations, and
many other world-wide activities are essentially federalist
in structure. Anarchists simply add that such systems
would work just as well within as they do between
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countries. After all, this is already true of the over-
whelming proportion of voluntary societies, associations
and organisations of all kinds which handle those social

activities which are not financially profitable or politically
sensitive.

Collectivism, communism, syndicalism

The type of anarchism which goes further than
individualism or mutualism and involves a direct threat
to the class system and the state is what used to be called
collectivism. This is the view that society can be
reconstructed only when the working class seizes control
of the economy by a social revolution, destroys the state
apparatus, and reorganises production on the basis of
common ownership and control by associations of
working people. The instruments of labour would be held
in common, but the products of labour would be
distributed on the principle of the slogan used by some
French socialists during the 1840s, ‘From each according
to his ability, to each according to his work’.

The first modern anarchists — the Bakuninists in the
First International — were collectivists. In reaction against
the reformist mutualists and federalists and also against
the authoritarian Blanquists and Marxists, they
postulated a simple form of revolutionary anarchism —
the anarchism of the class struggle and the proletariat, of
the mass insurrection of the poor against the rich, and
the immediate transition to a free and classless society
without any intermediate period of dictatorship. This is
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an anarchism for class-conscious workers and peasants,
for militants and activists in the labour movement, for
socialists who want liberty as well as equality.

This anarchist or revolutionary collectivism must not be
confused with the better known authoritarian and
reformist collectivism of the Social Democrats and
Fabians — the collectivism which is based on common
ownership of the economy but also on state control of
production and distribution. Partly because of the danger
of this confusion, and partly because it is here that
anarchists and socialists come closest 1O each other, a
better description of this type of anarchism is libertarian
socialism — which includes not only anarchists who are
socialists but also socialists who lean towards anarchism
but are not quite anarchists.

The type of anarchism which appears when collectivism
is worked out in more detail is communism. This is the
view that it is not enough for the instruments of labour to
be held in common, but that the products of labour
should also be held in common and distributed on the
principle of the slogan used by other French socialists
during the 1840s, ‘From each according to his ability, to
each according to his needs’. The communist argument
is that, while people are entitled to the full value of their
labour, it is impossible to calculate the value of any
individual’s labour, for the work of each is involved in the
work of all, and different kinds of work have different
kinds of value. It is therefore better for the entire
economy to be in the hands of society as a whole and for
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the wage and price system to be abolished.

Almost all the leading figures of the anarchist
movement at the end of the nineteenth century and the
beginning of the twentieth century — such as Kropotkin,
Malatesta, Reclus, Grave, Faure, Goldman, Berkman,
Rocker, and so on — were communists. Going on from
collectivism and reacting against Marxism, they
postulated a more sophisticated form of revolutionary
anarchism — the anarchism containing the most carefully
considered criticism of present society and proposals for
future society. This is an anarchism for those who accept
the class struggle but have a wider view of the world. If
collectivism is revolutionary anarchism concentrating on
the problem of work and based on the workers’
collective, then communism is revolutionary anarchism
concentrating on the problem of life and based on the
people’s commune.

Since the 1870s, the principle of communism has been
accepted by most anarchist organisations favouring
revolution. The main exception was the movement in
Spain, which retained the principle of collectivism
because of strong Bakuninist influence; but in fact its
aims were scarcely different from those of other
movements, and in practice the ‘comunismo libertario’
established during the Spanish Revolution in 1936 was
the most impressive example of anarchist communism in
history.

This anarchist or libertarian communism must of course
not be confused with the much better known communism
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of the Marxists — the communism which is based on
common ownership of the economy and state control of
production, distribution and consumption, and also on
party dictatorship. The historical origin of the modern
anarchist movement in the dispute with the Marxists in
the First and Second Internationals is reflected in the
ideological obsession of anarchists with authoritarian
communism, and this has been reinforced since the
Russian and Spanish revolutions. As a result, many
anarchists seem to have called themselves communists
not so much from definite conviction but more from a
wish to challenge the Marxists on their own ground and
outdo them in the eyes of public opinion. One may
suspect that anarchists are seldom really communist,
partly because they are always too individualist, and
partly because they would not wish to lay down elaborate
plans for a future which must be free to make its own
arrangements.

The type of anarchism which appears when collectivism
or communism concentrates exclusively on the problem
of work is syndicalism. This is the view that society should
be based on trade unions, as the expression of the working
class, reorganised so as to cover both occupations and
areas, and reformed so as to be in the hands of the rank
and file, so that the whole economy is managed
according to the principle of workers’ control.

Most anarchist collectivists and many communists
during the nineteenth century were syndicalists by
implication, and this was particularly true of the
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anarchists in the First International. But anarcho-
syndicalism was not developed explicitly until the rise of
the French syndicalist movement at the end of the
century. (The English word ‘syndicalism’ comes from the
French word syndicalisme, which simply means trade-
unionism.) When the French trade-union movement
divided into revolutionary and reformist sections in the
1890s, the revolutionary syndicalists became dominant,
and many anarchists joined them. Some of these, such as
Fernand Pelloutier and Emile Pouget, became influential,
and the French syndicalist movement, though never fully
anarchist, was a powerful force for anarchism until the
First World War and the Russian Revolution. Anarcho-
syndicalist organisations were also strong in the labour
movements of Italy and Russia just after the First World
War, in Latin America and above all in Spain until the
end of the Civil War in 1939,

This is an anarchism for the most class-conscious and
militant elements in a strong labour movement. But
syndicalism is not necessarily anarchist or even
revolutionary; in practice anarcho-syndicalists have
tended to become authoritarian or reformist, or both,
and it has proved difficult to maintain a balance between
libertarian principles and the pressures of the day-to-day
struggle for better pay and conditions. This is not so much
an argument against anarcho-syndicalism as a constant
danger for anarcho-syndicalists. The real argument
against anarcho-syndicalism and against syndicalism in
general is that it overemphasises the importance of work
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and the function of the working class. The class system is
a central political problem but the class struggle is nc.at
the only political activity for anarchists. Syndicalism is
acceptable when it is seen as one aspect of anarchism but
not when it obscures all other aspects. This is a view of
humanity which makes sense as far as it goes, but it
doesn’t go far enough to deal with life outside work.

Not so different :
[t must be said that the differences between various types
of anarchism have become less important in recent years.
Except for dogmatists at each extreme, most anarchists
tend 1o see the old distinctions as more apparent than
real — as artificial differences of emphasis, even of
vocabulary, rather than as serious differences of
principle. It might in fact be better to think of them as
not so much types as aspects of anarchism which depend
on the direction of our interests.

Thus in our private lives we are individualists, doing our
own things and choosing our companions and friends. for
personal reasons; in our social lives we are mutualists,
making free agreements with each other, and giving what
we have and getting what we need by equal exchanges
with each other; in our working lives we would mostly be
collectivists, joining our colleagues in producing for the
common good — and in the management of work we
would mostly be syndicalists, joining our colleagues in
deciding how the job should be done; in our political lives
we would mostly be communists, joining our neighbours
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in deciding how the community should be run. This is of
course a simplification, but it expresses a general truth
about the way anarchists think nowadays.
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WHAT ANARCHISTS WANT

It is difficult to say what anarchists want, not just because
they differ so much, but because they hesitate to make
detailed proposals about a future which they are neither
able nor willing to control. After all, anarchists want a
society without government, and such a society would
obviously vary widely from time to time and from place
to place. The whole point of the society anarchists want
is that it would be what its members themselves want.
Nevertheless, it is possible to say what most anarchists
would like to see in a free society, though it must always be
remembered that there is no official line, and also no way of
reconciling the extremes of individualism and communism.

The free individual

Most anarchists begin with a libertarian attitude towards
private life, and want a much wider choice for personal
behaviour and for social relationships between
individuals. But if the individual is the atom of society,
the family is the molecule, and family life would continue
even if all the coercion enforcing it were removed.
Nevertheless, though the family may be natural, it is no
longer necessary; efficient contraception and intelligent
division of labour have released humanity from the
narrow choice between celibacy and monogamy. There is
no need for a couple to have children, and children may
be brought up by more or less than two parents. People
may live alone and still have sexual partners and children,
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or live in communes with no permanent partnerships or
official parenthood at all.

No doubt most people will go on practising some form
of marriage and most children will be brought up in a
family environment, whatever happens to society, but
there could be a great variety of personal arrangements
within a single community. The fundamental requirement
is that women should be freed from the oppression of
men and that children should be freed from the
oppression of parents. The exercise of authority is no
better in the microcosm of the family than in the
macrocosm of society.

Personal relationships outside the family would be
regulated not by arbitrary laws or economic competition
but by the natural solidarity of the human species.
Almost all of us know how to treat other people — as we
would like them to treat us — and self-respect and public
opinion are far better guides to action than fear or guilt.
Some opponents of anarchism have suggested that the
moral oppression of society would be worse than the
physical oppression of the state, but a greater danger is
surely the unregulated authority of the vigilante group,
the lynch mob, the robber band, or the criminal gang —
the rudimentary forms of the state which come to the
surface when the regulated authority of the real state is
for some reason absent.

But anarchists disagree little about private life, and
there is not much of a problem here. After all, a great
many people have already made their own new
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arrangements, without waiting for a revolution or
anything else. All that is needed for the liberation of the
individual is the emancipation from old prejudices and
the achievement of a certain standard of living. The real
problem is the liberation of society.

The free society

The first priority of a free society would be the abolition
of authority and the expropriation of property. In place of
government by permanent representatives who are
subject to occasional election and by career bureaucrats
who are virtually unmovable, anarchists want co-
ordination by temporary delegates who are subject to
instant recall and by professional experts who are
genuinely accountable. In such a system, all those social
activities which involve organisation would probably be
managed by free associations. These might be called
councils or co-operatives or collectives or communes or
committees or unions or syndicates or soviets, or anything
else — their title would be irrelevant, the important thing
would be their function.

There would be work associations from the workshop or
smallholding up to the largest industrial or agricultural
complex, to handle the production and transport of
goods, decide conditions of work, and run the economy.
There would be area associations from the neighbourhood
or village up to the largest residential unit, to handle the
life of the community — housing, streets, refuse,
amenities. There would be associations to handle the
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social aspects of such activities as communications,

culture, recreation, research, health and education.

One result of co-ordination by free association rather
than administration by established hierarchies would be
extreme decentralisation on federalist lines. This may
seem an argument against anarchism but we would say
that it is an argument for it. One of the oddest things
about modern political thought is that wars are often
blamed on the existence of many small nations when the
worst wars in history have been caused by a few large
ones. Governments are always trying to create larger and
larger administrative units when observation suggests
that the best ones are small. The breakdown of big
political systems would be one of the greatest benefits of
anarchism, and countries could become cultural entities
once more, while nations would disappear.

The association concerned with any kind of wealth or
property would have the crucial responsibility of either
making sure that it was fairly divided among the people
involved or else of holding it in common and making sure
that the use of it was fairly shared among the people
involved. Anarchists differ about which system is best,
and no doubt the members of a free society would also
differ; it would be up to the people in each association to
adopt whichever method they preferred. There might be
equal pay for all, or pay according to need, or no pay at
all. Some associations might use money for all exchange,

some just for large or complex transactions, and some
might not use it at all. Goods might be bought, or hired,
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or rationed, or free. If this sort of speculation seems
absurdly unrealistic or utopian, it may be worth
remembering just how much we already hold in common,
and how many things may be used without payment.

In Britain, the community owns some heavy industries,
air and rail transport, ferries and buses, broadcasting
systems, water, gas and electricity, though we pay to I:JSC
them; but roads, bridges, rivers, beaches, parks, libraflcs1
playgrounds, lavatories, schools, universities, hospitals
and emergency services are not only owned by the

community but may be used without payment. The
distinction between what is owned privately and what is
owned communally, and between what may be used for
payment and what may be used freely, is quite arbitrary.
It may seem obvious that we should be able to use roads
and beaches without payment, but this was not always
the case, and the free use of hospitals and univcrsiti.es has
come only during this century. In the same way, 1t may
seem obvious that we should pay for transport and fuel,
but this may not always be the case, and there is no
reason why they should not be free. ‘

One result of the equal division or free distribution of
wealth rather than the accumulation of property would
be the end of the class system based on ownership. But
anarchists also want to end the class system based on
control. This would mean constant vigilance to prevent
the growth of bureaucracy in every association, and
above all it would mean the reorganisation of work
without a managerial class.

[
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Work
The first need of every human being is for food, shelter
and clothing which make life liveable; the second is for
the further comforts which make life worth living. The
prime economic activity of any human group is the
production and distribution of the things which satisfy
these needs; and the most important aspect of a society —
after the personal relations on which it is based — is the
organisation of the necessary work. Anarchists have two
characteristic ideas about work: the first is that most work
may be unpleasant but could be organised to be more
bearable and even pleasurable; and the second is that all
work should be organised by the people who actually do it.
Anarchists agree with Marxists that work in present
society alienates workers. It is not their life, but what they
do to be able to live; their life is what they do outside
work, and when they do something they enjoy they do
not call it work. This is true of most work for most people
in all places, and it is bound to be true of a lot of work for
a lot of people at all times. The tiring and repetitive
labour which has to be done to make plants grow and
animals thrive, to run production lines and transport
systems, to get to people what they want and to take from
them what they do not want, could not be abolished
without a drastic decline in the material standard of
living; and automation, which can make it less tiring,
makes it even more repetitive. But anarchists insist that
the solution is not to condition people into believing that
the situation is inevitable, but to reorganise essential
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labour so that, in the first place, it is normal for everyone
who is capable of it to take a share in doing it, and for no
one to spend more than a few hours a day on it; and so
that, in the second place, it is possible for everyone to
alternate between different kinds of boring labour, which
would become less boring through greater variety. It is a
matter not just of fair shares for all, but also of fair work
for all.

Anarchists also agree with syndicalists that work should
be run by the workers. This does not mean that the
working class — or the trade unions or a working-class
party (that is, a party claiming to represent the working
class) — runs the economy and has ultimate control of
work. Nor does it mean the same thing on a smaller scale,
that the staff of a factory can elect managers or see the
accounts. It means quite simply that the people doing a
particular job are in direct and total control of what they
do, without any bosses or managers or inspectors at all.
Some people may be good co-ordinators, and they can
concentrate on co-ordination, but there is no need for
them to have power over the people who do the actual
work. Some people may be lazy or inefficient, but they
are already. The point is to have the greatest possible
control over one’s own work, as well as one’s own life.

This principle applies to all kinds of work — in fields as
well as factories, in large concerns as well as small, in
unskilled as well as skilled occupations, and in dirty jobs
as well as liberal professions — and it is not just a useful
gesture to make workers happy but a fundamental
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principle of any kind of free economy. An obvious
objection is that complete workers’ control would lead to
wasteful competition between different workplaces and
to production of unwanted things; an obvious answer is
that complete lack of workers’ control leads to exactly the
same things. What is needed is intelligent planning, and
despite what most people seem to think, this depends not
on more control from above but on more information from
below, on horizontal rather than vertical communication.
Most economists have been concerned with production
rather than consumption — with the manufacture of
things rather than their use. Right-wingers and left-
wingers both want workers to produce more, whether to
make the rich richer or to make the state stronger, and
the result is ‘overproduction’ alongside poverty, growing
productivity together with growing unemployment,
higher blocks of offices at the same time as increasing
homelessness, greater yields of crops per acre when more
acres are left uncultivated. Anarchists are concerned with
consumption rather than production — with the use of
things to satisfy the needs of the whole people instead of
to increase the profits and power of the rich and strong.

Necessities and luxuries

A society with any pretension to decency cannot allow
the exploitation of basic needs. It may be acceptable for
luxuries to be bought and sold, since we have a choice
whether we use them or not, but necessities are not mere
commodities, since we have no choice about using them.

73

If anything should be taken off the commercial market
and out of the hands of exclusive groups, it is surely the
land we live on, the food which grows on it, the homes
which are built on it, and those essential things which
make up the material basis of human life — clothes, tools,
amenities, fuel, and so on. It is also surely obvious that
when there is plenty of any necessity everyone should be
able to take what is needed; but that when there is a
scarcity, there should be a freely agreed system of
rationing so that everyone gets a fair share. It is clear that
there is something wrong with any system in which waste
and want exist side by side, in which some people have
more than they need while other people have less.

Above all it is clear that the first task of a healthy society
is to eliminate the scarcity of necessities — such as the lack
of food in undeveloped countries and the lack of housing
in advanced countries — by the proper use of technical
knowledge and of social resources. If the available skill
and labour in Britain were used properly, for instance,
there is no reason why enough food could not be grown
and enough homes could not be built to feed and house
the whole population. It does not happen now because
present society has other priorities, not because it cannot
happen. At one time it was assumed that it was
impossible for everyone to be clothed properly, and poor
people always wore rags; now there are plenty of clothes,
and there could be plenty of everything else too.

Luxuries, by a strange paradox, are also necessities,
though not basic necessities. The second task of a healthy
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so.cicty is to make luxuries freely available as well, though
this may be a place where money would still have a useful
function — provided it were not distributed according to
the ludicrous lack of system in capitalist countries, or the
even more ludicrous system in communist ones. The
essential point is that everyone should have free and
equal access to luxury.

But man does not live by bread alone, or even by cake.
Anarchists would not like to see recreational, intellectual,
cultural, and other such activities in the hands of society
— even the most libertarian society. But there are other
activities which cannot be left to individuals in free
associations but must be handled by society as a whole.
These are what may be called welfare activities — mutual aid
beyond the reach of family and friends and outéidu the
place of residence or work. Let us consider three of these,

The welfare society

Education is very important in human society, because
we take so long to grow and take so long learning facts
and skills necessary for social life, and anarchists have
always been much concerned about the problems of
education. Many anarchist leaders have made valuable
contributions to educational theory and practice, and
many educational reformers have had libertarian
tendencies — from Rousseau and Pestalozzi to Montessori
and Neill. Ideas about education which were once
thought of as utopian are now a normal part of the
curriculum both inside and outside the state educational
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system in Britain, and education is perhaps the most
stimulating area of society for practical anarchists.

When people say that anarchy sounds nice but cannot
work, we can point to a good school or college, or a good
adventure playground or youth club. But even the best
educational system is still under the control of people in
authority — teachers, administrators, governors, officials,
inspectors, and so on. The adults concerned in any
educational process are bound to dominate it to some
extent but there is no need for them — let alone people
not directly concerned in it at all - to control it.

Anarchists want the current educational reforms to go
much further. Not only should strict discipline and
corporal punishment be abolished — so should all
imposed discipline and all penal methods. Not only
should educational institutions be freed from the power
of outside authorities, but students should be freed from
the power of teachers or administrators. In a healthy
educational relationship the fact that one person knows
more than another is no reason for the teacher to have

authority over the learner. The status of teachers in
present society is based on age, strength, experience, and
law; the only status teachers should have would be based

on their knowledge of a subject and their ability to teach
it, and ultimately on their capacity to inspire admiration
and respect. What is needed is not so much student
power — though that is a useful corrective to teachers’
power and bureaucrats’ power — as workers’ control by all
the people involved in an educational institution. The
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essential point is to break the link between teaching and
governing and to make education free,

This break is actually nearer in health than in
education. Doctors are no longer magicians and nurses
are no longer saints, and in many countries — including
Britain — the right of free medical treatment is accepted.
What is needed is the extension of the principle of
freedom from the economic to the political side of the
health system. People should be able to go to hospital
without any payment, and people should also be able to
work in hospitals without any hierarchy. Once again,
what is needed is workers’ control by all the people
involved in a medical institution. And just as education is
for students, so health is for patients.

The treatment of delinquency has also progressed a
long way, but it is still far from satisfactory. Anarchists
have two characteristic ideas about delinquency: the first
is that most so-called criminals are much the same as
other people, just poorer, weaker, sillier or unluckier; the
second is that people who persistently hurt other people
should not be hurt in turn but should be looked after.
The biggest criminals are not burglars but bosses, not
gangsters but rulers, not murderers but mass murderers,
A few minor injustices are exposed and punished by the
state, while the many major injustices of present society
are disguised and actually perpetrated by the state. In
general punishment does more damage to society than
crime does; it is more extensive, better organised and
much more effective. Nevertheless, even the most
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libertarian society would have to protect itself against
some people, and this would inevitably involve some
compulsion. But proper treatment of delinquency would
be part of the education and health system, and would
not become an institutionalised system of punishment.
The last resort would not be imprisonment or death, but
boycott or expulsion.

Pluralism
This might work the other way. Some individuals or
groups might refuse to join or insist on leaving the best
possible society; there would be nothing to stop them. In
theory it is possible for us to support ourselves by our
own efforts, though in practice we would depend on the
community to provide some materials and to take some
products in exchange, so it is difficult to be literally self-
sufficient. A collectivist or communist society should
tolerate and even encourage such pockets of individualism.
What would be unacceptable would be independent
individuals trying to exploit other people’s labour by
employing them at unfair wages or exchanging goods at
unfair prices. This should not happen, because people
would not normally work or buy for someone else’s
benefit rather than their own; and while no law would
prevent appropriation, no law would prevent expropriation
either — you could take something from someone else,
but they could take it back again. Authority and property
could hardly be restored by isolated individuals.

A greater danger would come from independent groups.
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A separate community could easily exist within society,
and this might cause severe strains; if such a community
reverted to authority and property, which might make it
stronger and richer, there would be a temptation for
people to join the secession, especially if society at large
were going through a bad time.

But a free society would have to be pluralist and put up
with not only minor differences of opinion about how
freedom and equality should be put into practice but also
with major deviations from the theory of freedom and
equality altogether. The only condition would be that no
people are forced to join such tendencies against their
will, and here some kind of authoritarian pressure would
have to be available to protect even the most libertarian
society. But anarchists want to replace mass society by a
mass of societies, all living together as freely as the
individuals within them. The greatest danger to the free
societies that have been established has been not internal
regression but external aggression, and the real problem
is not so much how to keep a free society going as how to
get it going in the first place.

Revolution or reform

Anarchists have traditionally advocated a violent
revolution to establish a free society, but some have
rejected violence or revolution or both — violence is so
often followed by counter-violence and revolution by
counter-revolution. On the other hand, few anarchists
have advocated mere reform, realising that while the
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system of authority and property exists superficial
changes will never threaten the basic structure of society.
The difficulty is that what anarchists want 18
revolutionary, but a revolution will not necessarily — or
even probably — lead to what anarchists want. This is why
anarchists have tended to resort to desperate actions or to
relapse into hopeless inactivity.

In practice most disputes between reformist and
revolutionary anarchists are meaningless, for only the
wildest revolutionary refuses to welcome reforms and
only the mildest reformist refuses to welcome
revolutions, and all revolutionaries know that their work
will generally lead to no more than reform and all
reformists know that their work is generally leading to
some kind of revolution. What most anarchists want is a
constant pressure of all kinds, bringing about the
conversion of individuals, the formation of groups, the
reform of institutions, the rising of the people, and the
destruction of authority and property. If this happened
without trouble, we would be delighted, but it never has
and it probably never will. In the end it is necessary to go
out and confront the forces of the state in the
neighbourhood, at work, and in the streets — and if the
state is defeated it is even more necessary to go on
working to prevent the establishment of a new state and
to begin the construction of a free society instead. There
is a place for everyone in this process, and all anarchists
find something to do in the struggle for what they want.
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WHAT ANARCHISTS DO

Anarchists begin by thinking and talking. Few people
begin as anarchists, and becoming an anarchist tends to
be a confusing experience which involves a considerable
emotional and intellectual upheaval. Being a conscious
anarchist is a continuously difficult situation (rather like
being, say, an atheist in medieval Europe); it is difficult to
break through the thought-barrier and persuade people
that the necessity for government (like the existence of
God) is not self-evident but may be discussed and even
rejected. An anarchist has to work out a whole new view
of the world and a new way of dealing with it; this is
usually done in conversation with people who are
anarchists or are near to anarchism, especially within
some left-wing group or activity.

Afterwards, even the most single-minded anarchist has
contact with non-anarchists, and such contact is
inevitably an opportunity for spreading anarchist ideas.
Among family and friends, at home and at work, any
anarchists who are not entirely philosophical in their
convictions are bound to be influenced by them. It is not
universal but it is usual for anarchists to be less worried
than other people about such things as faithfulness in
their spouses, obedience in their children, conformity in
their neighbours, or punctuality in their colleagues.
Anarchist employees and citizens are less likely to do
what they are told, and anarchist teachers and parents are
less likely to make others do what they are told.
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Anarchism which does not show in personal life is pretty
unreliable.

Some anarchists are content with making up their own
minds and confining their opinions to their own lives, but
most want to go further and influence other people. In
conversation about social or political matters they will
put the libertarian point of view, and in struggles over
public issues they will support the libertarian solution.
But to make a real impact it is necessary to work with
other anarchists or in some kind of political group on a
more permanent basis than chance encounter. This is the
beginning of organisation, leading to propaganda, and
finally to action.

Organisation and propaganda

The initial form of anarchist organisation is a discussion
group. If this proves viable, it will develop in two ways -
it will establish links with other groups, and it will begin
wider activity. Links with other groups may eventually
lead to some sort of federation which can co-ordinate
activity and undertake more ambitious enterprises.
Anarchist activity normally begins with some form of
propaganda to get across the basic idea of anarchism
itself. There are two main ways of doing this — propaganda
by word and propaganda by deed.

The word may be written or spoken. Nowadays the
spoken word is heard less than it used to be, but public
meetings — whether indoors or in the open — are still a
valuable method of reaching people directly. The final
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stage in becoming an anarchist is normally precipitated
by some kind of personal contact, and a meeting is a
good opportunity for this. As well as holding specifically
anarchist meetings, it is also worth attending other
meetings to put an anarchist point of view, whether by
taking part in the proceedings or by interrupting them.

The most sophisticated vehicle for the spoken word
nowadays is of course radio and television, and anarchists
have occasionally managed to get a hearing on some
programmes. But broadcasting is in fact a rather
unsatisfactory medium for propaganda, because it is
unsuitable for conveying unfamiliar ideas, and anarchism
is still an unfamiliar idea for most listeners and viewers:
it is also unsuitable for conveying explicit political ideas,
and anarchism is probably broadcast most effectively in
the form of implicit morals to stories. The same is true of
such media as the cinema and the theatre, which can be
used for extremely effective propaganda in skilful hands.
In general, however, anarchists have not been able to
make as much of these channels of communication as
one might hope.

Anyway, however effective propaganda by speech may
be, the written word is necessary to fill out the message,
and this has been and still is by far the most common
form of propaganda. The idea of society without
government may have existed underground for centuries
and occasionally come to the surface in radical popular
movements but it was first brought out into the open for
thousands of people by the books of such writers as
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Paine, Godwin, Proudhon, Stirner and so on. And when
the idea took root and was expressed by organised groups,
there began that flood of periodicals and pamphlets
which is still the main method of communication in the
anarchist movement. Some of these publications have
been very good; most have been rather bad; but they have
all been essential in making sure that the movement has
not turned in on itself but has maintained a constant
dialogue with the external world. Again, as well as
producing specifically anarchist works, it is also worth
contributing to non-anarchist periodicals and writing
non-anarchist books to put an anarchist point of view to
non-anarchist readers.

But the spoken and written word, though necessary, are
never sufficient. We can talk and write in general terms as
much we like, but by itself that will get us nowhere. It is
also necessary to move beyond mere propaganda, in two
ways — to discuss particular issues at such a time and in
such a manner as to have an immediate effect, or to win
publicity by something more dramatic than mere words.
The first way is agitation, the second is propaganda by
deed.

Agitation is the point at which a political theory
encounters political reality. Anarchist agitation becomes
suitable when people are made especially receptive to
anarchist ideas because of some kind of stress in the state
system — during national or civil wars, industrial or agrarian
struggles, campaigns against oppression or public
scandals — and it consists essentially of propaganda brought

down to earth and made practicable. In a situation of
growing consciousness, people are not so much
interested in general speculation as in specific proposals.
This is the opportunity to show in detail what is wrong
with the present system and how it could be put right.
Anarchist agitation has sometimes been effective,
especially in France, Spain, parts of Latin America and
the United States before the First World War, in Russia,
Italy and China after it, and in Spain during the 1930s; it
has occasionally been effective in Britain, in the 1880s, in
the early 1940s, and again from the 1960s.

The idea of propaganda by deed is often misunderstood,
by anarchists as well as their enemies. When the phrase
was first used (during the 1870s) it meant demonstrations,
riots and risings which were thought of as symbolic
actions designed to win useful publicity rather than
immediate success. The point was that the propaganda
would consist not just of talk about what could be done
but of news about what had been done. It did not
originally and does not necessarily mean violence, let
alone assassination; but after the wave of outrages by
individual anarchists during the 1890s, propaganda by
deed became popularly identified with personal acts of
violence, and this image has not yet faded.

For most anarchists nowadays, however, propaganda by
deed is more likely to be non-violent, or at least un-
violent, and to be against bombs rather than with them.
It has in fact reverted to its original meaning, though it
now tends to take rather different forms — sit-downs and
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sit-ins, organised heckling and unorthodox demonstrations.
Propaganda by deed need not be illegal, though it often
is. Civil disobedience is a special type of propaganda by
deed which involves the open and deliberate breaking of
a law to gain publicity. Many anarchists dislike it, because
it also involves the open and deliberate invitation of
punishment, which offends anarchist feelings about any
kind of voluntary contact with the authorities; but there
have been times when some anarchists have found it a
useful form of propaganda.

Agitation, especially when it is successful, and
propaganda by deed, especially when it is illegal, both go
further than mere propaganda. Agitation incites action,
and propaganda by deed involves action; it is here that
anarchists move into the field of action and that
anarchism begins to become serious.

Action

The change from theorising about anarchism to putting
it into practice means a change in organisation. The
typical discussion or propaganda group, which is open to
easy participation by outsiders and easy observation by
the authorities, and which is based on all members doing
what they want to do and not doing what they don’t want
to do, will become more exclusive and more formal. This
is a moment of great danger, since an attitude which is
too rigid leads to authoritarianism and sectarianism,
while one which is too lax leads to confusion and
irresponsibility. It is a moment of even greater danger,
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since when anarchism becomes a serious matter anarchists
become a serious threat to the authorities, and real
persecution begins.

The most common form of anarchist action is for
agitation over an issue to become participation in a
campaign. This may be reformist, for something which
would not change the whole system, or revolutionary, for
a change in the system itself; it may be legal or illegal or
both, violent or non-violent or just un-violent. It may
have a chance of success, or it may be hopeless from the
start. The anarchists may be influential or even dominant
in the campaign, or they may be only one of many groups
taking part. It does not take long to think of a wide
variety of possible fields of action, and for a century
anarchists have tried them all. The form of action with
which anarchists have been happiest and which is most
typical of anarchism is direct action.

The idea of direct action is also often misunderstood,
by anarchists as well as their enemies again. When the
phrase was first used (during the 1890s) it meant no
more than the opposite of ‘political’ — that is,
parliamentary — action; and in the context of the labour
movement it meant ‘industrial’ action, especially strikes,
boycotts and sabotage, which were thought of as
preparations for and rehearsals of revolution. The point
was that the action is applied not indirectly through
representatives but directly by the people most closely
involved in a situation and directly on the situation, and
it is intended to win some measure of success rather than
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mere publicity.

This would seem clear enough, but direct action has in
fact been confused with propaganda by deed and especially
with civil disobedience. The technique of direct action was
actually developed in the French syndicalist movement in
reaction against the more extreme techniques of
propaganda by deed; instead of getting side-tracked into
dramatic but ineffective gestures, the trade-unionists got
on with the dull but effective work — that at least was the
theory. But as the syndicalist movement grew and came
into conflict with the system in France, Spain, Italy, the
United States and Russia, and even Britain, the high
points of direct action began to take on the same function
as acts of propaganda by deed. Then, when Gandhi
began to describe as direct action what was really a non-
violent form of civil disobedience, all three phases were
confused and came to mean much the same — more or
less any form of political activity which is against the law
or otherwise outside the accepted rules of constitutional
etiquette.

For most anarchists, however, direct action still has its
original meaning, though as well as its traditional forms
it also takes new ones — invading military bases or taking
over universities, squatting in houses or occupying
factories. What makes it particularly attractive to
anarchists is that it is consistent with libertarian
principles and also with itself. Most forms of political
action by opposition groups are mainly designed to win
power; some groups use the techniques of direct action,
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but as soon as they win power they not only stop using
such techniques but prevent any other groups using them
cither. Anarchists are in favour of direct action at all
times, they see it as normal action, as action which
reinforces itself and grows as it is used, as action which
can be used to create and also to sustain a free society.

But there are some anarchists who have no faith in the
possibility of creating a free society, and their action
varies accordingly. One of the strongest pessimistic
tendencies in anarchism is nikilism. Nihilism was the
word which Turgenev coined (in his novel Father and
Sons) to describe the sceptical and scornful attitude of
the young populists in Russia a century ago, but it came
to mean the view which denies the value not only of the
state or of prevailing morality, but of society and of
humanity itself; for the strict nihilist nothing is sacred,
not even himself — so nihilism is one step beyond the
most thorough egoism.

An extreme form of action inspired by nihilism is
terrorism, for its own sake rather than for revenge or
propaganda. Anarchists have no monopoly of terror, but
it has sometimes been fashionable in some sections of the
movement. After the frustrating experience of preaching
a minority theory in a hostile or often indifferent society,
it is tempting to attack society physically. It may not do
much about the hostility, but it will certainly end the
indifference; let them hate me, so long as they fear me, is
the terrorist’s line of thought. But if reasoned
assassination has been unproductive, random terror has
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been counter-productive and it is not too much to say

that nothing has done more damage to anarchism than

the streak of psychopathic violence which always ran and
still runs through it.

A milder form of action inspired by nihilism is
bohemianism, which is a constant phenomenon though
the name seems to change for each manifestation. This
too has been fashionable in some sections of the
anarchist movement, and of course far outside as well.
Instead of attacking society, bohemians drop out of it —
though, while living without conforming to the values of
society, they usually live in and on society. A lot of
nonsense is talked about this tendency. Bohemians may
be parasites, but that is true of many other people. On the
other hand they don’t hurt anyone except themselves,
which is not true of many other people. The best thing
that can be said about them is that they can do some
good by enjoying themselves and challenging received
values in an ostentatious but harmless way. The worst
thing that can be said about them is that they cannot
really change society and may divert energy from trying
to do this, which for most anarchists is the whole point of
anarchism.

A more consistent and constructive way of dropping out
of society is to leave it and set up a new self-sufficient
community. This has at times been a widespread
phenomenon, among religious enthusiasts during the
Middle Ages, for instance, and among many kinds of
people more recently, especially in North America,
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Anarchists have been affected by this tendency in the
past, but not much nowadays; like other left-wing groups,
they are more likely to set up their own informal
community, based on a network of people living and
working together within society, than to secede from
society. This may be thought of as the nucleus of a new
form of society growing inside the old forms, or else as a
viable form of refuge from the demands of authority
which is not too extreme for ordinary people.
Another form of action which is based on a pessimistic
view of the prospects for anarchism is permanent protest.
According to this view, there is no hope of changing
society, of destroying the state system, and of putting
anarchism into practice. What is important is not the
future, the strict adherence to a fixed ideal and the
careful elaboration of a beautiful utopia, but the present,
the belated recognition of a bitter reality and the constant
resistance to an ugly situation. Permanent protest is the
theory of many former anarchists who have not given up
their beliefs but no longer hope for success; it is also the
practice of many active anarchists who keep their beliefs
intact and carry on as if they still hoped for success but
who know — consciously or unconsciously — that they will
never see it. What most anarchists have been involved in
during the last century may be described as permanent
protest when it is looked at with hindsight; but it is just
as dogmatic to say that things will never change as to say
that things are bound to change, and no one can tell
when protest might become effective and the present
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might suddenly turn into the future. The real distinction
is that permanent protest is thought of as a rearguard
action in a hopeless cause, while most anarchist activity
is thought of as the action of a vanguard or at least of
scouts in a struggle which we may not win and which
may never end but which is still worth fighting.

The best tactics in this struggle are all those which are
consistent with the general strategy of the war for
freedom and equality, from guerrilla skirmishes in one’s
private life to set battles in major social campaigns.
Anarchists are almost always in a small minority, so they
have little choice of battlefield but have to fight wherever
the action is.

In general the most successful occasions have been
those when anarchist agitation has led to anarchist
participation in wider left-wing movements — especially
in the labour movement, but also in anti-militarist or
even pacifist movements in countries preparing for or
fighting in wars, anti-clerical and humanist movements in
religious countries, movements for national or colonial
liberation, for racial or sexual equality, for legal or penal
reform, or for civil liberties in general.

Such participation inevitably means alliance with non-
anarchist groups and some compromise of anarchist

principles, and anarchists who become deeply involved in
such action are always in danger of abandoning
anarchism altogether. On the other hand, refusal to take
such a risk generally means sterility and sectarianism,
and the anarchist movement has tended to be influential
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only when it has accepted a full part. The particular
anarchist contribution to such occasions is twofold — to
emphasise the goal of a libertarian society, and to insist
on libertarian methods of achieving it. This is in fact a
single contribution, for the most important point we can
make is not just that the end does not justify the means,
but that the means determines the end — that means are
ends in most cases. We can be sure of our own actions,
but not of the consequences.

In the old days the greatest opportunities for really
substantial movement towards anarchism were in
militant syndicalist episodes in France, Spain, Italy, Latin
America, the United States and Russia, and above all in
revolutionary movements in France, Mexico, China,
Russia and Spain. More recently such opportunities have
arisen not so much in the violent and authoritarian
revolutions of Asia, Africa and South America as in such

non-sectarian movements as the Committee of 100 in

Britain, the 22 March Movement in France, the SDS in
West Germany, the Provos and Kabouters in the
Netherlands, the Zengakuren in Japan, and the various
movements for civil rights, resistance to conscription,
student power, women’s liberation, squatters, and the
Green movement in many parts of the West. But the most
stirring episodes of all have been the more radic'nl
insurrectionary upheavals such as those of Hungary in
1956, France and Czechoslovakia in 1968, Portugal in
1974, Poland in 1980 — and Britain when?



