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Influx or exodus ? Anarchists
and the Gommittee of 100

DIANA SHELLEY

IT HAS BEEN A COMMON PLAINT in the nuclear disarmament movement
over the last couple of years that the Committee of 100 has been
infiltrated and taken over by the anarchists”. This notion will prob-
ably continue until the Committee is finally in the ground, for the
simple reason that there must be a certain bond between those who do
not believe in government and law and those who oppose a particular
government or governments and advocate breaking particular laws.
The relationship is, of course, more complex and, as long as those who
propound the ideas of infiltration refuse to examine it, they will remain
unable to realise that many more anarchists came out of the Committee
of 100 than ever went into it.

The Committee began as a purely breakaway movement from
CND and arose from a disagreement over tactics rather than aims. Its
intentions were the same, and according to a members of the CND
Council who also became a founder of the Committee, it looked at one
point in 1960 as if CND might be persuaded to advocate and organise
civil disobedience as part of its activities. The Committee began then
without any very developed ethos of its own—its supporters wanted
to ban the bomb and probably in most cases to leave NATO and
“ become neutral ”, as did many CND supporters. Bertrand Russell
and Michael Scott called on us to remember our humanity and forgot
the rest, and the feeling of the immediacy of war which grew during
the summer of 1961 made the movement feel that it must indeed act
or perish. The call to civil disobedience however was hardly revolu-
tionary: “ Respect for the law is important and only a very profound
conviction can justify actions which flout the law > and we were re-
minded of the Christian martyrs who had “in the end achieved vic-
tory ”. The whole image was far removed from that of the Direct
Action Committee—though some people were supporters of both—and
of the hundreds who took part in the first Committee sit-down outside
the Defence Ministry probably only a fraction would have exchanged
the comparative comfort of a Whitehall pavement for the mud of a
Norfolk base.

There were exceptions to this “ liberal ”” approach within the Com-
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mittee, but they did not come from * formal” anarchists: Ralph
Schoenman, in an article in Peace News, told us that we ‘ must realise
that we are conducting a resistance movement. We are seeking to
obstruct systematically to the point where the authorities have to give
way ”. And in direct conflict with the image of the respectable civil
disobedient entering court to dispute politely with a bored judge the
morality involved in breaking a nineteeth century highway regulation
he wishes it to be “ understood that the mass media, statements in
courts, the entire reliance on the institutions of the closed society, will
never serve as the basis for reaching people; for these institutions legit-
imise and we must expose the fraud . It was not “ out of any formal
anarchism but out of a radical consciousness that civil disobedience
must return to individuals the prospect of a vital participation in the
public world. Our responsibility is to develop a movement which does
not so much aspire to power as it does to present any authority with
a populace conscious of its ability to act on its most precious values .
His ideal method of fostering this consciousness was the ten thousand
who would “have to be carried into court where they refuse to say
a mumbling word; if ten thousand have to be jailed—then we shail
realise the meaning of civil disobedience and I dare say so will the
makers of the Bomb ”.

The anarchist movement itself was more sceptical, and, naturally
enough, the editorials in FREEDOM were hardly a reflection of the feel-
ing in and around the Committee. The editors’ attitude began as an
aloof one, although they appear to have taken part in most of the
major committee demonstrations held during the first year, but they
were, if not convinced that these actions were particularly effective, at
least happy to join their non-violent comrades in offering a type of
resistance to the State. Apart from being unconvinced of the worth of
the sit-down as a tactic, FREEDOM argued strongly against the civil
disobedient’s belief in the value of being jailed. The basic flaw in
Schoenman’s ideal of the limp silent ten thousand was the pre-supposi-
tion that the State has to arrest everyone who breaks the law and that
the forces of law would have to put themselves in the position of
being disrupted, an illusion exploded most forcibly by the trial of the
six after Wethersfield, and on practically every demonstration where
arrests were made. FREEDOM, understandably, knew better and real-
ised that the decision to go to jail was a personal one: they “ would
certainly not advise anybody to accept a prison sentence resulting from
a civil disobedience demonstration for the publicity it might be expec-
ted to receive, and, by implication, the influence it might have on the
public ”. FREEDOM'S attitude was, as it had been twenty years earlier :
“We must always be reluctant to go to prison, which does not mean
we should be reluctant to take actions which might involve us in
arrest and imprisonment. We should be prepared to court imprison-
ment if by so doing we further our cause more effectively than we could
otherwise, but we must be careful to distinguish between such action
and that action which is intended to solve purely personal problems .

During the first year of its existence, however, the Committee took
several steps in the direction of an anarchist position, both organisa-
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tionally and in terms of action. John Morris, writing in Peace News
in October 1961, described the Committee as made up of people who
were “ mostly inexperienced, unimportant and very young® and the
discussions which took place were “ often . . . ragged, undisciplined,
and long-winded; but out of them has come a series of clear, simple
decisions, usually almost unanimous, that have proved right and honest
in the judgement of our fellows”. To Dr. Morris, as to most sup-
porters, it seemed that the Committee’s “ instinctive rejection of the
apparatus of indirect democracy ” and the “ concepts of direct demo-
cracy are new to modern political thought”. Though individuals,
usually full-time workers, did for periods exert immense influence
over the trend of the Committee’s action, the Committee probably
suffered less from ° executive groupings” than the formal anarchist
movement, if only because the rapid turnover in activists lessened the
chance of acquiring permanent leaders. The anarchist principle of
autonomous decentralisation was also new to most people, and the
local Committees and Working Groups “ready to stand on their feet,
looking outside for co-ordination and advice rather than direction
were considered both radical and eccentric by people brought up in
the traditions of the British Left.

In terms of action, too, there was a move further away from con-
ventional demonstrating towards a more anarchist approach. After
the “ success ” of the September 17th demonstration the idea naturally
evolved of combining the direct action of the DAC with the numbers
of “mass” civil disobedience, and for the first time it seemed possible
to the Committee that sufficient numbers might be induced to take part
to transform symbolic into direct action. The Wethersfield plan was
radical, when compared with the Committee’s previous activities, and
its failure—quite apart from the obvious and serious deterrents pre-
sented by the State in its arrests, searches and cancellation of transport
—must surely have been inevitable, given the markedly anarchistic
assumptions underlying it (assumptions which the majority of sup-
porters were obviously not ready to make): the disregard for property
involved in climbing fences and walking on; the challenging of a
law with more serious penalties than that of obstruction; and the real
physical obstruction of the State’s weapons of war as opposed to sym-
bolic obstruction outside the ministries which ostensibly controlled the
weapons. For many people it was too hard to break through the
shell of conventional political thinking: the Committee relied on the
15,000 who had sat in central London being drawn out to sit on the
runway at Wethersfield, but they overlooked the fact that many of
these people had either come as observers and been forced to sit by
police cordons or did not even countenance civil disobedience as such
and had in fact demonstrated to protect the civil liberties threatened
by the banning of the demonstration.

It is interesting to note too that the only well-known anarchists
who were originally members of the Committee faded from it just at
the time when the action envisaged turned in more anarchistic direc-
tions. Alex Comfort, who had been jailed for his part in the organisa-
tion of the September 17th demonstration and replaced on the Com-
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mittee while he was in jail, turned to other activities in the movement,
and Herbert Read resigned because he felt the action at Wethersfield
had been “ strategically foolish ” and “ a quixotic act of defiance direc-
ted against the Air Force rather than against the State” (two presum-
ably entirely disconnected phenomena).

The arrest and trial of the six showed up still further how mar-
ginal the influence of anarchist thinking was on the majority of sup-
porters—many of whom strongly disapproved of Pat Pottle going on
the run before the Old Bailey trial and some of whom would, had he
knocked on their door, have turned him over to the police with easy
consciences. The only action advocated to help the six was the rather
ridiculous one of supporters lining up outside police stations to con-
fess their shared guilt and ask for retribution, and the only protest a
rally in Trafalgar Square, a long way from the scene of the crime.
While for some this was the only action contemplatable, for many,
particularly in the provinces, this failure of nerve forced them to look
beyond the confines of a still essentially bourgeois-minded movement
and to seek other methods of thought and action.

By Easter 1962 the word anarchist was becoming frequently used,
both by (predominantly young) people who had read and discussed the
articles by Ralph Schoenmann, Nicolas Walter and Colin Ward in
Peace News and by the people (usually older or in the YCL) who
began to call them anarchists whenever they started to expound the
theories they believed to underly civil disobedience. For the first time,
at Aldermaston that year, the anarchist movement made a corporate
appearance—with a banner and a tail-piece demonstration—and
though, for many they formed a laughable minority, their appearance
made others aware that “the anarchists” were more than a central
European myth and were people (as normal as they) with whose views
they might in fact agree. Apart from Committee activities these young
people (particularly in the provinces, where activities tended to be less
sectarian) were usually active in other groups than Committee ones
and, while the Committee had seemed an alternative to the political
scrabbling of CND, YS or YCL groups it led them inevitably to ques-
tion the assumptions underlying these groups and in many cases to
disillusionment with them. Some had already been through several
political groups—ILabour Party, New Left, Victory for Socialism and
other fragments of British “ socialism ” and had ended up with a feel-
ing of frustration which was not allayed by sporadic sit-downs and
activities isolated, on the whole, from any context. Committee philo-
sophy pointed a way—of direct democracy and direct action—but it
did not point to any aim beyond “banning the bomb ”, and while it
largely created the view that the bomb was not an isolated pheno-
menon but was the logical outcome of a particular society, it did not
examine that society or think in terms of a radically new one—other
than the vague, beautiful “non-violent society ”, which libertarians
argued would have to be anarchist and non-libertarians saw as being
ruled by a “non-violent government”. Many people were quick to
sense the discrepancy in the last phrase, and an underground move-
ment of isolated groups and individuals became so widespread that, at
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the disastrous demonstration at Greenham Common USAF Base, called
by the Oxford Committee, out of the dozen or so marshals (most un-
known to each other before hand) all but a couple called themselves
anarchists and none had any apparent connection with -non-Committee
anarchist groupings; it was no coincidence that the “ marshalling col-
ours ” for the demonstration were red and black. (The demonstration
itself was a step back tactically: the immobilisation of a base should
have seemed impossible after Wethersfield and the resulting demonstra-
tion could have 'been no ‘more than symbolic “ direct action”. The
small numbers served to show that the sit-down was losing its popu-
larity as a method of 'protest and this was in fact the last major demon-
stration to be a sit-down, pure and simple).

The testing time for ‘the nuclear disarmament movement came with
the Cuba Crisis in October 1962, and the realisation of hundreds of
supporters that they were in fact powerless to do anything but rush
around the streets led to two things: those who now felt the struggle
to be useless faded from activity (the few remaining * names” went
during the winter) and the feelings of those who were left on the
Committee and its environs crystallised into greater hatred of the
power politics which had created the crisis and greater determination
to resist it. (FREEDOM editorials, incidentally, were particularly out of
tune with the emotions of young anarchists and tended to give the
impression that the serious anmarchist should be above worrying over
the trivialities of the statesmen).

On Aldermaston 1963, anarchists at last came into the open: the
march-within-a-march which started from Reading and ended sitting
round the bunker in Warren Row formed up behind two anarchist
banners and, although the March Must Decide committee was osten-
sibly responsible for the actions undertaken independently of CND, the
Spies for Peace, the presence of half a dozen red and black banners and
the atmosphere of anti-authoritarianism combined to give the appear-
ance of an anarchist minority grown so large it threatened to swamp
the more ‘conventional :groupings. For weeks afterwards the papers
featured articles on ‘the anarchists, CND denounced the wreckers of
“ their ”” march and the network of anarchist groups spread through the
country almost as quickly as the editions of Danger! Official Secret. It
would probably be more accurate to say that many of these groups
were libertarian rather than strictly anarchist (George Williamson, then
secretary of the Scottish Committee who spent most of the summer
travelling round the country, -estimated that in -any place where there
was strong political activity one was likely to find an anarchist, Solidar-
ist, Committee or even radical ILP group, but not usually ‘more ‘than
one sort). These groups were no substitute for the mass support which
the Committee had once commanded—their strength, in Committee
terms, lay in their independence and the bloody-mindedness ‘of the
individuals in them—but they were active in uncovering further official
secrets and they formed a hard core ‘at the centre ‘of such demonstra-
tions as the one at RAF Marham, where an astonishingly high propor-
tion of participants were prepared at one point or other to walk on to
the base (with, after the Wethersfield trial, an even greater awareness






