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Do-it-yourself anarchism

1: The anarchist idea

6.w.

THREE YEARS AGO an eighteen-year-old Scottish anarchist was sentenced
to life imprisonment by a Spanish military court on charges of being
in possession of explosives with the intention of blowing up the Head
of State. He is still in a Spanish prison, and we do not know to what
extent, or by whom Stuart Christie was framed. After all, in the previous
summer, another British anarchist, Donald Rooum, had an “offensive
weapon” planted on him by the police, not in Madrid, but in Savile Row
Police Station, W.I. But the Christie case served to revive, in the
ordinary newspaper-reader’s mind, the old stereotype of the anarchists,
ticking away like death-watch beetles under the crowned heads of Europe.

In fact, of course, political assassination has been used as a weapon
by adherents of every political philosophy and of none. It is one of the
occupational hazards of rulers, and as Maupassant tartly put it, “Since
governments assume the right of death over peoples it is not astonishing
that sometimes people assume the right of death over governments.”
There are circumstances in which we all approve assassination: who did
not regret the failure of the 1944 bomb plot of the German officers?

The reason why the anarchists, whose acts of violence have been
insignificant compared with those of their opponents, have been labelled
as the exponents of political violence, is easy to see. Their opposition
is not directed, like other people’s, at this government or that govern-
ment, it doesn’t seek to change one set of rulers for another, it is directed
at the principle of government. In a memorable catalogue, Proudhon,
one of the 19th century anarchist sages, declared that:

- “To be governed is to be watched over, inspected, spied on, directed,
legisiated at, regulated, docketed, indoctrinated, preached at, controlled,
assessed, weighed, censored, ordered about, by men who have neither
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the right nor the knowledge nor the virtue. To be governed means to
be, at each operation, at each transaction, at each movement, noted,
registered, endorsed, admonished, hampered, reformed, rebulged, arrested.
It is to be, on the pretext of the general interest, taxed, drilled, held to
ransom, exploited, monopolised, extorted, squeezed, hoaxed, robbed;
then at the least resistance, at the first word of complaint, to be repressed,
fined, abused, annoyed, followed, bullied, beaten, disarmed, garotted,
imprisoned, machine-gunned, judged, condemned, depog"ted,, dishonoured.
That’s government, that’s its justice, that’s its morality!”

Is this simply a peevish Poujadist outburst at bureaucracy, or is it
an accurate pre-vision of the essential nature of government as it has
manifested itself to millions of people in our own century, when the
governments that liquidated Hiroshima and Dresden, and the govern-
ment that liquidated the Kulaks, celebrated their victory over the
government that liquidated the Jews? The violence of authority, claim
the anarchists, is not an accidental and regrettable excess: it is the very
nature of authority. This is why anarchism, in the dictionary definition,
is “a political theory opposed to all forms of government and govern-
mental restraint and advocating voluntary co-operation and free associa-
tion of individuals and groups in order to satisfy their needs”.

A splendid ideal. No wonder Mr. A. J. P. Taylor declared in one
of the Sunday papers that “‘anarchism is the most attractive of all poli-
tical creeds”, and Mr. John Lehmann added in another, ‘‘the most
appealing—and the most futile”. Futile for him because of the “whole
trend of modern state organisation towards greater control of the
individual”. Futile for others because they claim that a network of
voluntary organisations is inadequate to cope with the social needs of
complex modern industrial societies. Futile for most of the regretful
critics of anarchism because, so they say, it ignores the nature of man,
his aggressiveness, his acquisitiveness, his urge to dominate.

The anarchists, needless to say, have a whole battery of replies to
these objections. We may divide them into those which discuss the
nature of human society. the complexity of the modern world, and the
nature of man. Anarchists have always laid great stress (in view of the
misapprehension that because they are opposed to the state they are
opposed to organisation) on the distinction between the state and society.
The state, they point out, is one amongst many kinds of social organisa-
tion—distinguished from the rest by the fact that its power of coercion
is immeasurably greater than that of all the others. Its most striking
characteristic is its organisation for war or the threat of war (the trade
of government, the “health” of the §tate). Tpe charag:ter of _the state as
an apparently autonomous war-making machine, feeding off its subjects,
is obscured by the fact that it also fulfils certain purely social functions.
It is not difficult to demonstrate (it has in fact been done by Professor
Titmuss) that the welfare state is the product pf t_he warfarga state, to
relate the educational, health and welfare legislation of this country
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during the last hundred years, to the economic and political rivalries
between states. Total war demands a totally organised state and a
technically competent and healthy population.

But it is not impossible to conceive the apparatus of the social
services operating under social rather than governmental auspices.
People smile at the anarchist Kropotkin because he used to instance the
lifeboat institution as an example of the kind of organisation envisaged
by anarchists, but he did so simply to illustrate that voluntary non-
coercive organisations could provide a complex network of services
without the principle of coercive authority intervening. There are two
other examples which we often use to help people conceive the federal
principle which anarchists see as the way in which local groups and
associations could combine for complex functions without any central
authority. You can post a letter from here to China or South America,
confident that it will arrive, as a result of freely-arrived-at agreements
between different national post offices, without there being any central
world postal authority at all. Or you can travel across Europe over
the lines of a dozen railway systems-—capitalist and communist—co-
ordinated by agreement between different railway undertakings, without
any kind of central railway authority. Nor is there any reason to sup-
pose that the constituent parts of complex federations could not run
efficiently on the basis of voluntary associations. (When we have in this
country a railway line running scheduled services on time, co-ordinating
with British Railways, operated by a bunch of amateurs, who dare say
that the members of the NUR could not operate their services without
the aid of the bureaucratic hierarchy?) FEven within the structure of
capitalist industry there are interesting experiments in organising work
on the basis of small autonomous groups. Industrial militants regard
such ventures with suspicion, as well they might, for they are made not
with the idea of stimulating workers” autonomy, but with that of increas-
ing productivity. But they are valuable in illustrating our contention
that the whole pyramid of hierarchical authority, which has been built
up in industry as in every other sphere of life, is a giant confidence trick
by which generations of workers have been coerced in the first instance,
hoodwinked in the second, and finally brainwashed into accepting.

To those who say that the anarchists, dreaming of a free society,
ignore the nature of man, they reply that it is in fact people who put
their trust in authority who forget the facts of human nature and the
effect that power over others has on us. No man, as William Morris
put it, is good enough to be another man’s master. There will always
be those who have an urge to dominate others, it is pointed out, and
this is probably true, even though we may hope that a different social
atmosphere will produce fewer of them. But just as the problem of
a Hitler is not that of the psychopathology of one man, but of that of
the millions of his fellow-countrymen who put up with him, so the
problem of any individual’s desire to dominate others is that of those
who allow themselves to be dominated. The patriarchal Victorian
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father is disappearing from the home because the rest of the family will
no longer humour him, just as the Victorian boss in industry is no longer
able to behave like one, much as he would wish to, because the workers,
sure of their own strength, would simply walk out on him. They have
developed resources of their own, alternative foci of power. The tragedy
if of course that they still believe in the principle of authority and have
consequently allowed their own organs, in the form of the trade unions
and the Labour Party, to become, as any hierarchical organisation is
bound to, part of the dominant power structure.

When we look at the powerlessness of the individual in the world
today and ask why he is weak, the anarchist answers that it is because
he has surrendered his own power over his own destiny to others. The
anarchist, far from wanting a simpler, less complicated form of social
organisation, wants a plurality of organisations, a social dispersal of
power.

But what about criminal acts and the protection which society
expects from them? The anarchist, seeking a solution to this problem
(and the state can scarcely be said to have provided one), will emphasise
that the law and its punitive apparatus exist primarily for the protection
of property and that many categories of crime would disappear in a
society where the “haves™ were no longer to withhold social assets from
the “have-nots”. He will remind us that crime is an avenue to affluence
and success of a kind, in our highly competitive society, and that the
penal system, far from “‘curing” criminals, reinforces their criminal
careers. He will remind us that the intense preoccupation and fascina-
tion with crime that people exhibit today indicate the extent to which
we need our criminals as scapegoats to act out our own deviant fantasies.
Sophisticated people smile at the cries for harsher penal measures which
used to be a regular feature of the conferences of Conservative ladies,
but these were only a vocal reflection of very widely-held views, and it
is noteworthy that when one year, Miss Pat Hornsby-Smith pointed out
to them that most murdered children were killed, not by prowling
psychopaths, but by their own parents, this sobering thought did not
quell the cries for blood. 1t was not what the audience needed to hear.
But what about the psychopaths? What about that free-floating aggres-
sion which, in both legal and illegal forms, is very evident in our society?
What about the immense anxiety and fear which makes people persecute
the social deviant?

These are certainly factors which make it hard for people to
abandon the institutionalised defences which the state offers. People
are afraid of defencelessness. (In another field this explains why they
cannot accept the idea of disarmament—they believe that they are
actually being defended.) A society which did not rely on institutionalised
law-enforcement would certainly require much more social involvement
of the individual. It would have to find means of containing anti-social
acts. No society could hope to eliminate them, but it is reasonable to
hope that as we learn more of the psychological springs of aggression
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and gratuitous violence, we can evolve social forms and social relations
less frustrating than those of our intensely competitive society.

We know a great deal about the authoritarian personality, his
origins and characteristics and the child-rearing practices and social
environment likely to produce him, but we know little about the liber-
tarian personality. He might not be, by current standards, a very
desirable character, less ambitious but more obstinate, less passionate
but more libidinous. He might be the price humanity must pay for a
more humane society. But do we really have to wait for a different
kind of man before we can hope to change society? Are those who
consider anarchism futile utopianism right after all?

It is a pity that both the recent histories of anarchism insist on
treating it simply as one of the interesting offshoots of 19th-century
socialism which finally died when Franco’s troops entered Barcelona in
1939. For while anarchism may have had its share of what we have
learned to call millenarian fantasy, and while the concept of an anar-
chist society is neither more or less realistic than any other “ideal type”
in social thought, there is, among anarchist thinkers, a core of prag-
matism which sees the struggle between authoritarians and libertarians
as a permanent aspect of the human condition. *“We are, in any case,”
Errico Malatesta insisted, “only one of the forces acting in society, and
history will advance as always, in the direction of the resultant of all
the forces.”

And the moment we look at anarchism not as a destination but as
a method, not as one of the also-rans of the political past, but as a living
social trend, we see that its relevance is immediate and continuous. The
anarchist is an advocate of a different kind of social order from the one
which surrounds us, and the political processes which are the accepted
vehicles of social change are not those in which he sees it useful to
participate. They are not his methods and they do not lead to his
destination. Is he, as a result, to remain a voice crying in the wilderness
like the remoter political sects, or can he find methods of activity and
immediate aims which are consistent with Ais ends?

There are an infinity of choices he can make, varying between a
rueful acceptance of the world he lives in, with a completely theoretical
dissent from its values, and a complete drop-out from the everyday life
of work and social organisation, where he inhabits a world of his own.
If his choice is the first of these his answer to the question, ‘“‘But what
shall I do?> is simple. He does nothing. If his choice is the second he
will simply say, “If you all did as I did it would add up to a revolution.”
But most of us fall between these two extremes. We live in the society
we’ve got, but we want to change it. We want to spread the anarchist
idea, we want to popularise the anarchist method. This issue of ANARCHY
asks how.







