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Anarchism
as a

realist alternative

IAN VINE

IN THIS ESSAY I HOPE in part to draw together lines of thought w. hich
are to be found in a variety of ANARCHY articles from the past few years,
but which are in marked contrast to the views of some other contr-
butors who appear to hold what I shall call the simplistic viewpoint.
I shall begin by expounding briefly those doctrines which I call simplist,
then I shall criticise these before turning finally to an exposition of
what I hopefully call the realist alternative: a more flexible approach
to the realisation of a libertarian society, but one for which I hope the
beginnings of an immediate programme can be specified, in contrast
to the all-too-familiar armchair philosophisipg or ineffectual, unplanned
protest which besets social movements such as ours. I shall be parti-
cularly concerned with the need to adapt libertarian ideas to our
changing world. This is therefore an attempt to initiate a dialogue m
which the basic grounds on which anarchism’s theory and practice are
founded are re-examined critically.

THE SIMPLIST VIEWPOINT
In discussing what I call the simplist viewpoint 1 shall be obliged

to give examples, and I shall make particular reference to recent state-

ments by Francis Ellingham and Tony Gibson. This is partly because
their contributions have been a major incentive to the writing of this
essay, partly because they have the courage to.mak.e explicit statements
in print whereas others only imply their simplist beliefs. 1 hope
therefore that they will both forgive my frequent references to them,
and not regard these as attempted character-assassinations.

Francis Ellingham appears to maintain two apparently opposite
theses. both of which I regard as simplist. One, explicitly stated in a
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recent reply to earlier criticism, is that ‘““anarchism primarily requires,
not the reformation of social institutions, but a radical transformation
in the mind of the individual” (p. 26). But he also maintains *,* that
“society’” per se is such a menace to individual freedom that in the
sense he uses the word we should abolish it completely, for it makes
anarchism impossible. Man has fallen from Eden because he has
allowed social institutions to grow to the point where they ‘“‘condition™
him and dominate both thought and action. In general those who
believe that the anarchic state is to be obtained only by a personal
triumph of the individual will tend to fall into the Individualist camp,
those who believe it requires only an overthrow of existing capitalist
institutions tend to be in the Syndicalist camp, though clearly Francis
Ellingham fits neatly into neither. Although one blames the individual
and one blames the existing institutions of society, there are parallels.
Both condemn our present way of living out of hand. Both believe in
a single main obstacle to anarchism, the removal of which will readily
yield an anarchic existence. Both believe that below the surface man
is fundamentally good and free and happy, given that existing restric-
tions, internal or external, are removed. They also believe that these
restraints can be removed,#almost in their entirety, leaving no man in
a more powerful or privileged position than any other.

These extremes are perhaps the poles of “‘classical” anarchism,
whatever that may mean. Certainly they tend to be frozen into dogmas,
and this is a major characteristic of simplism. The simplist is an
extremist, his thought is rigid and he makes his conception of anarchism
something of a religion. Those who question whether his version of
anarchism is practical, whether it may require change because of develop-
ments unforeseen by its originator, is dismissed as a heretic, to be
villified or banished into the class named ‘“‘reactionaries”. Even in a
number of superficially updated anarchists, who profess to tolerate
criticism of classical utopian or Individualist viewpoints, there is an
underlying simplist mythology. The myth is the belief in a possible
return to a supposedly perfect primitive existence, where man lived
unhampered by institutions of “‘society”, ‘“‘the state”, and so on, in an
unrestricted and ‘‘natural’” condition. I shall discuss this idea later,
but for now it is at least as well to remember that this view, simplist
because it is so categorical and simplified, is itself ‘“‘reactionary’ in the
literal sense of the term.

Another mainstay of simplism is its belief in sudden revolution in
which capitalism is destroyed in fofo, whereupon society magically and
rapidly reorganises itself, either without social institutions at all, indi-
viduals reverting to a primitive pre-social state with nothing more than
loose and transient associations, or with large-scale anarchic organisa-
tions based on equality and mutual consent. The simplist element in
this kind of revolutionary thought is that people can suddenly change
their whole outlook and practice by a single stroke. Reform of existing
institutions is out of the question, going ““into the system” with the
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intention of changing it gradually in a more libertarian direction is
necessarily corrupting, advocating piecemeal change is necessarily
“selling out”. The extreme simplist will even argue that we must
make things worse in order that the revolution can be accelerated. 1
hope to show later how the dichotomy of words between reform and
revolution encourages such ideas. -

Given that revolution, whether within oneself or in the outside
world, is the only answer, how is this to be achieved? The simplist
again usually goes to extremes: either by any and every means avail-
able, which will include violence and bloodshed, and if it is to be
effective probably all the other tools of the opposition, i.e. torture,
intimidation, and the slaughter of non-combatants; or by unconditional
non-violence. But this specification of combat techniques is not
enough: where is the actual revolutionary programme of means? How
do we proceed today? Such questions receive no answer save for a few
vague generalisations, which is not surprising for simplistic belief in
sudden revolution is visionary, apocalyptic; it just happens. like the
Second Coming.

Both the violent and non-violent revolutionary simplist are, how-
ever, agreed on other points. Even the violent simplist will condemn
all violence existing before the revolution, attributing it to the reac-
tionary, evil motives of the manipulators of present society. And he will
condemn all post-revolutionary violence too, unless presumably it is
used in defence of the revolution. The non-violent simplist will con-
demn all pre- and post-revolutionary violence, whoever commits it and
in whatever cause. 1 should make it plain that 1 am using the word
‘“violence” here in the simplist sense, viz. anything which restricts an
individual’s liberty, whether or not physically painful or lethal. Thus
it encompasses imprisonment of criminals, hospitalisation of the men-
tally sick (why not the physically sick as well?), subordination to a
social rule chosen by others, as well as punitive child-rearing, exploita-
tion of one person by another, and so on. Tony Gibson has argued
that ‘““The rational ideal of a society is not to outlaw deviant behaviour
but to tolerate it” (p. 330).®> This is an ambiguous statement: of. course
we would want to work towards a society libertarian enough to tolerate
most behaviour at present regarded as deviant, but Tony Gibson goes
much further. In the context of his article and a subsequent reply to
criticism,* it becomés apparent that his assertion is based on a belief
that no one has the right to say what is or isn’t anti-social and that
laws are nothing but ““a curious and amoral resultant of the struggle
for power among all elites” (p. 86).* Thus an anarchist can never justify
any attempt to adjust a deviant person to the society he lives in, even
presumably if he goes around lopping off heads or injecting poison
into his own veins. The simplist is opposed to any forcible restraint
of the dangerous or ill, irrespective of the social consequences. Francis
Fllingham’s articles make the same point, as do other contributors to

 ANARCHY from time to time. Peter Ford, in his discussion of “liber-














































