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Anarchism and

stateless societies
JOHN PILGRIM

IT 1S A COMMONPLACE OF ANARCHIST THOUGHT that the State is only one
way of organising society and that its existence is largely dependent on
the acceptance of its legitimacy by the majority over whom it rules.
What is less commonly realised is that authority systems are only one
way of organising power relationships, that power and authority are
not identical concepts. In our society authority is legitimate power
institutionalised into the social organisation; but all social relationships
are potential power relationships, in that two or more people affect
each other’s behaviour. This is something that only Max Stirner,
among the anarchist theorists, seems to have fully recognised. Thus
anarchists are conceptually confused when they argue that they want
to create a society in which power does not exist. This cannot be
done. What can be done, and what is usually meant, I think, is to
create a society without an authority structure. A power structure
there must be, if society, and therefore humanity, is to exist at all,
but structure does not imply hierarchy or authoritarianism. When I
use the term structure here, I mean the formal recognisable relation-
ships that appear to persist in a society regardless of the turnover of
individuals and that therefore can be stated on some level of abstraction.
Thus, in an anarchist society, there would be no authority structure,
only a power structure resulting from the interaction of the people
comprising the society.

The political problem is basically the manner in which, in any
given society, the control of force is organised. In governmental
societies it is done by creating a specialised and legally recognised
power structure on an authoritarian model. This is legitimised in
various ways or none. Hitler’s Germany or Stalin’s Russia were naked
authority structures whereas in the liberal democracies the use of ‘‘free
elections™ acts as a psychological release mechanism and as a method
of achieving apparent change without altering the social structure, thus
creating the appearance of a ‘“‘general will”’, however that might be
defined.

Primitive stateless societies use various methods of controlling the
use of force but in all of them the political function is performed by
other, non-specialised institutions. The question for the anarchist is
whether such non-specialised societies perform this function more
successfully. Whether in fact we can look to such societies for guidance
in building the type of society we would like to see.

One of the defects from which anarchist thinking suffers is the idea
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that the State is the prime, if not the only, enemy. Along with this
goes the idea that the elimination of the State will lead to the elimina-
tion of all the major conflicts in society, and of the competitive
scramble for status and prestige with which those who live in western
capitalist societies are all too familiar. Now I am not suggesting for
a moment that the State is not the major threat both to the type of
society most anarchists would like to see, and also to our very
existence. However the assumption that abolition of the State would
solve all these problems is facile and based on sadly inaccurate and
inadequate knowledge of the nature of the stateless societies that have
existed in the past and to some extent survive today, albeit with a
superimposition of governmental organisation.

The rather idyllic picture of the primitive stateless society (and I
use primitive in the non-perjorative sense of a level of technology) that
is carried by many anarchists is summed up in the wistful comment of
‘a Pueblo Indian: “In those days there was no law so everybody did
what was right”. Anarchists have tended to accept this particular
myth, just as they have accepted the myth that such societies have no
law. This is a matter of definition. If law is defined in Pound’s terms
as “‘the systematic application of the force of a politically organised
society”’, then what the anthropologist would term acephalous societies
do not have law. But there is a certain amount of confusion about
this, because, in western industrial societies, law is regarded as being
synonymous with organised legal sanctions. More primitive societies
that lack law in this sense, nevertheless do have methods of social
control, and an anarchist society will also have to have mechanisms
of control and cohesion if it is to be a society at all.

Some of the younger anarchists seem to be totally unaware of this.
Recently I heard an anarchist in Hyde Park proclaiming that he “‘was
autonomous and didn’t need society”’. This sort of uninformed com-
ment only goes to underline McGregor’s dictum that man must, today,
“be sociate, as well as numerate and literate’’. Without society the
human animal cannot develop into a human being, and any theorising
about the nature of an anarchist society must start from this point.

However this failure to distinguish between society and the State,
while common among the general public, is not common among
anarchists, whereas the myth of the Noble Savage does appear to have
survived into 20th Century anarchist thought. Thus we find Kenneth
Maddock, who (with one degree in law and another in social anthro-
pology) should know better, discussing what he calls the “wonderfully
anarchistic Nuer”. Now while the Nuer social system has many
features that make it attractive to anarchists, it contains many unattrac-
tive features too. These tend to be ignored and the myth that stateless
society equals the anarchist utopia is perpetuated. The rest of this
essay, then, will be devoted to a brief survey of four types of stateless
society and the social ethos which they endorse.

It was not until the 1940’s, with the publication of African Political
Systems® that the world was given any real factual evidence that a
stable enduring social system was possible without organisation in the
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form of the State; that order and the State were far from being
synonymous. The fact had been known before? ? but had largely been
ignored and detailed studies of how such societies actually functioned
had been lacking. Kropotkin, in Mutual Aid, had relied over heavily
on the universalistic evolutionary theories of the 19th Century, parti-
cularly those of Lewis Morgan whose methodological error lay in
assuming that terms describing role behaviour described social groups
that actually existed or had at one time existed. This led Engels into
his highly dubious construct of primitive sexual communism (a condi-
tion not found anywhere, except, apparently, among the howler
monkeys), an hypothesis that is generally rejected today but that is
unfortunately reiterated in the reprinting of John Hewetson’s Mutual
Aid and Social Evolution.* Kropotkin’s use of these theories, resulting
in claims such as that the basic building block of society, the family,
“i1s a late product of human evolution”® has tended to obscure the
real value of his work, not least his rejection of the Hobbesian thesis
that mankind is basically anti-social. Professor Sprott’s argument, in
Human Groups® is just a re-wording, from a different angle, of what
Kropotkin was setting out in Mutual Aid:

“When group standards are thought of as something apart from
the interacting of group members, we tend to think of them as some-
how ‘imposed’ upon them. This gives rise to the notion that man is
naturally anti-social, and that law-givers or moralists must come along
and rescue him from his nasty brutish ways. The generation of, and
acceptance of, standards which regulate conduct and preclude random-
ness is . . . a prerequisite of social intercourse. The having of
standards springs out of social intercourse; it is not .imposed from
outside upon it.”” Like so many of the perceptive insights of the
pioneer anarchist thinkers, from Godwin’s ideas of the non-coercive
education of children, to Kropotkin’s suggestions for the community
care of the insane, the mutual aid thesis has become an integral part
of sociological thought with little acknowledgement of its originator.

The main point that emerges from African Political Systems 1is
that in all stateless societies the political function is performed by
other institutions. In Africa at least three types of stateless society
can be discerned, those in which the organising principle is clan or
lineage, those in which it is the extended family, and those in which
the principle of organisation appears initially to be a system of free
association and mutual aid. It is the latter type that come closest to
the anarchist ideal, yet, paradoxically, seem to have been largely
ienored by those who have become bemused by the Nuer’s admirable
Stirnerite individualism, while tending to ignore the latter’s wholly
unadmirable tendencies to violence and a mechanism of social control
at least partly based on a balance of fear. Even the Plateau Tonga,
who come into the third of the three categories given above, do not
create social cohesion through a saintly avoidance of conflict; their
society adheres through a complicated system of cross cutting ties and
pressures that recognises the necessity of mutual aid, but also recognises
that disputes are bound to arise.
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The stateless society is not peculiar to the African continent and
I also want to look at two other societies that come into the broad
category of acephalous social organisations but whose social ethos is
quite foreign to the anarchist outlook and indeed strike this writer as
quite repellant, although they bear to a caricatured degree some of the
characteristics of the society in which we live. These cultures are those
of the Kwakiutl Indians of the North-West coast of America, and the
Dobu, of Melanesia.

THE NUER

The political structure of the Nuer has already been described in
past issues of ANARCHY.” Briefly, it is a segmented tribal and lineage
system in which the political allegiance of any section can only be
defined in terms of its opposition to another section. This division is
cross cut by kinship and residential ties, the clans are exogamous, and
these kinship and residential ties create considerable pressure for dispute
settlement. The tribe is the largest political unit, in the sense that it
is the largest unit within which arbitration and compensation will be
accepted in the settlement of a dispute but the larger the unit, i.e. the
oreater the social distance between the opposed groups, the less likeli-
hood there is of a dispute being settled. Disputes within the smallest
economic unit, the village, are settled much more easily as they are a
greater threat to social and economic life. An interesting feature of
Nuer “law”’, and indeed of the legal customs of many other techno-
logically primitive societies, is that the major emphasis in dispute
settlement is on restitution rather than retribution. Where a mediator
exists, as with the Nuer’s misnamed ‘“‘Leopard Skin Chief”’, or the
““go-between” of the Philippines’ Ifuago, a dispute is not regarded as
settled until both sides are satisfied with the settlement. Thus the
emphasis is on a socially acceptable solution rather than the imposition
of an arbitrary solution by force which is characteristic of the govern-
mental legal system.

This wholly admirable arrangement, however, only comes into
play when both sides are ready to seek a settlement. The basis of
Nuer law, as of law anywhere, is force. As Evans-Pritchard says:

“We must not be misled by the enumeration of traditional pay-
ments for damage into supposing that it is easy to exact them unless
a man is prepared to use force. The club and the spear are the
sanctions of rights. What chiefly makes people pay compensation is
fear that the injured man and his kin may take to violence. /¢ follows
that a member of a strong lineage is in a different position from that
of a member of a weak lineage. . Since self-help, with some
backing from public opinion, is the main sanction, it is only operative
when people are within easy striking distance. . . . Nuer law must
be treated in connection with the blood feud. . . . It is the knowledge
that a Nuer is brave and will stand up against aggression with club
and spear that ensures respect for person and property” (italics mine).*

Thus even among the ‘“wonderfully anarchistic Nuer’”, might 1s
right and physical weakness is likely to result in injustice; violence,
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or the threat of violence, remains the ultimate sanction. This is not
to deny that the political system of the Nuer has not some desirable
features. The emphasis on restitution rather than retribution is one;
another is that the lack of an authority structure, as we understand it,
means that warfare can only take place, at least while the population
remains stable, on a raiding rather than a conquest basis, for there is
no means by which domination can be perpetuated. However this
should not blind us, as Kenneth Maddock’s articles have tended to
blind some of the more impressionable anarchists, to the fact that
Nuer society is a belligerent violent one and hardly a blueprint for
anarchists. It is a moot point whether fear of the feud or recognition
of the need for mutual aid is the major cohesive factor in Nuerland,
and there are a great many other factors that cannot be enumerated
in the space available. A great deal depends on the conceptual
spectacles with which one is viewing the society but, among the Nuer,
fear and the balance of power certainly play a large part.

The Nuer are basically a pastoral people existing in a subsistence
economy where there is never enough to eat. This, I would suggest,
is one of the factors making for social cohesion. While the basic
economic unit is the nuclear family, in another sense the village com-
munity, which is the primary political unit, is a co-operative group
combining to obtain the necessities of life; the economic activities in
both the dry season cattle camps and the villages being very much
interdependent. The cohesion of Nuer society is thus to some extent
a function of economic necessity. During the dry season the same
cattle camp may contain members of several villages; conversely
members of the same village may join different camps. This seasonal
migration helps to maintain a sense of unity beyond the village unit,
as economic necessity forces a measure of social forbearance and a
recognition of common interests.

There is in every tribe a tri-partite social structure. There are
aristocrats (that is, a clan which is socially dominant within a particular
tribe), Nuer of other clans, and Dinka, who have been absorbed into
the Nuer people. However these strata are not classes and the pre-
dominance of a clan gives prestige rather than privilege. There is,
nevertheless, a limited system of authority relations within the com-
munity; this is found in the age-set system. A Nuer boy becomes an
adult after a series of rites and ordeals, and although these age-sets
have no corporative activities, and therefore no political functions,
every Nuer male i1s in “‘a status of seniority, equality, or juniority
toward every other’® by virtue of the position of his age-set in the
total structure. The attitude of a man toward any other man, at least
in the local community, is, then, largely determined by their respective
positions in the age-set system.

I have briefly mentioned the institutionalisation of the feud through
which the political system operates. It is arguable that Evans-Pritchard,
when he made his study of Nuer society, overestimated its importance
as a method of social control and underestimated the effects of environ-
mental conditions in aiding the working of the mutual aid principle.














































