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Disobedience
and the new pacifism

NIGOLAS WALTER

LLAST MONTH I EXAMINED THE BACKGROUND of the unilateralist movement
from the point of view of the theories of pacifism and anti-militarism
and of the practices of non-violence and direct action, and suggested that
the movement is a new pacifism which combines individual responsibility
with collective resistance. Rather than recapitulate my argument, I will
quote what Alex Comfort said just after the last war about the need
for a new pacifism:

The atomic bomb has brought home to increasing numbers of the
public at large that tyranny is not a greater evil than war, because war
itself is an instrument of tyranny on the largest scale . . . Objection is not
enough. The objector, particularly the religious objector, is politically
irrelevant because he is chiefly interested in safeguarding his own con-
scientious objection to one aspect of state irresponsibility. You do not
want objection, you want resistance, ready to adopt every means short of
violence to destroy and render useless the whole mechanism of conscription.
It is not enough ta secure the immunity and support of religious believers
and a politically conscious minority. The opposition of the ordinary man
to military service must be canalised. He will not stand up against the
machinery of governments and penalties, with the knowledge that his wife
and children are hostages, unless he has the consciousness of that powerful,
if invisible, support which the European resistance movements gave to the
unpolitical man in his opposition to the Germans. Men will defy conscription
in defence of their own lives and homes against military adventurers
if they know that there is someone to support them. They will act out
of an intuitive and thoroughly unpatriotic love of freedom, the sentiment
which makes conscription necessary in the first place. The answer to con-
scription, in England and in every country of the world, is a resistance
movement which askg few political credentials of its members . . . It is by
taking the offensive that pacifism will become politically relevant.!

This is where we came in. This month I want to examine the
background of the unilateralist movement again, this time from the
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point of view of the theory of insurrection and of the practice of
disobedience.

The Theory of Insurrection

Disobedience against the State is a much older human tradition
than direct action against war. Men are authoritarian, obsessed by
obedience and inequality and slavery. “No two men can be half an hour
together,” declared Samuel Johnson, “but one shall acquire an evident
superiority over the other”—and he will do his best to keep it. But
men are also libertarian, obsessed by disobedience and equality and
liberty. The myths of Prometheus and Lucifer, of the revolt of the
lesser against the greater, are among the oldest of all; Adam’s first
action (even before he “knew” Eve) was to disobey his creator. Nor is
mythological disobedience mere nihilism. Prometheus brought fire to
earth, Lucifer brought light—Adam ate the fruit of the tree of knowledge
of good and evil, and he did not die, as God had threatened, but instead
his eyes were opened. The State’s motto is Befehl ist Befehl. The
individual’s motto is Non serviam. ‘“Wherever there is a man who
exercises authority”, said Oscar Wilde, “there is a man who resists
authority.”

The Communist Manifesto (1848) stated that “the history of ali
hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles”—of inequality
being maintained by the haves and equality being claimed by the
have-nots. But there are two confusing factors . One is that many
have-nots accept inequality (here is the fact of “voluntary servitude’),
and many haves reject it. Marx and Engels themselves were haves who
turned their coats, and the same is true of most radical and revolutionary
leaders; neither Prometheus nor Lucifer was a man—one was a Titan
and the other was an Angel. The motives of disobedience are com:
plicated; so are its intentions. The other confusing factor is that the
revolt against a present inequality usually intends not just to destroy
it but to replace it by a future inequality based on a different principle
—to expropriate the expropriators—and even without the intention the
result is usually the same. Every revolution is ‘betrayed’, even if it
has no Eighteenth Brumaire, simply because power tends to corrupt
and absolute power corrupts absolutely. The Commonwealth of 1649
is followed by the Protectorate of 1653, the Declaration of Rights by
the Reign, of Terror—the classless society never comes, the State never
withers away. “Revolution is the most authoritarian thing imaginable,”
said Engels; and Landauer said that every utopia leads to a new topia,
jut as the old topia led to utopia in the first place. Plus ¢ca change . .

This is why Alex Comfort turned Marx on his head: “The wai
is not between classes. The war is at root between individuals and
barbarian society.” (If this is bourgeois idealism, then vive la bour-
geoisie!) The war for freedom is the war against society . . . Revolution
is not a single act, it is an unending process based upon individual
disobedience.” Here we see the distinction made by Max Stirner in
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The Ego & His Own (1845) between revolution and insurrection:
“Revolution aims at new arrangements—insurrection aims not at any
new arrangements of ourselves but at arrangements by ourselves.”
Exactly the same distinction, this time between revolution and rebellion,
is made by Albert Camus in The Rebel (1951): “The claim of rebellion
is unity, the claim of revolution is totality . . . One is creative, the othe1
is nihilist.” The revolutionary goal may be liberty and equality, but
the revolutionary way leads straight to inequality and slavery. Only
insurrection recognises that ends and means are in practice the same,
that men can never surrender their responsibility. Revolution uses
dissent at one moment, only to enforce rigid assent at the next—revo-
lutionary disobedience today prepares for even sterner revolutionary
obedience tomorrow. Revolution overturns the structure of the State,
insurrection overthrows it. Insurrection is the libertarian revolution,
undiluted and uninterrupted disobedience, refusing obedience to superiors
without seeking it from inferiors, the utopia without any topia.

This is the disobedience of the individual against society as well as
of the subject against the State, and this individualism lies at the centre
of what Alex Comfort, writing in the middle of the last war, called the
“ideology of romanticism”2—an ideology based on the conviction “that
the common enemy of man is death, that the common tie of man is
victimhood, and that anyone who in attempting to escape the realisation
of that victimhood in himself increases its incidence upon others, is a
traitor to humanity and an ally of death.” Thus “the romantic has only
two basic certainties—the certainty of irresoluble conflict which cannot
be won but must be continued, and the certainty that there exists between
all human beings who are involved in this conflict an indefeasible
responsibility to one another . The romantic has two enemies, death,
and the obedient who by conformity to power and irresponsibility ally
themselves with death.” This means that ‘“the romantic recognises a
perpetual struggle upon two levels, the fight against death . . . and the
struggle against those men and institutions who ally themselves with
death against humanity, the struggle against barbarism.”

The ideology of the new pacifism is precisely this ideology of
romanticism, which explains how the new pacifists manage to combine
individual responsibility with collective resistance. We are not protozoa,
who exist in isolation, nor metazoa, who exist in organic structures, but
parazoa—who can pass from one state to the other, thousands of
individuals combining and dividing in response to their environment.
The new pacifism rests upon shared personal responsibility. In Politics
as a Vocation (1918), Max Weber distinguished between the “ethic of
ultimate ends” and the “ethic of responsibility”. The ideology of
romanticism denies any such distinction and insists that the dilemma
is imaginary. We say the way and the goal are one—that “he who would
do good to another,” as Blake put it, “must do it in minute particulars™
—that in the shadow of the Bomb there is nothing more irresponsible
than the so-called “responsible” people who make, test and use it, and
nothing more responsible than the “irresponsible” people who resist it
in the name of ultimate ends. The only responsibility we will accept is
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“a responsibility borne out of a sense of victimhood, of community in
a hostile universe, and destined like Prometheus, its central creation, to
be the perpetual advocate and defender of man against barbarism,

community against irresponsibility, life against homicidal and suicidal
obedience.”

This is typically the responsibility of the artist and the intellectual,
not because artists and intellectuals are any more responsible than other
people but because the nature of their work repeatedly forces the question

of responsibility onto their attention. George Woodcock said during the
last war:

The really independent writer, by the very exercise of his function,
represents a revolutionary force . . . Any honest artist is an agitator, an
anarchist, an incendiary. By expressing an independent standard of values
he attacks the principle of authority, by portraying the truth according to
his own vision he attacks the factual manifestations of authority.3

Of course few writers are independent, few artists are honest; but
the slightest measure of artistic or intellectual independence and honesty
must rest on individual responsibility, and individualism in thought,
word and deed means disagreement, dissent and disobedience. *“No
creative activity is free from the sense of protest”, says Alex Comfort.
“T believe that the poet is necessarily an anarchist,” says Herbert Read;
“he has two principal duties: to mirror the world as it is, and to imagine
the world as it might be.” Or in Shelley’s famous phrase, “Poets are
the unacknowledged legislators of the world”—not because they have
authority but because they deny authority, because they hold children
from play and old men from the chimney-corner and speak to them face
to face.

A poet here is not just a man who plays with words but a man
who creates ideas (poietes is the Greek for “creator”). Think of men
who have created ideas in history, even those who were “only” poets in
the usual sense. Think of Milton, Shelley and Blake in this country:
think of Mayakovsky, Pasternak, and now Yevtushenko in Soviet Russia.
And if you ever doubt the power of the written word, think of the Nazis
who enslaved Europe but couldn’t stop a little Jewish girl writing in her
diary; they managed to kill Anne Frank, but as Ernst Schnabel says in
The Footsteps of Anne Frank (1958), “Her voice was preserved out of
the millions that were silenced, this voice no louder than a child’s
whisper . . . and it has outlasted the shouts of the murderers and has
soared above the voices of time.” Who remembers the people who
persecuted Milton and Shelley and Blake? Who will remember those
who have persecuted Mayakovsky and Pasternak and Yevtushenko?
No wonder the acknowledged legislators of the world tremble before
the poets, the creators of ideas—no wonder Plato would have driven
them from his Republic. They are the yeast in society, the only obstacle
to entropy.

Take Yevgeni Zamyatin, the Russian writer whose anti-utopian
novel We got him into trouble back in the Twenties, so that he was
framed in 1929 and forced to leave the country. In 1925 he said, “Then

101

I was a Bolshevik, now I am not a Bolshevik,” and we can see why in
an essay he wrote just a few months earlier:

Revolution is everywhere and in all things; it is infinite, there is no final
revolution, no end to the sequence of integers. Social revolution 1s only
one in the infinite sequence of integers. The law of revolution 1s not a
social law, it is immeasurably greater—it is a cosmic, universal law, such
as the law of the conservation of energy and the law of the loss of energy,
or entropy . . . Red, fiery, death-dealing is the law of revolution; but that
death is the birth of a new life, of a new star. And cold, blue as ice, as
the icy interplanetary infinities, is the law of entropy. The flame turns from
a fiery red to an even, warm pink, no longer d.eath-deahng but comfort-
producing. The sun ages and becomes a planet suitable for highways, shops,
bed, prostitutes, prisons—that is a law. And in order to make the planet

young again, we must set it on fire, we must thrust it off the smooth highway

of evolution—that too is a law.*

This is simply an, imaginative expression of the idea in Landauer’s
The Revolution (1907), and against it we might put Bart de Ligt’s law—
The more violence, the less revolution. But Zamyatin was an intellectual
—a poet, we may say—and so he is concerned with the intellectualk
responsibility for resistance to entropy:

Explosions are not comfortable things. That is why the exploders,
the heretics, are quite rightly annihilated by fire, by axes, and by words.
Heretics are harmful to everybody today, to every evolution, to the difficult,
slow, useful—so very useful—constructive process of coral reef building.
Imprudently and foolishly they leap into today from tomorrow. They are
romantics . . . It is right and proper that heretical literature, literature that
is damaging to dogma, should have its head cut off—such literature 1s
harmful. But harmful literature is more useful than useful literature,
because it militates against calcification, sclerosis, encrustation, moss, peace.
It is ridiculous and utopian . . . Ideas which feed on minced meat lose:
their teeth just as civilised men do. Heretics are necessary to health. If
there are no heretics, they have to be invented.

Trotsky was wrong when he said that “all through history, mind
limps after reality;” and Gorky was right when he said that “reality
always lags behind the human mind.” It is the single individual trapped
in the topia who creates utopia, and whenever “utopia” is used as a
term of abuse we should remember what Oscar Wilde said about it:

A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not worth even
glancing at, for it leaves out the one country at which Humanity is always:
landing. And when Humanity lands there it looks out and, seeing a
better country, sets sail. Progress is the realisation of Utopias.5

The new pacifists are talking about Jerusalem, they are heretics,
utopians, romantics—remember Kingsley Amis’s definition of political
romanticism as “an irrational capacity to become inflamed by interests
and causes that are not one’s own, that are outside oneself”, in his
Socialism and the Intellectuals (1957). Above all the new pacifists are
individualists, for their sort of disobedience can only work upwards
against the State and outwards against the servile society from the
individual. Several of them can disobey at the same time, but their
action remains individual. Direct action that is totally non-violent and
altruistic—unattached—remains individual action even if thousands take
part. Unilateralist action has always been voluntary and free from
external discipline, free sometimes even from organisation. No wonder














































