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Section J - What do anarchists do?

This section discusses what anarchists get up to. There is little point thinking about the world
unless you also want to change it for the better. And by trying to change it, you change
yourself and others, making radical change more of a possibility. Therefore anarchists give
their whole-hearted support to attempts by ordinary people to improve their lives by their
own actions. We urge "emancipation through practical action" recognising that the
"collective experience"” gained in "the collective struggle of the workers against the bosses"
will transform how they see the world and the world itself. [Bakunin, The Basic Bakunin, p.
103] Ultimately, "[t]he true man does not lie in the future, an object of longing, but lies,
existent and real, in the present.” [Stirner, The Ego and Its Own, p. 327]

Anarchism is more than just a critique of statism and capitalism or a vision of a freer, better
way of life. It is first and foremost a movement, the movement of working class people
attempting to change the world. Therefore the kind of activity we discuss in this section of
the FAQ forms the bridge between capitalism and anarchy. By self-activity and direct action,
people can change both themselves and their surroundings. They develop within themselves
the mental, ethical and spiritual qualities which can make an anarchist society a viable option.
As Noam Chomsky argues:

"Only through their own struggle for liberation will ordinary people come to
comprehend their true nature, suppressed and distorted within institutional structures
designed to assure obedience and subordination. Only in this way will people develop
more humane ethical standards, 'a new sense of right’, ‘the consciousness of their
strength and their importance as a social factor in the life of their time' and their
capacity to realise the strivings of their 'inmost nature." Such direct engagement in the
work of social reconstruction is a prerequisite for coming to perceive this 'inmost
nature' and is the indispensable foundations upon which it can flourish™ ["preface”,
Rudolf Rocker, Anarcho-Syndicalism, p. iii]

In other words, anarchism is not primarily a vision of a better future, but the actual social
movement which is fighting within the current unjust and unfree society for that better future
and to improve things in the here and now. Without standing up for yourself and what you
believe is right, nothing will change. Thus anarchy can be found "wherever free thought
breaks loose from the chains of dogma; wherever the spirit of inquiry rejects the old
formulas, wherver the human will asserts itself through independent actions; wherever honest
people, rebelling against all enforced discipline, join freely together in order to educate
themselves, and to reclaim, without any master, their share of life, and the complete
satisfaction of their needs." [ElisA©e Reclus, quoted by John P. Clark and Camille Martin
(ed.), Anarchy, Geography, Modernity, p. 62]

For anarchists, the future is already appearing in the present and is expressed by the
creativity of working class self-activity. Anarchy is not some-day-to-be-achieved utopia, it is
a living reality whose growth only needs to be freed from constraint. As such anarchist
activity is about discovering and aiding emerging trends of mutual aid which work against
capitalist domination, so the Anarchist "studies society and tries to discover its tendencies,
past and present, its growing needs, intellectual and economic, and in his [or her] ideal he
merely points out in which direction evolution goes." [Peter Kropotkin, Anarchism, p. 47]



Indeed, as we discussed in section 1.2.3, the future structures of a free society are created in
the struggles against oppression today.

The kinds of activity outlined in this section are a general overview of anarchist work. It is by
no means exclusive -- we are sure to have left something out. However, the key aspect of real
anarchist activity is direct action - self-activity, self-help, self-liberation and solidarity ("We
wish,™ as French syndicalist Fernand Pelloutier wrote, "that the emancipation of the people
might be the work of the people themselves.” [quoted by Jeremy Jennings, Syndicalism in
France, p. 18]). Such activity may be done by individuals (for example, propaganda work),
but usually anarchists emphasise collective activity. This is because most of our problems are
of a social nature, meaning that their solutions can only be worked on collectively. Individual
solutions to social problems are doomed to failure, at best slowing down what they are
opposed to (most obviously, ethical consumerism as discussed in section E.5). In addition,
collective action gets us used to working together, promoting the experience of self-
management and building organisations that will allow us to actively manage our own affairs.
Also, and we would like to emphasise this, it can be fun to get together with other people and
work with them, it can be fulfilling and empowering.

Anarchists do not ask those in power to give up that power. No, we promote forms of activity
and organisation by which all the oppressed can liberate themselves by their own hands. In
other words, we do not think that those in power will altruistically renounce that power or
their privileges. Instead, the oppressed must take the power back into their own hands by
their own actions. We must free ourselves, no one else can do it for use.

Here we will discuss anarchist ideas on struggle, what anarchists actually (and, almost as
importantly, do not) do in the here and now and the sort of alternatives anarchists try to build
within statism and capitalism in order to destroy them. As well as a struggle against
oppression, anarchist activity is also struggle for freedom. As well as fighting against
material poverty, anarchists combat spiritual poverty. By resisting hierarchy we emphasis the
importance of living and of life as art. By proclaiming ""Neither Master nor Slave' we urge
an ethical transformation, a transformation that will help create the possibility of a truly free
society. This point was stressed by Emma Goldman after she saw the defeat of the Russian
Revolution by a combination of Leninist politics and capitalist armed intervention:

"revolution is in vain unless inspired by its ultimate ideal. Revolutionary methods
must be in tune with revolutionary aims . . . In short, the ethical values which the
revolution is to establish must be initiated with the revolutionary activities . . . The
latter can only serve as a real and dependable bridge to the better life if built of the
same material as the life to be achieved.” [Red Emma Speaks, p. 404]

In other words, anarchist activity is more than creating libertarian alternatives and resisting
hierarchy, it is about building the new world in the shell of the old not only with regards to
organisations and self-activity, but also within the individual. It is about transforming
yourself while transforming the world (both processes obviously interacting and supporting
each other) for while "we associate ourselves with others in working for . . . social revolution,
which for us means the destruction of all monopoly and all government, and the direct
seizure by the workers of the means of production” we do not forget that “the first aim of
Anarchism is to assert and make good the dignity of the individual human being." [Charlotte
Wilson, Anarchist Essays, p. 43 and p. 51]
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By direct action, self-management and self-activity we can make the words first heard in
Paris, 1968 a living reality: ""All power to the imagination!"* Words, we are sure, previous
generations of anarchists would have whole-heartedly agreed with. There is a power in
humans, a creative power, a power to alter what is into what should be. Anarchists try to
create alternatives that will allow that power to be expressed, the power of imagination.

Such a social movement will change how we act as individuals, with anarchists seeking to
apply our principles in our daily lives as much as our daily struggles. This means that
libertarians must change how we relate to our comrades and fellow workers by applying our
egalitarian ideals everywhere. Part of the task of anarchists is to challenge social hierarchies
everywhere, including in the home. As Durruti put it:

"When will you stop thinking like the bourgeoisie, that women are men's servants? It's
enough that society is divided into classes. We're not going to make even more classes
by creating differences between men and women in our own homes!" [quoted by Abel
Paz, Durruti in the Spanish Revolution, p. 341]

So we have a interactive process of struggle and transformation of both society and the
individuals within it. In the sections that follow we will discuss the forms of self-activity and
self-organisation which anarchists think will stimulate and develop the imagination of those
oppressed by hierarchy, build anarchy in action and help create a free society.

J.1 Are anarchists involved in social
struggles?

Yes. Anarchism, above all else, is a movement which aims to not only analyse the world but
also to change it. Therefore anarchists aim to participate in and encourage social struggle.
Social struggle includes strikes, marches, protests, demonstrations, boycotts, occupations and
so on. Such activities show that the "spirit of revolt™ is alive and well, that people are
thinking and acting for themselves and against what authorities want them to do. This, in the
eyes of anarchists, plays a key role in helping create the seeds of anarchy within capitalism.

Anarchists consider socialistic tendencies to develop within society as people see the benefits
of co-operation and particularly when mutual aid develops within the struggle against
authority, oppression and exploitation. Anarchism, as Kropotkin argued, "originated in
everyday struggles.” [Environment and Revolution, p.58] Therefore, anarchists do not
place anarchy abstractly against capitalism but see it as a tendency within and against the
system -- a tendency created by struggle and which can be developed to such a degree that it
can replace the dominant structures and social relationships with new, more liberatory and
humane ones. This perspective indicates why anarchists are involved in social struggles --
they are an expression of these tendencies within but against capitalism which can ultimately
replace it.

However, there is another reason why anarchists are involved in social struggle -- namely the
fact that we are part of the oppressed and, like other oppressed people, fight for our freedom
and to make our life better in the here and now. It is not in some distant tomorrow that we
want to see the end of oppression, exploitation and hierarchy. It is today, in our own life, that
the anarchist wants to win our freedom, or at the very least, to improve our situation, reduce



oppression, domination and exploitation as well as increasing individual liberty for "every
blow given to the institutions of private property and to the government, every exaltation of
the conscience of man, disruption of the present conditions, every lie unmasked, every part of
human activity taken away from the control of the authorities, every augmentation of the
spirit of solidarity and initiative is a step towards Anarchism."” [Errico Malatesta, Towards
Anarchism, p. 75] We are aware that we often fail to do so, but the very process of struggle
can help create a more libertarian aspect to society:

"Whatever may be the practical results of the struggle for immediate gains, the
greatest value lies in the struggle itself. For thereby workers [and other oppressed
sections of society] learn that the bosses interests are opposed to theirs and that they
cannot improve their conditions, and much less emancipate themselves, except by
uniting and becoming stronger than the bosses. If they succeed in getting what they
demand, they will be better off: they will earn more, work fewer hours and will have
more time and energy to reflect on the things that matter to them, and will
immediately make greater demands and have greater needs. If they do not succeed
they will be led to study the reasons of their failure and recognise the need for closer
unity and greater activity and they will in the end understand that to make victory
secure and definite, it is necessary to destroy capitalism. The revolutionary cause, the
cause of moral elevation and emancipation of the workers [and other oppressed
sections of society] must benefit by the fact that workers [and other oppressed people]
unite and struggle for their interests.” [Malatesta, Errico Malatesta: His Life and
Ideas, p. 191]

Therefore, "we as anarchists and workers, must incite and encourage" workers and other
oppressed people "to struggle, and join them in their struggle.” [Malatesta, Op. Cit., p. 190]
This is for three reasons. Firstly, struggle helps generate libertarian ideas and movements
which could help make existing society more anarchistic and less oppressive. Secondly,
struggle creates people, movements and organisations which are libertarian in nature and
which, potentially, can replace capitalism with a more humane society. Thirdly, because
anarchists are part of the oppressed and so have an interest in taking part in and showing
solidarity with struggles and movements that can improve our life in the here and now ("an
injury to one is an injury to all").

As we will see in section J.2 anarchists encourage direct action within social struggles as well
as arguing for anarchist ideas and theories. However, what is important to note here is that
social struggle is a sign that people are thinking and acting for themselves and working
together to change things. Howard Zinn is completely correct:

"civil disobedience . . . is not our problem. Our problem is civil obedience. Our
problem is that numbers of people all over the world have obeyed the dictates of the
leaders of their government and have gone to war, and millions have been killed
because of this obedience . . . Our problem is that people are obedient all over the
world in the face of poverty and starvation and stupidity, and war, and cruelty. Our
problem is that people are obedient while the jails are full of petty thieves, and all the
while the grand thieves are running the country. That's our problem.” [Failure to

Quit, p. 45]

Therefore, social struggle is an important thing for anarchists and we take part in it as much
as we can. Moreover, anarchists do more than just take part. We are fighting to get rid of the
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system that causes the problems which people fight against. We explain anarchism to those
who are involved in struggle with us and seek to show the relevance of anarchism to people's
everyday lives through such struggles and the popular organisations which they create. By so
doing we try to popularise the ideas and methods of anarchism, namely solidarity, self-
management and direct action.

Anarchists do not engage in abstract propaganda (become an anarchist, wait for the
revolution -- if we did that, in Malatesta's words, "that day would never come." [Op. Cit., p.
195]). We know that our ideas will only win a hearing and respect when we can show both
their relevance to people's lives in the here and now and show that an anarchist world is both
possible and desirable. In other words, social struggle is the "school™ of anarchism, the means
by which people become anarchists and anarchist ideas are applied in action. Hence the
importance of social struggle and anarchist participation within it.

Before discussing issues related to social struggle, it is important to point out here that
anarchists are interested in struggles against all forms of oppression and do not limit
ourselves to purely economic issues. The hierarchical and exploitative nature of the capitalist
economy is only part of the story -- other forms of oppression are needed in order to keep it
going (not to mention those associated with the state) and have resulted from its workings (in
addition to those inherited from previous hierarchical and class systems). Domination,
exploitation, hierarchy and oppression do not remain in the workplace. They infest our
homes, our friendships and our communities. They need to be fought everywhere, not just in
work.

Therefore, anarchists are convinced that human life and the struggle against oppression
cannot be reduced to mere money and, indeed, the "proclivity for economic reductionism is
now actually obscurantist. It not only shares in the bourgeois tendency to render material
egotism and class interest the centrepieces of history it also denigrates all attempts to
transcend this image of humanity as a mere economic being . . . by depicting them as mere
'marginalia’ at best, as 'well-intentioned middle-class ideology' at worse, or sneeringly, as
'diversionary,’ 'utopian,’ and 'unrealistic' . . . Capitalism, to be sure, did not create the
‘economy’ or ‘class interest," but it subverted all human traits -- be they speculative thought,
love, community, friendship, art, or self-governance -- with the authority of economic
calculation and the rule of quantity. Its 'bottom line' is the balance sheet's sum and its basic
vocabulary consists of simple numbers.” [Murray Bookchin, The Modern Crisis, pp. 125-
126]

In other words, issues such as freedom, justice, individual dignity, quality of life and so on
cannot be reduced to the categories of capitalist economics. Anarchists think that any radical
movement which does so fails to understand the nature of the system it is fighting against
(indeed, economic reductionism plays into the hands of capitalist ideology). So, when
anarchists take part in and encourage social struggle they do not aim to restrict or reduce
them to economic issues (however important these are). The anarchist knows that the
individual has more interests than just material ones and we consider it essential to take into
account the needs of the emotions, mind and spirit just as much as those of the belly:

"The class struggle does not centre around material exploitation alone but also
around spiritual exploitation. In addition, entirely new issues emerge: coercive
attitudes, the quality of work, ecology (or stated in more general terms, psychological
and environmental oppression) . . . Terms like ‘classes’ and ‘class struggle,’ conceived
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of almost entirely as economic categories and relations, are too one-sided to express
the universalisation of the struggle. Use these limited expressions if you like (the
target is still a ruling class and a class society), but this terminology, with its
traditional connotations, does not reflect the sweep and the multi-dimensional nature
of the struggle . . . [and] fail to encompass the cultural and spiritual revolt that is
taking place along with the economic struggle.” [Post-Scarcity Anarchism, pp. 151-
2]

For anarchists, exploitation and class rule are just part of a wider system of domination and
hierarchy. Material gains, therefore, can never completely make-up for oppressive social
relationships. As the anarchist character created by anarchist science-fiction writer Ursula Le
Guin put it, capitalists "think if people have enough things they will be content to live in
prison.” [The Dispossessed, p. 120] Anarchists disagree -- and the experience of social revolt
in the "affluent™ 1960s proves their case.

This is unsurprising for, ultimately, the "antagonism [between classes] is spiritual rather
than material. There will never be a sincere understanding between bosses and workers. . .
because the bosses above all want to remain bosses and secure always more power at the
expense of the workers, as well as by competition with other bosses, whereas the workers
have had their fill of bosses and don't want any more."” [Malatesta, Op. Cit., p. 79]

J.1.1 Why are social struggles important?

Social struggle is an expression of the class struggle, namely the struggle of working class
people against their exploitation, oppression and alienation and for their liberty from
capitalist and state. It is what happens when one group of people have hierarchical power
over another: where there is oppression, there is resistance and where there is resistance to
authority you will see anarchy in action. For this reason anarchists are in favour of, and are
involved within, social struggles. Ultimately they are a sign of individuals asserting their
autonomy and disgust at an unfair system. As Howard Zinn stresses:

"Both the source and the solution of our civil liberties problems are in the situations
of every day: where we live, where we work, where we go to school, where we spend
most of our hours. Our actual freedom is not determined by the Constitution or by
[the Supreme] Court, but by the power the policeman has over us in the street or that
of the local judge behind him; by the authority of our employers [if we are working];
by the power of teachers, principals, university president, and boards of trustees if we
are students; by the welfare bureaucracy if we are poor [or unemployed]; by prison
guards if we are in jail; by landlords if we are tenants; by the medical profession or
hospital administration if we are physically or mentally ill.

"Freedom and justice are local things, at hand, immediate. They are determined by
power and money, whose authority over our daily lives is much less ambiguous than
decisions of the Supreme Court. Whatever claim we . . . can make to liberty on the
national level . . . on the local level we live at different times in different feudal
fiefdoms where our subordination is clear.” [Failure to Quit, pp. 53-4]

These realities of wealth and power will remain unshaken unless counter-forces appear on the
very ground our liberty is restricted -- on the street, in workplaces, at home, at school, in



hospitals and so on. For the "only limit to the oppression of government is the power with
which people show themselves capable of opposing it." [Malatesta, Errico Malatesta: His
Life and Ideas, p. 196]

Social struggles for improvements are also important indications of the spirit of revolt and of
people supporting each other in the continual assertion of their (and our) freedom. They show
people standing up for what they consider right and just, building alternative organisations,
creating their own solutions to their problems - and are a slap in the face of all the paternal
authorities which dare govern us. Hence their importance to anarchists and all people
interested in extending freedom.

In addition, social struggle helps break people from their hierarchical conditioning.
Anarchists view people not as fixed objects to be classified and labelled, but as human beings
engaged in making their own lives. We live, love, think, feel, hope, dream, and can change
ourselves, our environment and social relationships. Social struggle is the way this is done
collectively. Such struggle promotes attributes within people which are crushed by hierarchy
(attributes such as imagination, organisational skills, self-assertion, self-management, critical
thought, self-confidence and so on) as people come up against practical problems in their
struggles and have to solve them themselves. This builds self-confidence and an awareness of
individual and collective power. By seeing that their boss, the state and so on are against
them they begin to realise that they live in a class ridden, hierarchical society that depends
upon their submission to work. As such, social struggle is a politicising experience.

Struggle allows those involved to develop their abilities for self-rule through practice and so
begins the process by which individuals assert their ability to control their own lives and to
participate in social life directly. These are all key elements of anarchism and are required for
an anarchist society to work ("Self-management of the struggle comes first, then comes self-
management of work and society" [Alfredo Bonnano, "Self-Management", pp. 35-37,
Anarchy: A Journal of Desire Armed, no. 48, p. 35]). So self-activity is a key factor in self-
liberation, self-education and the creating of anarchists. In a nutshell, people learn in struggle:

"In our opinion all action which is directed toward the destruction of economic and
political oppression, which serves to raise the moral and intellectual level of the
people; which gives them an awareness of their individual rights and their power, and
persuades them themselves to act on their own behalf . . . brings us closer to our ends
and is therefore a good thing. On the other hand all activity which tends to preserve
the present state of affairs, that tends to sacrifice man against his will for the triumph
of a principle, is bad because it is a denial of our ends. [Malatesta, Op. Cit., p. 69]

A confident working class is an essential factor in making successful and libertarian
improvements within the current system and, ultimately, in making a revolution. Without that
self-confidence people tend to just follow "leaders” and we end up changing rulers rather than
changing society. So part of our job as anarchists is to encourage people to fight for whatever
small reforms are possible at present, to improve our/their conditions, to give people
confidence in their ability to start taking control of their lives, and to point out that there is a
limit to whatever (sometimes temporary) gains capitalism will or can concede. Hence the
need for a revolutionary change.

Only this can ensure that anarchist ideas are the most popular ones for if we think a
movement is, all things considered, a positive or progressive one then we should not abstain
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but should seek to popularise anarchist ideas and strategies within it. In this way we create
"*schools of anarchy" within the current system and lay the foundations of something better.
Revolutionary tendencies and movements, in other words, must create the organisations that
contain, in embryo, the society of the future (see section H.1.6). These organisations, in turn,
further the progress of radical change by providing social spaces for the transformation of
individuals (via the use of direct action, practising self-management and solidarity, and so
on). Therefore, social struggle aids the creation of a free society by accustoming people to
govern themselves within self-managed organisations and empowering the (officially)
disempowered via the use of direct action and mutual aid.

Hence the importance of social (or class) struggle for anarchists (which, we may add, goes on
all the time and is a two-sided affair). Social struggle is the means of breaking the normality
of capitalist and statist life, a means of developing the awareness for social change and the
means of making life better under the current system. The moment that people refuse to bow
to authority, its days are numbered. Social struggle indicates that some of the oppressed see
that by using their power of disobedience they can challenge, perhaps eventually end,
hierarchical power.

Ultimately, anarchy is not just something you believe in, it is not a cool label you affix to
yourself, it is something you do. You participate. If you stop doing it, anarchy crumbles.
Social struggle is the means by which we ensure that anarchy becomes stronger and grows.

J.1.2 Are anarchists against reforms?

No, we are not. While most anarchists are against reformism (namely the notion that we can
somehow reform capitalism and the state away) we are most definitely in favour of reforms
(i.e. improvements in the here and now). Anarchists are radicals; as such, we seek the root
causes of societal problems. Reformists seek to ameliorate the symptoms of societal
problems, while anarchists focus on the causes.

This does not mean, however, that we ignore struggles for reforms in the here and now. The
claim that anarchists are against such improvements are often put forth by opponents of
anarchism in an effort to paint us as irrelevant extremists with no practical outlet for our ideas
beyond abstract calls for revolution. This is not true. Libertarians are well aware that we can
act to make our lives better while, at the same time, seeking to remove the root causes of the
problems we face. (see, for example, Emma Goldman's account of her recognition of how
false it was deny the need for short-term reforms in favour of revolution. [Living My L.ife,
vol. 1, p. 52]). In the words of the revolutionary syndicalist Emile Pouget:

"Trade union endeavour has a double aim: with tireless persistence, it must pursue
betterment of the working class's current conditions. But, without letting themselves
become obsessed with this passing concern, the workers should take care to make
possible and imminent the essential act of comprehensive emancipation: the
expropriation of capital.

"At present, trade union action is designed to win partial and gradual improvements

which, far from constituting a goal, can only be considered as a means of stepping up
demands and wresting further improvements from capitalism . . .
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"This question of partial improvements served as the pretext for attempts to sow
discord in the trades associations. Politicians . . . have tried to . . . stir up ill-feeling
and to split the unions into two camps, by categorising workers as reformists and as
revolutionaries. The better to discredit the latter, they have dubbed them 'the
advocates of all or nothing' and they have falsely represented them as supposed
adversaries of improvements achievable right now.

"The most that can be said about this nonsense is that it is witless. There is not a
worker . . . who, on grounds of principle or for reasons of tactics, would insist upon
working ten hours for an employer instead of eight hours, while earning six francs
instead of seven . . .

"What appears to afford some credence to such chicanery is the fact that the unions,
cured by the cruel lessons of experience from all hope in government intervention, are
justifiably mistrustful of it. They know that the State, whose function is to act as
capital's gendarme, is, by its very nature, inclined to tip the scales in favour of the
employer side. So, whenever a reform is brought about by legal avenues, they do not
fall upon it with the relish of a frog devouring the red rag that conceals the hook, they
greet it with all due caution, especially as this reform is made effective only if the
workers are organised to insist forcefully upon its implementation.

"The trade unions are even more wary of gifts from the government because they have
often found these to be poison gifts . . . Wanting real improvements . . . instead of
waiting until the government is generous enough to bestow them, they wrest them in
open battle, through direct action.

"If, as sometimes is the case, the improvement they seek is subject to the law, the trade
unions strive to obtain it through outside pressure brought to bear upon the
authorities and not by trying to return specially mandated deputies to Parliament, a
puerile pursuit that might drag on for centuries before there was a majority in favour
of the yearned-for reform.

"When the desired improvement is to be wrestled directly from the capitalist, the
trades associations resort to vigorous pressure to convey their wishes. Their methods
may well vary, although the direct action principle underlies them all . . .

"But, whatever the improvement won, it must always represent a reduction in
capitalist privileges and be a partial expropriation. So . . . the fine distinction between
‘reformist’ and 'revolutionary' evaporates and one is led to the conclusion that the
only really reformist workers are the revolutionary syndicalists.” [No Gods, No
Masters, vol. 2, pp. 71-3]

Pouget was referring to revolutionary unions but his argument can be generalised to all social
movements.

By seeking improvements from below by direct action, solidarity and the organisation of
those who directly suffer the injustice, anarchists can make reforms more substantial,
effective and long lasting than "reforms™ made from above by reformists. By recognising that
the effectiveness of a reform is dependent on the power of the oppressed to resist those who
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would dominate them, anarchists seek change from the bottom-up and so make reforms real
rather than just words gathering dust in the law books.

For example, a reformist sees poverty and looks at ways to lessen the destructive and
debilitating effects of it: this produced things like the minimum wage, affirmative action, the
projects in the USA and similar reforms in other countries. An anarchist looks at poverty and
says, "what causes this?" and attacks that source of poverty, rather than the symptoms. While
reformists may succeed in the short run with their institutional panaceas, the festering
problems remain untreated, dooming reform to eventual costly, inevitable failure -- measured
in human lives, no less. Like a quack that treats the symptoms of a disease without getting rid
of what causes it, all the reformist can promise is short-term improvements for a condition
that never goes away and may ultimately kill the sufferer. The anarchist, like a real doctor,
investigates the causes of the illness and treats them while fighting the symptoms.

Therefore, anarchists are of the opinion that "[w]hile preaching against every kind of
government, and demanding complete freedom, we must support all struggles for partial
freedom, because we are convinced that one learns through struggle, and that once one
begins to enjoy a little freedom one ends by wanting it all. We must always be with the people
... [and] get them to understand . . . [what] they may demand should be obtained by their
own efforts and that they should despise and detest whoever is part of, or aspires to,
government.” [Malatesta, Errico Malatesta: His Life and Ideas p. 195]

So, anarchists are not opposed to struggles for reforms and improvements in the here and
now. Indeed, few anarchists think that an anarchist society will occur without a long period of
anarchist activity encouraging and working within social struggle against injustice. Thus
Malatesta's words:

"the subject is not whether we accomplish Anarchism today, tomorrow or within ten
centuries, but that we walk towards Anarchism today, tomorrow and always."
[Towards Anarchism, p. 75]

So, when fighting for improvements anarchists do so in an anarchist way, one that encourages
self-management, direct action and the creation of libertarian solutions and alternatives to
both capitalism and the state.

J.1.3 Why are anarchists against reformism?

Firstly, it must be pointed out that the struggle for reforms within capitalism is not the same
as reformism. Reformism is the idea that reforms within capitalism are enough in themselves
and attempts to change the system are impossible (and not desirable). As such all anarchists
are against this form of reformism -- we think that the system can be (and should be) changed
and until that happens any reforms, no matter how essential, will not get to the root of social
problems.

In addition, particularly in the old social democratic labour movement, reformism also meant
the belief that social reforms could be used to transform capitalism into socialism. In this
sense, only Individualist anarchists and Mutualists can be considered reformist as they think
their system of mutual banking can reform capitalism into a free system. However, in contrast
to Social Democracy, such anarchists think that such reforms cannot come about via
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government action, but only by people creating their own alternatives and solutions by their
own actions:

"But experience testifies and philosophy demonstrates, contrary to that prejudice, that
any revolution, to be effective, must be spontaneous and emanate, not from the heads
of the authorities but from the bowels of the people: that government is reactionary
rather than revolutionary: that it could not have any expertise in revolutions, given
that society, to which that secret is alone revealed, does not show itself through
legislative decree but rather through the spontaneity of its manifestations: that,
ultimately, the only connection between government and labour is that labour, in
organising itself, has the abrogation of government as its mission.” [Proudhon, No
Gods, No Master, vol. 1, p. 52]

So, anarchists oppose reformism because it takes the steam out of revolutionary movements
by providing easy, decidedly short-term "solutions" to deep social problems. In this way,
reformists can present the public with they've done and say "look, all is better now. The
system worked." Trouble is that over time, the problems will only continue to grow because
the reforms did not tackle them in the first place. To use Alexander Berkman's excellent
analogy:

"If you should carry out [the reformers'] ideas in your personal life, you would not
have a rotten tooth that aches pulled out all at once. You would have it pulled out a
little to-day, some more next week, for several months or years, and by then you
would be ready to pull it out altogether, so it should not hurt so much. That is the
logic of the reformer. Don't be 'too hasty," don't pull a bad tooth out all at once."
[What is Anarchism?, p. 64]

Rather than seek to change the root cause of the problems (namely in a hierarchical,
oppressive and exploitative system), reformists try to make the symptoms better. In the words
of Berkman again:

"Suppose a pipe burst in your house. You can put a bucket under the break to catch
the escaping water. You can keep on putting buckets there, but as long as you do not
mend the broken pipe, the leakage will continue, no matter how much you may swear
about it . . . until you repair the broken social pipe." [Op. Cit., pp. 67-8]

What reformism fails to do is fix the underlying root causes of the real problems society
faces. Therefore, reformists try to pass laws which reduce the level of pollution rather than
work to end a system in which it makes economic sense to pollute. Or they pass laws to
improve working conditions and safety while failing to get rid of the wage slavery which
creates the bosses whose interests are served by them ignoring those laws and regulations.
The list is endless. Ultimately, reformism fails because reformists “believe in good faith that
it is possible to eliminate the existing social evils by recognising and respecting, in practice if
not in theory, the basic political and economic institutions which are the cause of, as well as
the prop that supports these evils." [Malatesta, Errico Malatesta: His Life and Ideas, p. 82]

Revolutionaries, in contrast to reformists, fight both symptoms and the root causes. They
recognise that as long as the cause of the evil remains, any attempts to fight the symptoms,
however necessary, will never get to the root of the problem. There is no doubt that we have
to fight the symptoms, however revolutionaries recognise that this struggle is not an end in
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itself and should be considered purely as a means of increasing working class strength and
social power within society until such time as capitalism and the state (i.e. the root causes of
most problems) can be abolished.

Reformists also tend to objectify the people whom they are "helping": they envision them as
helpless, formless masses who need the wisdom and guidance of the "best and the brightest"
to lead them to the Promised Land. Reformists mean well, but this is altruism borne of
ignorance, which is destructive over the long run. Freedom cannot be given and so any
attempt to impose reforms from above cannot help but ensure that people are treated as
children, incapable of making their own decisions and, ultimately, dependent on bureaucrats
to govern them. This can be seen from public housing. As Colin Ward argues, the "whole
tragedy of publicly provided non-profit housing for rent and the evolution of this form of
tenure in Britain is that the local authorities have simply taken over, though less flexibly, the
role of the landlord, together with all the dependency and resentment that it engenders."
[Housing: An Anarchist Approach, p. 184] This feature of reformism was skilfully used by
the right-wing to undermine publicly supported housing and other aspects of the welfare
state. The reformist social-democrats reaped what they had sown.

Reformism often amounts to little more than an altruistic contempt for the masses, who are
considered as little more than victims who need to be provided for by state. The idea that we
may have our own visions of what we want is ignored and replaced by the vision of the
reformists who enact legislation for us and make "reforms™ from the top-down. Little wonder
such reforms can be counter-productive -- they cannot grasp the complexity of life and the
needs of those subject to them. Reformists effectively say, "don't do anything, we'll do it for
you." You can see why anarchists would loathe this sentiment; anarchists are the consummate
do-it-yourselfers, and there's nothing reformists hate more than people who can take care of
themselves, who will not let them "help™ them.

Reformists may mean well, but they do not grasp the larger picture -- by focusing exclusively
on narrow aspects of a problem, they choose to believe that is the whole problem. In this
wilfully narrow examination of pressing social ills, reformists are, more often than not,
counter-productive. The disaster of the urban rebuilding projects in the United States (and
similar projects in Britain which moved inter-city working class communities into edge of
town developments during the 1950s and 1960s) are an example of reformism at work: upset
at the growing slums, reformists supported projects that destroyed the ghettos and built
brand-new housing for working class people to live in. They looked nice (initially), but they
did nothing to address the problem of poverty and indeed created more problems by breaking
up communities and neighbourhoods.

Logically, it makes no sense. Why dance around a problem when you can attack it directly?
Reformists dilute social movements, softening and weakening them over time. The AFL-CIO
labour unions in the USA, like the ones in Western Europe, killed the labour movement by
narrowing and channelling labour activity and taking power from the workers themselves,
where it belongs, and placing it the hands of a bureaucracy. The British Labour Party, after
over 100 years of reformist practice, has done little more than manage capitalism, seen most
of its reforms undermined by right-wing governments (and by the following Labour
governments!) and the creation of a leadership of the party (in the shape of New Labour)
which was in most ways as right-wing as the Conservative Party (if not more so, as shown
once they were in power). Bakunin would not have been surprised.
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Also, it is funny to hear left-wing "revolutionaries™ and "radicals™ put forward the reformist
line that the capitalist state can help working people (indeed be used to abolish itself!).
Despite the fact that leftists blame the state and capitalism for most of the problems we face,
they usually turn to the capitalist state to remedy the situation, not by leaving people alone,
but by becoming more involved in people's lives. They support government housing,
government jobs, welfare, government-funded and regulated child care, government-funded
drug "treatment,” and other government-centred programmes and activities. If a capitalist
(and racist/sexist/authoritarian) government is the problem, how can it be depended upon to
change things to the benefit of working class people or other oppressed sections of the
population? Surely any reforms passed by the state will not solve the problem? As Malatesta
suggested:

"Governments and the privileged classes are naturally always guided by instincts of
self-preservation, of consolidation and the development of their powers and
privileges; and when they consent to reforms it is either because they consider that
they will serve their ends or because they do not feel strong enough to resist, and give
in, fearing what might otherwise be a worse alternative." [Op. Cit., p. 81]

Therefore, reforms gained by direct action are of a different quality and nature than those
passed by reformist politicians -- these latter will only serve the interests of the ruling class as
they do not threaten their privileges while the former have the potential for real change.

This is not to say that Anarchists oppose all state-based reforms nor that we join with the
right in seeking to destroy them (or, for that matter, with "left" politicians in seeking to
"reform” them, i.e., reduce them). Without a popular social movement creating alternatives to
state welfare, so-called "reform™" by the state almost always means attacks on the most
vulnerable elements in society in the interests of capital. As anarchists are against both state
and capitalism, we can oppose such reforms without contradiction while, at the same time,
arguing that welfare for the rich should be abolished long before welfare for the many is even
thought about. See section J.5.15 for more discussion on the welfare state and anarchist
perspectives on it.

Instead of encouraging working class people to organise themselves and create their own
alternatives and solutions to their problem (which can supplement, and ultimately replace,
whatever welfare state activity which is actually useful), reformists and other radicals urge
people to get the state to act for them. However, the state is not the community and so
whatever the state does for people you can be sure it will be in its interests, not theirs. As
Kropotkin put it:

"We maintain that the State organisation, having been the force to which the
minorities resorted for establishing and organising their power over the masses,
cannot be the force which will serve to destroy these privileges . . . the economic and
political liberation of man will have to create new forms for its expression in life,
instead of those established by the State.

"Consequently, the chief aim of Anarchism is to awaken those constructive powers of

the labouring masses of the people which at all great moments of history came
forward to accomplish the necessary changes . . .
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"This is also why the Anarchists refuse to accept the functions of legislators or
servants of the State. We know that the social revolution will not be accomplished by
means of laws. Laws only follow the accomplished facts . . . a law remains a dead
letter so long as there are not on the spot the living forces required for making of the
tendencies expressed in the law an accomplished fact.

"On the other hand . . . the Anarchists have always advised taking an active part in
those workers' organisations which carry on the direct struggle of Labour against
Capital and its protector, -- the State.

"Such a struggle . . . better than any other indirect means, permits the worker to
obtain some temporary improvements in the present conditions of work [and life in
general], while it opens his [or her] eyes to the evil that is done by Capitalism and the
State that supports it, and wakes up his [or her] thoughts concerning the possibility of
organising consumption, production, and exchange without the intervention of the
capitalist and the State.” [Environment and Evolution, pp. 82-3]

Therefore, while seeking reforms, anarchists are against reformism and reformists. Reforms
are not seen as an end in themselves but rather a means of changing society from the bottom-
up and a step in that direction:

"Each step towards economic freedom, each victory won over Capitalism will be at
the same time a step towards political liberty -- towards liberation from the yoke of
the State . . . And each step towards taking from the State any one of its powers and
attributes will be helping the masses to win a victory over Capitalism." [Kropotkin,
Op. Cit., p. 95]

However, no matter what, anarchists "will never recognise the institutions; we will take or
win all possible reforms with the same spirit that one tears occupied territory from the
enemy's grasp in order to keep advancing, and we will always remain enemies of every
government.” Therefore, it is "not true to say" that anarchists "are systematically opposed to
improvements, to reforms. They oppose the reformists on the one hand because their methods
are less effective for securing reforms from government and employers, who only give in
through fear, and because very often the reforms they prefer are those which not only bring
doubtful immediate benefits, but also serve to consolidate the existing regime and to give the
workers a vested interest in its continued existence."” [Malatesta, Op. Cit., p. 81 and p. 83]

Only working class people, by our own actions and organisations, getting the state and capital
out of the way can produce an improvement in our lives, indeed it is the only thing that will
lead to real changes for the better. Encouraging people to rely on themselves instead of the
state or capital can lead to self-sufficient, independent, and, hopefully, more rebellious
people. Working class people, despite having fewer options in a number of areas in our lives,
due both to hierarchy and restrictive laws, still are capable of making choices about our
actions, organising our own lives and are responsible for the consequences of our decisions.
We are also more than able to determine what is and is not a good reform to existing
institutions and do not need politicians informing us what is in our best interests (particularly
when it is the right seeking to abolish those parts of the state not geared purely to defending
property). To think otherwise is to infantilise us, to consider us less fully human than other
people and reproduce the classic capitalist vision of working class people as means of
production, to be used, abused, and discarded as required. Such thinking lays the basis for
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paternalistic interventions in our lives by the state, ensuring our continued dependence and
inequality -- and the continued existence of capitalism and the state. Ultimately, there are two
options:

"The oppressed either ask for and welcome improvements as a benefit graciously
conceded, recognise the legitimacy of the power which is over them, and so do more
harm than good by helping to slow down, or divert . . . the processes of emancipation.
Or instead they demand and impose improvements by their action, and welcome them
as partial victories over the class enemy, using them as a spur to greater
achievements, and thus a valid help and a preparation to the total overthrow of
privilege, that is, for the revolution.” [Malatesta, Op. Cit., p. 81]

Reformism encourages the first attitude within people and so ensures the impoverishment of
the human spirit. Anarchism encourages the second attitude and so ensures the enrichment of
humanity and the possibility of meaningful change. Why think that ordinary people cannot
arrange their lives for themselves as well as Government people can arrange it not for
themselves but for others?

J.1.4 What attitude do anarchists take to "'single-issue*"
campaigns?

Firstly, we must note that anarchists do take part in "single-issue™ campaigns, but do not
nourish false hopes in them. This section explains what anarchists think of such campaigns.

A "single-issue" campaign are usually run by a pressure group which concentrates on
tackling issues one at a time. For example, C.N.D. (The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament)
is a classic example of "single-issue™ campaigning with the aim of getting rid of nuclear
weapons as the be-all and end-all of its activity. For anarchists, however, single-issue
campaigning can be seen as a source of false hopes. The possibilities of changing one aspect
of a totally inter-related system and the belief that pressure groups can compete fairly with
transnational corporations, the military and so forth, in their influence over decision making
bodies can both be seen to be optimistic at best.

In addition, many "single-issue" campaigns desire to be "apolitical”, concentrating purely on
the one issue which unites the campaign and so refuse to analyse or discuss wider issues and
the root causes of the issue in question (almost always, the system we live under). This means
that they end up accepting the system which causes the problems they are fighting against. At
best, any changes achieved by the campaign must be acceptable to the establishment or be so
watered down in content that no practical long-term good is done. This can be seen from the
green movement, where groups like Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth accept the status
quo as a given and limit themselves to working within it. This often leads to them tailoring
their "solutions"” to be "practical within a fundamentally anti-ecological political and
economic system, so slowing down (at best) ecological disruption.

For anarchists these problems all stem from the fact that social problems cannot be solved as
single issues. As Larry Law argued:

"single issue politics . . . deals with the issue or problem in isolation. When one
problem is separated from all other problems, a solution really is impossible. The
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more campaigning on an issue there is, the narrower its perspectives become . . . As
the perspective of each issue narrows, the contradictions turn into absurdities . . .
What single issue politics does is attend to 'symptoms' but does not attack the 'disease’
itself. 1t presents such issues as nuclear war, racial and sexual discrimination,
poverty, starvation, pornography, etc., as if they were aberrations or faults in the
system. In reality such problems are the inevitable consequence of a social order
based on exploitation and hierarchical power . . . single issue campaigns lay their
appeal for relief at the feet of the very system which oppresses them. By petitioning
they acknowledge the right of those in power to exercise that power as they choose."
[Bigger Cages, Longer Chains, pp. 17-20].

Single issue politics often prolong the struggle for a free society by fostering illusions that it
is just parts of the capitalist system which are wrong, not the whole of it, and that those at the
top of the system can, and will, act in our interests. While such campaigns can do some good,
practical, work and increase knowledge and education about social problems, they are limited
by their very nature and can not lead to extensive improvements in the here and now, never
mind a free society.

Therefore, anarchists often support and work within single-issue campaigns, trying to get
them to use effective methods of activity (such as direct action), work in an anarchistic
manner (i.e. from the bottom up) and to try to "politicise” them into questioning the whole of
the system. However, anarchists do not let themselves be limited to such activity as a social
revolution or movement is not a group of single-issue campaigns but a mass movement which
understands the inter-related nature of social problems and so the need to change every aspect
of life.

J.1.5 Why do anarchists try to generalise social struggles?

Basically, we do it in order to encourage and promote solidarity. This is the key to winning
struggles in the here and now as well as creating the class consciousness necessary to create
an anarchist society. At its most simple, generalising different struggles means increasing the
chances of winning them. Take, for example, when one trade or one workplace goes on strike
while the others continue to work:

"Consider yourself how foolish and inefficient is the present form of labour
organisation in which one trade or craft may be on strike while the other branches of
the same industry continue to work. Is it not ridiculous that when the street car
workers of New York, for instance, quit work, the employees of the subway, the cab
and omnibus drivers remain on the job? . . . Itis clear, then, that you compel
compliance [from your bosses] only when you are determined, when your union is
strong, when you are well organised, when you are united in such a manner that the
boss cannot run his factory against your will. But the employer is usually some big . .
. company that has mills or mines in various places. . . If it cannot operate . . . in
Pennsylvania because of a strike, it will try to make good its losses by continuing . . .
and increasing production [elsewhere] . . . In that way the company . . . breaks the
strike." [Alexander Berkman, What is Anarchism?, pp. 199-200]

By organising all workers in one union (after all they all have the same boss) it increases the
power of each trade considerably. It may be easy for a boss to replace a few workers, but a
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whole workforce would be far more difficult. By organising all workers in the same industry,
the power of each workplace is correspondingly increased. Extending this example to outside
the workplace, its clear that by mutual support between different groups increases the chances
of each group winning its fight. As the .LW.W. put it: "*An injury to one is an injury to all.""
By generalising struggles, by practising mutual aid we can ensure that when we are fighting
for our rights and against injustice we will not be isolated and alone. If we don't support each
other, groups will be picked off one by one. and if we go into struggle, there will be no one
there to support us and we are more likely to be defeated.

Therefore, from an anarchist point of view, the best thing about generalising struggles is that
as well as increasing the likilihood of success ("Solidarity is Strength™) it leads to an
increased spirit of solidarity, responsibility and class consciousness. This is because by
working together and showing solidarity those involved get to understand their common
interests and that the struggle is not against this injustice or that boss but against all injustice
and all bosses.

This sense of increased social awareness and solidarity can be seen from the experience of
the C.N.T in Spain during the 1930s. The C.N.T. organised all workers in a given area into
one big union. Each workplace was a union branch and were joined together in a local area
confederation. The result was that the territorial basis of the unions brought all the workers
from one area together and fomented class solidarity over and before industry-loyalties and
interests. This can also be seen from the experiences of the syndicalist unions in Italy and
France as well. The structure of such local federations also situates the workplace in the
community where it really belongs.

Also, by uniting struggles together, we can see that there are really no "single issues" -- that
all various different problems are inter-linked. For example, ecological problems are not just
that, but have a political and economic basis and that economic and social domination and
exploitation spills into the environment. Inter-linking struggles means that they can be seen to
be related to other struggles against capitalist exploitation and oppression and so encourage
solidarity and mutual aid. What goes on in the environment, for instance, is directly related to
questions of domination and inequality within human society, that pollution is often directly
related to companies cutting corners to survive in the market or increase profits. Similarly,
struggles against sexism or racism can be seen as part of a wider struggle against hierarchy,
exploitation and oppression in all their forms. As such, uniting struggles has an important
educational effect above and beyond the benefits in terms of winning struggles.

Murray Bookchin presents a concrete example of this process of linking issues and widening
the struggle:

"Assume there is a struggle by welfare mothers to increase their allotments . . .
Without losing sight of the concrete issues that initially motivated the struggle,
revolutionaries would try to catalyse an order of relationships between the mothers
entirely different from [existing ones] . . . They would try to foster a deep sense of
community, a rounded human relationship that would transform the very subjectivity
of the people involved . . . Personal relationships would be intimate, not merely issue-
orientated. People would get to know each other, to confront each other; they would
explore each other with a view of achieving the most complete, unalienated
relationships. Women would discuss sexism, as well as their welfare allotments, child-
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rearing as well as harassment by landlords, their dreams and hopes as human beings
as well as the cost of living.

"From this intimacy there would grow, hopefully, a supportive system of kinship,
mutual aid, sympathy and solidarity in daily life. The women might collaborate to
establish a rotating system of baby sitters and child-care attendants, the co-operative
buying of good food at greatly reduced prices, the common cooking and partaking of
meals, the mutual learning of survival skills and the new social ideas, the fostering of
creative talents, and many other shared experiences. Every aspect of life that could be
explored and changed would be one part of the kind of relationships . . .

"The struggle for increased allotments would expand beyond the welfare system to the
schools, the hospitals, the police, the physical, cultural, aesthetic and recreational
resources of the neighbourhood, the stores, the houses, the doctors and lawyers in the
area, and so on -- into the very ecology of the district.

"What | have said on this issue could be applied to every issue -- unemployment, bad
housing, racism, work conditions -- in which an insidious assimilation of bourgeois
modes of functioning is masked as 'realism' and "actuality.’ The new order of
relationships that could be developed from a welfare struggle . . . [can ensure that
the] future penetrates the present; it recasts the way people ‘organise’ and the goals
for which they strive." [Post-Scarcity Anarchism, pp. 153-4]

As the anarchist slogan puts it: "'Resistance is Fertile." Planting the seed of autonomy, direct
action and self-liberation can result, potentially, in the blossoming of free individuals due to
the nature of struggle itself (see section A.2.7) Therefore, the generalisation of social struggle
is not only a key way of winning a specific fight, it can (and should) also spread into different
aspects of life and society and play a key part in developing free individuals who reject
hierarchy in all aspects of their life.

Social problems are not isolated from each other and so struggles against them cannot be. The
nature of struggle is such that once people start questioning one aspect of society, the
questioning of the rest soon follows. So, anarchists seek to generalise struggles for these three
reasons -- firstly, to ensure the solidarity required to win; secondly, to combat the many
social problems we face as people and to show how they are inter-related; and, thirdly, to
encourage the transformation of those involved into unique individuals in touch with their
humanity, a humanity eroded by hierarchical society and domination.

J.2 What is direct action?

Direct action, to use Rudolf Rocker's words, is "every method of immediate warfare by the
workers [or other sections of society] against their economic and political oppressors.
Among these the outstanding are: the strike, in all its graduations from the simple wage
struggle to the general strike; the boycott; sabotage in all its countless forms; anti-militarist
propaganda, and in particularly critical cases . . . armed resistance of the people for the
protection of life and liberty." [Anarcho-Syndicalism, p. 78]

Not that anarchists think that direct action is only applicable within the workplace. Far from
it. Direct action must occur everywhere! So, in non-workplace situations, direct action
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includes rent strikes, consumer boycotts, occupations (which, of course, can include sit-down
strikes by workers), eco-tage, individual and collective non-payment of taxes, blocking roads
and holding up construction work of an anti-social nature and so forth. Also direct action, in a
workplace setting, includes strikes and protests on social issues, not directly related to
working conditions and pay. Such activity aims to ensure the "protection of the community
against the most pernicious outgrowths of the present system. The social strike seeks to force
upon the employers a responsibility to the public. Primarily it has in view the protection of
the customers, of whom the workers themselves [and their families] constitute the great
majority” [Op. Cit., p. 86]

Basically, direct action means that instead of getting someone else to act for you (e.g. a
politician), you act for yourself. Its essential feature is an organised protest by ordinary
people to make a change by their own efforts. Thus Voltairine De Cleyre's excellent
statement on this topic:

"Every person who ever thought he had a right to assert, and went boldly and
asserted it, himself, or jointly with others that shared his convictions, was a direct
actionist. Some thirty years ago | recall that the Salvation Army was vigorously
practicing direct action in the maintenance of the freedom of its members to speak,
assemble, and pray. Over and over they were arrested, fined, and imprisoned; but
they kept right on singing, praying, and marching, till they finally compelled their
persecutors to let them alone. The Industrial Workers [of the World] are now
conducting the same fight, and have, in a number of cases, compelled the officials to
let them alone by the same direct tactics.

"Every person who ever had a plan to do anything, and went and did it, or who laid
his plan before others, and won their co-operation to do it with him, without going to
external authorities to please do the thing for them, was a direct actionist. All co-
operative experiments are essentially direct action.

"Every person who ever in his life had a difference with anyone to settle, and went
straight to the other persons involved to settle it, either by a peaceable plan or
otherwise, was a direct actionist. Examples of such action are strikes and boycotts;
many persons will recall the action of the housewives of New York who boycotted the
butchers, and lowered the price of meat; at the present moment a butter boycott seems
looming up, as a direct reply to the price-makers for butter.

"These actions are generally not due to any one's reasoning overmuch on the
respective merits of directness or indirectness, but are the spontaneous retorts of
those who feel oppressed by a situation. In other words, all people are, most of the
time, believers in the principle of direct action, and practisers of it." [The Voltairine
De Cleyre Reader, pp. 47-8]

So direct action means acting for yourself against injustice and oppression. It can, sometimes,
involve putting pressure on politicians or companies, for example, to ensure a change in an
oppressive law or destructive practices. However, such appeals are direct action simply
because they do not assume that the parties in question we will act for us -- indeed the
assumption is that change only occurs when we act to create it. Regardless of what it is, "if
such actions are to have the desired empowerment effect, they must be largely self-generated,
rather than being devised and directed from above" and be "ways in which people could take
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control of their lives” so that it "empowered those who participated in it." [Martha
Ackelsberg, Free Women of Spain, p. 55]

So, in a nutshell, direct action is any form of activity which people themselves decide upon
and organise themselves which is based on their own collective strength and does not involve
getting intermediates to act for them. As such direct action is a natural expression of liberty,
of self-government, for direct action "against the authority in the shop, direct action against
the authority of the law, direct action against the invasive, meddlesome authority of our
moral code, is the logical, consistent method of Anarchism.” [Emma Goldman, Red Emma
Speaks, pp. 76-7] It is clear that by acting for yourself you are expressing the ability to
govern yourself. Thus it is a means by which people can take control of their own lives. It is a
means of self-empowerment and self-liberation.

Anarchists reject the view that society is static and that people's consciousness, values, ideas
and ideals cannot be changed. Far from it and anarchists support direct action because it
actively encourages the transformation of those who use it. Direct action is the means of
creating a new consciousness, a means of self-liberation from the chains placed around our
minds, emotions and spirits by hierarchy and oppression.

As direct action is the expression of liberty, the powers that be are vitally concerned only
when the oppressed use direct action to win its demands, for it is a method which is not easy
or cheap to combat. Any hierarchical system is placed into danger when those at the bottom
start to act for themselves and, historically, people have invariably gained more by acting
directly than could have been won by playing ring around the rosy with indirect means.
Direct action tore the chains of open slavery from humanity. Over the centuries it has
established individual rights and modified the life and death power of the master class. Direct
action won political liberties such as the vote and free speech. Used fully, used wisely and
well, direct action can forever end injustice and the mastery of humans by other humans.

In the sections that follow, we will indicate why anarchists are in favour of direct action and
why they are against electioneering as a means of change.

J.2.1 Why do anarchists favour using direct action to
change things?

Simply because it is effective and it has a radicalising impact on those who practice it. As it is
based on people acting for themselves, it shatters the dependency and marginalisation created
by hierarchy. This is key:

"What is even more important about direct action is that it forms a decisive step toward
recovering the personal power over social life that the centralised, over-bearing
bureaucracies have usurped from the people . . . we not only gain a sense that we can control
the course of social events again; we recover a new sense of selfhood and personality without
which a truly free society, based in self-activity and self-management, is utterly impossible."”
[Murray Bookchin, Toward an Ecological Society, p. 47]

By acting for themselves, people gain a sense of their own power and abilities. This is

essential if people are to run their own lives. As such, direct action is the means by which
individuals empower themselves, to assert their individuality, to make themselves count as
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individuals by organising and acting collectively. It is the opposite of hierarchy, within which
individuals are told again and again that they are nothing, are insignificant and must dissolve
themselves into a higher power (the state, the company, the party, the people, etc.) and feel
proud in participating in the strength and glory of this higher power. Direct action, in
contrast, is the means of asserting your individual opinion, interests and happiness, of
fighting against self-negation:

"man has as much liberty as he is willing to take. Anarchism therefore stands for
direct action, the open defiance of, and resistance to, all laws and restrictions,
economic, social and moral. But defiance and resistance are illegal. Therein lies the
salvation of man. Everything illegal necessitates integrity, self-reliance, and courage.
In short, it calls for free independent spirits, for men who are men, and who have a
bone in their back which you cannot pass your hand through.” [Emma Goldman, Red
Emma Speaks, pp. 75-6]

In addition, because direct action is based around individuals solving their own problems, by
their own action, it awakens those aspects of individuals crushed by hierarchy and oppression
-- such as initiative, solidarity, imagination, self-confidence and a sense of individual and
collective power, that what you do matters and that you with others like you can change the
world. Direct action is the means by which people can liberate themselves and educate
themselves in the ways of and skills required for self-management and liberty:

"Direct action meant that the goal of . . . these activities was to provide ways for
people to get in touch with their own powers and capacities, to take back the power of
naming themselves and their lives . . . we learn to think and act for ourselves by
joining together in organisations in which our experience, our perception, and our
activity can guide and make the change. Knowledge does not precede experience, it
flows from it . . . People learn to be free only by exercising freedom. [As one Spanish
Anarchist put it] "We are not going to find ourselves . . . with people ready-made for
the future . . . Without continued exercise of their faculties, there will be no free
people . . . The external revolution and the internal revolution presuppose one
another, and they must be simultaneous in order to be successful.™ [Martha
Ackelsberg, Free Women of Spain, pp. 54-5]

So direct action, to use Bookchin's words, is "the means whereby each individual awakens to
the hidden powers within herself and himself, to a new sense of self-confidence and self-
competence; it is the means whereby individuals take control of society directly.” [Op. Cit.,
p. 48]

In addition, direct action creates the need for new forms of social organisation. These new
forms of organisation will be informed and shaped by the process of self-liberation, so be
more anarchistic and based upon self-management. Direct action, as well as liberating
individuals, can also create the free, self-managed organisations which can replace the current
hierarchical ones (see section 1.2.3). For example, for Kropotkin, unions were "natural
organs for the direct struggle with capitalism and for the composition of the future order."
[quoted by Paul Avrich, The Russian Anarchists, p. 81] In other words, direct action helps
create the new world in the shell of the old:

"direct action not only empowered those who participated in it, it also had effects on
others . .. [it includes] exemplary action that attracted adherents by the power of the
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positive example it set. Contemporary examples . . . include food or day-care co-ops,
collectively run businesses, sweat equity housing programmes, women's self-help
health collectives, urban squats or women's peace camps [as well as traditional
examples as industrial unions, social centres, etc.]. While such activities empower
those who engage in them, they also demonstrate to others that non-hierarchical
forms of organisation can and do exist -- and that they can function effectively."
[Ackelsberg, Op. Cit., p. 55]

Also, direct action such as strikes encourage and promote class consciousness and class
solidarity. According to Kropotkin, "the strike develops the sentiment of solidarity" while, for
Bakunin, it "is the beginnings of the social war of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie . . .
Strikes are a valuable instrument from two points of view. Firstly, they electrify the masses,
invigorate their moral energy and awaken in them the feeling of the deep antagonism which
exists between their interests and those of the bourgeoisie . . . secondly they help immensely
to provoke and establish between the workers of all trades, localities and countries the
consciousness and very fact of solidarity: a twofold action, both negative and positive, which
tends to constitute directly the new world of the proletariat, opposing it almost in an absolute
way to the bourgeois world." [quoted by Caroline Cahm, Kropotkin and the Rise of
Revolutionary Anarchism 1872-1886, p. 256 and pp. 216-217]

Direct action, therefore, helps to create anarchists and anarchist alternatives within capitalism
and statism. As such, it plays an essential role in anarchist theory and activity. For anarchists,
direct action "is not a 'tactic' . . . it is a moral principle, an ideal, a sensibility. It should
imbue every aspect of our lives and behaviour and outlook." [Bookchin, Op. Cit., p. 48]

J.2.2 Why do anarchists reject voting as a means for
change?

Simply because electioneering does not work. History is littered with examples of radicals
being voted into office only to become as, or even more, conservative than the politicians
they replaced.

As we have discussed previously (see section B.2) any government is under pressure from
two sources of power, the state bureaucracy and big business. This ensures that any attempts
at social change would be undermined and made hollow by vested interests, assuming they
even reached that level to begin with (the de-radicalising effects of electioneering is
discussed in section J.2.6). Here we will highlight the power of vested interests within
democratic government.

For anarchists, the general nature of the state and its role within society is to ensure "the
preservation of the economic 'status quo,’ the protection of the economic privileges of the
ruling class, whose agent and gendarme it is". [Luigi Galleani, The End of Anarchism?, p.
28] As such, the state and capital restricts and controls the outcome of political action of the
so-called sovereign people as expressed by voting.

Taking capital to begin with, if we assume that a relatively reformist government were
elected it would soon find itself facing various economic pressures. Either capital would
disinvest, so forcing the government to back down in the face of economic collapse, or the
government in question would control capital leaving the country and so would soon be
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isolated from new investment and its currency would become worthless. Either is an effective
weapon to control democratically elected governments as before ensure that the economy
would be severely damaged and the promised "reforms” would be dead letters. Far fetched?
No, not really. As discussed in section D.2.1 such pressures were inflicted on the 1974
Labour Government in Britain and we see the threat reported everyday when the media
reports on what "the markets" think of government policies or when loans are given only
guarantee that the country is structurally adjusted in-line with corporate interests and
bourgeous economic dogma.

As far as political pressures go, we must remember that there is a difference between the state
and government. The state is the permanent collection of institutions that have entrenched
power structures and interests. The government is made up of various politicians. It is the
institutions that have power in the state due to their permanence, not the representatives who
come and go. In other words, the state bureaucracy has vested interests and elected politicians
cannot effectively control them:

"Such a bureaucracy consists of armed forces, police forces, and a civil service.
These are largely autonomous bodies. Theoretically they are subordinate to a
democratically elected Parliament, but the Army, Navy, and Air Forces are controlled
by specially trained officers who from their schooldays onwards are brought up in a
narrow caste tradition, and who always, in dealing with Parliament, can dominate
that body by their superior technical knowledge, professional secrecy, and strategic
bluff. As for the bureaucracy proper, the Civil Service, anyone who has had any
experience of its inner workings knows the extent to which it controls the Cabinet, and
through the Cabinet, Parliament itself. We are really ruled by a secret shadow
cabinet . . . All these worthy servants of the State are completely out of touch with the
normal life of the nation."” [Herbert Read, Anarchy and Order, p. 100]

As an aside, it should be noted that while "in a society of rich and poor nothing is more
necessary" than a bureaucracy as it is "necessary to protect an unfair distribution of
property™ it would be wrong to think that it does not have its own class interests: "Even if you
abolish all other classes and distinctions and retain a bureaucracy you are still far from the
classless society, for the bureaucracy is itself the nucleus of a class whose interests are
totally opposed to the people it supposedly serves." [Op. Cit., p. 99 and p. 100]

In addition to the official bureaucracies and their power, there is also the network of behind
the scenes agencies which are its arm. This can be termed "the permanent government™ and
"the secret state™, respectively. The latter, in Britain, is "the security services, MI5, Special
Branch and the secret intelligence service, MI16." Other states have their equivalents (the FBI,
CIA, and so on in the USA). By the former, it is meant “the secret state plus the Cabinet
Office and upper echelons of Home and Foreign and Commonwealth Offices, the Armed
Forces and Ministry of Defence . . . and the so-called 'Permanent Secretaries Club,’ the
network of very senior civil servants -- the ‘Mandarins."" In short, the upper-echelons of the
bureaucracy and state apparatus. Add to this "its satellites”, including M.P.s (particularly
right-wing ones), "agents of influence" in the media, former security services personnel, think
tanks and opinion forming bodies, front companies of the security services, and so on.
[Stephen Dorril and Robin Ramsay, Smear! Wilson and the Secret State, pp. X-XI]

These bodies, while theoretically under the control of the elected government, can effectively
(via disinformation, black operations, bureaucratic slowdowns, media attacks, etc.) ensure
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that any government trying to introduce policies which the powers that be disagree with will
be stopped. In other words the state is not a neutral body, somehow rising above vested
interests and politics. It is, and always will be, a institution which aims to protect specific
sections of society as well as its own.

An example of this "secret state" at work can be seen in the campaign against Harold Wilson,
the Labour Prime Minister of Britain in the 1970s, which resulted in his resignation (as
documented by Stephen Dorril and Robin Ramsay). Left-wing Labour M.P. Tony Benn was
subjected to intense pressure by "his" Whitehall advisers during the same period:

"In early 1975, the campaign against Benn by the media was joined by the secret
state. The timing is interesting. In January, his Permanent Secretary had ‘declared
war' and the following month began the most extraordinary campaign of harassment
any major British politician has experienced. While this is not provable by any means,
it does look as though there is a clear causal connection between withdrawal of Prime
Ministerial support, the open hostility from the Whitehall mandarins and the onset of
covert operations.” [Dorril and Ramsay, Op. Cit., p. 279]

This is not to forget the role of the secret state in undermining reformist and radical
organisations and movements. This involvement goes from pure information gathering on
"subversives", to disruption and repression. Taking the example of the US secret state,
Howard Zinn notes that in 1975:

"congressional committees . . . began investigations of the FBI and CIA.

"The CIA inquiry disclosed that the CIA had gone beyond its original mission of
gathering intelligence and was conducting secret operations of all kinds . . . [for
example] the CIA - with the collusion of a secret Committee of Forty headed by Henry
Kissinger - had worked to 'destabilize' the [democratically elected, left-wing] Chilean
government . . .

"The investigation of the FBI disclosed many years of illegal actions to disrupt and
destroy radical groups and left-wing groups of all kinds. The FBI had sent forged
letters, engaged in burglaries . . . opened mail illegally, and in the case of Black
Panther leader Fred Hampton, seems to have conspired in murder . . .

"The investigations themselves revealed the limits of government willingness to probe
into such activities . . . [and they] submitted its findings on the CIA to the CIA to see if
there was material the Agency wanted omitted.” [A People’s History of the United
States, pp. 542-3]

Also, the CIA secretly employs several hundred American academics to write books and
other materials to be used for propaganda purposes, an important weapon in the battle for
hearts and minds. In other words, the CIA, FBI (and their equivalents in other countries) and
other state bodies can hardly be considered neutral bodies, who just follow orders. They are a
network of vested interests, with specific ideological viewpoints and aims which usually
place the wishes of the voting population below maintaining the state-capital power structure
in place.
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Therefore we cannot expect a different group of politicians to react in different ways to the
same economic and institutional influences and interests. Its no coincidence that left-wing,
reformist parties have introduced right-wing, pro-capitalist (*"Thatcherite/Reaganite™) policies
similiar to those right-wing, explicitly pro-capitalist parties have. This is to be expected as the
basic function of any political system is to manage the existing state and economic structures
and a society's power relationships. It is not to alter them radically, The great illusion of
politics is the notion that politicians have the power to make whatever changes they like.
Looking at the international picture, the question obviously arises as to what real control do
the politicians have over the international economy and its institutions or the pattern of world
trade and investment. These institutions have great power and, moreover, have a driving force
(the profit motive) which is essentially out of control (as can be seen by the regular financial
crises during the neo-liberal era).

This can be seen most dramatically in the military coup in Chile against the democratically
re-elected (left-wing) Allende government by the military, aided by the CIA, US based
corporations and the US government to make it harder for the Allende regime. The coup
resulted in thousands murdered and years of terror and dictatorship, but the danger of a pro-
labour government was ended and the business environment was made healthy for profits
(see section C.11). An extreme example, we know, but an important one for any believer in
freedom or the idea that the state machine is somehow neutral and can be captured and used
by left-wing parties -- particularly as the fate of Chile has been suffered by many other
reformist governments across the world.

Of course there have been examples of quite extensive reforms which did benefit working
class people in major countries. The New Deal in the USA and the 1945-51 Labour
Governments spring to mind. Surely these indicate that our claims are false? Simply put, no,
they do not. Reforms can be won from the state when the dangers of not giving in outweigh
any weakening of ruling class power implied in the reforms. In the face of economic crisis
and working class protest, the ruling elite often tolerates changes it would otherwise fight
tooth-and-nail in other circumstances. Reforms will be allowed if they can be used to save the
capitalist system and the state from its own excesses and even improve their operation or if
not bending will mean being broke in the storm of social protest. After all, the possibility of
getting rid of the reforms when they are no longer required will always exist as long as class
society remains.

This can be seen from the reformist governments of 1930s USA and 1940s UK. Both faced
substantial economic problems and both were under pressure from below, by waves of
militant working class struggle which could have developed beyond mere reformism. The
waves of sit-down strikes in the 1930s ensured the passing of pro-union laws which allowed
workers to organise without fear of being fired. This measure also partly integrated the
unions into the capitalist-state machine by making them responsible for controlling
"unofficial™ workplace action (and so ensuring profits). The nationalisation of roughly 20%
of the UK economy during the Labour administration of 1945 (the most unprofitable sections
of it as well) was also the direct result of ruling class fear. As Conservative M.P. Quintin
Hogg acknowledged in the House of Commons on the 17th February 1943: "If you do not
give the people reform they are going to give you revolution™. Memories of the near
revolutions across Europe after the First World War were obviously in many minds, on both
sides. Not that nationalisation was particularly feared as "socialism." Indeed it was argued
that it was the best means of improving the performance of the British economy. As
anarchists at the time noted "the real opinions of capitalists can be seen from Stock Exchange
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conditions and statements of industrialists than the Tory Front bench” and from these it be
seen "that the owning class is not at all displeased with the record and tendency of the
Labour Party.” [Neither Nationalisation nor Privatisation, Vernon Richards (ed.), p. 9]

History confirms Proudhon's argument that the state "can only turn into something and do the
work of the revolution insofar as it will be so invited, provoked or compelled by some power
outside of itself that seizes the initiative and sets things rolling,” namely by "a body
representative of the proletariat be formed in Paris . . . in opposition to the bourgeoisieG€™s
representation.” [Le ReprA©sentant du Peuple, 5th May 1848] So, if extensive reforms
have implemented by the state, just remember what they were in response to militant pressure
from below and that we could have got so much more. In general, things have little changed
since this anarchist argument against electioneering was put forward in the 1880s:

"in the electoral process, the working class will always be cheated and deceived . . . if
they did manage to send, one, or ten, or fifty of them[selves to Parliament], they
would become spoiled and powerless. Furthermore, even if the majority of Parliament
were composed of workers, they could do nothing. Not only is there the senate . . . the
chiefs of the armed forces, the heads of the judiciary and of the police, who would be
against the parliamentary bills advanced by such a chamber and would refuse to
enforce laws favouring the workers (it has happened); but furthermore laws are not
miraculous; no law can prevent the capitalists from exploiting the workers; no law
can force them to keep their factories open and employ workers at such and such
conditions, nor force shopkeepers to sell as a certain price, and so on." [S. Merlino,
quoted by Galleani, Op. Cit., p. 13]

As any worker will tell you, just because there are laws on such things as health and safety,
union organising, working hours or whatever, it does not mean that bosses will pay any
attention to them. While firing people for joining a union is illegal in America, it does not
stop bosses doing so. Similarly, many would be surprised to discover that the 8 hour working
day was legally created in many US states by the 1870s but workers had to strike for it in
1886 as it as not enforced. Ultimately, political action is dependent on direct action to be
enforced where it counts (in the workplace and streets). And if only direct action can enforce
a political decision once it is made, then it can do so beforehand so showing the limitations in
waiting for politicians to act.

Anarchists reject voting for other reasons. The fact is that electoral procedures are the
opposite of direct action. They are based on getting someone else to act on your behalf.
Therefore, far from empowering people and giving them a sense of confidence and ability,
electioneering dis-empowers them by creating a "leader" figure from which changes are
expected to flow. As Brian Martin observes:

"all the historical evidence suggests that parties are more a drag than an impetus to
radical change. One obvious problem is that parties can be voted out. All the policy
changes they brought in can simply be reversed later.

"More important, though, is the pacifying influence of the radical party itself. On a
number of occasions, radical parties have been elected to power as a result of
popular upsurges. Time after time, the 'radical’ parties have become chains to hold
back the process of radical change.” ["Democracy without Elections”, pp. 123-36,
Reinventing Anarchy, Again, Howard J. Ehrlich (ed.), p. 124]
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This can easily be seen from the history of various left-wing parties. Labour or socialist
parties, elected in periods of social turbulence, have often acted to reassure the ruling elite by
dampening popular action that could have threatened capitalist interests. For example, the
first action undertaken by the Popular Front elected in France in 1936 was to put an end to
strikes and occupations and generally to cool popular militancy, which was the Front's
strongest ally in coming to power. The Labour government elected in Britain in 1945 got by
with as few reforms as it could, refusing to consider changing basic social structures and
simply replaced wage-labour to a boss with wage-labour to the state via nationalisation of
certain industries. It did, however, manage to find time within the first days of taking office
to send troops in to break a dockers' strike (this was no isolated event: Labour has used troops
to break strikes far more often than the Conservatives have).

These points indicate why existing power structures cannot effectively be challenged through
elections. For one thing, elected representatives are not mandated, which is to say they are
not tied in any binding way to particular policies, no matter what promises they have made or
what voters may prefer. Around election time, the public's influence on politicians is
strongest, but after the election, representatives can do practically whatever they want,
because there is no procedure for instant recall. In practice it is impossible to recall
politicians before the next election, and between elections they are continually exposed to
pressure from powerful special-interest groups -- especially business lobbyists, state
bureaucracies and political party power brokers.

Under such pressure, the tendency of politicians to break campaign promises has become
legendary. Generally, such promise breaking is blamed on bad character, leading to periodic
"throw-the-bastards-out" fervour -- after which a new set of representatives is elected, who
also mysteriously turn out to be bastards! In reality it is the system itself that produces
"bastards," the sell-outs and shady dealing we have come to expect from politicians. In light
of modern "democracy", it is amazing that anyone takes the system seriously enough to vote
at all. In fact, voter turnout in the US and other nations where "democracy" is practiced in
this fashion is typically low. Nevertheless, some voters continue to participate, pinning their
hopes on new parties or trying to reform a major party. For anarchists this activity is pointless
as it does not get at the root of the problem, it is the system which shapes politicians and
parties in its own image and marginalises and alienates people due to its hierarchical and
centralised nature. No amount of party politics can change that.

However, we should make it clear that most anarchists recognise there is a difference
between voting for a government and voting in a referendum. Here we are discussing the
former, electioneering, as a means of social change. Referenda are closer to anarchist ideas of
direct democracy and are, while flawed, far better than electing a politician to office once
every four years or so. In addition, Anarchists are not necessarily against all involvement in
electoral politics. Some advocate voting when the possible outcome of an election could be
disastrous (for example, if a fascist or quasi-fascist party looks likely to win the election).
Some Social Ecologists, following Murray Bookchin's arguments, support actual standing in
elections and think anarchists by taking part in local elections can use them to create self-
governing community assemblies. However, few anarchists support such means to create
community assemblies (see section J.5.14 for a discussion on this).

The problem of elections in a statist system, even on a local scale, means that the vast
majority of anarchists reject voting as a means of change. Instead we wholeheartedly support
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direct action as the means of getting improvements in the here and now as well as the means
of creating an alternative to the current system.

J.2.3 What are the political implications of voting?

At its most basic, voting implies agreement with the status quo. It is worth quoting the
Scottish libertarian socialist James Kelman at length on this:

"State propaganda insists that the reason why at least 40 percent of the voting public
don't vote at all is because they have no feelings one way or the other. They say the
same thing in the USA, where some 85 percent of the population are apparently
‘apolitical’ since they don't bother registering a vote. Rejection of the political system
is inadmissible as far as the state is concerned . . . Of course the one thing that does
happen when you vote is that someone else has endorsed an unfair political system . .
. A vote for any party or any individual is always a vote for the political system. You
can interpret your vote in whichever way you like but it remains an endorsement of
the apparatus . . . If there was any possibility that the apparatus could effect a change
in the system then they would dismantle it immediately. In other words the political
system is an integral state institution, designed and refined to perpetuate its own
existence. Ruling authority fixes the agenda by which the public are allowed 'to enter
the political arena’ and that's the fix they've settled on." [Some Recent Attacks, p.
87]

We are taught from an early age that voting in elections is right and a duty. In US schools, for
example, children elect class presidents and other officers. Often mini-general elections are
held to "educate” children in "democracy." Periodically, election coverage monopolises the
media. We are made to feel guilty about shirking our "civic responsibility" if we do not vote.
Countries that have no elections, or only rigged elections, are regarded as failures. As a
result, elections have become a quasi-religious ritual. Yet, in reality, "elections in practice
have served well to maintain dominant power structures such as private property, the
military, male domination, and economic inequality. None of these has been seriously
threatened through voting. It is from the point of view of radical critics that elections are
most limiting." ["'Democracy without Elections™, pp. 123-36, Reinventing Anarchy, Again,
Howard J. Ehrlich (ed.), p. 124]

Elections serve the interests of state power in other ways. First, voting helps to legitimate
government; hence suffrage has often been expanded at times when there was little popular
demand for it but when mass support of government was crucial, as during a war or
revolution. Second, it comes to be seen as the only legitimate form of political participation,
thus making it likely that any revolts by oppressed or marginalised groups will be viewed by
the general public as illegitimate. It helps focus attention away from direct action and
building new social structures back into institutions which the ruling class can easily control.
The general election during the May '68 revolt in France, for example, helped diffuse the
revolutionary situation, as did the elections during the Argentine revolt against neo-liberalism
in the early 2000s.

So by turning political participation into the "safe™ activities of campaigning and voting,

elections have reduced the risk of more radical direct action as well as building a false sense
of power and sovereignty among the general population. VVoting disempowers the grassroots

31



by diverting energy from grassroots action. After all, the goal of electoral politics is to elect a
representative who will act for us. Therefore, instead of taking direct action to solve
problems ourselves, action becomes indirect, though the government. This is an insidiously
easy trap to fall into, as we have been conditioned in hierarchical society from day one into
attitudes of passivity and obedience, which gives most of us a deep-seated tendency to leave
important matters to the "experts" and "authorities.” Kropotkin described well the net effect:

"Vote! Greater men that you will tell you the moment when the self-annihilation of
capital has been accomplished. They will then expropriate the few usurpers left . . .
and you will be freed without having taken any more trouble than that of writing on a
bit of paper the name of the man whom the heads of your faction of the party told you
to vote for!" [quoted by Ruth Kinna, "Kropotkin's theory of Mutual Aid in Historical
Context", pp. 259-283, International Review of Social History, No. 40, pp. 265-6]

Anarchists also criticise elections for giving citizens the false impression that the government
serves, or can serve, the people. As Martin remains us "the founding of the modern state a
few centuries ago was met with great resistance: people would refuse to pay taxes, to be
conscripted or to obey laws passed by national governments. The introduction of voting and
the expanded suffrage have greatly aided the expansion of state power. Rather than seeing
the system as one of ruler and ruled, people see at least the possibility of using state power to
serve themselves. As electoral participation has increased, the degree of resistance to
taxation, military service, and the immense variety of laws regulating behaviour, has been
greatly attenuated” [Op. Cit., p. 126]

Ironically, voting has legitimated the growth of state power to such an extent that the state is
now beyond any real popular control by the form of participation that made that growth
possible. Nevertheless, the idea that electoral participation means popular control of
government is so deeply implanted in people's psyches that even the most overtly sceptical
radical often cannot fully free themselves from it.

Therefore, voting has the important political implication of encouraging people to identify
with state power and to justify the status quo. In addition, it feeds the illusion that the state is
neutral and that electing parties to office means that people have control over their own lives.
Moreover, elections have a tendency to make people passive, to look for salvation from
above and not from their own self-activity. As such it produces a division between leaders
and led, with the voters turned into spectators of activity, not the participants within it.

All this does not mean, obviously, that anarchists prefer dictatorship or an "enlightened”
monarchy. Far from it, democratising state power can be an important step towards
abolishing it. All anarchists agree with Bakunin when he argued that “the most imperfect
republic is a thousand times better that even the most enlightened monarchy." [quoted by
Daniel Guerin, Anarchism, p. 20] It simply means that anarchists refuse to join in with the
farce of electioneering, particularly when there are more effective means available for
changing things for the better. Anarchists reject the idea that our problems can be solved by
the very institutions that cause them in the first place!

J.2.4 Surely voting for radical parties will be effective?
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There is no doubt that voting can lead to changes in policies, which can be a good thing as far
as it goes. However, such policies are formulated and implemented within the authoritarian
framework of the hierarchical capitalist state -- a framework which itself is never open to
challenge by voting. On the contrary, voting legitimates the state framework ensuring that
social change will be (at best) mild, gradual, and reformist rather than rapid and radical.
Indeed, the "democratic™ process has resulted in all successful political parties becoming
committed to "more of the same™ or tinkering with the details at best (which is usually the
limits of any policy changes). This seems unlikely to change.

Given the need for radical systemic changes as soon as possible due to the exponentially
accelerating crises of modern civilisation, working for gradual reforms within the electoral
system must be seen as a potentially deadly tactical error. Electioneering has always been the
death of radicalism. Political parties are only radical when they do not stand a chance of
election. However, many social activists continue to try to use elections, so participating in
the system which disempowers the majority and so helps create the social problems they are
protesting against. It should be a widely recognised truism in radical circles that elections
empower the politicians and not the voters. Thus elections focus attention to a few leaders,
urging them to act for rather than acting for ourselves (see section H.1.5). If genuine social
change needs mass participation then, by definition, using elections will undermine that. This
applies to within the party as well, for working "within the system" disempowers grassroots
activists, as can be seen by the Green party in Germany during the early eighties. The
coalitions into which the Greens entered with Social Democrats in the German legislature
often had the effect of strengthening the status quo by co-opting those whose energies might
otherwise have gone into more radical and effective forms of activism. Principles were
ignored in favour of having some influence, so producing watered-down legislation which
tinkered with the system rather than transforming it.

As discussed in section H.3.9, the state is more complicated than the simple organ of the
economically dominant class pictured by Marxists. There are continual struggles both inside
and outside the state bureaucracies, struggles that influence policies and empower different
groups of people. This can produce clashes with the ruling elite, while the need of the state to
defend the system as a whole causes conflict with the interests of sections of the capitalist
class. Due to this, many radical parties believe that the state is neutral and so it makes sense
to work within it -- for example, to obtain labour, consumer, and environmental protection
laws. However, this reasoning ignores the fact that the organisational structure of the state is
not 