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Editorial  
Welcome to the first issue of Black Flag for 2022! 

This is another bumper issue, including articles on and by such noted anarchists as Sam Dolgoff, Voltairine de Cleyre 

and Lucy Parsons. Dolgoff was a stalwart of the American anarchist movement from the 1920s until his death in 1990, 

active in numerous groups and papers including the Libertarian League and journal Libertarian Labour Review. A key 

activist in the previous generation, de Cleyre moved from Individualist Anarchism to Communist Anarchism. The 

writings of both have much to give to modern activists. 

In terms of Parsons, we show that attempts to portray her as not understanding what anarchism was, that she and 

Emma Goldman had radically different ideas rest on an ignorance of anarchist ideas. In spite of disagreements on 

certain subjects (such as free love), both Parsons and Goldman were communist-anarchists who advocated 

syndicalism, direct action and the general strike. Sadly, Parsons refused to see through the Bolshevik Myth, so helping 

Leninists today to present a false picture of the American anarchist movement of the time to try and recruit anarchists 

today. As such, it is worthwhile putting the record straight. 

We also mark the birth of libertarian socialist Cornelius Castoriadis whose ideas impacted on the anarchist movement 

via the British Solidarity group in the 1960s and 1970s. Originally a Trotskyist, he rejected its analysis of the Soviet 

Union before moving on to a critique and rejection of Marxism as such. In so doing, he came to many conclusions 

anarchists had reached long before. While influenced by the post-war period, many of his ideas remain relevant today. 

Finally, we start and end our issue with two original contributions. The first is on anarchists and their views on 

elections, the second an analysis of the Communist Manifesto. Both  we hope will be of  interest. 

If you want to contribute rather than moan at those who do, whether its writing new material or letting us know of on-

line articles, reviews or translations, then contact us:     blackflagmag@yahoo.co.uk 



Those in Favour of 

Anarchist Electoralism 

Please Raise Your Hands  
Benjamin Franks 1 

One set of the anarchist responses to the failure of 

Jeremy Corbyn and his supporters to reposition the 

Labour Party as a radical social democratic 

movement, has been to see this loss of Momentum 

(if you excuse the pun) as an 

opportunity to win over 

disaffected and disappointed 

Corbynistas to class struggle 

anarchism. This highlights a 

curious tension. From a 

traditional anarchist 

perspective these social 

democratic movements are 

distinct and lie outside of 

anarchist support, but they are 

also so similar that it does not 

take much for supporters of 

one to move to support the 

other. Anarchists are often 

juxtaposed ï and frequently 

define themselves - against 

social democrats. The 

influential anarchist Yiddish 

paper Der Arbeter Fraint, 

produced amongst Jewish 

immigrants to Britain in the 

1880s (which was later to be 

edited by Rudolf Rocker), 

split from the broader socialist 

Polishe Yidl over the latterôs 

advocacy of voting for a 

progressive parliamentary candidate. 

 
1 This article is loosely based on the talks and discussion and an academic paper. The talks were óAnti-State Activists and the 

Problem of the Scottish Independence Referendum: Implications for the Brexit Campaignô, May 2016 at the Autonomous Centre 

Edinburgh; óAnarchist Engagements I Electionsô, Radical Independent Bookfair,Glasgow September 2016 (my thanks to the 

organisers and participants). The much longer article óFour Models of Anarchist Engagements with Constitutionalismô, Theory in 

Action 13.1. (January 2020). 
2 See for instance Henry Hyndmanôs (Social) Democratic Federation, See for instance (1881), England for All available at 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/hyndman/1881/england/index.html 
3 See also Carl Boggs (1977). óRevolutionary Process, Political Strategy and the Dilemma of Powerô, Theory and Society 4.3 

Autumn 1977: pp. 359-93, whose tripartite division also identifies state seizure, which he associates with Leninism and he refers 

to as Jacobinism.  

It is not necessarily goals but tactics that divide 

anarchists from radical social democrats. Many of 

the early radical social democrats shared the same 

long-term goals as the anarchists, namely the 

socialist transformation of the 

economy. There was a shared 

aspiration for a free, classless 

society of equals, where 

everyone has access to goods 

of life for the full 

development of the individual. 

Albeit for many social 

democrats this access would 

be organised through the 

state.2 Even today one of the 

remnants of this tradition, the 

Socialist Party of Great 

Britain (founded in 1904), 

continues to operate at the 

fringes of constitutional 

politics, and still consistently 

advocates for absolute anti-

capitalism.  

Where early social democrats 

and anarchists differed was on 

the means: social democrats 

concentrated on winning state 

power through the ballot box, 

anarchists on direct action that 

prefigured liberated social 

relations.3 So important are 

these tactical differences that we often identify 

shifts in an individualôs or groupôs politics through 

freedom is not the 

version increasingly 

ascribed to by social 

democrats, which is 

ôliving under forms of 

exploitation a 

majority have voted 

forõ, but the anarchist 

one of removing the 

structures of 

repression and 

exploitation and 

replacing them with 

creative practices of 

non -domination.  



the nexus of parliamentarianism/anti-

parliamentarianism, such as Tom Mann movement 

from social democracy to syndicalist action, to 

rejecting parliamentarianism in favour of 

revolutionary syndicalism. Such tactical 

differences have other important ramifications, 

however, because in promoting different methods, 

the importance of these apparently shared long-

term objectives began to alter and their meanings 

begin to shift.  

For the more constitutionally-engaged social 

democrats, the means (electoral success) becomes 

more important than the goal (radical 

transformation). The more a group becomes 

committed to the electoral reformist mode of social 

change, the more the meaning alters of once radical 

concepts, like ófreedomô. As the late Albert Meltzer 

(in the previous edition of Black Flag) points out, 

freedom is not the version increasingly ascribed to 

by social democrats, which is óliving under forms 

of exploitation a majority have voted forô, but the 

anarchist one of removing the structures of 

repression and exploitation and replacing them 

with creative practices of non-domination. 

Therefore, the question of choice of methods for 

socialism also unavoidably goes hand-in-hand with 

questions of motivating goals and ambitions. 

Anarchists are rightly portrayed as being, in the 

main, against state participation, which means 

being against electoral activism. The great figures 

of the anarchist past, Mikhail Bakunin, Peter 

Kropotkin, Lucy Parsons and Emma Goldman, 

later Guy Aldred (of the Glasgow-based Anti-

Parliamentary Communist Federation) and Vernon 

Richards (of the Freedom Press Group) were all 

highly critical of electoral participation. So too are 

contemporary activists like the anarcho-syndicalist 

Phil Dickens and Floaker of the Anarchist 

Federation as well as members of the Anarchist 

Communist Group and the Solidarity Federation. 

However, this account of anarchism as committed 

to electoral abstention, whilst broadly accurate, 

omits some minority forms of anarchism that 

engages with electoral politics. Although a 

peripheral feature of anarchism, there are numerous 

examples spread historically and geographically. 

Although anarchists have powerful, and hard to 

refute, outright rejections of constitutional 

participation, I argue, the bases of these criticisms 

also open up opportunities for highly selective 

intervention in elections. Selective, because there 
 

1 P. Kropotkin, Words of a Rebel, ed. I. McKay (Oakland: 

PM, 2022 ïforthcoming ) pp. 110-11. 

are different forms of electoral participation, which 

will be outlined below, and that only some of these, 

under particular circumstances can be justified on 

similar grounds to anarchist abstentionism.  

Against participation 

The main arguments against elections are partly 

based on the rejection of the state because it is an 

unavoidably oppressive set of institutions operating 

on principles of domination and exploitation, and 

that merely electing people to run these would be 

little different than selecting which person executes 

you. Similarly there are those anarchists, not all of 

whom are individualists, who reject majority 

voting because it is a violation of individual 

freedom, though of course in certain circumstances 

organising in democratically accountable 

organisations (with sufficient bottom-up safeguards 

that the state can never provide) can extend 

individualsô freedom to do things. Intersecting with 

the general critique of the state, there are fourfold 

criticisms of electoral politics as a tactic. 

1) The first concerns the hierarchical 

organisational means of this tactic. Electoral 

politics generates damaging, mutually-reinforcing 

structures of power. Those already lacking power 

are further encouraged to become order takers, 

whilst those in control legitimise monopolising 

information and decision-making.1 It also 

reinforces a particular political identity as the 

supreme one: the national citizen. The ultimate 

authority is reserved for those given a mandate by 

the vote through the state, undermining other types 

of organisation and forms of power, such as trade 

unions or syndicates; community groups or 

neighbourhood assemblies; ecological direct action 

movements and mutual aid organisations. It also 

excludes those who are impacted by decisions but 

are not given full rights of citizenship. In this 

liberal-democratic formulation, activity is 

secondary to the democratic election and the 

institutions the majority vote is supposed to 

legitimate. As Bakunin amongst others points out, 

such as electoral participation simply recreates a 

form of oppressive administration, which supposed 

radicals have merely contributed their labour.2 

In electoral politics what the leader or 

representative says has far greater bearing than the 

ordinary member or voter. They enter into the 

fame-economy. The delegated spokesperson 

becomes better known, has greater access to the 

2 Mikhail Bakunin (nd), Bakunin on Anarchy: Selected works 

of the activism ï Founder of world anarchism. Ed Sam 

Dolgoff (Pirated edition), pp. 220-21. 



media, and to the networks of influence, and thus 

to audiences than those who are lesser known. 

Representatives are regarded as more authoritative 

and what they speak upon as being more important. 

Former leading figures from known political 

parties maintain a degree of influence, because 

members of the public recognise them. Thus, they 

seek to remain in the public eye to reinforce their 

position with the economy of fame. The example 

of George Galloway should be a chastening one. 

His desire to remain famous (from appearing on 

reality TV in a skin-tight leotard to fronting 

increasingly fringe political parties) has become his 

main compulsion, rather than the 

radical socialist ideals he 

initially (supposedly) held.1 

Some parties have embraced the 

fame-economy with, for 

example, the Scottish Socialist 

Party creating a cult of 

personality around Tommy 

Sheridan, with disastrous results 

for it. 

2) The second area of 

criticism covers the wrong place 

or more technically, misdirected 

location for action. Democratic 

politics concentrates almost 

exclusively on winning state 

power. Electoral politics under 

liberal democratic theory is 

regarded as the legitimate site of 

authority and control. According 

to this perspective, so long as 

power is won fairly in a 

democratic election, then the 

state can dictate the laws by 

which people live. There are, of 

course, certain provisos that 

protect future democratic 

participation ï and for various 

liberal theories the areas on 

which even democratic mandates cannot interfere 

alters depending on the types of threat. However, 

on-the-whole, democratic theory presents the 

political state as the location of power. Anarchists 

and other radicals, by contrast, point out that the 

 
1 See his personal Unity (or vanity) Party Scottish 

Parliamentary election leaflet for the regional list vote, which 

pictured Galloway far more prominently than the local 

candidate, with a call to vote for the Conservative Party in the 

areaôs constituency election.  
2 Tom Mann (1913), óIndustrial organisation versus political 

action: debate between Tom Mann and Arthur M. Lewisô. 

state is not the sole, or often the main location of 

power.  

For syndicalists, like Mann, there are more 

important sites of power, primarily the economy. 

Winning economic control is much more important 

than gaining control of the state.  

Now I submit to you this: that the success 

of the working class will depend, in some 

considerable measure, on the agency 

through which they will function as 

controllers of the industries that they are 

engaged in. Some say not the present 

capitalist system, but a 

democratised state. We are 

not saying that. I am saying 

that it should be the 

organisation of the workers, 

the industrial organisation 

of the workers, made 

exactly what it ought to be 

to fill requirements.2 

Anarchists who prioritise 

syndicalist methods, like 

other anarchists, are not 

blind either to the other 

forms of power and 

institutions that embed 

them.3 They are aware that 

social relations and 

institutions based on 

militarism, patriarchy and 

racism do not stem from the 

economy alone, but in 

contrast to social democrats 

they argue that these forms 

of oppression cannot be 

resolved by state action 

either.  

The central criticism 

anarchists make of radical 

social democrats is that 

winning state power will not produce the desired 

radical change, because of the influence of these 

institutions (such as police, business, military or 

other states). If radicals seek to appease these 

groups, their radical proposals become so diluted as 

to become meaningless, think of Greek SYRIZA-

Marxist Internet Archive. < 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/mann-

tom/1913/tmamldebate.htm> 
3 óI am not declaring that there is nothing outside of 

economics that will require attention.ô Mann, óIndustrial 

organisationô. 

Corbynõs Romantic 

aura as a radical 

social democrat 

will be enhanced 

precisely because 

it was 

unsuccessful, it 

will remain 

untarnished 

because he never 

had the 

opportunity to 

engage with the 

realities of state 

power.  



led government in 2015. If these parties do not 

adequately compromise they will be brought down, 

such as Allende in Chile in 1973, the socialist 

republicans in Spain in 1936.  

Whilst working class action can put pressure on 

elected governments, such economic power is 

considered by liberals to be illegitimate with strong 

state sanctions to prevent such popular influence 

(see the anti-Union laws of Ronald Reagan and 

Margaret Thatcher). However, business leaders 

organising investment strikes, movement of assets 

overseas to create domestic economic crises to 

bring down social democratic governments are 

encouraged and celebrated by the same liberal 

democratic theorists.  

Corbynôs Romantic aura as a radical social 

democrat will be enhanced precisely because it was 

unsuccessful, it will remain untarnished because he 

never had the opportunity to engage with the 

realities of state power. Given Corbynôs 

inadequacies in the limited office he held, it is 

unlikely he would have avoided the twin threats of 

damaging compromise or outright destabilisation. 

3) The third major criticism of electoral 

politics is thus the bad results or negative outcomes 

of electoral politics. The standard position of social 

democrats is that they engage in the world of the 

possible, in realpolitik on practical decision-

making with the stable institutions of the state, 

unfettered by ideological considerations. Reforms 

brought in by óheroicô Labour governments, like a 

national health service or free secondary education 

are trumpeted, whilst the deficiencies with these 

solutions especially as many rely on social 

democrats acquiescence to militarism, war, 

colonialism and capitalist relations of production 

are rarely acknowledged. Opponents are dismissed 

as óimpossiblistô or óutopianô. However given the 

record of social democratic government to bring 

about a heralded socialist revolution, it is much 

more óimpossiblistô to expect benevolent radical 

transformation through piecemeal reform through 

the state.1  

Such developments confirm Bakuninôs prediction 

that ñinevitable result will be that workers' 

deputies, transferred to a purely bourgeois 

 
1 See John Holloway (2002) Change the World Without 

Taking Power. London: Pluto: p. 12. 
2 Mikhail Bakunin (1953) The Political Philosophy of 

Bakunin. New York: The Free Press: p. 216. See too 

Alexander Berkman (2003) What is Anarchism? Edinburgh: 

AK Press: Chapter XIII (Socialism). 
3 See of instance Nathan Jun and Mark Lance (2020). 

Anarchist Responses to a Pandemic: The COVID-19 Crisis as 

environment and into an atmosphere of purely 

bourgeois political ideas, ceasing in fact to be 

workers and becoming statesmen instead, will 

become middle class in their outlook, perhaps even 

more so than the bourgeois themselves.ò This was 

because ñmen do not create situations; it is 

situations that create men.ò2 

4) Finally, anarchists argue that there are 

better alternatives than electoral participation. A 

more practical solution for social change is mutual 

aid for the immediate alleviation of harms, which 

also oppose and supplant oppressive, hierarchical 

institutions. To borrow a phrase from the Industrial 

Workers of the World: ódirect action gets the 

goodsô. Rather than spend resource and effort on 

influencing oppressive organisations to behave in a 

slightly less psychopathic manner, or operate 

through the rules and laws developed to restrict 

threats to the dominant classes, operating outside 

and against the state is more fulfilling immediately 

as well as producing better long term results. 

Rather than working in and strengthening capitalist 

institutions, we should build and support our own. 

Historically, this was expressed in building 

syndicalist unions. More recent examples of these 

are the autonomous self-help groups that developed 

during the Covid crisis, not only providing mutual 

support and assistance where the state and business 

had failed, but also confronting employers over 

unsafe working practices and finding links of 

solidarity with Black Lives Matter.3 These were 

much more effective solutions than the social 

democratic tactic, which would involve 

campaigning for a political party who, some years 

after the peak of the crisis, might win sufficient 

electoral support to eventually pass legislation, 

which might then be enacted to provide help to 

those survivors who were in need some years 

earlier. 

A result of these criticisms of electoral politics is 

that the vast majority of anarchists promote 

electoral abstention. Abstention might be passive, 

through ignoring elections, or more actively 

encouraging electoral non-participation through 

anti-voting campaigns ï such as the Spanish CNTôs 

a Case Study in Mutual Aid. Kennedy Institute of Ethics 

Journal https://kiej.georgetown.edu/anarchist-responses-

covid-19-special-issue/ and Jade Saab and John Clarke 

(2021). Visualizing an alternative response to COVID-19: 

Lessons of the pandemic for the fights to come. 23 June 2021. 

https://jadesaab.com/visualizing-an-alternative-response-to-

covid-19-2fc8fae28749. 



abstentionist campaigns,1 the Anti-Elections 

Alliance of 1992 and 1997 and more recently 

Angry Not Apathetic. However, there has also been 

a small subsection of anarchists that have engaged 

in electoralism. Whilst such incidents tend to be 

regarded as either anomalies, failures of principle 

or doomed experiments - and this is certainly the 

case with many examples ï I would argue that 

certain, very specific and targeted forms can be 

consistent with anarchism and yield positive 

results. 

There are, perhaps surprisingly given the general 

agreement about the failures of constitutional 

politics amongst anarchists, numerous examples of 

libertarian socialist engagements in electoralism 

historically and recently, both in the UK and far 

wider a field. Pierre-Joseph Proudhon was an 

elected member of the French Assembly during the 

1848 Revolution (although his experience 

confirmed his earlier analysis that the State could 

not be captured as it was chained to Capital).2 In 

the 1960s and 1970s the anarchic counter-culture 

Kaboteurs and Provos stood and gained 

representation on Amsterdamôs local council. In 

the 1970s a coalition of Israeli anti-authoritarian 

and non-Communist Party radicals stood a 

candidate to the Israeli parliament for propaganda 

purposes, but also to raise the issue of releasing 

activist Rami Livne, who had been imprisoned for 

ómeeting with a Palestinian from the occupied 

territoryô.3 More recently, many who identified as 

anarchists who had been involved in Spainôs 15M 

protests and occupations, left the streets in order to 

engage in ï and win ï representation as 

horizontalist parties in Spainôs regional elections.4 

In the UK too, some notable anarchists and 

anarchist groups have flirted with constitutional 

activism. The most recent was the veteran anarchist 

Ian Boneôs 2021 candidacy in the Croydon council 

elections for the Woodside ward, gaining 2.5% 

vote, (a higher percentage of the vote than celebrity 

far-right troll Lawrence Fox achieved in the 

London mayoral elections held on the same day). 

 
1 See Stuart Christie, (2009). We the Anarchists: Study of the 

Iberian Anarchist Federation (FAI). Meltzer Press and 

Vernon Richards Lessons of the Spanish Revolution (1936-

1939). London: Freedom https://libcom.org/files/lessons-

spanish-revolution.pdf, 
2 Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (2011) Property is Theft! A Pierre-

Joseph Proudhon Anthology. Edinburgh: AK Press: p. 423. 
3 Ilan Shalif, (2015). Personal interview. 
4 See for instance Ramon Feenstra, Vincente Roig and 

Benjamin Franks, B. 2017. Spanish Anarchist Engagements 

in Electoralism: From street politics to party politics.ô Social 

Movement Studies 17.1.: pp.85-98. 

Bone first participated in 1969 in the Swansea 

council elections, where he reportedly got 10 votes. 

A decade later, Bone was joined in the 1979 

Swansea Council elections by his colleagues from 

the anarchist group around Alarm. In 1988 Class 

War, a group initially started by Bone and Martin 

Wright,5 stood a candidate, John Duignan, in the 

Kensington by-election gaining just 60 votes. In 

May 2003, the Bristolian Party, also heavily 

influenced by anarchists (including Bone), stood 12 

candidates in the local council elections, receiving 

on average about 8% of the vote in the wards they 

stood in. In 2015, a resurrected Class War stood a 

small slate of candidates, which included Andy 

Bennetts, Jon Bigger, Adam Clifford and Lisa 

McKenzie. Bigger has subsequently written an 

entertaining and accessible doctoral dissertation on 

the experience.6 

Four Models 

There are differences in the forms of anarchist 

electoral participation and these have different 

degrees of consistency with anarchist principles 

and methods of equality. The four types are: 

1. Lesser Evil (minor engagements) 

2. Radical social democracy (anti-hierarchical 

structural reformism) 

3. Sinn Fein Option (revolutionary anti-

representationalism) 

4. Guerrilla activism 

These four positions are not absolutely discrete, but 

can bleed into one another, as critics of anarchist 

electoralism also point out. 

1. Lesser Evil (minor engagements) 

The first is perhaps the best known and the most 

widely practised. In the UK and USA, legislative 

elections are plural rather than proportional. So 

electors will often choose not the candidate they 

want most to win ï as they maybe too marginal to 

have any chance of electoral success ï but opt for 

the candidate who is the lesser evil of the few 

Ramon Feenstra, Simon. Tormey, Andreu Casero-Ripolles, 

and John Keane, J. 2017. Refiguring Democracy: The 

Spanish political laboratory. London: Routledge. 
5 See Ian Bone (2006) Bash the Rich: True Life Confessions 

of an Anarchist In the UK. Bristol: Tangent. 
6 Jon Bigger (2021). Class War at the 2015 UK General 

Election: Radicalism, subversion and the democratic process. 

PhD Dissertation. Loughborough University. 

https://repository.lboro.ac.uk/articles/thesis/Class_war_at_the

_2015_UK_General_Election_radicalism_subversion_and_th

e_democratic_process/14844885. 



(usually two) candidates who are most likely to 

win. Examples of this are Noam Chomsky calling 

for votes for barely social democratic candidates 

like Hilary Clinton and later Joe Biden to defeat 

Donald Trump, radicals voting for Corbynite (and 

prior to that Miliband-ite) candidates against the 

Tories in 2015, 2017 and 2019. 

It is, perhaps, one of the ódirty secretsô of 

anarchism that come Election Day many outwardly 

revolutionary anti-statists cast a vote for the least 

objectionable of the main candidates. This is not a 

new feature of the anarchist politics, as Vernon 

Richards reports just prior to the Spanish Civil War 

the CNT debated the ólesser evilô of abandoning 

abstentionism and supporting the social democrats 

against authoritarian reaction.1 Even though the 

official abstentionist position remained officially in 

place,2 ómembers of the CNT voted at the election 

of 1936 in large numbersô resulting in the 

republicans and social democrats returning to 

power.3 

Stopping the far-right (which increasingly includes 

many allegedly mainstream conservative parties in 

countries like American and Britain) frequently 

motivates anarchist participation in the polls. 

Selecting a lesser evil helps to water down the 

percentage of the vote for fascist parties (in the UK 

candidates who fail to reach 5% of the vote lose an 

election deposit of £500). Whilst high abstention 

rates might lessen democratic legitimacy (see the 

panicked responses to the temporary falls in 

electoral participation rates from 2000-10 from 

leading political figures such as former Secretary-

General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan4), but 

abstention or spoiling ballots, currently, has little 

impact. Elections often have abstention rates higher 

than 60% and sometimes as great as 85% (such as 

some council ward and police commissioner 

elections). In most general elections, including the 

last one, non-voters far outnumber the total of 

people who voted for the victorious party. None of 

these prevent a candidate being elected and 

operating their form of state power under the cover 

 
1 Richards, Lessons of the Spanish Revolution, p.17, pp.21-23. 
2 Richards, Lessons of the Spanish Revolution, pp.17-18, p.22 
3 Richards, Lessons of the Spanish Revolution, pp. 18-19 
4 Koffi Annan, (2016). óIntroductionô. To D. van Reybrouk. 

Against Elections: The case for democracy. New York: Seven 

Stories. 
5 See also Phil Dickens (2015). Active abstention isn't the 

answer either. LibCom. 7 March 2015. 

http://libcom.org/library/active-abstention-isnt-answer-either 

last accessed 8 August 2021. 
6 Carol Galais (2014) "Don't Vote for Them: The Effects of 

the Spanish Indignant Movement on Attitudes about Voting." 

of legitimacy.5 Whilst there has been little 

systematic study of the impact of abstention 

campaigns, one of the few made indicates that it 

might counter-intuitively increase participation as 

it reminds the electorate of an election and their 

civic duty.6 

Anarchists standardly regard participating in the 

vote as a violation of principle. One reason is that it 

leads to slippery slopes of more overt electoral 

support. After all, if a lesser evil is to be supported, 

why not campaign for, raise funds for, even 

directly join the social democratic party in order to 

enhance electoral success over the greater evil? Yet 

such slippery slope arguments are invariably 

fallacious. Most non-anarchists, with varying 

degrees of enthusiasm, vote in elections without 

ever joining or assisting a political party in any 

other way, so it would seem odd that anarchists are 

more prone to slide down the slope.7 

Whilst the effectiveness of voting for the more 

socially democratic party is highly questionable, 

given the track records of the British Labour Party 

and US Democratic Party, nonetheless, lesser evil-

ism can have some limited salience with 

anarchism. Anarchists, like Bakunin, are aware that 

although all states are oppressive, some are more 

despotic than others: óWe are firmly convinced that 

the most imperfect republic is a thousand times 

better than the most enlightened monarchy.ô8 

Protecting, albeit in a highly constrained way, 

some social welfare from neoliberal or 

conservative óreformô or frustrating especially 

chauvinist nationalist policies is consistent with 

anarchist rejection of hierarchy, even if they remain 

committed to the view that the social revolution 

cannot be achieved, nor is it prefigured by, the 

ballot box.9 

Whilst lesser evilism does not challenge the 

hierarchies of party-politics and directs attention to 

the state as the sole centre of power, near the end of 

2021, and in many locations, especially within the 

UK, there is little autonomous (anti-)politics going 

on. A brief visit to the polling booth will not 

Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 24.3: pp. 

334-350. 
7 Though there are examples of some anarchists who did go 

down this slippery slope. One such, was Francesco Saverio 

Merlino, who debated with Malatesta arguing for the merits 

of limited electoral engagement, before abandoning 

anarchism for more orthodox social democracy (My thanks to 

an editor of Black Flag for this example) 
8 Bakunin, Bakunin on Anarchy, p.144.  
9 Richards, Lessons of the Spanish Revolution,p. 20; Bakunin, 

óOn Real Democracyô, Bakunin: Selected texts 1868-

75.London: Anarres: pp.60-70. 



disrupt those few sites of anti-hierarchical activism. 

However, when lesser evil-ism extends into far 

more active support for state-representative 

politics, then (intellectual and physical) labour and 

resource is dedicated to oppressive politics which 

could be better directed. 

2. Radical Social Democracy (Horizontal 

Structural Reformism) 

This is the most familiar of the methods of radicals 

as Carl Boggs calls it: óthe dominant paradigm of 

socialist politics in the advanced capitalist societies 

where bourgeois institutions are firmly implantedô.1 

Many direct action movements on the past have 

reverted to social democratic methods, starting 

initially with the Labour movement in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, the 

ecological movement creating Green parties and 

the feminist movement developing into Womenôs 

Equality parties. Boggs calls social democracy 

structural reformism as it assumes that a more 

equitable economic and political system is 

achieved by working through democratic 

institutions. Radical syndicalists, like Mann, 

initially supported parliamentary action because it 

would help support workersô direct industrial 

action.2  

These tactics are clearly distinct from Anarchist 

prefiguration, which prioritises direct action 

outside and against the state and done 

autonomously. Mannôs change to this prefigurative 

position is signalled when he later advocated for 

óthe complete emancipation of the workers, and I 

believe that can be achieved by industrial and 

economic organisation without resorting to the 

legislative institution.ô3 Participation at the polling 

station being seen as a peripheral feature at best. 

Social democracy regards electoral participation 

and the forms of organisation that support it as core 

to the political project. As a result, some social 

democrats will support non-parliamentary activity, 

but like the Labour-left turning up at a picket-line, 

 
1 Boggs óóRevolutionary Processô, pp. 372. 
2 óTrade-union efforts should be, and must be, supplemented 

both by county councils and by Parliament.ô Tom Mann 

(1890), The Development of the Labour Movement. Marxist 

Internet Archive. < https://www.marxists.org/archive/mann-

tom/index.htm> 
3 Mann óIndustrial organisationô. 
4 See Feenstra, Roig and Franks 2017. 
5 Bray, M. (2018). óHorizontalismô In B. Franks, N. Jun, L. 

Williams eds., Anarchism: A Conceptual Account. London: 

Routledge: pp.101-14., Tormey, S. and Feenstra, R. 

(2015).óReinventing the Political Party in Spain: The case of 

15M and the Spanish mobilisationsô. Policy Studies. 36.6: pp. 

590-606.; Feenstra et. al. 2017 

these are either done in order to support the 

parliamentary goal (to promote the electoral brand) 

or they are secondary to the electoral goal.  

Many recent converts to social democracy, 

frustrated at the impasse reached by the direct 

action movements,4 call themselves óhorizontalistô 

as many come from the anarchist-backgrounds, and 

have an explicit commitment to anti-hierarchical or 

horizontal forms.5 These include the horizontally-

organized groups that grew out of the Greek and 

Spanish anti-austerity and anti-corruption 

movements such as the Greek SYRIZA and the 

Spanish national movement, Podemos and local 

groups such as Ahora Madri, Barcelona en Comú, 

Castelló en Moviment and Zaragoza en Común.6 

Many involved in these groups still identified their 

goals with anarchism. They wanted an egalitarian 

transformation of the economy and to replace the 

hierarchy of representative government with 

systems of accessible and participatory decision-

making.7 However, these radical changes would be 

achieved through the constitutional process by 

parties that prefigured more egalitarian decision-

making. The measure to ensure that hierarchies of 

power were flattened included bans on corporate 

donations, party assemblies having executive 

power rather than the elected delegates, time limits 

on official positions and revocation mechanisms. 

The Spanish horizontalists also utilised social 

media to engage with members and supporters and 

to identify which issues to prioritise.8 

Thus advocates of horizontal reformism claimed 

that their methods of organisation and policy 

formation were novel and experimental (Feenstra 

and Roig et. al 2017). However critics point out 

that these participatory and horizontal forms of 

organising representative bodies offered little that 

was new, bar the application of new Information 

and Communications Technology, which other, 

more reactionary parties were adopting with 

growing effectiveness, as Donald Trumpôs tweets 

demonstrate.9 Similar radical values and procedural 

6 Feenstra, Roig and Franks,ô Spanish Anarchist 

Engagementsô. 
7 See for instance Simon Tormey and Ramon Feenstra 2015. 

óReinventing the political party in Spain: the case of 15M and 

the Spanish mobilisationsô, Policy Studies 26.6: pp.590-606. 
8 See Feenstra, Tormey, Refiguring Democracy, pp. 46-8, pp. 

58-61. 
9 More widely see Ernst, Nicole, Frank Esser, Sina Blassnig, 

and Sven Engesser (2019). óFavorable opportunity structures 

for populist communication: Comparing different types of 

politicians and issues in social media, television and the 

press.ô The International Journal of Press/Politics 24. 2: 165-

188; Enli, Gunn, and Linda Therese Rosenberg. "Trust in the 



norms were part of the early Ecology and Green 

Parties as they entered the parliamentary fray (see 

Bray 2018), groups which also contained 

considerable numbers of social libertarians.  

However, the tension of winning elections and 

making effective policy within the democratic-

capitalist arrangement led to conflict between the 

Fundiôs and Realos in the Green parties. The 

former wished to maintain prefigurative, egalitarian 

structures and radical goals while the Realos 

sought to replace party structures with more 

efficient centralised organisation that can better 

gain positions within the 

executive and manage, 

with other parties and 

established institutions, 

targeted reform. New 

horizontalist parties face a 

similar tension as they seek 

greater electoral support by 

attracting support from 

those not radicalised, and 

to gain the cooperation 

from the main organs of 

the capitalist state in order 

to achieve benign policy 

goals. 

In Greece, SYRIZA 

imposed more of the 

austerity they had been 

elected to end. Podemos entered into government 

with the more longstanding and corrupt Spanish 

Social Democrats and bar a few minor reforms 

helped to sustain the capitalist economy. Groupings 

that started with a strong commitment to radical 

change based on anti-hierarchical principles of 

solidarity and mutual aid underwent, as they moved 

away from direct action and into representative 

functions, the transformation predicted by 

abstentionist anarchists. They quickly transformed 

into groups based on electoral success and effective 

policy reform, developing efficient working 

relationships with the institutions of domination 

(banks, business, military and other states) and 

rejecting the direct action movements, such as 

squatters and those facing house-repossession in 

whose name they originally claimed to be acting 

upon.1 

 
age of social media: Populist politicians seem more 

authentic." Social Media+ Society 4, no. 1 (2018) 
1 See Stephen Burgen. óRiots in Barcelona after squatters 

evicted from former bankô, The Guardian 24 May 2016. 

<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/24/riots-in-

3. Sinn Fein Option (Revolutionary Anti-

Representationalism) 

Some groups recognise the problems of working 

through the structures of domination but argue that 

standing for election and refusing representation in 

the legislature of a capitalist state can still advance 

the revolutionary cause. Elections give an 

opportunity to engage with people who, at least at 

that moment, are more attuned to political 

conversation and show the strength of popular 

support for their cause. These argue for militants to 

take on a representative function of symbolising 

the revolutionary 

movement but not to 

participate in being part of 

the government or vote on 

legislation.  

It is named after the Irish 

Republican party Sinn Fein 

who have adopted this 

strategy for Westminster 

elections.2 For many 

legislatures, taking a seat in 

the parliament requires the 

elected candidate to swear 

an oath allegiance to the 

monarch, state and 

constitution. For radicals 

taking such an oath would 

show lack of integrity and 

be an act of subservience. Taking the seat in the 

parliament was supposed to help broadcast the 

message of equality and liberty, obedience to the 

procedures of the state would transmit an entirely 

different message. However, Sinn Fein avoid this 

problem by not entering the House of Commons 

and therefore not swearing the oath of allegiance. 

By refusing to swear, they still gain attention and 

have legitimacy as the popular candidate, but 

without compromising by taking an official 

position within the state.  

The Glasgow-based anarchist Guy Aldred who also 

used this tactic also named it after Sinn Fein.3 He 

initially suggested as a compromise position 

between the traditional Marxist Social Democrats 

of the British Socialist Party and the anti-

parliamentarians (the óinfantile leftô attacked by 

barcelona-after-squatters-evicted-from-bank> last accessed 8 

August 2021. 
2 In the Irish Republic and in devolved assembly they take 

their seats and indeed are part of the executive in the latter. 
3 John Couzin (2018), óGuy Aldredô, Strugglepedia 

<http://strugglepedia.co.uk/index.php?title=Guy_Aldred> 

Groupings that started with 

a strong commitment to 

radical change based on 

anti -hierarchical principles 

of solidarity and mutual aid 

underwent, as they moved 

away from direct action and 

into represent ative 

functions, the 

transformation predicted by 

abstentionist anarchists.  



Lenin1) during the discussion to form what became 

the Communist Party of Great Britain. It was also 

advocated by some amongst the Dutch counter-

cultural radicals the Kaboteurs and Provos in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s.  

Thus the Sinn Fein option involves standing in 

elections in order to provide revolutionary groups 

an opportunity to highlight the oppressive features 

of capitalism and test the broader acceptability of 

revolutionary ideas. The elected representative acts 

as a spokesperson for the revolutionary cause but 

refuses to take their seat in Parliament or 

participate in government. Electoral success adds 

to the legitimacy of the revolutionary cause and 

helps further boost its popularity 

There is much to recommend the tactic. It takes 

advantage of the spaces that open up for political 

conversations that elections provide, especially in 

apolitical constituencies. It is hard for even 

seasoned activists to knock on a strangerôs door 

and ask them to take part in (legally dubious) direct 

action but it is far less intimidating to canvass for a 

vote. The tactic also avoids those elected taking 

over the role of order-givers, managing the order-

takers. It also recognises that change cannot come 

through working with the rules of existing 

oppressive social institutions.  

There are, however, problems with this method. 

One of these more significant weaknesses is due to 

the method of depending on gaining legitimacy 

through the ballot box. What matters is the 

electoral vote, rather than building and 

participating in radical alternatives to capitalism. 

This leads to a further problem, as the types of 

political organisation this method requires, whether 

Sinn Fein or the ultra-left, is hierarchical. It 

requires recognisable media-friendly spokespeople 

who, when elected, can use the opportunities 

presented to voice the Partyôs case for radical 

change. These elected representatives might not 

take legislative power, but by participating in the 

electoral process, they enter into the fame-

economy, where being well known provides them 

with additional power and influence.  

The revolutionary (anti-)representationalism of the 

Sinn Fein option also faces the problem of the 

slippery slope. Those elected on such a basis are 

then often pressured to take electoral positions and 

use their influence in parliament. They then 

 
1 V. Lenin (1975) [1921] ñLeft-Wingò Communism: An 

infantile disorder. Peking: Foreign Language Press. 
2 See L. M. Bogad, (2005). Electoral Guerrilla Theatre: 

Radical social movements. London: Routledge. 

become social reformists. The Dutch Provos split 

because some members wanted to use their 

electoral weight in the Amsterdam council to assist 

their movement.2 When there is a particular threat 

of an especially reactionary government, pressure 

mounts on revolutionary (anti-)representatives to 

use the constitutional processes to prevent the 

greater evil. If they succumb to this pressure, then 

they become little more than radical social 

democrats; if they fail to do so, they appear to be 

responsible for a policy they could have stopped.  

4. Guerrilla Activism 

The final form of electoral engagement is the one 

most consistent with core anarchist principle. Like 

the Sinn Fein option and contrary to the radical 

social democracy, this tactic rejects working within 

the existing system to bring about change. 

However, unlike the Sinn Fein option, guerrilla 

activism in its purest form does not seek votes, but 

uses the opportunities of the electoral process to 

critique and satirise the democratic, capitalist state 

and instead promote direct action ï indeed for 

participants like Bigger, it can be a form of direct 

action in itself. 3  

The name derives from L. M. Bogadôs account of 

the distinction in forms of electoral protest between 

óguerrillaô electoral interventions and the softer, 

jocular stunts, like the candidates from the Monster 

Raving Loony Party of Great Britain and the 

Rhinoceros Party of Canada, which humorously 

ósends-up [é] the political system that just about 

anyone can laugh at without feeling insulted.ô4 

Guerrilla activists, by contrast, use the 

opportunities of electoral engagement to make the 

far deeper criticisms of political and economic 

oppressions, wishing to unsettle the parliamentary 

parties. Rather than provide just a humorous 

interlude from the óserious politicsô, guerrilla 

activists like the anarchist abstentionists promote 

alternatives that are outside and against capitalist-

democratic institutions.  

Class Warôs 2015 general election campaign 

provides a good example of guerrilla activism. 

Election campaigns provide opportunities for 

largely marginalised viewpoints to gain some 

exposure in the national and local press. Class 

Warôs candidate Adam Clifford, for example, 

appeared on one of the more memorable episodes 

of the BBCôs The Daily Politics Show.5 Class War 

3 Bigger, Class War at the General Election 
4 Bogad, Electoral Guerrilla Theatre, pp. 31-2 
5 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_5WpUL0WXo 



used these opportunities to draw attention to the 

inherent power structures of representative 

democracy. They used the platform to make many 

of the key anarchist critiques of representative 

democracy, including the promotion of anti-

hierarchical, extra-parliamentary action. Appearing 

alongside establishment candidates, including the 

soon to be Prime Minister Theresa May, they could 

voice their hatred directly at the political ruling 

class.1  

Guerrilla activism, unlike the Sinn Fein option 

does not seek to become the main representatives 

of the views of others. It also rejects notions of 

legitimacy through parliamentary processes. It 

prioritises the actions of the oppressed acting for 

themselves, outside of parliament and independent 

of any managerial class (see Bone 2015, Ross 

2015). Andy Bennetts, Class Warôs candidate for 

Lichfield, used his candidateôs interview with a 

local paper to explicitly call for people not to vote, 

including for himself.2 As such this guerrilla 

method does not seek to get people elected and 

does not create the hierarchy of representative-

represented that is central to the Sinn Fein option. 

Instead it uses of the opportunity of election to 

advance the abstentionist critique of standard 

democratic politics.3 

At first sight, guerrilla activism ï like the Sinn 

Fein option - appears to be in tension with lesser-

evilism. The guerrilla activist is drawing electoral 

support from the lesser evil candidate, opening the 

way for the greater evil to win. Tacticians for 

orthodox political parties are aware of this, and try 

to use it for their advantage, such that supporters of 

one party will sometimes secretly provide support 

for a third party, with an apparently rival ideology, 

so that the third party will take vital votes away 

from their main opponent. For instance, 

Republican-funders, like Bernie Marcus, assisted 

Green candidates in marginal states.4 See too, the 

suspicious behaviour of the Literal Democrats in 

the 1994 European election and Independent Green 

Voice (whose ballot logo emphasised the word 

Green and appeared higher up the ballot paper that 

the Scottish Green Party) who took vital votes from 

Liberal Democrats and Greens (to Conservative 

 
1 Bigger, Class War at the General Election, pp. 213-14. 
2 Ross, (2015). óCandidate insists ñvoting isnôt the answerò 

ahead of general electionô, Lichfield Live 7 April 2015. 

<http://lichfieldlive.co.uk/2015/04/07/candidate-insists-

voting-isnt-the-answer-ahead-of-general-election> last 

accessed 7 August 2021. 
3 J. Bigger (2015). Personal Interview 
4 Maggie Haberman, Danny Hakim and Nick Corasaniti, 

óHow Republicans Are Trying to Use the Green Party to 

Party advantage). Might guerrilla activists be used, 

or accused of behaving, in a similar fashion? 

There are a number of replies. First, for more 

consistent guerrilla activists who donôt seek to win 

votes and indeed carry an abstentionist message, 

this is not a problem as real power lies outside of 

parliament and thus whoever wins is largely 

immaterial. For those still worried by the 

interpretation potentially placed on standing 

guerrilla candidates by those with only a partial 

understanding of the tactic, there are further 

responses and modifications of the method. For 

instance, where the two major competing parties 

are largely similar, allowing one to win over the 

other provides no significant disadvantage. 

Alternatively, guerrilla activists might avoid 

standing in places where there is a genuinely tight 

race between a palpable and lesser evil.  

However, there are problems with this guerrila 

activism. First, some of Class Warôs other 

candidates, to Bennettôs disappointment, did appear 

to be offering policy solutions, such as a mansion 

tax, duty free beer and the doubling social security 

benefits,5 which suggested a return to social 

democracy. Other Class War candidates, such as 

Bigger, suggest these policy slogans were only 

offered up as part of the satirical features of the 

campaign and as a way of opening up a dialogue 

with voters,6 but many more members of the 

electorate would see what appears to be reformist 

demands without being engaged in the wider 

discussion that deconstructs them.  

Secondly, as anarchist critics from an abstentionist-

position point out, to stand seven candidates in a 

general election meant that Class War had to pay 

the state £3,500 in deposits. This was because their 

overall vote was too small to reach the level where 

these would be returned (the most successful 

candidate in electoral terms was the one most 

explicit in calling for no one to vote and he did not 

achieve one twentieth of the electoral support 

needed to save his deposit). Abstentionists argue 

that this money - and more importantly the time 

and effort in running an electoral campaign ï 

would have been better directed towards direct 

action campaigns.7 Boneôs response to these 

Their Advantageô, New York Times 22 September 2020. < 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/22/us/politics/green-party-

republicans-hawkins.html> 
5 Bigger, Class War at the General Election, p. 135. 
6 Bigger, Interview. 
7 See Phil Dickens (2016). óAn afterthought: ñextra-

parliamentary electoralismòô Libcom, 

http://libcom.org/library/afterthought-extra-parliamentary-

electoralism last accessed 16 May 2016. 



arguments is if there was meaningful extra-

parliamentary action going on, then it would be a 

waste of resource to direct it towards an election 

campaign but there was in 2015 (and indeed in 

2021) no such alternative. 1 The guerrilla 

participations was a way of publicising and 

enhancing what little was going on, like squatting 

and campaigns against Poor Doors (separate, 

inferior entrances for social housing tenants in 

mixed housing units). 

Floaker a longstanding member of the Anarchist 

Federation in Scotland, argues that standing 

candidates damages the possibility for direct action 

ï as it appears to support constitutional 

engagement.2 For Floaker, like Mann in the latterôs 

revolutionary syndicalist period, there is no need 

for parliamentary action, direct action by the 

oppressed is sufficient and parliamentary action is 

unnecessary or a distraction. In support of 

Floakerôs contention, the types of tactic Bigger 

regarded as ódirect actionô being advanced in Class 

Warôs election campaign seem much closer to 

symbolic action ï shouting slogans ï rather than 

prefiguring different types of practice that embody 

freer, more equal and more exciting social 

relationships, even allowing for some fluidity in the 

distinction between symbolic and direct action.3 

However, Biggerôs case for electoral engagement 

was also that it made explicit to new audiences the 

case for direct action and helped promote and 

normalise it. His election campaign gave 

precedence to the anti-poor door and squatting 

movements as assaults on gentrification.4 These 

types of direct action took precedence over 

electioneering for a candidate.5 

Whilst Floaker accepts that guerrilla activism is 

deliberately mocking the elections, Floakerôs 

concern is that not everyone will see it as satire. 

There are good reasons to support Floakerôs 

position. If the Internet has demonstrated anything, 

it is that not everyone will recognise irony or get 

the joke. However, this can be mitigated by 

candidates making their satirical position clearer. It 

should also be added that any tactic is open to 

being misconstrued. Strike action, which Floaker 

supports, is often misinterpreted as selfish or an 

 
1 Ian Bone, óAn Anarchist Guide to Electioneeringô, Strike 9: 

24-5.  
2 Floaker. 2015. óThis is what democracy looks like?ô, 

Glasgow Anarchist Federation, 19 May 2015, 

<https://glasgowanarchists.wordpress.com/2015/03/19/this-

is-what-democracy-looks-like/> last accessed 8 August 2021. 
3 Bigger Class War at the General Election, pp. 38-9. 
4 See for instance Bigger, Class War at the General Election, 

pp. 82-3.  

attempt to annoy the public, rather than attack the 

power and authority of the bosses. The task is to 

clarify as clearly as possible, to the intended 

audience, the objective being prefigured through 

the action, not necessarily to abandon the tactic. 

There is also the problem that guerrilla activism 

itself is hierarchical, even if the aim is not to win 

an elected position. The tactic requires that 

attention is centred on the individual candidates 

and the role of others is largely to passively vote 

for them. This creates a fame economy, where the 

candidate is the most important figure ï the centre 

of attention ï for transmitting the anarchist critique 

of state-centred democracy and the capitalist 

system it protects. The erudite Lisa McKenzie 

provides a significant example. McKenzie stood as 

the Class War candidate against one of the main 

architects of austerity, the right wing Conservative 

(and former party leader) Iain Duncan Smith. 

Although an active writer and researcher in her 

own right, Lisa gained additional media attention 

partly because of her candidacy, including in The 

Guardian, THES and Sky News. Even though she 

has moved on from Class War and espouses causes 

and arguments which are not necessarily Class 

Warôs, because of her electoral position she is still 

linked by many people to Class War and thus they 

to her changed positions.6 Bigger records that being 

highly positioned within the fame economy brings 

significant disadvantages including he and his 

family being targeted by the tabloid press, with 

intrusive questions about his background and out of 

context extractions from his social media.7 There 

are mental health implications for being at the 

centre of a campaign, which then comes to a 

grinding halt once the count is over, while they 

remain identifiable targets for reactionaries for 

years to come.8 

There is a possible reply to the criticism. It 

acknowledges that guerrilla action is unavoidably 

hierarchical, but then hierarchy is not, and cannot 

be, entirely absent from direct action either. Each 

form of direct action will raise particular persons, 

groups or sections of society to prominence and the 

temptation, especially by those used to seeing 

problems and solutions in terms of leaders-and-

5 Bigger. Interview. 
6 See for instance Brixton Buzz < 

https://www.brixtonbuzz.com/2019/04/demolition-is-your-

estate-next-local-councillors-housing-activists-researchers-

and-journalists-discuss-lambeth-policy/>; see also Bigger 

Class War at the General Election, p. 309. 
7 Bigger Class War at the General Election, pp. 251-54. 
8 Bigger Class War at the General Election, pp. 309-10. 



followers, will make them represent the totality of 

the cause. Strike action raises the strike organisers 

to prominence, green direct action puts those 

making most effective and eye-catching disruption 

at the forefront.  

There is a risk of activist burnout with these 

methods in direct (prefigurative) methods and 

guerrilla electoralism. What it points to is the need 

for better mutual support and self-care not a 

blanket rejection of these tactics. The task is to 

make practices as diverse, mutually beneficial and 

anti-representational as possible. Taking 

action is about building communal, 

supportive social activities and organisations 

that are as anti-hierarchical, effective and 

enjoyable as possible. Guerrilla activism, as 

it restricts hierarchy more than the other 

models of electoral engagement, can operate 

and develop in this way, especially when 

used in concert with ï and gives appropriate 

priority to ï more direct methods.  

Anarchist abstentionists fear a slippery slope where 

guerrilla activism becomes a more prominent and 

reified form of the Sinn Fein option, with a party 

structure and set of rules (formal and informal) 

based on promoting their spokespeople in electoral 

campaigns which then merges into social 

democracy. This results in the organisation 

morphing into the pro-capitalist, pro-state and anti-

autonomous action parties of the main forms of 

social democracy (as the horizontalist parties are 

doing). These are not fallacious fears, as noted 

above there are pressures on electoral engagement 

that generate moves into this reformist direction, 

but there may be forms of anarchist guerrilla 

activism that can ï and do ï avoid falling down the 

slope. 

Concluding bit 

Not all anarchist engagements with electoralism are 

the same. Here I have outlined four, as they apply 

largely to representative state elections, rather than 

examine engagements in direct democracy such as 

state referendums.1 Whilst the abstentionist 

arguments against electoral-participation are 

compelling and remain pertinent, there are, 

nonetheless, forms of Anarchist engagements with 

electioneering which can be largely consistent with 

anarchist principles, especially when they take a 

 
1 For an interesting critical account of anti-state activist 

engagement in the Scottish Independence referendum, see 

Leigh French and Gordon Asher (2014) óGordon Asher and 

Leigh French on Scottish Independenceô, YouTube < 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A3y_6aG6bxc> and 

(2012) óCrises Capitalism and Independence Doctrinesô, 

deliberately guerrilla form. This would involve 

making explicit in their main election material and 

engagements with voters, the critique of the 

representative state and the oppressive institutions 

that constitute ï and are maintained by ï 

government. It needs to make plain its rejection of 

the order-giver / order-taker, representative / 

represented hierarchies and thus its lack of interest 

in vote-gathering. Guerrilla electorialism is most 

consistent with anarchism when it prioritises the 

importance of pertinent direct action rather than 

electoral action, both by providing specific actions 

óconstituentsô can participate in, but also the 

advantages of direct action and prefigurative 

organisation in general. 

Such a tactic should be used sporadically, not least 

because satire is not funny or engaging when the 

joke is old and expected. But by using it 

intermittently it also underlines that, unlike in 

radical social democracy and to a lesser extent with 

the Sinn Fein option, emancipatory change does 

not occur primarily through engaging with the 

hierarchy of the state or party organisations. Using 

this method infrequently also undermines the fame-

economy, where a small cabal of candidates start to 

represent the diverse and changing movement. 

Where activists use this method, they should learn 

from the examples of the past, including 

identifying risks to candidates and the need for 

mutual care.2 Those who have undertaken this 

tactic are usually willing to share their knowledge 

and skills, being equally aware of the strengths and 

pitfalls, the personal costs and thrills of such a form 

of participation. If former Corbynistas are drawn to 

anarchism, their experiences of electioneering can 

be used for selective guerrilla activism and, like 

former engagers in constitutionalism such as 

Proudhon and Mann before them, in updating the 

general anarchist critique of representative, state-

democratic action. 

Bella Caledonia 28th August 2012 < 

https://bellacaledonia.org.uk/2012/08/28/crises-capitalism-

and-independence-doctrines/>. See too Franks, óFour Models 

of Anarchist Engagementô. 
2 Bigger 2021, fn 15. p.80; pp.309-10. 

Taking action  is about building 

communal, supportive social 

activities and organisations that 

are as anti -hierarchical, effective 

and enjoyable as possible.  
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Sam Dolgoff: Ideas  
Jeff Stein  

Sam Dolgoff is perhaps best 

remembered for his books about 

anarchist history, Bakunin on 

Anarchism, The Anarchist 

Collectives, The Cuban Revolution: A 

Critical Perspective, and Fragments. 

These books were about the ideas of 

an important figure in the origin of 

the anarchist movement, the 

experience of worker self-

management during the Spanish Civil 

War and Revolution, the repression 

of the Cuban anarchists by Fidel 

Castro and his Marxist-Leninist 

regime, and Samôs memories of the 

IWW and US anarchists, 

respectively. Sam Dolgoff, however, 

was also an activist who tried to find 

solutions to current social problems and how 

anarchism might be applied in the future.  

Dolgoff contributed several original ideas in his 

writing for the journals, Vanguard, Views and 

Comments, Freedom, Interrogations, Libertarian 

Labor Review (now Anarcho-Syndicalist Review), 

and others. Some of these ideas were developed 

into pamphlets. Among his better known ideas are 

1) that the increasing complexity of society 

requires decentralisation and local self-

management, 2) that advanced information and 

communications technology makes anarchist forms 

of organisation possible, 3) that the incorporation 

of the labour movement into the capitalist welfare 

state has led to the growth of union bureaucracy 

and produced a rank-and file revolt that could 

revive anarcho-syndicalist and revolutionary 

tendencies, and 4) that the nation-state and 

ñnational liberationò is not an effective means of 

resisting imperialism and global capitalism but 

leads to new regimes of exploitation. 

In ñThe Relevance of Anarchism to Modern 

Societyò, Dolgoff first corrects the misconception 

that anarchists oppose organisation. Pointing to the 

classical anarchist thinkers, as well as the labour 

federations and co-operative associations inspired 

by anarchism, Sam shows that anarchism is based 

upon the organisational forms of federalism, 

decentralisation, local autonomy, and self-

management. Society is 

increasingly interdependent, 

and it would be difficult, if not 

impossible, to return to a 

primitive condition of isolated 

nations, not to mention 

isolated tribes or villages. On 

the other hand, trying to 

coordinate everything from a 

central administration, whether 

we are talking of a government 

bureaucracy or a large 

corporation, is unmanageable. 

The larger and more 

complicated any organisation 

becomes, the greater the need 

to get flexibility and 

cooperation by allowing 

changes to be made by smaller organisations on the 

local level. 

ñBourgeois economists, sociologists and 

administrators like Peter Drucker, Gunnar 

Myrdal. John Kenneth Galbraith, Daniel 

Bell, etc., now favour a large measure of 

decentralisation not because they suddenly 

became anarchists, but primarily because 

technology has rendered anarchistic forms 

of organisation operational necessities. But 

the bourgeois reformers have yet to learn 

that as long as these organisational forms 

are tied to the state or capitalism, which 

connotes the monopoly of political and 

economic power, decentralisation will 

remain a fraud ï a more efficient device to 

enlist the cooperation of the masses in their 

own enslavement.ò (The Relevance of 

Anarchism to Modern Society) 

Workers are only too aware of this conflict 

between the need for autonomy at the point of 

production and the constant interference of 

ignorant managers and capitalists from above. 

Coordination between departments, industries, and 

communities could be better achieved under 

democratic worker control, i.e., self-management. 

Industrial engineers and scientists, who have 

studied the problem, frequently come to the same 

conclusion. As Dolgoff points out, the anarchists 

 

Sam Dolgoff  (1902 -1990 ) 

http://libcom.org/files/Dolgoff,%20Sam%20-%20The%20Cuban%20revolution,%20A%20critical%20perspective.pdf
http://libcom.org/files/Dolgoff,%20Sam%20-%20The%20Cuban%20revolution,%20A%20critical%20perspective.pdf
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have always recognised that workers have the 

ability to run the economy since the days of the 

First International and earlier.  

ñThe libertarian principle of workersô 

control [has not been] invalidated by 

changes in the composition of the work 

force or in the nature of work itself. With or 

without automation, the economic structure 

of the new society must be based on self-

administration by the people directly 

involved in economic functions. Under 

automation millions of highly trained 

technicians, engineers, scientists, educators, 

etc., who are already organised into local, 

regional, national and international 

federations will freely circulate 

information, constantly improving both the 

quality and availability of goods and 

services and developing new products for 

new needsò (The Relevance of Anarchism to 

Modern Society) 

If anything, advances in computers and 

communications technology have only made the 

anarchist forms of organisation of the future easier 

to set-up and function. Information and data can be 

transferred almost instantaneously from one 

community to another, one workplace to another, 

allowing all to take part in those decisions which 

affect them. Direct polling can help regional and 

industrial federations work out plans to take into 

account local preferences and needs. As Dolgoff 

pointed out in his essay Modern Technology and 

Anarchism: 

A major obstacle to the establishment of a 

free society is the all-pervading 

bureaucratic machinery of the state and the 

industrial, commercial and financial 

corporations exercising de facto control 

over the operations of society. Bureaucracy 

is an unmitigated parasitical institutioné. 

In his important work Future Shock Alvin 

Toffler concludes that: ñIn bureaucracies 

the great mass of men performing routine 

tasks and operations ï - precisely these 

tasks and operations that the computer and 

automation do better than men ï - can be 

performed by self-regulating machinesé 

thus doing away with bureaucratic 

organisationé far from fastening the grip 

of automation on civilisationé automation 

leads to the overthrow [of the] power laden 

bureaucracies through which authority 

flowed [and] wielded the whip by which the 

individual was held in lineéò Professor 

William H. Read of McGill University 

believes that ñthe one effective measure of 

coping with the problem of coordination in 

a changing society will be found in new 

arrangements of power which sharply break 

with bureaucratic traditionéò William A. 

Faunce (School of Industrial and Labor 

Relations, Michigan State University) 

predicts that ñthe integration of information 

processing made possible by computers 

would eliminate the need for complex 

organisations characteristic of 

bureaucracies.ò 

Sam Dolgoff, however, was not so naïve as to 

believe these changes would take place by 

themselves. In order to make worker self-

management successful will require the help of 

technicians, engineers and scientists willing to side 

with the working class against the common enemy, 

the capitalists and bureaucrats, and willing to teach 

their skills to their ñblue-collarò fellow workers, 

without trying to dominate them. 

Many scientific and technical workers are 

unhappy. Quite a few whom I interviewed 

complain that nothing is so maddening as to 

stand helplessly by while ignoramuses who 

do not even understand the language of 

science dictate the direction of research and 

development. They are particularly 

outraged that their training and creativity 

are exploited to design and improve 

increasingly destructive war weapons and 

other anti-social purposes. They are often 

compelled, on pain of dismissal, to perform 

monotonous tasks and are not free to 

exercise their knowledge. These frustrated 

professional workers already outnumber 

relatively unskilled and skilled ñblue collarò 

manual workers rapidly displaced by 

modern technology. Many of them will be 

receptive to our ideas if intelligently and 

realistically presented. We must go all out 

to reach them. (Modern Technology and 

Anarchism) 

Dolgoff made these remarks with the labour 

movement in mind. Sam Dolgoff was a member of 

the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), and an 

admirer of the anarcho-syndicalist union in Spain, 

the Confederación Nacional del Trabajo (CNT). 

The IWW advocated ñrevolutionary industrial 
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unionismò that all the workers in the 

same industry should belong to the same 

union regardless of skill, department, or 

profession so that strikes could be 

supported by all workers in that industry, 

making an ñinjury to one, an injury to 

all.ò The IWW also had the goal of 

replacing capitalism with worker self-

management of the entire economy. The 

Spanish CNT put many of these same 

ideas into practice when in response to a 

military coup in 1936, the workers took 

over a large portion of the economy and 

organised it into collectives and 

communes. Dolgoff wrote a book about 

the Spanish Revolution, The Anarchist 

Collectives, and was aware of the need 

for technical and scientific support for 

these efforts to be successful. 

At the time Dolgoff wrote about the 

anarchist collectives, very little 

information was available about the 

successful application of anarchist ideas 

in Spain and elsewhere. The IWW had 

been in decline for a number of years, and anarcho-

syndicalist unions which had existed in Spain and 

several other countries had been destroyed by 

Fascism and Stalinism. Rather than rebuild the 

anti-authoritarian wing of the labour movement, 

the post-war anarchist movement was swept up by 

the ñNew Anarchismò. The New Anarchists 

ignored working class struggles and instead looked 

to protest movements, the youth counter-culture, 

and other issues. The problem with the New 

Anarchism, as Dolgoff saw it, was not that these 

issues were unimportant, but that none of these 

movements had the same potential of a social 

revolution, of replacing capitalism and the state, as 

had the earlier workersô movement. If anarchism 

was still relevant, how to get there? Had the 

capitalists, by buying off the labour movement with 

welfare reforms and consumerism, completely 

ended its revolutionary potential?  

ñThe incorporation of the American Labour 

Movement into the Labour Front of the 

emerging American welfare capitalist State, 

plus the alarming extent to which 

bureaucracy and corruption ï all the vices 

of capitalist society ï infects the unions has 

had a devastating effect upon the morale of 

the anti-totalitarian left and undermined 

faith in the revolutionary capacity of the 

labour movementé. In rightfully stressing 

the indisputable degeneration of the labour 

movement, the pessimists underestimate or 

ignore an equally formidable and more 

important development: the spontaneous 

mass revolts of the rank-and-file ordinary 

members against the triple exploitation of 

the labour bureaucracy, the employers and 

the regimentation of the State. The myth of 

the happy uncomplaining American worker 

satisfied with his [or her] lot is not 

sustained by the facts.ò (Notes for a 

Discussion on the Regeneration of the 

American Labor Movement) 

The late 1960s through the early 1980s, was a 

period of numerous wildcat strikes and conflicts, 

not only with employers, but against union leaders 

and in defiance of labour laws. These conflicts 

were similar to those which had created the IWW 

and anarcho-syndicalist unions before, and Dolgoff 

saw the opportunity for rebuilding a similar 

movement. Unfortunately, the opportunity passed, 

the young anarchists of the time were either not 

willing or not prepared to do the hard 

organisational work required to build revolutionary 

syndicalist organisations. Whatever energy there 

was for making changes in the labour movement 

was misdirected into organising for the business 

unions, political parties or replacing the old 

bureaucrats with new ones. Yet times and 

What We Stand For  
Libertarian League (1955) 

Two great power blocs struggle for world domination. Neither of these 
represents the true interests and welfare of Humanity. Their conflict 
threatens mankind with atomic destruction. Underlying both of these 
blocs are institutions that breed exploitation, inequality and oppression.  

Without trying to legislate for the future we feel that we can indicate 
the general lines along which a solution to these problems can be 
found.  

The exploitative societies of today must be replaced by a new libertarian 
world which will proclaim ς Equal freedom for all in a free socialist 
society ς άCǊŜŜŘƻƳέ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎƳ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ς 
ά{ƻŎƛŀƭƛǎƳέ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŦǊeedom is totalitarian. 

The monopoly of power which is the state must be replaced by a 
worldwide federation of free communities, labour councils and/or 
cooperatives operating according to the principles of free agreement. 
The government of men must be replaced by a functional society based 
on the administration of things.  

Centralism which means regimentation from the top down must be 
replaced by federalism which means cooperation from the bottom up.  

The Libertarian League will not accept the old socio-political clichés but 
will boldly explore new roads while examining anew the old 
movements, drawing from them all, that which time and experience has 
proven to be valid. 
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conditions change, and we are beginning to see 

another upsurge of rebellion in the ranks. Once 

again, Sam Dolgoffôs suggestion that anarchists 

make an effort to rebuild our unions based on 

direct action and worker self-management, 

deserves serious consideration.  

Sam Dolgoff also contributed to anarchist thinking 

about national liberation movements and global 

capitalism. Contrary to the Marxist-Leninists and 

others on the left who uncritically supported 

nationalist movements, as long as they claimed to 

be ñsocialistò and were resisting colonial powers, 

Dolgoff pointed out the need to be sceptical of such 

claims. In his book, The Cuban Revolution: A 

Critical Perspective, Dolgoff shared the history of 

the Cuban anarchist movement and how they had 

resisted the forces of not only US imperialism, but 

also the Communist Party which had allied itself 

with the Batista regime. However, when Castro and 

Guevara took over, they turned on the anarchists 

and other revolutionaries and threw their former 

comrades into prison, and made an alliance with 

the Communists and the former military. Worker 

self-management or democratic control of the 

economy was not part of the Castro agenda, who 

instead adopted the Bolshevik model of state 

bureaucracy and state capitalism. Dolgoff further 

developed these observations in his pamphlet, 

Third World Nationalism and the State: 

There is an unbridgeable difference 

between the concept of the nation-state as 

against natural communities. The natural 

community, a confluence of human beings, 

with a common history, a common 

language and cultural background, springs 

from free social alliancesé.National Self-

determination is by no means synonymous 

with the internal freedom of individuals, 

groups and communities, Native regimes in 

ñliberatedò independent states are no less 

despotic and no less corrupt than are their 

former rulersé.Nor is national self-

determination synonymous with social 

revolution, During the Spanish Civil War 

(1936-1939) both the quasi-independent 

Catalonian Generalidad and the Basque 

regime made common cause with their 

erstwhile enemy, the Central Republican 

Government and the capitalists, to extirpate 

the revolutionary anarcho-syndicalist 

General Confederation of Labour (CNT) 

and to crush the libertarian revolution. 

The anarchist alternative to nationalism is a 

libertarian, stateless federation of various 

peoples with all other peoples of the world. 

To survive and grow, the fluid, ever-

changing associations which constitute 

natural communities, must be constantly 

renewed and enriched by free association 

with equally free communities. The free 

associations must transcend the unalterable 

artificial boundaries erected by the state. 

Sam Dolgoffôs suggestions for peoples wishing to 

free themselves from the imperialism of global 

capitalism and the power politics of nation-states 

bear a striking resemblance to the revolt of the 

Rojavans in the Syrian region of the Middle East, 

and in many ways anticipated the ideas of Murray 

Bookchin. 

The Sam and Esther Dolgoff Institute 

During the past year, a number of veterans of the 

anarchist movement and the IWW, including many 

past associates of Sam Dolgoff and Esther (Miller) 

Dolgoff have organised an educational institute to 

keep their ideas alive. The Mission Statement of 

the Institute reads, in part: 

The Sam and Esther Dolgoff Institute 

brings their ideas into the 21st century to 

present an anarchist and anarcho-syndicalist 

view of contemporary social concerns. 

First, the Institute will  preserve and 

promote their many contributions to 

literature about anarchism, anarcho-

syndicalism, anti-fascism, and critiques of 

Marxism and state socialism. Second, the 

Institute will  support programs, events, and 

conferences that explore the relevance of 

anarchist ideas today. Third, the Institute 

will  support the publication of the Anarcho-

Syndicalist Review, which chronicles 

contemporary anarcho-syndicalism 

internationally, and which Sam co-founded 

under the name of Libertarian Labor 

Review. Fourth, the Institute will  issue 

occasional papers and publications to 

ensure broad access to contemporary 

anarchist and anarcho-syndicalist ideas and 

approaches. 

Anarchists, Anarcho-Syndicalists, and Wobblies 

who are interested in the work of the Institute or 

form information can contact us at:  

Sam and Esther Dolgoff Institute,  

P. O. Box 8341,  

2001 N. Mattis Avenue, Champaign, Illinois 61821 
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Anarchist Communism  

Sam Weiner (pen -name of Sam Dolgoff)  

Vanguard: A Libertarian Communist Journal, July; August-September, November 1932 

I 

The fast approaching downfall of capitalism, as shown 

by the worldwide economic debacle, is driving men to 

think about a new social order. It is generally admitted, 

even by conservatives, that capitalism is on its last legs. 

The greatest confusion prevails as to what should be 

done. Many so-called remedies are suggested, ranging 

from earnest prayer as recommended by the Pope, to 

fifty -seven varieties of dictatorship ï as urged by 

Fascists, Communists, and Socialists.  

The proposed remedies while 

differing in many respects, 

possess one quality which is 

common to all. They are based 

upon an abiding faith that 

government can remedy all evils. 

They would extend the functions 

of the State. The State would 

control and operate all the 

industries, would regulate the 

distribution of commodities, 

determine the conditions of 

labour, monopolise the sources 

of information and 

enlightenment ï schools, 

newspapers, radio, etc. It would 

thrust itself into the life of every 

individual. No one would dare 

question its authority.  

The delegation of power into the 

hands of an all-omnipotent State 

cannot solve the problems which 

are facing the working class ï the problems of 

exploitation, of monopoly, of inequality, of suppression 

of the individual. The State bureaucracy constitutes a 

class in itself. This privileged class, not being engaged 

in productive labour, must be supported by the workers. 

The tremendous waste, inefficiency, and corruption of 

present-day government is well known. How much 

greater would this burden become, how much more 

entrenched would this bureaucracy become, should the 

powers of the State be multiplied a thousand-fold?  

The growth of a bureaucratic class endowed with 

special privileges must give rise to inequality. The 

interests of those who rule, and the interests of those 

who are ruled cannot be reconciled. The people finding 

themselves reduced to mere tools in the hands of the all-

enveloping State machine would be compelled to check 

the ever-growing power of the bureaucracy. The 

Contradictions inherent in state socialism, far from 

being solved through the metaphysical ñWithering away 

of the stateò must result in a war between the privileged 

bureaucracy and the oppressed masses. It would lead to 

a social-revolution. The State cannot conduct the 

economic life of Society in the interests of all. The State 

cannot lose its class character. The abolition of 

capitalism is not sufficient as long as the State and its 

bureaucracy are maintained. The new social order must 

be based on entirely different principles. The need for a 

social philosophy which will avoid the pitfalls of state 

centralisation is becoming more and more pressing in 

the face of the ever-growing 

tendencies toward dictatorship of 

one type or another. Anarchism 

is the only Social theory capable 

of filling this need. Anarchism 

aims to establish a society in 

which the economic activities 

will be conducted by voluntary 

groups and federations. It aims to 

institute mutual agreement in 

place of coercion as the guiding 

principle of human life. The 

development of the individual 

should be the sole aim of social 

life. A social system which does 

not provide for the development 

of the individual is a failure. A 

social system based upon 

exploitation and oppression 

cannot allow for the fullest 

development of the individual. 

We therefore believe in the 

abolition not only of Capitalism 

but also of the State.  

Society is an organic whole intricately connected and 

bound by a thousand ties. Should one organ fail to 

function it will immediately affect the others. The 

tremendous complexity and interdependence of social 

life is leading to communism. Communism is a system 

whereby industry is operated for the benefit of the 

whole of society. Society must be conducted upon the 

basis of ñFrom each according to his ability and to 

each according to his needs.ò No man has the right to 

monopolise that which generations of men have 

laboured to produce. The combined efforts of all are 

necessary in order to produce the means of life, 

consequently all are entitled to share alike that which all 

have laboured to produce. There is no room in such a 

society for privilege, inequality or dictatorship. 

Anarchist-communism combines freedom and equality. 

One is indispensable to the other.  

A social system which 

does not provide for the 

development of the 

individual is a failure. A 

social system based 

upon exploitation and 

oppression cannot allow 

for the fullest 

development of the 

individual. We therefore 

believe in the abolition 

not only of Capitalism 

but also of the State.  
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The economic life of society should be conducted by 

those who are actually engaged in industry, through co-

operatives, industrial unions, federations and voluntary 

societies of all kinds and for all purposes. The needs of 

mankind are so infinitely varied, the 

specific problems affecting a given 

industry or locality are so different that 

no single body, be it a bureaucratic 

state or a centralised administrative 

agency, can ascertain and efficiently 

attend to the needs of society, even if 

government would be impartial and 

wholly disinterested which it is not and 

cannot be. An all-seeing omnipotent 

governmental bureaucracy in 

Washington, cannot work the mines in 

Pennsylvania, or drill oil wells in 

Oklahoma, or can fruit in California. 

Only the people who do the work, who 

are intimately acquainted with the 

needs of a given industry or community 

can successfully solve the problems 

that constantly present themselves. The 

economic structure must be based upon the fullest 

possible amount of local autonomy and independent 

action. The economic basis of society must correspond 

to life itself, must reflect its many sidedness and its 

varied interests. This can be done only when every 

group and every individual if free to conduct his affairs 

in accordance with his needs. The decentralisation of 

functions in the hands of those directly concerned will 

ensure freedom for the producers, and will prevent the 

monopoly, oppression, and inefficiency which are the 

distinguishing characteristics of centralised institutions.  

An examination of present-day society will show the 

extent to which voluntary association and mutual co-

operation are responsible for all that is constructive in 

modern life. The voluntary scientific societies of all 

types, without which the wonders of modern life would 

be impossible, the voluntary educational societies, 

producersô and consumersô co-operatives, labour 

unions, mutual benefit associations, and societies of all 

types embracing every field of human endeavour are 

indispensable to social life. Social life is impossible 

without mutual agreement. The need for mutual co-

operation is so great that even centuries of 

governmental oppression and red-tape have been unable 

to crush them. Recent history fully bears out the 

contention that government is absolutely helpless in any 

emergency, that only the creative impetus of the masses 

is capable of responding to such situations. The 

abolition of the State and Capitalism will release the 

masses from the dead weight of exploitation and 

oppression. Voluntary associations, increased in scope 

and united by the impetus of mutual necessity, would be 

free to develop. The constructive genius of mankind 

would regenerate the social-organism.  

The question of the economic structure of the future 

society will be further developed in the next article, 

which will also deal with the tactics to be pursued in 

realising our Ideal.  

II  

In the previous article, I stated that the 

tremendous complexity and 

interdependence of social life is leading 

to Communism.  

The production of steel, for example, is 

dependent upon the production of iron 

ore, coal, machinery, railroad 

transportation, etc., whereas iron ore, 

coal, machinery or railroad 

transportation is impossible without the 

production of steel. The curtailment or 

suspension of operation of any industry 

immediately affects the others. The 

harmonious relationships of one 

industry to another are indispensable to 

social life. Production of any article is 

no longer the individual task of a single 

artisan, but is the task of the whole of society. The 

evolution of industry shows a distinct tendency toward 

the co-ordination and integration of human effort. This 

change is well illustrated in the development of 

agriculture.  

Agriculture has long since ceased to depend upon 

archaic methods of cultivation. The introduction of 

labour-saving machinery, the great contributions of 

chemistry in increasing the fertility of the soil, the 

facilities for storing and transporting perishable foods 

has made possible the cultivation of tremendous areas at 

a minimum of human labour. Gigantic farms covering 

thousands of acres are too well known to require further 

description. The rationalisation of agriculture is spelling 

the doom of individualised farming and is placing the 

industry on a par with any other in technique and 

efficiency.  

The growth of tenant farming, the inability of the 

individual farmer to pay heavy taxes and mortgages 

imposed by the capitalist and the state is placing the 

land in the hands of the bankers, leaving the 

dispossessed farmer in the same position as any other 

unemployed worker. The banking interests are 

establishing huge farms operating upon the principle of 

mass production. If a conflict of interests between the 

petty landed proprietor and the industrial worker exists, 

the antagonism is being liquidated by the rationalisation 

of agriculture and the expropriation of the land into the 

hands of the self-same class that controls the other basic 

industries.  

The present development of society is due to the inter-

dependence of industry.  
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The natural relations between producers and consumers 

are distorted by production for profit instead of for use. 

The contradiction between private ownership and 

monopoly, and the social nature of production is one of 

the principle factors in the breakdown of capitalism. 

Society must own and control industry. Society is being 

impelled to adopt communism as the economic form of 

the new society.  

Production under Anarchist-Communism will be 

conducted by the workers themselves through their own 

organisations. The workers would be organised into 

industrial unions. The basic unit of production would be 

the factory council which would choose a factory 

committee composed of the representatives of the 

various departments to undertake the task of 

administration and co-ordination. Frequent meetings 

between the workers and the factory committee would 

give the benefit of the experience of all the workers for 

the better execution of the work at hand. The rotation of 

workers on the factory committee would develop their 

capacities to understand the problems of production and 

would preclude the possibility of any group 

monopolising their functions.  

The fullest amount of local autonomy would 

characterise each unit. The abolition of a centralised, 

coercive institution, and its inevitable abuse of power, 

the abolition of the wage system, the abolition of 

inequality and privilege destroys the leading motives for 

oppression. The factory committees would act only in 

an advisory capacity. No agency could be better 

acquainted with the needs and methods of production 

than those who are actually doing the work. Having no 

fear of being fired by the ñboss,ò be that boss the state 

or a private individual, and having everything to gain by 

efficient administration, the workers would be 

compelled by their common interests, if by no other, to 

cooperate with one another.  

The factory councils of a given industry would elect 

representatives to the regional federation of workersô 

councils in their industry. These regional councils 

would co-ordinate the work for that area. They would in 

turn choose delegates to the national and international 

union of their industry. The functions of these bodies 

would be to suggest ways and means of improving the 

quality or quantity of work, to establish technical 

schools, to gather and publish statistical material, to 

conduct laboratories, etc. The congress of regional or 

national industrial unions would, like the factory 

committees, act only in an advisory capacity. It would 

not possess the power to compel any group to abide by 

their suggestions any more than scientific associations 

can compel any of its members to accept its findings. 

They merely submit them for discussion. The 

acceptance of their conclusions depends solely upon 

their validity.  

The present administration of industry contains many 

examples of the principle of the suggestive body. The 

association of American Engineers, the American 

Association of Railway Managers, Trade Associations 

embracing practically every phase of industry 

voluntarily congregate and discuss the problems 

affecting the administration and development of their 

various industries. They publish trade journals, conduct 

research bureaus, etc. Their findings are not binding or 

compulsory. They act as a clearing house of information 

for mutual benefit.  

The actual problems of administration of industry must 

be differentiated from the question of exploitation of 

industry. Administration requires the voluntary 

association of trade bodies and groups for the purpose 

of exchanging suggestions, and applying scientific 

methods to the production of commodities. The 

exploitative function in industry demands a rigid 

centralisation based upon coercion. In order to exploit, 

it is necessary to keep the workers in ignorance, and to 

maintain an army of overseers whose function consists 

in seeing to it that the last ounce of energy is squeezed 

out of the workers. Workersô control and initiative 

cannot go hand in hand with exploitation.  

The removal of exploitative functions of industry 

automatically increases the scope and creative impetus 

of the trade bodies. The energy and resourcefulness of 

mankind is directed toward constructive channels. It is 

not dissipated and warped in applying these abilities for 

the purpose of devising better ways of exploiting 

mankind. In advocating these principles, we extend the 

constructive tendencies in modern industry and at the 

same time eliminate the destructive features which are 

characteristic of capitalistic production.  

The problem of distribution in an Anarchist-Communist 

Society would be successfully solved by an extensive 

system of consumersô societies, a network of co-

operatives of all types which would reflect the myriad 

needs of mankind. Consumersô co-operatives would 

undertake the work of distribution. Agricultural co-

operatives would undertake the task of supplying farm 

and dairy produce. The numerous class of artisans and 

handicraft workers which cannot fit into the general 

plan of a socialised industry could freely combine into 

artels. Housing societies, medical and health 

associations, etc. ï each of the various co-operatives 

would be federated into national and international 

bodies similar in structure to that of the industrial 

unions. Local, national, and international confederations 

of co-operative societies would harmonise the work of 

the various co-operatives. Being in direct touch with the 

needs of the people, they would be able to accurately 

gauge the quantity of commodities to be consumed and 

would thereby supply the necessary statistics for a 

planned economy.  

The fact that over fifty million people are now in the co-

operative movement and that the movement attained 

such proportions in spite of the determined opposition 

of the state and the capitalists only serves to illustrate 
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the vitality of the principle of voluntary association. 

Society is in reality nothing more than the grouping of 

individuals for the satisfaction of human needs. The 

state and the exploiter are a parasitic growth upon the 

social body. They are no more beneficial than a cancer.  

The various organs of production and distribution meet 

in the free commune. The commune is the unit which 

reflects the interest of all. Through the commune the 

connection between the various associations is 

achieved. The commune, through its bodies, plans 

production to satisfy its needs. It utilises all the 

resources at its command. It 

endeavours to eliminate waste. 

It is the exchange bureau 

wherein the particular service 

of each is made available to 

all. In the commune, the 

ñfactory hand,ò whose only 

function in capitalistic society 

is to turn bolt No.29 would 

become a MAN. For the city 

and the country would 

combine to give each person 

the opportunity to achieve that 

balance and variety of pursuits 

which makes for a healthy 

mind. Agriculture and 

manufacturing would go hand 

in hand. The factory would 

move to the people instead of 

the people moving to the 

factory. The development of 

electricity instead of steam, in 

addition to the development of 

high tension lines through which power can be 

transmitted to any section of the country, makes it 

possible to bring the factory to any community. 

Machinery can now be made available for decentralised 

production.  

There is a tendency even in modern capitalistic society 

to decentralise production by establishing complete 

factories throughout the country. It has been proven that 

this method makes for greater efficiency and economy.  

In an Anarchist-Communist Society the fullest 

extension of this principle would allow for the greatest 

amount of local autonomy. It would immeasurably 

increase the ability of the commune to become self-

sustaining. It would simplify and facilitate the task of 

co-ordination.  

Anarchist-Communism is the only social theory that is 

all embracing. It provides for the fullest development of 

the best in man. Here he attains his fullest stature. He is 

represented as a producer in his factory or shop, as a 

consumer in his co-operative, as both in his commune, 

and as a happy creative human being in the liberty of 

thought and action, which only a free society can 

develop.  

III  

Anarchist-Communism, being in direct contradiction to 

the institution of the state, cannot employ parliamentary 

tactics as a means towards its realisation. It casts aside 

as useless and dangerous the idea that a series of 

gradual and legal changes can bring about the fall of 

Capitalism, or usher in a new society.  

The great struggles in the First International between 

Marx and Bakunin represented two directly opposing 

points of view on the tasks and tactics of the working 

class. In the main, as far as 

tactics were concerned, they 

differed in the following 

respects.  

The Marxian faction 

advocated political action, 

i.e.., electing labour 

representatives who would 

support petty reforms. The 

believed in the centralisation 

of the affairs of the labour 

bodies into a single directing 

agency. They advocated the 

alliance of trade unions with a 

political party. They 

conceived of the Socialist 

State as the necessary link 

between Capitalism and a free 

society.  

The Bakuninist faction 

advocated the direct economic 

action of the working class, 

i.e., general strikes, sabotage, and armed resistance, 

through the organised power of the masses, such as 

revolutionary industrial unions, peasant organisations, 

etc. They conceived of the labour movement as a 

federation of workers and farmers bodies, possessing 

the greatest amount of local autonomy, and the 

federation of these decentralised units for common 

action and solidarity as the most desirable form of 

organisation. They held that any state is in its very 

nature reactionary, and therefore proposed that the mass 

organisations replace the state in the transitional period 

between the old and new society.  

The history of the labour movement in every country 

and in every period, shows how well the Bakuninists 

understood the nature of reformism. What has become 

of the reformist labour movement? Why have they 

failed to live up to their ñHistorical Mission?ò Despite 

the fact that the British labour movement was strong 

enough the paralyze England in the general strike of 

1926, we see it reduced to beggary, chasing after doles, 

dominated by the politicians of the ñlabourò party, and 

advocating the most reactionary policies. The British 

labour movement is standing idly by while British 

The Bakuninist faction 

advocated the direct 

economic action of the 

working classé They 

conceived of the labour 

movement as a federation 

of workers and farmers 

bodies,é The history of the 

labour movement in every 

country and in every period, 

shows how well the 

Bakuninists understood the 

nature of reformism.  
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Imperialism is crushing their brother workers in India, 

Ireland and other colonies.  

The great labour movement of Germany, despite its 

numbers, is helpless in the face of the Fascist menace. 

Like the labour movement of England it is the plaything 

of the traitorous Social-Democratic Party. Deprived of 

its initiative and its revolutionary spirit at a low ebb, it 

has allowed the politicians to dupe them so that reaction 

has gained the upper hand. There is no doubt whatever 

that the World War would never have been fought were 

these self-same reformist unions revolutionary, and free 

from the deadening influence of opportunism.  

Wherever we turn, in Italy, in Spain, in Germany, we 

see reaction in the saddle; the revolution thwarted. The 

greatest obstacle in the path of the revolution has been 

not so much the conservatives, as these Judases, the 

ñsocialistsò who are in reality the last bulwark of 

Capitalism.  

The Communist Party of Germany is in a large measure 

responsible for the rise of Fascism. When the crying 

need of the hour was a united front of all class-

conscious workers regardless of party, when only the 

united working class fighting on the economic field was 

important, when only the armed resistance of the 

workers was capable of crushing the reaction, the 

Communist Party of Germany, by the order of the 

Moscow bureaucrats, took a long step backward. 

Knowing that a united front was impossible without 

them, they laid down the law: either rule or ruin. They 

insisted upon dominating the entire labour movement of 

Germany. When the labour movement refused to accept 

what they called a ñunited front,ò the resulting lack of 

unity among the workers gave the fascists an 

opportunity to consolidate their forces. The situation 

was and still is most critical. Either the united front or 

fascism. The communists refused the united front. The 

interests of the bureaucracy outweighed the interests of 

the working class.  

Even a revolutionary movement is rendered ineffective 

when it is dominated by a centralised bureaucracy. 

When the labour movement is dominated by a political 

party, it inevitably becomes the football of politics. It is 

clear to all except ñthose who will not seeò that the 

downfall of Capitalism, and the establishment of a new 

society, cannot be accomplished by the use of such 

tactics. It is clear that political action is one of the 

greatest impediments in the path of the coming social 

revolution. Only a fundamental change in the political, 

economic and social relationships of man, only the 

social revolution can accomplish what the reformists 

have failed to do. Nor is a social revolution in itself a 

guarantee that Anarchist-Communism will be realised. 

A social revolution can stop short of its objectives, can 

like a stream, be diverted from its course. The failure to 

understand the goal of the revolution, or a labour 

movement brought up in the authoritarian school trained 

to leave all in the hands of a bureaucratic and corrupt 

leadership, can so distort the character of a revolution as 

to render it harmful to the further progress of mankind.  

The Russian Revolution shows that despite the heroic 

struggle of the masses, the revolution failed to achieve 

its objectives ï liberty and well-being for all. The 

Russian labour unions have become blind pawns in the 

hands of a party dictatorship. The masses are being 

ground to dust by the Communist steam roller. The 

revolution failed because the labour movement was 

unprepared. They did not understand that the delegation 

of power into the hand of the state meant the death of 

the revolution.  

There is no record of any great change, any great 

victory of labour that was won through parliamentary 

means. The eight-hour day, the right to organise, the 

right of free speech, were the triumphs of direct action.  

The early history of the American labour movement is 

replete with examples of militant direct action. The 

struggles of the Knights of Labour, the struggles of the 

Black International which culminated in the Haymarket 

tragedy, the struggles of the Western Federation of 

Miners, and of the I.W.W., etc., were mainly 

responsible for whatever progress the movement has 

made in America. On the other hand, what has been 

accomplished by the reformist American Federation of 

Labour? The degeneration of the modern labour 

movement is nowhere so apparent as in the present 

happenings in the Illinois coal fields. The officialdom of 

the United Mine Workers of America has joined the 

bosses and the state in crushing the revolt of the militant 

rank and file against the bureaucracy of the A. F. of L. 

What really important victory was gained without the 

direct economic pressure of the working class? To this 

question history answers ï none.  

In the light of the struggles and hard-won gains of the 

workers all over the world, the position taken by the 

Anarchist-Communists is basically sound and therefore 

fully justified.  

The goal of the working class must be the social 

revolution. The workers must be prepared to overthrow 

Capitalism through a Social Revolution; must be 

prepared to conduct the economic life of the country 

when the time comes. In order to do this, they will be 

obliged to organise into mass movements such as 

industrial unions, artels, agrarian co-operatives, etc. The 

solidarity of the working class must be attained through 

the federation of autonomous bodies, instead of 

centralisation from the top down. The tactics must 

correspond to the ends in view. The masses, permeated 

with the revolutionary spirit, must make use of the 

general strike, sabotage, armed resistance, 

expropriation, etc. The revolutionary labour movement 

must become the militant vanguard who by their deeds 

and intelligence will show the rest of the masses how to 

help themselves, how to establish a new society. The 

militant vanguard consisting of mass organisations of 
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workers and peasants takes the place of the bureaucratic 

party and renders the state unnecessary in the 

transitional period.  

The revolution will be successful to the extent that the 

workers are prepared for it. A good deal will depend 

upon the extent to which Anarchist ideas have 

permeated the social body. A period of intense 

propaganda and revolutionary struggle is necessary in 

order to influence the masses. Outside of the labour 

movement as such, Anarchist-Communism must be 

propagated among the intelligent youth through study 

groups, propaganda centres and through the 

dissemination of literature. The field of education, the 

co-operative movement, the anti-war leagues, every 

mass organisation, must be invested with a 

revolutionary character. Anarchists must turn them into 

organs of successful social revolution.  

In a very real sense, we are facing a momentous period 

in human history. The inevitable social revolution will 

determine the paths in which mankind will tread for a 

long time. All depends upon a correct conception of the 

nature of our tasks and the manner and spirit in which 

we approach them. ñAnarchist-Communism,ò as 

Kropotkin so aptly said, ñmust be the goal of the 

revolution of the twentieth century.ò

For an Anarchist Policy  

in the Trade Unions  

Sam Weiner (pen -name of Sam Dolgoff)  

Vanguard: A Libertarian Communist Journal, May-June 1935 

The elementary task of the Anarchist movement is to 

take an active, militant part in the lift of the masses, to 

radicalise, revolutionise, nurture and encourage the 

revolutionary tendencies within the mass organisations, 

especially in the unions which are the vital organs of the 

masses. The effectiveness of the anarchist movement, 

its very existence, depends upon the 

extent to which the movement 

strikes its roots in mass life. Its 

effectiveness is contingent upon the 

degree to which the movement 

evaluates these revolutionary 

tendencies and adopts tactics in 

accordance with the needs of the 

workers. 

The Anarchists reject parliamentary 

action. They believe that the direct 

action of the mass organisations can 

overthrow capitalism and build the 

new society. Contrary to the position 

of the authoritarian socialists, the 

anarchists insist that only mass 

organisations can reorganise society. 

Furthermore, the domination of 

these organisations by a centralised 

authority, state or party, is 

incompatible with true socialism. 

This means that the anarchist movement must adopt its 

own policy in relation to the mass movements and must 

place a greater emphasis upon mass work than upon 

political parties. 

Because of that the anarchists in the International 

Working Menôs Association ï from the time of Bakunin 

to the present day ï realised the supreme importance of 

working in mass organisations. They developed a clear 

anarchist policy, and tactics in the workers 

organisations. The anarchist movement in America, 

which flourished in the period of the Chicago Martyrs 

(1887), played an active part in the unions. It did not 

lose its identity, but became the centre of attraction for 

the most militant section of the proletariat. The present 

weakness and chaotic condition of our 

movement is due to the fact that the 

movement has left the solid ground of 

class-struggle and has become enmeshed 

in the utopian aspects of our ideal. Out of 

touch with the daily struggles of the 

masses, the movement is stagnant, is 

stewing in its own juice. The libertarian 

tendencies in the labour movement 

remain uncultivated; the name 

ñanarchistò is either unknown, or what is 

worse, has come to symbolise a hopeless 

erratic visionary. 

In the unions of the needles trades, as 

well as in other unions where the Jewish, 

Italian, Spanish and Russian comrades 

are influential, we find a most deplorable 

condition. The anarchists who are of 

necessity members in the unions are 

inarticulate. They have completely lost 

their identity. On every vital question 

affecting the life of the membership the anarchist 

position is neither formulated nor stated. Until recently 

no attempt has been made to initiate discussions or 

develop clear-cut anarchist policies and tactics to trade 

union work. Little or no propaganda for anarchism is 

being conducted in the unions. 

The membership of the unions is being mulcted by the 

bureaucracy of the Socialist Parry, the labour fakers, 
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their gangsters and racketeers. The unions of the A. F. 

of L. are assisting in, and becoming part of the growing 

policy of fascisation of our economic life carried on by 

the government. Where are the anarchists? What 

resistance is being put up against them? The anarchists 

did not even see fit to issue a manifesto exposing the 

betrayers of the proletariat and calling upon the 

membership of the corrupt machine to reorganise the 

unions into true fighting organisations of the workers. 

What did the anarchists do in order to rally the militants 

in the unions for a fight against their misleaders? 

When the battle between the ñsocialistsò and the 

ñcommunistsò for control of the needle trades took 

place several years ago, the anarchists had an 

opportunity to show the workers the validity of their 

principles and tactics, to give a revolutionary orientation 

to the movement and point the way out for the confused 

workers. Because they did not take an independent 

position and swung their influence to the corrupt 

officialdom, they unwittingly became a support for the 

machine politicians. The anarchists were bewildered, 

hopelessly confused; they forgot that they were 

anarchists, they were unprepared ideologically or 

tactically to attract the militant workers, to give 

concrete expression to the needs of the rank and file. 

The above does not apply to the few honourable 

exceptions who fought, in vain, for an independent, 

consistent anarchist policy. 

There is no more fertile field for the propaganda of 

anarchism than the labour union. The dormant 

libertarian tendencies of the labour movement can be 

revived to form the bedrock for an effective libertarian 

movement. There is room for an effective anarchist 

vanguard which will apply anarchist principles to the 

problems of the unions. The workers must be made to 

realise the following facts. 

1. The bureaucratic machine of the A F. of L. 

must be smashed and the unions must be 

reorganised on the principles of rank and file 

control, direct action and workers democracy. 

2 The unions are not only an instrumentality for 

attaining better conditions but must become the 

mechanism which will overthrow capitalism 

and take over production in the new social 

order. 

3. The mass organisation must replace the State. 

Anarchists cannot take sides in the bickerings 

of politicians, but must expose them. The 

position of the anarchist must be clearly stated 

at all times. The lines which mark off the 

anarchists from the would-be messiahs and the 

bureaucrats must be sharply drawn.  

All this cannot, of course, be realised immediately. 

Nevertheless, the indispensable foundations for a 

militant movement in the unions must be laid right now. 

There are: 

1. The realisation that an anarchist policy in the 

trade unions is a necessity. 

2. Anarchists in each union should form groups, 

work out policies and tactics for activity in the 

union, in order to guide them in their work. 

3. There should be discussions among the 

members on the problems of the Labour 

movement in general, and the union in 

particular. 

4. Propaganda of anarchist ideas should be 

carried on within the unions. 

In adopting the principles of anarchism to the unions in 

a realistic manner, the anarchist ideals will become a 

vital factor in the labour movement. 

Reflections on the Steel Settlement  

S.W. (pen -name of Sam Dolgoff)  

Views and Comments, May 1960 
The article about the steel strike as a symbol of the 

crisis in the American Labour Movement, that appeared 

in our last issue, was written shortly before the 

settlement of the strike. The terms of the agreement and 

the manner in which the strike was settled have been 

acclaimed as a clear-cut victory by the unionôs 

president, David McDonald. However, this is not the 

opinion of the Rarick opposition movement which 

seriously challenged McDonaldôs dictatorship in the 

1958 union elections. The opposition is planning to run 

a slate against McDonald in the next union elections.  

Indicative of widespread dissatisfaction of the rank and 

file with the terms and manner of the settlement is the 

protest of Nicholas Mamula, president of Aliquippa 

Local 1211. The reaction of the MESA Educator, 

official organ of the Mechanics Educational Society of 

America, indicates that this unrest is not limited to 

members of the Steelworkersô union. Other labour 

elements are wise to the conniving manipulations of the 

Steelworkersô pie-card artists.  

While we have no illusions about the character of the 

Rarick opposition, its criticism of the terms and the 

manner of the strike settlement are correct. They 

explain how the 39 cent an hour increase actually 

amounts to 20 cents; that McDonald gave up the 4 cent 

cost-of-living increase due under the old agreement and 

that McDonald signed a contract which permits the 
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bosses to permanently discharge 30 men who had been 

fired for participating in a wildcat stoppage.  

The opposition wants an accounting of the money spent 

during the strike for what McDonald calls 

ñpropaganda.ò They also want a full explanation of 

McDonaldôs backdoor agreement with Vice President 

Nixon, his sinister dealings with John P. Kennedy, big 

Wall Street speculator and father of Senator Kennedy. 

They should be interested in knowing that the Wall 

Street Journal, organ of big business, thanked 

McDonald for his leniency to the steel trust.  

The steel settlement followed the general pattern of past 

negotiations. McDonald pledged that the workers would 

cooperate in boosting steel production. The unpleasant 

atmosphere that prevailed during the strike was 

dissipated in renewed and stronger friendship with his 

friends in the steel trust. Now, Nixon, the steel barons 

and the labour fakers are re-united. The family squabble 

is over. As a sign of good feeling the leaders of capital 

and labour have pledged themselves anew to avoid 

family disputes and never again to have any strikes.  

In its leading editorial, the MESA Educator for February 

1960 has this to say:  

ñThere can be no doubt that the militant action 

of the rank and file members of the United 

Steelworkers forced a settlement on the steel 

companies as well as on USW President 

McDonald. Apparently, to avoid any such 

unforeseen events happening in the future, 

Secretary Mitchell and President McDonald are 

making statements that with the setting up of a 

tripartite committee of company, union and 

public members, as provided in the present 

contract, future strikes of the steel workers will 

be eliminated.  

ñThe people involved in this settlement, and 

particularly USW President McDonald, should 

learn a fundamental and self-evident truth that, 

in the unceasing struggle between labour and 

management, if you take away the workersô 

sole weapon and abolish strikes, freedom is 

gone and fascism will inevitably rush in to fill 

the void.  

ñThe settlement of this strike in a basic industry 

is a sordid one, and brings into sharp focus how 

deeply the labour movement is enmeshed in the 

cesspool of political connivance.ò  

The Libertarian view of the independent role of the 

State in relation to the other pressure groups in society 

was illustrated in the steel strike. We spoke of the 

opposition of both labour and management to 

compulsory arbitration. The fact of this opposition 

shows that the State is not as the Marxists say merely 

the ñexecutive committee of the capitalist classò but 

constitutes a class in itself, using other classes merely to 

increase its own power. Nixon said:  

ñI donôt need to tell you that the government 

arbitration means government wage-fixing, and 

that government wage-fixing inevitably means 

government price-fixing. Once we get into this 

vicious circle, not only collective bargaining, 

but the production enterprise system as we 

know it is doomed.ò  

Another article in this issue emphasises our 

disagreement with the capitalist type of Anti-Statism. 

On the other hand the fact that the capitalists should for 

reasons of their own at times be Anti-Statist shows that 

the State is not a mere rubber stamp. Nixon in this 

respect is but echoing the sentiment of Henry Ford: ñ... 

government big enough to give us all we want is a 

government that can take from us everything we have.ò  

In the course of the class struggle, the workers must 

battle the unholy trinity of the capitalist class, the State, 

and the labour brokers who dominate most American 

unions today. 

On Woodcockõs Anarchism  

A Muddled History of Anarchism  
Sam Wiener  (pen -name of Sam Dolgoff)  

Views and Comments, Fall 1963 

George Woodcockôs Anarchism: A History of Libertarian Ideas and Movements  

(New York & Cleveland, World Publishing Co., 1962) 

A serious history of Anarchism in English is most 

timely, for there is a revival of interest in our ideas 

everywhere, and our English movement is growing. The 

author was once an active Anarchist and has written 

extensively on the subject. This book, therefore, is 

regarded as authoritative and is widely used in academic 

circles. 

The author has made available for the first time in 

English historical data from French, Italian, German 

and Spanish sources. He gives biographical sketches of 

Godwin, Proudhon, Bakunin, Kropotkin, Stirner, 

Tolstoy and others. Woodcock discusses their ideas ï 

correcting popular misconceptions of Anarchism which 

confuse Anarchism with Nihilism, bomb throwing and 

general chaos. He points out that Anarchism claims to 
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be a constructive theory for the regeneration of society 

and that it is destructive only insofar as it aims to 

remove the parasitic institutions which block progress. 

A historical work reveals as much about the authorôs 

state of mind as it does about the facts which he records. 

A careful reading of his book indicates that Woodcock 

is confused. He rejects Anarchism as a practical 

alternative to Statism. At the same time he has not given 

up his objections to the State. Unable to work out a 

consistent viewpoint of his own, he becomes enmeshed 

in his own contradictions. 

For example, Woodcock criticises the Anarchists for 

ñthe weakness of their practical proposals for the 

society that would follow their hypothetical revolution.ò 

Two pages later he contradicts himself: ñthe Anarchist 

movement showed a concrete aspect of libertarianism 

that at least sketched out an alternative to the totalitarian 

way.ò (pages 472, 474)  

Woodcock devotes five pages (393-398) to the 

constructive achievements of the Anarchists in 

reorganising economic and social life during the 

Spanish Revolution. He even admits that ñthe Anarchist 

methods of organising economic and social relations 

turned out to be at least as practical as authoritarian 

methods.ò All competent observers, including non-

Anarchists, are agreed that Anarchist reconstruction was 

more efficient than under the authoritarian nightmare 

and had the supreme virtue of combining good 

administration with freedom and equality. Woodcock 

also identifies Anarchist tendencies in various popular 

communal movements in different parts of the world. 

If one wanted to demonstrate the practicability of 

Anarchism he would find plenty of examples in 

Woodcockôs book ï anyone ï except Woodcock. He 

says, ñSuch scattered examples of constructive 

Anarchist efforts do not prove that a complete Anarchist 

society, such as Kropotkin, for example, envisaged can 

come into existence or that it would work if it did.ò (see 

pages 472-74-75) 

Woodcock is referring to Kropotkinôs Conquest of 

Bread, a work not intended to be the final blueprint of a 

final Anarchist society. He only wanted to demonstrate 

how Anarchist principles could be applied to practical 

problems. Nowhere does Woodcock tell why Kropotkin 

was wrong. Yet, a host of modern thinkers, including 

Erich Fromm, Martin Buber, Ashley Montague, Lewis 

Mumford, Daniel Guérin in their re-examination of 

socialist thought find practical alternatives to Statism in 

the Anarchist classics and libertarian social structures. 

Woodcock again contradicts himself on the matter of 

anarchist participation in the Loyalist Government 

during the Spanish Civil War. On page 391 he correctly 

denounces the anarchist leaders for joining the 

governments of Madrid and Barcelona. This violation of 

basic anarchist principles led to the defeat of the 

revolution. Yet in the section dealing with events 

leading up to the Civil War, Woodcock shows strong 

sympathy for the advocates of governmental 

collaboration as against such ñextremistsò as Durruti, 

Ascaso and other comrades of the F.A.I. (Iberian 

Anarchist Federation). He even slanders the consistent 

anarchists as ñextremists who (in 1933) engineered with 

an almost totalitarian intoleranceò the expulsion of the 

collaborationist faction from the C.N. T. (see page 385). 

Primo De Rivera became dictator of Spain in 1923. 

Woodcock says that the dictator ñhad no prejudices 

against the working class as suchò and then tells how 

De Rivera made a united front with the reformist UGT 

section of the working class to crush the revolutionary 

CNT working class movement (pages 379-80). 

Woodcock stresses the point that the Aragon Front 

remained static primarily because the Anarchist 

Columns ñlacked the necessary discipline and authority 

needed for a long warò and in the same paragraph 

contradicts himself by saying that the Anarchist units 

were ñstarved for arms owing to the policy of the 

Republican governmentò (pages 390-91). 

ñ1939 marks the real death in Spain of the Anarchist 

movement, ñ says Woodcock, his reason being that the 

Anarchists did not defend Barcelona, the citadel of 

Spanish Anarchism. All participants and historians 

without exception agree that a last-ditch defence of 

Barcelona would have meant suicide not only for the 

Anarchists but for the civilian population. The 
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revolution was lost and the Civil War was almost over. 

The people were exhausted and dispirited and could 

fight no longer against imminent air bombardment by 

the international fascist air armada. No Anarchist has 

the right to purchase glory by condemning unwilling 

people to unwilling martyrdom. Throughout his book 

Woodcock condemns violence and needless slaughter. 

Why does he reverse himself in the case of the Spanish 

Anarchists? 

The Spanish Anarchists made many mistakes, as they 

themselves admit, but they cannot be charged with lack 

of valour. Our Spanish comrades do not need the 

hopeless defence of Barcelona to establish their 

reputation for bravery and self-sacrifice. For three years 

they and their comrades-in-arms withstood the might of 

German, Italian and Franco armies. The socialist and 

communist parties, who controlled the strongest 

sections of the European labour movement, gave no 

effective help from the outside and sabotaged the 

revolution from the inside. What died was not the 

Anarchist movement but the conscience of the world. 

With the defeat of the Spanish Revolution came World 

War II, the counter-revolution of the State, the threat of 

nuclear war III, and what we hope will be only the 

temporary eclipse of the entire socialist and humanist 

movements. No responsible historian has the right to 

ignore or underestimate this all-important phase of the 

situation. For Woodcock to do so indicates an almost 

unpardonable lack of perspective. 

Woodcock makes the surprising statement that ñthe 

Anarchists who followed Bakunin and Kropotkin were 

political and social absolutists, and they displayed an 

infinite contempt for piecemeal reform or the kind of 

improvements in living conditions and wages which 

trade unions sought and benevolent employers offeredò 

(page 472). 

Woodcock devastatingly refutes himself in the chapters 

dealing with both the Anarcho-Syndicalist and 

Anarchist movements of France, Spain, Italy, England 

and the United States. The Declaration of Principles of 

the Anarcho-Syndicalist International lays the greatest 

stress on the importance of immediate demands. Article 

3 reads: ñThe double task of revolutionary Syndicalism 

ï on the one hand it pursues the daily revolutionary 

struggle for the economic, social and intellectual 

improvement of the working class within the framework 

of existing society....ò This quote comes from the 

appendix to Woodcockôs pamphlet Anarchy Or Chaos 

(page 122), published when he was a convinced 

follower of Bakunin and Kropotkin. 

Woodcockôs insinuations in characterising certain 

people and interpreting some events borders on 

vilification and outright distortion. For example: 

The act of hungry workers who illegally entered 

bakeries and took bread for their starving families is 

called ñpillaging and plunderingò (page 304). Among 

the ñpillagers and plunderersò were Louise Michel and 

Emile Pouget. 

ñThe fascination that Nechayev wielded over Bakunin 

seems to be due to a submerged touch of 

homosexualityò (page 172). Skilfully phrased slander. 

ñBut it (the Haymarket bomb) would never have been 

thrown and Parsons and Spies would never have been 

hanged, if it had not been for the exhortations to 

violence that poured forth from Most ós Die Freiheit 

during the critical years 1883 and 1886ò (page 464). 

Bullshit! 

ñThe Spanish Anarchist tended easily to assassinationò 

(page 375). This is a lie! 

ñIn Barcelona there arose a whole class ofô pistoleros 

(hired murderers) who shifted from side to side, 

sometimes fighting for the Anarchists, sometimes for 

the employers and even the policeò (page 376). This is a 

vicious falsehood! The Anarchists formed volunteer 

squads to protect their comrades from the assassins. 

These and other remarks scattered throughout the book 

display a bias unworthy of any historian. 

The chapter on Bakunin is entitled ñThe Destructive 

Urge.ò Woodcockôs caricature of Bakunin rivals E.H. 

Carrôs, who also did a hatchet job on Alexander Herzen 

and his circle. Bakunin emerges as an impractical, 

irresponsible eccentric, a romantic conniver, a 

revolutionary adventurer, bent on bloodshed and 

destruction. It is impossible to square this caricature 

with Woodcockôs statement that ñBakunin was the 

builder of the Anarchist movementò (our emphasis). 

While Woodcock discusses the major works of Godwin, 

Proudhon, Kropotkin, Stirner and Tolstoy, he does not 

even list Bakuninôs principal writings! Bakuninôs pre-

eminent place in the history of the revolutionary 

movement does not rest on his personal eccentricities 

nor even on his revolutionary exploits. His permanent 

contributions to socialist thought are contained in such 

great theoretical, philosophic and tactical works as, 

Statism and Anarchy, The Knouto-Germanic Empire 

and The Social Revolution, The Policy of the 

International, and in his polemical debates with the 

foremost social thinkers of his time. 

Bakuninôs ideas about the libertarian reconstruction of 

society are barely mentioned. Woodcock says very little 

about Bakuninôs devastating critique of the Marxist 

theories of the State and the dynamics of social change, 

that he was one of the pioneers of the Anarcho-

Syndicalist tendency in the international labour 

movement, his realistic approach to the problems of 

agrarian revolution, his realisation that Anarchists must 

emerge from their ivory tower and become a movement 

of the people fighting with them and spreading the 

seeds of Anarchism among the oppressed. 

There is nothing in Bakuninôs works or in his career to 

back up Woodcockôs preposterous charge that Bakunin 
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was an apostle of destruction. As in most of his 

book, Woodcockôs own evidence clashes with his 

unwarranted conclusions. He says that ñBakunin 

extolled the bloodthirstiness of peasant 

uprisings.ò Woodcock has no quote to prove this 

accusation, but on the same page (15) he does 

quote contrary evidence from Bakunin: 

ñBloody revolutions are often necessary, 

thanks to human stupidity; yet, they are 

always evil, a monstrous evil and a great 

disaster, not only in regard to the victims 

but also for the sake of the purity and 

perfection of the purpose in whose name 

they take place.ò 

There is now a great revival of interest in the 

constructive ideas of Bakunin, but Woodcockôs 

chapter on Bakunin does not even provide a basis 

for fruitful discussion. Even Marxist historians 

Like Franz Mehring and the reactionary jurist 

Paul Eltzbacher [in his 1900 book The Great 

Anarchists: Ideas and Teachings of Seven Major 

Thinkers] gave a far better presentation of 

Bakuninôs ideas than Woodcock does. 

Woodcockôs indictment of the Anarchist movement is 

drawn up as if the Anarchists could do almost anything 

they pleased in any situation. But they could not create 

the circumstances in which they had to act. Woodcock 

may not like peasant rebellions, violent revolutions, the 

General Strike or other forms of mass action. These 

weapons were forged not by the Anarchists, or other 

minorities, but by the oppressed in the heat of struggles, 

as were non-violent and milder measures. The 

Anarchists could abstain and isolate themselves from 

life or they could participate and try to give a libertarian 

direction to the protest movements. He criticises the 

Anarchists for using tactics they did not invent in 

situations they did not create. 

To condemn rebels then for making mistakes is like 

condemning scientists because some of their 

experiments failed. There can be no progress without 

revolt. Rejecting, as Woodcock does, almost every 

method of mass protest, without offering any 

satisfactory alternative, leads to sterility and makes 

impossible any kind of social advance. 

Woodcock thinks that the Anarchists failed to achieve 

even the limited objective of weakening the state 

anywhere because they could not ñcompeteò with the 

Marxists who were more opportunistic and knew how to 

win the people over to their side. What Woodcock 

ignores is the all-important fact that the Marxists did not 

achieve their objective either. in the process of 

becoming top-level statesmen, the Marxists had to give 

up their socialist principles and became the greatest 

obstacle to its achievement. The Marxist parties 

deserted the socialist movement and made common 

cause with its greatest enemy, the State. The Anarchists 

and associated libertarian movements had to carry on 

the fight alone against the reinforced might of the State 

capitalist counter-revolution. Woodcock has no right to 

blame the Anarchist movement for refusing to purchase 

power at the expense of principle. 

Woodcock makes an artificial distinction between what 

he calls ñpure anarchismò and Anarcho-Syndicalism. 

ñPureò Anarchism is defined as ñthe loose and flexible 

affinity groupò which needs no formal organisation and 

carries on anarchist propaganda ñthrough an invisible 

network of personal contacts and intellectual influencesô 

Anarcho-Syndicalism, on the other hand, is not 

Anarchistic because it needs ñrelatively stable 

organisations ï because the world is only partly 

governed by Anarchist ideals and must make 

compromises with the day to day situations ï has to 

maintain the allegiance of the mass of workers who are 

only remotely conscious of the final aim of Anarchism 

(therefore) the relative success of Anarcho-Syndicalism 

is no Anarchist triumphò (pages 273-274). 

If these statements are true, then ñpureò Anarchism is a 

pipe dream. Firstly because there will never be a time 

when everybody will be a ñpureò Anarchist and 

humanity will forever have to ñmake compromises with 

the day to day situation.ò Secondly, because the 

intricate economic and social functions of an 

interdependent world cannot be carried on without 

stable organisations. Even if every inhabitant were a 

convinced Anarchist, ñpureò Anarchism would be 

impossible for technical and functional reasons alone, 

Woodcockôs argumentation reveals a misconception of 

Anarchist theory. An Anarchist society would be a 

flexible, pluralistic society where all the myriad needs 

of mankind would be supplied through the infinite 

Woodcock may not like peasant 

rebellions, violent revolutions, the 

General Strike or other forms of 

mass action. These weapons were 

forged not by the Anarchists, or 

other minorities, but by the 

oppressed in the heat of struggles, 

as were non -violent and milder 

measures. The Anarchists could 

abstain and is olate themselves from 

life or they could participate and try 

to give a libertarian direction to the 

protest movements.  
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varieties of human association. The world is full of 

ñaffinityò groups from propaganda clubs to dog 

fanciers. Such groups can be loosely or informally 

organised; they are dissolved and reformed according to 

the fluctuating whims and fancies of the making of 

goods, food, clothing, housing etc. and the rendering of 

indispensable public services such as transportation are 

ever-present necessities which must be rendered at all 

times without fail. These functions require stable 

intricate organisations. The personnel may change and 

the enterprises may be reorganised to meet new 

technological improvements and expanding social 

needs. A person, for example, may belong at one and 

the same time to a number of informal associations and 

a highly organised federation of post office syndicates. 

This is not a contradiction. It merely expresses manôs 

many-sided preferences and physical necessities.  

The form of organisation is determined by need. There 

is room for all forms of organisation and everyone must 

be free to choose his own. The Anarchist thinkers were 

concerned with finding the structural basis for social, 

individual and collective freedom. The Anarchists 

favour a decentralised, federative type of organisation 

which will provide the necessary coordination with the 

greatest possible amount of freedom. Libertarian 

organisation is not a deviation. It is the very essence of 

Anarchism as a viable social system. There is no ñpureò 

Anarchism. There is only the application of anarchist 

principles to the realities of social life.  

The erroneous idea that stable organisations and 

federations on a wide scale are incompatible with 

Anarchism could not appeal to the workers who need 

precisely this type of libertarian organisation to effect 

their emancipation from wage slavery and the State. 

The tenor of Woodcockôs book is that Anarchism is 

suitable only for a relatively simple society, requiring 

comparatively rudimentary forms of social organisation. 

He no longer thinks that Anarchism is applicable to 

modern complex industrial society which requires 

intricate organisation. Self-imprisoned in the ñivory 

towerò of fictitious ñpureò Anarchism, Woodcock 

consoles himself with a semi-religious mystique of 

personal salvation.  

Woodcockôs book is the political testament of a 

disillusioned man. 

ï Sam Wiener 

Space limitations have made it impossible to go into 

Woodcockôs misinterpretations and distortions of the 

thought of Kropotkin and Proudhon. 

Anarchism ï a slanted history  
Sam Wiener  (pen -name  of Sam Dolgoff)  

Direct Action: Monthly Paper of the International Workingmenôs Association, April  1964 

The ex-anarchist George Woodcock has written a 476-

page book, Anarchism ï a History of Libertarian Ideas 

and Movements (Penguin Books, 7s. 6d.), which we are 

afraid might be accepted as a reliable textbook on the 

subject. Valuable historical material is intertwined with 

factual errors and distortions. Flat statements are 

contradicted by equally emphatic ñevidenceò. More 

serious are the misinterpretations and distortion of 

Anarchist theory, as formulated by Bakunin, Kropotkin 

and, to a lesser extent, Godwin and Proudhon. It would 

take another book to straighten out the mess. We have 

already dealt with some objections to Woodcockôs 

ñhistoryò in Views and Comments, No. 45. 

Before going into a few of Woodcockôs many theoretic 

falsifications, we shall cite one more glaring example of 

his numerous factual errors. Woodcock says : 

ñéthe FORA (Anarcho-Syndicalist labour 

movement of Argentina) continued as a large 

and influential organisation until 1929, when it 

merged with the socialist UGT into the General 

Confederation of Workers and quickly shed its 

Anarcho-Syndicalist leaningsò (page 426). 

This statement is not true. The FORA was suppressed, 

militants were murdered, thousands suffered 

imprisonment and exile. Despite the persecutions, the 

FORA valiantly continued to function as an illegal 

underground movement. It merged with no-one and still 

functions. The FORA never abandoned its Anarcho-

Syndicalist principles and participated in the recent 

congress of the Anarcho-Syndicalist IWMA. 

Any exposition of Anarchism must begin with a concise 

definition of terms. What is the nature of the Stateé 

Freedomé Authorityé Federalism? Woodcock gives 

neither his own definition, nor does he clearly state 

what the Anarchist thinkers mean by these fundamental 

concepts This major defect adds to the confusion. 

Woodcock says : 

ñThe dissolution of authority and government, 

the decentralisation of responsibility, the 

replacement of states and similar monolithic 

organisations by a federalism which will allow 

sovereignty to return to the intimate primal un-

its of societyé necessarily implies a policy of 

simplificationò (page 28, our emphasis). 

This is a theoretical error. The direct and voluntary 

administration of all the affairs of society by all the 

people demands the creation of more and not less 

organisations. Such a society is bound to be more 

complex. In an authoritarian society all the affairs of the 

people are conducted by a comparatively few highly-

centralised governmental agencies. All social life is 

standardised, ñsimplified,ò compressed into rigid 
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moulds to expedite the control of the many by the few. 

Soldiers and wage slaves lead ñsimpleò lives. 

Everything is done for them and to them. All they have 

to do is obey. If they try to. revolt and do things for 

themselves, by creating new organisations of their own, 

they are punished by the State. A free, pluralistic 

society, where all the countless needs of mankind are 

supplied by the people themselves through their infinite 

varieties of human association is necessarily a complex 

society. Kropotkin declares: 

ñThe voluntary associations which to cover all the fields 

of human activity would take a 

still greater extension so as to 

substitute themselves for the 

State in all its functionsé they 

(the associations) would 

represent, an interwoven network 

composed of an infinite variety 

of groups and federationsé 

local, regional, national and 

international.ò (Encyclopaedia 

Britannica, 1958). Woodcock 

finds fault with Kropotkinôs 

vision of Anarchist society, 

because. it is ñcomplexly 

organisedò (page 221), our 

emphasis. 

Bakunin and Proudhon 

envisioned a proliferation of 

voluntary associations co-

ordinated by a vast and intricate 

network of federations and 

confederations on a global scale. 

Anarchists accept the fact that 

society is complex and is bound 

to become more so. Because of 

this, they insist that society is too 

complex for any centralised 

authority to manage efficiently and still satisfy the 

needs of all with freedom and equality, and that the 

State hampers the harmonious functioning of social life. 

Woodcockôs misinterpretation only reinforces the false 

charge of our enemies, that Anarchism will not work in 

an increasingly complex and interdependent world. This 

is, unfortunately, the theme of Woodcockôs book. That 

Woodcockôs brand of ñsimplicityò cloaks his essential 

reactionary, escapist ideas is demonstrated by the 

following quote: 

ñé But we would miss the essence of the 

Anarchist attitude if we ignored the fact that the 

urge toward social simplification rises not from 

any desire for the more efficient working of 

society, nor even entirely for a wish to 

eliminate the organs of society that destroy 

individual freedom, but largely from a moral 

conviction of the virtues of a simpler life.ò 

(page 28) 

Woodcock speaks only for himself. No Anarchist will 

agree that a moral life is possible without freedom. No 

Anarchist will sacrifice the ñefficient working of 

societyò and, above all, his freedom, in order to live the 

ñsimple life.ò To attain a simple life without freedom is 

easy. No change in society is necessary. One can escape 

to a hermitage or a nunnery. Such irresponsible 

statements amount to the renunciation of Anarchism. 

Woodcockôs criticisms of some of Kropotkinôs ideas are 

completely unfounded. One of the basic tenets of 

Anarchism is that society is natural to man. Man is 

social by nature and will act co-

operatively when the State and 

other artificial  restrictions to 

mutual aid and freedom are 

removed. Woodcock objects to 

this. He argues that Kropotkin 

ignores the ñé fact that when 

men have been conditioned into 

dependence, the fear of 

responsibility becomes a 

psychological disease that does 

not disappear as soon as its 

causes are removedò (page 206, 

our emphasis). 

This is a typical capitalist 

argument. Kropotkin did not 

expect that men would 

miraculously become saints as 

once. What he did maintain was 

that, once the causes of the 

disease were removed, a cure 

would follow. The cure for 

mental and physical slavery is 

the practice and the habit of 

freedom. Can Woodcock suggest 

a better remedy? 

With the exception of Stirner and 

Woodcock every Anarchist writer from Godwin to 

Malatesta and Rocker upholds the right of freely 

constituted associations to exert moral pressure, 

persuasion and public opinion to convince anti-social 

individuals to honour their voluntarily accepted 

obligations. If they refuse to do this, they are no longer 

entitled to receive the benefits of the association and are 

free to leave. Kropotkin illustrates this point. He says to 

a man who refuses to do his share of the work: 

ñIf we are rich enough to give you the 

necessaries of life we shall be delighted to give 

them to you. You are a man, and you have the 

right to live. But as you wish to live under 

special conditions, and leave the ranks, it is 

more than probable that you will suffer for it in 

your daily relations with other citizens.ò 

(Conquest of Bread, quoted by Woodcock) 

Anarchists accept the 

fact that society is 

complex and is bound to 

become more so. 

Becau se of this, they 

insist that society is too 

complex for any 

centralised authority to 

manage efficiently and 

still satisfy the needs of 

all with freedom and 

equality, and that the 

State hampers the 

harmonious functioning 

of social life.  
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Woodcock disagrees with Kropotkin He insists that 

moral pressure by public opinion against individuals 

who will not keep their agreements violated 

fundamental principles of Anarchism. Does Woodcock 

propose to abolish public opinion? If so, how? By State 

decree? Today public opinion is tyrannical, because it 

reflects the amoralism of Statist society. No-one will 

have anything to fear from ñpublic opinionò when it 

will be enlightened and inspired by the humanistic 

ethics of freedom, solidarity and love. 

Woodcock correctly asserts that ñthe Anarchist 

movement made its earliest appearance within the First 

Internationalò (page 240) and that ñthe Anarchist 

movement was his (Bakuninôs) last and only creationò 

(page 183). (Note : First International or International 

Working Menôs Association, founded 1864). The 

conscientious historian must, therefore, thoroughly 

explain the principles and tactics of the International, as 

worked out in its congresses. He must, above all, 

present a well-documented, clear and concise exposition 

of Bakuninôs ideas and his activity within the 

International. In Anarchy or Chaos Woodcock 

established the indisputable fact that the IWMA was 

and still is an Anarcho-Syndicalist labour organisation, 

described its tactics and reprinted its Declaration of 

Principles. In his present work he does not do this and 

confines himself to a few, scattered remarks. 

Woodcock devotes 38 pages, a whole slanderous 

chapter, to Bakunin, which he calls for no logical 

reason, ñThe Destructive Urge.ò Why does not 

Woodcock record the facts about Bakuninôs 

constructive Anarcho-Syndicalist theoretical and 

tactical principles? There is not a single responsible 

historian of the socialist movement who does not 

recognise the enormous contribution made by the First 

International and the Bakuninists in the evolution of 

modern Anarcho-Syndicalism. Why does not 

Woodcock give a single quotation to establish this 

connection? 

Anyone has the right to criticise our movement and we 

must learn from our mistakes when they are pointed out 

to us. Woodcock has the right to change his mind. But 

he has no right to slant his ñhistoryò of Anarchism in 

order to justify his defection from the Anarchist 

Movement. 

The New Anarchism  

Sam Dolgoff  

Win, 1 March 1973 
American anarchists do not constitute an organised 

movement, but rather an assortment of scattered 

ephemeral, ad hoc, grouplets reflecting all shades of 

ñanarchismò, from right-wing laissez faire ñlibertarian 

capitalistsò to extreme ñleft-wingò anarcho-

individualists [sic]. They are chaotic mixture of 

disparate elements more agreed on what they are 

AGAINST than what they are FOR.  

ñAnarchismôs contemporary revival [writes Kingsley 

Martin] mostly comes from the dissident middle-class 

intellectuals, students and other marginal groupséwho 

base themselves on individualist, utopian, non-working-

class elementséò (The Nation, November 16, 1970).  

While many new anarchists, unlike the laissez-faire 

anarchists, do not deny the link between free socialism 

and anarchism, they nevertheless repudiated the 

classical anarchism of Bakunin and Kropotkin insofar 

as too much emphasis was laid on the labour movement 

as a revolutionary force. There had always been a strong 

anti-syndicalist current in the old anarchist movement 

and the younger anarchists unconsciously echoed these 

views.  

More recently, the anarchist David Wieck, (Anarchy 

No. 8 London, 1972) referred to how the anarchist 

journal Resistance (ceased publication in the 1950s) 

anticipated the ideas of the new anarchists. He recalled 

that: ñéamong the ideas generally accepted in the 

youthful milieu in the 1940s and early 1950s was 

theécritique of Marxist and Anarcho-Syndicalist ideas 

of the óworking classôéò  

Wieckôs attitudes towards a number of anarchist 

problems are almost identical to the views held by the 

new generation of anarchists. Anarchism is not regarded 

as a social-revolutionary movement with a mass base, 

but as a sort of semi-religious formula for personal 

salvation, defined by Wieck as: ñépersonalist 

individualisméa general orientation of an individualôs 

life, rather than a set ideologyéò Wieckôs attitude 

illustrates a chronic affliction which to a great extent 

still plagues the new anarchism: regression to primitive 

forms of social organisation; an infantile rejection of 

any form of organisation much above the level of town-

hall meetings and an intimate circle of friends, now 

called ñaffinity groupsò. The obvious contradiction 

between these ideas and an ambivalent if not permissive 

attitude toward dictatorial ñthird worldò regimes (Cuba, 

North Vietnam, China, etc.) can only be ascribed to 

revolutionary euphoria and indifference to theory.  

The new libertarian communes and ñaffinity groupsò 

owe their existence to disappointment over their 

inability to shake the system by campus rebellions, 

demonstrations, direct confrontations with the military 

at induction centres, etc. Many young rebels became 

escapists who hoped that ñThe Establishmentò would be 

gradually undermined of enough people followed their 

example and resigned from the system to ñlive like 
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anarchistsò in communes and other ñlifestyleò enclaves. 

Unfortunately, the same confusion and chaos which 

characterises the neo-anarchists in the outside world, is 

unfortunately duplicated within the communes 

themselves. The communes do not constitute a real 

movement. They are, in effect, petty entrepreneurs 

absolutely incapable of creating a true ñcounter-

culture.ò  

Among many anarchists, the collapse of the New Left 

provoked intense discussion and precipitated a 

reorientation of libertarian ideas, with special emphasis 

on more positive, 

constructive policies still 

to be worked out. One of 

the attempts in this 

direction is being made 

by the anarcho-

communist ecology 

groups cantered around 

the ideas of the activist 

writer and speaker, 

Murray Bookchin, who 

enjoys a large following 

among students and 

New Left circles.  

Bookchinôs ideas are a 

bridge between, or 

rather, a combination of 

utopian New Left ideas 

and traditional 

anarchism. In addition to 

the magazine Anarchos, 

his most important 

works are assembled in the volume, Post-Scarcity 

Anarchism. Bookchin repudiates anti-social 

individualism and places himself squarely in the 

anarchist-communist camp. The economic problem 

under anarchist-communism would be greatly 

simplified and rendered altogether irrelevant by 

ñépost-scarcity technology which will assure material 

abundance for ALL [Bookchinôs emphasis]éit means 

theédisappearance of toilé[abundance will remove] 

the most fundamental premises of counter-revolution, 

the rationale of dominationé[with abundance for all] 

no sector of society need fear the communist 

revolutionéò  

Bookchinôs idea that the free society is impossible 

without abundance, which in turn depends on advanced 

technology and economic development, rests upon the 

Marxist theory of economic determinism. But the 

deterioration of the radical and labour movements 

refutes this theory. Abundance, far from promoting 

social revolution, leads instead to the bourgeoisfication 

of the proletariat, converting them into the staunchest 

defenders of the status quo. Moreover, according to this 

theory, economically underdeveloped countries would 

be automatically excluded from making a successful 

social revolution. Given depletion of natural resources, 

the population explosion, and the chronic poverty of 2/3 

of the human race: it has been suggested that 

abundance, even under socialism, is not likely in the 

foreseeable future.  

The economic proposals closely resemble Kropotkinôs 

ideas as explained in his Fields, Factories and 

Workshops. Bookchin assembled impressive modern 

evidence to demonstrate the feasibility of decentralising 

industry to achieve greater balance between rural and 

urban living and scaling down industry to manageable 

proportions. From the 

ecological point of view, the 

pollution threatening the 

very existence of life on this 

planet would be largely 

eliminated by modern 

technology.  

Anarchos, like all new 

groupings, is inclined to 

overstress utopistic ideas 

like: repudiation of the 

organised labour movement 

and the proletariat as the 

revolutionary class, together 

with the whole concept of 

class; ñéthe tragedy of the 

socialist movement is that it 

opposes class-consciousness 

to self-consciousnesséò; 

glorification of the bogus 

ñcounter-cultureô; etc. But 

while still elaborating these 

familiar utopistic formulas, the Anarchos group, like 

other groups, is gradually beginning to search for more 

practical approaches to immediate social problems. 

Under such circumstances a certain amount of 

confusion is, of course, unavoidable.  

Thus, where Anarchos formerly derided all such 

attempts, it now prints ñéa comradely response to the 

Anarchos groupôs article suggesting that anarcho-

communists participate in local electoral politicséò 

Where Anarchos formerly maintained that decisions be 

arrived at by consensus, it now suggests the idea that 

decisions be made by majority vote. Where the form of 

organisation of social organisation was, in effect, 

limited to local general assemblies, Anarchos now calls 

for far more complex forms of organisation, rarely, if 

ever, mentioned before: not only federations, but 

federations of federations  ï  CONFEDERATIONS. 

Anarchos favours ñéconfederations of 

municipalitieséconfederations of city 

councilséworkersô councils, food co-operatives, 

communes, independent and non-hierarchical trade 

union localséò community organisations, etc. (all 

quotes Anarchos, No. 4, 1972)  

As long as the young anarchists 

lived in the c lose atmosphere of 

the academic world, sheltered 

from direct contact with the 

tribulations of the workers, they 

approached anarchism from the 

purely academic plane. But they 

felt this need for practical 

libertarian alternatives most 

keenly when they left s chool to 

join the labour force to face 

altogether different and harsher 

problems.  
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While these revisions are far too simplistic to meet the 

problems of modern complex societies (the 

confederations must not go ñbeyond the municipal 

leveléò) and are objectionable on other grounds, the 

very fact that such forms of organisation are even being 

considered indicates that they were made in response to 

the expressed needs of many young anarchists for more 

realistic and constructive alternative to authoritarianism. 

As long as the young anarchists lived in the close 

atmosphere of the academic world, sheltered from direct 

contact with the tribulations of the workers, they 

approached anarchism from the purely academic plane. 

But they felt this need for practical libertarian 

alternatives most keenly when they left school to join 

the labour force to face altogether different and harsher 

problems.  

In search for such alternatives many young libertarians 

joined the IWW. Most, if not all, of the new members 

belong at one and the same time to both the IWW and to 

anarchist groups. This reorientation far from being 

confined to the IWW, is but one manifestation of the 

changing moods and ideas of serious-minded young 

anarchists. The better to appreciate the attitude of these 

militants we cite typical responses to requests for 

information:  

ñUnfortunately, the irresponsible exhibitionist 

óletôs do it in the streetô variety of anarchists 

themselves personify and perpetuate the false 

image of anarchists as ultra-individualists who 

are against all organisation and who are 

incapable of doing anything constructive. These 

people trapped in the myth of the ócounter-

cultureô believe that youth, they alone, can 

make the hippie revolutionéIt seems to me 

(although I may be hopelessly old-fashioned) 

that true anarchism has to be a movement of the 

poor and of the working-classes ï not OF, but 

FOR. The new generations of anarchists have 

been coming together to study and to put into 

practice the real principles of working-class 

anarchisméValuable experiences which could 

have helped us to build this new movement are 

lost to us because two generations separate the 

young from the old anarchists.  

ñMany of us younger anarchists were attracted 

to the IWW because it is the kind of an 

organisation that combines a libertarian 

approach to the working-class movement with a 

constructive economic and organisational 

alternative to the capitalist nation-state. There is 

a need for a strong libertarian movement and a 

consciously anarchist thrust of organisers and 

militants who by example and intelligent 

educational work will render the workers 

receptive to libertarian ideaséthe present 

anarchist movement is attempting to convey the 

ideas of voluntary cooperation and mutual aid 

and to translate the inspiration and example of 

our tradition to these new timeséò  

Concluding Remarks 

To their everlasting credit, the magnificent struggles of 

the young rebels against war, racism, and the false 

values of that vast crime, The Establishment, sparked 

the revival of the long dormant anarchist and other 

leftist movements. In rightfully pointing out the 

mistakes of the new anarchists, the lasting significance 

of these achievements must always be taken into 

account.  

The break in the continuity of the anarchist movement 

cut-off the young anarchists from the rich experience of 

past struggles. They were from the very outset doomed 

to recapitulate all the mistakes, and uncritically accept 

as new, all the utopistic ideas which the anarchist 

movement has long since outgrown and rejected as 

totally irrelevant to the problems of our increasingly 

complex society.  

In two essential respects ï the revolt against authority 

and the paucity of constructive ideas ï the character of 

the ñnew anarchismò is remarkably similar to the 

experience of past movements. The 1848 revolution, 

wrote Bakunin:  

ñéwas rich in instincts and negative theoretical 

ideas which gave it full justification for its fight 

against privilege, but it lacked completely any 

positive and practical ideas which would be 

needed to enable it to erect a new system upon 

the ruins of the old bourgeois setupéò 

(Federalism-Socialism-Anti-Theologism)  

From the disappointing, but no less valuable experience 

of the past ten years, many young anarchists have 

arrived at similar conclusions. They have come to 

realise the necessity for positive thinking and action. It 

is no longer enough to be against everything. Increasing 

signs point to the emergence of a constructive tendency 

in American anarchism, whose general orientation we 

have outlined in preceding paragraphs. The new 

anarchism is slowly maturing, but it is only beginning to 

emerge from its chaotic and erratic phase. It is far too 

early to make assessments or gauge its full impact. 

  

In rightfully pointing out the mistakes  of the new anarchists, 

the lasting significance of these achievements must always be 

taken into account.  
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Evolution of Anarcho -Syndicalism  

Sam Dolgoff  

Libertarian Labor Review No. 3, 1987 
1: BEGINNINGS 

Anarcho-Syndicalism is not a utopia. Anarcho-

syndicalist ideas, tactics, and forms of organisation 

gradually developed out of the daily lives and struggles 

of the oppressed and rebellious workers against the 

employing class and the State. Anarcho-Syndicalism ï 

i.e. , self-management of industry by the workers 

themselves in a stateless society ï rests on very solid 

foundations. In various forms (guilds, free communes, 

revolutionary unions, collectives, cooperatives and 

many other voluntary 

associations) this tendency 

traces back to the 

Communes of the French 

Revolution of 1789, 

Haymarket, the Paris 

Commune and other 

upheavals of the 1880s , the 

International Workingmenôs 

Association (First 

International, IWA, founded 

1864), as well as the French 

A narcho-syndicalist 

movement of the 1890s and 

early 19005. 

The early labour movement at the beginning of the 

Industrial Revolution did not, as Marx declared, consist 

of an ñincoherent scattered massò of ignoramuses. The 

labour movement of that period actually constituted a 

counter-society, a closely-knit network of thousands of 

living mutual aid and cultural associations covering all 

of Great Britain, including the most remote areas. All 

the themes stressed by modern revolutionary socialists ï 

not only the State and political institutions, but the 

social and economic features of industrial and finance 

capitalism, law, monopoly, private property, rent, 

interest profit armed struggle, the class nature of 

workersô struggle, etc. ï were already discussed in the 

1790s when the Industrial Revolution began, by 

thousands of articulate workers  

Marx added absolutely nothing new or constructive to 

the legacy left by the pioneers of the socialist labour 

movement, formulated when Marx was still in his teens. 

What is more, as far back as 1833 radical workers had 

already formulated the basic principles of Anarcho-

Syndicalism so viciously opposed by Marx in his 

notorious, slanderous campaign against the libertarian 

sections of the First International. Surprisingly enough, 

E.P. Thompson (himself a professed Marxist and former 

Communist Party member) in his well-known work, 

THE MAKING OF THE ENGLISH WORKING 

CLASS, reveals that in 1833 the principles of Anarcho- 

Syndicalism were already formulated and quotes from a 

periodical of the period to prove his point: 

ñThe trades unions will not only strike for less 

work and more wages, but they will eventually 

abolish wages, become their own masters, and 

work for each otheré a House Of Trades will 

take the place of the House of Commons and 

direct the commercial affairs of the country, 

according to the will of the trades which 

comprise associations of 

industry... It will begin in our 

lodges, extend to our general 

union, embrace the 

management of the trade, 

and finally swallow up the 

whole political power...ò (see 

pages 206-207, and 829-830) 

In his ANARCHO-

SYNDICALISM (page 70, 

Italian edition, 1947), Rudolf 

Rocker notes that ñéthe idea 

of the General Strike was 

met with great sympathy by 

the English workerséò as 

far back as 1832. 

2: ANARCHO-SYNDICALISM IN THE FIRST 

INTERNATIONAL  

In the days of the International, the radical labour and 

socialist Federations in Spain, Italy, Latin America, 

large parts of Switzerland (Jura Federation) , Belgium , 

Holland, France, etc., were predominantly Anarcho-

Syndicalist in character, while Marxist influence, even 

in England, was at most minimal. Rather than relinquish 

control over the International, the Marxist faction, in 

typical communist party fashion, connived to break up 

the International (as Marx and Engels later admitted). 

Their conduct was severely criticised even by Marxist 

historians like Franz Mehring, Otto Rühle, Eduard 

Bernstein, and others . 

Over a century ago, the libertarian pioneers of the First 

International formulated the main principles of 

Anarcho-Syndicalism. Eugene Varlin, member Of the 

French Federation Of the international, declared: 

ñéthe social riches can be assured to humanity 

only on the condition that it is controlled by 

labour. Otherwise social wealth will be 

monopolised by the centralised, authoritarian 

State. The State will then institute a hierarchical 

organisation of labour from the top down in 
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which the worker will be reduced to the level of 

a cowed, domesticated animal, indifferent, 

without initiative and without freedom...ò 

The resolution of the Basle Congress of the 

International outlined an Anarcho-Syndicalist economic 

order in which the intermeshing coordination of local, 

regional, national and international Industrial 

Federations ñ...will take the place of the present 

governments, and do away once and for all with the 

governments of the past... ñ 

In a major policy declaration contrasting the Anarcho-

Syndicalist position as against the authoritarian attitude 

of the Marxist factions Bakunin -explained: 

ñéJust as the State is authoritarian, artificial, 

violent, alien and hostile to the natural interests 

and instincts of the people, to that same degree 

must the organisation of the International be 

free, natural, and in every respect in accordance 

with these interests and instincts...  

ñBut what is the natural organisation of the 

masses? It is based upon their different 

occupations, their daily Life , their various 

kinds of work, their trade organisations . Their 

federation in the International and 

representation in the Chambers of Labour not 

only create a great academy in which the 

workers of the International, combining theory 

and practice, can and must study economic 

science. They also bear in themselves the living 

seeds of the new social order. They are creatin 

not only the ideas, but the facts of the future 

itself...ò (Protestation of the Alliance) 

The anarchist dictum that power in society must 

circulate from the bottom up, from the periphery to the 

centre, should be reformulated. Power should not flow 

from the bot tom up or the top down for the simple 

reason that THERE IS NO TOP, AND THERE IS NO 

BOTTOM. Power, like the blood stream, should 

circulate freely throughout society, continually 

renewing and revitalising its cells. 

3: SOVIETS 

Oscar Anweiler , in his pioneering work THE 

SOVIETS, lists Bakunin and Proudhon among the 

theoretical forerunners of the Soviet fora of workersô 

self-management; i.e., release from the Stateôs tutelage, 

self-government by cooperative producer groups, 

autonomy of self-regulating communes. 

ñéThe inherent quality of soviets is driving 

toward the most direct, far-reaching, and 

unrestricted participation of the individual in 

public life. When applied to the collective the 

soviet becomes the area of self-government by 

the masses combined _ with the will to 

revolutionary transformation. the council 

becomes effective wherever the masses wish to 

overcome feudal or centralised poweré 

Councils took an inherently revolutionary 

directioné Proudhonôs and Bakuninôs concepts 

are closely associated with these ideas... ñ 

4: ANARCHO-SYNDICALISM VERSUS MARXISM-

LENINISM  

Historians concerned above all with the Marxist-

Leninist character Of the Russian Revolution ignore or 

underestimate its Anarcho-Syndicalist tendencies. As 

far back as 1907 Lenin, in a draft resolution to the Fifth 

Bolshevik Party Congress, initiated discussion on 

ñéthe unaffiliated workers organisations in relation to 

the Anarcho-Syndicalist tendencies among the 

proletariatò . Anna Pankratava, a Bolshevik historian, 

deplores the fact that ñin the early days of the October 

Revolution, anarchist tendencies were easily and 

successfully manifested in the first period of chaotic and 

primitive socialisationé The factory councils 

frequently took over management of factories whose 

owners were eliminated or fledé Similarly, at the Third 

Congress of Soviets (early 1918) Lenin deplored 

ñéanarchist tendencies [which] now take on living 

form as self-governing communes of producers and 

consumerséò 

The Russian Anarcho-Syndicalist G.P. Maximoff 

declared that ñthe period from February to October 

1917 was in its sweep and scope a most resplendent one 

in anarchist and syndicalist propaganda and actioné 

The land to the peasants! The factories to the workers! 

All power to the Soviets!ò Maximoff documents the 

growth of the Anarcho-Syndicalist, self-management 

movement: 

ñébefore the All-Russian Trade Union 

Convention, the Anarcho-Syndicalists 

succeeded in organising, on the platform of the 

IWW, between twenty and thirty thousand 

miners on the Debaltsev District of the Don 

Basin... Throughout the Novoyrossisk Province, 

the labour movement adopted the Anarcho-

Syndicalist platformé 

ñAnarcho-syndicalist periodicals in Moscow, 

Petrograd and twenty major cities were widely 

circulated and avidly read by the workers. In 

Petrograd, the journal GOLOS TRUDA and 

BURAVESTNIR each reached a circulation of 

25,000é In Moscow, the daily ANARCHIAôs 

circulation was 25,000éò 

Lenin told the Congress of Factory Councils (June 27, 

1918) that ñéwe have abandoned the old methods of 

workers control and preserved only the principle of 

State controléò The attempts of the Bolshevik 

Workersô Opposition faction to alter the policy of the 

Communist Party in favour of allowing a measure of 

workersô control of industry was condemned by both 

Lenin and Trotsky (who urged the militarisation of 

labour) as a ñsyndicalist deviationò . The heroic 
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attempts to save the Revolution from its usurpers ï 

uprisings, strikes , passive resistance ï culminated in the 

slaughter of the gallant Kronstadt rebels in 1921 and the 

Makhno peasant movement in the Ukraine. 

5: REVIVAL OF THE INTERNATIONAL 

WORKERSô ASSOCIATION (IWA/AIT) 

The campaign of the Communist Party-dominated Red 

International of Trade Unions to infiltrate and finally 

capture the international libertarian and Anarcho-

Syndicalist labour movement led to the reestablishment 

in 1921-22 of the original IWA/AIT, retaining the same 

principles worked out by the libertarian wing of the first 

IWA. Affiliated to the revived IWA/AIT were the 

international Anarcho-Syndicalist organisations, 

totalling well over six million militants. 

Though almost depleted by the catastrophic rise of 

fascism, the sabotage and infiltration of the communist 

parties, the degeneration of the Social Democrat parties 

into the structure of modern capitalism, World War II, 

and the defeat of the Spanish Civil War and Revolution, 

the IWA/AIT miraculously survives ï even making 

some progress. 

6: CONCLUSIONS 

The desire for workersô control of industry ï a key 

principle of Anarcho-Syndicalism ï is deeply rooted in 

the heart of the world proletariat. The movement for 

free Soviets (councils) which the workers and peasants 

of Russia fought for and which vas finally crushed with 

the massacre of the Kronstadt Soviet in 1921, the 

crushing of the workersô council movement in the 

Hungarian Revolution of 1956, the 1958 and 

magnificent Solidarity uprisings in Poland, the 

Czechoslovakian freedom revolts in 1968 and 

manifestations to this day, even in Russia itself; all 

included many ex-communists but would certainly be 

condemned by the Bolsheviks as an ñAnarcho-

Syndicalist deviationò. There is, of course, the classic 

example of the Spanish Revolution of 1936-39 in which 

the great constructive achievements of the Anarcho-

Syndicalist movement in establishing rural collectives 

and workersô control of industry were carried out in 

accordance with the Anarcho-Syndicalist principles 

formulated by the Libertarian wing of the First 

International over a century ago. 

It is obvious that workers control in the true sense of 

that term is possible only in the kind of libertarian 

society envisioned by the pioneers of Anarcho-

Syndicalism. Deep changes in the structure of society 

will have to be made, and many hard battles fought 

before workersô control is a reality. The class-

collaborationist , politically-dominated labour 

organisations now thoroughly integrated into the 

structure of capitalism and the state cannot, and will not 

even begin to initiate revolutionary changes. It is 

imperative that we begin a wide-ranging discussion of 

radicalising and rebuilding the workersô movement and 

work out much more effective methods than have thus 

far been advanced. Speed the day! 

Carlo Tresca Remembered  

Sam Dolgoff  

Libertarian Labor Review No. 6, 1989 
Dorothy Gallagher, All the Right Enemies: The Life and Murder of Carlo Tresca, Rutgers University Press, 1988 

Dorothy Gallagherôs biography merits 

the highest praise for fusing the career 

of the Italian anarcho-syndicalist Carlo 

Tresca with the great class struggles and 

other social movements of the first half 

of the 20th century. Her work is the 

product of years of painstaking research, 

interviews with survivors who 

participated in the struggles, and those 

who knew him personally. 

Tresca was a natural rebel. To escape 

military service and punishment for 

ñsubversiveò activities he fled to 

Switzerland and finally emigrated to the 

United States in 1904. He was then a 

socialist (in Italy he edited the Socialist 

paper Il Germe [The Seed]), becoming 

an anarcho-syndicalist eight years later 

in 1912. He propagandised the cruelly 

exploited Italian immigrants herded 

into virtual slave mining camps and 

steel mills in the Pittsburgh and other 

midwestern areas. Tresca participated 

in the great IWW struggles, the 

Lawrence, Massachusetts textile 

strike, the Paterson, New Jersey silk 

mill strike, the New York City hotel 

and restaurant workers strike, the great 

Mesabi Range iron ore miners strike 

in Minnesota, the demonstrations 

calling on the workers to avenge the 

Ludlow, Colorado massacre to crush 

the miners strike, the hunger march of 

the unemployed in New York, and 

many other no less militant struggles. 

In all of these struggles, as against the 

liberals and socialists, Tresca urged 

the adoption of anarcho-syndicalist 

direct action tactics. 

 

Carlo Tresca (1879 -1940)  
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Trescaôs propaganda included not only purely economic 

issues but also attacked the priesthood, the gangsters 

and extortionists like the notorious ñBlack Handò who 

came from Italy, as well as a host of other social evils. 

In this connection, Trescaôs journal LôAvvenire (The 

Future) congratulated the parents of newborn infants 

who shunned baptism and pledged their children as the 

champions of free thought. During his lifetime Tresca 

was jailed dozens of times, fined, threatened with 

deportation, charged with offenses ranging from 

disturbing the peace and assault to high treason; was 

bombed, mutilated by an assassin armed with a razor, 

almost kidnapped, shot at, and finally murdered. 

Trescaôs journal LôAvvenire was barred from the mails 

for opposing World War One and often for violating 

other postal regulations. 

What has been mistakenly called the ñTresca 

Movementò was neither a party nor a movement guided 

by a written constitution, rules and regulations, but 

rather, an informal association of comrades 

communicating with each other through personal 

contacts, gatherings, correspondence, and informal 

exchange of views. Decisions were reached by 

consensus. Thus, for example, the campaign that drove 

the fascists from the streets of New York by assaulting 

their speakers and breaking up their meetings was 

informally launched by Tresca and his comrades. 

The impression that Tresca, because of his participation 

in IWW strikes, was a member of the organisation is not 

true. When he became an anarcho-syndicalist, he 

became a freelancer, never a member of any labour 

organization. Regardless of their affiliation, he was 

devoted solely to the cause of the rank-and-file, the 

underdog. He persistently exposed the corruption, class 

collaboration, and dictatorship of their officials. For 

example, Gallagher reports that Tresca, in 1910 during 

the Westmoreland miners strike, proved that the 

officials of their union, the United Mine Workers, were 

in league with the coal operators. 

Tresca, while proclaiming consistent adherence to 

anarcho-syndicalist principles, was nevertheless at times 

given to poor judgment in interpreting events. Gallagher 

cites two examples; approval of the Soviet regime and 

the electoral victory of the Italian Socialist Party. 

Ignoring the obvious fact that Russia was ruled by a 

ruthless Communist Party dictatorship, he maintained 

that the position of the Spartacists (a communist sect) 

and the Italian Communist Party were all in accord with 

revolutionary syndicalism.1 Tresca preferred the 

electoral victory of the Italian Socialist Party rather than 

the clergy, the employer, and the government. But as in 

Russia, a new socialist party government, like all states, 

indicates not an orientation toward Socialism but to the 

monopoly of power. 

 
1 To clarify, Tresca ï like most anarchists ï initially 

supported the Bolshevik regime but ï again like most 

When I criticized him for associating with reformist 

class collaborationist unions, Carlo explained that since 

the practical disappearance of the IWW from the textile 

mills after the defeat of the Paterson strike, the Italian-

speaking workers joined reformist unions like the ACW 

(Amalgamated Clothing Workers) and ILGWU 

(International Ladies Garment Workers Union), leaving 

him no alternative. 

Trescaôs organ Il Martello (The Hammer) was bankrupt. 

For him, the disappearance of Il Martello meant the loss 

of effective contact with the Italian workers. He was so 

constituted that without such activity he could not exist. 

In a revealing meeting with Luigi Antonini, Secretary-

Treasurer of Italian-speaking Local 89 of the ACW, 

Tresca told him that his only condition for cooperation 

was that financial assistance be provided by the union. 

Antonini reminded him that he should be grateful 

because ñIl Martello would not exist without me.ò 

Tresca was not employed by the union in any capacity, 

sought no privilege for himself and served without 

compensation. In return for financial assistance Tresca 

would collaborate ï as he put it ï ògive my work to 

you.ò 

Trescaôs collaboration was accepted, not because the 

union leaders suddenly became anarchists, but because 

his influence in the Italian locals would serve to 

reinforce their power. To ask the dictator of a pro-state 

capitalist union to subsidize an anarchist journal is an 

illusion ï an unprincipled and unworkable deviation. 

True to our principles, the publication of Il Martello 

should have been suspended if the funds to sustain it 

could not otherwise be raised. 

To her credit, Gallagher documents the very important 

point that Tresca, in collaborating with the ACW did 

not sell out, did not repudiate anarcho-syndicalism but 

on the contrary, tried to sustain and reinforce his 

principles. She notes in this connection that Tresca, in 

opposition to the euphoric pro-Roosevelt ñNew Dealò 

policy of the reformist unions, argued that ñRoosevelt 

was an industrial and social dictator whose attempts at 

reform served only to preserve the failing capitalist 

system,ò a charge that applies equally to Rooseveltôs 

labour allies as well as Trescaôs cooperation with these 

very same unions. Tresca trapped himself in the 

insoluble contradiction between collaboration and his 

dearest revolutionary aspirations. Notwithstanding his 

mistakes, his dedication to our cause never faltered. 

Without reservations, Tresca endorsed the position of 

our anarchist communist/syndicalist journal Vanguard, 

a position based on the anarcho-syndicalist principles of 

the International Workers Association (IWA). Like 

Tresca, Vanguard castigated both the CIO and AFL for 

helping the government to regulate the labour 

movement into the pattern of emerging state capitalism. 

anarchists ï by the early 1920s he had recognised the nature 

of the regime and opposed it. (Black Flag) 
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The Vanguard fearlessly exposed the sickening 

duplicity and opportunism of the pro-capitalist 

collaborationist unions and their dictatorial conduct, 

gladly reprinting an article from the Italian IWW organ 

Il Proletario by fellow worker Joseph Mangano, 

denouncing the dictatorship of Luigi Antonini, 

Secretary-Treasurer of the Italian-speaking Local 89 of 

the ACW. We gladly accepted Trescaôs offer to provide 

a supplementary page in English in Il Martello, 

uncensored, and with full expression of our views. 

I first met Tresca in 1933 

when a united front 

defence committee was 

organised to defend the 

militant anti-fascist Athos 

Terzani (an anarchist 

whom I first met in the 

ñRoad to Freedomòó 

group). Terzani was falsely 

accused of having shot and 

killed his young comrade 

Anthony Fierro during a 

free-for-all battle at a 

meeting of the fascist 

Silver Shirts of America. 

By way of supplementing 

Gallagherôs account, I must 

stress the key role of 

Herbert Mahler, Secretary 

of the IWW General 

Defense Committee in 

gathering the information 

needed for Terzaniôs 

release. To celebrate 

Terzaniôs acquittal and 

publicize the demand for 

punishment of the real killers, Terzani and his fiance 

accepted Mahlerôs suggestion that they be married on 

the stage of Irving Plaza Hall. They were married by 

Municipal Court Judge Dorothy Kenyon, an event 

widely reported in the press and radio.  

Since united front arrangements between anarchist and 

non-anarchist groups were successfully concluded, there 

was all the more reason to expect much closer 

cooperation between the Italian anarchist L óAdunata 

and Il Martello groups. From my own observation, it 

was the antagonistic attitude of the LôAdunata group 

and their willingness to engage in sectarian attacks 

against Il Martello which made any kind of cooperation 

impossible. For example, Emma Goldman severely 

condemned Marcus Graham, editor of the anarchist 

paper Man! for writing, and LôAdunata for publishing, 

an article full of lies and misrepresentations, even 

insinuating that she justified the Bolshevik crushing of 

the Kronstadt rebellion and Alexander Berkman 

attacked Graham for his ñjesuitry and vindictiveness.ò 

I spoke with Tresca on the same platform on many 

occasions before, during, and after the Spanish Civil 

War and Revolution and at no time did he display the 

slightest inclination to modify his anarcho-syndicalist 

convictions. The ñpureò 

anarchists condemned Tresca 

for his friendly relations with 

influential politicians and 

individuals. But his critics 

ignored the fact that he used 

these connections to help 

people in need of protection, 

who could not cope with the 

byzantine governmental 

bureaucracy. Tresca was, so to 

speak, a one-man social 

agency. His assistance made 

life a little more bearable now 

for hundreds of desperate 

troubled people at the bottom 

of the social pyramid. In the 

words of Patrick Henry, I defy 

Trescaôs detractors: ñIf this be 

Treason Make the Most of It.ò 

While Tresca faithfully abided 

by necessary temporary 

agreements with different 

groupings, he would debate 

even personal friends who were 

political ideological opponents 

at the ñdrop of a hat.ò I remember his debate with the 

then Trotskyite communist Max Shachtman before a 

huge audience in Irving Plaza Hall ï the subject: 

Anarchism versus Bolshevism. Shachtman, a skilled 

debater, eloquently argued his case in fluent English. 

But Tresca, in spite of his halting English, in the 

overwhelming opinion of the audience convincingly 

presented the anarchist position and devastatingly 

refuted Shachtmanôs arguments. 

Over forty years ago I took my place among Trescaôs 

comrades and strewed flowers on the spot where he fell, 

murdered by hired assassins, paid tribute to his gallant 

achievements for the emancipation of the oppressed. 

Since then, only a few of us remain. The rest of our dear 

comrades have passed away. Dorothy Gallagherôs 

biography is a fitting tribute to his memory.

άL ŀƳ ǿƘŀǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ς a syndicalist anarchist, body and soul with the revolution in Russia. But many 

new things have taken place in Russia since the time the communists in authority sǇƻƪŜΧ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƻǊȅ 

dictatorship of the Proletariat. But the dictatorship is there to stay until the third revolution uproots it in the 

ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ƭƛōŜǊǘȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ wǳǎǎƛŀΣ ƎǊƻŀƴǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŜƭ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦέ ς Carlo Tresca 
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Voltairine de Cleyre  
Freedom: A Journal of Anarchist Communism, August 1912 

This brilliant fighter for 

individual freedom, who died 

in Chicago on June 29, was 

buried in Waldheim Cemetery, 

close to the Chicago Martyrsô 

Memorial. She had been an 

invalid for years, but her strong 

will kept her from giving way 

entirely. Recently, however, it 

was found necessary to 

perform an operation, which 

gave some relief; but a second 

operation took place, from 

which she never recovered.  

Voltairine de Cleyre was born 

at Leslie, Michigan, on Nov. 

17, 1869. Her father was 

French, and her mother 

American. She received an 

ordinary school education as a 

child, and from the age of, 13 

to 18 was in a Catholic 

educational institute in Canada. 

On leaving this place, and 

beginning the struggle for a 

living, the effects of her religious training soon 

disappeared, and at the age of 19 she began writing 

in a Freethought magazine, and soon became its 

editor, shortly afterwards making a tour of the 

Eastern Provinces for the American Freethinkersô 

Society. The eight-hour movement of 1886 and the 

Chicago tragedy brought her into the Anarchist 

ranks. She obtained a very scanty livelihood by 

teaching, which in recent years prevented her 

taking a prominent part in propaganda work. 

However, those who heard her lecture or read her 

writings know how her indignation burned at white 

heat when describing the wrongs and injustices of 

our social system. To her, the Anarchist ideal was 

something more than a dream of the future; it was a 

guide for everyday life, and not to be comprised 

with. Most of us can find excuses for ourselves 

 
1 The Selected Works of Voltairine de Cleyre, edited by 

Alexander Berkman, was published Mother Earth in 1914. It 

was reprinted in 2016 by AK Press. (Black Flag) 

when we deviate from the 

straight line; but Voltairine 

kept herself to it unflinchingly. 

Writing from New York, 

Alexander Berkman says: 

ñVoltairine was, without 

exaggeration, the greatest 

woman America has produced 

so far. Certainly the ablest and 

most revolutionary and 

uncompromising American 

Anarchist. Her death is a very 

serious loss to the movementò  

The esteem in which she was 

held was .shown by the crowd 

which assembled at the 

graveside, among those 

present being representatives 

of the Workersô Ring, the 

Bohemian Bakersô and 

Turnersô Unions, the English, 

Hungarian, Czech, and Italian 

branches of the I.W.W., the 

Womanôs Society ñProgressò 

and the Jewish Cabinet 

Makersô Union. Vincent St. John (Sec. of the 

I.W.W.), William Haywood, W. Trautmann, and 

others represented the militant wing of the 

American Labour movement.  

A very large international memorial meeting took 

place in New York on July 1. Numerous well-

known speakers paid their tribute to the memory of 

our comrade, and telegrams were read from various 

associations and comrades unable to be present.  

A committee has been formed to gather and publish 

her works. Many poems and articles in MS. are in 

hand, and these, with her published works and a 

biographical sketch, will be issued in two volumes. 

Donations and advance orders showy be sent to H. 

Kelly, care of Mother Earth, 55 West 28th Street, 

New York.1

 

Voltairine de Cleyre  

 (1 866 -1912)  

To her, the Anarchist ideal was something more than a dream of the future;  

it was a guide for everyday life  
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Sex Slavery  
Voltairine de Cleyre  

1890 

Night in a prison cell! A chair, a bed, a small 

washstand, four blank walls, ghastly in the dim light 

from the corridor without, a narrow window, barred and 

sunken in the stone, a grated door! Beyond its hideous 

iron latticework, within the ghastly walls, ï a man! An 

old man, grey-haired and wrinkled, lame and suffering. 

There he sits, in his great loneliness, shut in front all the 

earth. There he walks, to and fro, within his measured 

space, apart from all he loves! There, for every night in 

five long years to come, he will walk alone, while the 

white age-flakes drop upon his head, while the last 

years of the winter of life gather and pass, and his body 

draws near the ashes. Every 

night, for five long years to 

come, he will sit alone, this 

chattel slave, whose hard toll 

is taken by the State, ï and 

without recompense save that 

the Southern planter gave his 

Negroes, ï every night he will 

sit there so within those four 

white walls. Every night, for 

five long years to come, a 

suffering woman will he upon 

her bed, longing, longing for 

the end of those three 

thousand days; longing for the 

kind face, the patient hand, 

that in so many years had 

never failed her. Every night, 

for five long years to come, 

the proud spirit must rebel, 

the loving heart must bleed, 

the broken home must he 

desecrated. As I am speaking 

now, as you are listening, 

there within the cell of that accursed penitentiary whose 

stones have soaked tip the sufferings of so many 

victims, murdered, as truly as any outside their walls, by 

that slow rot which eats away existence, inch-meal, ï as 

I am speaking now, as you are listening, there sits 

Moses Harman! 

Why? Why, when murder now is stalking in your 

streets, when dens of infamy are so thick within your 

city that competition has forced down the price of 

prostitution to the level of the wages of your starving 

shirt makers; when robbers sit in State and national 

Senate and House, when the boasted ñbulwark of our 

liberties,ò the elective franchise, has become a U. S. 

dice-box, wherewith great gamblers play away your 

liberties; when debauchees of the worst type hold all 

your public offices and dine off the food of fools who 

support them, why, then, sits Moses Harman there 

within his prison cell? If he is so great a criminal, why 

is he not with the rest of the spawn of crime, dining at 

Delmonicoôs or enjoying a trip to Europe? If he is so 

bad a man, why in the name of wonder did he ever get 

in the penitentiary? 

Ah, no; it is not because he has done any evil thing; but 

because he, a pure enthusiast, searching, searching 

always for the cause of misery of the kind which he 

loved with that broad love of which only the pure soul 

is capable, searched for the data of evil. And searching 

so he found the vestibule of life to be a prison cell; the 

holiest and purest part of 

the temple of the body, if 

indeed one part can be 

holier or purer than 

another, the altar where the 

most devotional love in 

truth should be laid, he 

found this altar ravished, 

despoiled, trampled upon. 

He found little babies, 

helpless, voiceless little 

things, generated in lust, 

cursed with impure moral 

natures, cursed, prenatally, 

with the germs of disease, 

forced into the world to 

struggle and to suffer, to 

hate themselves, to hate 

their mothers for bearing 

them, to hate society and to 

be hated by it in return, ï a 

bane upon self and race, 

draining the lees of crime. 

And he said, this felon with 

the stripes upon his body, ñLet the mothers of the race 

go free! Let the little children be pure love children, 

born of the mutual desire for parentage. Let the 

manacles be broken from the shackled slave, that no 

more slaves be born, no more tyrants conceived.ò 

He looked, this obscenist looked with clear eyes into 

this ill-got thing you call morality, sealed with the seal 

of marriage, and saw in it the consummation of 

immorality, impurity, and injustice. He beheld every 

married woman what she is, a bonded slave, who takes 

her masterôs name, her masterôs bread, her masterôs 

commands, and serves her masterôs passion; who passes 

through the ordeal of pregnancy and the throes of travail 

at his dictation, ï not at her desire; who can control no 

property, not even her own body, without his consent, 

and from whose straining arms the children she bears 

Let Woman ask herself, òWhy 

am I the slave of Man? Why is 

my brain said not to be the 

equal of his brain? Why is my 

work not paid equally with 

his? Why must my body be 

controlled by my husband? 

Why may he  take my labour in 

the household, giving me in 

exchange what he deems fit? 

Why may he take my children 

from me? Will them away 

while yet unborn?ó Let every 

woman ask.  
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may be torn at his pleasure, or willed away while they 

are yet unborn. It is said the English language has a 

sweeter word than any other, ï home. But Moses 

Harman looked beneath the word and saw the fact, ï a 

prison more horrible than that where he is sitting now, 

whose corridors radiate over all the earth, and with so 

many cells, that none may count them. 

Yes, our Masters! The earth is a prison, the marriage-

bed is a cell, women are the prisoners, and you are the 

keepers! 

He saw, this corruptionist, how in 

those cells are perpetrated such 

outrages as are enough to make the 

cold sweat stand upon the forehead, 

and the nails clench, and the teeth 

set, and the lips grow white in 

agony and hatred. And he saw too 

how from those cells might none 

come forth to break her fetters, 

how no slave dare cry out, how all 

these murders are done quietly, 

beneath the shelter ï shadow of 

home, and sanctified by the angelic 

benediction of a piece of paper, 

within the silence-shade of a 

marriage certificate, Adultery and 

Rape stalk freely and at case. 

Yes, for that is adultery where 

woman submits herself sexually to 

man, without desire on her part, for 

the sake of ñkeeping him virtuous,ò 

ñkeeping him at home,ò the women 

say. (Well, if a man did not love me and respect himself 

enough to be ñvirtuousò without prostituting me, he 

might go, and welcome. He has no virtue to keep.) And 

that is rape, where a man forces himself sexually upon a 

woman whether he is licensed by the marriage law to do 

it or not. And that is the vilest of all tyranny where a 

man compels the woman he says he loves, to endure the 

agony of bearing children that she does not want, and 

for whom, as is the rule rather than the exception, they 

cannot properly provide. It is worse than any other 

human oppression; it is fairly God-like! To the sexual 

tyrant there is no parallel upon earth; one must go to the 

skies to find a fiend who thrusts life upon his children 

only to starve and curse and outcast and damn them! 

And only through the marriage law is such tyranny 

possible. The man who deceives a woman outside of 

marriage (and mind you, such a man will deceive in 

marriage too) may deny his own child, if he is mean 

enough. He cannot tear it from her arms ï he cannot 

touch it! The girl he wronged, thanks to your very pure 

and tender morality standard, may die in the street for 

want of food. He cannot force his hated presence upon 

her again. But his wife, gentlemen, his wife, the woman 

he respects so much that he consents to let her merge 

her individuality into his, lose her identity and become 

his chattel, his wife he may not only force unwelcome 

children upon, outrage at his own good pleasure, and 

keep as a general cheap and convenient piece of 

furniture, but if she does not get a divorce (and she 

cannot for such cause) he can follow her wherever she 

goes, come into her house, eat her food, force her into 

the cell, kill  her by virtue of his sexual authority! And 

she has no redress unless he is indiscreet enough to 

abuse her in some less brutal but unlicensed manner. I 

know a case in your city where a woman was followed 

so for ten years by her 

husband. I believe he finally 

developed grace enough to die: 

please applaud him for the 

only decent thing he ever did. 

Oh, is it not rare, all this talk 

about the preservation of 

morality by marriage law! O 

splendid carefulness to 

preserve that which you have 

not got! O height and depth of 

purity, which fears so much 

that the children will not know 

who their fathers are, because, 

forsooth, they must rely upon 

their motherôs word instead of 

the hired certification of some 

priest of the Church, or the 

Law! I wonder if the children 

would be improved to know 

what their fathers have done. I 

would rather, much rather, not 

know who my father was than 

know he had been a tyrant to my mother. I would rather, 

much rather, be illegitimate according to the statutes of 

men, than illegitimate according to the unchanging law 

of Nature. For what is it to be legitimate, born 

ñaccording to lawò? It is to be, nine cases out of ten, the 

child of a man who acknowledges his fatherhood simply 

because he is forced to do so, and whose conception of 

virtue is realised by the statement that ña womanôs duty 

is to keep her husband at home;ò to be the child of a 

woman who cares more for, the benediction of Mrs. 

Grundy than the simple honour of her loverôs word, and 

conceives prostitution to be purity and duty when 

exacted of her by her husband. It is to have Tyranny as 

your progenitor, and slavery as your prenatal cradle. It 

is to run the risk of unwelcome birth, ñlegalò 

constitutional weakness, morals corrupted before birth, 

possibly a murder instinct, the inheritance of excessive 

sexuality or no sexuality, either of which is disease. it is 

to have the value of a piece of paper, a rag from the 

tattered garments of the ñSocial Contract,ò set above 

health, beauty, talent or goodness; for I never yet had 

difficulty in obtaining the admission that illegitimate 

children are nearly always prettier and brighter than 

others, even from conservative women. And how 

supremely disgusting it is to see them look from their 

 

Moses Harman (1830 -1910)  


















































































































































































































