
If Voting could change 
anything, it would be illegal 

 
As one of the May 1968 graffiti put it, “It’s painful to submit to 

our bosses; it’s even more stupid to choose them!” 
 
 Throughout history there has been an alternative idea of democracy – 
this is the idea of direct democracy.  It surfaced during the Paris Commune 
(in 1871), it surfaced in Russia during the early part of the revolution there, 
and it was put into large-scale practice in Spain between 1936-37.  It is the 
method often used by workers in a strike; it is the method that often arises 
‘spontaneously’ when people confront the State or the bosses.  Direct 
democracy is the democracy that Anarchists advocate. 
 
 Direct democracy is different to parliamentary democracy in a number of 
important ways: 
1. Direct democracy is about ‘originating’ ideas as much as it is about 

‘approving’ them.  In parliamentary democracy, people are never asked 
for their own ideas, they are only 
asked to ‘approve’ or 
‘disapprove’ ideas already 
prepared for them.  Direct 
democracy is radically different in 
that way.  Direct democracy is 
based on the realistic notion that 
‘people know best how to look 
after their own situation.  We 
don’t need specialists to tell us 
how to run our places of work or 
our communities.  Anarchists 
argue that we are quite capable 
of doing this ourselves.  All we 
need are the resources and the 
right to do this.  Direct democracy 
is the method. 

2. Direct democracy is based on 
delegation not representation.  
The crucial difference between delegation and representation is that 
delegates are only elected to implement specific decisions.  Delegates 
do not have the right (like Politicians) to change a decision previously 
made by an assembly of people.  Delegates (unlike representatives) 

can be immediately recalled and dismissed from their mandate if they 
don’t carry out the specific function allotted to them. 

3. Direct democracy is as much about the workplace as it is about the 
community.  In parliamentary democracy, the workplace is ‘immune’ to 
democracy (save what rights we have won through our unions).  In 
direct democracy, the operation of a factory or plant or an office will be 
via a general assembly of all workers.  This body will decide on 
conditions of work, will elect recallable managers, and will organise how 
work is done.  It will also elect people (as delegates) who will co-
ordinate with the other places of work and with the broader community.  
Regional organisation will be managed through a federation of 
workplaces using the delegate structure. 

 
Could such a form of democracy work and what would it be like?  As 

mentioned earlier, Spain provides one of the best examples of how far we 
can go in organising a new type of society.  The collectives that were built 
by the workers of Spain between 1936-37 were highly democratic*.  But 
they also showed the massive potential that we have if freed from the 
chains of capitalism.  It seems obvious (though it is impossible under 
capitalism) that we should all have a say over the work we do, how we do it, 
when and in what way.  When we do have these rights, the quality and 
nature of our work changes enormously – and this is one of the things that 
was achieved in Spain.  Democracy and work should always go together – 
and its one of the singular failures of parliamentary democracy that this has 
never occurred – nor is it ever likely to occur because of the threat it poses 
to capitalism and the rule of the boss. 

 
* see Eddie Conlon, The Spanish Civil War: Anarchism in Action (WSM Pamphlets 1993) – 
available for R5,00 (including post and packaging) from Zabalaza Books at the address below. 
 
** This leaflet is a short extract out of a booklet called Parliament OR Democracy written by 
Kevin Doyle of the WSM – available for R7,00 from Zabalaza Books. 
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