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GETTING ORGANIZED 

It's obvious that if you want to see anarchism then you are going 
to have to organize for it. But when you first get involved this 
can seem a daunting task, particularly if there are no local 
anarchist groups for you to get involved in. I've written these 
pages as a sort of manual for people new to the movement or those 
who have only so far been 'armchair anarchists'. Please do give 
me feedback if you find it useful. 

1. Finding a group 
2. Evaluating a group 
3. Setting up a group 
4. Contributing to a group 

j1. Finding an anarchist group! 

Your first step depends on a lot of different things. Is there 
an anarchist group in the area where you live? There is almost 
certainly one in your country and there are groups in most 
sizeable cities and towns. If so then the first thing to do is 
to try and find them, and then find out something about them. 
[it's a lot easier to join an already functioning group then 
try to set one up]. I've drawn up a partial list of addresses of 
anarchist organisations I know of, how else can you find them. 
(SEE BELOW) 

Check any radical bookshops you know of and look for anarchist 
papers or leaflets. If the local group is fairly healthy they 
should be publishing something regularly. Check national 
anarchist papers for local contact addresses as well. Check a few 
times as smaller groups may only be publishing every few months 
and check all the bookshops you know of as some bookshops, 
particular those controlled by authoritarian socialists will 
refuse to stock anarchist material. If you find a bookshop that 
stocks a lot of anarchist stuff ask at the counter if they know 
how you can get in contact with local anarchists, it may well be 
that there is an anarchist working there. 

Keep an eye out for old posters or stickers that may have a venue 
or an address on them. If its a venue but you have missed the 
meeting try checking it at the same time on the same day of the 
week a~ often a group uses the same time and place for both 
public and private meetings. 

Your best chance is probably demonstrations, particularly big 
ones that have been called by several groups (a lot of anarchists 
don't turn up to Trotskyist front demos (i.e. demos called by one 
group)). Depending on how organised they are the anarchists may 
have a banner, leaflets or be selling papers. They may also be 
marching with a general community or campaign group. Some groups 
won't have anarchist in their title so look out for: 

1. Black and Red Banners, particularly ones based around the 
anarchist flag (Black triangle and red triangle). Also look 



~ out for Black banners or black flags or black and red flags 

2. Banner titles that include words like 'libertarian' or 
'solidarity' 

3. Symbols like circled A's (obvious!) or a cat with its back 
arched (wild-cat) 

Once you have located a group you will want to evaluate it to see 
if its worthwhile being involved in and what sort of contribution 
you can make to it. 

Generally if you fai1,t6~find a local group by any of these 
methods then there i$ not one worth finding! There may still be 
technically one in existance though, but its obviously not active 
at the moment. In which case you will have to move on to setting 
up an anarchist group. 

j2. Evaluating a group 

Once you have found an anarchist group the next thing to do is 
to work out whether or not you should get involved in it, look 
around for another group or try and set up a new one. 

In many countries where anarchism is weak- and has no real recent 
history groups exist which may call themselv~s anarchist but 
don't really have a lot to do with anarchism. It can just be a 
trendy label. Things you should look out for include 
* Attitude to the working class, is the group based around 
trying to get the idea of anarchism out and help working class 
people organise or is it just into 'fringe' issues with no 
central political aim? 
* Does the group try and enforce a particular life-style on 
people involved, is it only interested in 'drop-outs', squatters 
or vegetarians? 
There's nothing wrong with being any of these but if you are 
expected to live this way then the group is more concerned with 
life-style then anarchism. 
* Is the group composed of people who like hearing their own 
voices but are unwilling to engage in activity. Does it take part 
in struggles, unions and demonstrations? 
* Is the group democratic in scope, does everyone have a say in 
decision making or is it ran by a Guru whose decisions are 
unquestioned. Are important decisions made at meetings that 
everyone has an input to or do they seem to be made by a 
sub-group of friends elsewhere? 
* Do they have a public face, do they have a publication, 
leaflets and public meetings or are they just activists content 
to do work for others? 

If any of these things are problems in the group then you should 
check around to see if there are any other anarchist 
Jrganisations around. If there are not or they share the same 
~roblems then you probably will have little choice but to get 
Lnvolved anyway and try and change the way the group functions. 
rou may well find this is impossible though, recognise 
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when your beaten and rather then get demoralised look at the 
possibility of setting up a new anarchist group. If you feel this 
way then the odds are other people do as well 

I've not talked about specific political positions here because 
this is a big job I'll get around to later. For now I suggest you 
look at the all about anarchism page for where we stand on a wide 
number of issues 
(on the Internet: http: //www.geocities.com/CapitolHill/2419) 

,3. Setting up an anarchist groupl 

This section will get better, for the moment here is an e-mail 
I wrote a while ago on the subject: 

Here's a few thoughts I jotted down. Have a look at my two 
articles in the first Red & Black Revolution for an idea of where 
I'm coming from. (SEE BELOW). 

I think their there are three requirements for an organisation: 
people, money and commitment. Unfortunately some anarchists tend 
to think of only the first one, people, and miss out on the 
importance of the other two.From what I've heard this is one of the 
problems with the anarchist movement in the USA. Anyway let me explain. 

People 

People is pretty self-explanatory. To have a group you need more 
than one person and really at least five before it becomes 
sustainable. In most places anarchists are not very hard to come 
across, probably• even in the US between 1 in a 1,000 and 1 in 
10,000 considers themselves an anarchist. So even in fairly small 
towns there are likely to be at least a do~en or so 'anarchists'. 
Unfortunately the next step most groups take is to try and 
set up a group which includes just about everyone that adopts the 
label. 

This may seem like the logical thing but problems arise when we 
look at the next two requirements. 

In order to function an organisation needs a paper, leaflets, 
rooms to met in, money for mailouts and a do~en other items that 
require lots of the green stuff. Ways of tackling this 
requirement include: 

1. Ignoring it. Which means these things only take place if 
someone is willing to fund them out of their own pocket. 
This is pretty common but of course results in th1ngs not 
getting done. It also gives the funder undue influence. 

2. Use 'criminal' means to raise money. This sometimes happens 
but is generally not a good move as sooner or later people 
get caught and end up in prison or worse. What's more if you 

come under any sort of police investigation it will rapidly 
become apparent that your getting funds from some dodgy 
source which will in itself attract further investigation. 



It also gives the state a good excuse for a 'non-politi~al' 
clamp down. 

3. Organise fund raisers. Although I think this can work well 
for special purchases, like say a printing press if its used 

for regular bills (printing, rent etc.) it soon turns into 
a massive drag and waste of resources. A few years back I 
attended some of the branch meetings of one British group 
and about half of the time was spent discussing jumble sales 
and disco's which I found off-putting. 

4. Have a proper membership levy. This is what the WSM uses, 
members contribute 5\ of their gross income on a weekly or 
monthly basis. A percentage system is fairer then a flat 
rate as an unemployed member (on 100 dollars a week, the 
s.tat"e. welfare) pays 5 dollars where as someone working like 
myself and earning 300 dollars a week pays at least 15 
dollars (in practise our working members throw in more). 
This gives us an income to pay for our paper, magazine, 
leaflets, rooms and even to subsidise travel to demos for 
unemployed members. Of course it also has a negative effect 
on the first requirement, people, as some people may be 
unwilling to loose the equivalent of a couple of beers a 
week. Which brings me to the third requirement, commitment. 

Conmitment 

The amount of work you do and the amount of money your willing 
to put in depends on you feeling good about the organisation. It 
is adversely affected if you feel you are being used, or that 
other people are not willing to contribute their share. That much 
is obvious. However its also true that your commitment will be 
~ependant on how much you agree with what the group is 
~oing/saying and whether the groups seems to be going somewhere 
or just treading water. It's easy to keep people around when lots 
of stuff is happening, the difficult thing is the periods in 
between bursts of activity. 

I favour a high commitment oriented group over a 'as many people 
!s possible' one. With time I think the high commitment one can 
:orne to involve a lot of people where as I don't think the 
reverse can be true. 

!nouqh background. here's some concrete ideas. 

~ind another four or five people that are willing to do something 
~erious. You may know this many already if not get an address you 
:an put on leaflets and start leafleting demo's etc. with 
lnarchist stuff. Get a flag or a banner together. Maybe call a 
?Ublic meeting on anarchism and see who turns up. 

>nee you get your four or five people be prepared to spend a 
:ouple of years getting your act together before you start to 
!xpand. Agree on a membership levy and conditions of membership. 
lrite down agreed perspectives and strategy for promoting 
lnarchism and getting involved in activity. Start publishing a 
~egular paper arguing these ideas. Sell it through bookshops, 
:ampaign meetings and demos. Get involved around struggles and 

....... 

develop respect for your group as good act~vists and pe?ple 
with good ideas. Don't concentrate on talking to anarch~sts, 
concentrate on talking to activists. Find out about the national 
groups and travel to nearby demos/ conferences. Make a banner you 
can bring on marches. I know all of this is possible with as few 
as five people because I spent the period from 1989-91 doing just 
that here. 

Above all you need to be patient. A big problem is the 
'revolution next year' syndrome where you hype yourself up to 
expecting a lot and then get disappointed when it does not 
materialise. Work out where you are going but be prepared to go 
there slowly, as I said above its likely to be two years 
before you get any serious return on your work. 

Finally if you want to set up a class struggle anarchist group 
and would like advice follow this link and ask about subscribing 
to the Organise list where people will be glad to answer your 
questions! 

14. Contributing to a groupl 

Now your a member of an anarchist group its time to start 
thinking about what sort of contribution you can make to the 
group. Don't allow yourself to sit back and blindly follow what 
others suggest, respect the experience of other activists but 
recognise that you have a contribution to make in all aspects of 
the group and also a unique perspective on its functioning. 

Is there a theore~ical area the group is weak on, if this is the 
case then perhaps you could research this and explain it through 
internal educational talks or articles. It's generally impossible 
for everyone to know everything so its a good idea for people to 
specialise a little providing they also explain what they 
discover to everyone. 

Is there a practical skill (e.g. Desk Top Publishing) the group 
is lacking that you could learn or already know? Can you teach 
this to others? Is there a struggle you can get involved in that 
no-one else is currently involved in? Perhaps help is needed in 
particular struggles the group is already involved in. Perhaps 
you should get involved in a particular area of struggle to 
confront you own prejudices or just to find out how things 
function. 

These are practical contributions you can make to building the 
group and really you should be looking for ways to do one of 
each. A lot of them are things you can do right from the start. 
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THE LEFT ... ASHES TO PHOENIX 

~irst published in Red and Black Revolution: a magzine of libertarian 
::orrununism 

L994 

It has become something of a cliche to refer to the death or 
:ollapse of the left. What's still missing however is an analysis 
~f what went wrong with the left. One that goes beyond surface 
~nifestations, and reaches into its core politics. This lack of 
lnalysis means that much of the 'new left' is not that new at 
lll, merely a repackaging of old ideas in new wrappers. 

tajor changes have occurred in the left(l) throughout its short 
1istory. In both numbers and politics there have been wide swings 
:rom times of hope and mass numbers to times of despair and 
:ollapse. In the late 60's and early 70's the left grew 
.nternationally, attracting huge numbers and leading real 
Jattles. Today this growth has collapsed almost totally, many 
lf the organisations that led it no longer ezist and the ideas 
lf those that survive, have been for the most part so 
liscredited, that it is unlikely they can ever recover. 

~he collapse of the left 

Since the Russian revolution the left has been divided into two 
rreat camps. There were those who followed the Bolshevik model 
tf a revolutionary seizure of state power and those who followed 
. he more traditional Marxist model of social democracy, seeking 
.o gain state power electorally where possible. Although there 
•ere other significant movements, including the anarchists, what 
.haped the left today were the splits within those two 
:amps and the perimeter of debate laid down around them. 

The Communist parties built real mass parties in many countries, 
.nd expanded their influence from Russia to a host of other 
.ations. Along with all those who claimed the Bolshevik legacy, 
hey rode a carpet of triumphalism for many years, one that 
imited debate around revolution to variations on the Leninist 
todel. Even in countries like Ireland where they never reached 
ignificant numbers, the prestige of Russia and the other 
evolutions enabled them to wield an influence far out of 
roportion with their numbers, among intellectuals and in the 
nions. But towards the end or the 1980's the whole edifice 
rashed to the ground almost overnight. In the east the parties 
ere overthrown, in the west they split into competing 
nd mostly irrelevant factions. 

The social-democrats in the years after the F~rst World War 
xpanded on the earlier success of the German SDP and came to 
ower in country after country. Most of the western democracies 
ave had social democratic governments in the intervening period. 
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But the left social-democrats had always looked to the USSR as 
a gu~de, while the1r pol1cies were very much based on ability to 
control and d1rect national cap~tal. In the SO's the changed 
nature of cap~tal, from a national form to an increasingly 
trans-national one made social democratic economic programs 
redundant. The control of the national economy needed by the 
nation state for even the limited reforms of social-democracy is 
beginning to vanish. Witness how even the threatened election of 
a Labour government in Britain resulted in rapid capital 
transfers out of the country. The left within the social 
democratic parties collapsed due to the increasing impotence of 
their program and the emerging crisis in the USSR. Their mass 
membership first dwindled and then collapsed. Today in 
rhetoric(2) as well as deed they are indistinguishable,fr~ the 
liberal parties. 

This twin collapse was international and resulted in the vast 
bulk of those who called themselves socialist abandoning left 
politics and activism. As a related consequence the 1980's also 
saw the 'left' leaning national liberation organisations like the 
ANC or FMLN come to a compromise with imperialism and reach a 
settlement. This had a demoralis~ng effect on those whose primary 
focus was solidarity work for these organisations, one that 
is still to reach its full consequences as events unfold in South 
Africa and Palestine. 

There were many who saw themselves as outside the Communist 
parties and the social democrats. Sometimes the differences were 
real, as with anarchists. Sometimes they were not so real but 
appeared so because of the very narrowness of debate, as with 
most Trotskyists. Even with this perceived gap the very fact that 
huge numbers abandoned politics had a knock on effect. This was 
demoralising but 'it also meant that effective action became 
increasingly impossible. Even if the arguments were won, the 
networks that could have carried them through no longer existed . 

It's not just the party! 

All those bodies which could be described as 'left' have seen a 
collapse in involvement. This effect is seen not just in 
political organisations but more importantly in all campaigning 
bodies. The effect is seen in the unions where the number of 
activists has dwindled to the point where most unpaid positions 
are uncontested. This has led to the outwardly positive 
'electi·on' of revolutionaries to trades councils and branch 
committees. The reality behind this is more to do with nobody 
else being willing to take the job. In no sense has the broad 
layer of activists (who might once have seen far left politics 
as loony) been won over, rather most have dropped out or come to 
see revolutionary politics as irrelevant rather than dangerous. 

The ability of the left to explain what is happening around it, 
to intervene in events and to change the course of them has 
vanished. Although illusions in the state was always the major 
problem of the left, today the activity of what remains is little 
more than attempts to get the state to police society for the 



better. For example the far-right is to be codntered by trying 
to get the Fasc1sts banned by the state at national and local 
level. In fact much of the left today see people themselves as 
the problem and see more police, more intrusive management, more 
control over what can be said and seen, as the solution. Most 
notably this has arisen in the focus on censorship as not just 
a method but almost the only way of fighting both racism and 
sexism. 

The death of the left is also reflected in its lack of hope. 
Where once the left was all about an exciting vision of a future 
society now it is pre-occupied with a fear of the future and a 
longing for the past. New scientific discoveries instead of being 
seen as part of the process of liberating man from nature, are 
instead seen as part of a plan to create a Huxley type 'Brave New 
World'. Hence recent articles in surviving Trotskyist journals 
argue against Chaos Theory and the Human Genome project 
as being anti-Marxist. Science once seen as the solution to many 
of humanity's problems is now seen as a major problem in itself. 

This is what is meant by saying the left is dead. Its numbers 
have collapsed, it has no vision or direction and instead of 
looking to the future it worships the past. 

From one point of view anarchists can in part welcome this 
collapse, as it is the collapse of authoritarian socialism. Most 
of the left organisations were social-democratic or Leninist in 
character and so their ideas were incapable of constructing 
socialism. The nature of the collapse re-enforces the anarchist 
rejection of the authoritarian methods of these organisations 
as it was these methods that destroyed the potential for 
socialism. After years of being told that compromises and deceit 
were the fastest (if not only) way to create socialism, 
anarchists feel entitled to repeat the response of Valine to 
Trotsky in 1919 at the height of the Russian Civil 
war: 

Trotsky: One can't make an omelette without breaking eggs 

Valine: I see the broken eggs now where's this omelette of yours? 

In the English speaking countries(3) and in particular Ireland, 
the anarchist movement is much too small to replace the numbers 
and influence once held by the left. So the collapse of 
authoritarian socialism is widely seen as the collapse of 
socialism and a demonstration that capitalism, whatever its flaws 
is the best that can be hoped for. Even in the countries 
where the anarchist movement is substantial (and in many 
countries it is the main force on the revolutionary left) it is 
as yet inadequate for its basic task (i.e. revolution). In terms 
of ideas, the anarchists may have the best ones but as yet they 
are not capable of winning the masses to overthrowing capitalism 
and creating anarchism. 

In the English speaking countries there is not and has not been 
a significant anarchist movement with the possible exception of 
the period up to World War I in the USA. Anarchists have operated 
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as a small section of a larger left. Because of the small s1ze 
of the anarchist movement the collapse of this larger left has 
had profound effects on it, both due to the general 7limate o:. 
demoralisation and also because it is no longer poss1ble to ex1st 
purely as an opposition to Leninism and social democracy. 

This is a good thing because some anarchist organisations had 
come to limit themselves to explaining 'Why the left is wrong' 
on a whole number of issues rather than trying to construct an 
alternative themselves. 

A new left? 
'• 

It might be hoped that with the twin collapse of Leninism and 
authoritarian socialism people would flock to the banner of 
anarchism. For the most part this has not happened. Instead over 
the last decade we have seen the emergence of a number of 'new' 
left organisations which claim to represent a decisive break with 
the past. Sometimes this represents little more than 
a change of names. In other cases these new organisations arose 
as splits by members unhappy with the direction of exisiting 
organisations, their initial politics coming from ex~members of 
that organisation. The Committees of Correspondence 1n the USA 
was formed by members of the Communist Party USA who lost an 
internal argument over the direction ('reforming') of that 
party. 

Many members of the old left organisations recognised that their 
ideas were discredited and no longer relevant, and voted with 
their feet, leaving not only left organisations but oppositional 
politics in general. But not all vanished, some have made efforts 
to remain active'. Some of these have refused to learn anything, 
or admit that mistakes were made, instead they carry on activity 
in a parody of yesteryear. Some of the Communist parties 
for instance reacted by returning to worshipping the period of 
Stalin or Brezhnev and blame the 'reformers' for all their 
current woes. The Irish Communist Party responded to the collapse 
of the USSR by hiring a skip and throwing most of the Gorbachev 
material from their Dublin bookshop into it. In most Communist 
parties however the majority came to the conclusion that 
revolution itself was no longer possible and instead became 
social democrats or abandoned left politics for 'progressive' 
politics where the working class is seen as just one more 
pressure group in a rainbow coalition. 

Some organisations did become aware of their own death and 
sensibly dissolved themselves rather than causing damage as they 
thrashed around in their death agonies. But they were wrong to 
imagine that just because they could conceive no future relevance 
for revolutionary politics that revolution was no longer 
relevant. Instead they were faced with a jump that 
they were incapable of seeing the other side of. Indeed the 
upturn in industrial disputes over the last year in Europe, most 
notably around Air France, indicate that the class conflict goes 
on and may even be picking up some of its lost momentum. 
Unemployment and poverty have again become obvious features of 
capitalism. To this extent the crisis on the left is mirrored by 



a crisis 1n cap1talism, its hope of the early SO's of an 
eternal boom now dashed on the rocks of recession. 

What went wrong? 

That the left has collapsed 1s contested by only the most 
irrelevant sects. But the attempts to explain why it happened are 
poor, focusing on the surface man1festations; the economic crisis 
of the USSR in the SO's, or conspiracy theories about the CIA. 
The right and many on the left went for the simplest explanation 
of a~~. socialism cannot work and revolutions have to end in 
dictauorship. But the failure is not with the idea of socialism 
but rather with what those who called themselves socialists 
became. It was not socialism that failed but the socialists! 
Above all, this failure arose from the left ideologies that 
looked to good leaders to liberate the rest of us. To these 
ideolog1es the role of 'ordinary people' differed, from the 
tickers of ballot papers to the stormers of barricades. The role 
of dec1s1on makers however was denied, it was to be placed in 
trust with an 1ntellectual elite until the far off day when this 
power could be returned. 

The tragic part about this is that the warnings about where the 
statist path would lead have been around since the work1ng class 
first became a formidable force at the time of the Paris Commune 
(1871). The debate between the anarchists and Marxists that split 
the 1st International was fought around this issue. But for 
various reasons those issuing the warning, the anarchists, failed 
to convince the rest of the left(4). 

The two major trends · of the 20th Century socialist movement, the 
Leninists and the social-democrats, were not as radically 
different as it may have seemed but rather represented two sides 
of the same coin. The actual structure of rule in the Soviet 
Union was never really a major problem for either of these 
groupings, their disagreements were over whether such a 
society had to be established through revolution, or could be 
'reformed' into being. Both currents sought to create socialism 
through the actions of a few, wielding state power, on behalf of 
the many. Left social-democrats like Tony Benn went further and 
were commonly happy enough to describe the USSR as actually 
existing socialism. In Ireland, organisations like the 
Workers Party held a similar (if quiet) position towards North 
Korea and, along with members of Labour Left went there on 
junkets. 

The argument between Leninism and social-democracy was not about 
how a socialist society could be built, both aimed to use state 
power to do this. Rather it was whether sufficient control of the 
state could be gained through the parliamentary system. Many 
Leninists may have claimed to wish for more democracy(S) in the 
USSR but they all stood over the Bolshevik destruction of 
democracy, only moving to oppos1tion when their particular 
hero was ousted. Organisations like the Socialist Workers Party 
that claim to stand for 'socialism from below' defend the actions 
of the Bolsheviks in imposing one man management, crushing 
worke.rs councils and censoring, imprisoning and executing members 

of other left tendencies. Th1s has to call into quest1on any 
cla1med commitment to democracy, or soc1alism from 
below. 

Aiding struggle? 

Even in the short term the left commonly offered no way forward. 
It would be wrong to overstate the case but a large section of 
the left was not interested in helping workers win struggles 
except in the most abstract sense. Instead involvement in 
struggle had just one thing behind it: 'build the party'. This 
commonly took the form of setting up a party controlled 'f~ont·.' 
which would campaign around an issue solely in order to recruit 
those who were motivated to fight on this issue. Once the 
potential recruits dried up, then the campaign was quietly wound 
up. A common response to contacting someone about a new campaign 
was the question of 'whose front is it'. Anyone who has been 
1nvolved with left activity for any period of time will have been 
through meetings and campaigns disrupted and possibly destroyed 
by different left factions wrestling for control. 

The effect this had on activists was seen by the way membership 
of many left organisations operated like a revolving door, with 
people interested in socialism walking in one side, only to be 
thrown out the other, dis1llus1oned and burnt out. 'Everything 
for the organ1sation' was the unofficial slogan of the left. This 
destroyed many peoples' belief in socialism as a source of 
inspiration as they got sucked into the methods of 
treachery and deceit that this involved. 

Many of today's activists have either come through this mill, or 
have had bad experiences of the left using them. Th1s has created 
a legacy of suspicion and even hostility which forms a real 
barrier in building solidarity today. It also means that many 
activists have no interest in building revolutionary 
organisations but instead limit themselves to building campaigns. 
Revolutionary organisations are seen as self-serving edifices 
rather than bodies with a positive and vital contribution to make 
to struggle. The attitude that characterises these activists' 
view of the revolutionary organisations is suspicion. 

So in this way the left has actually played a substantial 
negative role. It has constructed a monstrous caricature of 
socialism and the methods of socialism. Rather than bringing 
people forward, it has sucked the spirit out of them. Not just 
those parts of the left who created and worshipped the USSR but 
also those whose methods have alienated tens of thousands of 
activists. In this context many activists see left organisations 
as useless barriers, interested only in selling papers and 
sectar1an squabbles. 

The 'new left' 

This crisis of the left has become increasingly apparent over the 
last decade and has resulted in the formation of many new groups, 
including ourselves. As the crisis became particularly obvious, 



the process of disintegration speeded up and the new 
~rgan~sations if anyth~ng became more confused. Most of the more 
rec~t ones have no common vision of anything positive in the 
?ast but are united solely by a feeling of 'that's not the 
~ay to do it' towards the existing left. But consc~ously or 
lnconsciously, various strateg~es have been adopted by some as 
the way forward. It is these strategies that must be examined to 
judge the potential of such new groups. 

Groups whose aim is a new flavour of Leninism or social-democracy 
:an be written off at the start. The record of their strategies 
Eor the last century speaks for itself. From the libertarian 
?oint of view the fault is in the~r core politics, that which 
nakes them statist. However many have become aware of these flaws 
1nd so many of the groups that have arisen in the last decade 
~auld claim to be neither. It is these forces which are 
lmportant in terms of the emergence of a new left. 

Certain limitations have to be recognised from the start. It is 
lnevitable that many of the newer left organisations have a 
Jlinkered vision, brought about by their youth and small size. 
rheir memory extends back maybe a decade or so at most. They are 
maware of events outside their own country except in the 
Jroadest terms, and force events to fit into an analysis 
1enerated from their immediate and narrow experience(6). This is 
1 real if unavoidable problem, but one that is greatly reduced 
1hen it is recognised and taken into account. It is also a reason 
lhy it is vital to convince many of the older layer of activists 
:hat there is still a point in revolutionary politics, but that 
1 thorough re-examination of basic politics is necessary. 

:, . 

It is not 1ntended to discuss organisations claiming to be in the 
1narchist tradition in this article. What will be discussed is 
lrganisations who believe that the wheel needs to be re-invented 
' i.e. that there is no historical tradition worth basing 
:hemselves on). These see the solution in junking the left to 
late, and re-building from scratch. This is the most common set 
>f strategies to have emerged in the last few years. What has 
tnited these different strategies to date is that although it is 
>ointed out repeatedly that mistakes were made and the old left 
.s irrelevant, there is little analysis as to the cause of this 
.rrelevancy. The assumpt1on 1s that with the verbal break from 
.he 'old polit1cs', all the problems it created fade away. 

This assumption is fundamentally flawed as it assumes that the 
·easons for the failure of the left to date are understood. In 
:act for the most part, instead of analysis, all that exists is 
~ set of popular prejudices and some surface understanding of the 
>roblem. This approach also assumes that there is little need for 
~ewer members to re-discover the cause of the previous problems, 
.hat this information will somehow be transm1tted down 
>Y the older members (leadership?). This 1n itself is a direct 
•xample of the re-appearance of one of the problems associated 
•ith the failure of the old left. The division into leaders and 
•aper sellers. 

Organisations adopting these strategies are often faced with an 
.dditional problem. They attract long time members of various 
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other organ~sat~ons who have brought a fa~r amount of political 
baggage with them. Although they can say 'yes we were wrong' they 
can't admit the poss~b~l~ty that some of their former critics 
were right, at least in part. One Br~t~sh group, Analysis(?), 
decided that the Russian revolution was not so relevant after 
all. To them the turning point for the failure of socialism was 
the support the social democrat~c parties gave to the~r various 
ruling classes in vot~ng for World War I. As they put it Had the 
revolution never occurred, had Stalin~sm never existed, Marxism would 
still face the cris~s it does today(S). This was a handy way for a bunch 
of 'ex'-Lenin~sts to avo~d facing why they had rema~ned uncritical of the 
Bolsheviks for so many years. 

This polit~cal baggage also surfaces in that although many can 
admit the Russian revolution was in part destroyed by the politics of 
Bolshev~sm, they can only do so after first making clear that their 
critique is not related to the 'moralism' of the anarchists. This is the 
hallmark of an organisation that never sees itself as addressing 'ordinary 
people'. Who in their right mind would approach such a discuss~on Wlth 
'I've nothing aga~nst shooting leftists to achieve revolution, but it does 
not work'. The anarchists were full of moral indignat~on at the Bolshevik 
shooting of leftists and workers and quite right too! But they also argued 
that terror was crushing the revolution by destroying popular in~t~at~ve 
and debate. To read Valine's or Maximoff's, (two of the exiled Russian 
anarchists) accounts, is not to encounter page after page of moralism but 
to find concrete example after example of the crippling of a revolution 
by a party obsessed w1th its need to be in control. It 1s also 
fundamentally d~shonest and reflects the attitude of the guru to his 
followers. It is obviously not expected that anyone will look at the 
original ' moralism'. 

It is the strategies that are based around this method that are 
looked at here. Strateg1es based on the premise that little if anyth1ng 
can usefully be salvaged from the left's history. Strategies based above 
all on the idea that to date nothing useful has been done, except perhaps 
in the field of theory. And it is in this approach to theory and its 
perceived relationship to practice that the greatest problems arise. 

Shopping trolley 

To see nothing coherent in the past but still wish to be act1ve 
leaves an organisation with an immediate problem. What do you base th1s 
act1vity on? One strategy used in this case, where a wide body of theory 
is quickly needed, is equivalent to filling a shopping trolley at a car 
boot sale. What appears to be the most useful ideas from the past are 
picked up, regardless of their relationship with each other. 

The adoption of such a strategy is often characterised by a tendency 
for the organisation to see itself as the only one capable of 
understanding what's going on . It's not hard to see how this mentality 

1 develops when all around seem to be intenc on carrying on regardless on a 
· sinking ship. Apart from this inherent elitism, this strategy carries it 

own problems. 

Chief among these is that, if an organisation places itself in 
the role as saviour it must be able to provide answers to everything. The 
development of coherent ideas takes time. This time can be reduced 



considerably by pick~ng what appear to be the best ~deas around. Wh~le 
thi~ approach is h~ghly flawed ~t can perhaps be feas~ble if suff~c~ent 
t~me ~s spent re-develop~ng these ~deas to fit ~nto the core of the 
organ~sat~ons ex~st~ng politics. (There ~s also the w~der quest~on of 'is 
~t necessary'?) In practice however, temptation wins and one gets treated 
to a frant~c super-market spree as the group hurtles around quickly 
grabb~ng whatever has the best packag~ng off the shelves. Unfortunately at 
some later stage ~t's d~scovered all the bits don't qu~te go together. But 
by then everybody's got their pet piece and no one has much in common. 

The Ivory Tower 

Another strategy that is emerging is for organisations to".'shuh 
activity in favour of a retreat to academia, to re-exam~ne the text books 
in order to emerge some time in the future with a shiny new theory. This 
is often the next stop for ind~viduals who have been in a group where the 
shopp~ng trolley fell apart. Activity or contact w~th the outside world is 
diagnosed as the problem, what's needed ~s temporary isolation, with your 
message just being aimed at others on the left who have realised something 
~s wrong. 

The~r deliberate use of archaic language shows us that what we have ~s 
politics designed to impress the exist~ng intellectual left(9). There is 
no excuse for putting across simple ideas in complex terms unless you 
intend your material to be used as a sleeping aid. These may seem like 
irrelevant styl~st~c matters but actually they reflect an important point. 
Th~s is that the new left is repeating many of the mistakes of 
the old, in a re-packaged form. The ~dea that the answers are to be found 
in text books, that somewhere, there is a magic theory or theor~es wh~ch 
w~ll show the way forward ~s just a re-work~ng of the old Trotsky~st idea 
of a 'cr~s~s of leadership'(lO ) . Ideas are ~mportant and the right 
ideas are vital but Lt is people who are the life blood of the 
revolutionary process. Far more people are aware that the current system 
is offering an ~nadequate future for themselves and their children than 
are ~nvolved ln revolutlonary politics. Most people come into conflict 
with the system at one stage or another. What is lacking is the belief 
that there can be an alternative, that change is possible. 

What's needed are arguments on why revolutions have failed in the 
past and how they can succeed in the future. But what is also needed is 
the development of a tradition of success. People must believe that 
they can w~n in order for them to start to fight back. This belief can be 
created by winn~ng small victories. What's more it is only by real 
experience ~n struggle, that ideas can be tested, it is only by 
encountering real life that the ability to convince people can be honed. 
Those who would retreat to the libraries are l~ke armchair tourists who 
imagine watch~ng Holiday '95 ~s the same thing as walking down those far 
away streets. 

All action. no talk? 

There is another side to th~s 'emphasis on theory' coin. Another 
strategy which has been adopted by some organisations is one in wh~ch 
theory is either discarded beyond rudimentary aims and principles, or left 
to a small elite. No need is perceived for politics developed beyond a 'we 
hate capitalism'. Nor is a need seen for politics to be developed within 
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the whole organisation as opposed .to a small ellte, steering the sh~p. In 
many cases this last strategy is not adopted in a conscious fashion but 
rather is the end result of an anti-organisat~on attitude. It stems from 
an alienation from and rejection of the traditional methods of the left so 
that these methods themselves rather than just their implementation are 
rejected. It can perhaps be characterised as 'all action and no talk'! 

Such a strategy frequently results in the organisation's activities 
being limited to cheerleading for others, unwilling and unable to 
influence the actual course of events. Blind activism is substituted for 
theoretical discussion. Most of such organisations are short lived, 
quickly becoming demoralised after finding themselves being used as foot 
soldiers by some more organised section of the left. Even for those who 
survive for some considerable period this is often as a result of 
hermetically sealing themselves off from the rest of the left. This is 
achieved by dismissing other groups through crude labels whose political 
content is zero or close to zero (such as 'students', 'trendies', 'sad', 
'middle class', 'boring', the reader will probably be familiar with other 
examples). 

This labelling is similar to the technique used by many Leninists and 
so demonstrates the unconscious vanguardism some of these organlsations 
have assumed. Their publications cover their activities along with those 
whom they cheer on alone, they also present themselves as the 'only 
revolutionaries'. They reject attempts to involve wider forces 
if they are not go~ng to dominate the resulting alliance. Th~s 
vanguardism, along with the sectarian characterisation of others, in 
·conditions of feared defeat or frustration, has even, with a number of 
organisations, resulted in poorly excused physical attacks on other 
leftists! 

The last two. strategies discussed, the 'Ivory Tower' and the 'all 
action, no talk' are in fact twins. They share in common the idea that 
theory and practice can be separated, and perhaps need bear no 
relationship to one another at all. To believe that one can be developed 
without the other is a fallacy. So also is the idea that one is the work 
of intellectuals, the other the work of activists. The two go hand in 
hand. It may be possible to come up with fine ideas in your back room or 
carry out actions on the streets but it is only where these two combine 
that the potential for revolution gains space to emerge. In the 
development of ideas and the activity of struggle it is not just the 
results that matter. As important is the process, the development of the 
ability and confidence to make decisions and carry them through. This 
ability must be developed not just in the organisation but in every 
individual, if the division into leader and led is to be avoided. 

This is an echo of the anarchist insistence that the end (the 
revolution) cannot be separated from the means (revolutionary 
organisation) used to obtain it. The surest safeguard against future 
hijacking of revolutionary movements by authoritarianism is not to have a 
golden rule book or a sub-group to keep the movement pure(ll) but a 
tradition of self-activity. This is a hint at the direction that needs to 
be taken. 

We are coming through a time of cataclysmic change for the left. The 
old methods of organisation have failed, the new ones that are evolving 
are flawed and sometimes not even all that new. Some of the problems faced 
have been identified in this article, the more difficult question is how 



to go about constructing a new left? Part of the answer to this question 
is • the realisation that the problems discussed above have a common 
solution. Is it necessary to re-invent the wheel? or is there already a 
left tradition whose analysis is a starting point explaining the failure 
of the left in the past. Such a tradition does indeed exist and what's 
more it also provides from its history a positive model of socialist 
organisation. 

!Footnotes I 
1. It is intended here to avoid the practice of pretending to be 
somehow separate from the '1 eft' and share nothing in common with. i.t-: All 
t~ose on the left operate in a common environment, despite their i;.'olitical 
d1fferences in approaching this environment. Differences are in 
the politics held and the methods used, not in any mysterious force. 

2. And it was rhetoric along with their mass membership that gave 
them their only claim to be socialist. The record of social democrats in 
P?W~r has been dis~al, with even the most favourable reading of history 
g1v1ng them few ach1evements and a multitude of sell outs. 

3. The situation in the English speaking countries is being addressed in 
particular. 

4. These reasons among others include the confused politics of part of the 
anarchist movement at the time, demonstrated by its turn to 'propaganda by 
deed' (assassinations) in the 1890's. 

5. ~em?cracy is being used here as shorthand for a society under 
soc1al1sm where all decisions are made at the lowest possible level by 
thos; they affect, or by delegates who are mandated, recallable etc. Not 
what s called parliamentary 'democracy'. 

6. So for instance because at the moment the unions in Britain or 
Ireland are weak and completely under the domination of the bureaucracy 
they presume no real struggle can emerge from them and that the 
bureaucracy is unbeatable. 

7. They produced three issues of a journal of the same name before 
disintegrating. 

8. Analysis No 2., page 3. 

9. Recently a letter in the science journal Nature accused 
researchers of writing papers in such a way so as to be impossible to 
unders~and unless you worked in the field. It is as if the use of obscure 
terms 1s how you prove your credentials. If this is true of mainstream 
science it is certainly true of many of the new left publications. 

~0. Basicall~ that the time is ripe for revolution and all that's needed 
1s for the r1g~t leadership to come along, raise the correct slogans and 
break the work1ng class from the current reformist/centrist misleaders. 

11. As with the FAI in the Spanish CNT whose role was to combat reformist 
tendencies (as well as carrying out 'f~d raising' and retaliation for 
attacks by the bosses hired guns on union organisers). 

. ._. 

This second article moves from the criticisms offered here to the 
statement that it's Time to be constructive! 

TIME TO BE CONSTRUCTIVE 

First published in Red & Black Revolution: A magazine of libertarian 
communism 

1994 

In "The Left from Ashes to Phoenix?" it was argued that the left as it 
had come to be known has collapsed. The new left that is arising from the 
ashes carries much of the baggage and many of the mistakes of its 
predecessors. It is without clear direction, knowing it wants to build 
something new, but not sure what this will be or how to do it. It bases 
itself on a hodgepodge of different traditions or on none. These 
criticisms are easy to make, what is more difficult is to pinpoint a way 
forward. 

This article indicates the direction that needs to be taken. There is 
a current within the left that stands out in its opposition to the 
division of revolutionary organisations into leaders and led. This current 
is anarchism. However new organisation(s) should not be built on the basis 
of a turn to the past. Rather it must be recognised that previous 
anarchist movements have also failed, and not just for objective reasons. 
None of them are adequate as models, so it is not a question of 
constructing international versions of the CNT, the Friends of Durruti or 
any other group. Indeed any project that picks an organisation from 
history and says this is what we should be modelled on would seem to be 
more interested in historical re-enactment than revolution. 

The Anarchist Alternative 

Anarchism put forward an accurate critique of the problems of Marxism 
as a whole. Anarchism also demonstrated methods of organisation based on 
mass democracy. This is its importance, as not only does it go some way to 
explaining why the left has failed but it also points the way to how it 
can succeed. 

Anarchism crystallised around opposition to the idea that socialism 
could be introduced by a small elite on behalf of the minority. There are, 
were and probably will continue to be Marxists that claim Marx also 
opposed this idea but to do this is to deny the historical argument that 
took place at the end of the 1860's between the Marxists and the 
anarchists. It is also to ignore what Marxism has meant in the period 
since then. 

To an extent the anarchist critique of Marxism can be portrayed as 
unsophisticated, not explaining where the authoritarian side of Marxism 
comes from in sufficient depth. Certainly in the English speaking 
countries, anarchism appears theoretically weak when compared to the vast 
body of work calling itself Marxist. But complexity or detail does not 



make an analysis correct, somet~mes the s~mplest of ideas carry profound 
tru~hs(l). And when the record of the anarchist organ~sations are compared 
with those of the Marxists one finds on those key issues of 20th century 
socialism, the state and role of the revolutionary organisation, the 
anarchists were consistently on the right side. The worst of the anarchist 
deviat~ons, the power sharing with the bourgeois republicans in Spain 
palls into insignificance when compared with the damage done by social 
democracy or Stalin. 

The strength of anarchism has been its belief in the ability of the 
working class to take its destiny into its own hands free of 
intermediaries. This and its uncompromising rejection of the state and 
politics of manipulation has left a legacy that can be sharply ~ontrasted 
with that of other left currents. This makes it very differerlt from both 
Leninism and social democracy, whose basic ideas are quite closely 
connected. Many of the old debates and the style they were carried out in 
are now irrelevant, it will take time before new, more positive debates 
become the norm. 

For the left today, in a period where many believe social-democracy 
and the USSR have demonstrated that socialism cannot work, the 
demonstrations of self-management by anarchist inspired workers are of key 
importance. The Spanish revolution saw the democratic running of a large 
part of the economy and a sizeable military force by the working class(2). 
This provides us with an actual example of the non-utopian nature of 
self-management. In practice such forms also arose spontaneously in 
revolutions where anarchist ideas played no ma]or part, including that of 
Hungary in 1956(3). In the future it is to these examples we should look 
to for inspiration. 

English speaking 'Anarchism' 

What the anarchist movement needs today is not a historical 
re-enactment of past glories. What's more, in the English speaking 
countries at least, the anarchist movement, to be polite, leaves a lot to 
be desired. There is no real mass tradition of anarchism outside the 
pre-WWI USA. Even this was more of an example of anarchist ideas playing a 
major role within a wider movement than of an anarchist mass movement. 
There have been no real anarchist syndicalist(4) unions or mass 
organisations. Individual anarchists like Emma Goldman may have been 
important figures but they represented isolated examples rather than 
movements. 

In the inter-war years anarchism was nearly destroyed internationally 
by dictatorship, fascism and Leninism. Those countries where the tradition 
was weak, in particular the English speaking ones, saw a complete death of 
any understanding of anarchism and its re-interpretation by academics, 
among these George Woodcock. This re-interpretation attempted to rob 
anarchism of its base in class struggle and instead reduce it to a radical 
liberalism. Th~s had ( and continues to have) disastrous consequences for 
the growth of anarchism from the 60's on in these countries. 

One of the most harmful ideas introduced by these academics was the 
idea of anarchism as a code of personal conduct rather than one of 
collective struggle. This occurred partially by their inclusion of all 
pacifists from Tolstoy to Gandhi as anarchists and partially from a 
completely false understanding of the anarchist movement in Spain. The 
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Span~sh example was particularly . . absurd, anarch~sts were presented as 
moralists who would not drink coffee rather than as members of an 
organisation based on class struggle, over one million strong .. It's true 
that anarchists do have a different sense of what is 'right or wrong' than 
that instilled in us by capitalist culture but this flows from their 
politics rather than the reverse. 

Anarchism is different from Leninism and social democracy in that it 
understands that the means used to achieve a socialist revolution will 
determine the success or failure of that revolution. This was not true for 
the revolutions that brought capitalism to power, there it was possible 
for the new elite to emerge regardless of how it had got its backing. 
Socialism requires mass participation. As such it will not be granted by 
an elite but will have to prevent the emergence of elites. This can only 
be done if the mass of society is already acting on the basis that no new 
centres of rule can be allowed to emerge, that they themselves must plan, 
create and administer the new society. 

The identification of anarchism with counter cultural movements (like 
punk rock and increasingly the 'crusty/new age traveller' scene) arises 
from this 'liberal' interpretation. In turn this image of anarchism as a 
personal code of conduct encourages the counter culture to attach the 
label anarchist to ~tself. This 'anarchism' is an often bizarre set of 
rules ranging from not eating at McDonalds to not getting a job. If 
anything it represents a hopeless rebellion against, and alienation from, 
life under modern capitalism. It is a self-imposed ghetto, its adherents 
see no hope of changing society. In fact the counter culture is often 

- hostile to any attempt to address anyone outside the ghetto(S), seeing 
this as selling out. However the counter culture is not entirely 
apolitical. A significant minority in Britain for instance will turn out 
for demonstrations and where phys~cal confrontation with the state occur 
they often become the cannon fodder . 

There are also significant areas within this counter culture where 
work is done which can give a positive example. Perhaps the best example 
of this is the squatting movement of the last couple of decades which saw 
huge numbers of people using direct action to solve homelessness by taking 
over empty buildings. Of course the bulk of these people were outside the 
counter culture, immigrant workers, the young homeless and those including 
young married people whose jobs could not cover the high rent in London 
and for whom council accommodation was unavailable or inadequate. 

However the fact that so many of today's anarchists came to anarchism 
through this counter culture has repercussions for building new movements. 
To an extent they find it difficult to break with the anti-organisational 
parts of the counter culture. This response dovetails with that of 
activists who have had bad experience of revolutionary organisations. The 
counter culture also tends to see the way forward in winning over the 
ghetto rather than addressing mainstream society and getting involved in 
its institutions. Having identified the existing left as being only 
interested in theory and building the party organisation, they end up 
rejecting the need for both theory and organisation. In short, they 
attempt to create their own new ghetto to which they can win people. 

Anarchism today 

Whatever about the poor state of the anarchist movement in English 



speak1ng countr1es, a different, much stronger trad1tion is found almost 
everywhere else. Language lim1tations restrict our abil1ty to comment in 
depth on many of these but there are anarchist organisations in most if 
not all European, Central American and Southern American countries. There 
are also organisations 1n some Asian and African countries. In some of 
these countries they are the b1ggest or only force on the revolut1onary 
left. 

This is an area that is not just holding its own but is indeed 
growing. This year the IWA welcomed its first Afr1can section, in the form 
of the Awareness League of Nigeria and has entered into discussion with 
two un1ons in Asia. Since the mid-70's anarcho-syndicalist unions have 
been re-built in Spain and the Swedish.?AC has moved from reformism back 
to anarchist-syndicalism. Anarchlsts.we~e the first sect1ons of the left 
to resume activity in Eastern Europe, the first opposition march in Moscow 
since the late 20's was staged by anarch1sts on 28th May 1988 under the 
banner Freedom without Socialism is Privilege and Injustice. Socialism 
without Freedom is slavery and Brutality, a quote from Bakunin. In the 
last year several anarchist groups have emerged in the republics of former 
Yugoslavia and some have started a process of co-operation against the war 
there. Central and Southern America have also seen groups re-emerge into 
public activity, in some countries, like Venezuela, the anarchists are the 
only national force on the left. 

In a period where all other sections of the left have been in decline, 
anarchism has re-established itself and started to grow. This is all the 
more remarkable when you cons1der this growth has come about almost 
completely internally, no major resources were pumped in from the outside. 
Compare th1s with the Trotskyist groups who poured huge resources into 
Eastern Europe for relatively little return. This included sending members 
over to ma1ntain a permanent presence in Moscow and the other cap1tals. 
Anyone read1ng the Trotskyist press would be aware of their constant 
appeals for funds to help in this work. This attempt to import Trotskyism 
in any of its varieties failed to make any significant impact. Anarchist 
groups, on the contrary, emerged from the countries of the East to make 
contact with us in the west. They were based on 'left dissidents' 
rediscovering a banned history, their membership coming from sections of 
society as far apart as intellectuals(6) to punk fans and independent 
union activists. 

So although the situation can seem very much isolated in any of the 
English speaking countries there is a very much larger and more together 
movement elsewhere. It is by no means perfect, it is dominated by 
syndicalism but it is a start. The question for us and the readers of this 
article is how to go about building mass anarchist movements in our 
countries. The beginnings of such a movement exist in almost all 
countr1es, anarchism has consistently attracted new blood and new 
influence. 

Both the historical legacy of anarchism and the (related) fact that it 
is currently the only substantial anti-Leninist but revolutionary movement 
in existence lead to the conclusion that the best starting point for 
)Uilding a new left is anarchism. But what sort of anarchist movement is 
1eeded? The objective has to be kept in mind, to aid in the creation of a 
~evolution that will found a future society without classes or the rule of 
l minority. It also has to be recognised that anarchism in the past has 
:ailed to fulfil this objective, most notably in Spain where it could have 
:arried the revolution through, at least locally. 
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We must learn from the m1stakes of the past. It 1s not enough to b~1ld 
large loose organisatlons formed on the basis of opposit1on to cap1tal1sm 

dh to anarchism as an ideal Experience has shown that these 
1nd an a erence · f · t s w1 th 
,ecome paralysed when faced with an unforseen set o c1rcums ances a 
che Spanish CNT, or effectively taken over by much smaller but more 
:oherent forces as was the fate of many of the other syndicalist 
novements. At a key moment they are llkely to falter and lt at thls po7nt 
that author 1 tarians can step in and assume leadership over the revolut1on. 

More 1mportantly, the building of lo7al groups w~th only with the t 
intent1on of getting stuck in but no vis1on of be7om1ng ~ mass move~en ' 
has little to offer when it comes to creating a l1bertar7an revo~ut1on. 
such groups and the networks that are constructed from t1me to tlme m~y 
start off vibrant but quickly lose a sense of purpose and cease to 7xlst 
over time. In Britain in particular a large number of these have arlsen al 
over the last decade, and in Ireland we have ha~ a few. ~hey leave ~0 re 
legacy, however; who can even remember the.Dubl7n Anar7h1st Colle7t1v~~ 
Dundalk Libertarian Communist Group, Scott1sh L1bertar1an Federatlon 
the M1dlands Anarchist Network. 

some anarchists in Russia and Spain after the revolutions there 
attempted to identify why their movements were defeated b~ ~he d 
authoritar1 an forces. Their conclusions were remarkably s1m1lar an apply 
to anarchism today in many countries. 

some of the Russian exiles formed a group in Paris that published a 
pamphlet (7) based on their experiences that argued: 

Thi• contradiction betveen the poe1t1ve and 1ncontettable 
sub•tance of lib•rtarian ideas. and the m1serable •tate 1n 

whLch the anarchist aove•ent V&9&tates. has its explanat1on 

1 n a number 0 ~ causes. of vhich tbe most important. the 
principal. io the aboence of organisational principle• and 

practice• in the anarchist aov•••nt. 

In all countriee . the anarchi•t •ove•ent is represented hr. 
several local organisations advocat1n9 contradictorr tbeor1es 
and practices having no per•pectives for the future. nor of 
a continuity in m1litant vork. and habituallY disappearing. 

hardly leavin9 the aliqhteot trace behind the• . 

A decade later in 1938 a second group, the Frien~s of Durruti 1 com(~o)sed of 
several thousand members of the Spanish CNT publ1shed ~ pamph et . 
explaining why the CNT had failed to complete the Span1sh re~olut1on. It 
was part of an attempt even at that late stage to turn the s1tuat1on 
around: 

we [the CNTI did not have a concrete pro9ram. We bad no 
idea vhere ve vere 901ng. We had lyr1ciom aplenty; but 
~hen all is oaid and done. we did not knov ~hat to do vith 
our m••••• of workers or how to 91ve substance to the 
popular effuaion which erupted inaide our organioation. By 
knowing what to do we banded the revolution on a platter to 
the bourgeoisie and the Marxists who support the farce of 

r••t•rrear. 

not 

Although the Friends of Durruti were talking of the problems faced during 



an actual revolut1on the1r cr1t1c1sm is also relevant to today's 
s1t~at1on. Lack of organ1sat1on prevents many anarch1st gr~ups from be1ng 
effective and in the event of a revolut1on 1n the future w1ll prevent them 
from leading it to success. 

What 1s needed is an organ1sat1on w1th coherent 1deas and a practice 
of democratic debate and decis1on making. One capable of dealing with 
cr1s1s and mak1ng rap1d decis1ons w1thout relying on a 'leadership'. Th1s 
is an easy statement to make, in pract1ce it is not easy to create. All 
too often such attempts either succumb to authoritarlanism or collapse 
into sectarianism and isolat1on. They become isolated in their own ghetto , 
interested in argument but no longer capable of or even interested in 
intervening in struggle. : , . 

Building an effective anarchist organisation is not something that can 
happen overnight. Even the initial format1on of core polit1cs takes a 
number of years. Then the process of winn1ng people over to these pol1t1cs 
and giving them the skills and knowledge requ1red to play a full role in a 
revolutionary organisation takes a cons1derable amount of t1me. To 
maintain coherency and democracy the organisat1on can only grow slowly 
~hen small, even in ideal circumstances doubl1ng perhaps every 6 months to 
a year. And in the course of that growth 1t is all too easy to lose s1ght 
of the goal and lapse into isolat1on, sectar1anism and irrelevancy. 

Even given the right theory, an organisation is dependant on the 
~xperience and commitment of 1ts membership in order to put 1ts ideas into 
~ractice and arr1ve at new sens1ble strateg1es. The commitment needed can 
)nly be maintained if the internal culture of an organisation is one in 
•h1ch debate 1s favoured and sectarianism is d1scouraged. 

Obviously the polLtical pos1t1ons are also important but that 
iiscuss1on is beyond the scope of any one article. However it is poss1ble 
:o identify key areas of organisational practice that an anarchist 
>rganisation needs to be committed to in order to avoid the mistakes of 
:he past, and grow in a consistent, coherent way. These are: 

~heoretical and tactical unity 

An organisation is strong only because it represents the collective 
•fforts of many individuals. To maximise on this these efforts need to be 
:ompletely collective, all members working towards a common goal with 
:ammon tactics. This is not just in relation to revolution but in every 
.rea the organisation involves itself in. This has been called tactical 
tnity. 

Authoritarian organisat1ons have tactical unity because commands are 
assed down from the leadership, un1ty only breaks down when disagreements 
rise within the leadership. These organ1sations may have a formal 
dherence to theoretical unity but usually this comprises of no more than 
he ability of the membersh1p to repeat the utterings of the 
eadersh1p(9). This is not an option for anarchists, in order to achieve 
actical unity there must be real theoretical unity. This requires 
nrelenting discussion, education and debate around all theoretical issues 
ithin the organisation with the goal of forging a set of clearly 
nderstood positions and the ability of all the membership to argue for 
nd present new ones. Rather than parroting a party line there is needed 
n organisational understanding of how to see and interact with the rest 

...... 
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of the world. 

Thls pract1ce not only g1ves the organisation real strength 1n 1ts 
act1v 1 t 1es, but also gives 1t the ab1l1ty to react ~n a cr1s1s. The 
understand1ng developed and the exper1ence of dec1s1on mak1n? are 
prec1sely the tools needed when it comes to aiding the creat1on of 
revolut1on and the establ1shment of a soc1alist soc1ety based on real 
democracy. The continuous 1nteraction of the members w~th soc1ety br1ngs 
the sk1 l ls and pract1ce of the organ1sat1on 1nto the w1der movement. We 
w1sh our 1deas to lead, not because we have control of part1c~la7 
pos1t~ons, but because of the super1ority of our organisat1on s 1deas. 

Involvement in everyday life. 

Too often revolut1onar1es see themselves as separate from and above _ 
everyday life. The work1ng class is often talked of as a separa~e, fore1gn 
ent1ty rather than the place where we live and interact on a da1ly bas1s. 
Act1v1ty is seen as the cart to be placed beh1nd the horse of 
revolutionary theory. Some Marxists refer to this as a cornerstone of 
their organ1sation. They have expressed it as No revolut1onary pract1ce 
w1thout revolutionary theory. Activity is thus seen at best, as the method 
by wh1ch new recruits are won(lO), at worst, someth1ng that 1s not as yet 
necessary. 

If bu1lding a mass revolutionary organisation was s1mply a matter of 
having a good theory, perhaps there would be someth1ng 1n th1s approach, 
at least for author1tarian socialists. A few learned types go up the 
mounta1n for some years to consult the wr1tten word of the gods of 
social1sm. They interpret th1s as a creed for new t1mes, carve 1t 1n stone 
and return to the assembled masses on the plains below, ready to ~ead them 
to the prom1sed land. Th1s 1s still a popular approach to revolut1onary 
organ1sation at the moment. 

But a qu1 ck look at the h1story of the left demonstrates that the mass 
organ1sations have not been those w1th the best theory but those.most able 
to interact with the mass of the populat1on. The strength of Mao1sm or the 
sandan1stas to name two once popular movements, was hardly in their 
theoretical clarity. Rather it was in the1r ability to interact _with a 
sizeable section of the populat1on, despite the weakness of the1r 
political understand1ng. 

Anarchists need to root their politics firmly in actual struggle, at 
whatever level it is occurring. Through this involvement, as serious 
activists, respect can be ga1ned and so an audience won among the real 
'vanguard', those actually involved in fighting at some leve~ aga1nst the 
system. Theory, as far as poss1ble, must be taken from exper1ences of _ 
struggle and tested by that exper1ence. It must be presented so that 1t 
gains a wider and w1der influence within the major movement. 

Conmitment 

Too often anarchist groups are composed of a small core of people who 
do the vast bulk of the work and financing of the organisation and a much 
larger periphery who avoid this commitment. This is unacceptable and a 
rec1pe for disaster. Revolutionary organisations require a ~ar?e. 
comm1tment in both money and time if they are to grow. All 1nd1v1duals 



.. 
~nvolv~d must be w1ll1ng to make th1s comm1tment.~there 1s l1ttle room !or 
hobby1sts. 

The left lS com1ng through a bleak t1me, one of defeat and retreat 
stretch1ng back over a decade. It ~s all too easy to become demoralised. 
But ~t is part of a pr~ce that has to be pa~d for a century of follow~ng a 
var1ety of dead ends. The left may be largely comatose for the moment but 
the force that created it is as act~ve as ever. Capitallsm is incapable of 
fulfilling the needs of the people of the world, and so long as it ex1sts 
it w1ll throw up opposit~onal forces. In Ireland, issues such as the 
x-case and the service charges demonstrate how people w1ll be forced to 
f1ght back, although these are not offens1ves and should not be portrayed 
as such. In Hex1co the EZLN rising on New Years day exposes the same 
force. 

The quest1on for us is how to avoid the mistakes of those activists 
who went before us. Anarchism 1s weak at the moment, but the poss~b~l1ty 
rema1ns open to build the organ1sat1ons and confidence in the class that 
are required to w1n change. Revolutionary opportunities will arise, the 
task 1s to bu1ld the skills and conf1dence needed to seize them, and that 
work starts today. 

I Footnotes I 
1. Indeed 1f volume and complex1ty of theory alone were the yardstick used 
Christian1ty or Islam! should be cons1dered. 

2. by anarchists, these accounted for the fa1lure of anarchism to create 
an alternat1ve, however much it could point at the poss1bility of that 
alternat1ve. 

3. It is important to·· recognise that none of these things were complete 
nowever, due to~ situa~1on of dual power with the state. However the 
9er1od from after the revolution in 1936 to Hay 1937 saw most major 
iecisions being made in a democratic fashion with the state only 
tnterfer1ng at the nat1onal level. 

1. These examples should have ended the debate over whether the working 
~lass could collectively run the economy. To the idealists where the idea 
.s more important than the reality however we still receive the mantra of 
trade union consc1ousness' and 'need for the state'. 

i. The IWW in the USA was indeed a real union but it was explicitly not 
Lnarch1st. Its politics although having much in common with anarchism (and 
lesp1te the fact many anarchists were members) was more probably described 
•s revolutionary synd1calist. 

A fair part of th1s view originates with a single study by a right wing 
ourgeo1s scholar in Spain based on one village at the time of a minor 
pris1ng in 1932. His work has since been shown as completely inaccurate. 
ee The anarchists of Casas Viejas by Jerome R. Hintz (1982) for a fuller 
iscuss1on of this event and its subsequent falsification . 

. An example of this was the recent beating up of one of the more 
olitical and successful punk s1ngers, Jello Biafra the lead singer of the 
ead Kennedy's for 'selling out'. His leg was broken so badly that it was 
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so swollen 1t could not be put 1~ a cast. 

a There 1s an excellent 1nterv1ew w1th activists of KAS (R~ss~an 
· · th e of the anarcho-syndicallst organ1sa 1on 

anarch1sts, us1ng e
1 

nham k . 1918 ) in lssue #5 of Independent Polit1cs, 
suppressed by the Bo s evl s 1n - e detail The 
Winter 1994 that descrlbes the orlg~ns or these groups ln morth t cam~ 
followlng quote descr1bes the format1on of one of the groups a 
together from 12 c 1 t1es 1n the late SO's to re-form KAS. 

In Hoacow th~a was a ltudent group called Obahchlna. co•munlt! 1 
or commune, uhlch dateo back to 1983. There uao a group of peop e. 

d 1n 198~-86 they bad been the or,anisinq co••lttee ot 
frlends. an . . Lat8r there was aome 
the All Un1on RevolutionarY Harltllt Partr. .. 
evolution of ideal and br the time the Oblbchina ~~·oup was created 

in 1981 the main participants already kneu that t~•r stood for . • 
anarcho·srndicalism. Thil wae aainlr under the influence of B~kuln1n ! 

· Thel& people Yer~ ma1n ! 
critlque of •tate •ocialism and _Marx1&a. . . the archives 
h11torian• and had the POII1bil1tT to read aater1als 1n 

vhich was closed to the general public. 

9. Although defeat at the hands of Franco's better equipped army, or by 
even stronger internatio~al ln~erventlon w~uld hav~ ~~~~~~~~1~ be called 

~~~s~~~~~~;iYTh:f~h~~~ ~~;!;~i~~t~~~:;~~~~on:ri~o~he revolution could not 

have surv1ved long. 

10. organisational Platform of the L~bertarian Commun~sts. 

11. Towards a Fresh Revolution. 


