of bourgeois struggle (for Parliament, a liberal republic, etc.) in
Tsarist Russia?

Similarly, perhaps the reason why Bolshevism did not develop
opportunist tendencies was because it did not work in an environ-
ment which encouraged them. After all, unlike the German Social
Democrats, the Bolsheviks were illegal for long periods of time and
worked in an absolutist monarchy. The influences that corrupted
the German SPD were not at work in the Tsarist regime. Thus, Bol-
shevism, perhaps at best, was applicable to Tsarist conditions and
anarchism to Western ones.

However, as noted and contrary to Lenin, Russian anarchism
was far from “negligible” during 1917-18 and was growing which
was why the Bolsheviks suppressed them before the start of the
civil war. As Emma Goldman noted, a claim such as Lenin’s “does
not tally with the incessant persecution of Anarchists which began
in [April] 1918, when Leon Trotsky liquidated the Anarchist head-
quarters in Moscow with machine guns. At that time the process of
elimination of the Anarchists began.” [Trotsky Protests Too Much]
This fact of anarchist influence during the revolution does not con-
tradict our earlier analysis. This is because the Russian anarchists,
rather than appealing to the petit-bourgeois, were influencing ex-
actly the same workers, sailors and soldiers the Bolsheviks were.
Indeed, the Bolsheviks often had to radicalise their activities and
rhetoric to counter anarchist influence. As Alexander Rabinowitch
(in his study of the July uprising of 1917) notes:

“At the rank-and-file level, particularly within the [Pet-
rograd] garrison and at the Kronstadt naval base, there
was in fact very little to distinguish Bolshevik from An-
archist... The Anarchist-Communists and the Bolsheviks
competed for the support of the same uneducated, de-
pressed. and dissatisfied elements of the population, and
the fact is that in the summer of 1917, the Anarchist-
Communists, with the support they enjoyed in a few im-

64

An Anarchist FAQ (14/17)

The Anarchist FAQ Editorial Collective

June 18, 2009. Version 13.1



of the future. As is clear from their writings, which still remain
fresh today.

This confusion associated with Marxist “class analysis” of anar-
chism was also present in Lenin. Given that anarchism is appar-
ently associated with the petty-bourgeois we find a strange contra-
diction in Lenin’s work. On the one hand Lenin argued that Rus-
sia “despite the more petty-bourgeois composition of her population
as compared with the other European countries” had, in fact, “negli-
gible” anarchist influence during the two revolutions of 1905 and
1917. He claimed that this was due to Bolshevism’s having “waged
a most ruthless and uncompromising struggle against opportunism.”
[Marx, Engels and Lenin, Op. Cit., p. 305]

On the other he admitted that, in the developed capitalist na-
tions, anarchists and syndicalists were “quite revolutionary and con-
nected with the masses” and that it is “the duty of all Communists to
do everything to help all proletarian mass elements to abandon anar-
chism ... the measure in which genuinely Communist parties succeed
in winning mass proletarian elements ... away from anarchism, is a
criterion of the success of those Parties.” [Op. Cit., pp. 317-8]

Thus, in the most capitalist nations, ones with a more widespread
and developed proletariat, the anarchist and syndicalist move-
ments were more firmly developed and had closer connections
with the masses than in Russia. Moreover, these movements were
also quite revolutionary as well and should be won to Bolshevism.
But anarchism is the politics of the petit-bourgeois and so should
have been non-existent in Western countries but widespread in
Russia. The opposite was the case, thus suggesting that Lenin’s
analysis is wrong.

We can point to another explanation of these facts. Rather than
the Bolsheviks “struggle against opportunism” being the reason
why anarchism was “negligible” in 1917-18 in Russia (it was not,
in fact) but had mass appeal in Western Europe perhaps it was
the fact that anarchism was a product of working class struggle
in advanced capitalist countries while Bolshevism was a product
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In addition the “old rubbish” the Parisian workers supported was
very much ahead of its time. In 1869 the delegate of the Parisian
Construction Workers’ Trade Union argued that “[a]ssociation of
the different corporations [labour unions] on the basis of town or coun-
try ... leads to the commune of the future ... Government is replaced
by the assembled councils of the trade bodies, and by a committee
of their respective delegates.” In addition, “a local grouping which
allows the workers in the same area to liaise on a day to day basis”
and “a linking up of the various localities, fields, regions, etc.” (i.e.
international trade or industrial union federations) would ensure
that “labour organises for present and future by doing away with
wage slavery.” [No Gods, No Masters, vol. 1, p. 184] Such a vision
of workers’ councils and associated labour has obvious similarities
with the spontaneously created soviets of the 1905 Russian Revo-
lution. These, too, were based on assembled councils of workers’
delegates. Of course they were differences but the basic idea and
vision are identical.

Therefore to claim that anarchism represents the past presents
Marxists with a few problems given the nature of the Paris Com-
mune and its obvious libertarian nature. If it is claimed that the
Parisian artisans defended “not their present, but their future inter-
ests” and so “desert[ed] their own standpoint to place themselves at
that of the proletariat” (the class they are being “tranfer[ed]” into
by the rise of capitalism) then, clearly, anarchist ideas are “future,’
proletarian, ideas as it is that class interest artisans serve ‘[i]f by
chance they are revolutionary.” [Marx and Engels, The Communist
Manifesto, p. 44]

Whichever way you look at it, McNally’s claims on the class
nature of anarchism do not stand up to close analysis. Proudhon
addressed both artisan/peasant and wage slave in his works. He
addressed both the past and the present working class. Bakunin
did likewise (although with a stronger emphasis on wage slaves).
Therefore it is not surprising that Proudhon and Bakunin predicted
aspects of the Paris Commune — they were expressing the politics
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end wage labour and the threat of wage labour now rather than
sometime in the future once capitalism has fully developed. Thus
McNally’s (and Marx’s) support for the Commune makes a mock-
ery of his attacks on anarchism as the theory of the artisans and
peasants for it was the artisans who created the first model of their
“proletarian” state!

As indicated, McNally’s arguments do not hold water. Ironically,
if anarchism was the death-cry of the artisan and peasant then it
is strange, to say the least, that this theory so influenced the Paris
Commune which McNally praises so much. We therefore suggest
that rather than being a backward-looking cry of despair for those
disappearing under the wheels of rising capitalism, anarchism was
in fact a theory developed from the struggles and self-activity of
those currently suffering capitalist and state oppression — namely
the artisans, peasants and industrial proletariat (i.e. the working
class as a whole). In other words, it is a philosophy and theory
for the future, not of the past. This can be seen from the libertar-
ian aspects of the Paris Commune, aspects Marx immediately tried
to appropriate for his own theories (which, unfortunately, were
swamped by the authoritarian elements that existing already).

And one last point, McNally claims that Marx “immediately ral-
lied to the cause of the Paris Commune.” This is not true. As John
Zerzan points out “[d]ays after the successful insurrection began he
failed to applaud its audacity, and satisfied himself with grumbling
that ‘it had no chance of success.” Though he finally recognised the
fact of the Commune (and was thereby forced to revise his reformist
ideas regarding proletarian use of existing state machinery), his lack
of sympathy is amply reflected by the fact that throughout the Com-
mune’s two-month existence, the General Council of the International
spoke not a single word about it ... his Civil War in France consti-
tutes an obituary.” [Elements of Refusal, p. 126] Perhaps the delay
was due to Marx wondering how Parisian artisans had became the
vanguard of the proletariat overnight and how he could support a
Commune created by the forces of the past?
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ideas of the future — and of working class self-liberation and self-
organisation. And ones that Marx and his followers paid lip service
to.

(We say lip service for Lenin quoted Marx’s statement that the fu-
ture proletarian state, like the Paris Commune, would abolish the
distinction between executive and administrative powers but did
not honour it. Immediately after the October Revolution the Bolshe-
viks established an executive power above the soviets, namely the
Council of People’s Commissars. Those who quote Lenin’s State
and Revolution as proof of his democratic nature usually fail to
mention this little fact. In practice that work was little more than
an election manifesto to be broken as required.)

Perhaps it could be argued that, in fact, the Paris Commune
was the work of artisans. This does have an element of truth in
it. Marx stated in 1866 that the French workers were “corrupted”
by “Proudhonist” ideas, “particularly those of Paris, who as workers
in luxury trades are strongly attached, without knowing it [!], to the
old rubbish.” [Marx, Engels and Lenin, Anarchism and Anarcho-
syndicalism, pp. 45-6] Five years later, these workers (still obvi-
ously influenced by “the old rubbish”) created “the political form”
of “the economic emancipation of labour” How can the Paris Com-
mune be the “Dictatorship of the Proletariat” (as Engels claimed
[Selected Writings, p. 259]) when 35 members of the Commune’s
council were artisans and only 4 or 5 were industrial workers (i.e.
proletarians)?

Can the fact that artisans were, according to McNally and Marx,
social strata of the past, were backward looking, etc. be reconciled
with the claim that the Paris Commune was the political form of
proletarian emancipation? No, not from a Marxist class analysis.
Hence Marxists ignoring the real nature of the Parisian working
class when discussing the commune. However, from an anarchist
perspective — which sees the artisan, peasant and proletariat form-
ing a common class of working people — the development of the
Paris Commune is no surprise. It is the work of people seeking to
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“The Unity which has been imposed on us up to now ... is
nothing but despotic centralisation ... The Political Unity
which Paris desires is the voluntary association of all lo-
cal initiatives ...

“The Communal Revolution ... spells the end of the old
world with its governments and its clerics, militarism, of-
ficialdom, exploitation, stock-jobbing, monopolies, and
privileges, to which the proletariat owes its servitude,
the country its ills and its disasters.” [ “Declaration to
the French People”, contained in David Thomson (ed.),
France: Empire and Republic, 1850-1940, pp. 186-7]

The links with Proudhon’s ideas cannot be clearer. Both Proud-
hon and the Commune stressed the importance of decentralisation
of power, federalism, the end of both government and exploitation
and so on. Moreover, in his letter to Albert Richard, Bakunin pre-
dicted many aspects of the Paris Commune and its declaration (see
Bakunin on Anarchism, pp. 177-182).

Little wonder few Marxists (nor Marx himself) directly quote
from this declaration. It would be difficult to attack anarchism
(as “petty-bourgeois”) while proclaiming the Paris Commune as
the first example of “the dictatorship of the Proletariat.” The de-
centralised, federalist nature of the Commune cannot be squared
with the usual Marxist instance on centralisation and the claim that
federalism “as a principle follows logically from the petty-bourgeois
views of anarchism. Marx was a centralist.” [Lenin, “The State and
Revolution”, Marx, Engels and Lenin, Anarchism and Anarcho-
Syndicalism, p. 273]

Given that Marx described the Commune as ‘essentially a
working-class government” and as “the political form, at last discov-
ered, under which to work out the economic emancipation of labour,”
it is strange that McNally terms Proudhon’s and Bakunin’s ideas
as those of the past. [Selected Writings, p. 290] In actually, as can
be seen from the Paris Commune and the soviets, they were the
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Indeed, the Paris Commune (in both its economic and political
aspects) showed a clear inspiration from Proudhon’s works. In the
words of George Woodcock, there are “demands in the Commune’s
Manifesto to the French People of the 19" April, 1871, that might have
been written by Proudhon himself.” [Pierre-Joseph Proudhon: A Bi-
ography, p. 276] K. Steven Vincent also points out that the dec-
laration “is strongly federalist in tone [one of Proudhon’s favourite
ideas], and it has a marked proudhonian flavour.” [Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon and the Rise of French Republican Socialism, p. 232]
Moreover, the desire to replace wage labour with associated labour
by the creation of co-operatives expressed during the Commune
clearly showed the influence of Proudhon (see section A.5.1 for
more details). As Marx mentions the “rough sketch of national or-
ganisation” produced by the Commune it is useful to quote the
Commune’s declaration in order to show clearly its anarchist roots
and tendencies:

“The absolute autonomy of the Commune extended to
all districts of France ... to every Frenchman the full ex-
ercise of his faculties and aptitudes, as man, citizen, and
worker.

“The autonomy of the Commune shall have no limits
other than the right of autonomy equally enjoyed by all
other communes adhering to the contract, and by whose
association together French Unity will be preserved... Se-
lection by ballot ... with the responsibility and perma-
nent right of control and dismissal of magistrates and
all communal civil servants of all grades ... Permanent
intervention of citizens in communal affairs by the free
expression of their ideas. Organisation of urban defence
and of the National Guard, which elects its leaders ...the
large central administration delegated by the federation
of communes shall adopt and put into practice these
same principles.
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just Leninism does not believe in proletarian self-emancipation.
This is because they wrote in The Communist Manifesto that “a
portion of the bourgeois goes over to the proletariat, and in particular,
a portion of the bourgeois ideologists, who have raised themselves to
the level of comprehending theoretically the historical movement as a
whole.” They also note that the Communists are “the most advanced
and resolute section of the working-class parties ... [and] they have
over the great mass of the proletariat the advantage of clearly under-
standing the line of march, the conditions, and the general results of
the proletarian movement.” [Selected Works, p. 44 and p. 46] Thus
a portion of the bourgeois comprehend “the historical movement as
a whole” and this is also the “advantage” of the Communist Party
over ‘the great mass of the proletariat.” Perhaps Lenin’s comments
are not so alien to the Marxist tradition after all.

12. Why is Marxist “class analysis” of anarchism
contradictory?

Another ironic aspect of McNally’s pamphlet is his praise for
the Paris Commune and the Russian Soviets. This is because key
aspects of both revolutionary forms were predicted by Proudhon
and Bakunin.

For example, McNally’s and Marx’s praise for revocable man-
dates in the Commune was advocated by Proudhon in 1840s and
Bakunin in 1860s (see sections 4 and 5). Similarly, the Russian So-
viets (a federation of delegates from workplaces) showed a marked
similarity with Bakunin’s discussions of revolutionary change and
the importance of industrial associations being the basis of the fu-
ture socialist commune (as he put it, the “future organisation must
be made solely from the bottom upwards, by free association or free
federation of workers, firstly in their unions, then in the communes,
regions, nations and finally in a great federation, international and
universal.” [Michael Bakunin: Selected Writings, p. 206]).
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its rhetoric, has no vision of working class self-activity leading to
self-liberation — it denies it can happen and that is why it stresses
the role of the party and its need to take centralised power into its
own hands (of course, it never entered Lenin’s mind that if bour-
geois ideology imposes itself onto the working class it also imposes
itself on the party as well — more so as they are bourgeois intellec-
tuals in the first place).

While anarchists are aware of the need for groups of like minded
individuals to influence the class struggle and spread anarchist
ideas, we reject the idea that such ideas have to be “injected” into
the working class from outside. Rather, as we argued in section J.3,
anarchist ideas are developed within the class struggle by working
people themselves. Anarchist groups exist because we are aware
that there is an uneven development of ideas within our class and
to aid the spreading of libertarian ideas it is useful for those with
those ideas to work together. However, being aware that our ideas
are the product of working class life and struggle we are also aware
that we have to learn from that struggle. It is because of this that
anarchists stress self-management of working class struggle and
organisation from below. Anarchists are (to use Bakunin’s words)
‘convinced that revolution is only sincere, honest and real in the hands
of the masses, and that when it is concentrated in those of a few
ruling individuals it inevitably and immediately becomes reaction.”
[Michael Bakunin: Selected Writings, p. 237] Only when this hap-
pens can new ways of life be created and truly develop freely. It also
explains anarchist opposition to political groups seizing power —
that will only result in old dogmas crushing the initiative of peo-
ple in struggle and the new forms of life they create. That is way
anarchists stress the importance of revolutionaries using “natural
influence” (i.e. arguing their ideas in popular organisations and con-
vincing by reason) — doing so allows new developments and ideas
to be expressed and enriched by existing ones and vice versa.

One last point. It could be argued that Lenin’s arguments were
predated by Marx and Engels and so Marxism as such rather than
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This appendix exists to refute some of the many anti-anarchist
diatribes produced by Marxists. While we have covered why anar-
chists oppose Marxism in section H, we thought it would be useful
to reply to Marxist webpages and books whose content is not ex-
plicitly covered in that section. In this way we hope to indicate
that Marxism is a flawed theory, flawed even to the extent of not
being able to present a honest critique of anarchism. This consis-
tent attempt to smear anarchism and distort its history and ideas
is no co-incidence — rather it is required in order to present Marx-
ism as the only viable form of socialism and, more importantly, to
hide the fact that much of the populist Marxist rhetoric was, in
fact, said by anarchists first and latter stolen by Marxists to hide
the authoritarian basis of their politics.

One last point. We are aware that we repeat many of our argu-
ments in these appendices. That, unfortunately, is avoidable for two
reasons. Firstly, Marxists usually repeat the same false assertions
against anarchism and so we have to answer them each time they
appear. Marxists seem to subscribe to the point of view that repeat-
ing an error often enough makes it true. Secondly, we have tried to
make each appendix as self-contained as possible and that meant
repeating certain material and arguments to achieve this. We hope
the reader understands.
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In that work he argues “we do not indulge in ‘dreams’ of dispens-
ing at once ... with all subordination; these anarchist dreams ... are
totally alien to Marxism ... we want the socialist revolution with hu-
man nature as it is now, with human nature that cannot dispense
with subordination, control and ‘managers’” [Op. Cit., p. 307] No
where is the notion that working class people, during the process
of mass struggle, direct action and revolution, revolutionises them-
selves (see sections A.2.7 and J.7.2, for example). Instead, we find a
vision of people as they are under capitalism ( “human nature as it is
now”) and no vision of self-emancipation of the working class and
the resulting changes that implies for those who are transforming
society by their own action.

Perhaps it will be argued that Lenin sees “subordination” as be-
ing “to the armed vanguard of all the exploited ... i.e., to the prole-
tariat” [Ibid.] and so there is no contradiction. However, this is
not the case as he confuses the rule of the party with the rule of
the class. As he states “[w]e cannot imagine democracy, not even pro-
letarian democracy, without representative institutions.” [Op. Cit.,
p- 306] Thus “subordination” is not to the working class itself (i.e.
direct democracy or self-management). Rather it is the “subordi-
nation” of the majority to the minority, of the working class to
“its” representatives. Thus we have a vision of a “socialist” society
in which the majority have not revolutionised themselves and are
subordinated to their representatives. Such a subordination, how-
ever, ensures that a socialist consciousness cannot develop as only
the process of self-management generates the abilities required for
self-management (as Malatesta put it, “[o]nly freedom or the strug-
gle for freedom can be the school for freedom.” [Life and Ideas, p.
59]).

Therefore McNally’s comments that Leninism is a valid expres-
sion of Marx’s idea of proletarian self-emancipation is false. In re-
ality, Lenin rejected the idea that working class people can emanci-
pate themselves and, therefore, any claim that this tradition stands
for proletarian self-emancipation is false. Rather Leninism, for all
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Having reached this point, [they] will recognise [themselves] to be a
revolutionary socialist.” [Op. Cit., p. 103] In contrast Marx placed
his hopes for working class self-emancipation on a political party
which would conquer “political power” As history soon proved,
Marx was mistaken — “political power” can only be seized by a mi-
nority (i.e. the party, not the class it claims to represent) and if the
few have the power, the rest are no longer free (i.e. they no longer
govern themselves). That the many elect the few who issue them
orders does not signify emancipation!

However, this is beside the point. McNally proudly places his
ideas in the Leninist tradition. It is thus somewhat ironic that Mc-
Nally claims that Marxism is based on self-emancipation of the
working class while claiming Leninism as a form of Marxism. This
it because Lenin explicitly stated the opposite, namely that the
working class could not liberate itself by its own actions. In What
is to be Done? Lenin argued that “the working class, exclusively by
their own effort, is able to develop only trade union consciousness
... The theory of socialism [i.e. Marxism], however, grew out of the
philosophic, historical and economic theories that were elaborated by
the educated representatives of the propertied classes, the intellectuals
... the theoretical doctrine of Social-Democracy arose quite indepen-
dently of the spontaneous growth of the labour movement; it arose as
a natural and inevitable outcome of ideas among the revolutionary
socialist intelligentsia.” This meant that “Social Democratic [i.e. so-
cialist] consciousness ... could only be brought to them from without.”
[Essential Works of Lenin, pp. 74-5]

Thus, rather than believe in working class self-emancipation,
Lenin thought the opposite. Without the radical bourgeois to pro-
vide the working class with “socialist” ideas, a socialist movement,
let along society, was impossible. Hardly what you would consider
self-emancipation. Nor is this notion of working class passivity
confined to the “early” Lenin of What is to Be Done? infamy. It
can be found in his apparently more “libertarian” work The State
and Revolution.
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Reply to errors and distortions
in David McNally’s pamphlet
“Socialism from Below”

Since this appendix was first written, David McNally has dis-
tanced himself from his pamphlet’s critique of anarchism. In an
end-note in his book Another World Is Possible: Globalization &
Anti-Capitalism he wrote:

“I dissent from Draper’s one-sided critique of anarchism
... Draper is not fair to some of the currents within social
anarchism. I also reject my own restatement of Draper’s
interpretation in the first edition of my booklet Social-
ism from Below” [David McNally, Another World Is
Possible, p. 393]

While it seems unlikely this was in response to reading our cri-
tique, it does show that it was correct. Unfortunately it took Mc-
Nally over 20 years to acknowledge that his 1980 essay gave a dis-
tinctly distorted account of anarchism. Perhaps significantly, Mc-
Nally no longer seems to be associated with the sister organisations
of the British Socialist Workers Party (a group whose distortions
of anarchism are infamous).

McNally now argues that “it may be more helpful to try and de-
fend a common political vision — such as socialism from below or lib-
ertarian socialism — as a point of reference” rather than fixate over
labels like “Marxism” or “anarchism.” [Op. Cit., p. 347] As we noted
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in our critique of his 1980 pamphlet, the term “socialism from be-
low” has a distinctly anarchist feel to it, a feel distinctly at odds with
Leninist ideology and practice. Moreover, as shown below, Lenin
explicitly denounced “from below” as an anarchist idea — and his
practice once in power showed that “from above” is part and parcel
of Leninism in action.

AFAQ Blog has a posting on this issue. In addition, many of the
issues discussed in this appendix are also explored in section H
of the FAQ and that should also be consulted. This is particularly
the case as that section has been completed and revised after this
appendix was completed.

1. Introduction

In chapter three of his pamphlet Socialism from Below, David Mc-
Nally decides to expose (what he calls) “The Myth Of Anarchist Lib-
ertarianism.” In reality, his account is so distorted and, indeed, dis-
honest that all it proves is that Marxists will go to extreme lengths
to attack anarchist ideas. As Brain Morris points out, defending
the Leninist tradition and ideology “implies ... a compulsive need to
rubbish anarchism.” [Ecology & Anarchism, p. 128] McNally’s pam-
phlet is a classic example of this. As we will prove, his “case” is a
mish-mash of illogical assertions, lies and, when facts do appear,
their use is simply a means of painting a false picture of reality.

He begins by noting that “Anarchism is often considered to rep-
resent [a] current of radical thought that is truly democratic and lib-
ertarian. It is hailed in some quarters as the only true political phi-
losophy [of] freedom.” Needless to say, he thinks that the “reality is
quite different.” He argues that “[fJrom its inception anarchism has
been a profoundly anti-democratic doctrine. Indeed the two most im-
portant founders of anarchism, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Michael
Bakunin, developed theories that were elitist and authoritarian to the
core.” We will discover the truth of this assertion later. However,
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While Proudhon placed his hopes in reformist tendencies (such
as workers’ co-operatives and mutual banks) he clearly argued that
“the proletariat must emancipate itself.” Marx’s use of the famous
expression — “the emancipation of the working class is the task of the
working class itself” — dates from 1865, 17 years after Proudhon’s
comment that “the proletariat must emancipate itself.” As K. Steven
Vincent correctly summarises:

“Proudhon insisted that the revolution could only come
from below, through the action of the workers them-
selves.” [Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and the Rise of
French Republican Socialism, p. 157]

Indeed, as Libertarian Marxist Paul Mattick points out, Marx was
not even the first person to use the expression “the emancipation
of the working class is the task of the working class itself.” Flora Tris-
tan used it in 1843. [Marx and Keynes, p. 333] Thus a case could
be made that Marx was, in fact, the third “major socialist thinker
to make the principle of self-emancipation — the principle that so-
cialism could only be brought into being by the self-mobilisation and
self-organisation of the working class — a fundamental aspect of the
socialist project.”

Similarly, Bakunin continually quoted Marx’s (and so Tristan’s)
words from the Preamble to the General Rules of the First Interna-
tional — “That the emancipation of the workers must be accomplished
by the workers themselves.” [The Basic Bakunin, p. 92] Far more
than Marx, Bakunin argued that workers’ can only free themselves
by a “single path, that of emancipation through practical action”
namely “workers’ solidarity in their struggle against the bosses” by
trades unions and solidarity. The “collective experience” workers
gain in the International combined with the “collective struggle of
the workers against the bosses” will ensure workers “will necessar-
ily come to realise that there is an irreconcilable antagonism between
the henchmen of reaction and [their] own dearest human concerns.
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working class to the current system. Lenin’s analysis of anarchist
influence as being the off-spring of opportunist tendencies in main-
stream parties may be right, but if so its a natural development as
the tactics supported by Marxists inevitably lead to opportunist
tendencies developing. Thus, what Lenin could not comprehend
was that opportunism was the symptom and electioneering was
the disease — using the same means (electioneering) with different
parties/individuals (“Communists” instead of “Social Democrats”)
and thinking that opportunism would not return was idealistic non-
sense in the extreme.

11. Why is McNally’s claim that Leninism
supports working class self-emancipation
wrong?

McNally claims that Marx “was the first major socialist thinker
to make the principle of self-emancipation — the principle that so-
cialism could only be brought into being by the self-mobilisation and
self-organisation of the working class — a fundamental aspect of the
socialist project.” This is not entirely true. Proudhon in 1848 had
argued that “the proletariat must emancipate itself without the help
of the government.” [quoted by George Woodcock, Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon: A Biography, p. 125] This was because the state “finds
itself inevitably enchained to capital and directed against the prole-
tariat.” [Proudhon, System of Economical Contradictions, p. 399]
Thus, working class people must organise themselves for their own
liberation:

“it is of no use to change the holders of power or intro-
duce some variation into its workings: an agricultural
and industrial combination must be found by means of
which power, today the ruler of society, shall become its
slave.” [Op. Cit., p. 398]
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we must note that McNally uses the typical Marxist approach to
attacking anarchism — namely to attack anarchists rather than an-
archism as such. Indeed, he lamely notes that “[w]hile later anar-
chists may have abandoned some of the excesses’ of their founding
fathers their philosophy remains hostile to ideas of mass democracy
and workers’ power.” Thus, we have the acknowledgement that not
all anarchists share the same ideas and that anarchist theory has
developed since 1876 (the year of Bakunin’s death). This is to be
expected as anarchists are not Proudhonists or Bakuninists — we
do not name ourselves after one person, rather we take what is use-
ful from libertarian writers and ignore the rubbish. In Malatesta’s
words, “fw]e follow ideas and not men, and rebel against this habit
of embodying a principle in a man.” [Life and Ideas, p. 199] How-
ever, this is beside the point as McNally’s account of the anarchism
of Proudhon and Bakunin is simply false — indeed, so false as to
make you wonder if he is simply incompetent as a scholar or seeks
to present a patchwork of lies as fact and “theory.”

2. Is anarchism the politics of the “small
property owner”?

McNally does start out by acknowledging that “anarchism devel-
oped in opposition to the growth of capitalist society. What’s more,
anarchist hostility to capitalism centred on defence of the liberty of
the individual.” However, he then distorts this actual historical de-
velopment by arguing that “the liberty defended by the anarchists
was not the freedom of the working class to make collectively a new
society. Rather, anarchism defended the freedom of the small prop-
erty owner — the shopkeeper, artisan and tradesman — against the
encroachments of large-scale capitalist enterprise.”

Such a position is, to say the least, a total distortion of the facts
of the situation. Proudhon, for example, addressed himself to both
the peasant/artisan and the proletariat. He argued in What is Prop-
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erty? that he “preach[ed] emancipation to the proletaires; association
to the labourers.” [p. 137] Thus Proudhon addressed himself to both
the peasant/artisan and the “working class” (i.e. wage slaves). This
is to be expected from a libertarian form of socialism as, at the
time of his writing, the majority of working people were peasants
and artisans . Indeed, this predominance of artisan/peasant work-
ers in the French economy lasted until the turn of the century. Not
to take into account the artisan/peasant would have meant the dic-
tatorship of a minority of working people over the rest of them.
Given that in chapter 4 of his pamphlet McNally states that Marx-
ism aims for a “democratic and collective society ... based upon the
fullest possible political democracy” his attack on Proudhon’s con-
cern for the artisan and peasant is doubly strange. Either you sup-
port the “fullest possible political democracy” (and so your theory
must take into account artisans and peasants) or you restrict polit-
ical democracy and replace it with rule by the few.

Thus Proudhon did support the “the freedom of the working class
to make collectively a new society.” His ideas were aimed at both
artisan/peasant and proletarian. Moreover, this position was a dis-
tinctly sensible and radical position to take:

“While Marx was correct in predicting the eventual pre-
dominance of the industrial proletariat vis-a-vis skilled
workers, such predominance was neither obvious nor a
foregone conclusion in France during the nineteenth cen-
tury. The absolute number of small industries even in-
creased during most of the century...

Nor does Marx seem to have been correct concerning
the revolutionary nature of the industrial proletariat. It
has become a cliché of French labour history that dur-
ing the nineteenth century artisans were much oftener
radical than industrial workers. Some of the most mili-
tant action of workers in late nineteenth century France
seems to have emerged from the co-operation of skilled,
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And history has proven the validity of our anti-electioneering
ideas. For example, as we argue in section J.2.6, the net result of
the Marxists use of electioneering (“political action”) was the de-
radicalising of their movement and theory and its becoming yet
another barrier to working class self-liberation. Rather than syndi-
calism not giving “real direction to attempts by workers to change so-
ciety” it was Marxism in the shape of Social Democracy which did
that. Indeed, at the turn of twentieth century more and more rad-
icals turned to Syndicalism and Industrial Unionism as the means
of by-passing the dead-weight of Social Democracy (i.e. ortho-
dox Marxism), its reformism, opportunism and its bureaucracy. As
Lenin once put it, anarchism “was not infrequently a kind of penalty
for the opportunist sins of the working-class movement.” [Marx, En-
gels and Lenin, Anarchism and Anarcho-Syndicalism, p. 305]

Lenin’s claim that anarchist and syndicalist support in the work-
ing class is the result of the opportunist nature of the Social Demo-
cratic Parties has an element of truth. Obviously militants sick to
death of the reformist, corrupt and bureaucratic “working class”
parties will seek a revolutionary alternative and find libertarian
socialism.

However, Lenin seeks to explain the symptoms (opportunism)
and not the disease itself (Parliamentarianism) . Nowhere does
Lenin see the rise of “opportunist” tendencies in the Marxist parties
as the result of the tactics and organisational struggles they used.
Indeed, Lenin desired the new Communist Parties to practice elec-
tioneering (“political action”) and work within the trade unions to
capture their leadership positions. Anarchists rather point out that
given the nature of the means, the ends surely follow. Working in
a bourgeois environment (Parliament) will result in bourgeoisify-
ing and de-radicalising the party. Working in a centralised environ-
ment will empower the leaders of the party over the members and
lead to bureaucratic tendencies.

In other words, as Bakunin predicted, using bourgeois institu-
tions will corrupt “revolutionary” and radical parties and tie the
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indicates the worth of his pamphlet and any claims it has for being
remotely accurate with respect to anarchism and syndicalism.

Thus syndicalists do reject working class “political action” only if
you think “political action” means simply bourgeois politics — that
is, electioneering, standing candidates for Parliament, local town
councils and so on. It does not reject “political action” in the sense
of direct action to effect political changes and reforms. As syndi-
calists Ford and Foster argue, syndicalists use “the term ‘political
action’ ... in its ordinary and correct sense. Parliamentary action re-
sulting from the exercise of the franchise is political action. Parlia-
mentary action caused by the influence of direct action tactics ... is
not political action. It is simply a registration of direct action.” They
also note that syndicalists “have proven time and again that they can
solve the many so-called political questions by direct action.” [Earl C.
Ford and William Z. Foster, Syndicalism, p. 19f and p. 23]

A historian of the British syndicalist movement reiterates this
point:

“Nor did syndicalists neglect politics and the state. Rev-
olutionary industrial movements were on the contrary
highly ‘political’ in that they sought to understand, chal-
lenge and destroy the structure of capitalist power in so-
ciety. They quite clearly perceived the oppressive role of
the state whose periodic intervention in industrial unrest
could hardly have been missed.” [Bob Holton, British
Syndicalism: 1900-1914, pp. 21-2]

As we argued in section J.2.10, anarchist support for direct action
and opposition to taking part in elections does not mean we are
“apolitical” or reject political action. Anarchists have always been
clear — we reject “political action” which is bourgeois in nature in
favour of “political action” based on the organisations, action and
solidarity of working class people. This is because electioneering
corrupts those who take part, watering down their radical ideas
and making them part of the system they were meant to change.
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urbanised artisanal workers with less highly skilled and
less urbanised industrial workers.” [K. Steven Vincent,
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and the Rise of French Re-
publican Socialism, pp. 282-3]

The fruits of this union included the Paris Commune (an event
both McNally and Marx praise — see section 12 for more discussion
on this). In addition, as we will see, Proudhon’s proposals for a mu-
tualist society included workers self-management and collective
ownership of large scale workplaces as well as artisan and peasant
production. This proposal existed explicitly for the proletariat, for
wage slaves, and explicitly aimed to end wage labour and replace
it by association and self-management (Proudhon stated that he
aimed for “the complete emancipation of the worker ... the abolition
of the wage worker.” [quoted by Vincent, Op. Cit., p. 222]). Thus,
rather than being backward looking and aimed at the artisan/peas-
ant, Proudhon’s ideas looked to the present (and so the future) and
to both the artisan/peasant and proletariat (i.e. to the whole of the
working class in France at the time).

In the words of Gustav Landauer, Proudhon’s “socialism ... of
the years 1848 to 1851 was the socialism of the French people in the
years 1848 to 1851. It was the socialism that was possible and neces-
sary at that moment. Proudhon was not a Utopian and a prophet; not
a Fourier and not a Marx. He was a man of action and realisation.”
[For Socialism, p. 108] Vincent makes the same point, arguing that
Proudhon’s “social theories may not be reduced to a socialism for
only the peasant class, nor was it a socialism only for the petite bour-
geois; it was a socialism of and for French workers. And in the mid-
nineteenth century ... most French workers were still artisans... French
labour ideology largely resulted from the real social experiences and
aspirations of skilled workers ... Proudhon’s thought was rooted in
the same fundamental reality, and therefore understandably shared
many of the same hopes and ideals.” [Op. Cit., pp. 5-6] It is no co-
incidence, therefore, that when he was elected to the French Par-

15



liament in 1848 most of the votes cast for him were from “working
class districts of Paris — a fact which stands in contrast to the claims
of some Marxists, who have said he was representative only of the
petite bourgeoisie.” [Robert L. Hoffman, quoted by Robert Graham,
“Introduction”, P-J Proudhon, General Idea of the Revolution, p.
XV]

Given that his proposals were aimed at the whole working class,
it is unsurprising that Proudhon saw social change as coming from
“below” by the collective action of the working class:

“If you possess social science, you know that the prob-
lem of association consists in organising ... the producers,
and by this organisation subjecting capital and subordi-
nating power. Such is the war that you have to sustain: a
war of labour against capital; a war of liberty against au-
thority; a war of the producer against the non-producer;
a war of equality against privilege ... to conduct the war
to a successful conclusion, ... it is of no use to change
the holders of power or introduce some variation into
its workings: an agricultural and industrial combination
must be found by means of which power, today the ruler
of society, shall become its slave.” [System of Econom-
ical Contradictions, pp. 397-8]

In the same work he continues his discussion of proletarian self-
organisation as the means of social change:

“Thus power [i.e. the state] ... finds itself inevitably en-
chained to capital and directed against the proletariat...
The problem before the labouring classes, then, con-

cal struggles of the time... But the point of attack in the
political struggle lies, not in the legislative bodies, but
in the people... If they, nevertheless, reject any participa-
tion in the work of bourgeois parliaments, it is not be-
cause they have no sympathy with political struggles in
general, but because they are firmly convinced that par-
liamentary activity is for the workers the very weakest
and the most hopeless form of the political struggle...

“But, most important of all, practical experience has
shown that the participation of the workers in parliamen-
tary activity cripples their power of resistance and dooms
to futility their warfare against the existing system...

“Anarcho-Syndicalists, then, are not in any way opposed
to the political struggle, but in their opinion this struggle,
too, must take the form of direct action, in which the
instruments of economic power which the working class
has at its command are the most effective...

“The focal point of the political struggle lies, then, not in
the political parties, but in the economic fighting organi-
sations of the workers. It as the recognition of this which
impelled the Anarcho-Syndicalists to centre all their ac-
tivity on the Socialist education of the masses and on
the utilisation of their economic and social power. Their
method is that of direct action in both the economic and
the political struggles of the time. That is the only method
which has been able to achieve anything at all in every
decisive moment in history.” [Op. Cit., pp. 63-66]

Rocker’s work, Anarcho-Syndicalism, was written in 1938 and is
considered the standard introduction to that theory. McNally wrote
his pamphlet in the 1980s and did not bother to consult the classic
introduction to the ideas he claims to be refuting. That in itself

sists, not in capturing, but in subduing both power and
monopoly, — that is, in generating from the bowels of
the people, from the depths of labour, a greater author-
ity, a more potent fact, which shall envelop capital and
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10. Do syndicalists reject working class political
action?

His last argument against syndicalism is equally flawed. He
states that “by rejecting the idea of working class political action,
syndicalism has never been able to give real direction to attempts
by workers to change society.” However, syndicalists (like all anar-
chists) are clear what kind of politics they reject — bourgeois poli-
tics (i.e. the running of candidates in elections). It is worth quoting
Rudolf Rocker at length on McNally’s claim:

“Tt has often been charged against Anarcho-Syndicalism
that it has no interest in the political structure of the
different countries, and consequently no interest in the
political struggles of the time, and confines its activities
to the fight for purely economic demands. This idea is
altogether erroneous and springs either from outright ig-
norance or wilful distortion of the facts. It is not the po-
litical struggle as such which distinguishes the Anarcho-
Syndicalists from the modern labour parties, both in
principle and in tactics, but the form of this struggle and
the aims which it has in view...

“The attitude of Anarcho-Syndicalism toward the polit-
ical power of the present-day state is exactly the same
as it takes toward the system of capitalist exploitation...
[and so] Anarcho-Syndicalists pursue the same tactics
in their fight against that political power which finds its
expression in the state...

“For just as the worker cannot be indifferent to the eco-
nomic conditions of his life in existing society, so he can-
not remain indifferent to the political structure of his
country... It is, therefore, utterly absurd to assert that
the Anarcho-Syndicalists take no interest in the politi-
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the State and subjugate them. Every proposition of re-
form which does not satisfy this condition is simply one
scourge more ... which threatens the proletariat.” [Op.
Cit., p. 399]

Little wonder Proudhon saw the validity of his mutualist vision
from the self-activity of French workers (see section A.1.5 for de-
tails). Where Proudhon differs from later anarchists like Bakunin,
Kropotkin, Malatesta and Goldman is that this self-activity is re-
formist in nature, that is seeking alternatives to capitalism which
can reform it away rather than alternatives that can fight and de-
stroy it. Thus Proudhon places his ideas firmly in the actions of
working people resisting wage slavery (i.e. the proletariat, not the
“small property owner”).

Similarly with Bakunin. He argued that “revolution is only sincere,
honest and real in the hands of the masses” and so socialism can be
achieved “by the development and organisation, not of the political
but of the social (and, by consequence, anti-political) power of the
working masses ... organise[d] and federate[d] spontaneously, freely,
from the bottom up, by their own momentum according to their real
interest, but never according to any plan laid down in advance and im-
posed upon the ignorant masses by some superior intellects.” Such a
socialist society would be based on “the collective ownership of pro-
ducers’ associations, freely organised and federated in the communes,
and by the equally spontaneous federation of these communes.” Thus
“the land, the instruments of work and all other capital [will] become
the collective property of the whole of society and be utilised only by
the workers, in other words by the agricultural and industrial asso-
ciations.” And the means to this socialist society? Trade unionism
(“the complete solidarity of individuals, sections and federations in
the economic struggle of the workers of all countries against their ex-
ploiters.”) [Michael Bakunin: Selected Writings, p. 237, pp. 197-38,
p. 197, p. 174 and p. 177] Indeed, he considered trade unions (or-
ganised from the bottom up, of course) as “the natural organisation
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of the masses” and thought that “workers’ solidarity in their struggle
against the bosses ... [by] trades-unions, organisation, and the
federation of resistance funds” was the means by which work-
ers could emancipate itself “through practical action.” [The Ba-
sic Bakunin, p. 139 and p. 103]

And McNally asserts that “the liberty defended by the anarchists
was not the freedom of the working class to make collectively a new so-
ciety”! Only someone ignorant of anarchist theory or with a desire
to deceive could make such an assertion.

Needless to say, McNally’s claim that anarchism is the politics
of the “small property owner” would be even harder to justify if
he mentioned Kropotkin’s communist anarchism. However, like
Proudhon’s and Bakunin’s support for collective ownership by
workers associations it goes unmentioned — for obvious reasons.

3. Does anarchism “glorify values from the
past™?

McNally continues. He asserts, regardless of the facts, that an-
archism “represented the anguished cry of the small property owner
against the inevitable advance of capitalism. For that reason, it glori-
fied values from the past: individual property, the patriarchal family,
racism.”

Firstly, we should note that unlike Marx, anarchists did not think
that capitalism was inevitable or an essential phase society had to
go through before we could reach a free society. They did not share
Marx’s viewpoint that socialism (and the struggle for socialism)
had to be postponed until capitalism had developed sufficiently so
that the “centralisation of the means of production and the socialisa-
tion [sic!] of labour reach a point at which they become incompati-
ble with their capitalist integument.” [Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1, p.
929] As McNally states, socialism was once the “banner under which
millions of working people resisted the horrors of the factory system
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revolutionary collectivism.” He also notes that the class struggle was
“central to Bakunin’s theory.” [Op. Cit., p. 209 and p. 20]

Perhaps, in the face of such evidence (and the writings of
Bakunin himself), Marxists like McNally could claim that the
sources we quote are either anarchists or “sympathetic” to anar-
chism. To counter this we will quote Marx and Engels. According
to Marx Bakunin’s theory consisted of urging the working class to
‘only organise themselves by trades-unions” and “not occupy itself
with politics.” Engels asserted that in the “Bakuninist programme
a general strike is the lever employed by which the social revolution is
started” and that they admitted “this required a well-formed organ-
isation of the working class” (i.e. a trade union federation). [Marx,
Engels and Lenin, Anarchism and Anarcho-Syndicalism, p. 48, p.
132 and p. 133] Ignoring the misrepresentations of Marx and Engels
about the theories of their enemies, we can state that they got the
basic point of Bakunin’s ideas — the centrality of trade union or-
ganisation and struggle as well as the use of strikes and the general
strike.

(As an aside, ironically enough, Engels distorted diatribe against
Bakunin and the general strike was later used against more radi-
cal Marxists like Rosa Luxemburg — usually claimed by Leninists
as part of their tradition — by the reformists in Social Democratic
Parties. For orthodox Marxists, the mass strike was linked to anar-
chism and Engels had proven that only political action — i.e. elec-
tioneering — could lead to working class emancipation.)

Thus, according to McNally, “syndicalism” (i.e. Bakunin’s ideas)
is “much superior to classical anarchism” (i.e. Bakunin’s ideas)! How
spurious McNally’s argument actually is can be seen from his com-
ments about syndicalism and its relation to anarchism.
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the state. Thus Arthur Lehning’s comment that “Bakunin’s collec-
tivist anarchism ... ultimately formed the ideological and theoretical
basis of anarcho-syndicalism” is totally true and indicative. [ “Intro-
duction”, Michael Bakunin: Selected Writings, p. 29] As is Rudolf
Rocker’s:

“Modern Anarcho-syndicalism is a direct continuation of
those social aspirations which took shape in the bosom of
the First International and which were best understood
and most strongly held by the libertarian wing of the
great workers’ alliance.” [Anarcho-Syndicalism, p. 49]

Little wonder, then, we discover Caroline Cahm pointing out
“the basic syndicalist ideas of Bakunin” and that he “argued that
trade union organisation and activity in the International [Working
Men’s Association] were important in the building of working-class
power in the struggle against capital ... He also declared that trade
union based organisation of the International would not only guide
the revolution but also provide the basis for the organisation of the
society of the future.” Indeed, he “believed that trade unions had an
essential part to play in the developing of revolutionary capacities of
the workers as well as building up the organisation of the masses for
revolution.” [Kropotkin and the Rise of Revolutionary Anarchism,
p- 219, p. 215 and p. 216] Cahm quotes Bakunin on the role of the
general strike:

“When strikes spread by contagion, it is because they are
close to becoming a general strike, and a general strike
in view of the ideas of emancipation which hold sway
over the proletariat, can only lead to a cataclysm which
would make society start a new life after shedding its old
skin.” [Op. Cit., p. 217]

Or George R. Esenwein’s comment that syndicalism “had deep
roots in the Spanish libertarian tradition. It can be traced to Bakunin’s
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and demanded a new society of equality, justice, freedom and pros-
perity” Unfortunately, the Marxist tradition viewed such horrors
as essential, unavoidable and inevitable and any form of working
class struggle — such as the Luddites — which resisted the devel-
opment of capitalism was denounced. So much for Marxism being
in favour of working class “self-emancipation” — if working class
resistance to oppression and exploitation which does not fit into its
scheme for “working class self-emancipation” then it is the product
of ignorance or non-working class influences.

Thus, rather than representing “the anguished cry of the small
property owner against the inevitable advance of capitalism” anar-
chism is rather the cry of the oppressed against capitalism and the
desire to create a free society in the here and now and not some
time in the future. To quote Landauer again:

“Karl Marx and his successors thought they could make
no worse accusation against the greatest of all socialists,
Proudhon, than to call him a petit-bourgeois and petit-
peasant socialist, which was neither incorrect nor insult-
ing, since Proudhon showed splendidly to the people of
his nation and his time, predominately small farmers
and craftsmen, how they could achieve socialism imme-
diately without waiting for the tidy process of big capi-
talism.” [Op. Cit., p. 61]

Thus McNally confuses a desire to achieve socialism with back-
ward looking opposition to capitalism. As we will see, Proudhon
looked at the current state of society, not backwards, as McNally
suggests, and his theory reflected both artisan/peasant interests
and those of wage slaves — as would be expected from a socialist
aiming to transform his society to a free one. The disastrous results
of Bolshevik rule in Russia should indicate the dangers of ignoring
the vast bulk of a nation (i.e. the peasants) when trying to create a
revolutionary change in society.
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Secondly, it is not really true that Proudhon or Bakunin “glori-
fied” “individual property” as such. Proudhon argued that “prop-
erty is theft” and that “property is despotism.” He was well aware of
the negative side effects of individual property. Rather he wanted
to abolish property and replace it with possession. We doubt that
McNally wants to socialise all “property” (including individual pos-
sessions and such like). We are sure that he, like Marx and Engels,
wants to retain individual possessions in a socialist society. Thus
they state that the “distinguishing feature of Communism is not the
abolition of property generally, but the abolition of bourgeois prop-
erty” and that “Communism deprives no man of the power to ap-
propriate the products of society; all that it does is to deprive him
of the power to subjugate the labour of others by means of such ap-
propriation.” [The Manifesto of the Communist Party, p.47 and p.
49] Later Marx argued that the Paris Commune “wanted to make
individual property a truth by transforming the means of produc-
tion, land and capital ... into mere instruments of free and associated
labour” [Selected Writings, pp. 290-1]

Thus support for “individual property” is not confined to Proud-
hon (and we must note that Proudhon desired to turn capital over
to associated labour as well — see section A.5.1 for Proudhon’s in-
fluence in the economic measures made during the Commune to
create co-operatives).

Indeed, initially Marx had nothing but praise for Proudhon’s cri-
tique of Property contained in his classic work What is Property?:

“Not only does Proudhon write in the interest of the
proletarians he is himself a proletarian, an ouvrier. His
work is a scientific manifesto of the French proletariat.”
[quoted by Rudolf Rocker, Marx and Anarchism]

AsRocker argues, Marx changed his tune simply to “conceal from
everyone just what he owed to Proudhon and any means to that end

was admissible.” This can be seen from the comments we quote
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This is why anarchists stress direct democracy (self-
management) in free federations of free associations. It is
the only way to ensure that power remains in the hands of the
people and is not turned into an alien power above them. Thus
Marxist support for statist forms of organisation will inevitably
undermine the liberatory nature of the revolution. Moreover, as
indicated in section 14, their idea of the party being the “vanguard”
of the working class, combined with its desire for centralised
power, makes the dictatorship of the party over the proletariat
inevitable.

9. Why is McNally wrong on the relation of
syndicalism to anarchism?

After slandering anarchism, McNally turns towards another
form of libertarian socialism, namely syndicalism. It is worth quot-
ing him in full as his comments are truly ridiculous. He states
that there is “another trend which is sometimes associated with an-
archism. This is syndicalism. The syndicalist outlook does believe in
collective working class action to change society. Syndicalists look to
trade union action — such as general strikes — to overthrow capital-
ism. Although some syndicalist viewpoints share a superficial simi-
larity with anarchism — particularly with its hostility to politics and
political action — syndicalism is not truly a form of anarchism. By
accepting the need for mass, collective action and decision-making,
syndicalism is much superior to classical anarchism.”

What is ridiculous about McNally’s comments is that all serious
historians who study the links between anarchism and syndicalism
agree that Bakunin (for want of a better expression) is the father
of syndicalism (see section J.3.8 — indeed, many writers point to
syndicalist aspects in Proudhon’s ideas as well but here we concen-
trate on Bakunin)! Bakunin looked to trade union action (including
the general strike) as the means of overthrowing capitalism and
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He

“Anarchist critics of Marx pointed out with considerable
effect that any system of representation would become
a statist interest in its own right, one that at best would
work against the interests of the working classes (includ-
ing the peasantry), and that at worst would be a dictato-
rial power as vicious as the worst bourgeois state ma-
chines. Indeed, with political power reinforced by eco-
nomic power in the form of a nationalised economy, a
‘workers’ republic’ might well prove to be a despotism
(to use one of Bakunin’s more favourite terms) of unpar-
alleled oppression.”

continues:

“Republican institutions, however much they are in-
tended to express the interests of the workers, necessarily
place policy-making in the hands of deputies and cate-
gorically do not constitute a ‘proletariat organised as a
ruling class.” If public policy, as distinguished from ad-
ministrative activities, is not made by the people mo-
bilised into assemblies and confederally co-ordinated by
agents on a local, regional, and national basis, then a
democracy in the precise sense of the term does not exist.
The powers that people enjoy under such circumstances
can be usurped without difficulty... [I]f the people are to
acquire real power over their lives and society, they must
establish — and in the past they have, for brief periods
of time established — well-ordered institutions in which
they themselves directly formulate the policies of their
communities and, in the case of their regions, elect con-
federal functionaries, revocable and strictly controllable,
who will execute them. Only in this sense can a class, es-
pecially one committed to the abolition of classes, be mo-
bilised as a class to manage society.” [The Communist
Manifesto: Insights and Problems]

above which clearly show a Proudhonian influence in their recog-
nition that possession replaces property in a socialist society and
that associated labour is its economic basis. However, it is still sig-
nificant that Proudhon’s analysis initially provoked such praise by
Marx — an analysis which McNally obviously does not understand.

It is true that Proudhon did oppose the socialisation of artisan
and peasant workplaces. He considered having control over the
means of production, housing, etc. by those who use it as a key
means of maintaining freedom and independence. However, Proud-
hon also called for “democratically organised workers’ associations”
to run large-scale industry in his 1848 Election Manifesto. [No
Gods, No Masters, vol. 1, p. 62] This aspect of his ideas is con-
tinual throughout his political works and played a central role in
his social theory. Thus to say that Proudhon “glorified” “individual
property” distorts his position. And as the experience of workers
under Lenin indicates, collective ownership by the state does not
end wage labour, exploitation and oppression. Proudhon’s argu-
ments in favour of possession and against capitalist and state own-
ership were proven right by Bolshevik Russia — state ownership
did lead to “more wage slavery.” [Ibid.] As the forced collectivisa-
tion of the peasantry under Stalin shows, Proudhon’s respect for
artisan/peasant possessions was a very sensible and humane posi-
tion to take. Unless McNally supports the forced collectivisation of
peasants and artisans, Proudhon’s solution is one of the few posi-
tions a socialist can take.

Moving on from Proudhon, we discover even less support for “in-
dividual property.” Bakunin, for example, was totally in favour of
collective property and opposed individual property in the means
of life. As he put it, “the land, the instruments of work and all other
capital [will] become the collective property of society and by utilised
only by the workers, in other words by the agricultural and indus-
trial associations.” [Michael Bakunin: Selected Writings, p. 174]
With regards to peasants and artisans Bakunin desired voluntary
collectivisation. “In a free community,” he argued, “collectivism can
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only come about through the pressure of circumstances, not by im-
position from above but by a free spontaneous movement from be-
low.” [Bakunin on Anarchism, p. 200]). Thus, rather than being a
defender of “individual property” Bakunin was in fact a supporter
of collective property (as organised in workers’ associations and
communes) and supported peasant and artisan property only in the
sense of being against forced collectivisation (which would result
in “propelling [the peasants] into the camp of reaction.” [Op. Cit., p.
197]).
Hence Daniel Guerin’s comments:

“Proudhon and Bakunin were ‘collectivists,” which is to
say they declared themselves without equivocation in
favour of the common exploitation, not by the State but
by associated workers of the large-scale means of pro-
duction and of the public services. Proudhon has been
quite wrongly presented as an exclusive enthusiast of pri-
vate property... At the Bale congress [of the First Inter-
national] in 1869, Bakunin ... all[ied] himself with the
statist Marxists ... to ensure the triumph of the princi-
ple of collective property.” [ “From Proudhon to Bakunin”,
The Radical Papers, Dimitrios I. Roussopoulos (ed.),

p-32]

Similarly, while it is true that Proudhon did glorify the patriar-
chal family, the same cannot be said of Bakunin. Unlike Proudhon,
Bakunin argued that “JeJqual rights must belong to both men and
women,” that women must “become independent and free to forge
their own way of life” and that “[o]nly when private property and the
State will have been abolished will the authoritarian juridical fam-
ily disappear.” He opposed the “absolute domination of the man” in
marriage, urged “the full sexual freedom of women” and argued that
the cause of women’s liberation was “indissolubly tied to the com-
mon cause of all the exploited workers — men and women.” [Bakunin
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working class was reduced in numbers because of the civil war, it
cannot be said to have been totally “exhausted” and, obviously, did
survive the war and was more than capable of collective action and
decision making. Strikes, as Bakunin argued, “indicate a certain col-
lective strength” and so rather than there being objective reasons
for the lack of democracy under Lenin we can suggest political rea-
sons — the awareness that, given the choice, the Russian working
class would have preferred someone else in power!

Also, we must point out a certain ingenuity in McNally’s com-
ments that Stalinism can be explained purely by the terrible civil
war Russia experienced. After all, Lenin himself stated that every
“revolution ..., in its development, would give rise to exceptionally
complicated circumstances” and “[r]evolution is the sharpest, most fu-
rious, desperate class war and civil war. Not a single great revolution
in history has escaped civil war. No one who does not live in a shell
could imagine that civil war is conceivable without exceptionally com-
plicated circumstances.” [Will the Bolsheviks Maintain Power?, p.
80 and p. 81] Thus McNally’s assertion that for “the germ cell of so-
cialism to grow [in Russia], it required several essential ingredients.
One was peace. The new workers’ state could not establish a thriv-
ing democracy so long as it was forced to raise an army and wage
war to defend itself” is simply incredible. It also raises an impor-
tant question with regards Leninist ideas. If the Bolshevik political
and organisational form cannot survive during a period of disrup-
tion and complicated circumstances then it is clearly a theory to be
avoided at all costs.

Therefore, in practice, Leninism has proven to be profoundly
anti-democratic. As we argue in sections 13 and 14 this is due to
their politics — the creation of a “strong government and central-
ism” will inevitably lead to a new class system being created [Lenin,
Will the Bolsheviks Maintain Power?, p. 75] This is not necessar-
ily because Leninists seek dictatorship for themselves. Rather it is
because of the nature of the state machine. In the words of Murray
Bookchin:
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if the Party were not entitled to assert its dictatorship even if that dic-
tatorship clashed with the passing moods of the workers’ democracy!”
He continued by stating the “Party is obliged to maintain its dicta-
torship ... regardless of temporary vacillations even in the working
class ... The dictatorship does not base itself at every moment on the
formal principle of a workers’ democracy.” [quoted by Brinton, Op.
Cit., p. 78]

Thus, when in power, Trotsky did not “insist against all odds that
socialism was rooted in the struggle for human freedom” as McNally
claims he did in the 1920s and 1930s (as we discuss in section 15,
Trotsky did not do it then either). Rather, he thought that the “very
principle of compulsory labour is for the Communist quite unques-
tionable ... the only solution to economic difficulties from the point of
view of both principle and of practice is to treat the population of the
whole country as the reservoir of the necessary labour power ... and
to introduce strict order into the work of its registration, mobilisation
and utilisation.” Can human freedom be compatible with the “in-
troduction of compulsory labour service [which] is unthinkable with-
out the application ... of the methods of militarisation of labour”? Or
when the “working class cannot be left wandering round all over Rus-
sia. They must be thrown here and there, appointed, commanded, just
like soldiers.” [Op. Cit., p. 66 and p. 61]

Of course McNally tries to blame the destruction of democracy
in Russia on the Civil War but, as indicated above, the undermin-
ing of democracy started before the civil war started and contin-
ued after it had finished. The claim that the “working class” had
been destroyed by the war cannot justify the fact that attempts
by working class people to express themselves were systematically
undermined by the Bolshevik party. Nor does the notion of an “ex-
hausted” or “disappeared” working class make much sense when
“in the early part of 1921, a spontaneous strike movement ... took place
in the industrial centres of European Russia” and strikes involving
around 43 000 per year took place between 1921 and 1925. [Samuel
Farber, Op. Cit., p. 188 and p. 88] While it is undeniable that the
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on Anarchism, pp. 396-7] Hardly what would be considered as
the glorification of the patriarchal family — and a position shared
by Kropotkin, Malatesta, Berkman, Goldman, Chomsky and Ward.
Thus to state that “anarchism” glorifies the patriarchal family sim-
ply staggers belief. Only someone ignorant of both logic and anar-
chist theory could make such an assertion. We could make similar
remarks with regards to the glorification of racism (as Robert Gra-
ham points out “anti-semitism formed no part of Proudhon’s revolu-
tionary programme.” [Op. Cit., p. xxxvi] The same can be said of
Bakunin).

4. Why are McNally’s comments on Proudhon a
distortion of his ideas?

McNally now attempts to provide some evidence for his remarks.
He turns to Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, “widely proclaimed ‘the father
of anarchism.”” As he correctly notes, he was a “printer by voca-
tion” and that he “strongly opposed the emergence of capitalism in
France.” However, McNally claims that Proudhon’s “opposition to
capitalism was largely backward-looking in character” as he “did
not look forward to a new society founded upon communal property
which would utilise the greatest inventions of the industrial revolu-
tion. Instead, Proudhon considered small, private property the basis of
his utopia. His was a doctrine designed not for the emerging working
class, but for the disappearing petit bourgeoisie of craftsmen, small
traders and rich peasants.” Unfortunately McNally has got his facts
wrong. It is well known that this was not the case (which is why
McNally used the words “largely backward-looking” — he is aware
of facts but instead downplays them).

If you look at Proudhon’s writings, rather than what Marx and
Engels claimed he wrote, it will soon be discovered that Proudhon
in fact favoured collective ownership of large scale industry by
workers’ associations. He argued for “the mines, canals, railways
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handed over to democratically organised workers’ associations ... We
want these associations to be models for agriculture, industry and
trade, the pioneering core of that vast federation of companies and
societies woven into the common cloth of the democratic social Re-
public” [No Gods, No Masters, vol. 1, p. 62] Three years later he
stressed that “[e]very industry, operation or enterprise which by its
nature requires the employment of a large number of workmen of
different specialities, is destined to become a society or company of
workers.” [The General Idea of the Revolution, p. 216] This argu-
ment for workers’ self-management and collective ownership fol-
lows on from his earlier comment in 1840 that “leaders” within
industry “must be chosen from the labourers by the labourers them-
selves.” [What is Property?, p. 414]

Rather than base his utopia on “small, private property” Proud-
hon based it on the actual state of the French economy — one
marked by both artisan and large-scale production. The later he
desired to see transformed into the collective property of work-
ers’ associations and placed under workers’ self-management. The
former, as it did not involve wage-labour, he supported as being
non-capitalist. Thus his ideas were aimed at both the artisan and
the appearing class of wage slaves. Moreover, rather than dismiss
the idea of large-scale industry in favour of “small, private prop-
erty” Proudhon argued that “[ljarge industry ... come to us by big
monopoly and big property: it is necessary in the future to make them
rise from the [labour| association.” [quoted by K. Steven Vincent,
Proudhon and the Rise of French Republican Socialism, p. 156]
As Vincent correctly summarises:

“On this issue, it is necessary to emphasise that, con-
trary to the general image given on the secondary litera-
ture, Proudhon was not hostile to large industry. Clearly,
he objected to many aspects of what these large enter-
prises had introduced into society. For example, Proud-
hon strenuously opposed the degrading character of ...
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... [and by use of the military] abrogated the results of the May and
June elections and arrested the SR and Menshevik members of the so-
viet and its executive committee.” In addition, “the government con-
tinually postponed the new general elections to the Petrograd Soviet,
the term of which had ended in March 1918. Apparently, the govern-
ment feared that the opposition parties would show gains.” [Samuel
Farber, Before Stalinism, pp. 23-4 and p. 22]

In the workplace, the Bolsheviks replaced workers’ economic
democracy with “one-man management” selected from above, by
the state (“The elective principle must now be replaced by the prin-
ciple of selection” — Lenin). Trotsky did not consider this a result
of the Civil War — ‘T consider if the civil war had not plundered our
economic organs of all that was strongest, most independent, most en-
dowed with initiative, we should undoubtedly have entered the path
of one-man management in the sphere of economic administration
much sooner and much less painfully.” [quoted by M. Brinton, The
Bolsheviks and Workers’ Control, p. 63 and pp. 66—7] He pushed
the ideas of “militarisation of labour” as well as abolishing demo-
cratic forms of organisation in the military (this later policy oc-
curred before the start of the Civil War — as Trotsky put it, the
“elective basis is politically pointless and technically inexpedient and
has already been set aside by decree” [quoted by Brinton, Op. Cit.,
pp-37-8]).

In May 1921, the All-Russian Congress of the Metalworkers’
Union met. The “Central Committee of the [Communist] Party
handed down to the Party faction in the union a list of recommended
candidates for union (sic!) leadership. The metalworkers’ delegates
voted down the list, as did the Party faction in the union ... The Cen-
tral Committee of the Party disregarded every one of the votes and ap-
pointed a Metalworkers’ Committee of its own. So much for ‘elected
and revocable delegates.” Elected by the union rank and file and revo-
cable by the Party leadership!” [M. Brinton, Op. Cit., p. 83]

These are a few examples of Trotsky’s argument that you cannot
place “the workers’ right to elect representatives above the party. As
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However, our comments above equally apply here. Anarchists
are not opposed to people in free associations democratically deter-
mining the policies they will support (see section A.2.11 for more
details on this). What we do oppose is the assumption that the ma-
jority is always right and that minorities should submit to the deci-
sions of the majority no matter how wrong they are. We feel that
history is on our side on this one — it is only by the freedom to dis-
sent, by the direct action of minorities to defend and extent their
freedoms that society progresses. Moreover, we feel that theory is
on our side — majority rule without individual and minority rights
is a violation of the principle of freedom and equality which democ-
racy is said to be built on.

Democracy should be an expression of individual liberty but in
McNally’s hands it is turned into bourgeois liberalism. Little won-
der Marxism has continually failed to produce a free society. It has
no conception of the relationship of individual freedom to democ-
racy and vice versa.

8. Are Leninists in favour of democracy?

McNally’s attack on Proudhon (and anarchism in general) for
being “anti-democratic” is somewhat ironic. After all, the Leninist
tradition he places himself in did destroy democracy in the work-
ers’ soviets and replaced it with party dictatorship. Thus his attack
on anarchism can be turned back on his politics, with much more
justification and evidence.

For example, in response to the “great Bolshevik losses in the so-
viet elections” during the spring and summer of 1918 “Bolshevik
armed force usually overthrew the results of these provincial elections
... [In] the city of Izhevsk [for example] ... in the May election [to the
soviet] the Mensheviks and SRs won a majority ... In June, these two
parties also won a majority of the executive committee of the soviet.
At this point, the local Bolshevik leadership refused to give up power
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work which required an individual to repeat one minor
function continuously. But he was not opposed in princi-
ple to large-scale production. What he desired was to hu-
manise such production, to socialise it so that the worker
would not be the mere appendage to a machine. Such a
humanisation of large industries would result, according
to Proudhon, from the introduction of strong workers’ as-
sociations. These associations would enable the workers
to determine jointly by election how the enterprise was
to be directed and operated on a day-to-day basis.” [Op.
Cit., p. 156]

As can be seen, McNally distorts Proudhon’s ideas on this ques-
tion.

2

McNally correctly states that Proudhon “oppose[d] trade unions.’
While it is true that Proudhon opposed strikes as counter-
productive as well as trade unions, this cannot be said of Bakunin,
Kropotkin, Goldman, and so on. Bakunin, for example, considered
trade unions as truest means of expressing the power of the work-
ing class and strikes as a sign of their “collective strength.” [The Ba-
sic Bakunin, pp. 149-50] Why should Proudhon (the odd man out
in anarchist theory with regards to this issue) be taken as defining
that theory? Such an argument is simply dishonest and presents a
false picture of anarchist theory.

Next McNally states that Proudhon “violently opposed democ-
racy” and presents a series of non-referenced quotes to prove his
case. Such a technique is useful for McNally as it allows him quote
Proudhon without regard to when and where Proudhon made
these comments and the context in which they were made. It is well
known, for example, that Proudhon went through a reactionary
phrase roughly between 1852 and 1862 and so any quotes from
this period would be at odds with his anarchist works. As Daniel
Guerin notes:
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“Many of these masters were not anarchists throughout
their lives and their complete works include passages
which have nothing to do with anarchism.

“To take an example: in the second part of his ca-
reer Proudhon’s thinking took a conservative turn.”
[Anarchism, p. 6]

Similarly, McNally fails to quote the many statements Proudhon
made in favour of democracy. Why should the anti-democratic
quotes represent anarchism and not the pro-democratic ones?
Which ones are more in line with anarchist theory and practice?
Surely the pro-democratic ones. Hence we find Proudhon argu-
ing that “[iJn democratising us, revolution has launched us on the
path of industrial democracy” and that his People’s Bank ‘embod-
ies the financial and economic aspects of modern democracy, that is,
the sovereignty of the People, and of the republican motto, Liberty,
Equality, Fraternity.” We have already mentioned Proudhon’s
support for workers’ self-managem