TRAINEE’S WORKBOOK

WHAT IS ANARCHISM? MODULE 3

ANARCHISM & STRATEGY:
REVOLUTION, COUNTERPOWER,
COUNTERCULTURE AND
PROBLEMS OF ORGANISATION

ANARCHIST
POLITICAL
SCHOOL

1

TRAINEE’S WORKBOOK

WHAT IS ANARCHISM? MODULE 3

Module 3

Anarchism and Strategy: Revolution, Counterpower,
Counterculture and Problems of Organisation
“The revolutionary collectivists [i.e. Anarchists] try to diffuse science and knowledge among the
people, so that the various groups of human society, when convinced by propaganda, may organise
and spontaneously combine into federations, in accordance with their natural tendencies and their
real interests, but never according to a plan traced in advance and imposed upon the ignorant
masses by a few “superior” minds.”
- Mikhail Bakunin

1. Introduction
As we have seen in previous modules, anarchists fight for
the creation of a society based on the principles of
anarchism: that is, a society based on a federation of
worker and community councils, where production would
be organised for use and not profit, distribution is arranged
according to need through which decisions are made
through processes of participatory democracy.

In order for us to achieve a society like this our class must
have two things:
First, a revolutionary consciousness. We must understand the current capitalist system and the
position we occupy in it. We must believe in our own ability to change the system, and posses the
desire to do so – while rejecting solutions that do not tackle the state, hierarchy and all forms of
oppression.
Secondly, industrial and community organisations. We need to be able to physically take over, seize
the factories and farms and destroy the state, and to rebuild society on more equal and democratic
lines.
But we also need to be able to put these together into a strategy. Even the best bottom-up
organisation will fail to develop into a revolutionary movement without revolutionary ideas.
Without a revolutionary perspective, strategy and tactics we will continually fail to develop in a
revolutionary direction.
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2. What is a Strategy?
A strategy is the means adopted to reach a goal.
For anarchists, the goal is the society in which there is hierarchy (no state and no class) and no
domination (based on race, gender etc.), and where everyone has the same opportunities to access to
the things they need and the power to make decisions that affect them.
The goal is set by larger principles and guided by theory.
In the case of anarchism, the principles include the following:
·
·
·
·
·
·

anti-capitalism
class struggle
internationalism
opposition to oppression
commitment to building a society based on self-management,
equality and
participatory planning

Did you notice that
these principles are
in line with the goals
described above?

Within these principles, there are different possibilities for strategy, and it is possible to identify two
main anarchist ones:
·

Insurrectionary anarchism:
This strategy pictures the use of armed action, called
“propaganda by the deed” to spark a spontaneous
revolution

·

Mass anarchism:
This strategy focuses on mass organisations and
“propaganda by the word”.

In 1901, the president of the United States, William
McKinley, was assassinated by Leon Czolgosz,
an insurrectionist anarchist.

Tactics are the smaller measures, or concrete steps (work-plan) taken to implement the strategy. The
tactics must also not contradict the theory or strategy.
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3. Anarchism and Strategy
We can divide strategy into long-term and short-term components. Short-term strategy deals with
more immediate conditions in specific conditions, so short-term strategy necessarily varies
depending on several factors.
We said above that there are two main strategies in anarchism. Both of these are long-term anarchist
strategies. We will only discuss mass anarchism in this module, because mass anarchism is the
dominant form of anarchism today.

4. Mass Anarchism:
The main long-term anarchist strategy centres on the view that only mass movements can create a
revolutionary change in society, and that such movements are typically built through struggles
around immediate issues or “reforms” (such as wages, police brutality, housing, or high prices and
so on), and that anarchists must participate in such movements to radicalise and transform them into
levers of revolutionary change.
This entails building a revolutionary counterpower and counterculture within mass movements
with a view to seizing control of production and administration through a social revolution.
GROUP DISCUSSION: WHAT DO YOU THINK THE
TERMS COUNTERPOWER AND
COUNTERCULTURE MEAN?

Hint: Think about the dominant forms of power and dominant culture in capitalist society.

5. Social Revolution
We have discussed in previous modules the fact that under capitalism the means of production
(farms, factories, land etc.) are owned and controlled by a small group of capitalists – who use this
economic power to force the working class to work for them for wages. Although the working class
produces all the wealth in the world, under capitalism it is unable to share in it.
But the working class constitutes the vast majority of the world’s population. How can it be that the
majority allows this situation to continue?
The current situation of capitalism and the state is maintained by two main things:
·
·

Physical control - when we challenge the system by going on strike or protesting for services
and rights, the ruling class uses the police and military to suppress us by physical force.
Ideological control – where capitalism and the state are made to be seen as natural and
unavoidable, and certain ideas are promoted which make the system seem fair.
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Although there are many things that can be done in order for the working class to improve its
situation and take control of its own destiny here and now (we will discuss this in the next section),
we will not be able to do much unless we profoundly change this situation. This is because we need
those valuable resources currently held by a small group of capitalists.
This means we need to take back what is rightfully ours: we need to seize the farms, factories and
land from the capitalists and state and place them under worker and community control so that what
we produce can be shared between us equitably.
This is called a social revolution: where the ordinary workers and poor take over society; we
collectivise the economy from below.
In concrete terms this means that we organise ourselves into strong, revolutionary mass
organisations – unions and social movements that have the capacity and strength to occupy the land
on a mass scale and lock out the bosses. However, although this rupture is an important part of
revolution, it is not all of it. We need to start preparing for that day right now.

6. Counterpower: Building Tomorrow Today
A big part of the mass anarchist strategy says that the struggle for a new, free society must contain
within itself the seeds of the new order, so that the basic framework of the new society would have
already been created inside the old, so that when we are strong enough to seize the means of
production, all the pieces are already in place.
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This means that today’s working class organisations (trade unions and community organisations)
are the building blocks – right here and now – of a post-capitalist world. The structures we put in
place in those organisations now, will literally become the structures of self-government later. This
means that the revolution is understood as a process, of building “socialism from below”. We call
this process “prefiguration”: our organisations prefigure the self-governed society. This is why it is
important that they are run democratically, and from the bottom up.
Syndicalist (revolutionary anarchist) unions and community organisations must therefore perform
three main functions. They must be:
1. The fighting organisations of the workers and poor against the ruing class (bosses and
politicians)
2. A school to train workers and the poor so that they will be able to manage economic and social
life in the future. Most mass struggles and campaigns are an education in themselves where we can
gain first hand and valuable experience (of other leftists, the law etc.) that will prepare us for the
fight.
3. The nucleus of the future free society.
In this sense, our unions and social movements become at the same
time organs of resistance and of revolution. They become structures
of “counterpower”: resisting the powerful, in order to supplant and
replace them. We must gradually but forcefully push back the
boundaries of ruling class power – so that we constantly expand our
own sphere of control and power.

A lot of work needs
to be done before
we can finally take
over!

This can happen in all spheres of life: at work, school, university, and in our communities. This way
we take back control over our own lives.

Activity:
Can you think of any examples from South African history where ordinary people were
successfully able to do this? Write your answer in the space provided.

A strategy of prefiguration (“building tomorrow today”) raises important questions about the nature
of struggle required. Anarchists argue that this struggle needs to be independent and oppositional –
it must be a self-managed struggle conducted outside of and against the state. This means that we
should never help or rely on the ruling class – in workplaces or in our communities. We should
always try to win what we want by relying on ourselves and fighting the class war.
5

TRAINEE’S WORKBOOK

WHAT IS ANARCHISM? MODULE 3

7. What Changes What?
This does not mean that we shouldn’t fight political struggles: fighting for changes in state policy
and rights are absolutely important, it simply means that political action which entails using the
state machinery to create these changes is not. We argue strongly against reliance on politicians, the
courts, arbitration etc. It is through mass oppositional struggle that the greatest possibility for
victory lies.
Neither can the state be used by the working class in order for it to take control. History is flooded
by examples of the failure of this strategy – even revolutionaries who entered the state through
workers parties with a vision of creating socialism ended up turning against the very people that put
them there. This is not because they were bad people who had bad intentions; it is because the very
the nature and structure of the state produces corruption.

Rather than
people changing
the state, the state
changes people!

This goes back to the argument made before – that strategy (means) must
complement the goal (ends) you want to achieve. A self-managed,
independent, bottom-up society is only possible through a selfmanaged, independent, bottom-up mass movement.

Activities:
1. In groups, discuss and list five characteristics that our organisations would need to possess if they
were going to prefigure an anarchist society.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

8. Counterculture
Capitalism pervades every aspect of our lives. In some cases we are able to see its impact very
clearly – for example in the inequality that exists between the rich and the poor. But sometimes it is
more difficult to see just how deeply engrained capitalism is in society.
Capitalism is not just an economic system, it also promotes a set of values and certain ideas about
the way things are and the way things should be. For example, capitalism promotes the idea that the
poor are poor because they are lazy or stupid, and that the rich are rich because they work hard and
are innovative, or are “entrepreneurs”. These ideas undermine the struggle of the workers because
they deny that it is the system – not one’s character – that puts people in these positions!
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In many cases, we unconsciously accept these ideas and absorb and internalise these values without
even realising it. This means that our practices as the working class often reflect these ideas.
The ideas, values and practices promoted by capitalism together make up a capitalist or ruling class
culture that penetrates most parts of society.

GROUP DISCUSSION: DO YOU THINK THAT PEOPLE ARE
GREEDY AND SELFISH BY NATURE?

9. How is “ruling class culture” promoted?
From the time we are very young, ruling class culture is forced on
us. The school system is a major channel for this process. While we
do learn some useful things at school, school learning also involves
the learning of beliefs, attitudes and values that are accepted as
‘normal’ and ‘good’ by the society we live in. Many of these ideas
are designed to prevent the working class from breaking free from
its current position in capitalism. Negative ideas like these are also
promoted in the mainstream media – through TV, radio, magazines
and newspapers – which are owned by the ruling class.
There are 3 main aspects of this dominant ruling class culture that
we learn at school and through the media:
·

·
·

·

“Respect” for authority. This teaches us to accept the fact
that most of our lives will be ruled and determined by decisions
made by others. In this way, school makes us into good subjects of the ruling class.
A culture of passivity. By stamping out active and critical thought and inquisitive investigation,
we
are turned into submissive consumers. While school does train us to work hard (so that we can
become good workers for our bosses), we are not encouraged to question what is said by those
in power.
Competitiveness and individualism. We are constantly being made to compete with others,
whether in the classroom, on the sports field or with others at work or in our communities.

Anarchists say that part of building a working class counterpower is
about ideas. We need to build a working class counterculture:
this is a set of ideas, values and practices that can oppose and
challenge ruling class culture and are more in line with the
values of anarchism. So, instead of competition, selfishness and
submissiveness, our movements need to be filled with a sense
of pride, a belief in our own capacity, co-operation and mutual
aid. We need to spread awareness that we can create our ow n
working class culture, class pride and working class identity.
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In other words, counterculture is
about those practices of the working
class that have been developed
consciously to challenge and take
ground from the dominant class.
For too long the ruling class has
dominated the sphere of culture! We
can also use our organisations to set up
our own newspapers, magazines and
radio programmes – that can oppose
the anti-poor messages we get from the
mainstream media!
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Case Study: The International Working People’s
Association (IWPA), Chicago
In 1886, four anarchist trade unionists linked to the
IWPA, a revolutionary anarchist organisation, were
hanged for their role in the struggle for the 8-hour day.
Many people don’t realise that May Day started with the
anarchists.
The IWPA was a vibrant organisation, with several of its own
organs of counterculture. It ran 14 newspapers – including
the first ever anarchist daily. As one commentator has put it,
the IWPA “created networks of orchestras, choirs, theatrical
groups, debating clubs, literary societies, gymnastic and
shooting clubs that involved and encouraged the participation
of thousands of people. They also organised lectures, concerts,
picnics, dances, plays and recitations in which children as well
as adults took part. Saloons and beer-gardens...became
bustling centres of radical life” [1] The IWPA provided
services to members and their families who were in need. In
all their pageants and festivals, music played a central role in
disseminating revolutionary ideals.
In this way, the IWPA anarchists were able to subvert ruling
class culture, and reaffirm their identity and pride as workers.
[1] Paul Avrich,1984, The Haymarket Tragedy, p. 136.

Writing activity:
Can you think of an example of counterculture in your own organisation?
Explain why it is countercultural.

8

TRAINEE’S WORKBOOK

WHAT IS ANARCHISM? MODULE 3

10. Divisions in the Working Class
Having the working class accept this ruling class culture is very useful for the ruling class.
For example, if we think that hard work will make us rich, then we are not going to fight to change
the unjust system. Similarly, if we accept that authority must be respected, we are not going to
confront the bosses and rulers that keep us down.
But, even more dangerous is the way that
mainstream culture promotes ideas that keep
the working class divided. The bosses and
politicians are terrified of the potential
power that the working class holds, and they
should be! But they also know that where
that power lies is in the unity of the working
class. That’s why they do everything they
can to keep the working class divided. One
of the ways they do this is by promoting
divisive ideas in the media.
For example, many working class men are
constantly exposed to hateful ideas about
women on TV. This often makes them
disrespect women, view them as inferior and
even abuse them. The ruling class, through
the media, is also involved in spreading
xenophobic ideas about foreigners.
Xenophobia is very useful for the
government because rather than asking why
the system produces so much poverty and so
few jobs, working class brothers and sisters were too busy beating each other up for the problems in
the system. Similarly, the capitalist elite in South Africa promoted racism and tribalism to keep the
working class divided under Apartheid, so that they could profit from the super-exploitation of the
black working class. Although Apartheid is now over, racism still exists and is still used to weaken
and divide the working class. Anarchists oppose racism, as with all forms of discrimination and
oppression.
When these sexist, racist or xenophobic practices are brought into our organisations, it weakens our
collective power – because the more we fight amongst ourselves, the less strength we have to fight
the rulers!

DISCUSSION: DO YOU THINK THAT SEXISM BENEFITS WORKING
CLASS MEN? WHY/WHY NOT?
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11. The role of ideas
The tragedy of our history is that people fight and they rise up against oppression and exploitation,
but others reap the fruits of the tree of freedom. We fight the same fights over and over again.
Mikhail Bakunin, the great anarchist revolutionary, explained that the masses will always rebel. The
fact that so many of us are so poor and so disempowered generates our “instinct” of revolt. Our
desire for better conditions, but also for more say over our own futures are important – they provide
the potential for us to remake the world through revolution.
But this is not enough. For Bakunin, what we need is a “new faith” in the possibility of a new
world, and in the ability of ordinary people to create it. Ideas play a vital role in our struggle.
Without them we will remain the tools and fools of the elites.
What does a “new faith” mean? It means we
need a new vision of society, along with a
clear idea of how to get there, strategically
and tactically. We need anarchism.
We must make anarchism the leading idea of
the working class; it must inspire the mass
organisations of the working class to rise up
in their own name. According to a famous
document written by Russian anarchists
called the “Platform” (we will revisit this
later), it is “only on the theoretical base of
anarchism that the social revolution can
succeed in the complete emancipation of
labour”.
We recognise that different levels of consciousness exist within the
working class. In fact, many working class people are so tied to the
ruling class culture that pervades our society. But on the other hand,
it is therefore possible to say that an “advanced” section
(“vanguard”) of workers and the poor does exist. A minority of
working class people do have a clearer picture of the way the system
works, the role of the state and the nature of capitalism. By virtue of
this fact these people are in the forefront of class struggle and play a
leading role in that struggle.

“Vanguard: The
foremost or leading
position in a
movement or field,
or those occupying
such a position.”

In some sense this conscious minority constitutes a “vanguard”. But the role of this “vanguard” is
that of educators and instigators. In so far as they are leaders, it is because they are a "leadership" of
ideas.
We have no time for the leadership of personalities or that of a higher committee of a party. This
makes anarchism different from other socialists (Leninists, Trotskyists). For these socialists, the fact
that this minority understands things better, or is more class conscious, means that they should have
the “right” to take decisions for the class (whether we like it or not), and the “right” to take power in
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our name. We reject this sort of leadership. We are totally opposed to the idea that power must be
held and controlled by the "vanguard party" during and after the revolution. We must always fight
against that influence in our class that seeks to promote the idea that a permanent, unelected
leadership is necessary.
Our aim as anarchists is to try minimising such unevenness in consciousness, without
compromising the clarity of the content of our own ideas. We must fight to make anarchism the
dominant idea in the working class.

12. Defence of the Revolution
The ruling class will not want to share their wealth and power with
everyone , therefore there will be a big backlash by the old ruling class
who will try turn everything back to the way things were.
Because of this, we will need a workers militia to defend the new,
free society. This militia will be internally democratic, accountable to,
and bound by, the decisions made at congresses (general assemblies) of
the mass organisations.

A “militia” is a
military force made
up of ordinary people
to provide defence
and secure peace

13. After the Revolution
By building a revolutionary working class counterpower right now, we are essentially preparing for
the day when we take over. But the work does not stop on the day of the revolution. After we seize
the means of production and administration the workers will need to continue their efforts to
reorganise society in the interest of all.
In place of top-down rule by
corporations and states, we must build
a global federation of self-governing
workplaces and communities based on
voluntary association and participatory
democracy.
Revolutionary social movements
replace the municipalities with street,
block and ward committees and
meetings. Revolutionary alliances of
education workers, parents and
learners govern the schools.
Revolutionary trade unions occupy and
run the workplaces (this is called
anarcho-syndicalism).
Decisions would be made by those affected by their outcomes. Those decisions that could be taken
at the local level would be take at the local level, through assemblies and mandated committees.
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When co-ordination is needed between the local structures, this would be done through mandated
delegates and congresses. These delegates receive no privileges – they simply carry out instructions
from below. In this way, every effort is made to avoid a situation where a permanent layer of
experts and officials emerges.
Permanent structures of co-ordination would exist within local areas, regions, provinces, countries,
continents and the whole world. Such a system would have no top-down hierarchy. It would be run
from the bottom up and would have no state. It would be a democracy without the state.
One of the core functions of this system would be participatory economic planning, where
production would be placed under the control of all the workers. We would plan the economy from
below – where production would be organised to meet the needs and wants of everybody. This
means that we would all provide information about what we need, and then we would arrange
production on the farms and factories to meet those needs. There would be no unemployment and
all goods would be freely available to those who contribute to the community by working.

14. Social and Political Levels of Organisation
The lack of visible organisation, normal and accepted
by each one of its members makes possible the
establishment of arbitrary,
less libertarian organisations.
Luigi Fabbri

Having looked at the anarchist strategy for social
transformation (through a social revolution built by
revolutionary working class counterpower and
counterculture), we now turn to examine one of the
essential tools anarchists believe necessary to achieve
this transformation – organisation.
The main idea behind the term "organisation" is that of
self-management in the sense that anarchists believe
that every form of organised struggle must be
"managed" only by those involved and, let there be no
misunderstanding here, by ALL those involved.
This concept separates anarchists from all those
who seek to turn organisation into a tool for
establishing their own political power.
For anarchist communists, there are two levels of organisation, which correspond faithfully to two
levels of consciousness and of struggle: the "specific" or “political” organisation and the "mass"
or “social” organisation.
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DISCUSSION: WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SOCIAL AND
POLITICAL ORGANISATION? GIVE A FEW EXAMPLES OF EACH.
The mass organisation (trade union, social movement etc.) unites various categories of workers and
poor on the basis of their immediate survival, and on the basis of the need to improve their living
and working conditions.
The mass organisation does not require a complete
vision of the broader class struggle, only a practical
capacity and a desire to fight capital. In nonrevolutionary times it is concerned with the immediate
day-to-day struggles and concerns of the working class,
and is not necessarily revolutionary.
The members of the mass organisation are all those
among the proletariat who understand that it is only by struggle and not through prayer,
entrepreneurship or being obedient to the bosses that improved living and working conditions can
be obtained.
The specific anarchist political organisation, or anarchist party, unites those class-struggle militants
who share a similar understanding of all the difficulties of the class struggle and how to struggle
against them; that is to say a precise theory and a clear, well-defined and concrete historical plan
(strategy).
The specific organisation is truly anarchist. It is made up only of anarchists and is distinguishable
from other political organisations by its characteristic theory, organisational form, historical plan
and practices.

DISCUSSION: WHY IS IT IMPORTANT FOR ANARCHISTS TO ORGANISE
THEMSELVES INTO ANARCHIST-ONLY POLITICAL ORGANISATIONS?

15. The Role of the Anarchist Political Organisation
Only an anarchist organisation is capable of dealing with the problems raised by the class struggle,
because only an organised group of class-struggle militants can link the immediate needs of the
working class to a historical project for the complete emancipation of the working class and poor
through social revolution.
The role of the anarchist organisation is to win the most widespread understanding and
influence of anarchist ideas and methods amongst the workers and poor. We said before that
anarchism must become the "leading idea" of the working class – it is the job of the anarchist
political organisation to make this happen.
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To do this we have to be able to explain and clarify what is happening in capitalist society; to
provide answers to the pressing questions of our class. The anarchist organisation aims to be a
"collective memory" for the class – in terms of combating false ideas (like Marxism and
nationalism), and in terms of keeping alive and developing the traditions of the working class
movements and anarchism. This includes analysing the lessons of past community and workplace
struggles, and preserving them to be learnt from.
The anarchist organisation does not aim to "lead" the workers and poor into socialism, or to declare
socialism “from above”. The workers and poor must make the revolution by and for
themselves. The role of the anarchist organisation is to educate and organise the masses to
take power in their own name.
In concrete terms this means we need to build a mass internatio nal
anarchist organisation.
This organisation must aim to link a criticism of the modern state/
capitalist society with a vision of a new way of organising human
society. It will produce propaganda and help to build the
confidence and ability of the workers and the poor to fight for
themselves and make their own decisions.

“How do we get
from where we are
(capitalism) to
where we want to
be (anarchist
communism)?”

It should work inside the unions, social
movements and other class organisations for
the leadership of the anarchist idea. It should
fight for the reconstruction of the union
movement on the basis of anarchist ideas (class
independence, self-management, direct action,
workers’ democracy etc.). The unions must
become the fist that can smash capitalism.
The anarchist organisation must be big enough
and effective enough to defend the mass
movements of the working class from
opportunists, reformism, authoritarianism, and
to block the ambitions of political parties to
“substitute” themselves for (stand in place of)
the masses. The anarchist organisation, and its
sister organisations internationally, must aim to
build such an international anarchist
organisation.
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16. Structure of the Anarchist Organisation
When speaking of organisation, we must at the same time deal with two different problems: the
CONCEPT of organisation and the PRACTICE of organisation.
By concept, we mean the conscious and clear identification of the relationships which exist between
the various elements that make up the political organisation, the party.
By practice, we mean the difficult task of translating those concepts into the DAILY PRACTICE of
the political organisation.
One of the most important attempts to develop a theory of
anarchist political organisation which could unify theory and
practice was the Organisational Platform of the General Union of
Anarchists, drawn up in 1926 by exiled anarchist veterans of the
Russian Revolution.
The "Organisational Section” of the Platform proposed four core
organisational principles:
1. Theoretical Unity.
2. Tactical Unity.
3. Collective Responsibility.
4.Federalism.

Nestor Makhno (1888-1934), a
commander of the Revolutionary
Insurgent Army of the Ukraine,
and one of the authors of the
Anarchist Platform.

The first two principles express the need for an agreed political
programme based on a shared understanding of both the goal and
the method of revolutionary anarchism. The requirement of
collective responsibility is simply a recognition that
democratic membership rights carry with them the
responsibility of abiding by collective decisions: "there can be
no decisions without their execution". The principle of
federalism will not be looked at in this module.

The authors of the Platform understood the need for an anarchist political organisation, based on an
agreed programme, which can provide answers to all the problems and concerns of the masses;
“from the moment when anarchists declare a conception of the revolution and the structure of
society, they are obliged to give all these questions a clear response.”
In order for anarchism to have a resonance in the working class movement there are a number of
concepts which, we believe, must serve as a foundtion in the building of a mass anarchist
organisation.
We will now look at these concepts systematically.
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17. Theoretical and Tactical Unity: The Need for a Programme
The strategy must be shared by all members of the anarchist organisation because, as it defines the
historical role of the anarchist communists, it represents the very soul, the motivation and the reason
of our political action. Any lack of unity at this level would inevitably lead to chaos when deciding
the simplest problems of strategy, method and alliance.
The agreement between all the organisation’s militants with its political strategy is an important
condition for reaching the objectives that it sets out.
Anarchist communist unity is based on theoretical unity. The historical role of anarchist
communists is proved by their strategic unity. The long-term political objective (anarchist
socialism), the political project which is the basis of the organisation is achievable because there is
unity on political strategy – the anarchist communist strategy for social revolution through
counterpower and counterculture.
"The only method leading to the solution of the problem of general organisation is, in our view, to
rally active anarchist militants to a base of precise positions: theoretical, tactical and
organisational, i.e. the more or less perfect base of a homogeneous programme."
If the theoretical disagreements are too great, then unity of action will largely be impossible and the
organisation will disintegrate or exist purely as a debating society.

DISCUSSION: WHY IS UNIFIED OR COLLECTIVE PRACTICE
IMPORTANT?
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18. Collective Responsibility
If the militants of the organisation adopt anarchist theory as being correct for the class struggle, and
if they recognise in the organisation they are members of the best form for correctly expressing
their political ideas, they must consequently conceive of the organisation as a unit. In other words,
the members of the organisation acting collectively in the class struggle become a unit when they
recognise that they share substantially similar ideas.
The whole organisation becomes responsible for the political activity of each member, which
represents the organisation in the class struggle and, the other way around, each member is
responsible for the political activity of the organisation in general.
By collective responsibility, we mean in practice that if militants make a decision which politically
concerns those who make it, then each member is answerable to the others for any lack in carrying
out his or her political task.

Writing activity:
Give a few reasons why you think collective responsibility is important in a political organisation.
Explain why you think so. Think about your own experience in struggle.
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19. Cadre Organisation
Many proletarians who by right should be part of the most
advanced front of the class struggle are instead absent. It is
up to us to involve them in what is, after all, their struggle.
There are others involved who only do something when
their immediate needs and interests are at stake. They too
need to be involved more fully in "their" struggle. They all
have their part to play in the mass organisations.
However, some comrades accept full responsibility for their
ideas and this is matched with admirable political work, by
acting on their political consciousness, even risking a heavy
price at times. These are the class-struggle militants, or
cadre, the militants who want a specific organisation and
who become members of it.
Mikhail Bakunin (1814-1876), Russian
anarchist revolutionary and father of
anarchist theory.

Cadre of an anarchist communist organisation are, and
remain, first and foremost class-struggle militants. Our work
in the organisation is an integral part of our lives as human
beings and as anarchist comrades.

We know that everything is political, from the way in which we struggle for our immediate interests
to the way we run our private lives and our free time, from the way we work together in the
building of our organisation and our movement.
As we have shown, the anarchist political organisation requires that its members are politically
conscious and independently minded, that they are not simply academics or shop stewards but
anarchist militants capable of winning influence for anarchist ideas.
We use the term “cadre organisation” to define this concept. This is because it specifies the way in
which such an organisation must be built. The term “cadre” means the core or nucleus of an
organisation. In an anarchist political organisation the cadre is the layer of skilled organisers
and agitators on which the growth of the organisation, and the spread of anarchist influence
depends.
Our advocacy of a “cadre organisation” is based on the understanding that a mass anarchist
organisation can only be built on a solid foundation of activists who have the skills necessary to
“educate, agitate and organise”. A serious political organisation needs to develop step-by-step.,
therefore the first task is to develop and clarify its political ideas, to elaborate its programme
and to build an educated cadre of militants. Thus the initial phase is characterised by
development in the quality rather than the quantity of members.
Political development requires self-education which in turn is a vital precondition of internal
democracy . We anarchists want to build an organisation which can wage and win the “ battle of
ideas “ against all rival ideologies. Thus in order to prevent the dominance of a few “experts” there
should be a comprehensive internal education programme.
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Such a programme is necessary to facilitate informed
decision-making and participation in the policy-making
process. There will inevitably exist a contradiction between
experienced and inexperienced members. What is important
is that this contradiction is consciously minimised by the
political organisation taking responsibility for the political
education of its membership.
Anarchist political schools however are only one part of the
equation, experience is the other. The class struggle itself is
the best form of education, and for developing activist
skills. Thus membership of a cadre organisation must entail
active involvement in all spheres of political life: as trade
unionists, in student unions and social movements,
unemployed groups and in the political campaigns which
concern our class.

Characteristics of an Anarchist
Communist Cadre:
The cadre of an anarchist political
organisation are the most conscious,
committed and reliable class struggle
militants, who share a clear analysis and
understanding of capitalism and the
state and a common plan of action to
advance the class struggle towards
social revolution. The cadre of an
anarchist political organisation should
be:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reliable
Honest
Trustworthy
Ethical
Committed
Hard-working

The organisation must therefore encourage, facilitate and co-ordinate the activities of its members
in order to make the most of the experience of struggle. A new and developing organisation must
carefully select and prioritise its activities in order to make the most of its limited resources. The
important point nonetheless is that the activism of the membership takes on an organised character.
As we have seen, a cadre organisation is not an organisation of the whole class like trade unions and
social movements, but of a politically conscious minority of anarchists.
Recruitment to a cadre organisation must depend on broad agreement with, understanding
of, and commitment to the programme of the organisation. Recruits must be aware of the
responsibilities to the membership: regular attendance of meetings, payment
of dues,
execution of collective decisions and mandates.
We advocate an internal education programme to ensure maximum internal democracy. Only an
active critical membership can prevent the emergence of a division between leaders and led, which
is a defining feature of authoritarian socialist (Marxist, Leninist etc.) and nationalists (ANC, IFP
etc.) organisations.
Our “cadre” is not a core of “leaders” within a chain of command, but the most skilled, committed
and competent of activists. An anarchist cadre is not a bureaucracy or executive committee, it is an
instrument for building a different political movement where everyone is a leader and no-one has
any privileges or political rights over anyone else.
We want a movement of revolutionaries who can win the arguments in all working class forums,
who can think and act without being told what to do by a central committee, who know how direct
democracy works and who can democratise struggles accordingly.
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We want anarchists to be able to decisively influence the course of the class struggle in an antiauthoritarian, anti-capitalist and revolutionary direction. Ultimately such organised anarchists must
be able to play their part in the working class destruction of the capitalist state, and in preventing
opportunists and authoritarians from hijacking a successful workers revolution.
Capitalism today can no more satisfy human needs than it could in Bakunin’s day. We appeal to all
those who are serious about consigning capitalism to history: join us in building an anarchist
movement which can arm the working class with the politics necessary to accomplish this task.
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