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Preface




For all us sons of earth, the enemy is the reigning despot of heaven, whether that despot is the Olympian, as he has been for the last ten thousand years, or this new Triad of Cruelty, Love, and Lies, who will rule for the next two thousand years.


John Cowper Powys1





Anarchism is a broad river with various currents, but in popular imagination and a good deal of scholarship it is commonly misunderstood as being synonymous with disorder and rampant violence. Joseph Conrad, for instance, immortalised the anarchist as a violent fanatic seeking the destruction of civilisation in The Secret Agent. Raymond Williams points out in his study Keywords that the earliest uses of ‘anarchism’ ‘are not too far from the early hostile uses of Democracy.’2 But as the enigmatic protagonist of Alan Moore’s V for Vendetta explained, ‘Anarchy means “without leaders”; not “without order.”’3 Colloquial meanings of ‘anarchy’ (disorder, chaos, bedlam) should not be confused with ‘anarchism’ (‘a decentralized and self-regulating society consisting of a federation of voluntary associations,’ as Peter Marshall summarised it in his classic study) – indeed, like Proudhon, most anarchists are ‘firm friend[s] of order.’4 The resistance of the oppressed, the authors of Ephesians also understood, ‘is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the world powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.’5 In short, anarchism (or libertarian socialism, depending on your philosophical bent) calls for socialism in the political and economic realm (workers’ control over production within a non-hierarchical federation of workers’ councils) whilst placing strong emphasis on individual freedom, though it goes beyond liberalism in its rejection of state power. Anarchism is also perhaps more emotive than traditional socialism or Marxism, with more importance being placed upon individual creativity (hence why Neo-Impressionists like Seurat and Pissarro were sympathetic to it).6


The life-long anarchist and literary critic George Woodcock explained in 1944 that anarchism ‘is not a creed of terror and destruction, of social chaos and turmoil, of perpetual war between the individuals within society; it is not nihilism. On the contrary, it is the opposite of all these; a doctrine based on the idea of natural order within society, and of peace between individuals who respect their mutual freedom and integrity. It is the faith of the complete man, growing to fulfillment through social, economic and mental freedom.’7 Likewise, after the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881, medical student Sophie Bardina was interviewed by L’Express, and said of those responsible: ‘Yes, we are anarchists, but for us, anarchy does not signify disorder, but harmony in all social relations; for us, anarchy is nothing but the negation of oppressions which stifle the development of free societies.’8


Unlike a great number of studies concerning English literary history, the primary intention of this book is to focus on the neglected and repressed indigenous anarchist tradition of the British Isles, attending to those concerns of authors which strike me as exhibiting what John Cowper Powys and Bertrand Russell called anarchist ‘tendencies.’ Though the book is almost entirely limited in focus to those authors who have, at one point or another, explicitly defined themselves as anarchists, these tendencies are sometimes indirect or unintentional. Anarchist strains of thought, for instance, have been convincingly found in the ninth-century Najdite Muslims of Basra, the mystical late-medieval anarchists the Brethren of the Free Spirit, and one can easily detect them in the writings and actions of the Diggers and Ranters of the seventeenth century, along with Rabelais (who influenced Powys) and Étienne de La Boétie during the Renaissance.9


The anarchist ideas of nineteenth-century workers have also been neglected by many critics and historians who prefer to focus on crime, family structure, and diet. The Yiddish-speaking Jews of Clydeside and East London were fervent anarchists, and the Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin’s journal Freedom is a popular text to this day. However, thanks to the decline of the self-educated culture of pre-war Britain and the rise of consumerist fantasies, anarchism’s light has dimmed considerably in the nation’s collective memory. The Labour Party’s early successes in the 1920s and publications like Beatrice and Sidney Webb’s New Statesman (which countered the anarchist Alfred Orage’s New Age) also increased the public’s faith in parliamentary ‘reform’ and undermined calls for extra-parliamentary non-violent civil disobedience. Left-leaning publications like the New Statesman continue to drown out Britain’s anarchist publications and journals. In a letter to Kingsley Martin, editor of the New Statesman, Lancelot Hogben reminded him of the following in the Christmas of 1937: ‘Fundamentally, my dear Kingsley, you and your entourage expect your readers to pick up an elusive reference to the seventh mistress of a 17th century minor French poet, and refuse to reckon with the fact that hundreds of people who don’t give a damn for your French poet or his mistress know much more about a kilowatt, a calorie or a bacteriophage than you do.’10


There are no fixed anarchist principles which an individual need adhere to on fear of expulsion from any accepted anarchist groups. Anarchists instead promote the tendency in human thought to challenge and question all forms of authority, domination, hierarchy and coercion, and work towards dismantling them if they cannot be justified. Anarchists and libertarian socialists have had many goals historically which substantially resonate today with many social movements not explicitly termed ‘anarchist’ (like important strands of the Green movement in Britain), chief amongst them being: to strengthen public control and involvement in mass media; to transform top-down bureaucracies into the worker-controlled industries; free association between individuals at all levels of society; the promotion of equality and human rights between individuals and protection of the natural environment; a rejection of consumerism, commodification and private property; a rejection of transcendent or divine authority; promoting collective usage of intellectual property (‘And if the descendants of the very inventor who constructed the first machine for lace-making, a century ago, were to present themselves to-day in a lace factory in Bâle or Nottingham, and claim their rights, they would be told: “Hands off! this machine is not yours,” and they would be shot down if they attempted to take possession of it’11); promoting non-violent action against harmful or dangerous measures to members of society or people of other countries; a suspicion of all forms of authority. Once we spell out these aims clearly, and identify the kinds of authority these criteria require to be dismantled, it is easy to see with Kropotkin ‘the absurdity of naming a few men and saying to them, “Make laws regulating all our spheres of activity, although not one of you knows anything about them!”’


As much as the feudalists, Ottomans, Bolsheviks and modern liberal democracies despise the rule of the demos, so too do they reject the idea that their own existence is harmful and divisive. Much propaganda has been put out over the last century and a half to associate ‘anarchism’ with chaos, misrule, arson, turmoil, violence and confusion. The Girondins, during the French Revolution, attacked their radical opponents as ‘anarchists,’ helping to associate further collectivist movements with the same concocted ideology. Nobody owns the label ‘anarchist,’ of course, and the most vicious terrorist can call himself an anarchist at the same time as a pacifist simply because they share similar long-term goals (such as the abolition of the state). Those who branded themselves ‘anarchists’ in the 1870s spoke against the dictatorship of the proletariat prophesied by the orthodox Marxists, and instead promoted self-governing collectives to replace state organization. Many activists have applied the anarchist principles of trade union organisation with modern factory systems and a variety of early participatory economics. This was later called anarcho-syndicalism, and was advocated by anti-authoritarian socialists like Antonie Pannekoek and Rosa Luxemburg during the violent rise of the Bolsheviks from 1917-1921.


The pre-war British, US, Latin American, Australian and European range of anarcho-syndicalism aimed to construct a libertarian society without economic or political oppression, achieved through the means of general strike and direct action. The anarcho-syndicalists have traditionally believed that the commune should be the focus of society’s organisation, whereas the similar anarcho-communists put more emphasis on trade unionists. But these distinctions will not concern us much: anarchist tendencies of all shading and emphasis will instead be our focus. And though the ideas of many nineteenth-century anarchists were informed by their European classical liberal predecessors, anarchism was not an exclusively European creation. Steven Hirsch and Lucien van der Walt have argued, for instance, that ‘anarchism was not a European doctrine that diffused outward. Rather, the movement emerged simultaneously and transnationally, created by interlinked activists on three continents.’12 Although anarchism had been introduced in South Africa in the 1880s by Henry Glasse, who had worked in Kropotkin’s Free Press in London, Korean anarchism emerged independently in the 1920s during the struggles against Japanese imperialism, with a Korean anarchist group in Tokyo publishing the journal Black Wave from 1921. Peter Marshall comments that ‘Korean students in Shanghai put out a Kropotkinist manifesto, describing the dissolution of rural-urban divisions after the anarchist revolution: villages would have the amenities of cities, and cities the greenery of farming villages; money would be abolished and society as a whole would become artistic.’13 The ‘Korean Makhno’ Kim Jwa-Jin established an anarchist administration in the Manchurian province of Shinmin, lasting from 1921-31 until it was overthrown by the Japanese.


Along with the goal of surveying anarchist authors, the governing argument of this book will be that anarchist literature has been overlooked, even shunned, in Britain’s academic and literary circles. One might, with the anarchist poet Herbert Read, ask why:




I do not see why intellectuals like myself, who are not politicians pledged to an immediate policy, should not openly declare ourselves for the only political doctrine which is consistent with our love of justice and our need for freedom.14





But as David Goodway recognises (echoing the political critic and anarchist Noam Chomsky’s seminal essay ‘The Responsibility of Intellectuals’), the answer is all too clear:




Anarchism did not offer intellectuals the social and political rewards which the other forms of socialism did. No positions of power or influence were awarded by anarchism either in struggle for or after the attainment of a free society.15





And here is a related view from a Truthdig essay by Chris Hedges:




Most professors of literature, who read the same books I read, who study the same authors, are to literature what forensic medicine is to the human body. These academics seem to spend more time sucking the life out of books than absorbing the profound truths the authors struggle to communicate. Perhaps it is because academics, sheltered in their gardens of privilege, often have hyper-developed intellects and the emotional maturity of twelve-year-olds. Perhaps it is because they fear the awful revelations in front of them, truth that, deeply understood, would demand they fight back. It is easier to eviscerate the form, the style, and the structure with textual analysis and ignore the passionate call for our common humanity.16





The Victorian writer and artist William Morris thought likewise. When offered a Professorship of English Literature at Oxford in 1886, he wrote to the newspapers to ‘protest emphatically. For the result would be merely vague talk about literature, which would teach nothing. Each succeeding professor would strive to outdo his predecessor in “originality” on subjects whereon nothing remains to be said. Hyper-refinement and paradox would be the order of the day … Philology can be taught, but “English literature” cannot.’17


Finally, Neil Faulkner adds in a collection of essays on the corporatisation of Britain’s educational system that the characteristics of the modern university include:




a growing fragmentation of knowledge through increasingly refined subject specialization;


a retreat from holistic, generalising, and contextualising perspectives within individual subject specialisms;


a growing dichotomy between abstract/generalising theory and operational/vocational knowledge;


a rationing of access to abstract/generalising theory especially within the spread of educational provision for the working class;


the marginalisation, or outright exclusion, of radical critiques and perspectives.18





The neglect of anarchist and radical literature stems primarily from these factors, and is reflected in everything from the reading list of undergraduates to the debates in prominent literary journals. As well as focusing on this neglect, I also intend to present arguments why anarchist literature should be given special attention in literary and political discussions, and to explore ways in which its revival could influence how notions like politics and authority are viewed in neoliberal Britain.


Maintaining his powerful metaphor, I will also attempt in the following pages to explore Colin Ward’s argument that ‘an anarchist society … is always in existence, like a seed beneath the snow, buried under the weight of the state and its bureaucracy.’19 This liberating viewpoint, developed by numerous English writers, leads to the practical consequence that the task of the anarchist is to dismantle the current system of coercive institutions in order for the historically repressed libertarian society to flourish. Picasso detected parallel forces at work during human maturation, believing that ‘Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist once we grow up.’20 Or, as another Pablo put it, we must strive ‘to make the world worthy of its children.’21 Complementing Picasso’s concern for individual initiative, the anarchist and sculptor Eric Gill, a close friend of Herbert Read’s, often repeated the maxim of the Anglo-Tamil art historian Ananda Coomaraswamy, that ‘the artist is not a special kind of man, but every man is a special kind of artist.’22 Simon Nicholson, writing in a journal of design and engineering in 1972, deplored the consequences of believing otherwise:




Creativity is for the gifted few: the rest of us are compelled to live in the environments constructed by the gifted few, listen to the gifted few’s music, use the gifted few’s inventions and art, and read the poems, fantasies and plays by the gifted few. This is what our education and culture conditions us to believe, and this is a culturally induced and perpetuated lie.23





There have recently been a number of successful studies of anarchist history (Alex Butterworth’s The World That Never Was is probably the most prominent), though few have explored the largely shunned literary side of anarchism. More recent publications such as Dan Jellinek’s People Power and Owen Jones’s Chavs consider, respectively, ‘unrepresentative democracy’ and ‘the demonization of the working class’ exclusively through the lens of contemporary leftist journalism. My intention is rather to explore these and other issues relevant to a critique of neoliberalism through the lens of literature and political philosophy.





1



Occupy Catalonia




The invasion of money into everyday life is something the Belgians left us as a mark of love.


Sony Lab’ou Tansi1





In 1791, the Dutch conservative patrician Gijsbert van Hogendorp predicted that the countries of the Enlightenment would head in one of two directions. The first was the way of church and state, which believed in ‘a right government to be exercised by one or several persons over the mass of people, of divine origin and supported by the church.’ The other was the way of those who thought that the power of the state was illegitimate ‘except that arising from the free consent of all those who submit to it’, and that ‘all persons taking part in government [should be] accountable for their actions.’2 The first of these directions led to the eighteenth-century London elite, which was ‘one of the most unaccountable, unrepresentative and inhumane ever known’, as Lindsey German and John Rees characterise it. Its oligarchy’s ‘main aim was the creation of fabulous wealth, regardless of the human or social consequences.’3


The second of these directions led in the nineteenth century to anarchism, which is, in Bertrand Russell’s words, ‘the ultimate ideal, to which society should continually approximate.’4 Though they disagreed on many things, John Dewey complemented Russell’s perspective on authority when he made the following archetypal anarchist claim: ‘When external authority is rejected, it does not follow that all authority should be rejected, but rather that there is need to search for a more effective source of authority.’5 Emma Goldman, a more forceful proponent of anarchism, held that it ‘leaves posterity free to develop its own particular systems, in harmony with its needs.’6 An inspiration to Goldman, Gustav Landauer expressed his contempt for the level to which ideological and propaganda systems have indoctrinated the public with the idea that the state is legitimate, somehow part of the natural world. He subsequently made a distinction between folk identity and state identity, refusing to equate the German people with the actions of the state.7 Structures of domination and hierarchy, to the anarchists, are fundamentally illegitimate and should be dismantled. Structures of co-operation and mutual aid should instead be promoted. The Genevan political philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau believed that the arbitrary power of government is ‘by its nature illegitimate,’ being a product, as Kropotkin summarised the Mikhail Bakunin’s view, ‘of religion, belongs to a lower state of civilization, [which] represents the negation of liberty, and spoils even that which it undertakes to do for the sake of general well-being.’8


Complementing van Hogendorp’s two paths of political revolution, Kropotkin stated: ‘All through the history of our civilization two contrary traditions, two trends have faced one another; the Roman tradition and the national tradition; the imperial and the federal; the authoritarian and the libertarian.’9 Kropotkin presented the state as a primary example of authoritarianism, and workers’ cooperatives, guilds and parishes as examples of libertarianism. The principal founder of modern sociology, Max Weber, also noted that, ‘Like the political institutions historically preceding it, the state is a relation of men dominating men, a relation supported by means of legitimate (i.e. considered to be legitimate) violence.’10 Even the least oppressive state, Bakunin stated, is still ‘criminal enough in its dreams.’ As they emerge from the documentary and historical record, heads of state, claimed Erasmus in his Adagia, resemble not cool philosopher-kings worthy of awe and deep contemplation, but instead warrant ‘the terrible reproach that Achilles hurls at Agememnon in Homer, “people-devouring kings”.’11


Socialism, as Russell argued, is less a set of strict doctrines and more of a tendency in human nature. The libertarian socialist and anarchist is a socialist of a certain kind. In the words of Adolph Fischer, one of the Chicago martyrs, executed in 1887 after the Haymarket riots, ‘every anarchist is a socialist, but every socialist is not necessarily an anarchist.’12 Libertarian socialism goes further than traditional socialism however, since it’s goal is to dismantle all forms of hierarchy and oppression. Although, while essentially interchangeable, the terms differ somewhat in that ‘anarchism’ implies a society with no state, whilst ‘libertarian socialism’ implies not only a society with no state, but one in which individual liberties and human rights are protected and promoted. The following pages adopt these assumptions as a general framework of interpretation. But they have not been written simply to argue the ‘case for anarchism’; this has been done countless times before. I intend rather to explore anarchist philosophy in the light of certain historical and contemporary case studies and works of literature.


As mentioned, a suspicion of authority is a defining feature of anarchist and left-libertarian literature. In his biography of William Blake, E. P. Thompson identifies the Romantic within the tradition of antinomianism (bearing many similarities with Leo Tolstoy’s later development of Christian anarchism), which rejected externally-imposed moral authority and instead embraced Immanuel Kant’s maxim of adhering only to the laws of ‘the starry heavens above and the moral law within.’13 Himself a libertarian communist, Thompson saw the following verse as Blake’s ‘most concise expression of antinomian doctrine’:




When Satan first the black bow bent


And the Moral Law from the Gospel rent


He forgd the Law into a Sword


And spilld the blood of Mercys Lord.14





Similar approaches to authority are developed in perhaps the most celebrated anarchist text of modern times, William Morris’s News from Nowhere. For Kropotkin, it is ‘perhaps the most thorough, and deeply anarchistic conception of future society that has ever been written’ – a conclusion generally accepted by most anarchist historians but ignored by subsequent Marxist literary ‘theorists’ who focus on the text’s potential for erotic or historicist readings.15 The anarchist George Woodcock also saw in News from Nowhere ‘a thoroughly anarchist world.’16 In Morris’s future England, the anarchist seeds beneath the snow have been vigorously cultivated and Oxford ‘has reverted to some of its best traditions … It is real learning, knowledge for its own sake … which is followed there, not the Commercial learning of the past.’17 Unlike the plain-speaking anti-intellectualism of the anarchists (which Morris displayed sympathy with by parodying Alfred Tennyson’s elitism in his play The Tables Turned), academics had previously ‘affected an exaggeration of cynicism in order that they might be thought knowing and wordly-wise.’18


But contrary to the usual labelling of Morris’s novel, it is not anarchism which is utopian but rather capitalism and ‘representative democracy’ (neither representative nor democratic). To take a recent example of representative democracy at work in Britain, ‘more MPs voted to oppose the government over the proposed ban on fox-hunting than did over the invasion of Iraq – perhaps evidence that to those who supposedly represent the British people, animals are more important than (un)people.’19 In light of the rhetorically passionate love of democracy and human rights our leaders have, as well as Labour MP Tristram Hunt’s confession that the US is a place ‘where miracles happen’ as a result of Obama’s election, it would be hard for the socialist or anarchist to match the dazzling euphoria displayed by the spokesmen of state capitalism.20


All governments, writes Edmund Morgan in Inventing the People, require the ‘make believe’ of freedom and the delusion that ‘the people have a voice or make believe that the representatives of the people are the people.’21 In 1919, Stanley Baldwin, later coalition PM, donated one-fifth of his personal wealth to the Treasury to help pay off the national debt and create jobs. It is hard to imagine any MP today, let alone a member of the Cabinet and Britain’s most recent coalition PM, attempting something similar. As the MPs’ expenses scandal revealed, British representatives believed taxpayer’s money would be better used to spend £57,000 on Brian Binley’s ‘rent,’ which he was paying to his own company. Sir Menzies Campbell claimed £10,000 to redesign his London flat, and William Hague’s mortgage interest payments of £1,200 per month were also payed by the taxpayer. But in 2011, the public was forced to feel the blow of the banking crisis, not the 70 MPs who were implicated in the scandal. The Child Trust fund was abolished, maternity grants were cut, and pension credits were frozen. Later that autumn, the winter fuel allowance was slashed, leading to a situation whereby the health of the elderly was compromised. In January 2012, people under 35 stopped receiving housing benefit unless they shared a house, and Cameron later cut benefits for those under 25. Pension cuts will not have their full effect until 2015. Britain, as Stephen Armstrong puts it in his excellent The Road to Wigan Pier Revisited, has become the ‘NeoCon poster boy.’22


The Conservative’s usual mixture of spending cuts is having a drastic effect on living standards, with a recent study by Save the Children revealing how many parents are now having to choose between heating their home and feeding their family. In 2011 the Office for National Statistics compared data from local authorities and revealed the people in Manchester, Liverpool and Blackburn die ten years younger than people in Kensington and Chelsea. The BBC reported in May 2013 that, based on disposable income, Nottingham is the poorest city in Britain, with many surviving on beans on toast to make ends meet.23


Speke, in Merseyside, used to be a green land of small farmhouses. In 1933, Liverpool city architect Sir Lancelot Keay planned to create a new town from the land, building houses, public baths, a library, cinema, theatre and concert hall. Speke was designed to be a self-contained community unit, with the new industrial estate providing jobs. By the 1950s its population was 25,000 and it had become ‘a model for self-contained municipal housing estates throughout the world.’24 By the late 1970s, the factories had closed, like Dunlop and Standards, while Ford was cutting its workforce. DWP minister Chris Grayling referred to it as Britain’s Baltimore. Life expectancy on the Hunts Cross side of Speke Boulevard is ten years higher than those in Speke, due, as the Office for National Statistics put it, to ‘income deprivation, socio-economic status and health behaviour.’25 In the south, life expectancy typically falls by one year for every stop travelled east on the Jubilee Line from Westminster. All of this provides a good argument in favour of Karel Williams’s suggestion. Professor of Accounting and Political Economy at Manchester University’s Business School, she believes that manufacturing should be treated the way we currently treat finance, offering incentives and rebates to firms that provide social benefits (investment, employment, etc.).


Since Labour introduced benefit sanctions in April 2000, an estimated 20,000 people per month have had benefits withdrawn, often for months. Sanctions are carried out even if people turn up late for interviews at the Jobcentre. Indeed, the friendly ‘Plus’ after the title of many Jobcentres doesn’t seem to be beneficial to anyone except the public relations industry. The Guardian reported in April 2011 that a whistleblower claimed that his Jobcentre staff tried to meet their weekly target of three people per week for sanctioning, as part of a ‘culture change’ since the coalition came to power, which, with its entrepreneurial urge, has encouraged competition between advisers, teams and regional offices.26 Long gone are the days of Rowntree’s third round of poverty research, which in 1950 concluded that the welfare system had eradicated both absolute and relative poverty in Britain. The attacks on Britain’s manufacturing sector have played a major role in the increase of poverty: In 1950, the UK accounted for over 10% of global exports, but by 2009 that figure had fallen to less than 3%.


These are just some of the effects neoliberal economics has had on British cities since the late 1970s. In the US, Chris Hedges has defined the ‘sacrifice zones’ of corporate capitalism as ‘those areas in the country that have been offered up for exploitation in the name of profit, progress, and technological advancement.’27 For instance, the utopic principles of American exceptionalism have applied as efficiently at home as they have abroad, since ‘by 1889 the buffalo population of North America had been reduced to one thousand from more than fifty million in 1830, wiping out the primary food source for the western Indian tribes and reducing them to beggars.’28 The story of American decline, for Hedges, is one of ‘unchecked and unfettered corporate power, which has taken our government hostage, overseen the dismantling of our manufacturing base, bankrupted the nation, and plundered and contaminated our national resources. Once communities break down physically, they break down morally.’29


Technological advancement is not necessarily tied to these forms of exploitation and devastation, as many radicals throughout history have pointed out. The Luddites, for instance, condemned only that technology which was ‘hurtful to Commonality.’ And the poet and author of ‘The Mask of Anarchy’ Percy Shelley, though a student and advocate of natural science, nevertheless recognised the alienating effects of technological advance: ‘We want the creative faculty to imagine that which we know … The cultivation of those sciences which have enlarged the limits of the empire of man over the external world, has, for of the poetical faculty, proportionally circumscribed those of the internal world.’30 Although the ‘Mask’ is often used by activist movements across Britain, Shelley was far from an anarchist. Unlike Thomas Paine, who believed the state in its ideal form should do no more than head ‘the management of the affairs of a nation,’ Shelley was at all times in favour of the government and supported violence only as a last resort, hoping to inspire ‘Spirit, Patience, Gentleness’ amongst his readers, as he puts it in the ‘Mask.’31 He explained in a letter that he was interested in appealing ‘from the passions to the reason of men.’32 Shelley therefore approved of the authority of the state, so long as it was used to ‘outspeed’ the ‘Panic’ of a violent society. Passivity was for Shelley the correct path towards a secure nation and the taming of political volcanoes. Like Shelley, ‘Paine’s fears,’ writes Audrey Williamson, ‘were centred in the possibility of renewed war.’33 After the ravages of the American War of Independence, Paine sought a rational, non-violent transition to republicanism. According to his wife, Mary, Shelley was also ‘a republican, and loved a democracy. His hatred of any despotism … was intense.’34


It was only until the end of the 1960s that trade unions stopped looking forward to what they called a ‘leisure age,’ which would be brought about by increased automation. But the rise of privatisation and deregulation in the post-Bretton Woods neoliberal order also brought with it the rise of jobs which have virtually no social function, and exist purely to promote the needs of corporate capitalism: advertising, a large part of telesales, armaments, excessive bureaucracy, and so forth.


The story of post-war Britain bears many similarities with the portrait Hedges paints of US neoliberalism. In December 2009 the New Economics Foundation, an independent British think-tank, reported that ‘hospital cleaners and child minders added more to society’s wealth than the far more highly remunerated bankers and advertisers. While a childcare worker created, on average, £9.50 for every pound she was paid, a City banker would manage to destroy £7 for every £1 earned.’35 In response to New Labour’s 50% income tax rate for those earning over £100,000, Andrew Lloyd Webber complained that ‘The last thing we need is a Somali pirate-style raid on the few wealth creators who still dare to navigate Britain’s gale force waters.’36


Not sharing Lloyd Webber’s emotional sensitivity, the Nobel Prize-winning economist Joseph Stiglitz reported after the collapse of Lehman Brothers that ‘many of the worst elements of the US financial system – toxic mortgages and the practices that led to them – were exported to the rest of the world.’ This was done in the name of ‘innovation,’ though as Stiglitz makes clear, ‘some of America’s best and brightest were devoting their talents to getting around standards and regulations designed to ensure the efficiency of the economy and the safety of the banking system,’ with taxpayers being forced to pay the price.37


But the public are not allowed to see the astonishingly clear reality, that Cameron’s vision of the pseudo-communitarian ‘Big Society’ is just as deceptive as Randolph Churchill’s campaigns in the 1880s for ‘Tory Democracy.’ Morris’s account of late Victorian capitalism consequently retains its principal insights:




I hold that the condition of competition between man and man is bestial only, and that of association human … A mask is worn by competitive commerce, with its respectable prim order, its talk of peace and the blessings of intercommunication of countries and the like; and all the while its whole energy, its whole organized precision is employed in one thing, the wrenching of the means of living from others.38





Anarchists like Morris have been extremely sceptical of governmental announcements, and the various forms of publically unifying events which surround state celebrations. Similar to Occupy’s imperatives, during a regional congress of socialists and anarchists in 1919, a Russian socialist, Liubim, declared that any society needs leaders and ‘heads’ to direct it. The anarchists replied: ‘Always heads and more heads! Let us try and do without them for once … We don’t want any more of those “heads” who lead us like puppets and who call that “work and discipline.”’39 To take a recent example of the forms of state regalia Morris condemned, the charming Bahraini prince Salman bin Hamad al-Khalifa was invited to the 2011 Royal Wedding in Britain, despite his atrocious human rights record and his oppression of Bahrainis since protests in his country began earlier in the year in February. ‘Bahrain has created a state of fear, not a state of safety,’ the deputy Middle East director of Human Rights Watch announced. In his democratic pursuit of ‘stability’ to ‘modernise’ his state, the British government sees the prince as a ‘moderate reformer.’40 2011 is consequently remembered as the year of the Royal Jubilee, but in reality there were two jubilees; the one at Buckingham Palace, and the ‘people’s bailout’ organised by the Occupy movement, through which online donations paid off ‘distressed’ debts like student fees. The concept of jubilee goes back to Biblical times, and though the royals are the official heads of the Church of England, the Occupy movement has proven itself to be far more concerned with selflessness than its political representatives. The philosophy of the coalition government departs radically from what Peter Oborne discusses in the Daily Telegraph: ‘For almost all of the 20th century, Conservatives were guided by the essential Christian insight that their personal needs, ambitions and egos were the things that mattered least of all. Their lives only had meaning and purpose within the great institutions of church and state.’41


Morris’s ‘utopia’ in News from Nowhere is an inherently literary exploration of practiced anti-authoritarianism (‘It is in no sense of the word a literal picture of the future,’ cautions one critic), with a purely imaginative – hence ‘Nowhere’ – investigation of anarchism’s workings and potential life-span yielding different insights from a strictly historical or philosophical approach.42 His Romantic political essays (‘usually neglected, seldom discussed’) expand on these themes in less figurative terms, while retaining the anti-intellectualism and plain syntax of his fiction.43 To the Working Men of England decried the ‘Greedy gamblers on the Stock Exchange’ encouraging military intervention in the Balkans during nationalist revolts against the brutal rule of Turkey (Disraeli’s friendly ally).44 Attempting to match the vernacular simplicity of the Icelandic sagas he deeply admired, ‘Morris creates a revolutionary literature because he discovers forms which dramatize the tensions of the revolutionary mind,’ John Goode argued, with the unconstrained artistic and political freedoms of Morris’s anarchistic worlds being more than a swift departure from the tone of many of his contemporaries (even Edward Bellamy’s socialist science fiction novel Looking Backward approached legal and ethical issues from a predominantly Marxist perspective).45


As Aldous Huxley was also aware, literary and other artistic forms of political exploration are the only modes of inquiry which make full use of man’s unique imaginative and creative faculties. Nevertheless, Eric Hobsbawm perhaps cheapened anarchism when he commented that it was no coincidence that anarchist Spain was the home of the Romantic tales of Don Quixote, as if other nations, like those in South America or the Caucasus, are at a disadvantage; which, as the last two decades have shown, they plainly aren’t. The core attitudes of anarchists do indeed stem from emotion and imagination, but they also crucially stem from an evaluation of society’s structure, the division of labour and the nature of hierarchy.


Morris’s persistent promotion of artistic ingenuity at first led his literary creations down the path of escapism (with the poems of his 1870 collection The Earthly Paradise being viewed by his contemporaries as a retreat from hierarchy and domination into a remote realm of fantasy), though he later stressed the importance of an engaged and active populace in confronting capitalism’s ‘mastery of and its waste of mechanical power.’46 The moving verse of The Pilgrims of Hope (1885), for instance, contrasts sharply with his previously measured though detached tranquility:




I see the deeds to be done and the day to come on the earth,


And the riches vanished away and sorrow turned to mirth;


I see the city squalor and the country stupor gone.


And we a part of it all – we twain no longer alone.47





It is passages like these that led Harry Pollitt in 1941 to write of Morris’s work:




There is not half enough of this type of propaganda to-day. We have all become so hard and practical that we are ashamed of painting the vision splendid – of showing glimpses of the promised land. It is missing from our speeches, our Press and our pamphlets, and if one dares to talk about the ‘gleam’ one is in danger of being accused of sentimentalism. Yet I am convinced it was this kind of verbal inspiration that gave birth to the indestructible urge which helped the pioneers of the movement to keep fight, fight, fighting for freedom, when it was by no means as easy as it is to-day.48
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