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Between Liberty and Action:

Mikhail Bakunin's International Brotherhood.

Mikhail Bakunin, one of the founders of anarchism, inspires contradictory feelings. To some, he is a historic champion of liberty. To others, whether inspired by Karl Marx or Fedor Dostoevsky, he was a dangerous authoritarian, who perpetually tried to dominate people, most notably within the nascent international labour movement. It is possible, indeed easy, to find ample evidence in support of either opinion. Yet this creates a problem instead of solving one. How can the conflicting elements be reconciled? After a century of polemics it is manifest that the answer will not come from unearthing still more historical details. Rather than digging deeper, it seems one should look over the top of the pit.

The key lies in the organizations where Bakunin's ideas confronted reality - the more so since he himself founded most of them. He did so in three spurts. The first one took place in 1848-49, when he was involved in nationalist-democratic movements in Central Europe. The second one, after a 12-year interval spent in prisons and Siberian exile, is related to his activities as a revolutionary panslavist in 1862-63. Finally, after the defeat of the Polish insurrection, he started to organize groups from a far broader revolutionary perspective in successive versions of what we shall generically label the International Brotherhood. Albeit poorly informed on his pre-1863 groupings we know that, like the Brotherhood, they took the form of a secret society.


Was this remarkable? The short answer is that in the late 1840s everybody with a program as radical as Bakunin's had been organizing secret societies for decades - partly under the false impression created by enemies of the French Revolution that Masonic lodges had played a major role in bringing about the fall of Throne and Altar. So there was a fair amount of relevant knowledge and know-how available. Nor were there obvious alternatives. Besides, the closed, hierarchical structure of the societies and the way they recruited adherents was particularly well suited to counter the problems usually faced by new organizations, such as the precarious relations of trust among members and the high costs in time, conflict and efficiency associated with the need to learn new roles.

Anarchism
That might have been much of the story had Bakunin not from 1864 on gradually elaborated a clearly anarchist program. In this way, the Brotherhood became one of the first anarchist organizations in history. With hindsight we know that it was also the first exception to a rule.

In view of the great variety of anarchist ideas, there are surprisingly few types of organization that anarchists resort to. Though certain "propagandists by deed" have founded conspiratorial groups, the dominant model is the circle, which may or may not take on more formal contours, or even become part of a loose federal structure, but is invariably based on firmly egalitarian principles. These circles are sects in the sense of Max Weber, if one discards the religious connotation. Regardless of its size, the sect is the "selection instrument that separates the qualified from the non-qualified"1. It is home to an ideological elite.


Circles are very good in organizing equals who passionately share the same ideas. That's why many anarchist groups have been paragons of solidarity. But circles can be very bad at making decisions. Decision-making is commonly the province of the general assembly, and since a majority vote is often considered repressive, unanimity is the norm. As a result, a conflict easily lames the organization or provokes a split. One solution is to make an eminent interpreter of the group's creed "more equal than others". Decisions are then reached by deferring to his charismatic authority. This system seems to obtain in many egalitarian organizations, and is widespread among anarchists. One only has to think of the role played by Petr Kropotkin, Elisée Reclus, Ferdinand Domela Nieuwenhuis and others, who were revered like idols in their milieu. Of course tensions persist. Although the anti-authoritarian authority usually has remarkable leeway in redirecting the group, he may violate unwritten rules, as Kropotkin experienced when he took sides for the Entente in 1914. Other difficulties may arise from the frequent occurrence, in such circles, of an organizer who translates the ideas of the charismatic leader into practice, thus risking to be perceived as a bureaucrat.


All this is typical of sects. But the picture becomes more complicated if we look at the relationship between anarchism and revolutionary syndicalism, always a bit uneasy if only because of the presence of non-anarchists in the unions. This sometimes resulted in the formation of anarchist groups outside the unions, which tried to coach them in more or less forceful ways. The most famous case is the Federación Anarquista Ibérica (FAI) and its role vis-à-vis the Confederación Nacional del Trabajo in the 1930s. It is permissible, though, to consider the Brotherhood as a forerunner from the moment it made contact with the International Working Men's Association in 1867. It then turned, in Bakunin's words, into the "necessary complement" to the International. The latter was "to unite the working masses [...] in an immense and compact single body" by appealing to their material interests; the Brotherhood, which allegedly crystallized their ideas, was to give them "a really revolutionary direction"2. Its program was by then solidly anti-authoritarian, but like the FAI the Brotherhood conceived of its realization by compelling a non-anarchist mass organization on an anarchist course.

Secret Societies
Scholars trying to make sense of the many secret societies found around the world, long ago noted that some of them are only with difficulty distinguished from sects. This can surely be said of a group of political organizations in late 18th and 19th century Europe. Differing from revolutionary conspiracies with relatively short-term goals like the Charbonnerie or the societies of Auguste Blanqui, this category has a carefully elaborated, universalist program that is expected to take a long or even a very long time to implement. The best-known examples are Adam Weishaupt's Order of the Illuminati, the later societies of Filippo Buonarroti, and the series of German leagues that culminated in Marx's Bund der Kommunisten. We do not know if Bakunin's earlier organizations belonged to the family, but the International Brotherhood certainly did.

The secret societies in this category are all based on a set of ideas that are felt to be true and essential to humanity. They are embedded in a concept of historical progress that makes their realization both scientifically certain and morally just. Since the future course of history is inexorable, the societies have the right to pursue it; and since it is desirable, they also have the duty to do so. As Sergei Nechaev, Bakunin's short-time companion, said of the dying old world, "Its end is inevitable, we must act to hasten that end!" 3(3). The society is egalitarian, since all men are equal before the truth; but it is also hierarchical, since some men are closer to the truth than others. In the words of Buonarroti, "Many people want to overthrow the existing order of things; few rise to the ideas of the new social order"4.


For all its resemblance to a sect - for its leaders, too, constitute an elite strongly united by egalitarian ideas - the society's hierarchy sets it clearly apart. Gradualism is built into its logic. Internally, it differentiates among grades roughly equivalent to Masonry's apprentices, fellows and masters, or, even more to the point, to the auditores, credentes and perfecti of Manichaeism: in the Communist League and Bakunin they take a geographical form rising from a local through a national to an international level. Externally, it creates or penetrates other, public organizations, which become in a way the society's lowest grades. Their purpose is to serve as propaganda channels, recruiting grounds and political instruments. This is the best place to observe the moral ambiguity of the society, which typically applies different standards of conduct to different people from the top grades down, and perpetually vacillates between educating and manipulating those who still live in error. For unlike the sect - the "visible community of the Saints", which is only moderately interested in proselytes 5 - the secret society wants to mobilize the masses. Though based on ideas, its hierarchy is at the same time intended as a command structure for political action.

The contrast between secret societies and sects is also reflected in their institutional cultures. Whereas the latter are preoccupied with handling a strong inside-outside dichotomy, the former are chiefly concerned with up-down relations. They have to legitimate their existence as a hierarchy. Those at the top have to show how those at the bottom will profit from continued participation. In the case of our societies, the founder must be seen to be able to deliver the benefits that his theory promises to all members. Thus the leader and the led establish a charismatic interdependence, which is "much more basic than the obvious fact that no conspiracy can succeed without organization" 6. This explains, incidentally, why the societies cannot be viewed merely as groups driven underground because of their exposure to risk.

Political Action
Contrary to what is sometimes suggested, a secret society is a strikingly rational institution: it is, after all, to a large extent consciously constructed. In our category of societies, this rationality is entirely focused on the question of power. The Brotherhood was not only to prepare the revolution, but to exercise an invisible "collective dictatorship" during and beyond the revolutionary process in order to destroy and prevent every form of official power separate from the masses 7. This is congruent with the way Weishaupt, Buonarroti and Marx conceptualized dictatorship. Yet it draws a clear line between the Brotherhood and most anarchist circles, which deny any form of power a place under the sun, as mirrored in their own institutional structure. Only groups like the FAI have a similar orientation towards the political struggle. But then the FAI contained various radical sub-groups, whose function may be broadly compared to that of the higher grades of a secret society.

This reminds us that the borders between the societies and the sects are dynamic. In the case of the FAI, certain anarchist circles evolved into something much more akin to a hierarchy in the face of political developments in Spain that demanded quick decisions. Conversely, an evolution from secret society to sect appears natural enough, since it solves part of the former's problem of continuity by sacrificing effectivity to increased group cohesion - which may become desirable in a changing political climate. This should probably be taken into account when examining post-Bakuninist anarchism. In any event, right at the beginning of the history of modern anarchism, the International Brotherhood contained the germs of two opposing elements, which were maintained in a precarious state of equilibrium as long as conditions favoured an organization geared to revolutionary action. Unsurprisingly, this situation didn't last.


The same fate had earlier befallen our other examples. None of the societies under discussion ever succeeded by its own standards. Both intrinsically - by the fact that they were based on a secret that had to be divulged - and because their universalist claims were in actual practice made by small marginal groups, they could scarcely be expected to lead more than an ephemeral existence. Elite consciousness was at the same time a virtue made of necessity. In the end, new and different political circumstances made them lose the legitimation for their hierarchies.


Their main accomplishment was the elaboration of a series of theories that eventually inspired major currents in the European labour movement. Yet their legacy may have endured in yet another way. Consider the oft repeated suggestion that some secret societies may be seen as prototypes or precursors of political parties. If so, we should remember that "certain structural characteristics of a type of organization are remarkably stable over time"8 (8). Hence a development from society to party would likely not produce just any sort of party: it might well produce a sect. Could this explain some of the peculiarities of the German Socialist Party after its birth from the adaptation of Marx's theory to a repressive environment? And would it pay to look at the evolution of Bolsheviks and Mensheviks in terms of the relationship between secret societies and sects?
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