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ABSTRACT

This paper maps the tension between the anarchist self and its non-anarchist (but leftist) other, as found both in theory and contemporary practice. My contention is that this tension finds expression particularly in relation to forms of activity and behaviour that are generally subsumed under the rubric of ‘direct action’. The anarchist tradition of direct action and face-to-face decision-making is typically premised on an unmediated intuition of experience, but this paper argues that Derridean deconstruction both undermines the epistemological security of this experience and provides a different model for conceptualising the relationship to the other. I distinguish this approach from that found in leading post-anarchist theorist Saul Newman’s discussion of Derrida, and in so doing I attempt to reaffirm a certain continuity with classical anarchist thought. The paper then addresses some aspects of the work of the pre-eminent late twentieth century theorist of anarchism, Murray Bookchin, and highlights the textual aporias found there in terms of the (authoritarian) relation to the reader. Bookchin’s response to other forms of direct action and other competing theories, I argue, offer an image of precisely how an anarchist text should not engage with its other.

My thanks are due to Jodie Poppleton and Andrew Williams for comments on earlier drafts of this paper.

What do we understand today by the expression ‘the contemporary anarchist movement’? To whom do we look for the authority to decide where its borders lie, who its ideologues might be, which activists are its militants? There is a danger, of course, that the question is meaningless: with a rejection of governing authority being an a priori premise for anarchism, how could anyone aspire to making such a judgement? Yet perhaps there is also a danger that if the question is ignored, whatever work anarchist theoreticians do will go unreflected by a wider anarchist movement which retreats further into sectarian isolation. While the contours of a tired theory/practice dichotomy may come into view, it is not my intention to address that particular opposition and it is for that very reason that I refer to the activity of anarchist theoreticians as ‘work’. Nevertheless the current work of research, investigation and writing displays a fecundity that seems peculiarly in advance of the degree of organised activity that could be superficially identified as anarchist in the United Kingdom at the present. Some work is welcomed and some work is not. I will interrogate the reactions to various manifestations of work, both practical and textual, from the perspective of Derridean deconstruction with the aim of offering a challenge to the movement to reassess both how it understands deconstruction and how it relates to its non-anarchist other.

The moment I wish to focus on is when tensions surface within that movement that might provisionally be identified as anarchist. How am I to react when, as an activist, my actions are derided by others who deem them to be out of kilter with the guiding precepts of this movement? How is one to understand, for example, the reaction to the Euromayday demonstration in London in 2005? A group of protestors and a samba band occupied a branch of Tesco to highlight the fact that ‘with over £2 billion profits in the last year, Tesco is at the forefront of exploitative work practices on a global scale’.
 Yet the response to this, gauging by comments posted on the independent news website Indymedia, was that it was an ‘anti-working class’ action taken by egotistical middle class idiots.
 Or in a different environment, what should be made of comments such as those that Ramon Ryan offered in a review of the CrimethInc Workers Collective’s apparently anarchist text Days of War, Nights of Love. Ryan recognises that the text ‘is a manifesto against complacency, passivity, and pessimism’ and that ‘one can’t begrudge their productivity, or their fervent desire to spread their plagiarized word’, yet he damns the text for ‘self-righteous sermonizing’.
 His critique is based on what is missing from the text, for in his view:

there is no analysis of the macro-political situation; no capitalist globalization, or US hegemony, or imperialism. [...] Their quest for individual freedom in the form of squatting, shoplifting, jumping trains, and eating out of garbage cans could be considered a way of living off the belly of the beast, if not inside the whale. As tactics and strategy, these don’t get us very far toward the goal of ‘total liberation.’

The text clearly assumes for itself the authority to determine what the ‘goal of total liberation’ may or may not be. In fact, beyond even that, it posits a liberation that is apparently derived from the self-evidential nature of the macro malaises that it takes upon itself to identify – so self-evident to the author, indeed, that it comes as no surprise then to find the CrimethInc text damned for its ‘individualist, selfish, and inchoate rebel ideology that eschews work, political organizing, and class struggle’.
 These instances, then, might suggest that this process of the self-identification of the anarchist movement possibly works more smoothly in the negative sense – the movement, such as it is, is more comfortable with descrying those who are not anarchist (enough). And thus by exclusion the identifiable ‘movement’ slowly reduces to a hard core that has never acknowledged its authority to engage in this practice in the first place. As David Graeber has observed of the wider movement internationally, ‘it’s hard to think of another time when there has been such a gulf between intellectuals and activists; between theorists of revolution and its practitioners’.

As these examples indicate, this tension seems to manifest itself most immediately in relation to the long-standing anarchist adherence to direct action as an organizational principle. Uri Gordon has recently acknowledged that direct action – as an example of prefigurative politics – is ‘widely recognised as the primary reference point for how anarchist groups should function’.
 Its history extends to both individual action, as found in Johann Most’s advocacy of the attentat, resulting in Alexander Berkman’s botched attempt to assassinate Henry Clay Frick, as well as collective action, in the example of the occupations of land and factories during the Spanish revolution of 1936.
 It is in its collective occurrence that it becomes a potential illustration of anarchism’s organisational principle, premised on a process of direct decision-making within a group of participants in a face-to-face encounter. The tradition of the face-to-face is of long standing in anarchist thought; indeed it is often taken as a pre-requisite for an anarchist structure of decision-making to exist and Harold Barclay holds that ‘anarchy appears most successful in situations where participants live in small face-to-face homogeneous groups’.
 The requirement of the actual presence of the participants in the decision making process is related to one of the most deep-seated misunderstandings of anarchism, that being that its politics are premised on an essentialist notion of a fundamentally benign human nature. This misunderstanding (with its concomitant correlative that the decisions thus taken will somehow provide ideal or utopian results) is found in a series of readings of the anarchist canon, perhaps most recently in leading postanarchist writing from Todd May and Saul Newman. May claims that anarchism is ‘imbued with a type of essentialism or naturalism that forms the foundation of its thought’. This foundation has two assumptions, ‘first, that human beings have a nature or essence; and, second, that that essence is good or benign, in the sense that it possesses the characteristics that enable one to live justly with others in society’.
 Newman, likewise, argues that ‘the anarchist critique is based on the Enlightenment idea of a rational and moral human essence that power denies’.
 These representations of what might be called classical anarchism, though, are not difficult to correct. One can go right back to the early nineteenth century to find William Godwin writing that ‘the characters of men originate in their external circumstances’, while more recently Alan Ritter has argued that ‘the reputations of Godwin and Kropotkin as naïve believers in benevolence are caricatures’.
 In a key essay that identifies the controversial stakes in portraying classical anarchism as reliant upon an essentialist concept of human nature, Jesse Cohn and Shawn Wilbur refer to these readings as ‘critical missteps’.

Yet even without a notion of human goodness, Jacques Derrida critiques the face-to-face from a different perspective. With the Western metaphysical tradition’s privileging of speech over writing, the presence of the speaker is the guarantee of the availability of final meaning. So Derrida highlights how the face-to-face is premised on a sense of ‘authenticity’, in that:

self-presence, transparent proximity in the face-to-face of countenances and the immediate range of the voice, this determination of social authenticity is therefore classic: Rousseauistic but already the inheritor of Platonism, it relates […] to the Anarchistic and Libertarian protestations against Law, the Powers, and the State in general, and also with the dream of the nineteenth-century Utopian Socialists.

This Derridean critique of the availability of final (transcendental) meaning is what I want now to explore and then turn back onto this process of exclusion and self-authorizing. Drawing on Saussurean linguistic theory, where ‘in a language there are only differences, and no positive terms’, Derrida elaborates an idea of the sign that takes as its constitutive possibility the concept of endless deferral.
 Signs supplant things and so Derrida writes that, ‘the sign would thus be a deferred presence’.
 The implications of this for Derrida are that:

whether it is a question of verbal or written signs, monetary signs, electoral delegates, or political representatives, the movement of signs defers the moment of encountering the thing itself, the moment at which we could lay hold of it, consume or expend it, touch it, see it, have a present intuition of it.

Therefore signs not only acquire meaning from a system of differences, but they also defer (indefinitely) any final signified. These differences are typically structured by logocentric language into binary opposition form, hence instituting an inevitably authoritarian hierarchy. Political discourse is littered with these sorts of oppositions, such as the one I attempted to avoid right at the beginning of this paper, theory/practice.

What, though, is the import of this understanding of the linguistic sign for politics in general and anarchism in particular? Its significance has often been overstated by Marxist critiques hostile to the entire field of what they see as ‘postmodernism’.
 For example, Alex Callinicos slams Deleuze, Derrida and Foucault for having ‘denied human thought the ability to arrive at any objective account of [fragmentary, heterogeneous and plural] reality’.
 Terry Eagleton also laments postmodernism becoming ‘a convenient way of rationalizing one’s own lack of power’.
 In contradistinction to an anarchist politics, though, the Marxist agenda appears quicker to claim the authority to force change on the world, as when Callinicos writes of his hope for ‘the possibility of a global social transformation which could impose a new set of priorities, based upon the collective and democratic control of the resources of the planet’.
 When Callinicos argues that Derrida has ‘denied human thought’ the chance of an objective account of reality, one can identify the opposition that traditional left-wing critics have created in order to dismiss deconstruction’s critique of authority. Their opposition would on the one side posit an objective reality that brings with it its own imperative. This imperative then makes itself invisible, for as Bill Readings has argued, the ‘condition of the operation of power in Western society (the condition by which domination effects are invisible in the representation of democratic participation) is to think politics as empirical, as that which is self-evident, which makes its place as it takes it’.
 On the other side of this opposition, their version of deconstruction would reject any possibility of knowing anything about the (empirical) world. This is what Christopher Norris has identified (and rebutted) as the misconstrual of deconstruction as ‘a species of all-out hermeneutic licence’.

The fact that deconstruction is not this ‘all-out licence’ is evidenced not only from Derrida’s own comments that in its ‘most radical programs’ it:

would like, in order to be consistent with itself, not to remain enclosed in purely speculative, theoretical, academic discourses but rather […] to aspire to something more consequential, to change things and to intervene in an efficient and responsible, though always, of course, very mediated way, not only in the profession but in what one calls the cité, the polis and more generally the world.

It is also evidenced from what is the key point in this passage for my argument, the reference to ‘responsibility’. Derridean responsibility can be seen to be, in this instance, primarily towards the text out of which a deconstructive reading is being produced. What the caricatures of deconstruction tend to omit from their presentation of it is Derrida’s early insistence in Of Grammatology that a reading ‘cannot legitimately transgress the text toward something other than it’ and that a ‘reading must be intrinsic and remain within the text’.
 This sense of responsibility towards the text is what Simon Critchley has identified as ‘the deconstructive duty of scholarship’, a duty that brings with it ‘a hermeneutic principle of fidelity’.
 In the absence, then, of a cartoon version of deconstruction where anything goes, the challenge now to anarchism from a deconstructive point of view is how to productively theorise authority as a text that can be read.

This, though, has not been the way deconstruction has so far been taken up from an anarchist point of view. The most detailed anarchist engagement with Derridean thought has come from Saul Newman, particularly in his essay ‘Derrida’s Deconstruction of Authority’. Here Newman repeats the view that ‘classical anarchist politics […] is governed by an original principle such as human essence or rationality’.
 From there he goes on to argue that the revolution that ‘classical’ anarchism aims for is one which ‘substituted political and economic authority for a rational authority founded on an Enlightenment-humanist subjectivity’. This is what he refers to as a logic of subversion, where state authority is ‘abolished as the first revolutionary act’, as opposed to the Marxist logic of inversion, which replaces bourgeois political power with proletarian economic power.
 Nevertheless, both logics, for Newman, represent an inversion of the hierarchical structure of the binary opposition underwriting them, and hence reaffirm ‘the place of power in the very attempt to overthrow it’.
 Hence he conceives of deconstruction making possible ‘an outside created by the limits of the inside [which] may allow us to conceive of a politics of resistance which does not restore the place of power’.
 It is at this point that Newman’s argument falters, based, I would contend, on this inaccurate portrayal of classical anarchist thought. Newman himself refers to ‘the anarchic desire to destroy hierarchy’, but then seems to equate this with a ‘mere reversal of terms’.
 Kropotkin, on the other hand, was quite clear about the need to do away with both the state and any replacement, however well intentioned it professed to be. Criticising democratic socialists who would seek to follow Newman’s logic of inversion, he distinguished anarchists from them thus:

there are those, on the one hand, who hope to achieve the social revolution through the State by preserving and even extending most of its powers to be used for the revolution. And there are those like ourselves who see the State [as] an obstacle to the social revolution, the greatest hindrance.

It is clear that Kropotkin does not entertain the notion of redeploying state powers in pursuit of the social revolution. The contours of the distinction he makes are familiar from the times of the First International. It seems difficult, then, to square this with Newman’s suggestion that (classical) anarchism employs a logic of subversion, where one (potential) authority replaces another (that of the state). Indeed, the sense of unfettered potential deriving from the future absence of the state is palpable in classical anarchist writing. Elsewhere Kropotkin wrote that:

harmony would […] result from an ever-changing adjustment and readjustment of equilibrium between the multitudes of forces and influences, and this adjustment would be the easier to obtain as none of the forces would enjoy a special protection from the State.

The distinction that needs to be carefully observed here is that in temporal or sequential terms, classical anarchism conceived of the state and then its absence, rather than the state and then its substitute. While Newman holds that it relied on a movement of simply swapping ‘political and economic authority’ for ‘rational authority’, it is clear from Kropotkin’s writings that the removal of the state was to allow for a dynamic (ir)resolution of social forces without their arbitrary suppression by a new authority. Even if one looks to quite a distinct classical anarchist source such as Proudhon, one can see that his writing also held out a concept of the unrestricted potential of the post-revolutionary future, rather than a future where new (revolutionary) strictures would invert the hierarchization of thought that the state form entailed. A key term for Proudhon was ‘progress’, yet despite its apparent Enlightenment overtones, he wrote that his ‘theory of Progress [sic][…] excludes all absolute notions and all so-called definitive hypotheses; it must, in my opinion, form the solid but nevertheless fluid basis of the future’.
 Proudhon’s fluidity would hardly seem to admit of Newman’s inversion; indeed if one were to speculate on an anarchist theory of subjectivity, it would seem that it must at the very least question a traditional understanding of Enlightenment humanism when Proudhon argued that progress was:

an affirmation of universal movement, and thus it is the denial of all forms and formulae of immutability, all doctrines of eternity, irremovability and impeccability, etc., applied to any being whatsoever. It denies the permanence of any order, including that of the universe itself, and the changelessness of any subject or object, be it empirical or transcendental.

This ‘classical anarchist’ position makes clear that the address to the state was not one that contemplated the replacing of its coercive powers with a new revolutionary agenda – that position was gladly left to the authoritarian socialists. Yet neither did classical anarchism unequivocally endorse an essentializing view of rational human nature that would supplant that irrationality of the state. If one looks at the work of Bakunin, arguably the historical epitome of a contradictory and ‘non-essential’ anarchist subject, it becomes clear that there is at least evidence to support a rejection of a comprehensive and comprehensible human nature. Bakunin’s position in God and the State could not be clearer. He contends that his ‘reason’:

forbids [him] to recognize a fixed, constant, and universal authority, because there is no universal man, no man capable of grasping in that wealth of detail, without which the application of science to life is impossible, all the sciences, all the branches of social life.

At first glance it would seem that this citation reinforces the impression that the classical anarchist revolution would replace irrational government with the government of reason, but Bakunin is clear – his recognition of the (limited) authority of some men (his example is that ‘in the matter of boots, I refer to the authority of the bootmaker’
) is ‘imposed upon me by my own reason’.
 Hence his own reason cannot, here, provide a basis for extrapolation, the heterogeneity of existence escapes the epistemological grasp of human thought and his reason cannot be extended to build a concept of universal reason.

Perhaps more tellingly for my argument, he goes on to argue that:

if such universality could ever be realized in a single man, and if he wished to take advantage thereof to impose his authority upon us, it would be necessary to drive this man out of society, because his authority would inevitably reduce all the others to slavery and imbecility.

This new understanding, then, of the nuances of classical anarchism does away with Newman’s need to theorise deconstruction making an ‘outside’ to power possible. Moreover Bakunin’s warning maintains its force across the decades, for in the textual construction of the figure of an essentializing classical anarchism, one can perhaps perceive that there is a move to (re)claim a contemporary anarchist authority.

So if anarchism does not require of deconstruction the theoretical possibility of an ‘outside’ of power, how is the anarchist/deconstructive encounter to be theorised? Earlier I suggested that the challenge to anarchism is to ‘theorise authority as a text that can be read’. If anarchism does indeed cleave to direct action for precisely its value as pre-figurative politics, it is because the opposition of means to ends is a disjunction that it has never recognised. Thus if a critique of authority employs authoritarian means, then it should certainly raise the question of whether the critique is serving anarchist ends. So perhaps the primary deconstructive challenge to anarchism is to read its own texts for their authoritarianism. As the Ramor Ryan citation above indicates, the critical response to certain forms of direct action can be read for signs of authority-as-text and text-as-authority. It is on this basis that I will now turn my attention to the work of Murray Bookchin. 

Bookchin is without doubt the pre-eminent anarchist theoretician of the latter half of the twentieth century. He has written widely, from the history of the Spanish Civil War, to trenchant critiques of Marxism and the environmental movement, to visions of the anarchist society of the future, and John Clark argues that his eco-anarchism ‘must be judged to be the first elaborated and theoretically sophisticated anarchist position in the history of political theory’.
 Yet as Peter Marshall notes, ‘his style may be difficult at times and his tone unduly virulent’.
 This combative tone is understandable in the light of the imperative that the perceived threat of ecological collapse offers, but simultaneously creates certain textual problems. This is evident in one of his early texts, Toward an Ecological Society. This text, a collection of essays that were originally published during the 1970s, begins with a note of disillusionment, suggesting that ‘it must be bluntly asserted that hardly any authentic revolutionary opposition exists in North America and Europe’. Bookchin writes that ‘what we now call “radical” is an odious mockery of three centuries of revolutionary opposition, social agitation, intellectual enlightenment, and popular insurgency’.
 ‘Perhaps at no time in modern history,’ the text argues, ‘has radical thought been in such grave peril of losing its very identity as a consistent critique of the existing social order and a coherent project for social reconstruction’ (TES, p. 11). From there the text moves on to consider what is the main focus of its consideration, the state of the environment. In the first essay in the collection, ‘The Power to Create, the Power to Destroy’, Bookchin writes that given the ‘despoilation [sic] of the planet’ already noted by that point, ‘little more than a generation may remain before the destruction of the environment becomes irreversible. [...] Time is running out [...]’ (TES, p. 36). Already from this dramatic opening, certain dominant themes and modes of address are evident. For example, one of the defining features of the ‘green’ text is that the ecological disaster facing the biosphere permits no vacillation. This is clearly not the place to examine the rights and wrongs of a scientific analysis that seems to suggest that we are in the process of eliminating ourselves from the universe. Such an understanding, though, of the current crisis in environmental affairs seems to inevitably lend campaigning or propagandistic texts (such as Bookchin’s) a tone of apocalyptic urgency, and the ramifications of this are that the reader tends to be faced with an ultimatum. After outlining what he sees as the challenge to the environmental movement, the essay ends with a section entitled ‘Between two choices’. This is aimed at the North American anti-nuclear movement, which Bookchin sees as having lost its direction. The text, of course, is where the two choices are made explicit, and it openly ends on a binary flourish where the penultimate sentence suggests that ‘the choice lies in either direction and there is no “in-between” terrain on which to compromise’ (TES, p. 54). Yet earlier in the essay Bookchin called for:

a revolution which will produce politically independent communities whose boundaries and populations will be defined by a new ecological consciousness; communities whose inhabitants will determine for themselves within the framework of this new consciousness the nature and level of their technologies, the forms taken by their social structures, world views, life styles, expressive arts, and all the other aspects of their daily lives. (TES, p. 45, my emphasis)
The question, then, that this prompts is whether the type of reader who docilely accepts the ultimatum offered by the text is the same person that the text visualises as constituting the society of the future. It is hard to imagine that they would be the same person.

Nevertheless the textual practice of the ultimatum is not limited to this one essay. Although Bookchin is relentless in his desire to deepen the ecological analysis, to go beyond the mere question of an ‘environmental crisis’, the textual strategy for achieving this again forces the means/ends dichotomy into the discussion. For example, in the second essay ‘Toward an Ecological Society’ the text questions whether:

the environmental crisis does not have its roots in the very constitution of society as we know it today, if the changes that are needed to create a new equilibrium between the natural world and the social do not require a fundamental, indeed revolutionary, reconstitution of society along ecological lines. (TES, p. 58)
Bookchin convincingly argues that the basic notions of environmentalism are inadequate to the task that it faces: it does not ‘bring into question the underlying notion of the present society that man must dominate nature’ (TES, p. 59). Hence the text argues for ‘a broader conception of nature and of humanity’s relationship with the natural world. [Ecology] sees the balance and integrity of the biosphere as an end in itself’ (TES, p. 59). Yet in arguing for a more balanced and harmonious relationship between the human and the natural world, the text seems to overlook the opportunity to establish a more balanced relationship with the reader. As with the previous essay, this text self-consciously ends with an ultimatum:

either we will create an ecotopia based on ecological principles, or we will simply go under as a species. In my view this is not apocalyptic ranting – it is a scientific judgement that is validated daily by the very law of life of the prevailing society. (TES, p. 71)
Leaving aside the problematic manner in which the text tries to pre-emptively counter the potential criticism that it is ‘apocalyptic ranting’, and also the bizarre recourse to science when the main thrust of Bookchin’s critique is against the problems that science, in the widest possible sense, has created for us, the blunt choice of an ‘either...or...’ leaves little room for the reader to determine his or her own responses to the issues raised in the text.

This rhetoric seems to fall even further out of step with the content of the text when one considers that in the same essay Bookchin criticises the ‘hierarchical mentality that arranges experience itself – in all its forms – along hierarchically pyramidal lines’, arguing that this is rather ‘a mode of perception and conceptualization into which we have been socialized by hierarchical society’. While this is not necessarily a linguistic argument, Bookchin makes it one by directly drawing on the research evidence of the anthropologist Dorothy Lee, who suggested that non-hierarchical communities, or ‘primitive’ societies do not contemplate the world in terms of hierarchical orders, and indeed ‘in the absence of inequality, these truly organic communities do not even have a word for equality’ (TES, p. 60). The text then goes on to comment on the ‘absence of coercive and domineering values’ in cultures such as the Wintu Indians of California. Bookchin focusses the discussion on linguistic features, and the reliance on linguistic evidence to support the claim of a lack of a dominating character seems to make it all the stranger that his own text engages in comparable coercive strategies. One might well wonder if the Wintu have an expression for Bookchin’s preferred ‘either... or...’ formulation.

The text continues in this vein and it comes to seem nearly inevitable that each individual essay ends up with a version of the ‘either... or...’ formulation. In ‘Open Letter to the Ecology Movement’ the last paragraph suggests that the ‘two directions’ that the text has identified ‘cannot be reconciled’ (TES, p. 83). In ‘Energy, “Ecotechnology,” and Ecology’ Bookchin argues that scientific knowledge and technology ‘if properly reworked and rescaled, could finally eliminate scarcity, want, and denial, or [...] could tear down the planet if used for profit, accumulation and mindless growth’ (TES, p. 95). And, of course, the entire collection ends with a final Manichaean flourish, where Bookchin flatly states that ‘there can be no compromises with contradictions – only their total resolution in a new ecological society or the inevitability of hopeless surrender’ (TES, p. 286).

Nevertheless Bookchin’s politics clearly go against the grain of the text’s typical address to the reader. Indeed at times the text’s content seems positively opposed to the formal ultimatums. For example, in place of the dogmatic authorial voice that allows no compromises, in ‘Spontaneity and Organisation’ Bookchin writes that ‘revolutionaries have the responsibility of helping others become revolutionaries, not of “making” revolutions’ (TES, p. 262). The bloody sense of revolution that is more readily found in the nineteenth and early twentieth century texts gives way here to a suggestion that:

the system must fall, not fight; and it will fall only when its institutions have been so hollowed out by the new Enlightenment, and its power so undermined physically and morally, that an insurrectionary confrontation will be more symbolic than real. (TES, p. 260)

In reformulating the very notion of the typical leftist revolution (‘a revolution is not only an assault on the established order but also a festival on the streets. The revolution is desire carried into the social terrain and universalized’ (TES, p. 262)), Bookchin offers a thoroughgoing critique of many aspects of socialist and anarchist orthodoxy. The contrast that his critique finds with its own rhetorical form thus becomes all the more glaring. So when Bookchin writes that the ‘countercultural movement’ has ‘concretely redefined the now innocuous word “revolution” in a truly revolutionary manner, as a practice that subverts apocryphal abstractions and theories’ (TES, p. 253), one might well ask where better to begin this practice than in the very texts that discuss subversion.

Yet if this binarism is an observable characteristic of the content of Toward an Ecological Society, by the time of Bookchin’s more recent 1995 text Social Anarchism or Lifestyle Anarchism: An Unbridgeable Chasm it takes on a more fundamental structuring role, one that, as is evident from the title, establishes the very thematics of the text. In this essay Bookchin address what he immediately identifies as a malaise where ‘thousand of self-styled anarchists have slowly surrendered the social core of anarchist ideas to the all-pervasive Yuppie and New Age personalism that marks this decadent, bourgeoisified era’.
 Bookchin’s text takes issue with this vein of anarchism that it attributes to the malignant influence of post-Stirnerite thought, opposing it to the communitarian and class struggle strand of anarchism.
 Bookchin notes how ‘like Marxism and other socialisms, anarchism can be profoundly influenced by the bourgeois environment it profess to oppose’ (SA, p. 9). This influence, though, perhaps extends to more than just the subject of Bookchin’s critique. This becomes clear in the text’s discussion of the ‘primitivist’ stain of anarchist thought, as expounded by (amongst others) David Watson in the American journal Fifth Estate. Bookchin argues that ‘much of [Watson’s] “critical anthropology” appears to derive from ideas propounded at the “Man the Hunter” symposium, convened in April 1966 at the University of Chicago’ (SA, p. 37). Bookchin’s description of the events of the symposium is telling. ‘Although most of the papers contributed to this symposium were immensely valuable, a number of them conformed to the naïve mystification of “primitivity” that was percolating through the 1960s counterculture – and that lingers on to this day’ (SA, p. 37). Here the text manages the acrobatic feat of simultaneously attributing marginal and conformist status on this dissident ‘number’ of texts. Given that the significance of ‘to conform’ lies in the sense to make of the same shape, it seems difficult to comprehend how this ‘number’ of papers, which rejected the shape of the majority of papers, can be said to conform. Unless, of course, the text is attempting to make the case for conforming to non-conformity. Leaving that possibility to one side, Bookchin’s text, through its association of value to the majority side of the majority/minority opposition, also establishes the dissident minority as valueless. Yet perhaps the final irony in Bookchin’s reference back to this symposium is that that text sets up exactly the sort of dominant/peripheral structure of value that would, in terms of the current exercise of authority within contemporary society, gladly see anarchism itself relegated to the annals of nineteenth century history. The text seems unembarrassed about its wilful marginalizing of voices that it then ceaselessly ridicules. On this examination, it is not the anarcho-primitivists who have been influenced by ‘the bourgeois environment [they] profess to oppose’, but rather Bookchin’s own text.

One word that occurs several times in this text when Bookchin refers to the writings of his chosen opponents is ‘canard’. By the use of this term the text immediately strikes down such writing, in the definition of the OED, as ‘an extravagant or absurd story circulated to impose on people's credulity’. Yet the secondary, aeronautical significance of the word might well be brought to bear on Bookchin’s text. Given its French roots, it is not surprising to learn that this particular ‘duck’ also signifies a type of forward wing found on some aeroplanes, ‘providing,’ the dictionary explains,  ‘stability or a means of control.’ Bookchin’s wing allows his text to attempt to exercise a means of control over those elements of the anarchist movement that the author finds unacceptable for their ‘bad poetry and vulgar graphics’ (SA, p. 57). 

This reading of Bookchin’s two texts suggests that there is an identifiable relationship of authority being foisted on the reader. Yet beyond this, my reading has demonstrated how the language that Bookchin employs leaves the control of the final signified out of his grasp. The finality with which Bookchin’s texts utter their Manichean ultimatums would indicate a firm belief in the solidity of their referential status. Nevertheless this status is no longer a simple given and can no longer be permitted to offer the grounds for such textual authority. Derrida’s work has demonstrated how:

there is thus no phenomenality reducing the sign or the representer so that the thing signified may be allowed to glow finally in the luminosity of its presence. The so-called ‘thing itself’ is always already a representamen shielded from the simplicity of intuitive evidence. The representamen functions only by giving rise to an interpretant that itself becomes a sign and so on to infinity.

Hence Bookchin’s text has given rise to my reading as an interpretant and any guarantee of a final, transcendental signified vanishes. And in this gesture, the guarantee and imperative that an objective reality would provide for critics such as Callinicos also takes flight, alongside Bookchin’s duck. The ceaseless play of signification that deconstruction foregrounds means that politics can no longer rely on the ‘real’ as its starting premise. As Bill Readings notes, ‘what is at stake’ here:

in the refiguration of the literal, is precisely politics itself, the terror of the real that governs the government and the argument (so that argument is limited to government) of Western politics in democracy or in its most extended form in totalitarianism, a terror that operates by grounding its prescriptive judgements as the descriptions of an empirical reality outside signifying practice.

This refiguration of the literal, though, should not be taken as a simple ‘loss of the real’, as when Jameson laments the loss of ‘precapitalist enclaves (Nature and the Unconscious) which offered extraterritorial and Archimedean footholds for critical effectivity [sic]’.
 In Specters of Marx Derrida writes that ‘the fact that the ontological and the critical are here pre-deconstructive has political consequences which are perhaps not negligible’.
 In an interview to mark the publication of Specters of Marx, Derrida suggested that he was:

tempted to regard justice as the best word, today, for what refuses to yield to deconstruction, that is to say for what sets deconstruction in motion, what justifies it. It is an affirmative experience of the coming of the other as other.

This ‘coming of the other as other’ invokes the relation to the future, to what is to-come, and in The Gift of Death Derrida reflects on the significance of death as the only aspect of the future which we can be sure of. For Derrida, death is what establishes the absolute uniqueness of the individual – ‘even if one gives me death to the extent that it means killing me, that death will still have been mine and as long as it is irreducibly mine I will not have received it from anyone else’.
 From that position, Derrida argues that ‘everyone must assume his own death, that is to say the one thing in the world that no one else can either give or take: therein resides freedom and responsibility’.
 The derivation of ‘freedom and responsibility’ from the acceptance of the eventuality of death and its concomitant own-ness begins to explain the other motif from the sentence cited earlier, i.e. the ‘affirmative experience of the coming of the other’.
Derrida has often insisted on the affirmative nature of deconstruction, but if this is not to be left languishing as an arbitrary act of faith by any particular individual, what can be said of it? My reading, and where I feel that the most productive point of intersection with anarchism can be found, is that the recognition of the absolute heterogeneity of the other, premised both on the radical unknowability of the future, save for the fact of death and what it establishes about our own uniqueness, intrinsically brings with it a certain responsibility to the other. Hence we find Derrida suggesting that the condition upon which responsibility is possible is that ‘the Good no longer be a transcendental objective, a relation between objective things, but the relation to the other, a response to the other; an experience of personal goodness and a movement of intention’.
 Ultimately the other cannot begin to take material form in the thought of the self, for that way lies the path of domestication and renewed domination. In the context I have evoked here, though, it is possible to see how certain textual practices can be read for their lack of responsibility to the alterity of their readers.

This responsibility to the other is that which is most clearly lacking in the textual strategies apparent in Bookchin’s work. Moreover when it comes to responding to the action of others, be it direct action or ‘lifestyle choices’, this responsibility is what can find its place in a living anarchism that truly begins to comprehend itself as pre-figurative politics without the incessant and pointless exercises in determining who is sufficiently anarchist or not. The politics of naming the anarchist movement can only ever refer back to the illusion of a fixed referent, a movement that has existed as such at some point in the past. If it is to open itself to a future that might yet still be more than a tired iteration of the past, anarchist theorists such as Bookchin might do well to bear in mind the caveat of the ‘first’ anarchist, Proudhon, that ‘the fecundity of the unexpected far outstrips any foresight on the part of the statesman’.
 This ‘unexpected’ can be read as Derrida’s future, and in the context of my discussion of Bookchin, this unexpected will also provide the next readers of anarchism’s texts, readers who should surely not find their interpretive freedoms curtailed by ill-starred authorial interventions.

So when Derrida argues that ‘the activating of responsibility (decision, act, praxis) will always take place before and beyond any theoretical or thematic determination. It will have to decide without it, independently from knowledge; that will be the condition of a practical idea of freedom’, I would contend that the rejection of ‘thematic determination’ is what offers the possibility to theorise a deconstructive anarchism.
 Rather than offer the potential to theorise an ‘outside’ to power, as Newman would have it, a deconstructive anarchism would, ironically, follow Bookchin’s own vision, that the system will fall once its institutions have been ‘hollowed out by the new Enlightenment’.
 This process of hollowing out will take place, as this paper has attempted to demonstrate, by engaging with authority and showing up its own impossibility.
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