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Abstract

Recently, a number of political theorists, from various perspectives, have developed criticisms of representation based on territory. Some of these views are a reaction to worries over the ineffectiveness of democratic participation in contemporary nation states. Other views on this subject stress the need to bring together citizens of different states to address transnational issues. In both cases, there has been a renewed call for exploring forms of political participation and representation based on interest or function rather than territory.


What is generally absent from these discussions is any reflection on earlier calls for functionalist representation rooted in the Anarcho-Syndicalist tradition. This raises an interesting question. Is this absence because these more recent ideas about representation are substantively different from this tradition? Alternatively, is this an oversight that should be remedied so that we have a clearer idea about the advantages and downsides to functional representation?


In the following paper, I will explore the similarities and differences between these contemporary and earlier views on functional representation. Regardless of our conclusions to the question poised above, the origins of calls for functional representation are a rich resource we can use to sharpen our thinking about its possible application today.

I

Why do we base representation on territory? The obvious answer is because of historical accident. In Western Europe we can trace this artifact back to the turmoil of religious conflict and Bodin’s solution of sovereignty and allegiance uncoupled from religious affiliation. Eventually, the subject became a citizen. Thus, we have simply inherited the relationship of territory, representation, and citizenship from our complicated past. 

On the other hand, there is also a positive argument from within the tradition of classical liberalism. By basing representation on territory, we hope to slice across many different interests in society and avoid faction. Thus, different interests within one territorial unit are forced to compromise on candidates and policies. Otherwise, we risk creating representatives from very narrow interest groups. The assumption is that such narrow interests will fail to produce workable or healthy policies for the broader body politic. 

Yet, in contemporary political theory, there are a number of recent arguments against traditional, territorially defined representation and citizenship. One example from the United States is the idea of race-conscious districting. One advocate of this position, Lani Guiner, argues that although some type of institutional decision is necessary over who belongs in a district, the fact that some individuals live within one county line or another is not necessarily the most relevant distinction.
 Therefore, districts based on racial identities are not in any substantive way more artificial or unfair than a territorial definition of a district is. Guiner argues that districts based on minority affiliation are more relevant than so-called neutral, territorially based districts, which, realistically, insure the dilution of minority votes. In some cases, this revisionist view of representation has led to the creation of race-based districts. It has also led to legal challenges over “minority districting” in the United States.
 

Another example of this trend in contemporary political theory is in the growing volumes of material about “collective rights”. The most well known proponent of this view is Will Kymlicka. The collective rights literature challenges the assumptions of many Western liberal states regarding individual protections. How can these be relevant given the differing experiences and needs of individuals? Kymlicka has summed up this position by stating that, "We cannot give every disadvantaged Australian the same rights because they suffer different kinds of disadvantage and so require different kinds of rights."
 Or in another variation, Kymlicka argues that, "providing subsidized transportation to Aborigines will not help them achieve equality, just as providing veto power over language policy would not help a disabled white Australian to achieve equality."
  Thus, according to Kymlicka, there is a demonstrable need for different rights depending on the social group in question. This need for specificity cannot be met through the application of universal individual rights to all citizens.  

What is similar here to the discussion of race based districting is the challenge to territorially assigned identity. By questioning the idea of one set of rights fit all, Kymlicka is challenging the status quo view of rights being based on citizenship, which is, in turn, tied to territory. Instead, within one territory we find different groups requiring different considerations. Kymlicka came to this position from his background in liberalism and we have seen a broad turn toward the issues of identity among liberal theorists. Besides Kymlicka, liberal theorists like Michael Walzer and Charles Taylor have argued that all adult human beings have a right to belong to and form a cultural group.
 Furthermore, Walzer also discusses the fact that there is a political fallacy that has been absorbed into political theory of assuming the existence of a state before existence of the cultures inside a state's boundaries. Obviously, the reverse is the more accurate path of historical development.
 Thus, many theorists have begun to think that the historical priority of individual cultural membership may require us to rethink the philosophical priority we have given to citizenship and political activity based upon territorial boundaries.
There is also a line of argument within contemporary political theory that attempts to transcend territorial boundaries in an effort to confront transnational problems. For example, Iris Young argues that we should consider our obligations to others beyond our national boundaries, such as our global economic relationships.
 Implicit to this view is the idea that some of our relationships are more relevant than traditional ideas of our territorial citizenship. Young argues that, "global social and economic relations today do not support the claim that such interdependencies are confined within the borders of nation states."
 However, she also emphasizes that, "this does not imply that everyone in the world has just the same obligations regarding everyone else in the world." Instead, what determines the extent of our obligations is,  "the scope and density of social and economic ties."
 

What is common in all of these cases is that contemporary theorists are questioning a number of assumptions about the state and how it prioritizes and provides representation to different group memberships. The more positive case for territorially defined representation or political membership is that it slices across interest groups collecting a broader overlapping segment of the population. However, all the arguments above point to the fallacy of this idea in our contemporary setting at different levels. The view from race conscious districting in the United States is that such districts tend to dilute the vote of minority groups at the local level. In this case, the question is whether territorial representation can possibly be relevant to individuals given continuing issues of racism and ethnic discrimination. The collective rights literature shows a similar form of dilution at the territorial level of the nation state. How could one set of rights for all protect individuals living in such distinct circumstances? Finally, Young and other theorists are showing us that the same thing can happen at the international level where the global poor are excluded from the political process of wealthy states. How could people from such disparate economic circumstances have a chance at obtaining just outcomes if divided by international boundaries?


In each case, we see that political theorists are increasingly questioning the territorial definition of the political. They are arguing that the most important aspect of our identity for politics and that the most important memberships for political activity are not necessarily our citizenship defined by territory. Ultimately, they are pointing out that we may be closer in our economic relationships to someone on the other side of the globe than with our immediate neighbors. If these observations are correct, then should we persist in defining ourselves politically by territorial boundaries? Should we continue to insist on basing representation and citizenship on where we happen to reside?
II

Interestingly, some of the same questions raised by these recent turns in contemporary theory were asked in the later 19th and early 20th century. This parallel lies within the anarcho-syndicalist tradition of questioning the primacy of the political and ultimately demanding functional representation. Why should representation be based on territory? What group memberships within society are the most relevant for the individual? How should politics be practiced if one’s class membership or economic function is more relevant to daily life? Yet, despite these similarities, none of the recent turns in contemporary theory discuss this earlier tradition. Before attempting to answer why this is the case, I would like to briefly review the relevant similarities from earlier Anarchist, Syndicalist, and Guild Socialist positions.


The idea of function being a source of truth superior to the sanction of authority lies deep within the anarchist tradition. For example, consider Bakunin’s explanation of his attitude toward authority.

“Does it follow that I reject all authority? Far from me such a thought. In the matter of boots, I refer to the authority of the bootmaker; concerning houses, canals, or railroads, I consult that of the architect or engineer.”

However, the authority of such specialists is limited by reason. As Bakunin explains further,

“I bow before the authority of special men because it is imposed upon me by my own reason. I am conscious of my inability to grasp, in all its details and positive developments, any very large portion of human knowledge…….Thence results, for science as well as for industry, the necessity of the division and association of labor.”

This core idea of where real authority lies is at the heart of the anarchist and syndicalist traditions. 


When combined with the subject of representation this perspective on authority undermines most traditions familiar to political theory. In more recent times we have seen the maximalist position on the impossibility of representation adopted by John Zerzan.
 His and similar views extend beyond the political and economic arenas into broader philosophy and aesthetic criticism as well. However, aside from this maximalist position that raises criticisms of all symbolic thought as flawed representation, most thinkers see the issue of representation as the need to unmask false representations. For example, in his aesthetic discussion, Jesse Cohn compares the possibility of a  “social anarchist aesthetic” to the “real” of direct democracy as opposed to false political representation.
 
Thus, from a broad anarcho-syndicalist perspective on the realities of authority and power, traditional politics within state institutions is a ruse that avoids the real struggle of class within the economic arena. Instead, the political arena is used to keep the working class from fighting the class struggle within the economic sphere where they have potential power to organize. The foundational assumption for this line of thought is of course which membership is most salient for politics. Or we can think of this question as whether we view politics in a more traditional form within the state or as a broader struggle between classes. A good example of this different perspective can be seen in the syndicalist attitude toward political parties. As Jennings explains in his history of syndicalism in France,

“The class based nature of the syndicat was deemed to be in marked contrast to the pattern of support and membership of all political parties. What distinguished the political party (including those of the Left) was precisely that it grouped people according to opinions and not interests….”

Thus, for syndicalists the syndicat was a superior organization than political parties. Similarly, syndicat industrial action and worker-centered activities were superior to traditional politics within the parameters allowed by the state. This logic leads to the syndicalist call for industrial rather than political action. Arguably this perspective also applies to what many political theorists would consider the cultural activities of the syndicats. Even social activities and organization could have a role to play in this struggle if those activities contributed to the education of the working class. 

From this anarcho-syndicalist perspective, real politics is likely to take place outside of state institutions on economic and cultural fronts. In an early attempt to describe the ideas of syndicalism to a general audience, Bertrand Russell explained in his Roads to Freedom that syndicalism:

“aims at substituting industrial for political action, and at using trade union organization for purposes for which orthodox socialism would look to parliament.”

Indeed, this is the logical strategy to pursue. Since, from the syndicalist perspective, parliament is a red herring. How could a state institution based on an idea of territorial representation possibly be effective other than as a diversion from real politics?
In contrast to continental syndicalism, the more institutionally minded proposals of the Guild Socialists in Great Britain provide us with a slightly different perspective. Here the focus becomes how to institutionalize real representation within the political sphere. To this end, the guild socialists eventually proposed creating an additional, third house of parliament based on functional representation. Again Russell explains for a general audience:

“Guild socialists regard the state as consisting of the community in their capacity as consumers, while the Guilds will represent them in their capacity as producers; thus Parliament and the Guild Congress will be two coequal powers representing consumers and producers respectively.”

Thus, the Guild socialists in Great Britain differed from Continental syndicalists in their attempt to take functional representation inside the state’s political institutions. This move would convert (or restore) the political sphere into a functioning place of real politics. However, despite these very different tactics, both the Guild Socialists and Continental syndicalism sought to avoid the dead ends of traditional politics in favor of the real political action required by class interest.


These anarcho-syndicalist perspectives raise several parallels to the trends I described earlier in contemporary political theory. First, there is the question of distinguishing real politics from more traditional political activity. As with contemporary theorists, real politics seems to lie closer to the economic functions individuals perform and to the interests they hold in everyday life. Hence, we find the argument that our contemporary political concerns are connected to more concretely defined interests such as our economic role, our environmental needs, or the needs of our cultural or ethnic membership. Second, both perspectives appear to blur the boundaries between the political and the cultural. In the case of contemporary political theorists, we see this trend in the growing focus on identity politics. While in the anarcho-syndicalist tradition, it is more closely associated with educational, consciousness raising efforts such as the cultural initiatives of the syndicats.

III

Given these parallels, why have recent theorists not drawn upon this earlier work for some direction or inspiration in current debates? One obvious possibility is that the anarcho-syndicalist tradition is one that remains even now outside of mainstream academic discourse.
 Thus, many of today’s theorists are unaware of the potential presented by earlier anarchist and especially syndicalist work on the topic of functional representation. Furthermore, even when contemporary theorists turn their attention to the anarcho-syndicalist tradition, its many different schools and paths often perplex them.


This is an unfortunate fact given the parallels between this older tradition and contemporary political theory. This fact is doubly true if we turn to a more recent wave of scholarship in contemporary political theory. This recent turn in contemporary theory is categorized by Marchart as “post foundational political thought.”
 . What is common to most post foundationalists is that they attempt to distinguish the political from politics in general. In a trend similar to the anarcho-syndicalist efforts to define real politics, contemporary theory has turned to defining the political moment as opposed to the policing functions of politics. 


For example, Alain Badiou has staked out a position regarding real politics or the ability of politics to produce truth that has interesting parallels to the anarcho-syndicalist tradition.
 In Badiou’s case, he dismisses traditional political philosophy in favor of a philosophy or logic of real politics that he associates with singularity and resistance. His idea of singularity is an attempt to avoid over determining (or over representing) the political by reifying it into broad categories.
 What Badiou means by resistance or real, politics is action that advances the class struggle. As he succinctly puts it:

“To say that politics is ‘of the masses’ simply means that, unlike bourgeois administration, it sets itself the task of involving people’s consciousness in its process and of taking into consideration the real lives of the dominated.”

Badiou’s philosophy, with its emphasis on the dangers of false representation and the reality of class struggle, would be very at home within the anarcho-syndicalist tradition. 

In another example from this wave of post-foundational political thought, Gianni Vattimo has developed a position of “metaphysical nihilism.” He has arrived at this conclusion after spending many years thinking about “weak thought” (Il Pensiero Debole).
 This form of weak ontology raises many questions about the possibility of any representation beyond just the political. Yet, from this foundation, Vattimo has proposed as a political project the reduction of violence and coercion in contemporary society.
 Vattimo defines violence and coercion very broadly so that it may serve as the foundation for wide ranging political and social criticism. Thus, we find again within this most recent wave of political theory ideas and positions that are very reminiscent of the anarcho-syndicalist tradition and contemporary anarchist thought.

However, I think that the absence of discussion about or use of anarcho-syndicalist thought in contemporary theory reflects an important difference. If we compare the context of contemporary political theory to that of the anarchists or syndicalists, then we see similar concerns leading to some, (at least superficially), parallel theoretical turns. Nonetheless, the anarcho-syndicalist tradition of functional representation differs from the contemporary concerns of theorists on one very important point. 

Most of the current turn in contemporary political theory is focused on providing representation or recognition to ethnic, cultural, gender, and other differences. Yet, for the anarcho-syndicalist tradition this was less of a priority. Instead, the anarcho-syndicalist idea of functional representation remained focused on class difference. Furthermore, classes for a 19th century anarchist or syndicalist were easy to distinguish  by the occupations of that time. In contrast, class differences are harder for contemporary theorists to conceptualize. For example, Axel Honneth has criticized our failure in contemporary society to equate attitudes and discriminatory action toward class to racism or other forms of bigotry.
 We can see the logical result of this development in the increasing frequency of theorists to choose cultural criticism and identity politics when studying global capitalism. 

From this perspective, the concerns of the anarcho-syndicalist tradition have more in common with the views of theorists concerned about boundaries in the global economy. As mentioned above, Young has pointed out the anachronism of citing political borders in disputes that bring economic participants together across much of the world. Here the anarcho-syndicalist view of economic interest being paramount and transcending other cleavages is relevant. However, we can see that overall, the differences of class and economic function appeared much harder and faster in the age of syndicalism’s heyday than our contemporary time. Because of this, the literature of identity politics and cultural criticism is the dominant terrain for political theory’s contemporary critiques of global capitalism. As De Certeau points out, this may be a tactical choice for grappling with this complex system rather than a reflection of philosophical certainty.
 Indeed, tackling identity politics and engaging in cultural criticism of global capitalism is an easier path than an attempt to re define class within this new, challenging context.


Thus, for many political theorists class has become another form of identity that is just as elusive a foundation as many others for defining the political. In contrast to the anarcho-syndicalists who felt economic function was a solid territory for political representation and a better boundary of political inclusion than citizenship, we are much less certain of class in our contemporary time. Today, economic class is more flexible and individuals more fluid in their presumed economic status.  One’s economic function is more fleeting (at least in the North) within our system of global capitalism. How could we assign individuals representation based on something so fluid? 

The slipperiness of class is similar to a problem encountered in the collective rights literature, mentioned above, over cultural membership. How do we know someone belongs to a particular group other than their statement of self-identification? Would the individual’s rights change if they exited that group for another? Due to these difficult questions about authentic membership, there is a tendency among theorists in the collective rights literature to focus on fairly unique cultural groups. The cases most often found in this literature are aboriginal groups and very cohesive cultural groups like the Amish in North America.
 Since membership in these groups seems to be more of an obvious given, advocating for their members to receive different rights raises fewer philosophical challenges. If we find that many theorists have moved to a less challenging position by focusing on groups like this in identity politics, then we should not be surprised to find even less attention being paid to something as difficult to define as class membership within contemporary capitalism. 

Realistically, there is a final issue with contemporary theory drawing on the anarcho-syndicalist tradition. The contemporary questioning of the political moment and the foundation of political institutions raises philosophical problems that would be very at home in the anarchist tradition. Yet, this is precisely the challenge. Already, post foundational political thought is chipping away at the sub structure of many political assumptions. A tighter comparison to the utopian elements of the anarcho-syndicalist tradition emphasizes the more extreme conclusions that could be drawn from this recent turn. 

For example, if we turn to the cultural sphere for political activity, do we threaten to create a totalizing form of politics? In the 20th century we have send the danger that totalitarian regimes present once they declare that all individual activity has political implications. Or, if we undermine the legitimacy of citizenship in favor of functional representation (be it class based or based on some other form of identity) do we risk losing the ground for democratic political action? Arguably, it is by coming together as citizens across our other differences in the 20th century that people managed to keep their governments somewhat accountable. 

Consider too the illustrative case of the scholarship and criticism connected to postmodernism. The close use of the anarcho-syndicalist tradition threatens to create the same sort of straw man opportunities that critics of postmodernism have seized upon. In that example, critics have obscured the subtlety of much postmodern thought by fixing on the most maximal, anything goes, sort of arguments available. Rather than engage with the many different trends of thought found within this broad camp many critics have conflated a whole spectrum of thought into one target. Setting aside more traditional criticisms, consider as an example the left wing critique provided by Alex Callinicos . From a Marxist perspective, Callinicos broadly claims that post modern thought tends to be ahistorical and obscures important, revolutionary events. In his criticism he focuses on some postmodern work such as Derrida and Foucault. However, there is of course much debate within this broad field of post modern discourse about history ranging from Frederic Jameson’s attempt to give us a cultural history of late industrialism because (drawing on Marxist categories) the forces of production have captured the cultural sphere, to Zygmunt Bauman’s discussions of whether we have arrived at a point past Marx’s old categories of development and thus need new ones. 
 It is very likely that theorists availing themselves of anarcho-syndicalist thought for help with contemporary political analysis could find themselves in the same boat.

Nonetheless, there is good reason for contemporary political theory to engage more openly with both the anarcho-syndicalist tradition and with contemporary anarchist thought. Both contemporary political theory and anarcho-syndicalism attempt to distinguish a deeper, real politics from our everyday, state dominated political models. In addition, both perspectives attempt to define representation and membership in ways that go beyond citizenship, though the functional groups they focus on have shifted. Closer comparisons between these positions could generate further progress and deflect future criticism that ignores the significance of their differing historical contexts. 
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