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In his complaints against the wing of
the Republican Party that engineered
the present government shutdown,
Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid
derided his opponents as "Tea Party
anarchists." It's hard to decide who
should be more annoyed -- the Tea
Party or the anarchists. In any case,
Reid's remark is revealing of how the
long tradition of anarchist philosophy
has been thrown under the bus of
U.S. political discourse, then rolled
over, then dragged along in mangled
form so as to be pointed at when
doing so seems expedient.
Many may be surprised, for example,
that actual anarchists aren't
necessarily rejoicing over the U.S. government's latest form of self-annihilation. What they see taking place is a transfer of
power from one kind of oppression, by a government that at least pretends to be democratic, to another that has no such
pretensions. They point out that the shutdown won't stop the NSA from spying on us, or police from enforcing laws in
discriminatory ways, or migrant workers and nonviolent drug users from being imprisoned at staggering rates. The parts of
government that the shutdown strips away are among those that bring us closer to being a truly free, egalitarian society: food
assistance to ensure that everyone can eat, health care that more people can afford, and even public parks, where some of our
greatest natural treasures are held in common. Meanwhile, ever more power is being handed over to corporations that are
responsible only to their wealthiest shareholders.
Historically, the so-called libertarians of the Tea Party and anarchists have common roots. The origins of both can be traced to
certain freedom-seeking strands of the Enlightenment -- including thinkers like Edmund Burke and Thomas Jefferson, as well
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as ones not normally taught in U.S. classrooms like William Godwin and Peter Kropotkin. It's an oddity that in the United
States, the main current of libertarian thought has been twisted and inverted into a kind of monstrous stepchild. Rather than
seeking an end to all forms of oppression, our libertarians want to do away with only the government kind, leaving the rest of us
vulnerable to the forces of corporate greed, racial discrimination, and environmental destruction. The legacy of one firebrand
Russian émigré, Emma Goldman, has been traded for that of another, Ayn Rand. The result is that, in this country, what was
once the mainstream of libertarian thought -- socialist, democratic anarchism -- has become so forgotten that the word
"anarchist" can be mishandled for the sake of a congressional jab.
If anarchism were really just a preference for the absence of government, as many are led to assume, Reid's usage would've
been basically correct; the right-wing libertarians he's up against would be thrilled to see our government become less of an
obstruction to profiteers. But, since at least the Enlightenment, anarchism has meant much more than that. The rule -- the
-archy -- it seeks to dismantle is also the rule of those with too much property over those with not enough, and of those whose
privilege of race or gender gives them priority over others. Anarchists seek a society in which ordinary people can freely and
democratically govern themselves, organizing to meet everyone's basic needs.
Until that comes to pass, anarchists today disagree about how to relate to institutions like the pseudo-democratic U.S.
government. Some, much like their counterparts on the libertarian right, advocate total withdrawal and non-participation,
refusing to do things like vote or pay taxes. Others believe that for now government can be a means for pursuing anarchistfriendly ends; "it's completely realistic and rational to work within structures to which you are opposed," writes Noam Chomsky,
"because by doing so you can help to move to a situation where then you can challenge those structures."
Most people with anarchist tendencies fall somewhere in between. They're less fixated on
debating whether government is good or bad than on rebuilding political life from the ground
up, starting in local communities that are connected through global networks. When the
anarchist-inspired Occupy movement sprang up two years ago, commentators were quick to
compare it to the Tea Party -- and to judge it by whether, like the Tea Party, it elected
politicians to office. But this standard seemed beside the point for Occupy participants, who
tended to hold a different strategy for making change. The more useful right-wing analogue
would be not the Tea Party but churches, whose massive political power stems from being
effective centers of mutual support and community. Megachurch pastors generally keep aloof
from elected office, but nobody can deny their influence.
Harry Reid's utterance about "Tea Party anarchists" is a symptom of the amnesia that has
befallen libertarian political thought in this country -- an amnesia that helps the capitalist class
grow stronger with each sequential fiscal crisis and each shrinkage of the social safety net. He
might do well to reconsider his words. While in the long run the anarchist tradition seeks to cast
mighty men like him from their thrones, in the short-term effort to ensure basic necessities for
more people, Reid might find himself sharing a common cause with anarchists.
Originally published at Waging Nonviolence.

Been to Occupy Wall Street?
If you've been to an Occupy Wall Street event anywhere in the country, we'd like to hear from you. Send OfftheBus your
photos, links to videos or first-hand accounts of what you've seen for possible inclusion in The Huffington Posts's
coverage.
Participate

Follow Nathan Schneider on Twitter: www.twitter.com/nathanairplane

2 of 2

10/04/2013 11:50 AM

