
R. M. Hare has argued1 that there are conceivable (though
unlikely) circumstances in which it would be right not to
abolish the institution of slavery: in the imaginary land of
Juba established slave-plantations are managed by a ben-
evolent elite for the good of all, no ‘cruel or unusual’ pun-
ishments are in use, and citizens for the neighbouring island
of Camaica, ‘free’ but impoverished, regularly seek to
become slaves.  Hare adds that it is unlikely, given human
nature, that ‘masters’ would treat ‘slaves’ humanely, and
avoid a gradual corruption of their moral consciousness
which would cancel out any possible advantages of the sys-
tem.  Slavery is wrong, he argues, not because it violates
‘fundamental human rights’, but because it would in prac-
tice generally increase misery.

The history of domestication confirms Hare’s suspicion that
things would probably get worse.  Animals were once in-
cluded in human society, though at a lower level and on a
variety of terms: some were almost friends, some servants
and some prey.  All of them have come to seem merely
material for our human purposes, and any moral or supersti-
tious hesitation that we might have felt about using them in
ways that ‘the original bargain’ did not allow has been
allowed to lapse.  Once begin to think of other creatures as
being ‘at our disposal’, things for use and sale, and it is not
easy to avoid moral corruption.  On the other hand, this
same history suggests that Hare cannot rely on utilitarian
calculation to give the answer he requires.  Before aban-
doning talk of ‘fundamental human rights’ it would be as
well to consider the fate of those creatures who have been
held not to have them.  In the absence of superstitious awe
it is very difficult not to regard them merely as elements in
a utilitarian calculation which will discount most of their
experience.  How much does it matter that our domesti-
cated animals do not much enjoy life, or even suffer in our
service?  Those pains and losses, demonstrably, do not
count for very much with most of us when weighed against

our pleasures and possible gains.  An objective utilitarian,
one who is really conscious of the quality of every affected
creature’s life and judges accordingly, might conclude that
domestic servitude now involves far more loss than profit.
My own feeling is that she would, thought I am not so sure
that such a utilitarian would go on to recommend vegeta-
rianism, a ban on exploitative experiments and so on: the
individual and social costs of such a policy would have to
be weighed carefully (pace Singer2).  In the absence of
such an objective utilitarian, the debate seems rather scho-
lastic.  Ordinary human beings who attempt to weigh up
cost and profit inevitably count their own concerns, and
those of creatures with whom they readily identify, as of
more moment.  It is admitted that dogs, cows, chickens
may suffer, or lose enjoyments, in our service, but such
costs do not weigh with us, because dogs, cows, chickens
do not weigh with us.  They do not count, because we have
not for a long time thought of them as having anything like
‘equal rights’ with us.  Even utilitarians who think such
rights absurd are influenced in their calculations by the dis-
tancing of concern which is represented by their denial spe-
cifically to animals.  Even if no one has rights, animals do
not have them most of all, as Frey’s book revealingly ar-
gues.3

Correspondingly, it may well turn out that Hare’s Juban
slavery becomes unbearable precisely because ‘rights’ are
not in question.  Utilitarian calculation, as it will be per-
formed by the masters, will automatically discount the in-
terests of the slaves, even while the masters mouth
aphorisms like ‘a happy slave is a profitable slave’.  The
general interests of the slaves may be considered for a
while: those interests which any human being has, for food
and shelter and suficient clothing.  Their particular inter-
ests, for a supply of camomile, or Beethoven quartets, or a
different job, are unlikely to enter the master’s calculations.
When times are hard it will be their interests that are sacri-
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ficed to the masters’.  The slaves, not the masters, will be
reminded of ‘the common good’, and it will be the masters
who define what that good is to be.  We can of course con-
tinue the fantasy: as slavery becomes an obviously harder
life, and slaves have less to gain by working hard, or ident-
ifying themselves with their masters’ interests, greater force
will be needed to control them.  Casual sabotage will be the
norm, even if open revolt is avoided.  And on the neigh-
bouring island of Camaica, free human beings - self-se-
lected as those unwilling to trade freedom for supposed
security - will have created a thriving capitalist economy.
Or so, at any rate, Ludwig von Mises argued, on the
straightforward ground that free labour is far more produc-
tive:4 slave-societies are inferior not because masters are al-
ways cruel but because the workers have no reason to exert
themselves, and so the general level of production is low.

Like Hare, von Mises avoids any appeal to ‘human rights’
as a reason for deploring the existence of slave-societies.
Like Hare, he would doubt the likelihood of Hare’s initial
postulate, that Juba could ever be a likelier economic prop-
osition.  Unlike Hare, he points out how far slaves or serfs
themselves can be induced to believe the ideology of a
slave-society: namely, that they are incapable of free exist-
ence.  His reply, that free labour is more fruitful, depends
upon the denial of that ideology.  People may be unequal in
their talents, but all are capable of managing their own
lives, and will do so to better effect than any imaginable
human master.  In the words of Jefferson’s first Inaugural
speech:

Sometimes it is said that man cannot be trusted with
the government of himself.  Can he then be trusted
with the government of others?  Or have we found
angels in the form of kings to govern him?5

So utilitarian argument, calculation of likely costs and
profits, suggests (if anything) that it is better to act as if
there were human rights, particularly the fundamental right
of self-determination.  If a human creature is not to deter-
mine her own future, but to wait for a careful calculation to
be performed by the elite, it may be taken for granted both
that her interests will count for correspondingly less even
than (by objective calculation) they should, and that the
level of production will fall (since no particular member of
the servant classes has much to gain from exertion).

It would be useful if people thought that there were good
reasons, over and above any current calculation of the utili-
tarian odds, for not enslaving others.  It has similarly been
argued6 that Hindu respect for sacred cows preserves peas-
ant farmers from the dangers of erroneous calculation of
future profit.  It is almost always better not to kill the cow
who will provide milk, and fuel, and traction, even though
she seems an expensive luxury to ignorant Westerners, and
may be a temptation to a peasant on hard times.  Similarly
it is almost always better not to trade freedom for security,
not to enslave people who might instead be free partners.
Utilitarians who reflect on these things, have good reason
to instil motives of respect and awe in the general mass of
humanity, since it is these motives which will (perhaps)
preserve the greater good against biased calculations.

If such a utilitarian were our controller, she would have to
face a certain paradoxicality in her efforts: for it is better,
on the one hand, not to treat people as if they were one’s
tools and not to determine their futures for them; and on the
other hand, that is what she is doing.  All the remarks about
the fallibility of human calculation, the readiness to think
that those for whom we calculate have no serious interests
or plans of their own, would apply to her with force re-
doubled.  No one who was not absolute controller would be
able to instil such motives where they were not before.  No
one who was absolute controller would be very likely to be
an objective utilitarian, or to allow very much strength to
the opinions of those whom she controlled.  Fortunately, it
seems likely that the job has already been done for us, not
by any human agency, but by the invisible hand of mam-
malian evolution.  The capacity to feel respect and awe for
our fellows has been built into us because creatures with
those motives have left more descendants than those that
did not.  It has been profitable not to interfere with the
doings of others, not to snatch what is ‘theirs’, not to regard
them as merely material for our own purposes, not to re-
gard their dead bodies as merely rubbish or as merely meat,
not to disregard their discomfort and annoyance.  These
complex motives, some of which govern our behaviour to
other animals than the human, lie at the base of our recog-
nition of ‘rights’.  Those who sought to dominate all their
surroundings, who made no difference between infants and
adults, or were not especially aware of those creatures on
whose lives and good will they depended, left few descend-
ants.  The characteristics we now have are those which
were selected in our evolutionary past: not that they are the
best characters that they could be for the good of the
‘species’, but simply that they were more successful in re-
plicating themselves than the available rivals.

The point of these last remarks (some of which I have
defended elsewhere7) is to suggest that the motives which
ground our moral and political behaviour may have been
written into us by an invisible hand in a way that mimics
(though it does not quite match) the efforts of an imaginary
utilitarian controller.  That imagined autocrat does not need
to instil motives of respect in us: they are already there.
We are already prone to find something sacred in the
bodies and purposes of most other human, and some non-
human creatures.  The gap which utilitarians find difficult
to accomodate, between act and omission, is for us an ob-
vious emotional truth - it is one thing to be unwilling to kill
or hurt another, and quite another thing to give positive as-
sistance, though the result of not doing so may be the
other’s hurt.  We are not very ready to perform large-scale
utilitarian calculation about their and our interests, and then
act upon them.  We act out of other, more immediate mo-
tives than these, and build our ideologies out of what we
are programmed to feel.  Nothing in all this, by the way,
denies either that our programming may go wrong, or that
there is a place for more global calculations.

So perhaps it is worth considering that we object to slavery
not because we have performed some complex and unre-
liable calculation of the kind that Hare requires, but be-
cause it does violate one of our fundamental views.
Slavery is wrong because it violates the right of self-deter-
mination, and that ‘right’ is the projection, whatever else it
may be, of our recognition that here is another creature
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with whom there are more profitable modes of companion-
ship.  We are equipped to share another creature’s view-
point, to find that creature significant, to be friends or at
least to be friendly.  These feelings do not rest upon any
conscious calculation of the greater good, nor can they al-
ways be expected to serve such a good.  Sometimes they
may make it impossible (or at least very difficult) for us to
reach what might, in the abstract, be a better solution.  ‘Vi-
olating rights’ is a matter of going against these fundamen-
tal responses, and we do not do so willingly (or at all)
merely because reason tells us of a happy land far, far away
which can be reached by so doing.  This is partly, no doubt,
because we have good reason to disbelieve such
prophecies, but also because our conduct is not wholly gov-
erned by such global calculation of interests.  Similarly,
non-human animals can be induced to do things which do
not serve the long-range interests of their kind because they
respond to immediate features of their situation in accord-
ance with established emotional patterns.  This is not a sign
of stupidity, but of the difference between their goals and
our abstract calculation of what would be their greater
good.  We daily demonstrate that our motivations are simi-
larly local and immediate.  Not only are we unable and un-
willing to conduct ourselves by global calculation of the
unforeseeable, we do not even much relish the idea of
being controlled by any such global calculator who will
treat us merely as elements in her overall plan.

The point of these remarks is simply to suggest that the
institution of slavery is not, in the first instance, to be re-
jected either because it increases misery (as Hare alleges)
or because it fails to secure as great a profit as would free
labour (as von Mises alleges).  Our rejection of the master-
slave relationship rests more securely on our understanding
that this is an inappropriate or disrespectful one.  To en-
slave others is to violate their rights, even if only in the
sense that it violates the natural relationship between crea-
tures capable of companionship.

II

How can this be true?  Aristotle was the first political phil-
osopher known to us openly to assert that domination was a
natural form, and that there were people who were natural
slaves, destined to be manipulated or commanded by the
naturally free.8  But there is good reason to suspect that he
was not the first to have this convenient belief.  People
have had slaves for millenia, and readily convinced them-
selves that slavery was an appropriate condition for them.
More recently, ideologues have argued from the existence
of dominance relationships amongst other animals to the
naturalness, or at least the inevitability, of similar relation-
ships among human beings.9  That anyone should be a
slave, strictly so called, is thought a little too outrageous,
but the thought that most people can expect only to be obe-
dient, that there are those especially suited to be rulers (and
our problem how to make sure that they, who will take con-
trol in any case, have some slight concern for their sub-
jects) seems axiomatic.  ‘State-kept schoolmen’, like
ourselves, should always be conscious that the intellectual’s
historic function has been to provide a show of argument
for the status quo - or else of course to construct imaginary

alternatives which will provide the subject population with
its dreams!

Aristotle, as well as more modern ideologues, saw that one
animal might dominate another, and thence concluded that
this relationship could not be denounced as ‘against nature’.
More exact inquiry reveals that dominants, so called, do not
give orders, nor even lead, their subordinates.  A dominant
monkey is ‘on top’ in the sense that he or she is recognized
by the others as likely to win first place in any dispute.
Instead of ‘scrambling’ for a scarce resource, the animals
rely upon a previously established ‘peck order’.  Sometimes
the established dominant will lend assistance to others,
either because they are generally his or her relatives, or be-
cause they serve to assist the dominant against his/her near-
est rival and chief threat.  There are some things that
dominants will forbid others to do (more or less success-
fully): male dominants will be likely (though not certain) to
monopolize the breeding females.  What dominants do not
do, as a rule, is give a lead, nor do they issue any positive
instructions.  Leaders, in the sense of those who initiate
new movements or devise new tricks, are very often subor-
dinate members of the group.  Amongst mammals, the
mothers do act as both dominant and leader to their off-
spring, until they are grown, and sometimes continue to
show concern for them even after that.  Dominance and ter-
ritorial behaviour are very similar: any territorial animal is
dominant within its own territory; any dominant carries its
own territory around with it.  We misperceive the situation
if we think that all or most dominants are anything like
human masters.  One particular misperception, by the way,
is to suppose that male dominants exert any mastery over
females.  Females usually have their own hierarchies, and
are largely unaffected by the males’ disputes.  Lions do not
have real harems; lionesses do adopt real pets!10

Aristotle’s conviction that there were natural slaves is not
well supported by appeals to ethological data.  But we
should not dismiss them so abruptly as custom dictates,
with bland declarations that ‘of course there are no natural
slaves in the world’.11  A natural slave, by Aristotle’s ac-
count, is a person who cannot live her life in accordance
with a rational plan, who can understand but cannot initiate
rational discussion, who can obey but not internalize the
law, who will (whatever the social situation) in fact be
manipulated and controlled by others.  Some of them, gov-
erned by immediate desires, will be dangerous enough to
require that we seek to control them; others, whose desires
are milder, will at least have no objection to being planned
and provided for.  It is not obvious to me that there are no
people like that, though I would be more hesitant than Aris-
totle in labelling their condition natural and innate, and in
expecting any usable criteria for picking them out from the
mass of the population: being strong and thick-skinned, for
example, will hardly do!  Of course, it is very likely that
Aristotle (and other philosophers) were unconsciously
moved by the thought that civilized life could not be main-
tained without a supply of labourers without wills of their
own, and therefore convinced themselves that a benevolent
nature would provide such a supply.  In much the same
way, if you will forgive my harping on the subject, modern
thinkers who suppose that civilization can only be main-
tained by exploiting animals readily convince themselves
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that animals are not of a kind to mind the experience, or to
matter if they do.

But ideology and ethological error apart, there were two
other reasons for Aristotle’s belief in the appropriateness of
slavery for certain sorts of people, its inappropriateness for
other sorts.  The first lay in his theory of mind: there were
for him two sources of voluntary action, two ways in which
one might behave ‘willingly’, namely desire and decision.
To act out of desire, merely because one wanted to, was the
behaviour of non-human animals and slaves (and also,
when their passions overcame them, women and acratic
men).12  To act on decision was to do something as being
the right thing to do, because one reckoned it good.
Strictly speaking there was no true act at all, no praxis, un-
less it issued from deliberate decision, but there was volun-
tary behaviour.  Neither animals nor slaves were zombies,
but they did not strictly act out their own decisions.
Human slaves ( I speak of ‘natural slaves’) differed from
animals, or most animals, in being able to understand and
obey the instructions of others.  That there were such ‘natu-
ral slaves’ was a possibility created by this analysis of
human behaviour.  We know what it is to do what we want,
and what it is to do what we think we should.  The weak-
willed (and women) sometimes do the former though they
know the latter.  Slaves do the former, though they can, if
properly controlled, be induced to do what they should, for
the wrong motive.  Slaves obey the law not because it em-
bodies what the decent man would choose to do anyway,
but because they are afraid of punishment or desire the im-
mediate rewards of virtue.  Such people, Aristotle held, are
slaves in nature even if they are called ‘free’.

The second reason for Aristotle’s view is to be found in his
understanding of the great empires - and it is here that
readers may at last begin to see what this paper is really
about!  The spectacle of despotic government amongst bar-
barians convinced Aristotle (if he needed convincing) that
such barbarians must be of a slavish nature.13  What free
person, knowing him or herself to be capable of seeing and
acting on the right, could endure to be ruled by such an
absolute authority?  Such hereditary despots did not fear a
popular uprising (though they might fear their younger sons
or rival nobility), because they ruled over a people who
lacked the capacity to see beyond the immediate dangers of
disobedience, or to envisage a better way of life.  It is
worth adding, though Aristotle himself may not quite have
seen the significance of his remark, that barbarians also
show their slavishness in treating women as mere slaves.14

Not only are ‘natural slaves’ unable to plan their own lives,
they cannot recognize others as motivated by anything
other than immediate desire, nor find in them any other
value than the crudely utilitarian.  True friendship is only
possible between those who can recognize each other as
ends-in-themselves, valuable just for themselves and not
only as means to pleasure or profit.15  To treat people as
mere tools when they have their own projects and percep-
tion of the law is to reveal oneself to be a slavish spirit.

The subjects of the great empires, so Aristotle thought,
were at the disposal of their rulers, unable to conceive any
other mode of human companionship than that enshrined in
master-slave relationships, unable to take responsibility for
their own actions and futures, unable to internalize the law,

unable to treat others as free partners and potential friends.
Karl Wittfogel coined the expression, ‘hydraulic despot-
ism’, to describe what he saw as a distinctive mode of so-
cial organization created by the need to mobilize mass
labour to irrigate and (later) to communicate.16  There have
been even less plausible general theories, such as Jaynes’
baroque hypothesis that kings and subjects alike were then
wholly unselfconscious, dominated by the hallucinated
voices of dead priest-kings resident in the right half of their
brains.17  Aristotle found the explanation for the extraordi-
nary passivity of imperial subjects in their servile natures.
If they had any real capacity for self-planning, for open
friendships, for obedience to law instead of to arbitrary
commands of government, they would surely have realized
those capacities by now.  As they had not, they gave evi-
dence of being genuinely ‘natural slaves’, and therefore
(conveniently) a decent source for Greek slave-traders.  If
they were going to be slaves anyway surely even they
would be better off as slaves of the naturally free?  Since
they were incapable of genuine friendship, there was no
possibility of reaching any more companionable arrange-
ment with them, nor could they be trusted not to attack the
free world - whether from momentary passion or from ser-
vile obedience to the power-lusts of their despots.

Aristotle probably misperceived the situation.  There cer-
tainly seems no good reason to believe that the slave-syn-
drome he describes is an inheritable condition, rather than a
cultural malformation brough about by the needs of the ‘hy-
draulic empire’.  If there are genuinely natural slaves, it is
improbable that there are whole populations of them.  But
the cultural or psychological form of slavery is still worth
contemplating.  People are slaves, in this radical sense, if
they are at the absolute disposal of others, cannot partici-
pate in the decision-making of the community, cannot even
make their own decisions, are swayed solely by desire and
fear.  The political form which suits their condition is des-
potism, and this may well be felt to be legitimate, simply
because it is established.  In slave cultures ‘state-kept
schoolmen’ help to preserve the myths which will prevent
any clear look at the culture, any realization of the other
human possibilities.  Some slaves are trusties; some even
reveal that they are not quite Aristotelian slaves by interna-
lizing at any rate the law of their slave-society, which is in
fact directed by the inherited policies of the elite class,
whether these be merely passionate or show signs of ration-
ality.

So what is the alternative?  Aristotle’s love is given to the
polis, considered as a community of free partners who
share in the offices of their society and are brought up to
seek what it is that the law, the mean, requires.18  Conven-
tional political philosophy, not wholly unreasonably, tends
to equate such a polis with the liberal nation-state, and
finds Aristotle’s organization not democratic enough.  But
there is an alternative approach which I think deserves
more consideration.  Hare’s Juba, you will remember, was
designed so as to look very like an ordinary liberal state,
and the implication was that such a society might be as
acceptable as ours.  An institution that is implicitly ac-
cepted by its subjects, and provides a good deal of what
they want even if no opportunity to run their own lives,
cannot be all that bad.  The resemblance between Juba and
the modern nation-state, however, might carry a different
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weight of meaning.  If Juba reveals what our states are like,
perhaps they are all corrupt.  Subjects of the modern state
are already slaves, although they have forgotten what they
are.

III

Having crept up on the anti-statist position by this seem-
ingly devious route, I perhaps owe it to my readers to make
two remarks.  The first, that I am not the only scholar to
connect anti-statism, anarchism, with the Aristotelian tradi-
tion:

The anarchists and communards have only reminded
us of Aristotle’s simple discovery: man is a political
animal, a being whose natural association is governed
by laws he himself has created and to which he has
subjected himself19

- though this is to neglect the importance for anti-statist
thought of ‘unmade law’.  Machan has explicity founded
his libertarianism on a form of ethical egoism derived from
Aristotle’s eudaimonism.20  Secondly, I shall not be ex-
pounding Aristotle as such in what follows: though he lies
at the beginning of what was to become the anarchist tradi-
tion, there are a great many statist and illiberal elements in
his thought which this is not the place to consider.

State power, as I shall be considering it, consists in the
monopoly of force within a given region, directed towards
the property and lives of its subjects.  The rulers of Wittfo-
gel’s hydraulic empires called upon the labour of their sub-
jects tp construct the instruments of their oppression, and
backed their power with terror and the perversion of relig-
ious feeling.  All but the very lowest subjects could doubt-
less feel some pride in the accomplishments of the empire,
and a corresponding contempt for those still outsid its clut-
ches.  This goes some way to answering Cohen’s reason-
able question:

As a socio-political system the state permits greater
inequity within its population than any known earlier
form of association.  Why do people give up, or why
are they forced to give up, so much local and individ-
ual autonomy to become part of, and subordinate to,
despotic, sometimes quite cruel forms of govern-
ment?21

The eighteenth-century anti-federalist who pleaded that he
‘had rather be a free citizen of the small republic of Massa-
chusetts, than an oppressed subject of the great American
empire’22 spoke for many, but the gleam of empire, and the
hope of ending up in the higher classes, is enough to per-
suade multitudes.

The standard, Hobbesian reply is of course that without a
power strong enough to repress all other powers within a
region people cannot be relied upon to keep their word, or
their distance.  Better one master than many.  An unfortu-
nate by-product of Leviathan’s creation is that human
groups of greatly increased powers now face each other,
and fight to whatever conclusion they can.  It is not ob-
vious, historically, that wars between states have been less

destructive than the quarrels that it is alleged would have
occurred in their absence:

Governments are the principal violators of men’s
rights.  They make thieves, murderers and rapists look
saintly by comparison.  Government and government
alone foments wars, sends men to death camps and la-
bour camps, devises and uses nuclear bombs, arrests
individuals in the middle of the night and takes them
to where they are never heard of again, and - most
frequently of all - systematically plunders them of
what they have laboured to earn.23

The indictment is clearly correct in general, even though
well-to-do subjects of a moderately decent state are under-
standably inclined to count these acts as perversions of a
basically worthy institution.  Surely we are all beneficiaries
of the state, owing our security, our welfare, our salaries to
its organization of the commonwealth?  The task of refor-
mers must be to control the brutalities of state power, and
use its wealth and strength for good ends (those we think
are good).  Some states, we say, are indeed despotic, but
the solution is to place the ultimate controls in the hands of
the people, with the aid of the secret ballot, exercised peri-
odically to elect our representatives.  It is one of the most
characteristic of reformist foibles to suppose that they are
alone in the land, that no one will use the powers they
claim!

What if the reformist, liberal position be the ideology of
slaves, eagerly convincing themselves that there is no real
alternative to secure slavery, and thanking their masters for
such small concessions to natural justice as they are in-
clined to make?  If slavery is a wrongful institution because
it violates fundamental human rights, denies the response
we naturally make to potential friends and partners, then
maybe state power is similarly wrong:

Lawmakers . . . can add nothing to [justice, the su-
preme law] nor take anything from it.  Therefore all
the laws of their own making have no colour of auth-
ority or obligation . . . To say that any or all other men
may rightfully compel [an individual] to obey any or
all such other laws as they may see fit to make, is to
say that he has no rights of his own, but is their sub-
ject, their property and their slave.24

Spooner’s supreme law is, I suspect, identical with what
another anarchist called ‘the laws of free will, the Rules (as
the hobbits said) both ancient and just’.25  No one is to en-
slave anyone nor coerce anyone except to prevent such en-
slavement or absolute coercion.  No one, in particular, is to
force another to do what she does not herself consider right:
that is, to treat another source of action merely as material.
The rejection of state power does not rest, as it does in
Rupert Paul Wolff’s case, on the demands of autonomy as
such (that one never do what one is told, merely because
another requires it), but on the ‘natural right’ to be left
alone to determine one’s own life.26  State power is born in
conquest, not in free contract, and has no more right to its
prey than any other robber band.

In the interest of rendering this conclusion more obvious,
consider the following political fable, which owes some-
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thing to Spencer’s ‘Story of the Slave’.27  There was once a
band of brigands, living as predators rather than pro-
ducers.28  The brigands formed some friendships with each
other, but their relationships were mostly those of domin-
ance and submission.  One winter it occurred to them that
instead of taking food away from the productive villagers
down in the valley they could simply take up residence
there.  This they did, killing such of the villagers as openly
opposed them and telling the rest that they were now their
protectors against any (other) robber bands.  The villagers,
who had hitherto organized their affairs by the laws of free
will, were slowly forced into a sly submission.  The robbers
took the village women, reared children and grew old.
Their descendants might have been peacefully absorbed,
but it occurred to that same brigand genius to enlist young-
sters in his military elite.  At first only their own descend-
ants became nobles, but likely looking villagers were also
taken up.  After a few hundred years the common people
were even allowed some limited say in the question of who
should reach the nobility, though it was always understood
that no one who advocated any radical change in the organ-
ization of the village would be welcome.  These elections
were held in adversarial rather than consensus style, and
power to manipulate ‘the people’s choice’ and determine
the event notoriously lay with cabals.  All villagers were
heavily taxed, and encouraged to accept the situation by
being told that some of these moneys would be dispensed
on projects of their own choice.  It rarely occurred to any-
one to note that if group A and group B agreed to support
each other’s projects then the whole community would be
paying for both A and B, though no one very much wanted
either of them, and either group could probably have af-
forded its own project were it not also paying for the other.
The villagers were always subject to confiscation of their
property, to press-gangs (or conscription) and continual
propaganda to the effect that they were incapable of gov-
erning themselves within their own natural communities.
The Spencerian question is, of course: when did these con-
quered villagers retrieve their freedom?  And the answer
comes: not yet:

While nominally extended by the giving of votes the
freedom of the individual has been in many ways ac-
tually diminished; both by the restrictions which ever-
multiplying officials are appointed to insist on, and by
the forcible taking of money to secure for him, or for
others at his expense, benefits left to be secured by
each for himself.29

But this will seem like romantic individualism, ‘the petty
bourgeoisie’s aversion to discipline’,30 unless we can show
that there is a feasible alternative.  How was the village in
my fable ordered before the brigands came?  The popular
picture of an anarchist is of a bomb-throwing lover of dis-
order, incapable of organizing even an assassination.  The
anti-statist reply is that ‘Anarchy is order: government is
civil war’, and that ‘liberty is the mother of order, not its
daughter’.31  The belief that order can be achieved only by
submission to the state is ill-founded:

The maintenance of law and order, the dispensing of
justice, the provision of welfare and economic susten-
ance - all that we expect the state to provide today -

were carried out in the old kingdoms by local corpor-
ate bodies.32

And more eminent testimony:

The great part of the order which reigns among man-
kind is not the effect of government.  It has its origins
in the principles of society and the natural constitution
of men . . . Common interest regulates their concerns
and forms their law; and the laws which common
usage ordains have a greater influence than the laws of
government.33

The anti-statist position rests upon the claim that there is a
form of social life whose laws arise ‘naturally’ from the
communion of a free and responsible agents.  Such free
agents may sometimes act merely out of friendly obedience
to another, but they do so in the conviction that this is the
right thing for them to do.  They recognize each other as
equals and as potential friends, and would not seek to make
mere tools of each other.  Anarchists have differed in their
emphasis: some would wish to allow each individual person
territory wholly of her own, and have looked to the forces
of the market economy to help disentangle individual inter-
ests.  Josiah Warren, indeed, carried this so far as to at-
tempt to put his six-year-old daughter on a business footing,
working in the house for an agreed number of hours in ex-
change for her board and upkeep.34  Other anarchists have
pointed out the difficulty of disentangling individual con-
tributions to the commonwealth, and denounced state-law
precisely for denying people their rightful property:

Laws on property are not made to guarantee either to
the individual or to society the enjoyment of the pro-
duce of their own labour.  When the law establishes
Mr So and So’s right to a house, it is not establishing
his right to a cottage he has built for himself, or to a
house he has erected with the help of some of his
friends.  In that case no one would have disuted his
right.  The law is establishing his right to what belongs
to everybody in general and to nobody in particular.
The same house built in Siberia would not have the
value it possesses in a large town.35

It is not only difficult in practice to disentangle individual
contributions to the common wealth: it is, from the point of
view of anti-statist Aristotelianism, undesirable in theory.
That social form which is merely a market alliance allows
people to regard each other as mere tools, ‘friends for use
or pleasure’:36 the form of life which allows for equal
friendship also involves mutual concern and frequent joint
decision.  Even the pure market model requires some
shared concept of honour and mutual forbearance, but we
have the chance of richer friendships than that.
But if this is so, if we are right to live within genuine com-
munities that must reach joint decisions, and if much of the
wealth we enjoy has to be supposed a common wealth,
what becomes of anti-statism?  Will not such a community
precisely be a state?  Must not its members make their bow
to Leviathan and hope to conciliate the brute?  To this ri-
poste there are two replies: firstly that we do need to disen-
tangle different levels of organization if freedom is to
flourish; secondly, that not all common decisions need be
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made in the adversarial mode to which we have become
accustomed.

On the first point:

True progress lies in the direction of decentralization,
both territorial and functional, in the development of
the spirit of local and personal initiative, and of free
federation from the simple to the compound.37

Kropotkin was, arguably, the greatest of ‘left-wing’ or com-
munistic anarchists, and more insistent than many on the
importance, to herself and the community, of an individ-
ual’s own inner strength and freedom, but he was not alone
in advocating a society of interlocking groups:

Each individual, each association, commune, or prov-
ince, each region and nation, has the absolute right to
determine its own fate, to associate with whomever it
will, or break any alliance, without regard to so-called
historical claims or the convenience of its neigh-
bours.38

It is by subdividing these republics from the great Na-
tional one down thr’ all its subordinations, until it ends
in the administration of every man’s farm and affairs
by himself; by placing under every one what his own
eye may superintend, that all will be done for the
best.39

The first quotation is from Bakunin, an anarchist admirer of
Jeffersonian federalism; the second from Jefferson himself,
who named the foundation of republican government as
‘the equal right of every citizen in his person and
property’,40 but also held that the earth belonged only in
usufruct to the living41 and that the existence in any country
of uncultivated land and unemployed poor proved that ‘the
laws of property have been so far extended as to violate
natural right’:

If, for the encouragement of industry we allow it to be
appropriated we must take care that other employment
be permitted to those excluded from the appropriation.
If we do not, the fundamental right to labor the earth
returns to the unemployed.42

It is by ensuring that decisions are taken by the smallest
practicable grouping, within the framework of the common-
wealth, that each agent is given the chance of freedom.

The mode of organization, through all these interlocking
companies and regional groupings, might very well have
the same despotic character as the state itself.  But the cru-
cial feature of anarchic organization - and my second point
- makes a difference.  Whether it is accomplished through
economic exchange, or through open discussion, the object
of the exercise is to leave everyone satisfied.  Mary Parker
Follett, not openly an anarchist, spelt out the three main
techniques of resolving conflict: domination, compromise
and integration.43  In the first case one party effectively en-
slaves the other, and the fact that the other may some day
return the compliment does not alter the nature of the rela-
tionship.  In the second case both parties abandon some of
their hopes or accept that the other’s plans (which may not

be ones they welcome) are also fulfilled.  Follett’s third,
preferred technique, which is still advocated in management
studies, is to seek a solution which will wholly satisfy the
underlying aims of all concerned.  Conflict is an oppor-
tunity, not an evil:

A business should be so organized that full oppor-
tunity is given in any conflict, in any coming together
of different desires, for the whole field of desire to be
viewed.44

It may be reaonably be doubted that we can know a priori
that there will always be a possible integration of appar-
ently opposing plans, but it is clear that there is one more
often than we suppose, conditioned as we are to expect that
society is a zero-sum game, and our major problem to make
sure that we are on the winning side.  The system of inter-
locking groups that Follett and others advocated is not the
usual branching kind (where each sub-group reports with
others of the same category to a more powerful group), but
one where circles of membership overlap and report to each
other.  Attempts to implement this pattern, one must admit,
almost always lapse again into the authoritarian mode, but
we need not believe that this is a necessary truth.  Some
commentators, perhaps unfairly, have suspected that it is
we in the developed West who are out of step:

The non-western political pattern of decision-making
is an intensive and time-taking consultative process in
which different views are argued until consensus
emerges, and this is confirmed in a final vote.45

These decision-making transactions amount to discoveries
of deeper unities, wider identities.  It is because this sort of
thing is possible that even anarcho-capitalism is not the
simple-minded pursuit of self-interest that some suppose,
and certainly not the unreconstructive advocacy of bad
manners and petty crime that is found amongst some mod-
ern pamphleteers.  Freedom, of the kind which is denied in
slave-societies, does not rest merely in the absence of exter-
nal human impediment (so that Robinson Crusoe was free
before Friday), but in the form of social exchange and per-
sonal development that enables all to meet as friends:46

The free individual was always defined [by Emerson]
in the context of a society made up of other free indi-
viduals - or ultimately in a universe - which curbed his
personal individualism by reference to the basic right
of all others to become free.47

Even to speak of one’s indivualism being ‘curbed’ by so-
ciety is perhaps misleading: in a genuinely political society
my identity as an individual is of a piece with my social
relationships, and my welfare is not that of a self-sufficient
monad, but of a person, with family and friends and the
great globe itself to help to define me.  What I decide is not
independent of what ‘we’ decide - whatever the ‘we’ is that
I find myself a member of.

Government and the state are institutions which permit
some people to impose their will upon all those within the
boundaries fixed by historical accident to mark the limits of
one’s state power against another’s.  Relatively decent gov-
ernments both take account of large-scale demands on the
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part of the subject population, and allow some latitude to
individual and local action.  Even decent governments dis-
approve of loyalties that transcend state boundaries; even
decent governments have an interest in convincing their
subjects that they are incapable of managing their own
lives, or that it would be impractical to turn again to the
local, corporate, and voluntary fellowships that have in the
past accomplished what we need.  Even decent govern-
ments have an interest in spreading the falsehood that ‘the
state’ is simply the total body of citizens, working together
for the common good - though it is obvious that there is no
such well-defined body with a common, freely worked out
purpose.  Their claims, obviously, are not wholly implaus-
ible.  But if, as also seems plausible, it is possible to live as

free and social beings, negotiating and integrating our plans
as allies and potential friends, we must consider seriously
whether governments are anything more than partly re-
formed brigands, and all the efforts of political philosophers
to offer an abstract justification of the institution only ra-
tionalizations of despotism.

If slavery, which is to use people merely as tools, is an
offence to that form of shared life which we are evolved to
seek, enjoy and admire, state-slavery is no less.  On the is-
land of Camaica no one is a slave, and all can find an Aris-
totelian happiness in the shared enterprise of political and
contemplative life.
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