Open Road, Summer 1976

Oppenheimer has high hopes for the State

" ByRichardYates

The State, by Franz Oppen-
heimer. Biack Rose Books,

There are two classical
theories about the origin of
the apparatus of government
(i.e., the State). It is a bit
shocking to realize that there
are two such views. Most of
us have encountered only
one view—the “consensus
theory” of the State. Very
few have had a chance to
hear about the “conflict
theory” of the State.

Franz Oppenheimer’s
book is an enjoyable tool for
correcting that flaw in our
education. His analysis and
development of the conflict
theory should be of special
interest to anarchists be-
cause it goes right to the
heart of the ugly reality that
lies behind State organiza-
tions: the State is the orga-
nized means whereby the
descendents of a conquering
class have robbed the con-
quered class of a portion of
their economic production.

Before we explore this
view any further, let us
sketch the * consensus
theory” of the State:

According to the consen-
sus theory, people were
compelled to create a State
structure to provide them-
selves with a means for order
and harmony among them-
selves. Under this interpre-
tation, humanity in its
natural state is bound to be
involved in a continual series
of petty struggles. But at
some point in time it comes to
realize that this constant

be struck whereby a people
agree to hand over their
liberties—and the liberties of
unforeseen generations—to
the State. This is absurd
because one's liberty is not
an object that can be passed
around. An individual can act
asif he were not free, asif the
choice to obey were out of his
power, but this would only be
appearance and not sub-
stance. In fact this individual
has used this freedom to
choose to act in an unfree
manner.

A State does work on the
basis of a consensus: the
citizens consent to obey. But
this is merely a consensus of
the moment. At any time
they may rebel. Contrary to
this, the consensus theory
talks of a consent to obey in
perpetuity. They claim that a
people can give up the
“right” to rebel.

Franz Oppenheimer’s The
State is an excellent intro-
duction to the “conflict
theory” of the origin of the
State. The following is a very
rough sketch of the ideas in
his book. (To appreciate the
full sophistication of Oppen-
heimer's thought and the
array of data he marshals for
his argument, one must read
the original.

Conflict Theory

First he notes there are
only two ways to live. You
can produce what you need,
or you can rob it from others.
“..Ipropose in the following
discussion to call one's own
labor and the equivalent
exchange of one's labor for
the labor of others, the
means’ for the

is pro-
ductive. Thus, it forms an
institution, the State, to
which it hands over final
power over everyone's lives
so that they might achieve
peace and security.

Anarchists are
quainted with the cr
of this theory:

— We are not the natural-
ly rapacious creatures that
the consensus theorists have
depicted. Kropotkin has
taken great pains in his work
Mutual Aid, to show that the
impulse to cooperate and aid
other humans is one of the
deepest impulses in our
nature. Oppenheimer care-
fully shows that violence and
warfare come only with the

f certain kinds

ac-
sms

satisfaction of needs, while
the unrequited appropria-
tion of the labor of others will
be called the ‘political
means.”

Originally we lived solely
by economic means. Ween-
gaged in the occupations of
hunter, herdsman, or pea-
sant. The first steps toward
the creation of the State were
taken when the more orga-
nized herdsmen and Vikings
began raiding the peasants.
They succeeded in this
because their economic life
demanded a more closely
knit and mobile lifestyle, and
this gave them an edge in
warfare.

In time the peasants and
lhe ralders reached an

of economic activities and
societal structures.

—The consensus theory
assumes that we live as
isolated individuals and that
itis only with the founding of
theState that human society
is initiated. But this is sheer
fantasy. Oppenheimer cites
numerous examples to show
that Stateless societies have
existed extensively in the
past. He argues that these
societies failed only in the
sense that they were unable
to defend themselves suc-
cessfully in the face of
organized plunder by herds-
men and Vikings. The hun-
ters were swept aside and
the peasants were subju-
gated by these more orga-
nized societies. The impor-
tant fact, however, is that
society pre-dates the creation
of the State.

—The most incredible as-
sumption of the consensus
theorists is that some “con-
sensus” or “agreement” can

f the pea-
sants ceased resisting the
ravages of the raiders, then
the raiders would no longer
strip them of all their pos-
sessions and ravage their
population. As time passed
the raiders settled in the
midst of the peasants and
assumed the role of a domi-
nating class in the newly
amalgamated society. The
governmental apparatus de-
veloped as the organized
means whereby the domina-
ting class continued to
plunder the toiling peasants.
The “political means” of
existence has introduced it-
self into human history.
Oppenheimer has  ana-
lyzed six stages in the unfold-
ing of the creation of the
State. He is careful to note
that historical evidence does
not show that all emergent
states developed in just
these six stages. Instead, he
argues that the six stages are
theoretical constructs that
fit very closely with what we

know about the actual deve-
lopment of most States. He
tries to show that anomalies
arise because of peculiar cir-
cumstances.

The latter two-thirds of
Oppenheimer’s book is less
interesting to us as anar-
chists. He develops his view
that the original State deve-
lops through various stages
as a feudal state. He devotes
afull chapter to an argument
that the great States of an-
cient times were a historical
dead end. Instead, he sees
the modern State as a deve-
lopment of the feudal State
that both preceeded and sue-
ceeded the great States of
antiquity.

R

which is unstable and which
will — spontaneously —
dissolve:

“I believe in this possibi-
lity. The tendency of State
development unmistakably
leads to one point: seen in its
essentials the state will cease
to be the ‘Developed political
means’ and will become ‘a
freemen’s citizenship.’ In
other words, its outer shell
will remain in essentials the
form which was developed in
the constitutional State, un-
der which the administration
will be carried on by an
officialdom. But the content
of the states heretofore
known will have changed its
vital element by the dis-
of the economic

he argues
that the contemporary con-
stitutional State is a higher
development of the State

WOBBLIES IN B.C.

exploitation of one class by
another. And since the State
will, by this, come to be with-

Syndicalists on the

By Alan Engler
“Plunderbund and Proletar-
iat—A History of the INWW in
B.C.” by Jack Scott, New
Star Books, $2.95

Jack Scott’s second book
on Canadian labour is a wel-
come addition to working
class history. The book is not
an orthodox trade union
history. It does not concen-
trate on resolutions passed in
conventions, nor on speeches
or correspondence of offi-
cials. Instead, Scott writes
about the class struggle and
the role of the IWW in these
struggles.

My criticism of the book is
that there is not enough of it.
While appreciating the con-
scientious and painstaking
research by the author, on
reading the book I could not
help feeling frustrated at the
meagreness of useful mate-
rial on working class history.
Few people realize that in
the years before World War I
an anti-capitalist movement
had achieved a popularity
among workers that terrified
the ruling classes and con-
vinced even cautious trade
union leaders that working
class revolution was just
around the corner.

This movement which had
its greatest success in
France, called itself revolu-
tionary syndicalism, after
the French word for trade
union. Revolutionary syndi-
calists believed that the re-
organization of unions would
provide the means to work-
ing class power. Sectional or
craft unions would have to be
replaced by industrial unions
which would unite all work-
ers in each industry regard-
less of craft. These industrial
unions would then come to-
gether in all-inclusive feder-
ations, which would unite the
entire class and provide the
organization which would
replace the rule of capitalism.

In France, revolutionary
syndicalists won control of
the existing trade union
federation. In Britain they
fought for the amalgamation
of the existing sectional
unions, and later syndicalists
led the shop stewards move-
ment which hoped to replace
conservative officialdom by
delegates elected by the rank
and file of all unions.

In Ireland (where Jack

Scott was born in 1910) syn-
dicalists inspired by James
Connolly, and led by Jim
Larkin organized workers
into the Irish Transport and
General Workers, regardless
of craft or industry.

In the United States,
Australia, and Canada revo-
lutionary syndicalists orga-
nized into the Industrial
Workers of the World. Syn-
dicalists in Canada were to
achieve their greatest suc-
cess with the One Big Union
after the war. Jack Scott
hmns his book to the IWW in

The IWW was founded in
Chicago in 1905. It had little
impact in Canada east of
Alberta, but it led major
class struggles in the two
western provinces. In B.C. it
played its biggest role in
strikes of railway construc-
tion workers. In 1911 it led a

out either classes or class
interests, the bureaucracy of
the future will truly have
attained that ideal of the im-
partial guardian of the
common interests, which
nowadays it laboriously at-
tempts to reach. The"State”
of the future will be ‘society”
guided by self-government.”
(p. 102)

We, as anarchists, cannot
be so optimistic that the
State will dissolve so easily.

Franz Oppenheimer is not
an anarchist. But his book
can serve as a powerful tool
for anarchists. If we can
master his analysis and learn
to employ it in our own
attempt to analyze the
nature and working of con-
temporary States, then we
will be taking a firm stride
forward. We must have a

clear and compelling account
of how Stateless societies
have existed and can exist.
Oppenheimer offers a solid
foundation on which we can
build such an analysis.

The: power of Oppen-
heimer's ideas lies in their
simplicity. Political theories,
at heart, are myths and ideal-
izations. For too long we
have lived under the myth
that the consensus theorists
have pandered. Their view
has disposed us to believe
that the State is ultimately
benevolent despite its vora-
cious and destructive facade.
If we master the conflict
theory, we will have an intel-
lectual weapon which will
help us to expose this
incredible lie that theState is
in some ultimate sense
“benevolent.”

Western frontier

strike of workers completing
the terminus of the new
trans-continental railway at
Prince Rupert. Scott says,
“The syndicalist influence of
the IWW was apparent in the
proud boast of the members
that the organization had no
leaders—everybody  was
ual.”
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The IWW led strikes on
the Grand Trunk Pacific, the
Kettle Valley Line, the
Pacific Great Eastern, and
the gigantic_strike of 8,000
workers on the Canadian
Northern between Hope and
Kamloops. The headquarters
of this strike, at Yale, was
described by a contemporary
cor as, “the seat

free speech fights in Victoria
and Vancouver in 1911 and
1912. These campaigns
which involved over 10,000
working people were initi-
ated by the IWW and
supported by the Socialist
Party and the Labour Coun-
cils. Scott tells us, “At that
time, when most socialists
respected the right of all
factions to be heard, it was
not surprising that Wobbly
and Socialist would share a
common platform and work
together in a common cause.”

Jack Scott spends no time
expressing his own opinions
about syndicalism. He leaves
no doubt. though about his

of a miniature republic run
on Socialist lines and it must
be admitted that so far it has
been run

for the working

class, and especially for

workers in construction,

logging, and mining, campe.
whose

strike committee rules.
Scott also writes about the

il e e
Canada as a teenager.

The 1912 Wobbly strike against Canadian Northern Railroad.



