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In the following discussion, Murray Bookchin’s libertarian municipalist politics is analyzed
from the perspective of social ecology. This analysis forms part of a much larger critique, in
which I attempt to distinguish between social ecology as an evolving dialectical, holistic philos-
ophy, and the increasingly rigid, non-dialectical, dogmatic version of that philosophy promul-
gated by Bookchin. An authentic social ecology is inspired by a vision of human communities
achieving their fulfillment as an integral part of the larger, self-realizing earth community. Eco-
communitarian politics, which I would counterpose to Bookchin’s libertarian municipalism, is
the project of realizing such a vision in social practice. If social ecology is an attempt to under-
stand the dialectical movement of society within the context of the larger dialectic of society and
nature, eco-communitarianism is the project of creating a way of life consonant with that under-
standing. Setting out from this philosophical and practical perspective, I argue that Bookchin’s
politics is not only riddled with theoretical inconsistencies, but also lacks the historical grounding
that would make it a reliable guide for an ecological and communitarian practice.!

One of my main contentions in this critique is that because of its ideological and dogmatic
aspects, Bookchin’s politics remains, to use Hegelian terms, in the sphere of morality rather than
reaching the level of the ethical. That its moralism can be compelling I would be the last to deny,
since I was strongly influenced by it for a number of years. Nevertheless, it is a form of abstract
idealism, and tends to divert the energies of its adherents into an ideological sectarianism, and
away from an active and intelligent engagement with the complex, irreducible dimensions of
history, culture and psyche. The strongly voluntarist dimension of Bookchin’s political thought
should not be surprising. When a politics lacks historical and cultural grounding, and the real
stubbornly resists the demands of ideological dogma, the will becomes the final resort. In this
respect, Bookchin’s politics is firmly in the tradition of Bakuninist anarchism.

! In the course of this critique, I will sometimes refer to Bookchin’s response to some of the points I make. His
criticisms are contained in a lengthy document entitled “Comments on the International Social Ecology Network
Gathering and the ‘Deep Social Ecology’ of John Clark” Bookchin wrote this polemic in response to a rough draft
of the present article, excerpts of which were presented at the International Social Ecology Conference in Dunoon,
Scotland. He originally distributed the document widely by mail and later published it in Democracy and Nature, vol.
3, no. 3, pp. 154-197. While revisions of the draft were made, I quote Bookchin’s comments only on those parts that
remain unchanged. The term “Deep Social Ecology” comes from a comment by editor David Rothenberg on an article
I wrote for The Trumpeter: Journal of Ecosophy Bookchin mistakenly read Rothenberg’s depiction of my ideas as my
own self-description.



Democracy, Ecology and Community

The idea of replacing the state with a system of local political institutions has a long history
in anarchist thought. As early as the 1790’s, William Godwin proposed that government should
be reduced essentially to a system of local juries and assemblies, which would perform all the
functions that could not be carried out voluntarily or enforced informally through public opin-
ion and social pressure.! A century later, Elisée Reclus presented an extensive history of the
forms of popular direct democracy, from the Athenian polis to modern times, and proposed that
their principles be embodied in a revolutionary system of communal self-rule.? Today, the most
uncompromising advocate of this tradition of radical democracy is Murray Bookchin, who has
launched an extensive and often inspiring defense of local direct democracy in his theory of lib-
ertarian municipalism.> Bookchin’s ideas have contributed significantly to the growing revival
of interest in communitarian democracy. For many years, he was one of the few thinkers to carry
on the tradition of serious theoretical exploration of the possibilities for decentralized, participa-
tory democracy. Perhaps the only comparable recent work has been political theorist Benjamin
Barber’s defense of “strong democracy” While Barber offers a highly detailed presentation of
his position, and often argues for it persuasively, he undercuts the radicality of his proposals
by accepting much of the apparatus of the nation-state.* Thus, no one in contemporary political
theory has presented a more sustained and uncompromising case for the desirability of radical
“grassroots” democracy than has Bookchin. Furthermore, he has been one of the two contempo-
rary theorists of his generation (along with Cornelius Castoriadis) to raise the most important
philosophical issues concerning radical democracy.’> This critique recognizes the importance of
Bookchin’s contribution to ecological, communitarian democratic theory and investigates the
issues that must be resolved if the liberatory potential in certain aspects of his thought are to be
freed from the constraints of sectarian dogma.

One of the strongest points in Bookchin’s politics is his attempt to ground it in ethics and
the philosophy of nature. In viewing politics fundamentally as a sphere of ethics his political
theory carries on the Aristotelian tradition. Aristotle saw the pursuit of the good of the polis,
the political community, as a branch of ethics, the pursuit of the human good as a whole. He
called this ultimate goal for human beings eudaimonia, which is often translated as “the good

! See John P. Clark, The Philosophical Anarchism of William Godwin (Princeton : Princeton University Press,
1977), pp- 192-93, 243-47.

2 See John P. Clark and Camille Martin, Liberty, Equality, Geography: The Social Thought of Elisée Reclus (Littleton,
CO : Aigis Publications, forthcoming).

* See especially Murray Bookchin, “From Here to There.” in Remaking Society (Montréal : Black Rose Books,
1989), pp. 159-207, and Ch. 8, “The New Municipal Agenda,” in The Rise of Urbanization and the Decline of Citizenship
(San Francisco : Sierra Club Books, 1987), pp. 225-288.

* See Benjamin Barber, Strong Democracy : Participatory Politics for a New Age (Berkeley : University of California
Press, 1984).

> For Castoriadis’s politics, see especially Philosophy, Politics, Autonomy (New York : Oxford University Press,
1991).



life” Bookchin expands this concept of the larger good even further to encompass the natural
world. Beginning with his early work, he has argued that the development of a political ethics
implies “a moral community, not simply an ‘efficient’ one,” “an ecological community, not simply
a contractual one,” “a social praxis that enhances diversity,” and “a political culture that invites
the widest possible participation.” (1968)°

For Bookchin, politics is an integral part of the process of evolutionary unfolding and self-
realization spanning the natural and social history of this planet. Social ecology looks at this
history as a developmental process aiming at greater richness, diversity, complexity, and ratio-
nality. The political, Bookchin says, must be understood in the context of humanity’s place as
“nature rendered self-conscious”” The goal of politics from this perspective is the creation of a
free, ecological society, in which human beings achieve self-realization through participation in a
creative, non-dominating human community, and in which planetary self-realization is furthered
through humanity’s achievement of a balanced, harmonious place within the larger ecological
community of the earth. A fundamental political task is thus the destruction of those forms of
domination which hinder the attainment of greater freedom and self-realization, and the creation
of new social forms that are most conducive to these ends.

This describes “politics” in the larger, classical sense of a political ethics, but leaves open the
question of which “politics” in the narrower sense of determinate social practice best serves such
a political vision. While Bookchin has always emphasized the importance of such political prece-
dents as the Athenian polis and the Parisian sections of the French Revolution, it was not always
clear what specific politics was supposed to follow from this inspiration. Often he expressed
considerable enthusiasm for a variety of approaches to political, economic and cultural change.
In “The Forms of Freedom” (1968) he envisions a radically transformative communalism rapidly
creating an alternative to centralized, hierarchical, urbanized industrial society. In terms remi-
niscent of the great utopian Gustav Landauer, he suggests that “we can envision young people
renewing social life just as they renew the human species. Leaving the city, they begin to found
the nuclear ecological communities to which older people repair in increasing numbers,” as “the
modern city begins to shrivel, to contract and to disappear.”® The almost apocalyptic and mil-
lenarian aspects of Bookchin’s views in this period reflect not only the spirit of the American
counterculture at that time, but also his strong identification with the utopian tradition.

Several years later, in “Spontaneity and Organization,” he sees the “development of a revolu-
tionary movement” as depending on “the seeding of America” with affinity groups, communes
and collectives. His ideas are still heavily influenced by the 1960’s counterculture (which his
own early works in turn theoretically influenced), and he lists as the salient points of such en-
tities that they be “highly experimental, innovative, and oriented toward changes in life-style
as well as consciousness.” They were also to be capable of “dissolving into the revolutionary
institutions” that were to be created in the social revolution that he believed at the time to be a

% Murray Bookchin, Post-Scarcity Anarchism (Berkeley, CA : Ramparts Press, 1971, p. 124.

7 This idea, like many of Bookchin’s concepts, was expressed almost a century before by the great French anar-
chist geographer Elisée Reclus. Reclus begins his 3500-page magnum opus of social thought, L’Homme et la Terre, with
the statement that “I'Homme est la Nature prenant conscience d’elle-méme,” or “Humanity is Nature becoming self-
conscious.” For extensive translation of Reclus’ most important work and commentary on its significance, especially
in relation to social ecology, see Clark and Martin, Liberty, Equality, Geography : The Social Thought of Elisée Reclus.

8 Bookchin, Post-Scarcity Anarchism, p. 169.

’ Murray Bookchin, Toward An Ecological Society (Montréal : Black Rose Books, 1980), p. 263.



real historical possibility.!’ Indeed, he could write in 1971 that “this is a revolutionary epoch” in

which “a year or even a few months can yield changes in popular consciousness and mood that

would normally take decades to achieve.’!!

10 11,5
Ibid.
"' Ibid., p. 273. Admittedly, he was careful to note that he would not argue that the United States was (in 1971)

“in a ‘revolutionary period’ or even a ‘pre-revolutionary period” (p. 263). But then again, who would have argued
this? Richard Nixon’s landslide reelection the next year and subsequent U.S. history suggests that the mood of actual
people living through the epoch was somewhat less than revolutionary. Furthermore, despite the wishful thinking
of dogmatic anarchists, studies of electoral abstentionists has shown their outlook to be strikingly similar to that of

voters.



Revolution in America (1969-1997)

Statements like this one express Bookchin’s deep faith in revolutionary politics, a faith which,
while far from being spiritual, is certainly “religious” in the conventional sense of the term. Like
religious faith, it shows great resilience in the face of embarrassing evidence from the merely
temporal realm. One of the most enduring aspects of Bookchin’s thought is his hope for apoc-
alyptic revolutionary transformation, and his quest to create a body of ideas that will inspire a
vast revolutionary movement and lead the People into their great revolutionary future. His ex-
aggerated assessment of the revolutionary potential of American society a quarter-century ago
is not an isolated aberration in his thought. It prefigures many later analyses, including his re-
cent discovery of supposedly powerful historical tendencies in the direction of his libertarian
municipalism.

Bookchin himself points to his article “Revolution in America” for evidence of his astuteness
concerning historical trends in the earlier period.! A careful examination of that text indicates
instead a disturbing ideological tendency in his thought. In that article, published in February
1969 under the pseudonym “Robert Keller,” Bookchin wisely denies that there was at that time
a “revolutionary situation” in the United States, in the sense of an “immediate prospect of a
revolutionary challenge to the established order”? However, he contends, as he reiterates several
years later, that we have entered into a “revolutionary epoch.” His depiction of this epoch betrays
the unfortunate theoretical superficiality that was endemic to the 1960’s counterculture, and
shows a complete blindness to the ways in which the trends that he embraced so uncritically were
products of late capitalist society itself. Furthermore, it hearkens back in the anarchist tradition
to Bakuninism, with its idealization of the marginalised strata, its voluntarist overemphasis on
the power of revolutionary will, and its Manichaen view of the future.

According to Bookchin “the period in which we live closely resembles the revolutionary En-
lightenment that swept through France in the eighteenth century — a period that completely
reworked French consciousness and prepared the conditions for the Great Revolution of 1789.”
Interestingly, what he sees as spreading through America society in a seemingly inexorable man-
ner is a questioning of “the very existence of hierarchical power as such,” a “rejection of the com-
modity system,” and a “rejection of the American city and modern urbanism.”* He finds symp-
toms of these trends in the fact that “the society, in effect, becomes disorderly, undisciplined,
Dionysian” and that “a vast critique of the system” is expressed for example in “an angry gesture,

! Murray Bookchin, “Revolution in America,” in Anarchos #1 (1968). I am grateful to Bookchin himself for his
suggestion that I give this article more attention. Specifically, he stated of my earlier draft of the present analysis
that “had [Clark] represented my views with a modicum of respect, he might have consulted ‘Revolution in America”
(“Comments,” p. 172.) I readily admit that in reading thousands of pages of Bookchin’s writings, I dismissed that early
article as a very minor and poorly-written work. I now recognize it, though, as a revealing statement of Bookchin’s
Bakuninist tendencies.

2 Bookchin, “Revolution in America.” p- 3.

* Ibid,, p. 4

* Ibid.



a ‘riot’ or a conscious change in life patterns,” all of which he interprets as “defiant propaganda
of the deed”® He praises various social groups for their contribution to the “new Enlightenment,”
including, “most recently, hippies.”®

However, what is most interesting for those interested in Bookchin’s anarchism are his Bakuni-
nesque statements concerning the transformative virtues of spontaneous violence. He claims that
“the ‘rioter’ and the “Provo’ have begun to break, however partially and intuitively, with those
deep-seated norms of behavior which traditionally weld the masses to the established order,” and
that “the truth is that ‘riots’ and crowd actions represent the first gropings of the mass toward
individuation”” Elsewhere, he praises the “superb mobile tactics” used in a demonstration in
New York, calls for “the successful intensification of these street tactics,” and stresses the need
for these tactics to “migrate” to other major cities.® Overall, he takes a rather mechanistic view of
the “revolutionary” movement that he sees developing. According to his diagnosis, the problem
is that “an increasing number of molecules” (as the result of what he calls the “seeping down” of
the “vast critique” mentioned earlier) “have been greatly accelerated beyond the movement of
the vast majority””® Switching rapidly from physical to biological imagery, he concludes that the
challenge is for radicalized groups to “extend their own rate of social metabolism to the country
at large”1°

Certain tendencies that have always impeded Bookchin’s development of a truly communitar-
ian outlook are already evident in his conclusions on the place of “consciousness’ in this process.
“What consciousness must furnish above all things is an extraordinary flexibility of tactics, a
mobilization of methods and demands that make exacting use of the opportunities at hand.”!! In
this analysis, Bookchin expresses a Bakuninism (or anarcho-Leninism) that has been a continu-
ing undercurrent in his thought, and which has recently come to the surface in his programmatic
municipalism. His conception of consciousness at the service of ideology stands at the opposite
pole from an authentically communitarian view of social transformation, which sees more elab-
orated, richly-developed conceptions of social and ecological interrelatedness (not in the sense
of mere abstract “Oneness,” but rather as concrete unity-in-diversity) as the primary challenge
for consciousness as reflection on social practice.

“Revolution in America” illustrates very well Bookchin’s enduring tendency to interpret phe-
nomena too much in relation to his own political hopes, and too little in relation to specific
cultural and historical developments. In this case, he fails to consider the possibility that the ero-
sion of traditional character structures and the delegitimation of traditional institutions could be
“in the last instance” the result of the transition from productionist (“early,” “classical”) capitalism
to consumptionist (“late,” “post-modern”) capitalism. For Bookchin, “what underpins every social
conflict in the United States, today, is the demand for the self-realization of all human potential-

* Ibid.

% Ibid., p. 5. Bookchin has unfortunately never produced a full-scale theoretical analysis of the relation between
the hippies and the Enlightenment. His naive enthusiasm for the hippy movement and similar cultural phenomena is
reminiscent of the musings of another middle-aged utopian of the time, Charles Reich, who in The Greening of America,
lapsed into a similarly breathless misassessment of the significance of the American youth culture.

7 1bid., p. 5.

8 Ibid., pp. 11-12.

? Ibid. pp. 10, 4, 10.

1% Ibid., p. 10.
1 1bid., p- 12. Bookchin’s italics.



ities in a fully rounded, balanced, totalitistic way of life.”!? He asserts that “we are witnessing”
nothing less than “a pulverization of all bourgeois institutions,” and contends that the “present
bourgeois order” has nothing to substitute for these institutions but “bureaucratic manipulation
and state capitalism”'®> Amazingly, there is no mention of the enormous potential for manipula-
tion of the public through mass media and commodity consumption — presumably because the
increasingly enlightened populace was in the process of rejecting both.

Bookchin concludes with the Manichean pronouncement that the only alternatives at this
momentous point in history are the realization of “the boldest concepts of utopia” through revo-
lution or “a disastrous [sic] form of fascism.”!* This theme of “utopia or oblivion” continued into
the 70’s and beyond with his slogan “anarchism or annihilation” and the enduring message that
eco-anarchism is the only alternative to ecological catastrophe. The theme takes on a new incar-
nation in his recent “Theses on Municipalism,” which he ends with the threat that if humanity
turns a deaf ear to his own political analysis (social ecology’s “task of preserving and extending
the great tradition from which it has emerged”) then “history as the rational development of
humanity’s potentialities for freedom and consciousness will indeed reach its definitive end.”!®
While Bookchin is certainly right in saying that we are at a crucial turning-point in human and
earth history, he has never demonstrated through careful analysis that all types of reformism
(and indeed all other alternatives to his own politics) inevitably end in either fascism or global
ecological catastrophe. His claims are reminiscent of those of Bakunin, who spent years writing a
long work, one of whose major, yet quite unsubstantiated, theses was that Europe’s only options
were military dictatorship or his own version of anarchist social revolution.'®

Bookchin claims to be shocked (indeed, “astonished”) by such criticism of the Bakuninist as-
pects of his work. What amazes him is that “a self-proclaimed anarchist would apparently deny
a basic fact of historical revolutions, that both during and after those revolutions people undergo
very rapid transformations in character”!” However, while anarchism as a romanticist ideology
of revolution might uncritically accept the inevitability of such transformations, anarchism as
a critique of domination will retain a healthy skepticism concerning claims of rapid changes in
character structure among masses of people.

It is important to take a much more critical approach than does Bookchin toward accounts
of the history of revolutions. Revolutionaries have tended to idealize revolutions and explain
away their defects, while reactionaries have tended to demonize them and explain away their
achievements. For example, anarchists have had a propensity to emphasize accounts of the Span-
ish Revolution by anarchists and sympathizers, and to ignore questions raised about extravagant
claims of miraculous transformations. It is seldom mentioned, as Fraser’s interviews in Blood of
Spain reveal, that there were anarchists who believed that if the anarchists had won the war, they
would have needed another revolution to depose the anarchist militants who were dominating

'2 Ibid., p. 7. While “underpinning” is not a very sophisticated theoretical category, the implication is clearly that
there is a strong connection between the phenomena thus related.

13 Ibid. This was long before the think tanks of the bourgeois order finally discovered, as Bookchin has revealed
recently, that it could perpetuate itself through deep ecology and “lifestyle anarchism.”

' Ibid.

15 “Theses on Social Ecology” in Green Perspectives 33 (Oct., 1995), p. 4

!¢ Michel Bakounine, L’Empire Knouto-Germanique et la revolution sociale, ed. Arthur Lehning (Paris : Editions
Champ Libre, 1982).

7 Bookchin, “comments;” p, 173.



the collectives.!® Considering the problems of culture and character-structure that existed, this
second revolution might have really meant a long process of self-conscious personal and com-
munal evolution. While ideological apologists always contend that revolutionary movements
are betrayed by renegades, traitors and scoundrels, a critical analysis would also consider the
limitations and, indeed, the contradictions inherent in any given form of revolutionary process
itself.!’?

Furthermore, it is necessary to point out that there is an important anarchist tradition that has
stressed the fact that the process of “transformation in character” is one that can only progress
slowly, and that what some, like Bakunin and Bookchin, would attribute to the alchemy of rev-
olution is really the fruit of long and patient processes of social creativity. This is the import
of Elisée Reclus’ reflections on the relationship between “evolution and revolution,” and even
more directly, of Gustav Landauer’s view that “the state is a relationship” that can only be un-
done through the creation of other kinds of non-dominating relationships developed through
shared communitarian practice. To overlook the continuity of development and to count on vast
changes in human character during “the revolution” (or even through participation in institu-
tions like municipal assemblies) leads to unrealistic expectations, underestimation of limitations,
and ideological distortions and idealizations of revolutionary periods.

Finally, it should be noted that Bookchin misses the main point of the criticism of Bakunin’s
and his own revolutionism. Beyond their idealization of revolutions themselves, both exhibit a
tendency to idealize revolutionary movements (and even potentially revolutionary movements
and tendencies) so that these phenomena are seen as implicitly and unconsciously embodying
the ideology of the anarchist theorist who interprets them (as exemplified by Bookchin’s “Revo-
lution in America,” his more recent observations on an emerging “dual power,”?® and by almost
everything Bakunin wrote about contemporary popular movements in Europe.) Not only revolu-
tions, but these social movements are depicted as producing very rapid changes in consciousness
and character that are in reality possible only through gradual organic processes of growth and
development. Furthermore, the movements are attributed an inner “directionality” leading them
to exactly the position the revolutionary theorist happens to hold, whatever the actual state of
the social being and consciousness of the participants may be. Thus, Bookchin conclusion that
my analysis “raises serious questions about [Clark’s] own acceptance of the possibility of revo-
lutionary change as such.”! is correct. Indeed, I question his or any uncritical revolutionism that
abstractly, idealistically, and voluntaristically conceives of “revolutionary changes” as existing
“as such” (an sich) and overlooks the many historical, cultural, and psychological mediations that
are necessary for them to exist as self-realized, consciously developed social practices (fiir sich)

Bookchin is much more convincing when he puts aside his revolutionary fantasies and fo-
cuses instead on a comprehensive, many-dimensional program of social creation. His vision of
an organically-developing libertarian ecological culture has inspired many, and has made an im-
portant contribution to the movement for social and ecological regeneration. In “Toward a Vision

'8 See the interview with Fernando Aragon in Ronald Fraser, Blood of Spain : An Oral History of the Spanish Civil
War (New York : Pantheon Books, 1979), pp. 367-69.

!9 The deepest contradiction in the Spanish anarchist revolutionary movement is stated quite clearly by Vernon
Richards, one of its most radical anarchist critics : “only a small section of the Spanish revolutionary movement was
in fact libertarian” Lessons of the Spanish Revolution (1936—1939) (London : Freedom Press, 1972), p. 206.

» Bookchin, “The Rise of Urbanization,” p. 256.

?1 Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 173.
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of the Urban Future,” for example, he looks hopefully to a variety of popular initiatives in contem-
porary urban society. He mentions block committees, tenants associations, “ad hoc committees,”
neighborhood councils, housing cooperatives, “sweat equity” programs, cooperative day care, ed-
ucational projects, food co-ops, squatting and building occupations, and alternative technology
experiments as making contributions of varying importance to the achievement of “municipal
liberty.”22

While Bookchin has always combined such proposals with an emphasis on the importance
of the “commune” or municipality in the process of social transformation, the programs now
associated with his program of libertarian municipalism have taken precedence, while other ap-
proaches to change have received increasingly less attention. The municipality becomes the cen-
tral political reality, and municipal assembly government becomes the preeminent expression of
democratic politics.

22 Bookchin, Toward an Ecological Society, pp.183-86.
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Citizenship and Self-Identity

Bookchin contends that the “nuclear unit” of a new politics must be the citizen, “a term that
embodies the classical ideals of philia, autonomy, rationality, and above all, civic commitment.”!
He rightly argues that the revival of such an ideal would certainly be a vast political advance over
a society dominated by self-images based on consumption and passive participation in mass so-
ciety.? To think of oneself as a citizen contradicts the dominant representations of the self as
egoistic calculator, as profit-maximizer, as competitor for scarce resources, or as narcissistic con-
sumer of products, images, experiences, and even other persons. It replaces narrow self-interest
and egoism with a sense of ethical responsibility toward one’s neighbors, and an identification
with a larger whole — the political community. Furthermore, it reintroduces the idea of moral
agency on the political level, through the concept that one can in cooperation with others create
social embodiments of the good. In short, Bookchin’s concept challenges the ethics and moral
psychology of economistic, capitalist society and presents an edifying image of a higher ideal of
selfhood and community.

Yet this image has serious limitations. To begin with, it seems unwise to define any single
role as such a “nuclear unit,” or to see any as the privileged form of self-identity, for there are
many important self-images with profound political implications. A notable example is that of
personhood. While civic virtue requires diverse obligations to one’s fellow-citizens, respect, love
and compassion are feelings appropriately directed at all persons. If (as Bookchin has himself at
times agreed) we should accept the principle that “the personal is political,” we must explore the
political dimension of personhood and its universal recognition.®

Furthermore, the political significance of our role as members of the earth community can
hardly be overemphasized. We might also conceive of this role as an expression of a kind of
citizenship — if we think of ourselves not only as citizens of a town, city or neighborhood, but
also as citizens of our ecosystem, of our bioregion, of our georegion, and of the earth itself. In

! Bookchin. The Rise of Urbanization, p. 55.

2 Bookchin objects strongly to the concept of “self-image” as a fundamental concept in social theory. (See “Com-
ments,” pp. 164-165). In Bookchin’s scheme of reality, there is, on the one hand, the real world in which we live, and, on
the other, the imagined world that we might create with expansive vision, concerted effort, and correct organization.
This simplistic division is part of Bookchin’s dualism, which succeeds in combining both reductionist and idealist ele-
ments. It is quite distinct from an authentically dialectical analysis, which recognizes the centrality of the imaginary to
all social reality. In particular, the way we imagine the self is seen as central to all our practical and theoretical activity.

? Bookchin contends in his “Comments” that the statement just made implies that I want to “reduce ‘citizenship’
to personhood.” Yet, I think that it is clear that to analyze the political implications of personhood is not the same as
equating personhood with citizenship. Bookchin seems to lapse into confusion by falsely projecting into my discussion
his own premise that citizenship is the only form of self-identity with political implications and then concluding
invalidly that since I attribute political implications to personhood, I must consider it to be a form of citizenship. He
also seems confused when he claims that after citizens have been reduced to taxpayers, I want to “further reduce”
them to persons. (“Comments,” p. 166) While I do not in fact propose such a definition of citizenship, conceiving of
someone as a “person” rather than a “taxpayer” hardly seems a reduction. In fact, the very concept of “reducing”
human beings to persons seems rather confused and bizarre.

12



doing so, we look upon ourselves as citizens in the quite reasonable sense of being responsible
members of a community. Interestingly, Bookchin believes that acceptance of such a concept of
citizenship implies that various animals, including insects, and even inanimate objects, including
rocks, must be recognized as citizens.* This exhibits his increasingly rigid, unimaginative and
quite non-dialectical approach to the life of concepts. Just as we can act as moral agents in relation
to other beings that are not agents, we can exercise duties of citizenship in relation to other beings
who are not citizens.? Furthermore, Bookchin himself uses the term “ecocommunities” to refer
to what others call ecosystems. By his own standards of rationalist literalism, one might well ask
him how human beings could achieve “communal” or “communitarian” relationships with birds
and insects — or, more tellingly, how the bird or insect might be expected relate “communally”
to (for example) Murray Bookchin.

Bookchin’s personal preferences concerning linguistic usage notwithstanding, in the real
world the term “citizen” does not have the connotations that he absolutizes. The fact is that
it indicates membership in a nation-state and subdivisions of nation-states, including states that
are in no way authentically democratic or participatory. While Bookchin may invoke the lin-
guistic authority of famous deceased radicals,® the vast majority of actually living people (who
are expected to be the participants in the libertarian municipalist system) conceive of citizenship
primarily in relation to the state, and not the municipality. The creation of a shared conception of
citizenship in Bookchin’s sense is a project that must be judged in relation to the actually-existing
fund of meanings and the possibilities for social creation in a given culture.” The creation of a
conception of citizenship in the earth community is no less a project, and one that has a lib-
eratory potential that can only be assessed through cultural creativity, historical practice, and
critical reflection on the result.?

Bookchin seems never to have gleaned from his readings of Hegel the distinction between an
abstract and a concrete universal. While superficially invoking Hegel, he overlooks the philoso-
pher’s dialectical insight that any concept that is not developed through conceptual and historical
articulation remains “vacuous.” Much of the present critique of Bookchin’s libertarian municipal-
ism is a conceptual and historical analysis that draws out the implications and contradictions in
his position, contradictions that are disguised through rhetorical devices, avoidance of difficult

* Ibid., p. 165. This feeble attempt at reductio ad absurdum is reminiscent of Luc Ferry’s anti-ecological diatribe
The New Ecological Order (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1996). For a critique of Ferry’s inept efforts to pin the
charge of insectocentrism on the ecology movement, see John Clark, “Ecologie Aujourd’hui?” in Terra Nova 1 (1996) :
112-119.

3 Presumably Bookchin’s municipal citizens would have responsibilities in regard to the buildings, streets, soil,
air, and other aspects (perhaps even the insects) of the municipality. Yet this does not imply that the buildings, etc.,
should be considered citizens, unless the sovereign assembly declares them to be so.

% Bookchin, “Comments;” p. 166. In an apparent argumentum ad verecundiam, he claims that “revolutionaries of
the last century — from Marx to Bakunin — referred to themselves as ‘citizens’ long before the appellation ‘comrade’
replaced it. In fact, in Bakunin’s voluminous correspondence he typically referred to himself as a “friend,” or used
some other conventional phrasing. His preferred term with his closest political collaborators was “brother,” though he
sometimes used “comrade,” and Citizen Bakunin signed himself “Matrena,” in writing to Nechaev, whom he addressed
as “Boy”

7 It is a question of the social imaginary, to use a valuable concept that Bookchin contemptuously dismisses.

8 1t is possible that the liberatory potential in the entire concept of “citizenship” is seriously limited, and more
inspiring communitarian self-images will play a more important role in the future. This is, however, a historical and
experimental question, not one that be answered through stipulation, speculation, or dogmatic pronouncements.
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issues, and bombastic but irrelevant replies to criticism.’ In short, his concepts often lack artic-
ulation. But just as often he seems to lack the ability to distinguish between what is and is not
articulated. He does not realize that, in themselves, concepts like “citizen of a municipality” and
“citizen of the earth,” are both “vacuous” and “empty” — that is, they are mere abstractions. Their
abstractness cannot be negated merely by appealing to historical usage or to one’s hopes for an
improved usage in the future. They can be given more theoretical content by an exploration of
their place in the history of ideas and in social history, by engaging in a conceptual analysis, and
by reflecting on their possible relationship to other emerging theoretical and social possibilities.
Yet they remain abstractions, albeit more fully-articulated ones. They gain concrete content, on
the other hand, through their embodiment in the practice of a community — in its institutions,
its ethos, its symbols and images.

Bookchin apparently confuses this historical concreteness with relatedness to concrete histor-
ical phenomena of the past. When he finds certain political forms of the past to be inspiring, they
take on for him a certain numinous quality. Various models of citizenship become historically
relevant today not because of their relation to real historical possibilities (including real possi-
bilities existing in the social imaginary realm), but because they present an image of what our
epoch assuredly ought to be. It is for this reason that he thinks that certain historical usages of
the term “citizen” can dictate proper usage of the term today.

Of course, Bookchin is at the same time aware that the citizenship that he advocates is not a
living reality, but only a proposed ideal. Thus, he notes that “today, the concept of citizenship has
already undergone serious erosion through the reduction of citizens to ‘constituents’ of statist
jurisdictions or to ‘taxpayers’ who sustain statist institutions”!* Since he thinks above all of
American society in formulating this generalization, one might ask when there was a Golden
Age in American history when the populace were considered “citizens” in Bookchin’s strong
sense of “a self-managing and competent agent in democratically shaping a polity.”!! What has
been “eroded” is presumably not the unrealized goals of the Democratic-Republican Societies, and
other similar phenomena outside the mainstream of American political history. This remarkable
form of “erosion” (a phenomenon possible only in the realm of ideological geology) has taken
place between discontinuous historical models selected by Bookchin and the actually-existing
institutions of contemporary society.

In addition to defending his concept of citizenship as the “true” meaning of the term, he also
contends that its realization in society is a prerequisite for the creation of a widespread concern
for the general good. He argues that “we would expect that the special interests that divide people
today into workers, professionals, managers, and the like would be melded into a general interest
in which people see themselves as citizens guided strictly by the needs of their community and
region rather than by personal proclivities and vocational concerns”!? Yet this very formulation
preserves the idea of particularistic interest, i.e., that defined by whatever fulfills the needs of

’ When one uses a reductio ad absurdum argument against Bookchin he replies (and perhaps thinks) that one
believes in the absurd.

19 Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 166.

" Ibid. The closest approximation of this conception was found in the radical democracy movement of the 1790’s,
which unfortunately extended it to only a minority of the population, and had a very limited influence on the course
of American social history. See John Clark, “The French Revolution and American Radical Democracy,” in Y. Hudson
and C. Peden, eds., Revolution, Violence, and Equality (Lewiston, NY : The Edwin Mellen Press, 1990), pp. 79-118.

'2 Murray Bookchin, “Libertarian Municipalism : An Overview” in Green Perspectives 24 (1991) p. 4. Note that in
this statement Bookchin slips into admitting the possibility of “citizenship” in a region.
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one’s own particular “community and region” — needs which could (and in the real world cer-
tainly would) conflict with the needs of other communities and regions. There will always no
doubt be communities that have an abundance of certain natural goods, all of which might fulfill
real needs of the community, but some of which would fulfill even greater needs of other com-
munities entirely lacking these goods or having special conditions that render their needs more
pressing.

Of course, one might say that in the best of all possible libertarian municipalisms, the citi-
zens would see their highest or deepest need as contributing to the greatest good for all — “all”
meaning humanity and the entire planet. Bookchin does in fact recognize that such a larger com-
mitment must exist in his ideal system. But he does not recognize that its existence implies a
broadened horizon of citizenship: that each person will see a fundamental dimension of his or
her political being (or citizenship) as membership in the human community and, indeed, in the
entire earth community.

There is a strong tension in Bookchin’s thought between his desire for universalism and his
commitment to particularism. Such a tension is inherent in any ecological politics that is com-
mitted to unity-in-diversity and which seeks to theorize the complex dialectic between whole
and part. But for Bookchin this creative tension rigidifies into contradiction as a result of his
territorializing of the political realm at the level of the particular municipal community. In an
important sense, Bookchin’s “citizenship” is a regression from the universality of membership
in the working class, whatever serious limitations that concept may have had. While one’s priv-
ileged being qua worker consisted in membership in a universal class, one’s being qua citizen
(for Bookchin) consists of being a member of a particular group — the class of citizens of a given
municipality.

Bookchin will, however, hear none of this questioning of the boundaries of citizenship. From
his perspective, the concept of citizen “becomes vacuous” and is “stripped of its rich historical
content”!® when the limits of the concept’s privileged usage are transgressed. Yet he is flounder-
ing in the waters of abstract universalism, since he is not referring to any historically-actualized
content, but merely to his idealized view of what the content ought to be. Citizenship is not
developed (richly or otherwise) through some concept of “citizen” that Bookchin or any other
theorist constructs. Nor can it be “developed” through a series of historical instances that have
no continuity in concrete, lived cultural history. It becomes “richly developed” when concept and
historical precedent are give meaning through their relationship to the life of a particular com-
munity — local, regional, or global. Bookchin, like anyone concerned with the transformation of
society, is faced with a cultural repertoire of meanings that must be recognized as an interpreta-
tive background, from which all projects of cultural creativity must set out to recreate meaning.
We cannot recreate that background, or any part of it (for example, the social conception of “cit-
izenship”) in our own image, or in the images of our hopes and dreams. Yet our ability to realize
some of our hopes and dreams will depend in large part on our sensitivity to that background,
and our capacity to find in it possibilities for extensions and transformations of meaning.

3 Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 167.
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The “Agent of History”

Bookchin asks at one point the identity of the “historical ‘agent’ for sweeping social change”!
In a sense, he has already answered this question in his discussion of the centrality of citizen-
ship. However, his specific response focuses on the social whole constituted by the entire body
of citizens : “the People.” Bookchin has described this emerging “People,” as a “’counterculture’
in the broadest sense,” and stipulated that it might include “alternative organizations, technolo-
gies, periodicals, food cooperatives, health and women’s centers, schools, even barter-markets,
not to speak of local and regional coalitions”* While this concept is obviously shaped and in
some ways limited by the image of the American counterculture of the 1960’s, it reflects a broad
conception of cultural creativity as as the precondition for liberatory social change. This is its
great strength. It points to a variety of community-oriented initiatives that develop the potential
for social cooperation and grassroots organization.

But just as problems arise from privileging a particular self-image, so do they stem from the
privileging of any unique “historical agent,” given the impossibility of analytical or scientific
knowledge of the processes of social creativity. It is likely that such agency will always be ex-
ercised in many spheres and at many overlapping levels of social being. It is conceivable that
in some sense “the person” will be such a historical agent, while in another “the earth commu-
nity” will be. In addition, as will be discussed further, alternatives deemphasized in his view of
what contributes to forming such agency (such as democratic worker cooperatives) may have
much greater liberatory potential than those stressed by Bookchin. From a dialectical holistic
viewpoint, it is obvious that there will always be a relative unity of agency and also a relative
diversity, so that agency can never have any simple location. While political rhetoric may require
a reifying emphasis on one or the other moments of the whole, political thought must recognize
and theorize the complexity of the phenomena. Bookchin’s concept is a seriously flawed attempt
to capture this social unity-in-diversity.

The idea of “the People” as the preeminent historical agent is central to Bookchin’s critique
of the traditional leftist choice of the working class (or certain other economic strata) for that
role. Bookchin, along with other anarchists, was far ahead of most Marxists and other social-
ists in breaking with this economistic conception of social transformation. Indeed, post-modern
Marxists and other au courant leftists now sound very much like Bookchin of thirty years ago,
when they go through the litany of oppressed groups and victims of domination who are now
looked upon as the preeminent agents of change. Bookchin can justly claim that his concept is
superior to many of these current theories, in that his idea of “the People” maintains a degree
of unity within the diversity, while leftist victimology has often degenerated into incoherent,
divisive “identity politics”

! Murray Bookchin, The Last Chance : An Appeal for Social and Ecological Sanity (Burlington, VT : Comment
Publishing, 1983), p. 48.
? Ibid.
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But perhaps Bookchin, and, ironically, even some contemporary socialists go too far in deem-
phasizing the role of economic class analysis. Bookchin notes that while “the People” was “an
illusory concept” in the 18 century, it is now a reality in view of various “transclass issues like
ecology, feminism, and a sense of civic responsibility to neighborhoods and communities”® He
is of course right in stressing the general, transclass nature of such concerns. But it seems clear
that these issues are both class and transclass issues, since they have a general character, but
also a quite specific meaning in relation to economic class, not to mention gender, ethnicity and
other considerations. The growing concern for environmental justice and the critique of environ-
mental racism have made this increasingly apparent. Without addressing the class (along with
ethnic, gender and cultural) dimensions of an issue, a radical movement will fail to understand
the question in concrete detail, and will lose its ability both to communicate effectively with
those intimately involved in the issue, and more importantly, to learn from them. The fact is that
Bookchin’s social analysis has had almost nothing to say about the evolution of class in either
American or global society. Indeed, Bookchin seems to have naively equated the obsolescence of
the classical concept of the working class with the obsolescence of class analysis.

While “the People” are identified by Bookchin as the emerging subject of history and agent of
social transformation, he also identifies a specific group within this large category that will be
essential to its successful formation. Thus, in the strongest sense of agency, the “’agent’ of rev-
olutionary change” will be a “radical intelligentsia,” which, according to Bookchin, has always
been necessary “to catalyze” such change.* The nature of such an intelligentsia is not entirely
clear, except that it would include theoretically sophisticated activists who would lead a libertar-
ian municipalist movement. Presumably, as has been historically the case, it would also include
people in a variety of cultural and intellectual fields who would help spread revolutionary ideas.

Bookchin is certainly right in emphasizing the need within a movement for social transfor-
mation for a sizable segment of people with developed political commitments and theoretical
grounding. However, most of the literature of libertarian municipalism, which emphasizes social
critique and political programs very heavily, has seemed thus far to be directed almost exclu-
sively at such a group. Furthermore, it has assumed that the major precondition for effective
social action is knowledge of and commitment to Bookchin’s theoretical position. This ideologi-
cal focus, which reflects Bookchin’s theoretical and organizational approach to social change, will
inevitably hinder the development of a broadly-based social ecology movement, to the extent that
this development requires a diverse intellectual milieu linking it to a larger public. Particularly as
Bookchin has become increasingly suspicious of the imagination, the psychological dimension,
and any form of “spirituality,” and as he has narrowed his conception of reason, he has created
a version of social ecology that is likely to appeal to only a small number of highly-politicized
intellectuals. Despite the commitment of social ecology to unity-in-diversity, his approach to
social change increasingly emphasizes ideological unity over diversity of forms of expression.
If the “radical intelligentsia” within the movement for radical democracy is to include a signifi-
cant number of poets and creative writers, artists, musicians, and thoughtful people working in
various professional and technical fields, a more expansive vision of the socially-transformative
practice is necessary.

* Bookchin, Remaking Society, p. 173.
* Murray Bookchin, The Modern Crisis (Philadelphia : New Society Publishers, 1986), pp. 150-51.
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Furthermore, a heavy emphasis on the role of a radical intelligentsia — even in the larger
sense just mentioned — threatens to overshadow the crucial importance of cultural creativity by
non-intellectuals. This includes those who create small cultural institutions, cooperative social
practices, and transformed relationships in personal and family life. The non-hierarchical princi-
ples of social ecology should lead one to pay careful attention to the subtle ways in which large
numbers of people contribute to the shaping of social institutions, whether traditional or newly
evolving ones. Bookchin himself recognizes the importance of such activity when he describes
the emergence of a “counterculture” that consists of a variety of cooperative and communitarian
groups and institutions, and thereby promotes the all-important “reemergence of ‘the People.”
Why the intelligentsia, and not this entire developing culture is given the title of “historical
agent” is not clearly explained. One must suspect, however, that the answer lies in the fact that
the majority of participants in such a culture would be unlikely to have a firm grounding in
the principles of Bookchin’s philosophy. The true agents of history, from his point of view, will
require precisely such an ideological foundation.

* Ibid., p. 152
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The Municipality as Ground of Social Being

The goal of the entire process of historical transformation is, of course, the libertarian munic-
ipality. Bookchin often describes the municipality as the fundamental political, and, indeed, the
fundamental social reality. For example, he states that “conceived in more institutional terms, the
municipality is the basis for a free society, the irreducible ground for individuality as well as soci-
ety”! Even more strikingly, he says that the municipality is “the living cell which forms the basic
unit of political life ... from which everything else must emerge: confederation, interdependence,
citizenship, and freedom? This assertion of the centrality of the municipality is a response to the
need for a liberatory political identity that can successfully replace the passive, disempowering
identity of membership in the nation-state, and a moral identity that can successful replace the
amoral identity of consumer. The municipality for Bookchin is the arena in which political ethics
and the civic virtues that it requires can begin to germinate and ultimately achieve an abundant
flowering in a rich municipal political culture. This vision of free community is in some ways a
very inspiring one.

It is far from clear, however, why the municipality should be considered the fundamental social
reality. Bookchin attributes to the municipality a role in social life that is in fact shared by a
variety of institutions and spheres of existence. It is not only the dominant dualistic ideologies of
modern societies, which presuppose a division between private and public life, that emphasize
the realm of personal life as as central to social existence. Many anarchists and utopians take
the most intimate personal sphere, whether identified with the affinity group, the familial group
or the communal living group, as fundamental socially and politically.®> And many critical social
analyses, including the most radical ones (for example, Reich’s classic account of Fascism and
Kovel’s recent analysis of capitalist society) show the importance of the dialectic between the
personal dimension and a variety of institutional spheres in the shaping of the self and values,
including political values.*

One might suspect that Bookchin is using descriptive language to express his own prescrip-
tions about what ought to be most basic to our lives. However, he sometimes argues in ways that

! Bookchin, The Rise of Urbanization, p. 249.

? Ibid., p. 282.

? Bookchin comments on this statement that the civitas of Libertarian Municipalism “is the immediate sphere
of public life — not the most “intimate,” to use Clark’s crassly subjectivized word ..” (“Comments,” p. 193) What a
“crassl