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The broad concept of illegality

Simply spreading information that has been distorted or kept quiet by the institutions and
the media is “illegal”. It does not go against any precise law (except in cases of information
protected by “State secret”), but is contrary to the State’s management of social control, of
enforcing the law.

So a wide range of activity exists that attracts the attention of the State’s repressive
organisms to the same extent (if not more) as behaviour that actually breaks a precise law.

At certain moments the circulation of information can be very damaging to projects of
State control, at least (if not more) as much as action considered by the law as crime.

It derives from this that the difference between the “formal” line of illegality and the “real”
one fluctuates according to the repressive projects of power.

So State and capital both nationally and internationally determine levels of illegality—or
if you prefer a limit of ‘legality’—fixed not so much through recourse to precise laws (the
law acts in given cases), but with an intricate practice of control and dissuasion that only at
certain moments becomes actual repression as such.

The politics/legality relationship

Basically, all political critique is within the terms of legality. In fact, it strengthens the
institutional fabric by allowing it to overcome defects and delays determined by the contra-
dictions of capital and some excessively rigid aspects of the State.

But no political critique can go as far as to reach the absolute negation of the State and
capital. If it were to do so—as happens with anarchist critique—it would be a question of
social critique, so would not be considered a constructive contribution to the institutional
fabric and consequently become—in fact—*illegal”.

Social and political situations can arise in which greater equilibrium between the political
and economic forces make it easy for a social critique, even a radical, anarchist one, to be
recuperated. But that does not alter the substantially “illegal” content of this critique.

On the other hand, even behaviour that falls quite outside the law can be considered
differently in the light of determined political situations. For example, the armed struggle of
a combatant party is undoubtedly illegal behaviour, but at a given moment it can turn out
to be functional to the project of recuperation and restructuring of the State and capital, an
eventual agreement between combatant party and the State is not impossible (the latter in
its guise of guarantor of the privileges of capitalism).

This is not as absurd as it seems in that the combatant party places itself in the logic of
destablising the ruling power in order to construct a power structure that is different in form
but identical in substance. In this kind of project, as soon as it is realised that the military
confrontation cannot proceed because there is no outlet in the medium term they come to
some agreement. The amnesty being discussed in the [ltalian 1970s] movement is one of
these possible agreements. Other forms can be imagined in the light of the recuperation
by social democracy. A cohabitation as a result of the military defeat that seems the only
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possible solution to those who yesterday were convinced they could take over the old power
structure and manage it completely.

As you can see, whereas simple anarchist critique—radical and absolute—is always
“illegal”, even the armed struggle of the combatant parties can sometimes enter the domain
of “legality”. That proves once again the “fluctuating” concept of legality and the State’s
intention to adapt this to the conditions of control.

The exercise of control

The instruments of repression are only in minimal part related directly to repression as
such. Most of them function as preventive instruments of control.

This consequently has an effect on all potential forms of illegality—through a series of
measures—and on all forms of different behaviour. Potential illegality is within the law today,
allowing the far-seeing eye of the censor to calculate a possible outlet. The same goes
for “different” “deviant” behaviour (a move away from that imposed by the producers of
consensus), today a possible object of study or wonder, but real danger points of social
subversion in the future.

Now, the exercise of control is based on the accumulation of data: behaviour, deviance,
taste, ideology, actions, etc. The greatest amount of data possible and its relative elabo-
ration is at the root of any extensive project of control. Without these elements the latter
would not be possible, it would be circumscribed and not very dependable in the wider,
participatory perspective of control.

Space of secrecy

Contrary to the opinion of some—who maintain it is pointless—I consider secrecy to be
one of the essential elements of revolutionary action.

But this concept must be gone into.

In the first place the idea that one can only think of secrecy in the eventuality of clandes-
tine action.

Secrecy is also indispensable in the activity of counter-information, activity aimed at
intermediate struggle. In fact an intermediate struggle, for example, a factory occupation,
is not the “real” aim of anarchists, this comes afterwards in the consequences that might
develop. These consequences cannot be foreseen during the work of counter-information
and, in the narrow sense, are not part of the intermediate action, but belong to a successive
phase which can only with difficulty be grasped by those who participate in the struggle
simply to satisfy a primary, immediate need.

Secondly, even if we take it for granted that the repressive forces will come to know
every aspect of our struggle—from the phase of counter-information to the successive one—
that is no reason for not adopting the method of giving as little information as possible to
the enemy. Doing things in the light of day does not mean that we supply explanations



of everything for use by the police. Think, for example, of a situation where many actions
take place in different places simultaneously. By taking care of the communication aspect
(leaflets, posters, papers, etc.) one can make it more difficult for the police to discover the
relationship that exists between these actions. This is a question of simple caution in order
to delay repressive action.

Educating oneself to care and prudence is therefore fundamental for every revolutionary
no matter what action they intend to carry out. If we stop to think about this for a moment,
even when simply drawing up a leafletwe can easily work out safeguarding techniques that
should be used so as to avoid aspects of repression . On the other hand, knowledge of these
techniques allows us to use instruments of denunciation or contempt at opportune moments
when we consider it important in such a way that the risk involved becomes a calculated
risk not a simple error of the pen or ideas, to be regretted immediately afterwards.

As we can see, the space for secrecy is wide and goes far beyond the realm of clandes-
tinity.

The anarchist movement and the problem of secrecy

To say that the anarchist movement is by nature not a clandestine movement is mean-
ingless. A revolutionary movement as complex and rich in elements for the radical transfor-
mation of society cannot fail to be thought of as anything other than an intervention that is
realised in the light of day so that everyone has the chance take its ideas into consideration.

The fact that the anarchist movement has at times been reduced to clandestinity de-
pended exclusively on altered historical and political conditions in a given country.

But that does not prevent the anarchist movement from developing its political and rev-
olutionary activity with the caution mentioned earlier. It also develops more specific activity
that is not aimed at propaganda and participation in social struggles, but has different ob-
jectives that are—obviously—not in contrast with the first. In the first place, the problem of
finding the means necessary for the struggle. In the second, attacks against objectives and
individuals actively involved in exploitation, and so on.

This kind of activity cannot be considered as something “different” or “separate” from
the rest. The need for secrecy, which seems out of the question as far as these aspects
are concerned, leads those who believe secrecy is impossible to conclude that all such
activity must be abandoned, thus sacrificing a potential that continues to reduce everything
to simple declarations of principle and a sad inadequacy of means.

Technology and secrecy

But do the potent technological means the adversary is doted with really make secrecy
impossible?

This question enters the field of perplexities that have been generated over the past few
years due to a lack of knowledge of technology and a fantastic and hyperbolic view of its
possible use.

Like everything else one does not know, or that one knows little about, the technology
of the past few years with its computers, automatic listening centres, lasers, radar, etc. has
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fascinated many comrades who were once nearly all passionate readers of science-fiction.
The pleasures they once found in such reading is now found in reading, often without a
necessary basic preparation, more or less specialised newspaper accounts (more often
simply “scandalistic”), of the great possibilities of technology today.

We are not trying to underestimate the repressive potential that the technical findings of
today are putting at the disposition of power. We just want to say that certain things should
be said with caution. If for no other reason than not to undo people’s subversive energy and
contribute to hammering nails into our own coffin.

Total control is a dream that power has been passing on since the era of the great
Leviathan. In actual fact this is impossible. The main obstacle is not so much lack of tech-
nical efficiency concerning the mechanisms of control and not even the limitations of those
who have the task of making it work. The limitation of control is that, in order to extend,
it must penetrate the mind of whoever is being controlled. So the real controller is not so
much—or at least not only—the policeman, the judge or the prison guard, but the person
that is being controlled him or her self.

Whoever realises control plans to enter the culture of the person they are controlling,
building within them a resistance to freedom, obstacles to the subversive struggle, impedi-
ments to free thought. Once that is done it will be the controlled person to censure their own
actions and thoughts. Finally, in a third phase the controlled person will see to extending
control, to perfecting it by participating in the elaboration of technological centres for storing
data and the elaboration of information. This participation, which constitutes the maximum
level of control imaginable, will only become possible when the first two levels have been
interiorised (control seen as the enemy and control penetrating us as a way of thinking). The
third level should not be seen as participation in the functioning of “machinery” so much as
an ongoing contribution to enriching the information available to capital and which consti-
tutes the base of capitalist accumulation of the future.

In such a perspective clearly any sector that is removed from the reaches of control or
protected from the spreading process of cultural integration must be defended with every
means, even by having recourse to the techniques of depistage that are based on secrecy.

Anyone who denies such techniques a priori does so because they short-sightedly see
them as plots and romantic nonsense of days gone by. This is not so.

Of course, it would be absurd to entrust messages to a ciphered code, not only of the
kind used by Bakunin and Malatesta but any kind at all, for the simple reason that any com-
munication that is more than a couple of lines long can easily be decoded by any computer.
But even the code of Bakunin and Malatesta (for messages of a few words) still holds and
cannot be decoded by computers because they lack the necessary frequency to establish
the various characters.

| am not discussing the question of coded messages here, | am just saying that no one
can exclude that at a given moment a revolutionary might be forced to make a communi-
cation that they do not want to make known to the enemy. It is as well to know that such
a thing is possible—if the message is very brief—and that no technology in the world that
can break even the most simple codes.

Why open the way to repression?



Those who consider secrecy to be impossible maintain that all anarchist and revolution-
ary action should be publicised to a maximum degree. For example, for them there would be
nothing strange about publicising lists of those belonging to all the anarchist organisations
(beginning with the FAI, [Italian Anarchist Federation]: precisely these comrades publish the
names of the members of that organisation).

On a purely abstract level there would be nothing strange about this. But in practice
many objections to such an idea arise. First, why open the way to the repression? Second,
if anarchists are tolerated today within a certain repressive perspective, tomorrow this could
change for the worse, and the police would already find themselves with well drawn-up lists
to facilitate their task. Why should we help them in their job of policing? Of course, many
comrades’ names are already known, but many others are not and the police go to great
lengths to find them out. Some innocent soul might ask themselves why they bother, given
that the work of the movement —in the main part—takes place in the light of day. But that
would be a stupid question. Accumulating data today could be useful to the repression of
tomorrow.

The function of secrecy

When we see that control is not just a repressive fact but is also, and often essentially,
participatory, it is possible to evaluate the problem of secrecy differently.

Basically it is we ourselves who by “participating” could end up sanctioning definitive
real control. If we refuse to collaborate, if we obstruct the creation of a ghetto culture with
all possible means, a language for the exclusive use of those who are and will be excluded
from the technological management of production, therefore of power, then real control will
not be possible.

It is not so much the problem of considering today what margins the State conserves
from so-called “not applied control”, i.e. of the capacity it could employ—also preventively—
but doesn’t, so as to give the impression that at least there is an area that is devoid of
control. In substance, this area might exist, it might not. It is social control as a whole that is
not yet total. Even that which looms up before us—prisons for example—are still incomplete
control. It follows that it is not a question of the extent of control, but of the quality of the
control itself.

The function of secrecy in subversive behaviour could therefore be that of denying this
participation, avoiding interiorising the values and language that the State is transmitting
with the aim of perfecting control.
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