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    Between the urgent demands of the present and the promise of a freer future lies the question that animates Alexander Berkman’s Now and After. Authored by a leading anarchist writer and organizer, the book offers a compact, plainspoken introduction to communist anarchism, written to demystify a doctrine often distorted or misunderstood. Rather than stage grand abstractions, Berkman addresses everyday social arrangements and asks how they might be organized without domination. The result is a rigorous yet inviting primer that balances critique with constructive proposals, guiding readers from immediate injustices toward the contours of a society grounded in voluntary cooperation, mutual support, and a substantive understanding of freedom.

First published in 1929, in the unsettled atmosphere of the interwar years, Now and After belongs to the tradition of non-fiction political literature that seeks clarity over jargon and persuasion over polemic. Its setting is not a single locale but the social world of modern industry, urban life, and mass politics. Writing after the upheavals that followed the First World War and the Russian Revolution, Berkman frames anarchism as both a critique of existing institutions and a practical ethic for everyday life. The era’s urgency suffuses the pages, yet the analysis favors careful definition, concrete illustration, and step-by-step reasoning over rhetorical flourish.

At its core, the book asks what people mean by freedom, equality, and justice, and how those values can be realized in common life. It examines property, government, and economic organization, probing what they are for, whom they serve, and what alternatives might foster human flourishing. The prose is direct and didactic without condescension, often moving from simple questions to cumulative argument, so that each chapter builds a vocabulary for the next. Readers encounter a guide who anticipates doubts, pauses to clarify terms, and returns continually to everyday experience, making the work as much a companion for civic literacy as a manifesto.

Themes of means and ends run throughout, insisting that the methods by which people pursue liberation must embody the liberty they seek. Berkman emphasizes voluntary association, cooperation, and mutual aid as foundations for social life, while critiquing coercion, hierarchy, and the wage system’s distortions of human need. The text urges a reevaluation of work, wealth, and authority, arguing that dignity and equality are inseparable rather than competing goods. Rather than treat morality as abstract, it ties ethics to institutions, asking how rules, workplaces, and communities could be organized to encourage solidarity, responsibility, and creativity without sacrificing individual initiative or diversity.

Historical reflection gives the analysis sharp edges. Writing in the long shadow of revolution and counterrevolution, Berkman draws lessons about the dangers of replacing old domination with new centralized power. He cautions that promises of liberation can curdle into bureaucracy and repression when authority is concentrated, and he urges skepticism toward any strategy that treats compulsion as a shortcut to justice. Without rehearsing events in detail, the book uses recent upheavals as cautionary examples, encouraging readers to distinguish between social transformation from below and political capture from above, and to measure proposals by their capacity to expand everyday freedom.

For contemporary readers, the book’s questions remain pressing: how should a society confront inequality and precarity, organize work democratically, and protect freedom in an age of mass administration and surveillance? Now and After matters because it equips readers to interrogate common assumptions about property, punishment, and governance, and to imagine practical alternatives rooted in cooperation rather than compulsion. Its emphasis on everyday agency resonates with current movements that seek workplace self-management, community care, and nonauthoritarian forms of collective action, offering language and principles that illuminate present dilemmas without prescribing a rigid blueprint or demanding loyalty to party or program.

Approached as a clear-sighted primer rather than a closed system, Now and After rewards patient reading with a coherent picture of what life might look like when liberty and equality reinforce one another. Berkman’s voice is reasoned and steady, inviting dialogue rather than demanding assent, and the structure allows readers to pause, test, and return with new questions. In an era hungry for both critique and constructive vision, this work endures as a map of possibilities and a discipline of thought. It teaches how to move from indignation to imagination, from reaction to responsibility—and from now toward after. It remains a lucid entry point for newcomers and a clarifying touchstone for readers engaged with debates about power and possibility.
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    Now and After by Alexander Berkman is a concise primer on anarchist communism, written to explain principles and practice to general readers amid early twentieth-century turmoil. The opening chapters pose simple questions: why do hardship and conflict persist despite technical progress, and what sustains power over the many? Berkman introduces his method of examining everyday institutions rather than abstract philosophy, promising a practical discussion. He sets a neutral contrast between prevailing systems and an alternative rooted in freedom and cooperation. The book’s structure moves from a diagnosis of contemporary society, through critiques of key institutions, to proposals for social organization and the means of change.

He begins with an analysis of capitalism’s everyday mechanics. The wage system is depicted as a structure where the many sell labor under conditions they do not control, producing wealth that accumulates elsewhere. Berkman connects recurring unemployment, insecurity, and competition to private ownership and production for profit, arguing that poverty persists not from scarcity but from the way access to resources is organized. He links social ills commonly treated as personal failings to systemic incentives. Throughout, he emphasizes that economic relations shape character and opportunity, framing later chapters that question whether a different basis for production could remove recurring crises.

Turning to political and moral authority, the book examines the state, law, prisons, the church, and war. Berkman presents the state as an institution that claims to serve all while enforcing property and hierarchy, with law cast as a codification of those priorities. He argues that punishment largely ignores social causes of harm, and that prisons fail to rehabilitate or prevent crime. His discussion of organized religion focuses on its historical alignment with authority and obedience. The section on militarism connects geopolitical conflict to economic rivalries, suggesting that war is not accidental but rooted in competitive national and corporate interests.

Against this background, Berkman defines anarchism not as disorder but as a social arrangement without coercive government, grounded in free association and collective ownership of productive resources. He calls this communistic anarchism to emphasize distribution according to need and cooperative planning. The envisioned order is built through federations of workplaces and communities, coordinating by agreement rather than command. Production is directed to use instead of profit, and social life rests on mutual aid, responsibility, and equality of access. He stresses that liberty and solidarity are inseparable, proposing that genuine freedom requires material security and shared power in decision-making.

The book then addresses means and transition. Berkman is skeptical of parliamentary reform as sufficient, contending that institutions formed to preserve privilege cannot be repurposed easily. He highlights direct action, organized labor, and the general strike as schools of cooperation and leverage, while discussing how workers’ organizations can prefigure new relations. Strategy is presented as both ethical and practical, uniting method with goal so that authoritarian means do not reproduce domination. Education, cultural work, and everyday solidarity are treated as indispensable. Throughout, he weighs pace and preparedness, cautioning against spontaneity without organization and organization without initiative from below.

A major case study is the Russian Revolution. Berkman, who knew its milieu firsthand, distinguishes between the emancipatory aspirations of 1917 and the subsequent consolidation of a centralized party state. He criticizes the suppression of independent workers’ bodies and the extension of political policing, arguing that such methods undermine social freedom even when pursued in the name of equality. From this analysis he draws practical lessons about decentralization, accountability, and the incompatibility of revolutionary goals with dictatorial means. The discussion situates anarchism within broader socialist debates, using recent history to test principles rather than relying on purely theoretical assertions.

In closing chapters, Berkman anticipates common objections and practical worries. He discusses coordination across industries, distribution without prices, incentives, personal freedom, public safety, and the care of those unable to work, offering sketches meant to be tested by experience. The final emphasis returns to the book’s central question: what institutions best secure freedom, equality, and well-being together? Now and After remains significant as a clear, systematic statement of anarchist-communist thought, accessible in tone yet engaged with concrete problems. Its enduring resonance lies in how it frames choices about authority and cooperation without requiring agreement on every proposal.
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    Now and After: The ABC of Communist Anarchism was published in New York in 1929 by Alexander Berkman, a Russian-born American anarchist. The book addresses readers in the interwar period, when industrial capitalism, mass migration, and revolutionary politics reshaped societies in the United States and Europe. Its setting is the factory floor, the union hall, the courtroom, and the prison, institutions Berkman knew directly. The narrative perspective draws on conflicts between workers and employers, and on the growing apparatus of state policing and immigration control. Written as a primer, it situates anarchist communism against prevailing models of liberal parliamentarism and party-led socialism.

Berkman’s formative experience came during the Homestead Strike of 1892, a pivotal labor conflict at Andrew Carnegie’s steel works near Pittsburgh. In that context, he attempted to assassinate Henry Clay Frick, Carnegie’s manager, and was arrested and convicted. Berkman served roughly fourteen years in prison before his release in 1906. The episode exemplified the collision between organized labor and industrial capital in the Gilded Age, and it exposed him to the penal system’s regime of isolation and discipline. These encounters informed his later arguments about state authority, punishment, and the protection of property, which undergird the analysis developed in Now and After.

After his release, Berkman joined Emma Goldman in publishing the anarchist monthly Mother Earth, a hub for debates on free speech, labor, and antimilitarism. He later edited The Blast in San Francisco during 1916–1917, supporting industrial unionism and direct action while authorities intensified surveillance of radicals. When the United States entered World War I, Congress passed the Espionage Act of 1917 and the Sedition Act of 1918. Berkman and Goldman were arrested for organizing against conscription, convicted in 1917, and sentenced to two years in federal prison. The prosecutions exemplified wartime repression that shaped his critique of laws curtailing dissent and assembly.

The First Red Scare escalated in 1919–1920, marked by the Palmer Raids and mass arrests of alleged radicals. Under immigration statutes targeting anarchists, Berkman and hundreds of others were deported in December 1919 aboard the USAT Buford, sometimes called the "Soviet Ark." Disembarking in Finland, he reached Soviet Russia in early 1920, seeking to witness a social revolution firsthand. There he observed the institutions of the new state, including revolutionary tribunals and the Cheka, while civil war conditions persisted. The deportation and exile experience deepened his perspective on how national security policies, surveillance, and deportation interlocked across borders to suppress dissent.

Within Soviet Russia, Berkman encountered the consolidation of Bolshevik power amid economic breakdown and the transition from War Communism to the New Economic Policy in 1921. He witnessed the suppression of independent socialist and anarchist activity, most dramatically during the Kronstadt rebellion of March 1921, which the government crushed. By late 1921, Berkman and Goldman left Russia, later documenting their experiences in works such as The Bolshevik Myth (1925). This trajectory shaped Now and After’s rejection of party dictatorship and secret-police rule, anchoring its argument that emancipatory aims are undermined when revolutionary movements reproduce centralized state structures and coercive institutions.

The book also reflects a wider interwar landscape of upheaval and reaction. The German Revolution of 1918–1919, the short-lived Bavarian Soviet Republic, and Italy’s Biennio Rosso of 1919–1920 signaled mass worker mobilization, while the rise of fascism, including Mussolini’s 1922 seizure of power, demonstrated authoritarian responses. In Spain, the CNT expanded as a major anarcho-syndicalist union. In the United States, the IWW’s prewar and wartime campaigns popularized industrial unionism. Against this backdrop, Now and After engages syndicalist strategies—workers’ councils, strikes, and self-management—while distancing itself from party centralism, situating anarchist communism as an international current grounded in shop-floor organization.

Economic life in the 1920s was transformed by mass production, scientific management, and consumer markets. Ford’s assembly line and the five-dollar day exemplified welfare capitalism and anti-union paternalism, while the open-shop movement limited independent organizing. The eight-hour day spread after World War I, yet wage labor’s hierarchy and insecurity persisted despite prosperity in many sectors. Mainstream unions under the American Federation of Labor emphasized craft representation and bargaining within capitalism. In this setting, Now and After presents a pedagogical synthesis: it explains property, the wage system, the state, and prisons, and advances cooperative production, communal ownership, and voluntary federations as practical alternatives.

Now and After appeared with the Vanguard Press in 1929 and was later reissued under titles including What Is Communist Anarchism? and The ABC of Anarchism. Published on the eve of the 1929 stock market crash and the Great Depression, it soon circulated among readers confronting economic collapse and political uncertainty. Berkman’s text critiques parliamentary reformism and Bolshevik centralism alike, emphasizing libertarian communism, mutual aid, and non-authoritarian organization. Drawing on decades of labor conflict, imprisonment, wartime repression, deportation, and first-hand observation of the Russian Revolution’s aftermath, the book distills an era’s lessons while offering a clear, accessible program for social transformation.
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Anarchism appears to me the most rational and practical shape of free, harmonious social life, and I am sure humanity will reach it. Its arrival hinges on misery becoming intolerable and on the spread of anarchist insight. Institutions stand only while the beliefs beneath them endure; question authority and law, and government totters, doubt capitalism’s fairness and it too collapses. War and the Russian Revolution have ripped away the mask: capitalist rivalry breeds slaughter, rulers cannot settle quarrels, armies now shrink, war is denounced outright. Faith in permanence trembles; even capitalism still 'works', suspicion eats at its core.
The same upheaval discredits socialism: parties manage governments yet resemble the old bourgeois order; people feel socialism failed, Bolshevik doctrine delivered only dictatorship and reaction. For anarchists this is no shock—they long warned that the state destroys liberty and that equality requires abolishing coercion. Life has now proved their case, clearing the path for anarchism. Still, earlier anarchist books predate the war, use complex language, and need revision in light of recent lessons, above all the character of revolution. A simple, clear ABC is demanded; the following pages attempt that task, written in Paris, 1928.
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"I want to tell you about Anarchism," the speaker insists, "because you deserve to know, and most of what you’ve heard is rumor and lies." Big words are rejected for plain talk. Before explaining what it is, he vows to expose what it is not, for enemies twist it. Political bosses, employers, capitalists, police, and their newspapers either know nothing or hate it. Even many Socialists and Bolsheviks smear it as 'disorder and chaos.' The irony stings: Marx and Engels foresaw Anarchism flowering after Socialism, Lenin after Bolshevism, yet their disciples still brand it 'chaos and disorder.
"Anarchism is not bombs, disorder, or chaos; not robbery, murder, or a war of each against all, nor a return to barbarism," he declares. "It is the very opposite: freedom from slavery, bosses, theft, and imposition. You should choose your life without coercion, and your neighbor must share that same liberty. All people are brothers, living in peace, with no war, violence, monopoly, poverty, or oppression—everyone enjoying the fruits of an orderly, sensible world." Listeners ask, 'Can that be?' and, 'and how?' A friend scoffs, "Not before we all become angels." He answers, "Let’s talk; maybe decency needs no wings.
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  What Do You Want Out Of Life?

Table of Contents
What do you want most in life? Beneath our skins we are alike—rich or poor, any color, any faith—feeling cold and hunger, joy and rage, dreading sickness and death. Your deepest wish mirrors your neighbor’s. Learned specialists stack volumes of sociology and psychology trying to name that wish, yet no two agree. In their theories you vanish; only 'the whole', 'society', 'the State' matters, and they claim your misery is acceptable if society prospers, forgetting to show how society can thrive while its single members suffer. Endlessly they spin heavier tomes, still hunting the living individual’s place in life.
But you already know: you crave health, freedom, security for yourself, family, loved ones, and relief from tomorrow’s dread. Everyone around you wants precisely the same. If our aims coincide, why not chase them together, lending hands instead of knives? Why cheat, rob, or kill a fellow entitled to those goods as surely as you? Could battling one another ever guard health, liberty, and well-being better than cooperation? Is conflict truly the only path? Let’s look closer. Common sense suggests a shared goal ought to breed fellowship, yet daily life tells a harsher story we must confront.
If we all pursue the same goal, our interests should match; we would live like brothers, friendly and helpful. Instead the world rumbles with war, injustice, and want because our interests clash. Picture a pair of shoes: you seek the lowest price, the merchant the highest; profit sets you at odds. This rule covers every transaction, shaping a profit-making system that demands each of us earn from another’s need. Where gain depends on difference, interests diverge and often collide. Consequently suspicion grows, deals harden, and cooperation shrivels, even when every heart beats for the identical treasures of life.
Across every land this profit order sorts people into classes. A small minority—bankers, big manufacturers, great landlords—own vast capital and reap huge profits; they form the capitalist class. Around them cluster business operators, speculators, professionals, the comfortable middle class called the bourgeoisie, who usually side with capital. Lastly stand the multitudes who labor in mills, mines, fields, railways, and offices—the working class, the proletariat—ever the poorest, though they toil hardest. Wages will never make them rich, yet society cannot manage a day without their effort, for everything people use or enjoy springs from labor. Their hands build the world.
Shoes, streets, engines, even ideas are collective achievements: stone, steel, skill, and study intertwined across generations. Because labor is social, wealth too is social and should belong to all. Yet the capitalist class holds the greater share, while those who shaped it own nothing. The workers never lost their wealth; they never possessed it—the system quietly took it from them. That means robbery on a grand scale. Proudhon called the possessions of the rich stolen property, and the charge stands. Were the workers fully aware, they would refuse such plunder. Let us uncover how, and
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