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state of things. To the thinker, the most tragic fact in the 
whole of the French Revolution is not that Marie Antoinette 
was killed for being a queen, but that the starved peasant of 
the Vendee voluntarily went out to die for the hideous cause 
of feudalism. 

ANARCHISM AND THE 
RELIGIOUS IMPULSE 

HERBERT READ 

(From The Philosophy of Anarchism, 1940, reprinted in 
Anarchy and Order, 1954) 

Admittedly a system of equity, no less than a system of law, 
implies a machine. y for dete. mining and admi.ustering its 
principles. I can imagine no society which does not embody 
some method of arbitration. But just as the judge in ·equity 
is supposed to appeal to universal principles of reason, and 
to ignore statutory law when it comes into conflict with these 
principles, so the arbiter in an anarchist community will appeal 
to these same principles, as determined by philosophy or 
common sense; and will do so . unimpeded by all those legal 
and economic prejudices which the present organization of 
society entails. 

It will be said that I am appealing to mystical entities, to 
idealistic notions which all good materialists reject. I do not 
deny it. What I do deny is that you can build any enduring 
society without some such mystical ethos. Such a statement 
will shock the Marxian socialist, who, in spite of Marx's 
warnings, is usually a naive materialist. Marx's theory - as I 
think he himself would have been the first to admit - was not 
a universal theory. It did not deal with all the facts of life
or dealt with some of them only in a very superficial way. 
Marx rightly rejected the unhistorical methods of the German 
metaphysicians, who tried to make the facts fit a pre-con
ceived theory. He :..lso, just as firmly, rejected the mechanical 
materialism of the eighteenth century - rejected it on the 
grounds that though it could explain the existing nature of 



The Anarchist Stance 15 

things, it ignored the whole process of historical development 
- the universe as organic growth. Most Marxians forget the 
first thesis on Feuerbach, which reads: 'The chief defect of 
'all hitherto existing materialism - that of Feuerbach included -
is that the object, reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in 
the form of the object but not as human sensuous activity, 
practice, not subjectivity.' Naturally, w:1en it came to interpret
ing the history of religion, Marx would have treated it as a 
social product; but that is far from treating it as an illusion. 
Indeed, the historical evidence must tend altogether in the 
opposite direction, and compel us to recognize in religion a 
social necessity. There has never been a civilization without 
its corresponding religion, and the appearance of rational
ism and scepticism is always a symptom of decadence. 

Admittedly there is a general fund of reason to which all 
civilizations contribute their share and which includes an 
attitude of comparative detachment from the particular 
religion of one's epoch. But to recognize the historical evolu
tion of a phenomenon like religion does not explain it away. 
It is far more likely to give it a scientific justification, to rev~ 
it as necessary 'human sensuous activity', and therefore to 
throw suspicion on any social philosophy which arbitrarily 
excludes religion from the organization it proposes for 
society. 

It is already clear, after twenty years of socialism in 
Russia, that if you do not provide your society with a new 
religion, it will gradually revert to the old one. Communism 
has, of course, its religious aspects, and apart from the 
gradual readmission of the Orthodox Church, the deification of 
Lenin (sacred tomb, effigies, creation of a legend - all the 
elements are there) is a deliberate attempt to create an out
let for religious emotions. Still more deliberate attempts to 
create the paraphernalia of a new creed were made by the 
Nazis in Germany, where the necessity for a religion of 
some kind has never been officially denied. In Italy Mussolini 
was far too wily to do anything but come to terms with the 
Catholic Church, and a deep and frustrating ambiguity exists 
in the minds of many Italian communists. Far from scoffing 
at these irrational aspects of communism and fascism, we 
should rather criticize these political creeds for lack of any real 
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sensuous and aesthetic content, for the poverty of their ritual, 
and above all for a misunderstanding of the function of poetry 
and imagination in the life of the community. 

It is possible that out of the ruins of our capitalist civiliza
tion a new religion will emerge, just as Christianity emerged 
from the ruins of the Roman civilization. Civilizations 
monotonously repeat certain patterns of belief in the course of 
their history, elaborate parallel myths. Socialism, as con
ceived by its pseudo-historical materialists, is not such a 
religion, and never will be. And though, from this point of 
view, it must be conceded that fascism has shown more 
imagination, it is in itself such a phenomenon of decadence -
the first defensive awareness of the fate awaiting the existing 
social order - that its ideological superstructure is not of 
much permanent interest. For a religion is never a synthetic 
creation - you cannot select your legends and saints from the 
mythical past and combine them with some kind of political 
or radical policy to make a nice convenient creed. A prophet, 
like a poet, is born. But even granted a prophet, we are still far 
from the establishment of a religion. It needed five centuries 
to build the religion of Christianity on the message of Christ. 
That message had to be moulded, enlarged, and to a con
siderable extent distorted until it conformed with what Jung 
has called the archetypes of the collective unconscious -
those complex psychological factors which give cohesion 
to a society. Religion, in its later stages, may well become 
the opium of the people; but whilst it is vital it is the only 
force which can hold a people together - which can supply 
them with a natural authority to appeal to when their personal 
interests clash. 

I call religion a natural authority, but it has usually been 
conceived as a supernatural authority. It is natural in relation 
to the morphology of society; supernatural in relation to the 
morphology of the physical universe. But in either aspect it is 
in opposition to the artificial authority of the State. The State 
only acquires its supreme authority when religion begins to 
decline, and the great struggle between Church and State, 
when, as in modern Europe, it ends so decisively in favour of 
the State, b from the point of view of the organic life of 
society, eventually fatal. It is because modem socfalism 
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has been unable to perceive this truth and has instead linked 
itself to the dead hand of the State, that everywhere socialism 
is meeting its defeat. The natural ally of socialism was the 
Church, though admittedly in the actual historical circum
stances of the nineteenth century it was difficult to see this. 
The Church was so corrupted, so much a dependency of the 
ruling classes, that only a few rare spirits could see through 
appearances to the realities, and conceived socialism in the 
terms of a new religion, or more simply as a new reformation 
of Christianity. 

Whether, in the actual circumstances of today, it is still 
possible to find a path from the old religion to a new religion 
is doubtful. A new religion can arise only on the basis of a 
new society, and step by step with such a society - perhaps in 
Russia, perhaps in Spain, perhaps in the United States: it is im
possible to say where, because even the germ of such a new 
society is nowhere evident and its full information lies deeply 

· buried in the future. 
I am not a revivalist- I have no religion to recommend and 

none to believe in. I merely affirm, on the evidence of the 
history of civilizations, that a religion is a necessary element 
in any organic society. And I am so conscious of the slow 

· process of spiritual development that I am in no mood to look 
for a new religion, and have no hope of finding one. I would 
only venture one observation. Both in its origins and develop
ment, up to its zenith, religion is closely associated with 
art. Religion and art are, indeed, if not alternative modes of 
expression, modes intimately associated. Apart from the 
essentially aesthetic nature of religion ritual; apart, too, from 
the dependence of religion on art for the visualization of its 
subjective concepts; there is, besides, an identity of the 
highest forms of poetic and mystic expression. Poetry, in its 
intensest and most creative moments, penetrates to the same 
level of the unconscious as mysticism. Certain writers - and 
they are among the greatest - Saint Francis, Dante, Saint 
Teresa, Saint John of the Cross, Blake - rank equally as 
poets and as mystics. For this reason it may well happen 
that the origins of a new religion will be found if not in 
mysticism, then in art rather than in any form of moralistic 
revivalism. 
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What has all this to do with anarchism? Merely this : 
socialism of the Marxist tradition, that is to say, state social
ism, has so completely cut itself off. from religious sanctions 
and has been driven to such pitiful subterfuges in its search 
for substitutes for religion, that by contrast anarchism, which 
is not without its mystic strain, is a religion itself. It is possible, 
that is to say, to conceive a new religion developing out of 
anarchism. During the Spanish Civil War many observers 
were struck by the religious intensity of the anarchists. In 
that country of potential renaissance anarchism l;J.as inspired, 
not only heroes but even saints - a new race of men whose 
lives are devoted, in sensuous imagination and in practice, to 
the creation of a new type of human society. 



AN AESTHETIC APPROACH 
TO EDUCATION 
HERBERT READ 

(From The Grass Roots of Art, 1955) 

I have repeatedly drawn attention to sensibility as the human 
quality underlying all processes involving skill, all achieve
ments displaying taste, and I said that the first requirement 
in any civilization with pretensions to cultural values is a 
system of education or upbringing which not only preserves 
the innate sensibility of the child, but makes this the basis of 
mental development. I now return to that fundamental 
question. 

In all our attempts to define the place of art in society we 
are continually struggling against the general notion that art 
is unnatural - that the artist is a rare and eccentric individual, 
having little or nothing in common with the common man. 
But it is only greatness that is uncommon, only genius that is 
eccentric. The appreciation of good form, the perception of 
rhythm and harmony, the instinct to make things shapely 
and efficient - these are normal human characteristics, innate 
rather than acquired, and certainly present in the child from 
its earliest years. We teach art to children - or perhaps we 
don't- but what we do not sufficiently realize is that children 
are artists in any case, just as inevitably as they are walkers 
or singers, talkers or players of games. Art is merely one 
method of human expression - the method which makes use 
of the expressive line, of expressive colour, of plastic form. 
There is an art of children, just as there is an art of savages 
or an art of adults. The mistake we make is to assume that 
this activity in children, the existence of which we can hardly 
deny, is merely a naive and clumsy attempt to imitate an 
adult activity. An imitative element is present in all childish 
activities, but the desire is never to imitate for the sake 
of imitation, but to communicate something in a common 
language. The drive behind all such childish efforts is an 
inner subjective need, not the monkey-like reflex, not an 
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'aping', as we say, of adult behaviour. 
It is very important to admit the truth of this observation, 

for on such an admission depends the choice between teaching 
the child to imitate adult standards and recognizing that the 
child has standards of its own, appropriate to its age and 
expressive needs and gradually evolving to cope with widening 
circles of experience. This is a basic distinction in education 
generally, but for the moment I am only concerned with 
the effect it has on our attitude towards the aesthetic activity 
in children. 

We are all prepared to admit that art is an affair of the 
emotions, perhaps also of intuitions and of the intelligence, 
and we ought therefore to realize that it is not merely a ques· 
tion of the simple growth of a separate faculty, the gradual 
maturation of a skill. Let us rather consider the analogy of 
love. The love of a chtld is one thing, and though the psycho
analysts have taken away our beliief in its complete innocence, 
nevertheless we know that infancy, childhood, adolescence 
and maturity, represent so many stages in the development 
of the emotion of love which differ in kind. However much 
we may be deceived by the apparent thread of continuity 
represented by the uniqueness of each personatity, we know 
that the transition from one stage of emotional development 
to another .is often sudden and cataclysmic. The child of yester
day, attached to its parents by bonds of affection, is sud
denly today the victim of a passion which makes it a new 
being. 

The art of the child is the art of a human being with 
perceptions and emotions, reactions and fantasies, which differ 
in nature from the perceptions and emotions, reactions and fan
tasies of the adult. Instead, therefore, of judging the art of 
children by adult standards, we should be acting more scientifi
cally if we were to compare it with the art of savages and of 
primitive man generally. Many of the observations which 
have been made about primitive art can be applied to the 
art of children. In both cases we are dealing with what 
Levy-Bruh! has called a pre-logical state of mentality, and the 
many characteristics which are common to both types of art 
spring from this fact. The art of children must be studied, not 
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as the child's feeble effort to imitate the plastic modes of 
expression practised by the civilized adults, but as the child's 
direct and unsophisticated expression of its own world of 
feeling. Once we have adopted this correct attitude towards 
the art of children, once we have an understanding of the 
place which plastic modes of expression occupy in the child's 
emotional life, then our methods of teaching children must 
change radically, and the place which art should occupy in 
the scheme of education takes on altogether new signifi
cance ... 

Let me begin by making clear what we do not claim. We 
do not claim that we are teaching children to observe external 
objects with exactness. We are not attempting to sharpen the 
child's powers of observation, of classification, of memory. 
All that is a pedagogical activity which we are content to 
leave to the science master, and we would agree that a certain 
type of drawing or design should be taught, like writing and 
numeration, in conjunction with scientific observation; it is 
·a necessary form of notation or record. It is a skill which 
becomes appropriate at the secondary stage of education. 

In the second place - and it is important to appreciate this 
point - we are not attempting to create professional artists. 
To become a competent painter or sculptor in the profes
sional sense will require a long and arduous training in 
technique, and this vocational instruction should be given (as 
it is at present) in institutions specially devoted to the pur
pose. We teach children to speak, but we do not expect them 
all to be orators: we teach them to write, but we do not 
expect them all to be poets. In the same way, we teach them 
to draw and paint and model without any expectation that 
art will necessarily become their exclusive vocation in life. 

What we do teach children by all these means is a par
ticular medium of expression. Sounds, words, lines, colours -
all these are the raw materials out of which the child has to 
learn to communicate with the outer world. He has also at 
his command certain gestures, which he combines with sounds, 
words, lines and colours. In his difficulty - for it is enor
mously difficult at first for the child to make himself under
stood - he will use everything that comes to hand: he makes 
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a total effort to express himself, to express his inner feelings 
and desirres. 

Normally the parent and teacher make every effort to 
understand the verbal signs which the child makes: we listen 
to the first babblings of the baby and try to construe them 
into words. How patiently we guide and encourage the child 
in his efforts, first to talk and then to write I 

But the child has also at his command this other language 
of line and colour, and he could often say by this means 
things for which he still lacks the words. He can express his 
emotions and desires, his perceptions and daydreams, by 
signs and symbols, by approximate representations. But more 
often than not his efforts in this direction receive no en
couragement from the teacher, and even less from the parent. 
This activity, which should flourish as naturally as speech, 
is discouraged and becomes atrophied. The child is then 
visually dumb, a word which originally meant stupid. 

But if we do encourage the child to develop his visual 
communications, hrs language of images, a new direction for 
expansion and growth is opened up for him. We might say 
that one of our aims, and perhaps the chief one, should be to 
give the child the necessary confidence and skill to develop a 
new but quite natural medium of expression - to make the 
language of symbols as much a trained hab~t as the language 
of signs, to give the pictograph the same significance as the 
phonetic alphabet. But our secondary aim is to encourage the 
child to reveal its personality, its innate characteristics. For 
the parent and the teacher a child's drawings become a new 
window into the child's mind. 

But there is more to be discovered than the psychology 
of the individual child. As we gather and correlate this 
plastic imagery produced by children, we learn much about 
children in general, about their common characteristics and 
their mental development. And finally, but not in my opinion 
least important, we learn much about the nature of the 
aesthetic activity, about the place of art in life and in the 
evolution of mankind. For what these children produce is 
not merely line and colour, but line and colour (form, too, 
and cubic volume) which are significant and expressive, and 
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which are significant and expressive quite naturally and 
instinctively. We learn, in short, that the primary elements 
of art - the factors which make it emotionally effective - are 
given to it by man's own nature and needs, and are not the 
creation of man's consciousness and intellect . . . 

One thing that has been demonstrated beyond any doubt 
is that the aesthetic faculty is present in every child as a 
birthright, and that it can be made to blossom in the most 
unlikely surroundings - in gloomy industrial slums no less than 
in the beautiful precincts of a school like Eton or Winchester. 
Of course, as the chi.id grows and its perceptions feed more 
or less consciously on its environment, this environment 
begins to be reflected in the subject matter of the child's 
art. But only in the subject matter. The style can develop 
independently of the content. It is not the environment which 
matters so much as the method of teaching. 

If you now ask me: What is this method of teaching 
practised in schools which produce the paintings I have 
shown? My answer can only be in the most general terms. I 
am not myself a teacher, and I do not like to dictate to those 
who carry on this most difficult vocation. But I observe 
teachers and I note the results: I see that certain methods 
lead to results which I consider good, other methods to 
results whi,ch I consider bad, or to no results at all. It is easier 
to describe the methods which have bad results than those 
which have good results, the latter infinitely subtle and un
certain. The bad results are always produced by a method 
which is too conscious and deliberate, by a discipline which 
is imposed from wi.thout, which is the command of a drill
sergeant. The good results are produced apparently by no 
method at all, or by a system of hints and suggestions, and 
the discipline whi,ch undoubtedly exists and must exist, arises 
out of the activity itself, is in fact a kind of concentration 
on tools and matefi.als, an absorption in concrete things. The 
good teacher is not a dictator, but rather a pupil more ad
vanced in technique than the others, more conscious of the 
aim to be achieved and the means that must be adopted, who 
works with the children, sympathizes with them and en
courages them, gives them that priceless possession which is 
self-confidence. It is only fear that prevents the child from 
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being an artist - fear that its private world of fantasy will 
seem ridiculous to the adult, fear that its expressive signs and 
symbols will not be adequate. Cast out fear from the child, 
and you have then released all its potentialities for emotional 
growth and maturation. 

That, of course, is not the final stage of education. You 
have liberated the child from fear, but beyond liberation there 
must be the more positive world of co-operation. You have 
liberated the child by means of sympathy and understanding, 
and the same faculties must be used to create human bonds, 
social bonds, until the individual child finds his fulfilment in 
the adult world of the community. That is the general pur
pose of education, but I know of no methods so effective for 
this purpose as those which are in a concrete sense creative. 
As individuals we create to communicate: we create a 
language out of sounds, we create a pictorial language out 
of line and colour. But every language, even the language of 
art, is a communal creation; it represents an agreed system of 
signs, to be used in common. Art is a bond. It is not a bond 
which should be the exclusive privilege of a class, of a tiny 
group of connoisseurs and artists. Art should be an integral 
part of our communal life, as it was in Ancient Greece, as it 
was in the Middle Ages: and it should enter our lives at 
their formative stage, as a natural function of human relation
ships, as the language of form and colour, as universal and 
as innocent as the language of words ... 

There is one further point to note: art is a natural 
discipline. In an obvious sense, art is a discipline imposed by 
the tool and the material - a child cannot use a pencil or a 
pen, a brush or a potter's wheel, without discovering that in 
order to be expressive, hand and eye must work in an 
instinctive unison. Art in this way produces an integration 
of the senses which we call skill, and which is one of the most 
fundamental purposes of any system of education . . . But 
art is also a discipline in another and more profound sense. 
There is in the very process of perception, and in this com
plementary process of expression, an instinctive tendency to 
form. The formal perfection of most primitive works of art, 
achieved without any system ot instruction, has often been 
a subject for wonder and astonishment. The unsophisticated 
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art of children, before any instruction is given, has the 
same tendency towards formal organization - not only 
balance of composition and selective emphasis of significant 
detail, but also towards expressive line and harmonious 
colour. Natural expression has its own instinctive form, and 
this would seem to suggest that the aim of education should 
be to seize on this innate sense of discipline, in order to 
develop and mature it, rather than to impose on the child a 
system of discipline which may be alien to its nature and 
harmful to its growth. 

When the mental growth of the child has been impeded, 
and its psyche distorted (with results which are definitely 
neurotic and even delinquent), then there is much evidence 
which suggests that the practice of a creative art may have 
a therapeutic effect, gradually leading the child back to a 
balanced psychological disposition. The wider claims which are 
made for the place of art in education do not stop short at 
the achievement of a balanced personality for each indi
vidual child: that integration of the personality which is 
aimed at is an integration within the group or community to 
which the child belongs. We have never dared to trace the 
connections between the disordered state of our civilization 
and our traditional systems of education. If our schools were 
producing naturally and normally personalities which we 
could describe as balanced, integrated or harmonious, we 
should not be able to tolerate a condition of universal dis
Ull!ity and mutual distrust. We should therefore re-examine 
our whole tradition of education since the Renaissance and 
dare to ask ourselves whether it had been generally productive 
of individual serenity and social harmony. We might then 
have to confess that in our exclusive preoccupation with 
knowledge and science, we had omitted to educate those 
human faculties which are connected with the emotional and 
integrative aspects of human life - that we had carefully 
nurtured inhuman monsters, with certain organs of the intel
ligence gigantically enlarged, others completely atrophied. I 
am not making scientific assertions: I am merely pointing 
out that in certain directions we have not dared to question 
the presuppositions of our academic traditions and that at 
the same time these presuppositions have a clear connection 
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with the character of our civilization. 
I hope I have now made it clear that what I have called 

the development of a balanced aesthetic awareness is not an 
end in itself. Our aim is the same as Plato's - the moral and 
intellectual wholeness or health of mankind-and art is for 
me, as it was for Plato, a means to this end. 
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