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Foreword 

T he best political works are those that are rooted most deeply in the 
truths of experience, ma intaining their connection with the demands 

of the real lives of people and communities . Randall Amster's A narchism 
Today is one of those works.  

I first met  Randa l l  in Septem ber of  2005 , shortly a fter H urrica ne  
Katrina .  My friend Leenie Halbert had j ust opened up her house  a s  a 
center for relief activities . Volunteers-a spirited collection of anarchists, 
greens, friends, and neighbors-had spontaneously gathered, inspired in 
part by the anarchist-influenced Common Ground Collective that had 
organized a week before. Randall and a group of wonderful student vol­
unteers from Prescott College appeared, and they immediately became 
an integral part  of our small community. 

Sometimes, in a period of severe crisis and great trauma, the desire for a 
better world is vividly awakened . Sometimes, it impels people to begin to 
create that better world, here and now, in the midst of the crisis. This is 
what Rebecca Solnit  writes about beautiful ly  in  her excellent book A 
Paradise Built in Hell. 1 I t  seems to me that  th i s  was very m uch what 
occurred in our little solidarity community .  I think that we had the good 
fortune,  in those difficu lt times , to experience vividly some of the most 
basic things that anarchist community is al l  about. 

A reporter from the New York daily Newsday wrote an article entitled 
" On a Street Named Desire " about our work .2 He described our group as 
" people who bel ieve in do-it-yourself action within smal l  groups , "  who 
wanted to " feed the hungry and bring water to the thirsty, to fix the bro­
ken homes of the neighbors and to offer a sense of community in  their  
deserted streets . "  As Leenie explained it ,  " I  j ust wanted to bring love back 
to my neighborhood. " 
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To me, all this expresses perfectly the spirit of anarchism, a spirit that is 
a l so  conveyed e loquently in Randal l  Amster ' s  book .  He says ,  at one 
point, in a wonderfully revealing passage, " I  truly love anarchism in the 
same way that I love humankind . "  I find th is  to be  very moving and 
inspiring. What is  our political  practice really about? We are  fortunate, 
indeed, if we can say that it is above al l  a way of loving people, and loving 
the earth . Ideally, this is what our life's work should be about. This is the 
meaning of  " right livelihood , "  and it also describes the goal of an anar­
chist community. 

Certa in transformative experiences have the potentia l to become the 
models by which to j udge the rest of our lives . We can come to learn that 
an anarchist l ife means, at least in part, overcoming the devastating and 
demoral izing instrumenta lization of our l ives by the system of domina­
tion .  One of our great musical geniuses, Dr.  John, wrote a famous song 
entitled " Right Place, Wrong Time. " We all know the experience . To live 
an anarchist life means that, at least part of the time, as in our experience 
"On A Street Named Desire ,"  we can have a sense of being in exactly the 
right place, doing exactly the right thing, at exactly the right time. And it 
means looking forward to, and striving for, a day when this is what every­
one's everyday life will be like. 

Strangely, many discussions of anarchism, including some of the most 
technical ly competent ones, fa i l  to focus on what is  most basic, most 
meaningful ,  and most compelling a bout anarchism. A great strength of 
Randall 's  book is that he continually brings us  back to these basics .  He 
reminds the reader that anarchism is not a collection of abstract hypothe­
ses about the state or other theoretical questions, but rather "a sensibility, 
a way of being in the world, an ethos, a vision, a cosmology . "  It's an all­
encompassing mode of  thought and practice. It's a way of experiencing 
the world and l iv ing in the world ,  a n d  spec ifica l ly ,  a way of  be ing­
together in  the world and being-together with the world. 

Randa l l  gets exactly to the point  in  proc la iming tha t  a narchism is 
about " reclaiming our essential humanity"  and " our innate conviviality . "  
Anarchism i s  not, contrary t o  a common criticism, a na ive belief in the 
"essential goodness " of everyone. However, it is a belief that as malleable 
as  human beings may be, there are certain realities rooted deeply in our 
evolutionary heritage and our social  h istory upon which we can draw in 
our pursuit of a world of mutual aid and solidarity. Tibetans call this res­
ervoir of goodness Lha, the beneficent spirit with in each person .  Many 
other trad itions have s imi lar concepts . But contemporary researchers 
such as  Michae l  Tomasel lo  have also demonstrated,  in  experiments 
showing that infants and young children exhibit spontaneous a ltruism, 
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that these rea lities are empirically verifiable. 3 There is a material basis for 
solidarity ! 

It has been popular recently to describe anarchist projects as " prefig­
urative, " a term that is often explained by using the Gandhian inj unction 
(perhaps never actually uttered by Gandhi ) to " be the change you want to 
see . " But despite all the talk about pre-figuring, for anarchists the " be "  is 
always more important than the "pre . " As Randall  stresses again and 
again in this book, anarchism is above al l  about  realizing the free commu­
ni ty here and now.  As he notes ,  " Anarchy i s  everywhere . "  This has  
a lways been a maj or theme in anarchist  thought, from Reclu s ' s  and  
Kropotkin's classic works on the ubiquity of mutual a id  in human history 
and nature to Colin Ward's recent accounts of " anarchy in action. " 

In Anarchism Today, we find several long lists of a multitude of forms 
of anarchist organization that are going on right now. These lists convey 
an idea of the vast scope of anarchist activity, as well as of the very spe­
cific ways in which a new world really is being created within the shell 
of the old. There is no need to repeat the l ists, since you are about to read 
the book. The important thing to note is that they depict the development 
of  a many-sided proj ect of socia l  transformation.  Randal l  shows that 
contemporary anarchism is a very practical effort that takes on ( to sum­
marize briefly a vast project) the creation of a new ethos, a new counter­
ideology, a new social imaginary, and new forms of organization, a l l  of 
which add up a new world of free, cooperative communities.  

This relates to another of Randall 's pervasive themes. He rightly places 
enormous emphasis on the importance of direct action in anarchism. A 
major i ssue in contemporary left theory has been the " Problem of the 
Act. " Th is preoccupation is a reaction to the decline of tru ly radical and 
revolutionary left movements across the globe, as  well as  to the seeming 
lack of any will to fundamentally challenge the system of domination. In 
the context of a demoralized and immobilized left, we can only conclude, 
as this book attests to, that contemporary anarchism is where the action 
is-where the potential  for "the Act" rea lly lies-today. Randall conveys 
very well the fact that the contemporary anarchist mil ieu is unusual  in 
being to a great degree the locus of " spaces of hope . "  We might say more 
anarchistically that it generates very vital ,  concrete, and local ized places 
of hope. It is a community that still has a sense of the possible and is in 
the process of making the possible actual .  

Finally, Randall signals something absolutely crucial about anarchism 
when he notes that "both our fu lfillment and our salvation "  depend on 
our creating the new world of free community and solidarity . In an age 
of disastrously disruptive climate change and of the looming catastrophe 
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of the Sixth Great Mass Extinction in the history of life on earth, ta lk of 
survival is not misplaced . The almost unthinkable tragedy today is that  
at the same time that we have the means for abundance and for the flour­
ish ing of  persons and communities across the planet, we are faced with 
the specter of global  col lapse.  In an age that is dominated by cynicism 
and resignation, anarchism is almost alone among contemporary political 
ideologies in reminding us that we humans are extraordinary beings who 
are still capable of great things. We can not only survive but thrive ! For 
a n a rch i sm,  " o ur  fu lfi l lment  a n d  our  sa lvation " are i ntegra l  to one  
another. 

Anarchism Today is ,  on one level ,  a miniencyclopedia of recent anar­
chist thought and practice, and it will be highly useful in filling in any of 
the reader's anarchological gaps. But even more significantly, th is work 
is a testimony to the enduring spirit of anarchism and an expression of 
its living real ity today. 

john Clark 

Loyola University, New Orleans 



Preface 

H ow exactly does one approach a topic as vast and diverse as anar­
ch ism today? Perhaps the starting point should  be  anarchism's  

resurgence in  the  academy as  a topic  of cutting-edge scholarship and 
dynamic pedagogy. Or maybe the framing should devolve upon radical 
street-level activ ism and its penchant for " smashing " the symbols  of 
empire and oppression . Sti l l  further on, the focus might be on the shad­
owy and multifarious " liberation " -type movements that broach the edge 
of " terrorism " through acts of  spectacular sabotage. Or we could swing 
the pendulum entirely in the other direction and frame the subject around 
the pac ific a dherents pract ic ing non-v io lent orga niz ing,  community 
empowerment, and back-to-the-earth ethics .  

In each case, we would l ikely find as many people alienated by the for­
mulation as those applauding it. With a subject as broad and inherently 
pluralistic as anarchism, any of these entry points would reflect something 
of an accurate rendering yet would likewise skew the ensuing discussion 
in ways that could delimit the scope of inquiry. Anarchism is, after all ,  a 
set of tenets l inked by the basic premise of " no gods and no masters , "  
meaning that none should dominate another and that social  structures 
built upon hierarchies are necessarily unj ust .  This ethos extends to the 
mapping of anarchism itself, and thus  on a practica l  level no one can 
properly claim priority in determining precisely what anarchism is  or 
what makes someone an anarchist. 

This may well be a virtue for dynamic organizing and theorizing, but it 
makes any attempt to deliver an authoritative work on the subject highly 
problematic if not outright untenable .  This opening discla imer, then, is 
not of the usual sort where the author merely defines the terms of engage­
ment and nobly accepts blame for any shortcomings or deficiencies . The 
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tack here is even more basic and is conditioned by the nature of the topic 
itself. Anarchism simply is not susceptible to any unitary definition that 
would make it truly possible to depict and analyze fu lly how it functions 
and what it means in a contemporary context. All that can be presented 
here is  one person's  take on anarchism, and no claim is  made to speak 
for or on behalf of any other constituency beyond the impressions of a 
single individual-namely, me. 

This  too might be problematic,  except that it  comports with anar­
chism's foundational values of autonomy and self-realization. While tak­
ing its in itia l inspiration from the rej ection of external rule (anarchy is 
l i tera l l y  " not  archy " fro m  the Greek ,  mean ing  " no r u l e "  or  " no 
government " ) , anarchism has tenuously come to discover that this also 
implies a number of proactive corollaries. If there is to be no hierarchical 
rule, then does that mean no rule at a l l ?  If power in its dominator sense is 
rej ected,  are all forms of power likewise to be forsworn ? If centra lized 
modes of  organizing are seen as unworkable and il legitimate, does th is 
imply that anarchists are thus inherently disorganized ? In grappling with 
these basic questions of human interaction and exchange, the contempo­
rary anarchist milieu ( if it can be said to cohere around any set of princi­
ples  at a l l )  might p laus ib ly  be ta ken as the co l lective and sometimes 
fragmented attempt to define what  an anarchi stic vers ion o f  society 
( viz. , governance, power, and organization ) looks like beyond the mere 
rejection of the dominant forms in place today. 

This notion will serve as the primary point of departure for this work . 
There are myriad texts ava ila ble on what anarchists have stood against, 
but less so focusing on what anarchists are actually for. Anarchists today 
stil l  by necess ity struggle against oppression and inj ustice, but they are 
equally if not more concerned with what a lternative models might look 
like in actual  practice. In this manner, anarchism can be seen both as a 
set of tactics for challenging authority and as a working vision of a better 
world that is always in the offing. Anarchism is, in short, both a means 
and an end, and it is uniquely comforta ble engaging at  levels ranging 
from the intensely pragmatic ( e .g . ,  deciding how the dishes are to get 
done ) to the quixotically utopian (e .g . ,  modeling what life might be l ike 
"after the revolution " ) .  Viewed through this lens, anarchism is more than 
merely a political theory: it is a sensibility, a way of being in the world, an 
ethos, a vision, a cosmology .  It is ,  at the end of the day, a doctrine with 
only one rule: no rules . 

Having said this, I do not plan here to hedge and vacillate throughout 
the course of this text. I will tell you what I think anarchism is-informed 
by the views and practices of others, to be sure-and no more nor less 
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than that. I do consider myself an anarchist, although as in al l  cases the 
moniker is surely self-ascribed, and I readily acknowledge at the outset 
that  there are myriad ways in which my actual l ife fa l ls  short of  being 
tru ly anarchistic . Stil l ,  it has been an active identity con struction and 
intellectual  driving force in my life for nearly two decades. While I came 
to anarchism a bit later in life, having traversed a circuitous path to get 
there, I nonetheless have found in its discovery some sense of the ideologi­
cal and practical home that I had spent many years seeking. I suppose you 
might say that I am something of a " true believer"-which of course is 
the worst sort, and yet it has served me well over the years. 

Even more to the point, you might say that I truly love anarchism in the 
same way that I love humankind-and likewise struggle with the rea lity 
that anarchists in particular (much like people in genera l )  frequently leave 
much to be desired . For instance, oftentimes there is great infighting over 
location in the larger movement, with some factions being denigrated as 
mere " l ifestyle anarchists " and others dismissed as detached " anarchist 
academics . "  Some of this tension is subsumed by the supposed distinction 
between anarchy ( i . e . ,  the l ived practice or condition of existence ) and 
anarchism ( i . e . ,  the  study and/or production of a pol itica l philosophy ) ,  
as if the two spheres were not a lways a lready interrelated. Similarly, great 
internal rifts often develop over tactics and strategies for resisting oppres­
sion and promoting change, with certain sectors claiming the mantle of 
being " a uthentic"  anarchists either due to their professed militancy or 
their adherence to non-violence, as  the case may be. Other key schisms 
to be explored in  the mil ieu include those centered on geography (e .g . ,  
the global north versus the global south ) ,  temporality (e .g . ,  longing for a 
bygone "golden age " versus prefiguring the future society ) ,  and spiritual­
ity (e .g . ,  a "no gods " atheism versus a "god is everything" pantheism) .  

I n  each case, the banner o f  anarchism c a n  b e  cla imed with sound his­
torical  and contemporary support. What I intend here is a synthetic view 
that highlights the common ground among these varying strands of anar­
chism as  they exist today, embracing a perspective that is  sometimes 
referred to as " anarchism without adjectives"  to indicate its  integrative 
spirit. I begin with an introduction to anarchism and an exploration of 
its unl ikely resurgence in recent years.  Next, in Chapter One, I analyze 
anarchism as a viable and cohesive political theory that has been steadily 
gaining traction in academia and beyond.  In Chapter Two, I consider the 
concomitant rise of anarchism as an action-oriented set of principles that 
has figured prominently in recent social and environmental movements . 
Chapter Three reflects on the complex (and sometimes litmus-test)  ques­
tion of  anarch ism's association with the u se of violence as a tactic for 
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change, and in Chapter Four I turn specifically to anarchism's relation­
ship to ecology and its direct engagement with the pressing environmental 
issues of our time. 

In Chapter Five, I explore the challenge of resolving individual l iberty 
and socia l organization, looking at some of the unique ways that anar­
chists have navigated this profound sociopolitical question . Extending 
this analysis, the issue of how to reconcile highly local ized efforts with 
global consciousness and praxis i s  explored in  Chapter Six. One of the 
pieces of the puzzle that is often omitted in analyzing radical political the­
ories or underground sub-cultures is an actual assessment of their efficacy 
and utility, which I undertake here in Chapter Seven .  Does anarchism 
work in theory or practice ? What would an  anarchist society look l ike 
in actuality, and how do anarchists manage the maj or issues of our time, 
from war and climate change to crime and the economy ? Does anarchism 
require at the outset that we a lter our view of human nature, or would 
people living in anarchist societies simply change for the better over time ? 
Embracing these queries, I will assess anarchism's successes and fai lures, 
its triumphs and pitfa lls,  in an effort to promote more of the former by 
realistically engaging the latter. 

These cu lminat ing ins ights wi l l  inform the conc lud ing cha pter on  
" future visions, "  and they wi l l  in  turn raise additional  questions in the 
process .  Exploring anarchism's potential  as  a tool for navigating social 
and environmental issues promises to convey a sense of its singular sta­
tus-it is a set of theoretical and pragmatic principles seeking to connect 
the past, present, and future, while simultaneously striving to synthesize 
conceptions of the self, society, and nature . In so doing, we will highlight 
anarchism's  mutual istic spirit  of process and resu lt, means and  ends,  
action and vision-finding at every turn an emergent contemporary anar­
chism that is at once critical and affirmative, equal parts contestation and 
construction.  While this integrative spirit in itself is noteworthy among 
sociopolitical  theories, more to the point is anarchism's inherent capacity 
to point us unflinchingly toward the pervasive sense of crisis and opportu­
nity that defines the modern world . In the end, this may well be our essen­
tial human task-regardless of whether we identify as anarchists-as we 
meet the challenges rapidly unfolding in our col lective midst. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Resurgence of Anarchism 

I n recent years, anarchism has enj oyed a resurgence among activists and 
academics alike, influencing many of the major social movements of 

the last generation. It is by now taken as indisputable that the world has 
witnessed " the re-emergence of anarchism as a political movement with 
a corresponding outpouring of academic and movement literature. " 1 At 
the same time, anarchism has become increasingly caricatured as na ively 
incoherent in mainstream depictions and as violently terroristic by law 
enforcement entities. Whatever view one takes, the present reinvigoration 
of  anarchist theory and practice is u ndenia ble ,  and thus  it  merits the 
attention of anyone interested in the pursuit of socia l and environmental 
justice. 

Roots and Rekindling 

In argu ing that anarchism is resurgent, it is necessarily implied that it has 
previously surged in other eras .  Indeed, the history of anarchism is a rich 
one filled with myriad ebbs and flows, with the earliest underpinnings of 
the philosophy often attributed to schools of thought as diverse as  Lao­
Tzu 's Taoism in China (c irca sixth century BCE) and Zeno of Citium's  
founding of Stoicism in ancient Greece (c irca  300 BCE) .  Anarchism's  
more recogn izab le  roots  are  genera l ly  fixed with the p u b l icat ion of 
Wil l iam Godwin 's  two-volume treatise Enquiry Concerning Political 
Justice and Its Influence on Morals and Happiness in 1 793 ,  which " may 
be considered the starting point of modern anarchist thought. "2 By argu­
ing against the privations of government and religion and for cooperation 
and the public good, " Godwin's status in anarchist thought is similar to 
that of  Beethoven's in mus ic-he summed up all that had come before 
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him and foreshadowed all that was to come after. " 3 Yet Godwin never 
used the word anarchy except in pej orative terms as synonymous  with 
disorder, leaving it to Pierre-Joseph Proudhon to coin the term in its 
modern sense as a non-governmental state of social order in his famous 
1 840 essay, "What is Property ? "  

The ensuing decades represented something o f  a heyday for anarchism 
and comprise what is today known as its "classica l"  period. The work of 
writers including Max Stirner, Josiah Warren,  Michael Bakunin, Elisee 
Reclus ,  Peter Kropotk in ,  Errico Malatesta , Voltairine de Cleyre, and 
Emma Go ldman,  among many others,  not only helped to develop an 
emerging anarchist canon but also fostered an action-oriented perspective 
that made anarchism one of the most influential  strands of social move­
ment culture in the decades immediately before and after the turn of the 
twentieth century. There are many outstanding histories of anarchism 
available,  and I will not recapitulate the narrative here since my focus  is 
on the present anarchist  mil ieu .4 Two formulations from the classical  
era , however, stand out as particu larly relevant to understanding anar­
chism today.  The first  is  Kropotki n ' s  entry on  " Anarchism " for the 
1 9 1 0  edition of The Encyclopedia Britannica, in which he described 

harmony in such a society being obtained, not by submission to law, 
or by obedience to any authority, but by free agreements . . .  0 In a 
society developed on these lines, the voluntary associations which 
already now begin to cover all the fields of human activity would 
ta ke a still greater extension so as  to substitute themselves for the 
sta te in a l l  its functions. They would represent an interwoven net­
work, composed of an infinite variety of groups and federations of 
al l  s izes and degrees, local ,  regional ,  national  and international­
tempora ry or more or less permanent-for all possible purposes:  
production, consumption and exchange, communications, sanitary 
arra ngements ,  education ,  mutua l  protec t ion ,  defense  of the 
territory . 0 0 0 Such a society would represent nothing immuta b le .  
On the contrary-as i s  seen i n  organic life a t  large-harmony would 
( i t  is  contended ) resu l t  from an ever-changing ad j u stment and 
read justment of  equil ibrium between the multitudes of forces and 
influences, and this adj ustment would be  the easier to  obtain as none 
of the forces would enjoy a special protection from the state .5 

In  this ear ly v is ion,  Kropotkin anticipates a networked globe,  the 
decline of influence of nation-states, and an  organic q ua l ity of human 
existence that mirrors patterns in nature as depicted by modern ecology . 
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As he prophetically concluded, "the anarchists recognize that, like al l  evo­
lution in nature, the slow evolution of society is fo llowed from time to 
time by periods of accelerated evolution which are cal led revolutions;  
and they think that the era of revolutions is not yet closed . " 6 In a similar 
spirit that speaks directly to many of the sensibilities maintained by con­
temporary anarchists, Emma Goldman observed in 1 927 that anarchism 

rea l l y  s ta n d s  for the l i berat ion  of  the h um a n  m i n d  from the  
dominion of rel igion; the l iberation of the  human body from the 
dominion of property; l iberation from the shackles and restra int of 
government. Anarchism stands for a social  order based on the free 
grouping of individ uals  for the purpose of producing rea l social  
wealth ;  a n  order th at  wi l l  gua rantee to every human being free 
access  to the earth and ful l  en j oyment of the necess it ies of l i fe ,  
according to  individual  des ires, tastes, and  inclinations . . . .  It is a 
living force in the affa irs of our life, constantly creating new condi­
t ions .  The methods of Anarchism therefore do not comprise an 
i ron-c lad  program to be ca rr ied o u t  u n der a l l  c i rcumstances .  
Methods must  grow out  of the economic needs of each place and 
cl ime, and of  the inte l lectual and temperamental requirements of 
the individual .  . . .  Anarchism does not stand for mi litary dri l l  and 
uniformity; it does, however, stand for the spirit of revolt, in what­
ever form,  aga ins t  everything that  h inders h u m a n  growth . . . .  
Anarchism therefore stands for direct action, the open defiance of, 
and resistance to, a l l  laws and restrictions, economic, social ,  and 
moral .  0 0 0 In short, it cal ls  for free, independent spirits . 7 

Here again we see the seeds of a dynamic, localized, individual ized, and 
comprehensive definition of anarchism that resonates deeply with the suc­
ceeding versions that have been developed by contemporary theorists and 
practitioners alike. 

The classical era likewise was defined not only by theoretical evolutions 
but a l so by a number of pragmatic successes,  including the anarchist­
influenced workers ' r ights movements that  sought to esta bl i sh  l a bor  
equity and at  least a semblance of economic justice at the dawn of the 
industria l  age . Yet despite this-or perhaps due to it-the era was also 
characterized by harsh repression oftentimes openly aimed at radicals in 
general and anarchists in particular, such as the execution of  anarchist 
immigrants Sacco and Vanzetti and the wholesale deportation from the 
United States of  ostensible anarchists, including Goldman herself. These 
patterns of  repression continued into the Red Scare years of  the 1 950s  
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and were at least partly responsible for the waning influence of anarchism 
both in America and worldwide.  The socia l  movements of the 1 960s  
rekindled the anarchist sensibi lity to  an  extent, a lthough they did so at  
times more implicitly than explicitly, and the subsequent decades yielded 
another downturn in overt anarchist organizing. 8 

Anarchy Ascending 

And then a l l  of this changed, seemingly overnight, with the prominent 
role played by anarchists in the late- 1 9 9 9  protests against  the World 
Trade Organization (WTO ) in Seattle. To be sure, there were many anar­
chist antecedents to th is  uprising, including the Zapatistas in Chiapas,  
Mexico and various autonomist actions in Europe in which anarchists 
p layed a key p a rt . 9 There h a d  even been a sy stematic  treatment  o f  
African Anarchism, documenting its pervas iveness as  a " way of l ife "  
across  the continent,  pu bl i shed two yea rs prior t o  Seattle . 1 0 But the 
announcement to the world-through the graphic and sensational ized 
smashing of a few corporate windows that was replayed in  the media 
a fter the demonstrations-o f the presence of myster ious ,  b lack-c lad ,  
street-fighting anarchists was  undeniably a watershed moment in the h is­
tory of anarchism, and it ushered in the era of contemporary activism and 
theorizing. 

As would soon be discovered, the presence of anarchists in what came 
to be termed the "anti-globalization movement" was far more extensive 
than j ust a small number of individuals engaged in property destruction. 
Anarchist organizing techniques and critiques of capita l and the state 
had seemingly infused the entire ethos of the movement-from affinity 
groups and participatory decis ion-making processes to expressions of  
g lobal  solidarity in the face of  corporate hegemony. As Luis  Fernandez 
has discerned, " anarchism is a basic common philosophy of the move­
ment, " a notion affirmed by Siireyyya Evren in  the observation that  
" anarchism is  widely accepted as 'the' movement behind the main organi­
zational principles of the radical social movements in the twenty-first cen­
tury . "  1 1  As such, Uri Gordon likewise describes a " full-blown anarchist 
revival [that] reached critical mass around the turn of the Millennium, " 
leading Crispin Sartwell to conclude that "anarchism is more vital now 
than at any time since the early twentieth century . "  12 

T h u s ,  i f  we a re to be l i eve  the press  c l ipp ings ,  a dynamic  quas i ­
revo lution was  born  in  late 1 9 9 9 .  " Seattle was  a once- in -a - l i fetime,  
world-changing event. It energized a whole new movement, radica lized 
thousands  of new activists ,  a n d  opened a whole  new chapter in the 
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history of resistance to corporate globalization . "  1 3 "WTO week in Seattle 
was a global tailspin at the end of the century, a fly in the face of the new 
millennium, an elephant in the ointment. It was an unruly uprising of the 
masses, a divine intervention, a traffic nightmare, a human rights activ­
i s t ' s  dream. ', t 4 Yet even sympathetic observers were concerned that  
"what the media reflected back to us was a culture of hatred and stupidity 
in which none of us could recognize ourselves . . . .  The answers al l  came 
down to a televised continuous cartoon loop of property damage.  A bro­
ken window became more profound,  m ore tel l ing,  more compel l ing,  
more valuable than all  of us put together . "  1 5 Nevertheless, these nascent 
critiques still acknowledged the double-edged nature of spectacular epi­
sodes of  property destruction,  wondering: "Would the WTO protests 
have received as much worldwide attention if anarchists hadn't done their 
thing in Seattle and if the media hadn't focused on it? " 1 6 As Teoman Gee 
more bluntly surmised :  " I f  the image of the dangerous,  masked, black­
clad, and violent anarchist had been completely absent from the corpo­
rate media, Seattle might never have born any new anarchism. " 1 7 

Further defending the role of  anarchi sts and  their mi l l enn ia !  pro­
nouncement of " Hello, we exist ! " David Graeber noted in 2002 that 

after two years of increasingly militant direct action, it is still impos­
sible to produce a single example of anyone to whom a US activist 
has caused physical inj ury . . . .  [Anarchists have been] attempting to 
invent a "new language " of civil disobedience, combining elements 
of street theatre, festiva l and what can only be called non-violent 
warfare-non-violent in the sense adopted by, say, Black Bloc anar­
ch i s t s ,  in  that i t  e schews any d i rect  phys i ca l  h a rm to h u m a n  
beings . 1 8 

As Starhawk explained in her 2002 first-person chronicle, the Black Bloc 
" have perfected the art of  looking like archetypa l  Anarchists . . .  but in 
reality, they have clear principles [and] consider themselves to be acting 
protectively toward other demonstrators . "  1 9  Jeff Ferre l l ,  writ ing in  
200 1 ,  l ikewise evidenced an  empathetic perspective on these matters . 
Affirming Bakunin 's dictum that " the destructive urge is a creative urge, 
too,"  Ferrel l  maintained that 

the destruction launched by these groups a ims directly at restoring 
h um a n ity,  h u m a n  re la ti o n s ,  and  h u m a n  commu nit ie s ,  not a t  
destroying them. I t  suggests that one way t o  disentangle the dehu­
m a n iz ing  confl a tion of property and peop le ,  to confront  the  
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confusion of consumption with community, to dismantle the hier­
archy of commodification by which law and property stand above 
people and places, is to assiduously destroy the former while affirm­
ing the latter.2° 

Ferrel l  specifically sought to cast the sudden tangible presence of anar­
chists in American political life in terms of the history that enabled it: 

In confronting authority in al l  of its manifestations, anarchists have 
for centuries fought not j ust the attempts by outside authorities to 
control shared p u bl ic  space,  but a l so  the ins id ious  encoding of 
authoritarian arrangements in public life itself. In embracing instead 
autonomy, spontaneity, and playful  uncerta inty, anarchists have 
long sought to unleash these unregulated dynamics in the spaces of 
everyday l i fe ,  and  to b u i ld emergent  commun it ies  out  of the ir  
confluence.2 1 

In his exposition, Ferrell took pa ins to develop a synchronous vision of 
hi storica l  and contemporary anarchist  attr ibutes  inc luding a " do- i t­
you rself" ethic and spontaneo us  "cu ltural  se lf- invention , "  and in so 
doing demonstrated that modern anarchism was not merely confined to 
large-scale demonstrations-exemplified by his invocation of homeless 
advocates, graffiti artists, skate punks, anarchist biker gangs, pirate radio 
stations, BASE j umpers, Critical Mass bicyclists, and "huskers " as  exem­
plars of the practice.22 

Taken together, these rea l-time analyses depicted a burgeoning global 
movement gro u n ded in  loca l  struggles  for which " a narch i sm i s  the 
heart 0 0 0 its soul; the source of most of what's new and hopeful a bout 
it. "23 Despite critics ' allegations of a contemporary anarchist movement 
lacking ideological coherence and mora l centering, the movement " i s 
not opposed to organization. It is about creating new forms of organiza­
tion. It is not lacking in ideology. Those new forms of organization are 
its ideology. It is about creating and enacting horizontal networks instead 
of  top-down structures like states ,  parties or  corporations ;  networks 
based on principles of decentra lized, non-hierarchical consensus democ­
racy."24 Following the initial momentum coming out of Seattle, the task 
before anarchists was seemingly to elaborate upon this vision of what a 
decentral ized network of autonomous communities might look l ike in 
actual practice. Then again, anarchists historically have avoided specific 
blueprints on the theory that  such are likely to become new regimes of 
authoritarian control ,  instead favoring emerging designs in which the 
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means of struggle are already ends in themselves . As Ferrell concluded, 
" Anarchism offers no clear avenue . . .  only the conviction that the spirit 
of revolt remains a lways a pleasure, that the revolution is in some ways 
won as soon as you begin to fight it. "25 

Success, and Successors 

In the new millennium, anarchism has undergone a perceptible transfor­
mation in terms of its stature as  a politica l  and social theory. As such, a 
new set of problems for the anarchist movement have arisen, often taking 
the form of an "anarchist chic " that has reinvigorated black t-shirt sales 
and moved the "circle-A " symbol from the recesses of history onto teen­
age backpacks everywhere by constructing the " new anarchist  [as] a 
pop-cultural hero .  " 26 As one critic has observed, the resurgence of "pro­
test culture " was typified by " feel-good anarchists " who generally have 
" l ittle patience for theory " and are " too frenzied to worry much about 
serious a lternatives, " representing " a  revolt of the affluent" by way of a 
" connection to youth culture " that has  kept anarchism " hip and cur­
rent. "27 In a sense, this resurgent anarchism became a victim of its  own 
success,  as  its " subcultural codes of dress [and] its sometimes-tired protest 
tactics can make it seem like a parody of itself. " 28 Mainstream publica­
tions have even issued feel-good proclamations that " there is an anarchist 
in al l  of us .  Deep inside we yearn to be free. "29 

Those concerned with the direction and ultimate fate of the movement 
after Seattle thus would face a new set of challenges that are as  concerned 
with co-optation and commodification as they are with perceptions of 
violence and associated forms of repression . The unique cultura l climate 
of the United States in particular "al lows for near al l-encompassing capi­
talist commodification of, well, just about anything ,"  as  Gee writes, and 
" the concept of turning a pol itical radical into a pop-cultural hero simply 
works much better in the US-American socio-economic model " than it  
does e l sewhere . 3 0 At the same t ime,  dominant motifs of  danger and 
demonization are equal ly palpable  in  the contemporary landscape.  As 
Fernandez describes in his  investigation of the control of socia l move­
ments , the ready-made " anarchists are coming " trope has become a sig­
n ificant  law enforcement stra tegy to promote fear ,  create d iv i s ions ,  
caricature the  movement, and ultimately j ustify the  r ise of mi l itarized 
policing and the security state. 3 1 A recent media portrayal of the "elusive 
face of  anarchism " captures in quintessential  fashion this dualistic sense 
of deification and denigration that has taken hold, and is worth exploring 
at some length : 
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Portrait  of an anarch ist :  Da nie l  Kyle Wilson,  age 2 0 .  In a news 
photo taken May 1 ,  200 8 ,  he looks like a thrift-store ninj a ,  ski ­
masked . . . .  Wi lson stands  i n  profile .  His  arm is  cocked.  His  fist 
clutches a rock . He a ims it at  the window of the U.S.  Bank [that] 
represents everything he opposes: corporate power, hierarchy, an 
unjust pecking order, financial backing of "ecocide . "  . . .  

Protests and  vanda l i sm tied to anarch ists have risen . On the 
website pugetsoundanarchists .org, anonymous writers have claimed 
credit for 1 8  incidents of vandalism in Tacoma and Olympia since 
December [20 1 0] ,  along with similar acts in Seattle, Portland and 
Vancouver, B .C .  Banks and police faci l ities are the most common 
targets . Broken windows, banged-up cars,  spray paint and A TM 
machines clotted with super glue are typical features . . . .  

July 6 ,  2 0 1 1 :  Danie l  Wilson,  now 2 3 ,  sits outside an Olympia 
cafe,  ta lking in long sentences and reel ing off str ings of in justice 
and inequ ity-the sorry state of the world. 

"There are more sweatshops now than there were last year. More 
oil 's being taken out of the ground than last year, " he says. "There 
are mountains that are l itera lly being cut down by Massey Energy, 
which is  funded by Bank of America ,  which is why I ( expletive )  
broke their ( expletive ) windows out ,  because I hate them . I hate 
them for the ir overdraft fees ,  I hate them for giving money to capi­
talists . I hate them for being a bank, for the bailouts. There's  numer­
ous reasons for this class hatred . I can distinguish that from-1 have 
loving relationships. And I'm really a nice person if you get to know 
me. Not a dangerous anarchist who's going to screw you up. " 

" I  am a dangerous anarchist, I guess, " he says finally. " If ideas are 
dangerous. " 32 

In this light, along with new challenges have come myriad opportuni­
ties as wel l .  A spate of cutting-edge and in-depth treatments of anarchism 
have appeared in print and other media, and " anarchism has become a 
respected field of study within academia .  " 3 3  Beyond the academy, as  
Cindy Mi lste in  observes ,  a thoroughgoing a narchist  movement has 
ansen: 

On the ground, the first decade of the twenty-first century has pro­
vided a remarkable opening fo r anarchism, thereby swell ing the 
numbers of those who identify as  a n archists .  This  has  led to a 
flowering o f  anarchist  infrastructure,  from a dramatic i ncrease 
worldwide in  soc ia l  centers  and i n fos h o p s ,  to a n  u p s u rge in  
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collectively run projects meeting needs like legal support, food, and 
art. We've developed informal though articulated global networks 
of exchange as  we l l  as  sol ida rity, fac i l itated by everything from 
savvy u ses  of communicat ion tech no logies and ind ie  media  to 
material a id.34 

In celebrating this eventuality,  it has further been asserted that " the global 
revolutionary movement in the twenty first century will be one that traces 
its origins [to ]  anarchism" and l ikewise that " everywhere from Eastern 
Europe to Argentina, from Seattle to Bombay, anarchist ideals and princi­
ples are generating new radical dreams and visions. " 35 Confirming this 
sentiment, Gordon writes that " today the anarchist movement is a mature 
global network of activist collectives, involved in any number of struggles 
a nd constructive pro jects . . . .  The n u mber of anarchist  pub l icat ions ,  
bookfairs and websites is rising every year, as  is the geographical, cultural 
and age diversity among anarchists themselves. " 36 

While it is largely the case that the sense of a " new anarchism"  was 
" mainly a US-American invention"  in  the a ftermath of  Seatt le ,  37 the 
movement has steadily approached this horizon of a "global network " 
as the forces of corporate globalization have convened subsequent meet­
ings in locales across Europe, North America ,  Latin America ,  Asia, and 
elsewhere-only to be met with large-scale demonstrations in which anar­
chists have played a prominent role. 3 8 In  add ition to the evidence of 
increasing immiseration brought on by globa lization, the U.S.-led wars 
in  Iraq and Afghanistan have sparked "global movements of  resistance " 
and contributed to the revival of anarchist activism in the process.39 The 
global financial crisis and concomitant austerity measures imposed from 
Argentina to A ustra las ia  have ga lvanized rad ica l organiz ing. Across  
Europe in recent years, the United Kingdom, Spain ,  Ita ly, and perhaps 
most notably Greece have seen a spike in dramatic anti-austerity actions, 
simultaneously giving rise to al legations of "anarcho-terrorism " and the 
grudging recognition of " the new appeal of anarchism. "40 At the same 
time, cyber attacks on corporate and governmenta l entities have been 
Ia unched by sha dowy, anarchistic associations l ike " Anonymous , " in 
professed defense of WikiLeaks in particular and as a statement against 
global " tyrannies and inj ustices " in general.4 1 

Tapping into this sense of growing global  unrest, the Occupy Wal l  
S treet ( OWS)  demonstrations emerged a s  a leaderless , decentra l ized 
m ovement across North America and around the world in  the fa l l  of 
2 0 1 1 .  The dynamic and emergent nature of OWS, as wel l  as  its penchant 
for consensus-based governance by way of General Assemblies, suggests 
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strong anarchist undercurrents to the movement-and indeed Graeber is 
widely known as one of the originators of the initial group that organized 
in New York. As he described the OWS vision, 

it's pre-figurative, so to speak. You're creating a vision of the sort of 
society you want to have in miniature. And it's a way of j uxtaposing 
yourself against these powerfu l ,  undemocratic forces you're pro­
testing. If you make demands, you 're saying, in a way, that you're 
asking the people in power and the existing institutions to do some­
thing different. And one reason people have been hesitant to do that 
is they see these institutions as the problem. 42 

As one commentator has observed, " ideas born out of anarchist ideology 
exercise an influence far beyond their numbers within the movement. "43 
Graeber has likewise characterized OWS as "a  movement based on fun­
damentally anarchist principles-direct action, direct democracy, a rejec­
tion of existing political institutions and [an] attempt to create a lternative 
ones , "  even as it is apparent that few Americans " are actual anarchists " 
and as it further rema ins unclear " how many would ultimately wish to 
discard the state and capitalism entirely. "44 Thus,  while it would be an 
overstatement to cal l  OWS an anarchist movement per se,  it i s  also the 
case that its presence is indicative of anarchism's  increas ing pol itical 
influence. 

When considering the contours of anarchism's resurgence, the legacy of 
history (both remote and proximate ) is pa lpa ble; as Colin Ward notes, 
" anarchism has,  in fact, an enduring resilience."45 Today, it frequently 
appears that " the anarchist" archetypically represents something approxi­
mating "the new prototype of a political radical. "46 Specific indicators of 
an expanding post-Seattle permeation of this rediscovered anarchist iden­
tity range from the playful, in-your-face, and widely distributed anarchism 
of the Crimethlnc. Ex-Workers' Collective (a self-described "memberless 
underground pledged to the total transformation of Western civilization 
and l ife itself" ) to Gabriel Kuhn's broad-ranging compilation (and transla­
tion into German ) of over a dozen foundational texts that define the scope 
of "New Anarchism in the U.S." following Seattle and its aftereffects.47 
Still, beyond the undeniable resurgence of anarchism as a viable political 
identity, critical questions remain as to exactly what contemporary anar­
ch ists stand for and how far they have come in developing a cohesive theo­
retica l framework that subsumes the past, guides the present, and looks to 
the future. These queries comprise the basis for the next chapter. 



CHAPTER 1 

Contemporary Anarchist Thought 

W hat is anarchism? Perhaps the most misunderstood of the major 
political theories, anarchism actually derives from a rich intellec­

tual tradition dating back at least two centuries-and perhaps far longer 
depending upon how we determine exactly who qualifies as  an anarchist. 
In the contemporary milieu, a new crop of anarchist theorists has added 
much to our understanding of the common threads that general ly are 
taken as comprising modern anarchism. Yet the roots of this endeavor 
run deep, and in order to understand where we are and where we might 
be going, it is crucial to develop a sense of where we have been. 

As a starting point, consider the proposition that anarchy is everywhere­
that "it is always in existence,"  and that " it is probably the oldest type of 
polity and one which has characterized most of human history." 1 It might 
not seem that way, since its antitheses ( i.e., capitalism and the state ) occupy 
the greater portion of our lives, increasingly so in this era of pervasive tech­
nologies, expanding social  control ,  and escalating global crises. Yet we 
might consider how many decisions we face each day across a broad range 
of persons and situations, and inquire as to the nature of our own behavior. 
Are our social interactions by and large pacific or aggressive ? Are the choices 
we make conditioned by the threat of punishment, or do they flow from a 
different logic ? How many voluntary social and cultural associations are 
we involved with? I do not mean to suggest that people are always good or 
that they behave exclusively in socially useful ways; in fact, from a macro­
cosmic perspective, it is apparent that casual violence and routine force are 
woven into the fabric of modern life at nearly every level, rendering many 
of us ( at best )  as  u nconscious purveyors of myria d non-anarch istic 
behaviors. 
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What I am asserting, however, is that people often demonstrate great 
resi l iency and forbearance in coping with life ' s  ever-changing variables, 
and they do not rely upon someone else to tel l  them how or why to do 
it. As the Crimethlnc. pamphlet " Fighting for Our Live s "  opines,  you 
may already be an anarchist if "your idea of healthy human relations is 
a dinner with friends, where . . .  responsibilities are divided up voluntarily 
and informally , "  and likewise " whenever you act without waiting for 
instructions or official  permission. " 2 Despite the incessant impetus of  
various mechanisms of social control through both hardware (e.g., secu­
rity and surveillance ) and software (e.g., ideology and law) ,  a large por­
tion of  everyday l i fe remains  within the domain of individ ua l  choice. 
What we consume, how we earn a living, what we believe, who we asso­
c iate with , and how we define our commun ities all present moments 
where a range of options are present-albeit in rapidly narrowing fash­
ion. The salient point is that at every j uncture, we make numerous deci ­
s ions that are still due primarily to personal volition more so than the 
overt imposition of central authority upon our moral centers. 

Anarchism is  at root a phi losophy and set of practices based on the 
premise that people can and should act from a place of freedom from 
domination and coercive force. This does not mean that " anything goes, " 
since many of our behaviors will remain constrained by good sense and 
social necess ity al ike. "What's  good for others is good for us ,  s ince our 
relationships with them make up the world in  which we l ive. " 3 In this 
view, we are also free to choose our own constra ints, creating a world 
where the only accepta ble l imits  are those that are se lf- imposed. The 
saving grace-which has permeated human societies since their inception­
is that we come to see almost immediately that our self-interest is wholly 
bound up with the interests of everyone else, making anarchism in its full 
dimensions a theory of radical egalitarianism as much as one of individual 
autonomy. In this sense, we might say that in addition to the anarchist man­
tra of "do it yourself, " there is a concomitant practice that balances the 
equation by asking us to "do it together." Indeed, many anarchists practice 
forms of community that demonstrate precisely this inherent sense of  
organic connectedness-and when extended beyond purely human terms 
this sens ibi l ity offers a vision of anarchism that is radical ly ecologica l 
as well. 

Suspending Our Disbelief 

I present this nascent framework here for two related purposes. First, I 
want to clearly indicate and openly disclose my unique bias when it comes 
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to how I understand anarchy: as equal parts resistance to domination in 
all of its multifarious forms and as the practice of manifesting the world 
we des ire to live in at  every opportunity before us. Viewed in this light, 
anarchism is both critical and constructive, confrontational and compas­
sionate, pragmatic and utopian, destructive and creative. It is ,  arguably, 
reflective of an inherent duality contained in al l  things, as  divined by vari­
ous stra nds  of  phys ics  and metaphys ics  a l i ke .  Perhaps  it i s  a crude  
approximation in some ways, given the limited range of human percep­
tion, but anarchism in this sense is potential ly the closest of our politica l  
and social theories to the patterns that might be observed in nature. This 
raises the sort of incipient spiritual questions that are likely to get one in 
trouble with many anarchists and non-anarchists alike-yet it should be 
noted that even the most ardent nihilist at least proclaims an abiding fa ith 
that nothing has meaning after al l .  

In fact, a lthough far from axiomatic, it can be argued plausibly that 
"anarchism has  a spiritual or quas i-religious  qual ity to it .  " 4 As David 
Graeber and Andrej Grubacic note, "on one level it  is a kind of faith , "  
which Cindy Milstein affirms i n  her observation that, " at its core, anar­
chism is indeed a spirit. " 5 In fact, supportive strands can be found among 
prominent anarchists throughout h istory. Errico Malatesta expressly 
invoked an " anarchist spirit" that was based on a " deeply human senti­
ment, which aims at the good of all, freedom and justice for all, solidarity 
and love among the people . " 6 Emma Goldman celebrated " the spiritua l  
light of Anarchism" and described it as  " a  living force in the affa irs of 
our l i fe . " 7 Leo Tol stoy professed a " sp ir i tua l anarch i sm " tha t  was 
derived explicitly from his abiding Christianity. 8 Dorothy Day, Ammon 
Hennacy, and many other Catholic Workers have expressly identified as 
anarchists. And as a general matter, it has been observed that " many reli­
g ious  teachings-i nc l uding those that  lie at  the very core of  faith­
support anarchy ,"  and likewise that "anarchists also borrow from many 
spiritual  traditions including paganism, Buddhism and various New Age 
and Native American spiritualities. " 9 

Notwithstanding his identity as  a scientist, Peter Kropotkin himself 
deployed lofty rhetoric in  exhorting readers to " keep the spirit al ive " 
and in his observation that " it is a lways hope . .. which makes revolu­
tions . "  1 0 " Overflow with emotional and inte l lectual  energy, " he wrote 
in arguing for an anarchist moral ity, "and you will  spread your intelli­
gence, your love, your energy of action . "  1 1  Kropotkin further located 
his foundational concept of " mutual a id" as  an " instinct in Nature " that 
was confirmed by his "pantheistic views . "  1 2 In charting the terrain of his 
" ontological anarchy " as reflected in the cal l  for creating " temporary 
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autonomous zones ,"  Hakim Bey playfully invoked a paganism that "has 
not yet invented laws-only virtues . No priestcraft, no theology or meta­
physics or morality-but a universal shamanism in which no one attains 
real humanity without a vision. " 1 3 And in their edited col lection of the 
works of  anarchist geographer Elisee Reclus, John P. Clark and Camille 
Martin refer to " his  recognition of the continuity and underlying unity 
of all being, and the awe with which he contemplated nature, " character­
izing this as a form of " infinite pantheism" and as "nature mysticism. "  1 4  

More recently, Murray Bookchin described his social ecology in simi­
larly naturalistic terms (even as he rejected religiosity ) :  " In social ecology, 
a truly natural spirituality centers on the ability of an awakened humanity 
to function as moral agents in diminishing needless suffering, engaging in 
ecological restoration, and fostering an aesthetic appreciation of natural 
evolution in all its fecundity and diversity . " 1 5 Todd May l ikewise con­
tends that " from its inception, anarchism has founded itself on a fa ith in 
the individual to rea lize his or her decision-ma king power morally and 
effectually. " 1 6 Even in formulations that do not use the language of faith 
or spiritua l ity, there is  a nascent moral istic tendency evident in many 
cases :  "Anarchism is naturally present in every healthy human being. " 1 7 
Colin Ward grounds his " anarchy in action " perspective in  an  explicit 
reliance upon " the natura l and spontaneous tendency of humans to asso­
ciate together for their mutual benefit. " 1 8 And Teoman Gee emphasizes 
that " flow, change,  and transformation characterize a free society of 
diversity-and therefore what I 'd cal l  an anarchist l ife . "  1 9 Aside from 
these implicit invocations, in the contemporary milieu Starhawk i s  per­
haps the most prominent example of an anarchist who explicitly frames 
it in spiritual  terms: 

It 's the faith that there is a great, creative power that works through 
the l iving world toward l ife ,  diversity, heal ing, and regeneration .  
That power works in us, in  our  human love, in our  work for j ustice, 
in our courage and our visions. We don't need priests or ministers or 
even Witches to contact that power for us-we each have our own 
d irect l ine .  It exists with in  us, infinite, unl imited .  Ultimately, it i s  
stronger than fear, stronger than violence, stronger than hate.20 

This spiritua l  digression is offered merely as a reminder that anarchism, 
like most -isms, is at root a belief system. As such, it relies primarily upon 
the force of  persuas ion and example to communicate its basic tenets,  
a lthough at times it may resort to the use of more conventional forms of 
force as we l l .  But  un l ike other theor ie s ,  a n archism genera l ly  is not  
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concerned with attracting adherents through conversion or indoctrina­
tion,  since this would ( in principle at least,  if  not practice )  contravene 
the virtues of autonomy, self-rea lization, and freedom from coercion that 
undergird the phi losophy.  In fact, one of the leading obj ections made 
against anarchism i s  that it  is naive and unrea l istic in its foundational  
v iew that  humans can associate freely and fa irly for positive purposes 
without being forced to do so. Anarchists themselves often take the prem­
ises of "voluntary association" and " mutual a id "  as  articles of faith, even 
as figures such as Kropotkin and Harold Barclay have attempted to root 
these values in biology and anthropology, respectively. 

In any event, anarchists are certainly asking people to suspend their dis­
belief and take a leap of fa ith in " smashing the state " and other repressive 
artifacts on the theory that an egalitarian and sustainable social order will 
emerge with sufficient rigor to subsume al l  of l ife's necessities .  Even if  the 
dominant system today is showing clear signs of instability and potential  
(even imminent) collapse, it is still difficult for many people to abandon 
what they know for a theory that is widely perceived as i l l - informed at 
best and terroristic at worst. Thus, one of the central aims of contempo­
rary anarchist thought has been to articulate a cohesive set of values and 
principles that can begin to foster a new narrative capable of competing 
with the one relentlessly plied by capita l and the state. The task is further 
complicated by the fact that anarchism eschews doctrinaire ideologies 
and immutable precepts, preferring instead a model in  which people 
think and act autonomously. Anarchism, in short, refuses easy systemat­
ization and instinctively rebels against even its own core principles when 
they are in danger of being imposed.  "Nothing is sacred, least of all the 
fetishized,  re ified shibboleths of anarchism, "  as John Moore reminds 
u s . 2 1 This  caveat wil l  inform the quest to render a version o f  what  
contemporary anarchism has come to  stand for in constructing itself as  
a viable theory in today's landscape. 

Toward an Anarchist Canon 

Here, then, is my attempt at setting forth (with the proper provisos in place ) 
a working model of contemporary anarchist thought. What I strive for is a 
synthesis that weaves together past and present incarnations of anarchism, 
with an eye toward laying the foundation for an a lternative future to the 
one being increasingly marketed and imposed as we spea k.  For each of 
these points there is  l ikely to be contestation (if not consternation ) ,  and 
surely not every anarchist will  agree with a l l  of them or with how they 
are rendered here. That said, it is my belief that this l ist represents the best 
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of anarchism's potential for promoting a new vision that can help guide 
action as well .  While I refer to it sardonically as a canon-fully aware that 
anarchism embodies an intriguing tendency to "turn against its own foun­
dations " -this framework at least possesses the virtue of not requiring a 
cannon in order for it to become widely adopted.22 As it turns out, anar­
chism as  a system of thought is rea l ly the combination of a number of 
smaller -isms, some of which overlap and others that can appear contradic­
tory. Indeed , this is as it  should be, given anarchism's  propensity for 
embracing tensions and fostering interconnections all at once. 

A nti-authoritarianism 

An a n a rch i s t  soc iety, a soc iety which  organizes  i t se l f  without  
authority, is always in existence.  

-Colin Ward ( 1 973 )23 

The rej ection of authority i s  the s ine qua  non of anarchism.  In  this 
view, the imposition of power through force, coercion, domination, and 
oppression is both unconscionable and untenable. This is equally the case 
whether the system doing the imposing i s  fascistic or representative in 
nature. Anarchism cha llenges c la ims to authority that are vested with 
the enforcement power of the state, no matter its underpinnings, as well 
as  the claims advanced by subsidiaries and/or partners of the state such 
as corporations and religious institutions . The intertwining of these vari­
ous authoritarian forces is observed in innumerable ways, from the kin­
dred " black robes " of  priests and judges to the inscription of "In God 
We Trust" on currency . More broadly, the imperia listic powers that unite 
mil itarism and corporatism to impose regimes of resource exploitation 
and human subj ugation are taken as global manifestations of authoritari­
anism writ large. 

Anarchists see these same forces of control being disseminated in  the 
media, in schools,  through medicalization, and in most of the appurte­
nances of modern culture as a whole .  Sometimes these expressions of  
authority are  inscribed on bodies through processes including crimina l  
j ustice, pharmacology, and security systems; other t imes they appear 
through more subtle but equally destructive devices such as standardized 
testing, consumer identity, and popular culture. While anarchists are not 
alone in pointing out the expanding Orwellianism in our modern midst, 
they do offer the most comprehensive and thoroughgoing critique of the 
intersecting forces that work to undermine human dignity and individual 
liberty. Whereas other doctrines may be content to abolish one sphere of 
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co ntrol  in fa vor of a nother or to merely democratize structures that 
are inherently authoritarian, anarchism remains unflinching in its whole­
sale rejection of any system that seeks to impose its will  on people and 
communities . 

This naturally makes anarchism anti-government and anti-capital ist. It 
also raises the question of how an anarchist society would function with­
o u t  a n yone  in charge .  As it turns  out ,  contemporary a n a rch i sm i s  
nuanced enough in its values to  narrow its anti-authoritarianism to  those 
exercises of power that are rigid, reified, and imposed, but not necessarily 
to those that are present in healthy communities grounded in equality and 
respect.  In an anarchist  society, someone with expertise may well re­
present an authority in a certa in sphere, without then asserting his or 
her power in other matters. For instance, we can defer to another's profi­
c iency in  matters of  health care or food production without  creating 
socioeconomic structures that al low them to convert that expertise into 
wider  forms o f  co erc ive a uthor ity ,  a s  we genera l ly  find in even a 
representative politica l system. The critica l  factor for anarchists is that 
" the advice of an expert should only be accepted on the basis of voluntary 
consent," meaning that the acceptance of authority in any particular mat­
ter rests with the recipient and not the person or group a sserting it . 24 
Absent the state and its various apparatuses, power in an anarchist soci­
ety finds  i ts e l f  ebb ing  and flowing as var ious  needs  a ri se  a n d  a re 
addressed, but at n o  time does it become centralized in a manner that 
allows it to be turned back on the very people in whom it inheres. 

Anarchists have unearthed examples of anti-authoritarian societies 
throughout the course of human h istory and across every continent. As 
such, the appearance of authoritarian control and political coercion are 
actua lly relatively recent phenomena,  representing an aberration from 
the norm of human relations esta blished over the eons. Anarchists today 
draw inspiration from many of these models, sometimes explicitly adopt­
ing a primitivist or " back to the earth " stance that seeks to tap into this 
basic sp irit of statelessness and diffuse power. It also manifests in many 
forms of anarchist organizing, from consensus decision-making models 
to anonymous attacks on symbols of authoritarian oppression. Some of 
these tactics have compelled anarchists to self-reflect on their own deploy­
ment of potentially coercive practices, including the use of physical force 
against property or persons as well as tacit forms of vanguardism and 
c la ims  to a u thent ic i ty or  superior ity within the mi l ieu . Indeed, j u s t  
because anarchists rej ect authority does not  mean they have entirely abol­
ished it from within their own midst. Sti l l ,  it i s  the reflexive nature of 
anarchism as a constantly negotiated theory that offers promise as  a tool 



8 Anarchism Today 

for undoing the myriad forces of authority in society and promoting a 
vision of genuine human liberation. 

Voluntarism 

There is no fixed and constant authority, but a continual exchange 
of  mutua l ,  temporary,  and ,  above a l l ,  vo luntary author ity and  
subordination. 

-Michael Bakunin ( 1 8 71 )25 

It might be said that voluntarism is the proactive, positive counterpart 
to anti-authoritarianism. When we lift the veil of top-down control and 
the sort of legal  compuls ion that typifies modern societies, we find that 
peop le  wi l l  o ftent imes  act fro m  be low i n  s o c i a l ly usefu l  ways .  
Voluntarism not  on ly  resu lts from throwing off the shackles of moral 
and physical coercion, but it likewise calls forth a spirit of societal engage­
ment  that  is  r ead i l y  a l tru i s t i c .  This  s i m u l ta n e o u s  q u a l i ty of be ing  
coercion-free and  other-centered embodies the sense of voluntary associa­
tion that has long been a cornerstone of anarchist theory and practice .  
And intriguingly, it derives equally from anarchism's intense individual­
ism and its collectivist tendencies alike. 

From a self-actualization perspective, people ought to be a l lowed to 
decide for themselves how to behave and what to do with the course of their 
lives . Freed from pervasive forces of domination and authoritarianism, it 
would necessarily become the case that human interactions flow from a 
place of voluntarism, since no one would be made to do anything apart from 
their own volition. In this sense, all activities and engagements in an anar­
chist society would be voluntary, and any ensuing limits on behavior would 
be purely self-imposed. Over time, people living under such a condition 
would reclaim lost powers of morality and utility sufficient to hold together 
a community of individuals. In this view, the individual retains primacy even 
as an instinct toward voluntary participation in society is cultivated . 

From a communal perspective, voluntarism contains an ethic of com­
passion and reciprocity that makes human associations not only inevi­
table but desirab le .  People have a lways l ived in community and have 
mainta ined bonds of affinity and affiliation that serve to promote positive 
behaviors. The critical factor for anarchism is that when conduct is pre­
scribed and obedience enforced, people lose the capacity to act for the 
right reasons and in fact become susceptible of being made to do so for 
al l  the wrong reasons . This is not a moral statement a s  much a s  it is an 
empirical  one ;  it cannot logical ly be argued that  human behavior  is  
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improved by dehumanizing processes of soc ial  control ,  j ust as it is the 
case that one cannot be forced to be free. For anarchists, voluntary asso­
ciation is at  once a rejection of imposed moral ity ( being oxymoronic in 
any event) and a call instead for manifesting a cooperative "volunteer spi­
rit" in our social and politica l engagements . Contemporary anarchism 
readily embraces both the individual istic and communitarian impulses 
contained in the basic premise that voluntarism is prefera ble to authori­
tarianism as an organizing principle for the guidance of human affa irs.  

Mutualism 

Anarchism [is] the consciousness of an overriding human solidarity . 
-Herbert Read ( 1 954)26 

This leads straightforwardly to the next foundational piece of both the 
c l a s s ic a l  a n d  contemporary a n a rch i s t  lexic o n s .  S ince  the t ime o f  
Kropotkin, anarchism has taken the concept o f  mutual aid a s  something 
of a fait accompli .  Even in the most cynica l and/or mil itant wings of its 
confines, anarchism accepts the premise that humans are soc ial animals 
who have a lways found ways to l ive, work, and play together. This sense 
of mutual ism is sometimes expressed as sol idarity , affinity, or commu­
nity; in a l l  cases, there is a fundamental recognition that people need each 
other to survive and flourish. This can be manifested by large-scale action 
in common such as that found at a mass demonstration; through smaller 
b a nd- leve l  a ffin i ty groups  e ngag ing  in fo rms of  d irect  ac t ion ;  in 
community-based efforts and shared spaces like infoshops; by common 
movement practices of legal support and j a il solidarity; through the work­
ings of a free economy centered on gift-giving and shared bounty; and in 
the more specifically personal  gestures of friendship and camaraderie 
found in anarchist networks around the world. 

In this manner, mutua lism is essential ly the glue that holds the anar­
chist vision together and that keeps it from degenerating into barbarism 
or nihi l i sm.  As reflective of  a broadly mutual ist  spirit  found in nature 
and throughout human history a l ike, contemporary expressions weave 
together both instinctivist and normative impulses in the deployment of 
mutual  aid. Freed from compulsion, people learn to act at least in  part 
for the common good, s ince there exists an undeniable recognition of  
the necessity of human community and sociality . Further, it turns out  that 
in this formulation others are l ikewise no longer forced to do anything in 
particular for one another, meaning that if we desire equitable treatment 
it becomes incumbent upon us to both offer it and learn how to encourage 
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it in others. This sense of basic reciprocity is both behaviora l and moralistic, 
representing the essence of practices such as barter and exchange as well as 
teachings akin to the "golden rule " of "do unto others " that is found in 
nearly every society. Following Gustav Landauer, anarch ists oftentimes 
mainta in that the forces of social control exist principally at the levels of 
motivation and conduct, and that the surest path toward overcoming them 
is to behave differently and for different reasons. In this view, the aim is to 
cultivate alternative arrangements and relationships, as Landauer opined : 
"The entire system would vanish without a trace if the people began to con­
stitute themselves as a people apart from the state. "27 Mutualism, as a co­
operative and constitutive practice, is the highest expression of this aim. 

Anarch ism today has evolved a sophisticated understanding of the 
workings of power and domination. The patterns of corporate hegemony 
and statecraft are evident everywhere, and the concomitant values of con­
sumption and compuls ion that they inculcate are equal ly  widespread.  
Against this, anarchists propose-and struggle to model-a social order 
in which people largely behave in socially responsible and life-affirming 
ways because ( a )  it is advantageous to do so and/or (b) it is the right thing 
to do. Anarchism grasps the interlock ing and reinforcing nature of repres­
s ive tendenc ies in society, inc lud ing the profound synergies between 
capital and the state, and it argues instead for a bottom-up version of 
mutualism that enables collective action while foresta lling authoritarian­
ism . It is a delicate balance, yet among the sociopolitica l  theories, anar­
chism is  perhaps  a lone in i ts eagerness to embrace the tens ions as a 
source of productive energy . It i s  precisely the kinetic energy found in 
the messiness and constant negotiation underlying human relationships 
that anarch ists thrive upon, as well  as that comprises the basis for wider 
forms of networking and federation that link both individuals and com­
munities in an inescapa ble web of mutua lity ( to borrow a phrase from 
Martin Luther King, Jr. ) .  

Autonomism 

By "ruling from below, " anarchists believe, at the level of localized, 
self-governing communities, society will be able to transform itself 
into a self-managed, directly democratic and ecologica lly sustain­
able system. 

-James Horrox (2009)28 

Autonomy is the capacity to make decisions and manifest them upon 
one's own volition. It is closely related to anti-a uthoritarianism but goes 
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further in prioritizing self-governance at both the individual and soc ieta l 
levels .  As a basic proposition, autonomism is akin to what Gandhi called 
" swara j , "  namely, the practice of self-rule.  Without thi s  as  the bedrock, 
we can find o u rse lves  o n  a path-wide ly  seen tod ay-toward se l f­
possession and even self-destruction. Autonomy as self-rule asserts not 
only the freedom to govern ourselves but a lso the requirement that we 
do so; in this sense, it i s  equal  parts l iberty and responsibi l i ty .  Absent 
the state and other coercive apparatuses ,  human communities will still 
require levels of coordination beyond the purview of any particular indi­
v idual .  In order to accomplish this without merely repl icating current 
practices of stratification and domination, anarchists start with a concep­
tion of the individual rooted in the virtue of freedom as well as  the capac­
ity to exercise it responsibly. 

When contemporary anarchists talk about autonomy, they often refer to 
this personal imperative of self-management as a precondition for wider 
forms of  association that exist in oppos ition to the state . Autonomous 
spaces are those l iberated from the forces of regulation and control that 
are typified by private property regimes; they can include a building occu­
p ied during a demonstration, a vacant lot that is reclaimed as a community 
garden,  or  a n  a bandoned dwe l l ing that  i s  i nhab ited by squ atters . 
Autonomism in this context represents the capacity for people to self­
organize in opposition to dominant modes of  exch ange, and it often 
includes a strong component of simultaneous resistance to legal and com­
mercial norms imposed by society .  

As a response to corporate globalization in particular, an  autonomist 
movement has arisen that prioritizes local and regional actions as  a strat­
egy of both resistance and self-rea lization. The impetus to live and work 
at a smal ler scale,  to reduce the col lective footprint of human impacts 
on the environment, and to reclaim a sense of power in the decisions that 
directly impact our lives are al l  expressions of autonomy. These various 
autonomous efforts-ranging from free schools and foraged foods  to 
alternative economies and cooperative workplaces-have shown a capac­
ity to l ink together through various media of exchange, forming a bur­
geoning loose federat ion of smal l - sca le  nodes  that  make up what  i s  
today a global anarchist network. Yet again, this i s  a precarious balance 
to str ike ,  that between a utonomy and federa tion .  But anarch ists are  
keenly aware that  without a utonomy, federation can become fascism; 
and without federation, autonomy often results in isolationism and, ulti­
mately, eradication .  Autonomy thus serves as a personal hedge against 
the potential totalitarianism of the community and likewise as  a collective 
hedge aga ins t  ready incorporat ion into the g loba l i zed  neo l ibera l  
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economy. It is, in short, a radical reclaiming of the desire to determine the 
conditions of our own lives at all levels. 

Egalitarianism 

Anarchism is aristocratic-anarchists j ust insist that the elite should 
consist of everyone. 

-Crimethlnc. (c irca 20 1 0 )29 

In order fo r a utonomy to work , i t  must  be b a la nced by equa l i ty .  
Anarch i sm's  vers ion i s  neither the watered-down premise o f  "equa l  
opportunity " that i s  often given lip service in l iberal-capitalist societies,  
nor the rigid austerity of an "equal outcomes" approach frequently prof­
fered by exponents of state socia l i sm.  Anarchists  instead strive for a 
radical ega litarianism conditioned by the foregoing application of anti­
authoritarian, voluntarist, mutualist, and autonomist principles . On some 
level, all of these attributes are different ways of expressing the core anar­
chist premise of freedom from (and active resistance to ) imposed rule. Yet 
each also possesses unique qualities that are reflexively and dynamically 
engaged with the others . An anarchist social order that  eliminates coer­
cion and  domination promises to cult ivate self-governing individua l s  
who exh ib i t  vo luntary behaviors that  are  often mutual ly  benefic ia l ,  
ideally creating a horizontal network of productive enterprises and  self­
managing communities that could subsume the materia l  and emotional  
necessities of l ife .  Far from a blueprint, this is more so a guide to decision 
mak ing without  d ictat ing o u tcomes-a n d  the key to achiev ing i t  is 
equality. 

At the outset, anarch ism's  egal i tar ianism is a function of pol it ical  
economy. It  applies to decision making and governance through a predilec­
tion for processes of consensus and participation that vest power in every 
individual and all constituencies potentially impacted. It argues for a sys­
tem of production anchored in values of common dign ity, shared labor, 
and equal entitlement to the collective wealth of humankind . In striving 
for this, it is also by necessity a sociocultural phenomenon, call ing upon 
us to actively confront patterns and practices of racism, sexism, heterosex­
ism, ageism, ableism, classism, and the like-including our own participa­
tion in promulgating these invidious systems and the ways in  which we 
have internalized them. Anarchism promotes such a vision of egalitarian­
ism not out of moralism, guilt, or political correctness but in order to foster 
the dual sense of self-rule and collective responsibility-of voluntarism and 
mutuali sm-that underscores the theory. Equal treatment works as an 
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organizing principle because, by  definition, i t  is either real ized universa lly 
or not at all; you cannot have an unequal distribution of equality, a fter 
al l .  This makes it a lofty aim indeed, but one that if attained promises to 
revolutionize all aspects of society. 

At an even larger scale, anarchism's radical egalitarianism is also a via­
ble instrument for resistance to colonialism, imperialism, and globaliza­
tion. Such processes depend upon the differential maintenance of power 
relations and are intertwined with structural hierarchies that assign worth 
based on factors of race, gender, and so on .  Just  as the " equal  rights " 
rhetoric of the state is,  in practice, largely a misnomer for the protection 
of  wea lth and privilege, the equal  opportunity promise of capitalism i s  
l ikewise a pall iative for profound stratification both within and among 
nation s .  Anarchism rej ects these hierarchies in the name of  an  active 
equality that empowers individuals, communities, and nations (as  distinct 
from states) to simultaneously take ownership of their lives and refuse to 
be owned in the process. As such, it also requires the rejection of hierar­
chies that set person against person and nation against nation, offering a 
potential pathway to peaceful relations in a world where no one gets their 
needs met unless  everyone does . To accompl i sh th is  strong sense  o f  
" revolutionary egalitarianism, " anarchists oftentimes will apply its basic 
teachings not only within human communities but toward the balance 
of the biosphere as  a whole. 

Naturalism 

The " children of mother earth " claiming their right to l ive-what 
else could it be about? 

-P. M.  ( 1 995 )30 

Not every anarchist  is an environmenta l ist ,  but  anarchism itse lf  i s  
i n herent ly  eco log ica l .  The sense o f  immutab le  c h a nge and  open­
endedness that frames the anarch ist proj ect i s  l ikewise found in human 
interpretations of nature itself. Anarchism, l ike ecology, strives to under­
stand the complex relationship between humans and the environment, 
and it patterns key aspects of its social ideology (e.g., mutual aid)  explic­
itly on processes observed within and among biotic and animal commun­
ities . As Emma Goldman once wrote : "A natural law is that factor in man 
which asserts itse lf freely and spontaneously without any external force, 
in harmony with the requirements of nature.  " 3 1 While contemporary 
a narchists may not  be as  consumed as  in the past  with q uest ions  of  
human nature (even in  Goldman's time there was  a developing sense that, 
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"with human nature caged in a narrow space, whipped daily into submis­
sion, how can we speak of its potentialities ? " ) , there remains a firm recog­
nition that we are embedded within the larger workings of the biosphere, 
as well as that our very existence is conditioned by the primary relationship 
between human communities and the larger environment. 32 This  insight 
has become even more pronounced in recent years, as anarchists have 
increasingly engaged issues including climate change, food j ustice, resource 
wars, animal rights, and popular struggles to preserve biodiversity-some­
times to an extent that includes the more militant strands of the movement 
and their penchant for confrontational,  nonlinear tactics in the name of  
" liberation ."  

Unsurprisingly, then, diversity is "today a core anarchist value, " as  Uri 
Gordon observes. 33 Just as biological diversity is essential to the health of 
ecosystems, so too is cultural diversity fundamental to the continued exis­
tence of healthy societies .  From an ecological perspective, no aspect of the 
complex web of  l i fe has primacy, meaning that diversity is  at  root an 
expression of mutual interdependence-a nd thus of anarchism as well .  
In  social terms, diversity is inclusive of a l l  o f  the identity attributes that 
impel the struggle for equality . Anarchists recognize that qualities defined 
as " norma l "  at  a g iven historica l  moment are often associated with the 
trappings of power and privilege. In creating self-fulfilling norms around 
the major characteristics of identity construction, dominant power is able 
to perpetuate itself as a set of political and economic relations and, per­
haps even more insidiously, as a form of consciousness. Over time, mem­
bers of less-favored identities will suffer widening gaps in health, wealth, 
and opportu nity-even as they may s lowly interna l ize the dominant 
norms to such a degree that their  oppression and l iberation a l ike can 
become bound up with the master narrative, e ither by struggling against 
it or in striving to attain its blessings. Anarchists work to overcome these 
challenges by deconstructing privilege, abolishing hierarchy, democratiz­
ing decision making, and deploying a "diversity of tactic s"  in the quest 
to surmount oppression. 

The shared cultural heritage of humankind is at risk proportionally to 
how the b iosphere i s  being rapidly  degraded .  Languages ,  which are  
strong indicators of  unique cultures, are disappearing at a rate compa­
ra ble to forests and species. The present geological era, which i s  some­
times referred to as  the " Anthropocene " to s ignify its human-driven 
qua lities, has a s  its hal lmark the creation of monolithic biologica l  and 
socioeconomic systems premised on a hierarchy of interests and the con­
trol of resources. Against this totalizing quality, subaltern voices around 
the planet strive to reassert themselves as potential guardians of biologica l 
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a n d  cu ltural diversity, and  i n  so doing they often man ifest a sense o f  
political diversification that brings t o  the fore a crucial indigenous per­
spect ive that  is wide ly  embraced among contemporary  anarch i sts . 
Perhaps partly due to this perception of effective empowerment, there 
can also be a concomitant tendency to fetishize and/or commodify diverse 
identities .  In the anarchist milieu, dialogues and practices are thus often 
fostered to deepen the notion of diversity as a tool for unpacking critica l 
issues of power and privilege and likewise as a fundament of healthy sys­
tems at all levels .  All of this points to an inherently naturalistic sensibility 
in a n archism and  serves a s  a n  important  component  of its  sta unch 
opposition to  the forces of global capitalism. 

Anti-capitalism 

Anarchism is necessarily anti-capita l ist . . . .  A consistent anarchist 
must oppose private ownership of  the means of  production and 
the wage slavery which is a component of this system. 

-Noam Chomsky ( 1 970)34 

A cornerstone of anarchism throughout history has been the abolition 
of private property; anarchism today extends the critique to include pro­
cesses of privatization and commodification that are part and parcel of 
corporate globa l ization. Anarchists assert the interests of "people, not 
profits " and challenge the prevailing Western mythos of human superior­
ity vis-a-vis nature. Capitalism is seen as a system of exploitation, domi­
nation, and coercion-simultaneously dehumanizing and denaturalizing 
in its quest to control people and conquer nature. Anarchists have figured 
prominently in the myriad anti-capitalist demonstrations held around the 
world in recent years, and they have likewise been a driving force in upris­
ings against austerity measures and other tools utilized by capita l and the 
state to maintain their j oint seat of power. Anarchists have a lso been part 
of solidarity efforts aimed at promoting economic j ustice for immigrants, 
the homeless, refugees, displaced communities, and working-class people 
around the world. 

In addition to an unquestiona bly anti-capitalist penchant, contempo­
rary anarchism further strives to promote a lternative economic arrange­
ments . These new vis ions are often explicitly framed as a rej ection o f  
capitalism, typified b y  the " really, really free market" concept that origi­
nated at mass demonstrations against the corporatists' version of " free 
trade . " Anarchists embrace the ega litarian and voluntaristic values of 
the gift economy and regularly manifest the virtues of  a free-economy 
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perspective through efforts including " dumpster diving" and the decen­
tralized global movement Food Not Bombs. Anarchism does not entirely 
rej ect the enterpris ing or entrepreneuria l spirit-indeed, modern anar­
ch ists are nothing if not resil ient and resourceful-but refuses to deploy 
i t  in the service  of  r u l ing  others  or a l lowing onese l f  to be  r u l e d .  
Anarchism stands in opposition t o  wage slavery, conspicuous consump­
tion, and wealth maldistribution, sometimes embodied in purposeful ly 
provocative slogans such as "Eat the Rich . "  

B y  taking o n  capitalism i n  its systemic dimensions, including its inher­
ent intertwining with the workings of the state, anarchism propounds a 
civilizational critique that marks it as the most radical of contemporary 
sociopolit ical  theories .  The roots of oppression and a uthoritarianism 
run deep for many anarchists-quite l itera lly down into the earth itself, 
as a result of the modern tendency to privatize the essentials  of l ife and 
control their distribution:  

The first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground, bethought 
himself of  saying "This i s  mine , "  and found some people s imple 
enough to bel ieve him, was the real founder of civi l  society. From 
how many crimes,  wars ,  and m urders,  from how many horrors 
and misfortunes might not any one have saved mankind, by pulling 
up the stakes ,  or fi l l ing up the d itch ,  and  crying to h i s  fe l lows : 
" Beware of listening to thi s  impostor; you are undone if you once 
forget that the fruits of the earth belong to us all ,  and the earth itself 
to nobody . " 35 

While these words were written by Rousseau over two centuries ago,  
many contemporary anarchists are at least implicitly cognizant of the call 
to " pull up the stakes and fill up the ditch" in defiance of corporate capi­
talism. Indeed, some of anarchism's most spectacular interventions, from 
breaking windows to burning buildings, have been undertaken specifi­
cally in response to perceived inj ustices committed by the ostensible forces 
of privatization and exploitation. 

Dynamism 

Anarchism can be described first and foremost as a visceral revolt. 
-Daniel Guerin ( 1 970) 36 

Beyond mere theorizing, anarchists have long held a preference for 
"propaganda by the deed. " The theory behind this is simply that actions 
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are often more dramatic and galvanizing than words, a t  least i n  a social 
movement context. The exhortation conta ined in  the aphorism i s  one 
intended to foment a revolutionary consciousness,  and it  i s  sometimes 
offered as  a j ustification for highly confrontational acts that possess a 
potential ly terroristic qua lity .  On the other hand, today the phrase has 
come to mean more generally any activity that communicates an intended 
message or that  models the centra l tenets of anarchism-including not 
j ust spectacular violence but more accepted forms of organizing as well. 
Thus ,  while anarchism clearly embraces a posture of dynamic action, 
there is much debate about precisely what message is being conveyed by 
a given act and whether it actually serves productive purposes. 

Still, whatever course of conduct one opts for, it remains the case that 
anarchism in all of its incarnations is  inherently revolutionary. It pro­
pounds a critique of capital and the state that calls into question the most 
basic assumptions of civilization, and it carries the mantle of " freedom 
and equal ity " to an extent tha t  promises to remake the workings of 
modern society in its  entirety. It  is perhaps for this reason above all that  
anarchism has  been (and continues to be )  demonized and used as a conven­
ient touchstone of public fear by entrenched interests. As a coherent system 
of thought, anarchism is in fact "dangerous" in terms of its uncompromis­
ing critique of  domination and oppression in all its multifarious forms; 
moreover, its idyl lic example of an egalitarian, dynamic social order is like­
wise threatening to the " powers that  be. " Frequently lost in the hysteria 
over the "violent anarchist" trope, however, is a more pertinent discussion 
about the innate violence and pervasive danger presented by militarization, 
maldistribution, dehumanization, and environmental degradation-all  of 
which are prominent features of capitalism and the state . 

One of the primary ways that anarchism distinguishes itself is through 
creative, spontaneous, and playful actions. For many contemporary anar­
chists, the state is little more than a "ki l ling machine, " and capitalist soci­
ety is merely an elaborate "death cult. " Against the stagnant, mechanistic, 
and routinized qualities of modern life, anarchism counterposes an air of 
excitement and unpredicta b i l ity in its open-endedness  and flu id ity . 
Anarchism is often taken as a " theory of spontaneous order, " as Ward 
describes it, and " it is only in revolutions,  emergencies,  and 'happen­
ings' " that this key principle emerges. 37 In this  sense, anarchy is not dis­
organization but is  more accurate ly a form of self-organization .  It is 
revolutionary but not irresponsible, visionary but not didactic, creative 
but not scripted .  In the end, anarchism is not an amoral philosophy of 
" anything goes "-it is, rather, a perspective that goes with anything and 
that infuses al l  aspects of everyday life. 
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Pragmatism 

Anarchism always "demands the impossible " even as it tries to a lso 
" real ize the impossible . "  Its idealism is thoroughly pragmatic. 

-Cindy Milstein (20 1 0 )3 8 

The theory of spontaneous  order pervades human existence at every 
level .  It applies equally in the domains of the personal and interpersonal 
as  it does to societal and global concerns .  Whether it i s  a matter of indi­
vidual lifestyle preference, small group decision making, or global solidar­
ity networking, the practices of anarchy are always at hand. Anarchism is 
a belief system, a political perspective,  a state of being, a form of con­
sciousness-and it is a lso an ongoing, ever-changing l ived experience. 
The mutability and even ambiguity associated with anarchism can make 
it seem impracticable ,  but in  actual ity these qualities foster a sense of 
flexibi l ity and permeabi l ity that a l lows anarchism to s l ip the bonds of 
meta-theory in favor of engaged pragmatism. As Cindy Milstein observes, 
"anarchism's laboratory is the whole of life, " and thus the opportunity to 
apply its core values is present in each moment. 39 

As a revolutionary theory, anarchism bears the burden of addressing 
the multitude of chal lenges facing humankind not in piecemeal or reform­
ist fashion but in toto. Anarchism's practical revolution is not won when 
some governmental program or corporate concession is announced; it is 
not complete upon a platform being adopted or a candidate being elected. 
Anarchism is a condition of permanent revolution and eternal vigilance 
against the creeping authoritarianism that i s  always with us;  it  is there 
when we consume,  communicate ,  tra nsact ,  trave l ,  l abor ,  and love .  
Contemporary activists have infused every sphere of l ife with anarchist 
values and tenets : free schools ,  anarchist  parenting, dumpster diving, 
pirate radio,  infoshops, hackers , bike co-ops,  cohabitation, l ibertin ism, 
urban farms, free stores, reading groups, sports, street theater, and more. 
Not every project of this ilk necessarily refers to itself as anarch ist, but 
many do. Taken together, these endeavors convey the lived sense of anar­
chism, moving it from theory to practice and highlighting its potentia l  for 
offering a comprehensive vision of social order a bsent domination and 
hierarchy. 

Utopianism 

That we are Utopians is wel l  known. 
-Peter Kropotkin ( 1 906 )40 
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Notwithstanding Kropotkin ' s  enthusiasm, many anarchists eschew 
utopianism for a variety of related reasons.  Interestingly, much a s  with 
the notion of anarchy itself, the concept of utopia suffers from frequent 
mischaracterization.  Historica lly it invokes a quasi -religious,  unattain­
able perfected state of humanity, a "good place " that can never actually 
be located . It is often associated with a simplistic and static l ifestyle that 
presupposes a benign human nature and an ideal ized order in which 
needs are satisfied magically and without conflict. On the other hand, this 
utopia is a lso viewed as over-organized, anti-individualistic, and poten­
tially a uthoritarian in its benevolent regimentation. From another per­
spective,  utopia dangero us ly  promises  futu re sa lvat ion and thereby 
deflects critical attention from the urgent needs of the present. It is ,  in  
short, frequently seen as  both too idea l ist ic and  too cynica l ,  a i ry yet 
oppressive. Interestingly , some of these very same critiques are delivered 
against anarchism itself. 

Even as future-oriented utopianism remains controversial, there exists 
a tendency among some anarchists to exalt examples from history a s  
"anarchist utopias " of  a bygone day :  indigenous cultures, the  Diggers, 
the Paris Commune, the Spanish Revolution. In practice today, there are 
intentional communities around the world operating on anarchist princi­
ples, some self-consciously. In literature, a rich and growing sub-genre of 
anarcho-utopianism has sol idified in recent years, and academic treat­
ments have likewise proliferated . We can surmise that  this trend is influ­
enced at least in part by anarchism's  expansive engagement with the 
pragmatic aspects of l i fe in  addit ion to its wholesale  cr it ique of, and  
revolutionary posture toward, civilization itself. Like anarchism, utopian­
ism is equal parts critical and constructive, and perhaps that shared dual­
ity is responsible for the affinity and hostility alike.4 1 

Contemporary anarchism has tenuously resolved some of these issues 
by recasting them in terms of prefiguring. The essentia l notion is  that 
present-day anarchist endeavors are also harbingers of a potential future 
that remains indeterminate. Anarchist organizing today, as to both the 
means employed and the ends imagined, provides us with a gl impse of 
what an alternative social order might look like. What differentiates this 
from old-school notions of utopia is the fragmentary open-endedness of 
its future vision; anarchism is a lways a work in progress and is not sus­
ceptible of a unitary definition-thus any attempt to do more than allude 
to a " better world " is rej ected in the name of the freedom of those who 
inhab i t  the future to determine it  for themse lves .  Unfortu nate ly ,  a s  
Noam Chomsky notes, we are rapidly asserting " our control over the fate 
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of future generations " through oppressive social structures and concomi­
tant environmental impacts; thus we are all futurists whether we want to 
be or not.42 Still ,  anarchists seek to exerc ise this responsibility in a man­
ner that is firmly committed to revolutionizing the present without fore­
closing the future; as  Chomsky counsels ,  " whatever socia l  structures 
and arrangements are developed, they ought to maximize the possibilities 
for people to pursue their own creative potential ,  and you can't make a 
formula for that. "43 

Decentralism 

Things fa ll apart; the center cannot hold; Mere anarchy is loosed 
upon the world . . .  

-William Butler Yeats, The Second Coming ( 1 920)  

If "you can't make a formula, " then it is difficult to  convince people of  
the soundness and solidity of  one's ideas .  Anarchism is unique in that it 
rarely proselytizes, at  least in terms of seeking unquestioning converts, 
and it rejects attempts at grand theorizing that are intended to create uni­
versalistic morals and models alike. What keeps the anarchist vision of an 
organic ,  spontaneous ,  and ega l itar ian soc ia l  order from becoming a 
repressive meta-narrative is its concomitant impulse toward decentraliza­
tion as a formative value. As noted above, anarchists rebel aga inst even 
their own core principles ,  not necessari ly in  an  attempt to abol i sh or 
undermine them so much as to keep them vibrant and ensure that they 
are a lways negotiated by the people and communities to whom they are 
intended to apply .  In other words, contemporary anarchism strives to 
deconstruct its own center, and in so doing it posits a theory of radical 
" decentering"  th a t  extends  beyond sheer pol it ics into the rea lms  of 
language and thought as well. 

Sometimes referred to as  " post-anarch ism"-to indicate s imultane­
ously its willingness to transcend classical anarchism as well  as  its affinity 
for "post-structuralist" critiques of power and hegemony-this  cutting­
edge tenet of anarchism actually fits quite well within the larger historical 
tradition and its penchant for decentra lization. Rudolf Rocker, for in­
s tance ,  decr ied centra l i sm as "a curse  which  weakens  i ts  power of 
decision and systematical ly represses every spontaneous initiative.  " 44 
"The anarch ist alternative , "  as  Ward asserts, " is that of fragmentation, 
fission rather than fusion, d iversity rather than unity,  a mass of societies 
rather than a mass society. " 45 Anarchism's longstanding prioritization 
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o f  autonomy and spontaneity a s  the bases for effective organizing encap­
sulates some of the post-anarch ist sensibility,  yet out beyond this is a fur­
ther tendency to deconstruct power relations at their most bas ic  ( and 
o ften more s u bt le ) leve l s .  The rad ica l  decenter ing  urged by post ­
anarchism o utstrips mere pol itica l economy in favor of a penetrating 
analysis of language, knowledge, cu lture, and even desire in exploring 
the ways in which social control is imposed and how best to resist it with­
out replicating h ierarchical and representational forms of  association in 
the process.46 

While some anarchists embrace the potential of this perspective and its 
inherent capacity to foster "a systematic deconstruction of the claims to 
legitimacy of any institutional a uthority, " others raise concerns about 
whether this line of reasoning overemphasizes anarchism's deconstructive 
aspects without acknowledging its constitutive tendencies as  a counterbal­
ance.47 As May wonders, "can there be critique without representation? "48 
On what basis do anarchists oppose dominant forms of mil itarization, 
criminalization, and capitalization and seek to posit against them a vision 
of voluntary association, mutual aid, autonomous action, and pragmatic 
utopianism ? Anarchism is right to check its own potential authoritarianism 
and to deconstruct its central values and a ims (as Rocker summarizes, " it 
rejects all absolute schemes and concepts " ) ,49 yet it is also vital to articulate 
what the theory stands for rather than merely what it is against. Moreover, 
as I wrote over a decade ago, " it is important to believe that what we do 
and how we live matters; to fa il to do so can only invite cataclysm and per­
haps even extinction.  " 5° Fortunately, anarchism's  explicit embrace of 
decentralism as a core value encourages precisely the kind of inquiry that 
enables healthy foundations-namely those that appear as tenuous planks 
in a nascent floor but never as finished ceilings above our heads. 

In Conclusion 

I have sought here to present a working version of contemporary anar­
chism as  a cohesive school of thought. By necessity, this has included 
reference to action as well ,  since anarchism rejects the false d ichotomies 
of means/ends and theory/practice. Anarchism is  a way of looking at the 
world and a way of living in it; i t  is deeply engaged with the minutia of 
the present as we l l  as suggest ive of  a broader  v i s ion  for the future .  
Anarchism prioritizes the individual and the community at the same time, 
including nature itself in its conceptions of equality and diversity. Each of 
the hesitant tenets specified here could serve as a definition of anarchism 
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by itself, s ince every part is reflective of the ethos of the whole .  Taken 
together, these various strands of anarchism begin to trace the contours 
of a complete theory that is comfortable with its own ambiguity and that 
revels in the productive possibilities of its inherent tensions. And nowhere 
are these themes of unity and diversity, of cohesion and dissension, more 
prevalent tha n  in the rea lm of a narchist  act ion ,  which I cons ider in  
the following chapter. 



CHAPTER 2 

Anarchism in Action 

I n addition to its theoretical resurgence, anarchism has been intimately 
involved with the evolution of strategies for societa l  transformation.  

The presence of anarch ists and anarchist tenets in movements focusing 
on issues including global j ustice, environmentalism, racia l equality, and 
economic  a l ternatives  to cap i ta l i sm has been a force for enhanc ing 
movement dynamism and at  the same time leading to  internal tensions 
and official repression. Anarchists often bear the distinction of being mis­
understood (or even demonized ) by both the mainstream culture and their 
own apparent allies a like. In practice, the range of actions associated with 
anarchism is  i ncredibly broad,  from compass ionate acts l ike sending 
books to prisoners and finding food for the hungry to more confronta­
tional tactics such as property destruction and skirmishing with police at 
demonstrations. The image of " the anarchist" today might not conj ure 
qu ite the same trepidation as it did around the turn of the twentieth 
century-during the brief heyday of ostensibly anarchist-inspired politi­
cal violence-but it still provides ample fodder for suppression and fur­
ther raises many pointed questions for movement culture itself. 

Anarchism has infused today's activism with numerous essential val­
ues,  practices, and terminologies. Contemporary social and environmen­
ta l m o vements  often speak  in terms of a utonomy,  s o l i d a r i ty ,  a n d  
community, a n d  specific innovations such as  the affinity group a n d  the 
preference for a "d iversity of tactic s "  are by now part of the parlance . 
Anarchists have brought with them a strong preference for horizontal 
forms of organizing, in which decisions are rendered from a place of equal 
power, and where individuals themselves are empowered to act from their 
consc iences  in  oppos ing structures  of repres s ion  and  explo i tation .  
Perhaps the key contribution of  anarchism to  today's movements is the 
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notion of direct action, which contains within it the dual sense of contest­
ation and construction that lies at the very heart of anarchism. Related to 
this  is the n oti on of prefiguring, sometimes trans lated s imply as the 
apocryphal Gandhian exhortation to " be the change " we wish to see in 
the world .  Thus, while anarchists might sometimes throw bricks, they 
are equally likely to build something with them. 

O ne of the s igns of anarch ism's  flexib i l ity and  pervasiveness is  the 
hyphenation it has come to enjoy with a number of other pol itical theo­
ries and identities .  For instance,  the ad ject ival  prefix " a narcho- " has  
found itse lf  attached over  the  years to  persuasions including social ist, 
communist, syndical ist ,  primitivist,  l ibertar ian,  pacifist ,  feminist,  and 
even capitalist. One can be a Green Anarchist, run with the Black Bloc, 
or be a punk and hippie a l l  at once with the mi l ieu .  Anarchists hack,  
jam,  graffiti, b ike,  dumpster dive, and set  ablaze;  they also educate, co­
operate, feed,  communicate, and garden . An intriguing array of anarch ist 
movement tactics is presented in the 2004 Crimethlnc. tome Recipes for 
Disaster: An  Anarchist Cook book , from banner drops and hitchhiking 
to shopl i fting and sa botage-b ut th is  i s  not your father 's  incendiary 
Anarchist Cookbook from the 1 960s ,  which has been disavowed even 
by its original  a uthor as " misguided and potential ly dangerous . " 1 Like 
contemporary anarchism overa ll, this widely distributed Crimethlnc. text 
possesses a whimsical yet sophisticated sensibil ity ,  advocating personal 
empowerment and community engagement as foundations for effective 
action. Above all, it serves to affirm the reflexive notion that practice does 
not simply flow from theory; rather, it shapes it, reinforces it, and creates 
it. In this sense, the "anarchist revolution " is much more than a statement 
of principles-it is a l iving exercise. 

Something in the Air 

Anarchism carries with it an inherent, and oftentimes urgent, sense of rev­
olution. Once the gaze has been fixed on differential power relations and 
organ ized oppress ion,  it  is difficult not to see it wherever one looks in  
modern society. Much as  phi losophers l ike Michel  Foucault  have dis ­
cerned the workings of discipline throughout nearly every human institu­
tion, so too do anarchists genera lly see " the emperor's new clothes"  of 
sub j ugation,  distraction ,  and impending ru ination draped across the 
global  system.  Anarchists decry perpetua l  war, the ravages of cl imate 
change, privatization of the commons, the commodification of l i fe ,  and 
the widening gap between the rich and the poor both within and among 
nation-states. Anarchists generally recognize the interlocking cha llenges 
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presented by the modern world,  l ikewise the paradox of confronting a 
system to which one belongs and contributes on multiple levels .  Many 
anarchists intrinsica lly understand how high the stakes are and how deep 
the roots go, and, like Starhawk, "want a revolution that changes the very 
nature of how power is structured and perceived, that challenges all sys­
tems of domination and control " -arguing in the final analysis that "we 
need nothing less than a global economic, social, politica l, and spiritual 
revolution. "2 

This is obviously a daunting task, and it sets a high bar for action. The 
u nderta king is  further complicated by the experimental nature of any 
revolt ,  a s  expressed by Subcomanda nte Marcos  of the Zapati sta s in  
1 9 94:  "We hope you  understand that  th is i s  the first time that we  have 
tried to carry out a revolution, and we are stil l  learning. " 3 Should anar­
chists bother engaging in  sma ll-scale activities in local  communities or 
expending energy working for p iecemeal  reform on a g iven i s s u e ?  
Should they forge alliances with individuals o r  groups whose aims are less 
than total revolution ? When it appears that a global "crash " is in the off­
ing, should anarchists help it along or work to prevent i t ?  Are there any 
ethical  l imits to the tactics that might be employed in the service of pro­
moting a global revolution under present conditions where the urgency 
is so great ?  In particu lar, what sorts of actions are likely to be effective 
in fomenting a sociopol itical revolution that supplants authoritarianism 
and exploitation ?  What is being proposed by anarchists as  an alternative 
model for a complex society, and how can it be constructed in a hostile 
environment? Who decides what is to be done in the name of revolution ? 

While it is clear that anarchists do not have the answers to al l  of these 
questions, they have served to bring these issues to the fore of contempo­
rary movement culture, and in so doing they have helped to keep a live a 
revolutionary impulse that has been part of anarchism since its earliest 
days. As Howard Zinn wrote in the introduction to Herbert Read's book 
Anarchy and Order: " Anarchism arose in  the most splendid days of 
Western 'c iv i l izat ion '  because  the promises of  that c iv i l ization were 
a lmost immediately broken. "4 Zinn argues that an anarchist revolution 
in  its ful l  dimensions cannot be achieved by " force of arms " but that it 
must  ar ise in the " minds and behavior " of people before institutions 
themselves will  change:5 Encapsulating a rich history of thinking about 
(and acting for) a comprehensive socia l revolution, Zinn provides a tem­
plate for anarchist organizing that still resonates today: 

The anarchist sees revolutionary change as something immediate ,  
something we must do now, where we are,  where we l ive ,  where 
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we work . It means starting this moment to do away with authoritar­
ian, cruel relationships-between men and women, between parents 
and ch i ldren,  between one k ind of worker and another .  Such  
revolutionary action cannot be  crushed l ike  an armed uprising. It 
takes place in everyday life, in the tiny crannies where the powerful 
but clumsy hands of state power cannot easily reach. It is not central­
ized and isolated, so that it can be wiped out by the rich, the police, 
the military. It takes place in a hundred thousand places at once, in 
families, on streets, in neighborhoods, in places of work . It is a revo­
lution of the whole culture. Squelched in one place, it springs up in 
another, until it is everywhere. Such a revolution is an art. 6 

As Starhawk concurs, "we don't have to wait for [the revolution] , we can 
be it, l ive it now. " 7 

In addition to the expansive scope of its aims, another distingu ishing 
feature of anarchist revolutionary praxis is that it does not seek control 
of exist ing power structu res ,  b u t  i nstead it str ives to rep lace  them 
altogether with an egalitarian, anti-authoritarian social  order. " It would 
obviously be a mistake to create the kind of machinery which, at the suc­
cessfu l  end of a revolution, would merely be taken over by the leaders, 
who then assume the fu nctions of government , "  a s  Rea d observes . 8 
Anarchists have long perceived the reactionary nature of prior revolu­
t ions i n  which a new government  was  formed ,  and thro ugh that  
government how the interests of a new privileged class (sometimes includ­
ing members of the old one as well) steadily eroded the movement's gains 
and took back as much power as it could from the people. In a contempo­
rary context, for example, such processes of revolutionary retrenchment 
have been observed in relation to the "Arab Spring " uprisings across the 
Middle  East  during the first part of 2 0 1 1 :  " The h i s toric revo l ut ions 
that have r ippled through the Arab world this year were in danger of  
eclipse . 0 0 as protesters returned to the streets to profess their disgust at  
how the movement is be ing stymied by regimes old and  new . . . .  The 
scenes served a s  a reminder that fol lowing the euphoria  of the Arab 
spring, l ittle concrete progress towards reform has been made. " 9 

For Errico Malatesta , to take but one powerful voice from history, an 
anarchist revolution represents "the destruction of all coercive ties, " and 
thus  " we m ust avoid replacing one state of  coercion by another .  ,, t o  

Alexander Berkman likewise understood the anarchist 's conception o f  
revolution to be " not any more a mere change o f  rulers, o f  government, 
not a political revolution, but one that seeks to a lter the whole character 
of soc iety . " 1 1  As such,  for Berkman and Malatesta a l ike ,  there was a 
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recognition that this effort obviously would meet with great resistance­
not only  from entrenched power but  from " popu lar  ignora nce and 
prej udice " (as  Berkman termed i t )  among those who blithely profit from 
it. Among contemporary theorists, David Graeber echoes these concerns 
and adds new ones partic ular to this era in  his essay,  " Revolution in 
Reverse" :  

Our customary conception o f  revolution i s  insurrectionary: the idea 
is  to brush aside existing real ities of violence by overthrowing the 
state, then, to unleash the powers of popular imagination and crea­
tiv ity to overcome the structures that create a lienation .  Over the 
twentieth century it eventually became apparent that the real prob­
lem was how to institutional ize such creativity without creating 
new, often even more violent and al ienating structures. As a result, 
the insurrectionary model no longer seems completely via ble, but 
i t ' s  not clear what wi l l  replace i t  . . . .  In retrospect, what seems strik­
ingly naive is the old assumption that a single uprising or successful 
civil war could, as it were, neutralize the entire apparatus of struc-

1 2  tura l violence. 

In the end, Graeber advocates "the revival of direct action " as a means of 
meet ing these c h a l lenges  of retrenchment ,  fragme ntati o n ,  a n d  c o ­
optation. 

Direct Action and Dual Power 

It has been said that direct action is " the core of practical  anarchist poli­
tics . "  1 3 The concept is historica lly rooted, with Emma Goldman assert­
ing its primacy :  " A narch i sm therefore s tands  for d irect action ,  the 
direct defiance of ,  and resistance to,  al l  laws and restrictions, economic, 
social, and mora l . " 14 Voltairine de Cleyre, who Goldman described as 
" the most g i fted a n d  br i l l i ant  a n a rc h is t  woman America  ever p ro­
duced, " offered a historical rendering of d irect action that included the 
Quakers' refusa l to pay church taxes, bear arms, or swear a llegiance to 
any government; episodes from the colonial era including tax resi stance 
and the Boston Tea Party; the anti-slavery movement; and the working­
class organizing that began at the dawn of industrialization.  1 5 De Cleyre 
observed that " direct action has always been used " and took an expan­
s ive view of  its locus of operation: " Every person who ever had a plan to 
do anything, and went and did it, or who laid his plan before others, and 
won the ir  co-operat ion to do it with h im,  without  going to external  
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authorities to please do the thing for them, was a direct actionist . " 1 6 She 
concluded that 

political  action is never taken, nor even contemplated, until slum­
bering minds have first been aroused by direct acts of protest against 
existing conditions . . . .  It  is by and because of the d irect acts of the 
forerunners of social change, whether they be of peaceful or warlike 
nature, that the Human Conscience, the conscience of the mass ,  
becomes aroused to the need for change . . . .  Direct action is a lways 
the clamorer, the initiator, through which the great sum of indiffer­
entists become aware that oppression is getting intolerable. 1 7 

The operative premise is that  by acting in direct fashion, "rather than 
appealing to an external agent, " an individual or group becomes empow­
ered by " taking social change into one's own hands. " 1 8  For Graeber, who 
has extensively chronicled its use in contemporary movements, direct 
action "is  the insistence, when faced with structures of unj ust authority, 
on acting as if one is a lready free . "  1 9 While it can cover " an enormous 
range " of activities and overlaps with tactics of civil disobedience, it is 
a lso the case that in recent years "the term has become synonymous with 
a certa in degree of  mi l i tancy.  " 20 As Luis  Fern andez observes,  d irect 
action "d i srupts and confronts rather than negotiates, [a lthough] con­
trary to common perception, it is not inherently violent. "2 1 The obvious 
example would be the breaking of corporate windows, but direct action 
can a l so include "a rent strike, a consumer boycott, or a blockade;  it 
may involve sit- ins ,  squatting, tree l iving, or  the occ upation of target 
bui ldings. " 22 Despite its historical  legacy and the array of activities that 
it subsumes, direct action is stil l  at times disparaged as being too confron­
tational and ultimately counter-productive, even by those who have ben­
efited from it; as de Cleyre lamented, it has had " the historical sanction of 
the very people now reprobating it. "23 

In addition to this sp irit of open defiance to inj ustice, direct action in 
the modern lexicon has also come to include a constructive element that 
is equally crucial to its efficacy. For Starhawk, " it's anything that directly 
confronts oppressive power, prevents a wrong or interferes with an unjust 
institution, or that directly provides for a need or offers an a lternative. "24 
In  th is  sense ,  beyond contest ing repress ive invocat ions of au thor i ty 
through unmediated (and often mil itant) forms, direct action possesses 
the quality of " being the change we wish to see in the world " by simulta­
neously redressing a wrong and providing "a living alternative to the 
existing structure of authority, " thereby " setting an example others can 
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imitate . " 25 For many anarchists, direct action has come to embody the 
n ot ion of " d u a l  power , " namely  that  it un i te s means  a n d  ends  by 
"actively engaging with the world to bring about change, in  which the 
form of the action-or at least, the organization of the action-is itself a 
model for the change one wishes to bring about .  " 26 Rob Sparrow has  
attempted to  detail the contours of this dua l  power approach: 

Examples of direct action include blockades, pickets, sabotage, squat­
ting, tree spiking, lockouts, occupations, rolling strikes, s lowdowns, 
the revolut ionary genera l  str ike . In  the community i t  involves ,  
amongst other things, esta blishing our own organizations such as 
food co-ops and community access radio and TV to provide for our 
social needs, blocking the freeway developments which divide and 
poison our communities and taking and squatting the houses that  
we need to live in .  In  the forests, direct action interposes our bodies, 
our will and our ingenuity between wilderness and those who would 
destroy it and acts against the profits of the organizations which 
d irect the exploitation of  nature . . . .  D irect action i s  not only a 
method of protest but a lso a way of "building the future now."27 

We will consider in more detail below the " building the future" aspect of 
anarchism, but for now it is worth recall ing that direct action possesses this 
same qua l ity of modeling the g lobal  j ustice s logan " Another World Is 
Possible . " The critical point, perhaps at times obscured by glass shards or 
bravado, i s  that  this is true of  both the constitutive and contestational  
spheres of direct action. For an anarchist society to remain so ,  an ongoing 
vigilance and even militancy toward emerging structures of authoritarianism 
will be necessary. lt will also entail cultivating a populace that is capable and 
desirous of taking a broad range of political matters and lifestyle essentia ls 
into their own hands to a large extent. As a mode of conduct that frequently 
includes working in concert with others, d irect action fosters a spirit of 
cooperative, voluntary association among participants, and it sets an exem­
plar of effective organizing that facil itates coordinated decision making 
without sacrificing individua l  initiative in  the process .  By embracing a 
wide view of direct action as resistance to inj ustice or the creation of any pos­
itive alternative, direct action comes to be infused in everyday life and thus 
moves beyond its better-known association with protest-oriented activism. 

One of the conundrums of direct action in the context of mass demon­
strations is that most actions undertaken in that sphere are more symbolic 
than substantive,  due to the na ture of  po l it ica l protest .  By " locking 
down " and  b locking a s treet ,  or  dropping a ser ies  of banners  from 
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buildings and overpasses,  or even smashing the windows of corporate 
chain stores, activists are plainly behaving in a direct manner-but the 
degree to which the purveyors of inj ustice and oppression are impacted 
is debatable. Moreover, even if the intent is to inflict a modicum of eco­
nomic damage or prevent a tool  of global capitalism from convening its 
ministerial meetings, it can be argued that this still recognizes the power 
holders' authority and constitutes "an  appeal to the powers-that-be to 
change their behavior. " 28 This critique ra ises some important questions 
about the nature of tactics and how they fit into an overa l l  strategy, but 
it misses the larger point that any open defiance of " law and order " is a 
potential ly subversive act; further, it sets an  example for others to be 
empowered by in confronting inj u stices in their communit ies .  Direct 
action works by being bold in its display of "anarchy break ing out, " con­
veying a sense that the future is not yet decided despite official pretenses 
to the contrary. And nowhere is this duality more apparent-and equally 
controversia l-than in its manifestation as the Black Bloc. 

Back in Black 

The image of black-dad,  street-fighting anarchists has, for good or bad, 
become the face of contemporary anarchism for many observers. In rea lity, 
the "Black Bloc " is more mythical than tangible, and it constitutes a rela­
tively small-though often quite spectacular-part of contemporary anar­
chism. It has been critiqued as vanguardist, irresponsible, and intolerant, 
while others l ionize its capacity for promoting personal empowerment 
and developing a "credible threat" to entrenched power. Often misunder­
stood as an organized group,  the Black Bloc is actu al ly  a tactic , " a n  
approach t o  action that stresses group unity, mobil ity, a n d  confronta ­
tion . "29 I t  is equal parts analysis and  adrenaline, with a penchant for both 
solidarity and anonymity, a walking anachronism yet at the edge of inno­
vation. Some have a lready declared that " the Black Bloc is dead, " while 
others see it as part of a growing global movement that has found relevance 
"in various parts of North America, Europe, Mexico, Turkey, and Brazil , "  
among other locales. 30 Whatever its legacy, i t  i s  clear that the Black Bloc 
has served to spark imperative movement debates about what is meant by 
violence and how it fits within contemporary anarchism. 

I will consider the specific sub ject of violence in  greater depth in  the 
fo llowing chapter. For now, at  the outset, we can ta ke the Black Bloc as 
an outgrowth of the direct action tradition, embodying the dual  power 
ethos in its militancy and egalitarianism alike.  In a comprehensive study 
titled "The Black Blocs Ten Years after Seattle, " Francis Dupuis-Deri 
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recounts many o f  the specific actions attributed to the Bloc i n  recent years, 
including skirmishes with the police; attempting to spark a riot in a gentri­
fied neighborhood; drawing the attention of the pol ice away from other 
demonstrators; setting a puppet afire; protecting puppets from the police; 
blocking streets; setting fire to a McDonald's  and trashing three banks; 
breaking store windows; protecting a police vehicle making its way through 
a rally; engaging in a peaceful march; attacking a prison; harassing a police 
security perimeter; and protecting non-violent demonstrators against police 
assau lts . 3 1 In this  compendium, the seeming contradictions are resolved 
through the application of dual power: contestation and construction. 

A notable example comes from the lone Black Bloc action described by 
Dupuis-Deri that was not specifically connected to a mass demonstration, 
in Buffalo, New York, in the spring of 200 1 :  "A Black Bloc enters a poor 
neighborhood to collect the garbage. Responding to bewildered reporters 
asking them what they were doing, some activists tell them, 'You wrote 
that we would trash the town, [so] we decided to pick up the trash ! '  " 32 
Sti l l ,  most Black Bloc actions do take place within the context of larger 
mobilizations, and for anarchists in particular, " the major economic sum­
mits are perfect symbols of the state 's illegitimacy and violence, its funda­
menta l ly a uthoritarian and hierarchical  nature, and its col lus ion with 
capita l .  " 3 3  Interestingly, most Black Bloc participants do not consider 
themselves violent by any means, and some even actively embrace non­
violence in their activism. O bservers in the milieu such as Graeber offer 
the proposition that the Bloc has developed "what might be considered 
the most aggressive possible version of nonviolence, "  while Dupuis-Deri 
notes that " theirs  i s  a low-intensity,  nonlethal  v iolence whose a im i s  
primarily symbolic. " 34 

Sometimes the Black Bloc is considered an affinity group, which is sim­
ply any small activist unit bonded together by " mutual trust and common 
feelings about the kinds of action they wish to take. " 35 In the context of 
demonstrations ,  the affinity group model  enables  coordinat ion both 
within and across groups,  while sti l l  preserving individual  and group 
a utonomy in the process .  Activists with shared interests, identities, and 
a ims can loosely cohere j u st for the purpose of a particular protest, or 
they can constitute longer-term col lectives working on various mutual 
endeavors. At a mass mobilization, the decision-making model of choice 
has come to be the spokescouncil, which meets in a convergence center 
and is comprised of delegates from the various affinity groups. These del­
egates, ca lled spokes, possess no authority and instead serve as conduits 
of information and the conveyance of intentions between the groups 
and the whole .  Graeber refers to affinity groups,  including the Black 
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Bloc, as " the elementary particles of voluntary association " and assesses 
this model as one that  facil itates the achievement of consensus by ena­
bl ing mutual agreements in a shared decision-making process. 36 

Despite these col lective "consensual deliberations, "  the Black Bloc often 
maintains that "the decision whether or not to resort to force during a dem­
onstration must not be exempted from th [e] principle of autonomy. " 37 In 
this sense, it strives to uphold a central tenet of anarchism, and " for those 
who have taken part in such actions, the really critical thing is the sense 
of autonomy created by an emphasis on solidarity and mutual defense . " 38 
As Graeber concludes,  the Black Bloc is " a  way to create one, fleeting 
moment when a utonomy is  rea l  and immediate ,  a space of l iberated 
territory, in which the laws and arbitrary power of the state no longer 
apply, in which we draw the lines of force ourselves. " 39 Dupuis-Deri sees 
the Black Bloc's emergence as an important part of the effort "to organize 
along horizontal, egalitarian, consensual lines " and as reflective of an over­
all "anti-a uthoritarian tendency repudiating all forms of authority, hier­
archy,  or power,  even those tha t  pro l i ferate within theoretica l ly  
egal ita rian socia l  m ovements . " 40 These  complex representat ions led  
Starhawk to  simply conclude that, " I  like the Black Bloc, " despite the fact 
that " in  general I think breaking windows and fighting cops in a mass 
action is counterproductive. "4 1 In the end, Star hawk recalls that "they're 
my comrades and al lies in this struggle and . . .  we need room in this move­
ment for rage, for impatience, for militant fervor. "42 

Still, there remain key points of contention about the Black Bloc . One is 
the double-edged nature of the sensationalized provocations that the Bloc 
represents, oftentimes generating media coverage that might otherwise be 
absent but seeing that coverage limited merely to the ostensible "violent 
protests " and lacking the context of the movement's larger aims. Critics 
complain that "the Bloc co-opts the movement and drowns out our mes­
sage, " yet simultaneously grasp the self-reflective dilemma posed by the 
Black Bloc as a challenge to more established movement norms that are 
"too often rooted in habit, comfort, or even fear. "43 A more problematic 
concern about the Bloc comes through the real ization that " today the 
police anticipate it and have even borrowed its aesthetic to infiltrate and 
manipulate ra llies, " such as in Geneva in 2003 where "about fifteen police 
officers disguised as Black Blockers " infiltrated the convergence center and 
"proceeded to make a number of violent arrests. "44 As Starhawk concurs, 
"the police [have] used the Black Bloc . . .  very effectively ,"  citing reasons 
including " the anonymity, the masks and easily identifia ble dress code, 
the willingness to engage in more confrontational tactics and in property 
damage" as points of entry for "police provocateurs . "45 
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Two additional contentious issues involve ritualization and provoca­
tion .  With the latter, it has been argued that the presence of the Black 
Bloc or other militant actors with in a movement p laces everyone at risk 
of official reprisa ls, sometimes including physical brutalization and unj ust 
arrests. Acknowledging that this is a distinct possibility, and not one to be 
taken lightly, Teoman Gee encourages the critical gaze to remain on the 
state and capital as the purveyors of violence and, further, that if peaceful 
protesters are attacked, " it 's  stil l  the cop who swings the club, not the 
comrade who threw the rock .  "46 Indeed, the Black Bloc has even been 
known to actively protect other demonstrators by erecting barricades or 
intentionally drawing off police attention; still, the criticism remains per­
tinent. Furthermore, there is a growing sense that " ritua lizing property 
destruction or street battles with the cops threatens to empty their signifi­
cance " and likewise that the ingenuity necessary for effective protest is 
lost through the repetition of a given action .47 Sympathetic treatments 
such  as  Gee ' s  ask us to v iew movement mi l i tants through a l ens  of 
" historical-political context, " 48 which is critica l  for understanding the 
meaning of any event-yet reliance upon the same " overused tactics " 
across multiple contexts can have a diminish ing return that undermines 
movement dynamism and creativity .49 

Further consideration of these issues ,  including tactica l  and ethical  
inquiries, is presented in the next chapter. As anarchist movements stand 
today, the tenuous resolution of these debates over actions-especially 
mi l itant ones-h as  essent ia l ly  devolved upon the a lmost-ta l i sma nic 
invocation o f  the preference for a " d ivers ity of  tactics . "  The sa l i ent 
po i nts i n  th i s  wide ly -he ld  view a re that " people  shou ld  be  free to 
make their own choices; that a nonauthoritarian movement doesn 't tell 
people what to do; and that we should stand in  sol idarity even with 
people whose choices we disagree with . " 50 This process-oriented accep­
tance does not fully resolve the underlying concerns-for instance, some 
cr i t i c s  a rgue  th a t  d ivers ity of  tact ics  is mere ly  a " e up hemi sm fo r 
v i o lence " 5 1 -but it c a n  he lp  to p reserve p lu ra l i sm whi l e  avert ing 
fragmentation. 

A Movement of Movements 

Anarchism is inherently pluralistic, and thus any attempt to characterize 
it as a single " anarchist movement" is doomed at the outset ( even as we 
at times adopt the convention for the sake of ana lys is ) .  Th is  sense of  
multiplicity-whether it involves tactics, strategies, theories,  or visions­
is actual ly part  of anarchism 's  strength and a l so perhaps  its greatest 
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chal lenge. On the one hand,  we have Goldman's expansive view of an  
anarchism that " stand [s] for the spirit of revolt, in  whatever form, against 
everything that hinders human growth, "  coupled with her admonition 
that " the methods of Anarchism therefore do not comprise an iron-clad 
program to be carried out under all circumstances. " 52 On the other is the 
position staked more recently by Michael Schmidt and Lucien van der 
Walt in the provocative book Black Flame, where they assert that " 'class 
struggle ' anarchism, sometimes called revolutionary or communist anar­
chism, is not a type of anarchism; in our view it is the only anarchism. "53 
Despite repeatedly casting their arguments in terms of constituting the 
" broad anarchist tradition, " Schmidt and van der Walt offer a narrower 
version of anarchism and revolution than is generally found in the milieu, 
and in so doing they explicitly exclude key historical figures ( for example, 
Godwin and Tolstoy)  from the canon, contending instead that " struggle 
by the working c las s  and  the peasantry . . .  can a lone  fu ndamental ly  
change society " since these groups are  the only ones with the interest " as 
well as the basic power to do so. " 54 

While some may find this to be a welcomed reinvention of anarchism 
and a reinvigoration of  important syndical i st strands with in it, certa in 
aspects require a strained historical revisionism that raises some troubling 
issues, including whether we are still in fact talk ing about anarchism at 
al l .  For instance, the authors express a preference for " large-scale organi­
zation " and the development of  "po l it ical  programs , " defining their 
anarcho-syndicalist position as one in which " reforms and immediate 
gains"  are positive and where " unions could take the lead in the struggle 
for revolution and form the nucleus of the new society . " 55 Critiq u ing 
the post-Seattle a nti-g loba l ization protests a s  lacking a " systema tic 
project to replace neoliberalism, " Schmidt and van der Walt-notwith­
standing their prodigious research and meticulous argumentation-swim 
against the current of anarchist theory and practice that generally eschews 
invocations of leadership, reformist projects, and the development of pat 
programs that could lead to new forms of domination and control .  Stil l ,  
the anarchist tent has room for such views, properly cast within its inher­
ently plura listic framework. 

Indeed, I believe that th is is precisely what Edward Abbey was sug­
gest ing when he s a i d ,  " A narchy  i s  democracy ta ken  ser io u s l y .  " 5 6 
Anarchism contains its communitar ian impulses ,  to be sure,  but it i s  
firmly rooted in the autonomy of individuals to  exercise conscience and 
express their diverse instincts toward revolution in ways that cohere with 
the cond i t ions  a n d  c i rcumsta nces of the i r  l i ve s .  No one  can  c l a im 
revolut ionary primacy,  and  no single movement can encapsu late the 



Anarchism in Action 35  

divergent forms of political engagement that individuals and communities 
will seek to manifest. Working in concert is a desirable and effective way 
to promote transformation, but it need not limit creativity and multiplic­
ity in the process. The overarching aim is not the promotion of a " system­
at ic  pro j ec t"  or a " p o l it ic a l  progra m , "  as B lack Flame represents ,  
but  more aptly it  i s  about  " exposing,  delegitimizing and dismantl ing 
mechanisms of rule while winning ever-larger spaces of autonomy and 
participatory management within it, " a s  Graeber and Gru bacic have 
articu lated. 57 This harmonizes with the bas ic notion that, when freed 
from repressive institutions and ideological impositions, people are per­
fectly capable of fashioning egalitarian and mutual ist solutions to the 
myriad challenges before them. 

Citing examples of contemporary anarchist action-including Reclaim 
the Streets, which throws parties in intersections and " takes back urban 
space " in the process, and the Living River of blue-clad demonstrators 
that snakes through the streets as an expression of fluidity-Starhawk 
observes that " they favor mobility, surprise, and creativity " and likewise 
that "they are only the beginning of the experiment. " 58 Jeff Ferrel l  high­
lights s imilar anarchist tactics, inc luding Critical  Mass bicycle actions 
( "We aren't blocking traffic; we are traffic " )  that embrace the notion that 
" the revolution will not be motorized ,"  as  well as  pirate radio as a form 
of " sonic subversion "  that devolves upon an  ethos of "cu ltura l reinven­
tion, anarchic do-it-yourself media , progressive politics, and solidarity 
with marginalized groups . " 59  And in the preface to its compendium on 
in-your-face anarchist movement tactics-including billboard a lteration, 
g u err i l l a  theater ,  p i e  throwing,  a n d  wheatpa st ing pos ters-the 
Crimethlnc . col lective states the premise in clear terms : 

The raw awareness that you have the power to change the world is 
more important than any other resource. 0 0 0 Self-determination 0 0 0 

must be established on a daily basis, by acting back on the world that 
acts upon you-whether that means ca l l ing in sick to work on a 
sunny day, starting a neighborhood garden with your friends, or top­
pling a government. You cannot make a revolution that distributes 
power equally except by learning firsthand how to exercise and share 
power-and that exercising and sharing, on any scale, is itself the 
ongoing, never-concluded proj ect of revolution. What you do today 
is itself the extent of that revolution, its limits and its triumph .60 

In this l ight, it can be said that the ideology of the new movement " is 
embedded in its practice ,"  and thus for many anarch ists it is clear that 
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"the democratic practice they've developed is their ideology. " 6 1 In simi­
la r ly a dvocating the " p o l i tics  of  the act " a s  aga inst  the " po l it ics o f  
demand"  as  it  rela tes t o  the " newest social  movements, " Richard J .  F .  
Day observes that the latter " is b y  necessity limited i n  scope: i t  can change 
the content of structures of domination and exploitation, but it cannot 
change their form. " 62 This deep-seated and historical ly rooted preference 
for d i rect action reca l l s  Gustav Landauer ' s  prescient remarks about  
where movements ought to  focus their efforts : "The state i s  a social rela­
t ionsh ip ;  a certa i n  way of people  re lating to one a nother .  It can be 
destroyed by creating new social re lationships; i .e . , by people relating to 
one another differently . " 63 

Such an expansive, behavioral view finds expression in contemporary 
assertions that "whenever people take initiative and address social prob­
lems directly, that is a form of anarchism" and "whenever you act with­
o u t  wa it ing fo r instruct ions  or o ffic i a l  permi s s ion ,  y o u  are a n  
anarchist. " 64 While critics m a y  contend that th is elevation of action a s  
constitutive of  ideology demonstrates anarchism's lack o f  a larger strat­
egy or program, it is actually the case that this stance represents one of 
the key ways that anarch ists hedge aga inst simply replicating forms of 
oppress ion both before and after the revo lut ion .  Indeed,  it might be 
sa id-j ust as it seeks to cultivate theory through practice-that anarchism 
likewise works out its ultimate vision in the lived experiences of resistance 
that "prefigure " tomorrow by contesting conditions today . 

Prefiguring the Future 

Much as it takes an expansive view of what constitutes revolutionary 
action ,  contemporary anarchism l ikewise sees the locus of engagement 
in  equa l l y  broad  terms ,  as Graeber  s uggests with the ins ight  that  
" revolutionary change is go ing  on consta ntly and  everywhere-and 
everyone plays a part in  i t ,  consciously or  not .  " 65 In describing " resis­
tance as a way of life, " Howard J .  Ehrlich similarly asserts : "The poten­
tia l  for resistance-for honest,  courageous ,  stand-up-and-be-counted 
resistance-is everywhere in everyday life .  Power is exercised everywhere, 
so it can be resisted everywhere. " 66 In the era of globalization, this sense 
of power being exercised ubiquitously is even more pronounced, exacer­
bating the ongoing totalization of every a spect of l ife yet a lso opening 
up possibil ities for resistance to oppression and inj ustice at al l  points of 
contact-th us defying the ever- increas ing a uthorita r ianism found in 
structures of corporate and mil itary domination . Cindy Milstein v iews 
this as  a " q u a l i ta tive reta king of the every da y "  and concludes  that  



Anarchism in Action 3 7  

" anarchist experiments expose the cracks in this edifice. They al low peo­
ple to personally feel what it could be like i f  l ife was of  their own mak­
i n g .  " 6 7  And Jeff S h a n tz l ikewise  chron ic l e s  the deve lopment  of  a 
contemporary " constructive anarchism " that strives to create "a lterna­
tive futures in the present. " 6 8 By inciting imaginations and cultivating 
key skills, these everyday-life moments of " anarchy breaking out" ani­
mate the self-organizing vision of what an anarchist society portends. 

For Uri Gordon, prefiguring is a form of "constructive direct action " 
and further "represents a broadening of the idea of direct action, resulting 
in a commitment to define and realize anarchist social relations within the 
act iv i t ies  and  c o l lect ive structures  of the revo luti o n a ry movement  
itself. " 69 From th is view, i t  becomes clear that " prefigurative politics i s  
an inseparable aspect of the anarchist project in that the collectives, com­
munes and networks of today are themselves the groundwork for the 
realities that will replace the present society. " 70 This contemporary trend 
was anticipated by Malatesta , who pointed out nearly a century ago that 
in order to a bol ish "a l l  the harmfu l  socia l  institutions we must know 
what to put in their place, not in a more or less distant future but immedi­
ately . . .  0 One only destroys, effectively and permanently , that which one 
replaces by something else . "  7 1 In this light, it becomes incumbent upon 
anarchism to foster the creation in the present of "positive institutional 
alternatives " to existing structures, without merely replicating their inher­
ent oppressiveness in the process .  72 

Contemporary methods of building these alternatives, and thus of laying 
a working (and non-prescribed ) foundation for an anarchist society, are 
thematically varied and widely distributed. Graeber highlights initiatives 
including cooperatives, infoshops, prisoner support networks, pirate radio, 
squats ,  independent media, community gardens, bicycle collectives, co­
operative bookstores, Copwatch programs, homeless and immigrant rights 
campaigns, and Food Not Bombs chapters as part of a "major manifesta­
t ion of anarchist organizing. " 73 In his pragmatic visualization of a coherent 
anarchist order, Ward considers alternative systems taking hold around 
families and parenting, education, housing, work, and social welfare, i l lus­
trating his vision with examples that constitute a "microcosm of anarchy, 
spontaneous, self-directed activity replacing the power structure by a net­
work of autonomous groups and individuals . " 74 My own writings have 
similarly expressed a preference for "anarcho-utopian visions . 0 0 premised 
upon inclusive and non-hierarchical social processes, including new visions 
of economics, gender relations, education, and self-governance . "  75 

In tod a y ' s  a n a rch ist  m i l i e u ,  there are  innu mera b le  examples  of  
"anarchy in action " that  serve to  contest current power arrangements 
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while simultaneously prefiguring a new society . As suggested above, anar­
chism reconciles the ponderous weight of the past with the l iberatory pos­
s i b i l i t ies  of  the fu ture by foc u s i n g  on  the p resent  as a s i te of  both 
res i stance and re-v i s ion ing .  The anarch i s t  th ink tank known as  the 
Curious George Brigade argues that the cornerstones of prefiguring are 
a ffinity and decentra l ization, and that it  i s  principal ly through smal l ­
scale organizing that anarchism flourishes without becoming the very 
thing that it is struggling against: "We should take to heart the thousands 
of anarchist DIY [ " Do It Yourself"]  projects being done around the world 
outside super structures . " 76 The open-source Web site Wikipedia-itself 
a manifestation of  decentral ized, do-it-yourself anarchism-maintains a 
" l ist of a narchist organizations " around the world from 1 8 2 7 to the 
present?7 Among the 1 25-plus entries, a dozen or so could be considered 
of the overtly insurrectionist variety, and of these only a handful are still 
in existence today. The list also includes independent publishers, radical 
la bor unions, anarchist l ibraries , guerril la theater troupes, anti-poverty 
networks, feminist collectives, culture j a mmers, and numerous local ini­
tiatives, many of which are currently in operation. 

I would l ike to high light a few of these prefigurative examples to il lus­
trate the larger points that frame this ana lysis  of anarchism in action, 
which, as we have seen, includes an incredibly broad range of contempo­
rary organizing and a longstanding penchant for exercises in dual power 
that contest and  construct a l l  at once .  In Chapter Four ,  focus ing on  
"Anarchist Ecologies, "  I will consider specifically environmental manifes­
tations of anarchy in action; here, the emphasis is on the sociopolitical  
aspects of anarchist movements and how they play out today-a lways 
with an eye on tomorrow. It should also be noted that the prefigurative 
enterprises highlighted here have a distinctly international reach, a point 
that will be further considered in the discussion of local and global inter­
connections undertaken in Chapter Six. 

Food Not Bombs 

Food Not Bombs ( FNB) began in 1 9 8 0  as part of a protest against the 
Sea brook nuclear power plant in New England,  soon turning its focus  
to  the  intersections between poverty, warfare,  and degradation of the 
environment. As a decentral ized movement with chapters in  scores of 
countries and hu ndreds of cities in the United States,  according to its  
Web site, FNB strives to demonstrate " by example that we can work co­
operatively without leaders through volunteer effort to provide essential  
needs l ike,  foo d ,  hous ing ,  educat ion and hea l thcare .  " 78 Each FNB 
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chapter is autonomous, and a consensus process is often used for collec­
tive decision making. In addition to providing " free, healthy vegan and 
vegetarian food, " FNB seeks to "provide an opportunity for everyone to 
participate in solving the most important problems facing our world .  
We are empowering the public to  take action and resist corporate domi­
nation and exploitation . "  79 As a " loose-knit group of independent collec­
tives, " FNB ma intains that " anyone who wants to cook may cook, and 
anyone who wants to eat may eat. " 80 

The bas ic ideology behind the effort is that " myriad corporate and 
government priorities are  skewed to allow hunger to persist in the midst 
of abundance " and that " if people really want to help the homeless, they 
may as well  feed them directly . " 8 1 FNB serves meals in publ ic places,  
made largely from donated and recovered foods that would otherwise 
be d iscarded . Because of the publ ic nature of its actions, a s  well a s  its 
radical anti-capita list and anti -state critique, FNB has been investigated 
by the U.S .  government for al leged " terrorist connections , "  and individ­
ual  participants have been arrested on numerous occasions-notably in 
O rlando,  Flor ida ,  i n  mid-20 1 1 ,  where dozens of  FNB activists were 
arrested for violating a citywide ban on feeding people in a public place. 
" Special hostil ity on the part of authorities has been reserved for Food 
Not Bombs, " according to Ferrell , likely due to its identity a s  "an anar­
chistic , direct action group "  and its frequent presence in "h ighly visible 
or politically symbolic public settings . "  82 

FNB is part of the anarchist  tra dition in its anti -a uth oritar ianism,  
decentralism, voluntarism, and open defiance of  unjust laws. As Graeber 
notes , it i s  " not an organization. There is no overarching structure, no 
membership or annual meetings. It's j ust an idea-that food should go 
to those that need it, and in a way that those fed can themselves become 
part of  the process if they want to-plus [it is] a shared commitment to 
ega litarian decision-making and do-it-yourself ( DIY)  spirit .  " 8 3 In this 
manner, FNB combines direct action, radical critique, and a prefigurative 
"vision of an egalitarian, leaderless 'new society ' in which people organ­
ize spontaneously and in a self-sufficient manner" in striving to provide 
life's essentials equitably. 84 

Crimethlnc. 

The Crimethlnc. Ex-Workers ' Collective formed in the mid- 1 9 90s and 
has publ ished numerous books, pamphlets, and " zines"  with explicitly 
anarchist themes.  It i s  a " decentral ized anarchist col lective of a utono­
mous cel l s "  to which anyone can belong "who sees a part of  herself  
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reflected with in our  actio ns . "  8 5  Crimethlnc .  ' s  nascent cosmology, a s  
described on  its Web site, is that  i t  " has no  platform or  ideology except 
that which could be genera lized from the similarities between the beliefs 
and goals of the individuals who choose to be involved-and that is con­
stantly in flux. " 86 Its published works are "communal ized " and freely 
available under a "copyleft" perspective that seeks to place the information 
" at the disposal of those who, in good faith, might read, circulate, plagia­
rize, revise, and otherwise make use of [it] in  the course of making the 
world a better place. " 87 Among Crimethlnc. 's  publications are the books 
Days of War, Nights of Love ( 2 0 0 0 ) ,  Evasion ( 2 0 0 3 ) ,  Recipes for 
Disaster: An Anarchist Cookbook (2004 ) ,  and Expect Resistance (2007) ,  
as  well as the pamphlet "Fighting for Our Lives, " of which over 600,000 
copies have been freely distributed .  According to Wikipedia ,  the name 
" Crimethlnc . "  is an " anonymous tag, a means of constructing dynamic 
networks of support and communication within the anarchist movement, 
and as such anyone can publish under the name or create a poster using 
the logo; each agent or group of agents operate autonomously. " 8 8  

Clearly constituting an  anarchist proj ect as  to  both  i t s  open-ended 
process and its substantive message, Crimethlnc. has  been cal led " the 
greatest propagand ists  o f  co ntemporary  Americ a n  a n a rch i sm " by 
Graeber and Andrej Grubacic ,  as  well  as " one of  the more important 
anarchist projects happening in North America over the past decade " 
by Infoshop .org founder Chuck Munson.  8 9  While some have criticized 
i ts pub l icat ions  as " inchoate " and " l i festy l i s t "  in  nature ,  the name 
Crimethlnc. itself-derived from the notion of " thoughtcrime " as devel­
oped in  George Orwel l ' s  book 1 984-conveys "a satirical self-critic ism 
about the hypocrisy of revolutionary propaganda" that mitigates against 
viewing the project too heavy-handedly. 90 In the end, Graeber concludes 
that Crimethlnc. ' s  basic perspective represents "an elegant statement of 
the l ogic of  d irect action : the defiant ins istence on acting as if  one is 
a lready free "-a notion further reflected in  " Fighting for Our Lives, " 
where the essence of freedom is taken as " forging new realities which will, 
in turn, fashion us. " 9 1  In combination with its decentralized network and 
anti-copyright ethos, Crimethlnc. prefigures an emergent anarchism that 
is at once playful and revolutionary in its process and substance alike. 

Indymedia 

The Independent Media Center (IMC, or simply " lndymedia " )  was estab­
lished by various independent and alternative media organizations and 
activists in late 1 999 to provide grassroots coverage of the World Trade 
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Org a n i zat ion protests  in  Seatt le .  The Indymedia  Web s i te  uses  a 
democratic open-publishing system in which anyone can upload stories, 
artic les ,  and accounts of events . IMC i s  a decentral ized, a utonomous 
global network, with centers on every continent. According to its mission 
statement, " the Independent Media Center is a network of col lectively 
run media outlets for the creation of radical,  accurate, and passionate tell­
ings of the truth . We work out of a love and inspiration for people who 
continue to work for a better world , despite corporate media 's  distortions 
and u nwi l l ingness to cover the efforts to free  humanity .  " 92 Since its 
founding, the IMC " remains closely associated with the global  j u stice 
movement,  which crit icizes neo- l iberal i sm and its associated i nstitu­
tions . " 93 As with Food Not Bombs, Indymedia activists have faced offi­
cial  harassment, including having their servers seized and being served 
with grand j ury subpoenas .  In covering anti-globalization summit dem­
onstrations,  IMC j ournal ists have been wounded by police on multiple 
occasions. 94 

From its inception, Indymedia has run on "essentially anarchist princi­
ples , " as  Grae ber reports . " Everything was done col lective ly ;  people 
edited each other's stories;  there was no hierarchy of editors and report­
ers; a ll decisions were made by consensus .  " 95 Under the decentralized 
auspices of the IMC, the contemporary era has been defined by a " radical 
web journalism that has completely transformed the possibil ities of infor­
mation flow about  act ions and events . " 96 The evolut ion of the IMC 
reflects a deep distrust for corporate-owned media, but rather than simply 
ra i l ing against  it, Indymedia a ctivi sts have operated under the wel l ­
known slogan "Don't Hate Media .  Become the Media ! " 97 In this  sense, 
the IMC prefigures a new society grounded in anarchist values of empow­
erment, participation, and self-organization. 

These examples of anarchism in action are but a few of the contempo­
rary manifestations of a longstanding preference for autonomous yet col­
lect ive  endeavors . Th ese  effo rts d i rect ly  confront  ex i st ing p ower 
arrangements and also point toward a possible future that is  " a lways 
already"  in the offing in the present. Whi le the broad aims of today 's  
anarchist organizing are  largely shared by a preponderance of individuals 
and groups in the milieu, ongoing debates about tactics and strategies per­
vade the field . Perhaps n owhere is  th is  d i scuss ion more heated than 
around the question o f  violence and i t s  role in  anarchist thought and 
practice . The navigation of th is  ostensible rift is the  subj ect of the  next 
chapter. 





CHAPTER 3 

The Violence Question 

P erhaps the dominant mainstream perception of anarchism is its equa­
tion with violence, disorder, " bomb throwing,"  and-even more odi­

ous ly ,  in  tod ay ' s  par lance-terrorism .  This  stereotype is  sometimes 
reinforced by anarchists to an extent, particularly in the context of mass 
demonstrations  where street ba tt les  wi th law enforcement and the 
destruction of property can occur. Stil l ,  a significant portion of anarchists 
embrace non-violence as well ( ironically, some militantly so) ,  leading to a 
vibrant dialogue with the milieu . The negotiation of the "violence versus 
non-violence " terrain is one of the many dichotomies presented by anar­
chist praxis,  and it further represents something of a political l itmus test 
for activists in ascerta ining where they most readily fit within the panoply 
of  movement c u lture . Although some of  the deep-seated a nt ipath ies  
around these issues have waned a b i t  in  recent years, as  familiar ground 
and mutual agreements are increasingly established in a maturing move­
ment, the debate reignites each time anarchists are al leged to have done 
something "violent" during the course of a given struggle .  

Against this backdrop, one of the many p leasures of self-identifying as 
an anarchist comes from being asked the "v iolence question"  in  a l l  its 
multifa rious forms, from the obvious ( " Doesn't anarchy mean bombing 
and rioting ? " )  to the sublime ( "That's easy for you to say, because anar­
chists don't really believe in anything, do they ? " ) .  One gets used to this 
sort of thing and, indeed, really should come to embrace these instances 
as " teachable moments " that pervade daily l ife .  When asked about anar­
chism's association with violence, I often reply by inquiring whether one 
would ask the same thing of a reta i l  c lerk, a stock broker, a lawyer, a 
priest, an engineer, a taxpayer, a consumer, a l iberal , a conservative-or 
any other identity attr ibute associated with mainstream society . Most 
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assuredly, the scale of violence perpetrated by the day-to-day operations 
of capital and the state is grossly disproportionate to anything in the anar­
chist lexicon, with upwards of 1 00 million deaths from wars a lone during 
the twentieth century. 1 I daresay that  the sum tota l of people ki l led or 
phys ica l ly  in j ured by anarch ists  throughout  a l l  of recorded h i s tory 
amounts to little more than a good weekend for the empire. 

So when we ta lk about violence, let us keep the larger frame firmly in 
mind. Are anarchists violent? Sometimes, but more so when they are par­
ticipating in the casual ,  invisible, structural violence of modern life than 
when they are smashing its symbols of oppression . I s  it violent when 
slaves crush their shackles in an attempt to escape captivity ? Is it violent 
to dismantle a tool of  genocide ? Is  it violent to protect oneself and/or 
others from an ongoing ( not merely imminent) assault ?  These sorts of 
queries lead naturally to broader issues about the efficacy of tactics and 
strategies, what messages are being communicated, where ethics and aes­
thetics matter, who represents a movement, and why we are struggling in 
the first place. As a tool for galvanizing energy around these self-reflective 
and essential movement questions, the trope of violence-both as a set of 
concrete actions and as a metaphysical  crucible-represents a unique 
opportunity to investigate the nature of society, what one stands for per­
sonally, and how best to move from where we are to a world no longer 
plagued by domination and degra dation .  These are among the most 
press ing ques t ions  before us ,  not  on ly  for act iv ists  but  for anyone  
concerned about the future of human existence. 

Culture of Violence 

Debates over the use of force can be productive and potential ly conducive 
to deeper forms of solidarity, as  activists come to grasp the complexities 
involved and the cultural frame in which they exist. To a great extent, 
the use of  violence in a socia l  movement context-espec ia l ly  when it 
directly targets obvious symbols of the dominant culture-is like a mirror 
being held back up to soc iety . We swim in a sea of violence to such a 
degree that we hardly notice it; it is the medium of our existence, l ike 
water to a fish, and thus largely invisible. At the personal level, the acquis­
ition of life 's  essentials-food, water, shelter-is thoroughly imbricated 
within the workings of a mil itary-industrial  complex that increasingly 
ensnares the globe. Our very identities are bound up with an inherently 
violent system, and through our utter dependence on it  we become pur­
veyors of violence ourselves-sometimes coerced, sometimes ignorant, 
sometimes willing. Interpersonally, we exercise privilege and power over 
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others as  p a rt and p a rce l  of  " b us ines s  as u s u a l , "  wh ich Alexander  
Berkman perceived decades ago: 

And as you are invaded and violated, so you subconsciously revenge 
yourse lf  by invading and v io lating others over whom you have 
authority or can exercise compuls ion,  p hysica l  or mora l .  In th is  
way a l l  l i fe has become a crazy qui lt of authority, of domination 
and submission, of  command and obedience, of coercion and sub­
j ection ,  of  ru lers and ruled,  of violence and force in  a thousand 
and one forms.2 

On the national and international levels, the news is not much more 
encouraging. Foreign policy for many countries, fo l lowing the lead of 
the United States, has by now devolved primarily upon the deployment 
of brute strength to secure resources and advance national interests. On 
a daily basis around the world, the structura l violence of homelessness, 
poverty, racism, and more continues to proliferate .  Youth are everywhere 
bombarded with violent imagery, and schools look more and more like 
pipelines to prison or proving grounds for mil itary recruitment. An even­
handed assessment of Western culture (which is relentlessly expanding its 
terra in) indicates that the use of force in both words and deeds is not lim­
ited to one subset, cadre, or party but is woven into the fabric of life for 
the majority of the planet's inhabitants-either on the perpetuating or 
receiving end. Martin Luther King, Jr . ,  recognized this, and thus he was 
not content to condemn merely the surface appearance of violence on an 
issue-by-issue bas is  but rather understood that this was the unspoken 
backdrop of the entire operation. As King pointedly said in 1 96 7, exactly 
one year to the day before his assassination, "I could never again raise my 
voice against the violence of the oppressed in the ghettos without having 
first spoken clearly to the greatest purveyor of v io lence in the world 
today-my own government. " 3 

The use o f  force, both su btle and overt, is in many ways today the 
political  rule, whereas the practice of democratic discourse has become 
the exception.  Cultural appurtenances feed back into this narrative by 
constructing the " bring it on " ethos a s  strong-willed, bold, and part of 
the hero 's stock-in-tra de, whereas discursive d isplays of reasonableness, 
outreach, and a willingness to seek understanding are coded as forms of 
weakness, naivete , and even appeasement. Yet as  Berkman counsels, the 
reverse is actually true: "Violence is the method of ignorance, the weapon 
of the weak .  The strong of heart and brain need no violence. " 4 In thi s  
v iew, an arch ism represents the  ideal  of a " soc iety without  fo rce and 
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compulsion, where al l  men shal l  be equals ,  and l ive in freedom, peace, 
and harmony. " 5 Berkman concludes that "a ll government, a l l  law and 
authority finally rest on force and violence ," 6 a point echoed in the con­
temporary era by David Graeber in his statement that "the coercive force 
of the state is everywhere. " 7 

Implicit in this  analysis is that the use of force can become a sl ippery 
slope to authoritarianism, in which the use of " superior force " becomes 
the operative principle both for those holding entrenched power and those 
seeking to dismantle it. 8 As Starhawk advises, however, "this is a violent 
system [and] I don't think it can be defeated by violence " ;  thus, activists 
tempted to "pick up a rock " have " accepted the terms dictated by a system 
that is always telling us that force is the only solution . " 9 This is the conun­
drum posed by the "culture of violence, "  namely that it co-opts the use of 
force and tempts u s  to use it  at  the same time. The state represents a 
monopoly of violence, legitimizing its own use of it and criminalizing its 
deployment by others . Yet s imultaneously, we are imbued with heroic 
images-both real and contrived-in which the use of force is lauded, 
and we are further given the mythos of res publica that renders us all custo­
dians of the monopoly. We learn that force " i s  a l l  these people under­
stand," that it is the only "realistic " solution to a pervasive problem, that 
those upon whom it is inflicted are "evil" and thus deserving, that " justice " 
is served through its application, that "tough love" is unfortunate but nec­
essary, that "people have always been this way, " and more. We get it, and 
our conditioning to it is hard to overcome-yet sometimes we break free. 

Change of Heart 

Throughout history, " many Anarchists who at one time believed in vio­
lence as a means of  propaganda have changed their opinion about it 
and do not favor such methods anymore, " as  Berkman observed back in 
1 92 9 . 1 0 Berkman may know something of which he speaks:  in 1 8 92, he 
attempted to assass in ate bus inessman Henry Clay Frick a s  an act of 
" propaganda by the deed " and served 14 years in  prison as a result .  
Chief among these examples of anarchists reversing course on the tactical 
use of  vio lence in soc ia l  movements is Berkman' s  running mate and  
lifelong friend Emma Goldman, who dabbled in the use  of revolutionary 
v io lence in her younger days but  came to rej ect it in her l a ter  years .  
Fol lowing the co-optat ion of  the Russ ian  Revo l uti on ,  she  wrote  to  
Berkman that "violence in whatever form never has and probably never 
will bring constructive results, '' 1 1  and she further elucidated her emerging 
position that "methods and means cannot be separated from the ultimate 
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aim. The means employed become, through individual habit and socia l 
practice, part and parcel of the final purpose . "  1 2  

I n  the end, Goldman came to see non-violence and revolution as inter­
twined, famously concluding that " no revolution can ever succeed as a 
factor of l iberation unless the means used to further it be identical in spirit 
and tendency with the purposes to be achieved. " 1 3 In 1 923 ,  she articu­
lated a position that reflected her deep mora l and tactical  commitment 
to non-violence: 

It is one thing to employ violence in combat as  a means of defense. It 
i s  quite another thing to make a principle of terrorism, to institu ­
tionalize it, to assign it the most vital place in the socia l  struggle .  
Such terrorism begets counter-revolution and in turn itself becomes 
counter-revolutionary . . . .  If we can undergo changes in every other 
method of dealing with the social issues we will also have to learn 
to change in the methods of revolution . I think it can be  done.  If 
not, I shall relinquish my belief in revolution. 1 4  

I r a  Chernus ,  in  h i s  b o o k  A m erican No nvio lence ,  fu rther  a s sessed  
Goldman's  remarka ble and painstaking transition: " It i s  not  surprising 
that Goldman eventual ly  endorsed nonvio lence . Her anarchist  views 
embraced the fundamental premises of the nonviolent abolitionists. She 
believed that al l  people should be treated as equals because no one should 
have authority over another . " 1 5 

For me, following Goldman, anarchism is a condition of being free from 
violence, force,  and coercion.  In its ideal embodiment, it  is the highest 
expression of non-violence, and vice versa. As Berkman opined, anarchism 
is at  root a state of " peace without violence, " which was affirmed by 
H erbert Read in p la in  terms :  " Peace is anarchy . " 1 6  Even Errico 
Malatesta , himself a proponent of revolutionary violence as " an unpleas­
ant necessity ,"  acknowledged in no uncertain terms that " anarchists are 
opposed to every kind of violence . .  0 0 The main plank of Anarchism is the 
removal of violence from human relations. " 1 7 This, however, by no means 
ends the debate, since the space from action to ideal must be traversed­
even if we hope to find agreement in the end that actions and ideals, means 
and ends, tactics and visions, are inextricably linked. 

Mindful Destruction 

The question of how best to move from today's conditions to a healthier 
world is the core of  social movements of all stripes . Differences in tactical 
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choices sometimes emerge when goals are divergent, either as to the rate 
of change desired ( incremental or immediate ) ,  the scope of engagement 
(piecemeal  or tota l ) ,  or the intended outcome (reform or revolution ) .  In 
addition, individual activists and movement organizations will embrace 
varying tactics at times due to personal temperament, moral sensibilities, 
available options, or anticipation of repercussions. Likewise, movements 
in differing locales will have their choices conditioned by the exigencies 
at hand and the lessons of their own histories.  For instance, what is taken 
to be " radica l "  or " violent" in a Eurocentric or North American context 
often appears very different to activists in the global south, a point that 
will be explored more in Chapter Six. Yet despite these variances, there 
is a basic point of agreement that social movement activists behave inten­
tionally in their endeavors; that is,  they act from a place of purpose. We 
can debate over intentions, but the starting point should be a recognition 
that the overwhelming maj ority of acts are purposeful .  

This may seem self-ev ident ,  except th a t  its ant i thes i s  i s  regu la r ly 
invoked in  phrases often applied to anarchists-by mainstream culture 
and fe l low activists a l ike-such as  " senseless vio lenc e "  or  " mindless 
destruction . "  Certa inly, there are occasional sociopaths to be found in 
any human community, but assuredly it i s  the case that anarchists as  a 
whole are neither senseless nor mindless. Discourse of this sort is intended 
to obscure deeper societal issues and misdirect attention from further 
inqu iry into the motivations and c la ims of movement actors . When a 
rupture is presented through a dramatic episode such as  sabotage or 
vandalism, the perpetrators are often coded as " thugs " or "hoodlums " 
a s  a means of preempting any discuss ion into why someone might be 
motivated to take such drastic action in the first place. 

For  example ,  fo l lowing a s tudent  demonstrat ion in London  i n  
November 2 0 1 0 ,  where s o m e  property destruction ensued t h a t  w a s  
attributed to anarchists, a sampling o f  media headlines from the coverage 
included the following: " brainless , "  "masked morons, " " infantile behav­
ior , "  " thuggish and disgracefu l , "  and " no semblance of serio us  pol i ­
tics . "  1 8  S imilar ly ,  after a demonstration in  Santa Cruz,  Cal i fornia ,  in  
early 2 0 1 1 ,  where a few windows were broken, a former mayor argued 
that " the actions of a few infantile thugs or self-centered sociopaths came 
somehow to epitomize anarchism. " 1 9 Nevertheless, as  even a grudging 
critic acknowledges , " it is a mistake to dismiss them as simply kids out 
for a riot. Many of  them are as committed to the issues as anyone else in 
the movement. "20 Thus, despite popular perceptions, in actuality " anar­
chism is mindful destruction, " as Crispin Sartwell succinctly observes.2 1  
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And as  with proponents of  non-vio lence,  activists engaging in h igh­
confrontational  struggle a l so possess a set of principles,  including, as 
Starhawk notes, 

that a high level of confrontation is appropriate in the situations we 
now face; that people have the right and responsibi l ity to defend 
themselves aga inst police violence; that many people are a lready 
angry and mostly not saintly and a political  movement needs room 
to express that rage; that active self-defense can be empowering 
and may a lso win people to our cause;  and that in order to bring 
down an economic and pol itica l  system that worships property, 
property must be attacked. 22 

Moreover, even in the ways that anarchists define violence, we can find 
seeds of ethica lity and core principles . Beyond the standard meaning of 
violence as the " intentional commitment of physica l harm to another per­
son, " anarchists often extend the definition to include that it " not injure 
living creatures" 23 ; l ikewise they widen it beyond mere physical incur­
sions to include other forms of oppressive and dominating behavior, such 
as restricting freedom, l imit ing choices , withhold ing vita l  resources ,  
inflicting emotional damage, or shaming and humiliating. 24 Uri  Gordon 
offers an intriguing statement along these lines, namely that "an act is vio­
lent if its recipient experiences it as an attack or as deliberate endanger­
ment. " 25 In this formulation, the j udgment about whether something is 
violent rests with the recipient and not the initiator, reflecting anarchism's 
spirit of autonomy and self-determination. 

This incip ient ethical engagement with the use of violence raises a host of 
additional questions, including most centrally whether the fundamental 
premises of anarchism can be read to preclude the use of force or coercion 
altogether. It can be argued, as April Carter has noted, "that anarchist val­
ues are inherently and necessarily incompatible with use of violence, given 
anarchist respect for the sovereignty of the individual. "26 Pursuing this l ine 
of inquiry, in 20 1 0  I facilitated a series of workshops on "Anarchism and 
Nonviolence" in the United States and Canada . As one might expect, spir­
ited conversations ensued in which some people felt chal lenged by the 
n otion of  being non-violent in  a world that appears as  unremittingly 
violent, whereas others expressed a commitment to "breaking the cycle of 
violence " as much as possible in their own lives. One of the exercises in 
these workshops was to create a working definition of anarchism and then 
one of  non-violence. Comparing the two l ists , many overlapping values 
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emerged: self-governance, rejection of domination, respect and mutual aid, 
anti-war and anti-oppression practices, solidarity,  radical egal itarianism, 
and prefiguring the future society . 

It is not my intention here to argue that anarchism and non-violence are 
strictly unitary. Moreover, I have no interest in further reifying the tire­
some ( and largely fa lse )  dichotomy of violence/non-violence in  socia l  
movements, including the person/property distinction that is sometimes 
made when confrontational tactics are deployed. The contextual ,  plural­
istic, and individualistic aspects of anarchism make any final conclusion 
on these po ints practica l ly  imposs ib le  and fra nkly even u ndesira b le .  
Historical debates within the milieu over insurrection ( i . e . ,  direct physical 
confrontation with authority ) and revolution ( i . e . ,  mass organizing to 
undermine authority )  still persist, depending upon one's point of depar­
ture. Malatesta ,  for instance, argued for a " transitional ,  revolutionary 
violence " as constituting " the only way to put an end to the far greater, 
and permanent, violence which keeps the majority of mankind in serv i­
tude, " while Goldman urged that " revolution is in  vain unless inspired 
by its u ltimate idea l .  . . .  The ethica l  va lues  which the revolution i s  to 
establish in the new society must be initiated with the revolutionary activ­
ities of the so-called transitional period.  " 27 In this  spirit, as Bart de Ligt 
wrote in 1 937, "the greater the violence, the weaker the revolution . " 28 

These differing perspectives are often the result of how one frames the 
issues. Anarchists reject the top-down violence of the state and corpora­
tions, leading some to argue that people have the right to defend them­
selves against this violence, while others contend that "v io lence begets 
violence" no matter who is utilizing it. Some assert that an inherently vio­
lent system can only be taken down by force, whereas others point out 
that force is the one thing the state is actually good at and that no revolu­
tion can be won that way. While anarchism is a revolutionary theory, 
some anarchists work from a more evolutionary model, rej ecting both 
the old-school insurrectionary notion of propaganda by the deed and 
the quasi -Marxist sense of a widespread " workers '  struggle "-seek ing 
instead to construct alternative societal arrangements to replace the per­
vasive violence of the present system, as Gustav Landauer counseled a 
century ago: 

A table can be overturned and a window can be smashed. However, 
those who believe that the state is also a thing or a fetish that can 
be overturned or smashed are sophists and believers in the Word. 
The state is a social relationship; a certain way of people relating to 
one another. It can be destroyed by creating new social relationships; 
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i . e . ,  b y  people relating t o  one another differently . . . .  We, who we 
have imprisoned ourselves in the absolute state, must realize the truth : 
we are the state !  And we will be the state as long as . . .  we have not 
yet created the institutions necessary for a true community and a true 
society of human beings .29 

Whatever path one chooses, a critical feature is that people must remain 
free to determine the conditions of their own lives, including their values 
and identities.  Unfortunately, due in part to an ongoing association with 
violence, anarchists are often prevented from doing precisely that. 

The Frame Game 

Following the conclusion of the G20 protests in  Canada in June 20 1 0, 
where vandalism against storefronts and police cars occurred, the inevi­
table post-mortem dissection included the usual litany: activists prepared 
to file lawsuits, organizers vowed to do things differently next time, police 
pledged to investigate further, the media highlighted the " destruction "  
b u t  not the issues, and world leaders promised to continue their efforts 
unhampered by misguided protesters . And, as is par for the post-protest 
course, critics cast blame on " the anarch ists. " 30 The fol lowing month, 
in the aftermath of  the Oscar Grant verdict in Oakland,  Cal i fornia­
where a white pol ice o fficer who k i l led an  unarmed black youth was 
acquitted of  the most serious charges-police blamed acts of window­
break ing and looting on " o utside a gitators " and " anarchists , " who,  
according to the police chief, "get into good crowds and cause issues . " 3 1 
Six months later, a reporter obtained Oakland Police Department records 
showing that federal  a uthorities had an interest in  " B lack Bloc anar­
chists " days  after the shooting in January 2009 and that local police had 
been keeping ta bs on potential protesters months before the verdict. 32 
" Law enforcement around the world tends to view anarchism as a terror­
ist threat, " noted the reporter, and "the FBI even has a primer about them 
on their website, under the domestic terrorism section. " 33  

These are  but  two recent examples among many where anarchists have 
been publicly blamed for destructive acts and even referred to in the con­
text of terrorism. Indeed, by now this is bordering on standard operating 
procedure for law enforcement and the media whenever vandalism of any 
sort occurs in the context of politica l protest. In the post-9/1 1 era, the 
invocation of terrorism in particular taps into a carefully cultivated sense 
of  public fear, opening a Pandora 's  box of security and surveillance sys­
tems that harks back to historical examples , such as the Palmer Raids of 
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1 9 1 9- 1 920 th at targeted U . S .  anarchists for arrest and deportat ion .  
Scholars refer to th is as  " frame bridging, " where multiple discourses­
in this  case ,  smal l -sca le  po l i tica l  vanda l i sm and post-9/1 1 terrorism 
fears-are spuriously linked together, leading Luis  Fernandez to conclude 
in Policing Dissent that " activists in the movement have interacted with a 
public that perceives them as  violent and a possible nat ional  security 
threat. " 34 

As  Fernandez observes ,  " before each protest, the media reports that 
violent anarchists are coming to town, representing them as individuals 
likely to trash cities , "  and in nearly every case the framing process deliv­
ers : " It no longer matters if the violence originates with police or with 
anarchists. The framework is already in place; and once something hap­
pens, the public interprets the violence as an anarchist act. " 35 As a conse­
quence, deeper rifts often develop among activists, with the event's lasting 
images being those that depict anarchists acting in seemingly unproduc­
tive ways that put the interests and safety of others in j eopardy, and anar­
chists frequently stand accused of  " hi j acking" and/or " co-opting " the 
movement. 36 For the larger public, the perception of the "v iolent anar­
chist" is further cemented, and the cycle begins anew the next time a pub­
l ic demonstration  is  held and authorit ies need someone to b lame for 
whatever ensues-including violence initiated by the state. 

This raises the dual sense of framing, including both the ways in which 
behaviors are labeled and how the pretext of "anarchist violence " can be 
used to affect mass arrests, erode civil  liberties, and lead to the further 
repression of movements. 37 As noted in the previous chapter regarding 
the Black Bloc, officials are able to utilize the presence of militant activists 
in a movement in numerous ways, from fanning the flames of public dis­
cord to actively infiltrating groups and sometimes provoking the osten­
sible "violence " in the process .  Due to their historical associations with 
violence-arguably more mythical than tangible, and largely renounced 
in today's mil ieu-anarchists are easy targets for such demonization, as 
reflected in the July 20 1 1  announcement that the Montreal police depart­
ment had set up an " organized crime" unit specifically targeting "anarchist 
leaders" who have caused " otherwise peaceful protests [to turn] violent. " 38 
Later the same month, British officia ls  issued a " counter-terrorist task 
force" order to members of the public: "Any information relating to anar­
chists should be reported to your local police. " 39 Militant propaganda of 
the sort that urges people to "attack the financial centers of the country . . .  
l a rge sca le  urban r ioting . . .  spread  the ba ttle to the individua l s  res­
ponsible . . .  strike hard and fast and retreat in anonymity " adds fuel to 
the fire.40 Still, among activists there remains a sense that the " blame and 
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frame" cycle will take place regardless of what they do, and sometimes this 
realization in itself can contribute to even greater militancy as a result. 

Despite the pressures brought to bear, many activists have resisted this 
" divide and conquer " strategy, refusing to "denounce anarchist vio lence " 
in the name of respecting "solidarity. "4 1 In the aftermath of the London 
student demonstrations where a modicum of property destruction was 
in evidence, a group of scholar-activists in the United Kingdom issued a 
public statement to address the " media 's assumption that there's a gener­
alized relationship between anarchism and violence . "42 This open letter, 
which was publ i shed in The Guardian newspaper as an op-ed piece,  
defended the use of  direct action as " a  means for self-empowerment, " 
noted that " this sometimes includes property damage , "  and concluded 
that " the threat to a livable world comes not from anarchists,  but from 
governments and capitalism. "43 

A month later, following an episode involving letter bombs in Italy, 
al legations were leveled that European anarchists were " becoming more 
v iolent and coordinated " and were working " in solidarity " with others 
to organize a "global 'revolutionary war. ' "44 A note cla iming credit for 
the attacks was signed by the Informal Federation of Anarchy and was 
quoted in  Time: "We've decided to make our voices heard once again,  
with words and with deeds . . . .  We wil l  destroy the system of domina­
tion .  "45 A member of  another Ita l ian anarchist group downplayed the 
possibility of this episode leading to " highly coordinated and organized 
anarchist offensives in the future , "  pointing out that " anarchism by its 
own nature is  not a hierarchica l  organ ization . " 46 More po intedly,  a 
Swiss anarchist group issued a statement declaring "no  solidarity with 
the 'anarchist '  letter bombers " based on doubts about  whether there 
was actually " any anarchist link to these incidents . " The statement con­
cluded in no uncertain terms that such acts were irresponsible and that 
anarchism's basic tenets "prohibit u s  to injure or even kill functionaries 
within capital ism as part of a l ibertarian praxis simply for the role they 
p lay .  We think th is should be obvious  to a nybody with an anarchist  
understanding. "47 Unfortunately, it is not. 

We Have Met the Enemy 

In recent years a strand of literature has emerged, popular in some anar­
chist circles,  scathingly rejecting non-violence and agitating for "armed 
struggle "  as a means of revolution .  Principal among these works have 
been Ward Church i l l ' s  Pacifism as Patho logy and Peter Gelderloos ' s  
How Nonviolence Protects the State . 4 8  In  add ition,  Derrick Jensen ' s  
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writings have broached the sub ject of instituting " a  wel l -targeted pro­
gram of assassinations , "  even as he ostensibly rejects the notion as u lti­
mately futile on strategic ( if not mora l )  grounds. 49 Numerous critiques 
of these lines of reasoning have been propounded, and I will not rehash 
them here-except to note that is has often been argued that these works 
present a contrived version of non-violence to serve as a straw person for 
argumentation, and that their talismanic invocation of " violent struggle" 
as  foundational  to socia l  movements is under-theorized and potential ly 
irresponsible. This is not to suggest that a movement, especially one with 
an archism's  history, should offhandedly rej ect such statements; to the 
contrary, these provocations can provide important moments for dia­
logue and an evolution of tactica l and strategic considerations .  We can 
dispute the thesis, but in so doing it becomes incumbent upon us to offer 
an alternative formulation for bringing about the changes necessary for 
human surviva l .  

As I have been asserting throughout this text, I believe that anarchism 
in its dualistic sense of  contestation and construction represents precisely 
such an alternative . What keeps anarchism from degenerating into per­
petual violence or nihi l ism is its longstanding penchant for connecting 
means and ends. This can be read as requiring that al l  means utilized in 
a movement context must be thoroughly peaceful, since that is the future 
end envisioned . On the other hand,  anarchism represents a pos ition of 
"eterna l  vigilance" against creeping authoritarianism, and thus principled 
protest will be part of the end vision as well. The key for anarchist organiz­
ing is that the methods of contestation should strive to prefigure the better 
society even as they confront current chal lenges and crises.  While thi s  
framework opens up the possibility for myriad actions and interventions, 
I do not accept that it extends to the taking of human l ife (either targeted 
or indiscriminate )  as posited by the proponents of armed struggle. 

While anarchists generally reject a bright line of acceptable tactics, pre­
ferring instead a multiplicity of methods based on context and circum­
stances, the leap from vandal ism or sa botage to an armed uprising is  
problematic, not in the least because it threatens to turn us into the very 
thing we are struggling against. As Harold Barclay observed, "v iolence 
is the technique  of the state and the u ltimate form of coerc ion .  Those 
who adopt it as a means cannot help but be tainted by its  use. " 50 This line 
of  reasoning led Emma Goldman to renounce it a ltogether :  " The one 
thing I am convinced of as I have never been in my l ife is that the gun 
decides nothing at al l .  Even if it  accomplishes what it  sets out to do­
which it rarely does-it brings so many evils in its wake as to defeat its 
original aim. " 5 1  
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Consider that one of anarchism's central tenets is that the state is inher­
ently v iolent, indeed representing a monopoly of vio lence that works at 
cross  purposes  to the v a l u e s  of  freedom,  a utonomy,  a n d  s e l f­
organization .  Anarchists throughout history have recognized that the 
aim of revolution is not to seize that power but rather to dismantle it, by 
removing its bases of private property and mil itar ism. In the anarchist 
society, the seeds of violence are addressed in large measure through co­
operat ive  systems and pa rtic ipa tory processes  ( a n a rch i s t  too l s  for 
redress ing residua l  conflicts will be considered in  Chapter Five ) .  The 
notion is  not to defeat the state through superior force or to turn its 
monopolization into a democratization of violence, but more so to strive 
toward eliminating it  as a dominant currency in the conduct of human 
affairs.  As de Ligt observed , this must be borne in mind, lest we find that 
our putative revolution " brings a bout a tyranny of means"  that merely 
delivers us from one form of subj ugation to another: 52 

Right up to the present minute no righteous cause in the world has 
ever had the tenth chance of conquering by violence . And nowadays 
would it even have a hundredth chance ? It would have none at al l ,  
for, as  we have shown, the methods of modern warfare make even 
the j ustest cause unj ust, since those who al lowed themselves to be 
dragged into it cannot do other than descend to the same level of 
brutality as those they fight. Even were they to triumph, they would 
be doomed to safeguard the fru its of victory by a system of force 
which would  a lways be deve loping and therefore growing less  
human, and to  sink ever more deeply and inescapably into the mire 
of destruction. 53 

The argument for armed insurrection is largely rejected in the contempo­
rary milieu; as Graeber notes, "very few North American anarchists would 
themselves go far beyond breaking a window; almost all scrupulously 
avoid harming others in any way. " 54 Even among those who advocate 
the use of confrontational tactics, there exists a recognition that some lines 
ought not be crossed, such as in  the communique issued by the Acme 
Collective after the World Trade Organ ization protests in Seattle: " We 
contend that property destruction is not a violent activity unless it destroys 
lives or causes pain in the process. "55 As Gordon observes, "even the heavi­
est street fighting [today] does not involve anarchists taking up arms, as 
they would and did a hundred years ago,"  and thus "armed struggle seems 
to be for now a self-defeating prospect" ( Gordon does leave open the 
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possibility that it could become necessary in the event of widespread social 
collapse or due to "a final ,  violent attempt by the state " to maintain its 
authority ) .  56 Chaz Bufe argues that even in the most repressive situations, 
"armed resistance should be undertaken reluctantly and as a last resort, 
because violence is inherently undesirable due to the suffering it causes . . .  
and because, as history has shown, the chances of success are very low. " 57 
The authors of the pamphlet "You Can't Blow Up a Social Relationship " 
refer to proponents of indiscriminately tak ing up arms as "vanguardist 
and authoritarian,"  pointing out that "armed struggle means people would 
be killed and there is no getting away from the fact that violence threatens 
humanism. "58 And in a particularly poignant narrative, Judi Bari-herself 
a victim of terrorist violence for her anti-logging and forest preservation 
efforts-rejected the use of such incidences of physical force: 

The person who bombed me was a monster . . . .  But what I rea lized 
is that if you gave me the same bomb, and you gave me the person's 
car who did this to me, I don't have it in me to do that back to him. 
What I have discovered is that there 's a level of violence, there 's  a 
level of terrorism that's rea lly unacceptable to me, and I think that's 
one of  the things that we real ly need to change in  the world .  The 
existence of this kind of violence in the world and this kind of terror­
ism, this is part of the problem. 59 

In this l ight,  the arguments advanced by a rmed struggle advocates 
appear sophomoric at best and reckless at worst. Churchill contends that 
non-violence has never brought about a " substantia l social reorganiza­
tion " and that, in every instance where it is al leged to have done so, it is 
actual ly the case that "v iolence has been an integral requirement of the 
process of transforming the state. " 60 He concludes that while it is a desir­
able end, unfortunately " in order to achieve nonviolence, we must first 
break with it. " 6 1  For his part, Gelderloos begins from a premise that "vio­
lence is inherent in social revolution, " concluding that " our options have 
been violently constrained " to either do nothing and thus  support a vio­
lent system, or " pursue new and original ways to fight and destroy that 
system. " 62 In the end, Gelderloos, l ike Churchill before him, laments the 
fact that " peace is not an option until after the centra lly organized vio­
lence that is the state is destroyed. " 63 

Unfortunately, these formulations are hardly new and original in their 
call to arms, and they tap directly into a sense of pervasive violence that 
a lready defines the culture we are supposed to be struggl ing against .  
"The violence and warfare which are cha racteristic conditions of  the 
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imperialist world," as de Ligt observed, "do not  go with the liberation of 
the individual and of society . " 64 Anarchists have long rejected the statists ' 
and militarists' arguments that " if we would ensure peace we must pre­
pare for war;  that peace can only be guaranteed by force of arms .  " 65 
Anarchism o ffers a moral  and practica l  critique  of  war,  rej ecting the 
state's violence in all forms including " the cruel and indiscriminate nature 
of war . " 66 Throughout history, anarch ists " have opposed wars between 
states and adhered to anti-militarist agendas, " since " the war-making 
tendencies of  the state are closely related to their socially disintegrative 
characteristics " and "war is seen as one of the ways in which the institu­
tions of the state corrode and inhibit spontaneous social order. " 67 With 
the most notable exception being the Spanish Civil War, in which anar­
chists took up arms against a fascist regime ( tragically so, in the end ) ,  
the broader stance of anarchism h a s  long decried war as part and parcel 
of the state 's repressive apparatus. 

Sti l l ,  proponents of armed struggle argue that they are simply being 
realistic in following Berkman's dictum that "there is no record in history 
of any government or a uthority, of any group or class in power having 
given up its mastery voluntarily. In every instance it required the use of 
force, or at  least the threat of it . " 6 8  The problem is that even a cursory 
review of history reveals that the sum tota l of " violent revolutions "  has 
merely served to del iver us into the hands of even more tota litarian and 
mil itaristic structures of authority. This  i s  a major flaw in the " real ist" 
school of  thought, namely that it takes an " a bsolutist position " about 
the primacy of " authoritarian modes of organization or violent methods 
of protest and struggle " as  being the only authentic ones for a radical  
pol it ical  praxis .  6 9 " Dogmatic pacifism bothers me, " notes one Black 
Bloc activist, " but there 's also dogmatic violence, based on the view that 
violence i s  the only means of carrying on the struggle . " 70 As  Graeber 
cogently observes, " the 'reality '  one recognizes when one is being a 'rea l­
ist' is purely that of violence . " 7 1 Thus,  as Read counsels, "our practica l  
activ ity may be a gradual approximation towards the ideal, or it may be 
a sudden revolutionary realization of that  idea l ,  but it must never be a 
compromise" of the inherent connectedness of means and ends if we are 
to bring about an anarchist social order.72 

Was Gandhi an Anarchist? 

Contrary to the militant view, pacifism is neither passive nor cowardly, 
and in fact it has a deep h istorica l  association with anarchism; as  Brian 
Morris has asserted, " most anarch ists have been aga inst violence and 



58 Anarchism Today 

terrorism, and there has always been a strong l ink between anarchism 
and pacifism. " 73 In Starhawk's lexicon, "nonviolence has been the tool 
of  choice of precisely those people who face overwhelming violence in  
their dai ly l ives, " and pacifism represents a dynamic posture based on 
"the refusal to obey unjust laws, the willingness to act and to risk, to d is­
rupt bus iness as  usua l ,  not through v iolence but thro ugh noncompli­
ance.  " 74 For Graeber it is thus  c lear  that  " in the larger perspective,  
[anarchist] ideas and practices emerged much more from [the pacifist] tra­
dit ion than  from any other " and  moreover that  " i n  terms of overa l l  
approach, Gandhi's 'become the change you wish to  see' seems a thou­
sand times more in keeping with the anarchist spirit than Malcolm X's 
'by all means necessary. '  " 75 Graeber points out that " Gandhi himself rec­
ognized a strong philosophical affinity of his own ideas and anarchism " 
and that the " 'by al l  means necessary '  [ idea] seems an awful lot like the 
very ends- j ustifies-the -means logic which anarchism has consistently 
rejected. " 76 

Throughout history, many anarchists have overtly embraced a pacifist 
eth os ,  inc lu d ing  Henry Dav id  Thore a u ,  Dorothy D a y ,  Ammon 
Hennacy, Alex Comfort, Paul  Goodman, and,  perhaps most notably, 
Leo Tolstoy. Despite revisionist attempts to exclude him from the milieu, 
Tolstoy was unq uestionably anarchistic in both his  words and deeds:  
"Tolstoy is an anarchist-and a vigorous one at that-because he specifi­
cally called for a society without government and the State . " 77 "The State 
is a conspiracy designed not o nly to exploit, but  a bove a l l  to corrupt 
its citizens, " he wrote in 1 8 57,  and " henceforth I shal l  never serve any 
government anywhere. " 78 He staunchly rej ected violence as a precept of 
his nonhierarch ica l  reading of Christ ian ity, famous ly  a s serting that  
"government is violence " and concluding that " a  protest which permits 
itself the use of violence has not a leg to stand on and is,  as  a consequence, 
doomed to fai lure . " 79 Tolstoy 's  sophisticated v iew included the notions 
that " to take up armed struggle is  to fight the State on its own ground 
where it i s  strongest, " and that the state will not hes itate " to make use 
of  agents provocateurs and to orchestrate fake terrorist attacks " a s  a 
means of discrediting radicals,  hypnotizing the public with fear, and fur­
ther strengthening its position in the end. 80 

Tolstoy sought to embody a " moral revolution " based on the refusal to 
cooperate with authoritarian structures, and he saw the personal dimen­
sions of our lives as  a critical (yet largely ignored ) locus of revolutionary 
potential .  In his own actions, Tolstoy renounced the copyrights on much 
of his published work, gave up his estates, and founded 13 " free schools"  
for peasant children based on "purely libertarian principles, " including 
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that " the pupi l  has always the right not to come to school,  or, having 
come, not to listen to the teacher. " 8 1  "The best policy and administrative 
system for a school i s  to a l low the scholars perfect freedom of learning 
and of governing themselves as  they like, " he wrote in 1 862. 82 Tolstoy's 
l ife and work as  an  anarchist and pacifist had a profound impact on a 
young Mohandas K .  Gandhi ,  and the two corresponded briefly at the 
end of Tolstoy's l ife .  " It was forty years ago, when I was passing through 
a severe crisis of skepticism and doubt, " Gandhi wrote in his autobiogra­
phy, " that I came across Tolstoy 's book The Kingdom of God is Within 
You, and was deeply impressed by it. I was at that time a believer in vio­
lence . Its reading cured me of my skepticism and made me a firm believer 
in ahimsa (non-violence ) .  " 83 

Known of course as an iconic figure of non-violence, Gandhi  likewise 
borrowed from and advanced many aspects of anarchism in his socia l 
and pol itica l  phi losophie s .  As described by Josh Fatta l in the j ourna l  
Peace Power, Gandhi's anarchism was made plain in  myriad ways: 

Mohandas  Gandhi  opposed the S tate . The State is  the mi l ita ry, 
police,  prisons, courts, tax col lectors, and burea ucrats . . . .  " The 
State represents vio lence in  a concentra ted and organ ized form.  
The individual has a soul ,  but as the State is a soulless machine, i t  
can never be weaned from violence to which it owes i ts  very exis­
tence. " . . .  Reiterating the idea of Anarchy, Gandhi said, " In such a 
state (of affairs ) ,  everyone is his own ruler. He rules himself in such 
a manner that he is never a hindrance to his neighbor. " . . .  Gandhi's 
concept of swaraj elucidates the connection between the individual  
and society .  Swaraj translates into " self-ru le " or " autonomy . "  . . .  
The principle of  swaraj u ltimately leads to a grassroots, bottom­
up, "oceanic circle " of self-ruling communities.  84 

Anarchists will recognize many familiar themes here, including a strong pref­
erence for autonomy, self-governance, decentralization, self-sufficiency, and 
a federated network of horizonta l communities-as Gandhi 's  ultimate 
vision of a new society embodies: 

Independence begins at the bottom . . . .  It fol lows, therefore, that 
every vi l lage has to be self-sustained and capable of managing its 
own affa irs . . . .  In this structure composed of innumerable villages, 
there will be ever-widening, never a scending circles. Life will not 
be a pyramid with the apex susta ined by the bottom. But it will be 
an oceanic circle whose center  wil l  be the indiv idua l .  Therefore, 
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the outermost circumference will not wield power to crush the inner 
circle but will give strength to all within and derive its own strength 
from it. 85 

In addition to Tolstoy's influence, Gandhi also took much from Peter 
Kropotkin's anarchistic teachings, embracing " his vision of a decentra l­
ized society of a utonomous vil lage communities. " 86 As Peter Marshal l  
has  further observed, " on severa l occasions [Gandhi]  ca l led himself a 
k ind  of  a narchist  and  a lways  opposed the centra l ized State and  the 
violence it engendered . "  87 Indeed, in a 1 9 1 6  speech, Gandhi straightfor­
wardly proclaimed that "I myself am an anarchist, " even as he disavowed 
the violent ( i .e . ,  killing in the name of liberation) wing of the movement. 8 8  
Sti l l ,  Gandhi was  not  in fact an absolute pacifist-although h i s  personal 
peccadil loes do suggest a kind of spiritua l  puritanism and moral ortho­
doxy that  some find t roub l ing .  Yet on more th a n  one  occas ion  he 
expressed the view that it is better to fight than be a cowa rd:  "Where 
there is only a choice between cowardice and violence, I would advise vio­
lence. " 89  In the end, Gandhi 's legacy asks us to deeply consider the nexus 
of means and ends and points toward his conviction that "the ideally non­
violent state will be an ordered anarchy . " 90 

Toward a Complementarity of Tactics 

From pacifism and building alternatives to revolution and insurrection, 
a narchism represents a rich tradition of diverse tactics and strategies 
a imed toward achieving the widely shared goal of building societies upon 
a fou ndation of  au tonomy, equa l ity, and voluntary association .  The 
pointed debates about the means to be employed in sociopolitica l  struggle 
can at times be rancorous, but they are also a strength of anarchist move­
ments, l ikewise reflecting the sense of plural ism and heterogeneity that 
underscores anarchism in genera l .  In seeking to reconci le the nascent 
movement rifts over methods of engagement, anarchists have largely set­
tled upon a collective framework that embraces a "diversity of tactics. " 
As Starhawk observes, there is an operative ethic involved in this resolu­
tion, namely that " people should be free to make their own choices; that 
a nona uthoritarian movement doesn't tell people what to do; and that 
we should stand in solidarity even with people whose choices we disagree 
with . " 9 1 In this sense, "the respect for tactical diversity thus relates to an 
idea l of a utonomy centered on a radica l  definition of the principles of  
freedom and equality . " 92 
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Critics may contend that diversity of tactics is merely a "euphemism for 
violence, " 93 and not all anarchists embrace the concept, but it has served 
for over a decade to forestal l  the splintering of movements into abject fac­
tional ism.  Perhaps more importantly, it has a lso spawned greater dia­
logue and new levels of understanding among activists across a range of  
perspectives and identities . Yet  at the same time, viewpoints about " vio­
lence versus  non-violence " have begun to harden, and the pressure on 
movements to pol ice themselves has increased as a function of officia l  
repression and publ ic perception a like .  Whi le  observers such a s  Jensen 
assert that "the question of whether to use violence " should be secondary 
to the motivations for a better world that underscore the struggle, there 
remains a sense (as Gelderloos expresses) that "people have, for the most 
part, not even figured out whether our goals are compatible, and whether 
our strategies are complementary or counterproductive. " 94 Indeed, a cen­
tral open issue for anarch ists is contained with in the observation that 
even " the tota l collapse of this society would provide no guarantee about 
what replaced it .  " 95 In this sense, diversity of tactics has functioned as an 
" agree to disagree"  approach without prompting a deeper discussion 
about what comes next. 

Taking up Gelderloos's challenge, a compelling argument can be made 
that it is time for anarchism to move beyond a mere tactical-diversity 
approach.  A starting point might be to rea ffirm the shared values and 
vis ions that have drawn people to anarchism in the first place .  At this 
j uncture, anarchists might look for ways to support and bolster those pla­
ces where there in fact may be broad agreement: mutual aid, anti-statism, 
anti-capitalism, egalitarianism, autonomy, and so on. Rather than repeat­
ing usefu l  but tired mantras a bout diversity of tactics , which can bring 
with it a sense of resignation and the preclusion of continued discussion, 
anarchists could instead seek to generate a "complementarity of tactics, "  
i n  which the choices made are mutual ly-reinforcing and reflective o f  the 
myriad shared values that pervade the anarchist tradition. By sh ifting 
the conversation from "I  don't necessarily agree with what you're doing 
but I respect your freedom to do it" to " I  want to learn more about what 
you hope to accomplish with this action and how it fits with your vision 
for the future, " anarch ists could develop stronger bonds of solidarity­
and thus more effective movements-in the process .  Indeed, for many, 
" the essence of revolution is not armed conflict with the state but the 
nature of the movement which backs it up, and th is will  depend on the 
kinds of relationships and ideas amongst people in the groups, commu­
nity councils, workers councils, etc .  that emerge in the social conflict. " 96 
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It is apparent that this is a matter of some urgency for anarchist move­
ments . The sense of "violent anarchists" becoming the j ustification for an 
escalating police state, and all of its retributive techniques against activists 
in genera l, has become palpa ble-even as we may recognize it as obvi­
ously fa l lacious and disingenuous.  What are the avai lable a lternatives ? 
We might remain on the same course, but that is increasingly looking like 
one bent on publ ic  a lienation, increased repress ion,  and perhaps u lti­
mately obl iv ion.  Anarchists throughout history have been known for 
their innovation, flexibility, and boldness; I would submit that this is a 
moment to bring all  of those qualities to the fore and focus more point­
edly on how to contest the present while bu i lding the future-always 
bearing in mind the means-ends nexus that is  part and parcel of anar­
chism's  dyna mic ethos .  Far from constraining action,  this perspective 
o ffers  the potent ia l for greater  harmonizat ion between act ions and  
vis ions,  between anarchists and other activists, and among anarch ists 
themselves. 

As a starting point, anarchists would do well to remind people that the 
state ( including its corporate partners ) is inherently violent, both overtly 
and structura l ly-and since anarch ists above a l l  re ject the state (and 
capita l ) ,  they can undertake actions that highlight this fundamental con­
trast. "The state is vio lent, and we are not" might be a good start to the 
discussion .  Another central point for advancing the dialogue would be 
to refocus activist energies beyond their sometimes-narrow sectarian 
interests , most  d irectly by cu l tivat ing an ecologica l  perspect ive that  
speaks to the pressing global  i ssues  of the day .  This  wi l l  be the focus of  
the next chapter. 



CHAPTER 4 

Anarchist Ecologies 

0 ne of the galvanizing forces among anarchists of al l  stripes through­
out history has been a strong focus on property rights, most often 

tak ing the form of advocating for the abol ition of privatization and the 
promotion of communal interests as to the management of basic human 
resources. This emphasis on property gives anarchism a decidedly envi­
ronmental bent, insofar as it draws our attention to the essentials of food, 
energy, shelter, and land as critical areas of intervention and engagement. 
While anarchists have debated the precise formulations for access to and 
d istribution of  resources,  the rejection of private property interests in 
the land and the overall  means of production has represented a sine qua 
non of anarchism for generations . 

Some of anarch i sm's  central  figures ,  such as  Peter Kropotkin and 
adopted brethren like Henry David Thoreau ,  are historical  forebears of  
the  modern environmental movement. 1 Indeed, fo l lowing Kropotkin 
and Thoreau ,  among others, anarchism has  long included an impetus 
toward naturalism, in the sense of locating human ethics and sociopoliti­
cal structures firmly within the larger processes of natural systems. Many 
of the most-c i ted a n a rch i s t  exper iments  in h i story have  exp l ic i t ly  
embraced a strong " back to the  earth " ethos, including the  advocacy of  
small-scale agriculture, village life, and vegetarianism or veganism. Even 
those experiments more often associated with revolutionary politics ( such 
as the Spanish Civil War) have still counted " many adepts of naturism 
and vegetarianism among its members , "  in the recognition that " these 
ways of l iving were con sidered su itable for the transformation of the 
human being in preparation for a libertarian [anarchist] society . "2 

Anarchists today have extended these environmental themes to include 
critiques of technology, visions of bioregional ism, efforts toward food 
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j ustice, and strategies for coping with climate change, among other con­
temporary issues . Sometimes these undertakings reflect an affinity with a 
perceived natural harmony that is viewed as dynamic, spontaneous, and 
self-organ izing-much l ike anarchism strives to be  in itse lf. At other 
points, anarchists '  ecological engagement is more pragmatic, working to 
amel iorate the harsh effects of capital ism's unequal  distribution and,  
simultaneously, to develop evolutionary ( i f  not  revolutionary) alterna­
tives to a dominant order that fosters dependency and exploitation rather 
than self-rule and cooperation. At still other moments, the environmental 
emphasis is even more visceral ,  essentia l ly entail ing a d irect assault  by 
" ecologica l anarchists " on the " megamachine " of destruction that i s  
bound up with modern civil ization and i t s  dual  tendency to  dominate 
nature and subj ugate humankind all at once. Indeed, for many anarchists, 
the a ssertion of human supremacy over nature and the domination of  
humans by other humans are thoroughly intertwined processes, and both 
sets of forces are seen as contributing to widespread environmental degra­
dation that inexorably pushes the world toward the brink of apocalypse. 
For some in the milieu,  it is rapidly appearing that the choice before us is 
"anarchism or annihilation "-meaning that the effort to achieve an anar­
chist social order is no longer a mere idyllic vision but is an urgent neces­
sity for human surviva l .3 

Anarchists have long been on the cutting-edge of ecological  thinking, 
having at many points anticipated the profound sense of pervasive and 
esca lating crises that we presently face .  As an  inherently revolutionary 
system of thought, anarchism seeks to dismantle structures of oppression 
and disharmony at all levels, from the personal to the global .  In so doing, 
it strives to reformulate the conditions of human existence at  its most 
basic echelons, including the essentials of l ife such as sustenance, shelter, 
energy, and space. Through its efforts to resist privatization and promote 
democratization of resources, both materially and ideologica lly speaking, 
anarchism sees human l iberation as part and parcel of ecological revitali­
zation. Beyond simply speaking the language of sustainability, anarchists 
focus on nature's res i l iency and dynamism, oftentimes h ighlighting its 
capacity to regenerate and create a bundance.  In order to realize these 
natural tendencies, humankind must bui ld a social order upon similar 
foundations,  which have cons istently been embraced by anarchists in  
their penchant for decentral ized, spontaneous, and cooperative endeav­
ors.  Indeed, this convergence of anarchy and ecology is not accidenta l, 
and in  fact it  comprises a longstanding ( if not predominant) aspiration 
of anarchistic thinkers dating all the way to prototypical exemplars such 
as Lao-Tzu and Zeno of  Citium. 



Anarchist Ecologies 65 

This  putat ive  convergence ,  however ,  does  not  end  the i n q u i r y .  
Anarchism and environmentalism have a complex, a n d  at times conflic­
tual,  relationsh ip .  On the one hand, as noted above, anarchism is inher­
ently ecological in its a ims and desires. Yet the modern environmenta l 
movement is often construed as being bound up with reformist pursuits , 
e lectoral politics, lobbying efforts, "corporate responsibility, " and other 
forms of wh a t  more rad ica l  env i ronmenta l i s ts  sometimes  refe r  to 
as  " greenwashing " ( i . e . ,  the tendency to repackage innately unsound 
policies, practices, and products as new, improved, and environmentally­
fr iend ly ) .  As David  Watson has  opined,  " lack ing a perspective that 
challenges the capitalist order, environmentalists have seen their rhetoric 
captured and employed by the contaminating corporations and the state . "4 
Anarchists do not merely seek to sustain the current paradigm of state con­
trol and capital ist production and consumption, nor to atta in a more 
durable system of resource exploitation and distribution. Anarchism envi­
sions a world where production is for use, not profit, and where people sit­
uated in their locales can decide how best to manage their material lives . 
The workings of the global corporate economy are thus incompatible with 
anarchism, and any attempt to prolong this system's stranglehold on peo­
ple and nature al ike is seen as untenable . That said, anarchists maintain 
an affin ity for nature that partly embraces (yet also goes beyond)  the 
conservationist and sustainabil ity efforts that define much of environmen­
talism today. 

A Hidden Harmony? 

Works documenting the grave and escalating character of the environ­
mental crises confronting humankind are by now legion. In recent years, 
there has been greater publ ic consciousness of issues including cl imate 
change, loss of species, soil depletion, drought, pollution, food shortages, 
toxic i ty ,  and other symptoms of widespread degrad ation across  the 
globe. In addition, a growing number of people have begun to connect 
these burgeoning crises with the machinations of corporate capital ism 
and the nation-states that sponsor and enable it to progress unfettered; 
indeed, the coincidence of the rapid destabi l ization of the environment 
and the rise of the global ,  technocratic economy has not been lost on 
many observers. 5 As Joel Kovel poignantly observes , the choice before 
us increasingly appears to be whether we will opt for " the end of capital­
ism or the end of the world. " 6 As a sociopolitical theory that is staunchly 
anti-capitalist, anarchism has long embraced these sentiments, back to its 
earliest roots as a political theory and well before the full effects of today's 
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crises were widely anticipated.  As the anarchist geographer Elisee Reclus 
wrote in his famous 1 8 9 1  essay, "Evolution and Revolution " :  

It wil l  b e  salvation,  a n d  there i s  none other. For if  capital reta ins 
force on its  s ide,  we sha l l  a l l  be the s laves of its machinery . . . .  If 
capita l  carries the day, it will  be time to weep for our golden age; 
in that hour we may look behind us and see like a dying light, love 
and  j o y  and  hope-a l l  the earth  h a s  he ld  of sweet a n d  good . 
Humanity will have ceased to live. 7 

Such nascent ecological notions are deeply embedded in the theory and 
practice of anarchism. In the contemporary milieu, for example, Graham 
Purchase observes that " the overriding cause of hunger, starvation, and 
environmental degradation . . .  is the corporate capitalist system under 
which we are forced to l ive.  " 8 As Purchase concludes, it is "no accident 
that Emma Goldman chose to ca l l  her long-running anarchist j ournal 
Mother Earth " ( fol lowing the ea rly work of Reclus ,  s imply titled The 
Earth ) ,  which represents a "poetic and wel l -crafted description of the 
ancient and time-honored metaphor of the Earth a s  mother and pro­
v ider .  " 9 According to Peter Marsha l l ,  Rec lus  " spent  a long l i fe of 
scholarly research and militant agitation to bring about the equ ilibrium 
of the natural order of anarchy. " 1 0  Goldman herself referred expl icitly 
to anarchism as " the teacher of the unity of l ife ,  not merely in  nature 
but in man, " and she advocated for a version of natura l law (to replace 
man-made law) that would assert itself " freely and spontaneously with­
out a ny external force in harmony with the requ irements of nature. " 1 1  

And Kropotkin, of course, famously based his divination of "mutual aid 
as  a factor of evolution " on exhaustive biologica l research, concluding 
that the processes of mutuality, cooperation, and sociability are simply 
"what Nature teaches us. " 1 2  

All of this has led Purchase to  conclude that anarchism devolves upon 
the crit ica l  ins ight that "a hidden harmony exists between the earth 
a n d  the peop le  i t  supports . "  13 The Green Anarch i s t  Intern at iona l  
Association premises its "Ecoanarchist Manifesto " explicitly on  the ways 
in which humankind is embedded within " the ecological interrelatedness 
of the world around us," concluding that " there will be no real anarchism 
without ecology [and] no real ecology without anarchism. " 14  In this vein, 
Brian Morris l ikewise opines that  " anarchism implies and incorporates 
an eco log ica l  a tt i tude towa rds nature . " 1 5  For Cindy Mi l s te in ,  " a n  
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ecological perspective within anarchism . . .  sees the world holistica l ly 
[and] translates into the very openness that  characterizes anarchism . " 1 6 
Ira Chernus thus  poses the summative question :  "What do anarchists 
see when they look at nature ? "-and concludes as follows: 

Nature is  organic .  All  its parts are interconnected and constantly 
interacting, so each part influences a l l  others. Nature is  spontane­
ous . . . .  Beca use it  i s  organic and spontaneous ,  nature i s  diverse 
[and] any attempt to st ifle that diversity stifles the flow of life itself. 
Nature is  cooperative . . . .  This cooperation, like everything else in 
nature, is spontaneous, not commanded by a central authority . Yet 
the result is not chaos. When individuals are totally free, they spon­
taneously create the forms of order that are best for them. 1 7 

In the end, as  Purchase notes,  anarchists are defined most directly by 
" their relentless quest for j ustice, equality, and harmony among all living 
things"-including humans and nature al ike . 1 8 

But that does not entirely settle the matter, s ince anarchists-as is their 
wont-disagree over the implications of these natural istic underpinnings . 
While it is the case that anarchists by and large embrace environmental 
issues as part and parcel of critiquing the workings of capital and the state, 
l ikewise in formulating liberatory and egalitarian alternatives, there also 
exists a strong secularist-rationalist current in anarchism that resists any 
attempts to turn naturalism into an incipient spiritualism. In other words, 
the oftentimes quasi-mystical manner of expressing ecological virtues is thor­
oughly rej ected by some anarchists-including the Green Anarchist  
International Association (despite their acronym of "GAIA" ) ,  who specifi­
cally dismiss any "new age and/or Skippy & Disney" formulations, includ­
ing " guru-hierarchies [or]  spiritua l  ecology . " 1 9  As David Orton more 
soberly contends, "contrary to anarchist thinking, there cannot be very def­
inite lessons drawn from Nature, in how humans should organize them­
selves . . .  because most humans lack both the knowledge and wisdom to 
understand fully the organization of the natural world,  and to draw the 
appropriate lessons for ourselves. "20 Philosophers sometimes refer to argu­
ments of the "appeal to nature" variety as a form of "naturalistic fallacy" 
in which conclusions about how humans should act are derived from obser­
vations of how nature does act. While such argumentation threatens to 
degenerate into anarch ist esoterica , the implications have partly defined 
major rifts in the field. 
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Ecology, Social and Deep 

Despite many points of agreement a bout the development of ecological 
crises and their genesis in state-bound and capitalistic modes of organiza­
t ion,  two of  the prima ry camps with the " ecoa narchist"  mi l ieu have 
diverged over what is to be done, resulting in a longstanding " acrimoni­
ous dispute between social ecologists and deep ecologists . "2 1 In actuality, 
th is  r ift might be more about  inte l lectua l  territor ia l i sm and persona l  
a ntipathies,  and accordingly a number of observers have  found more 
po ints o f  convergence than rupture between the competing schoo l s  
known as social ecology and deep ecology. Sti l l ,  this ostensible ( and at  
times publicly displayed ) conflict has  served to  h ighlight the existence of  
multiple approaches to contemporary anarchist  engagement with the 
environmental aspects of human existence . The result has been a fruitfu l 
reigniting within anarchism of critical debates a bout praxis,  teleology, 
ethics, and worldviews, plus tangible inquiries into areas such as technol­
ogy and economic a lternatives. As a theory of integrative tension, anar­
chism is capable of synergizing the insights put forth by various schools 
of  thought, and the emerging cosmology of ecoanarchism reflects this 
tendency. 

The lead ing exponent of social  ecology as  a system of thought was 
Murray Bookchin ,  whose complex vision of " l ibertarian municipa lism " 
weaves together strands of classical anarchism, humanism, Hegelian dia­
lectics, and modern environmentalism. Bookchin argued that patterns of 
domination and hierarchy in society are part and parcel of the domina­
tion of  nature and thus drive the current ecological crises. In seminal  
works such as  Post-Scarcity A narchism ( 1 9 7 1 ) and  The Ecology of 
Freedom ( 1 9 8 2 ) ,  Bookchin propounded a critique  of repress ive and 
exploitative structures in contemporary society, positing that only a socia l 
order that had abolished them in favor of egalitarian and communal pro­
cesses could achieve a balanced, sustainable relationship with the larger 
environment. In this view, as  Bookchin contends, " the idea of dominating 
nature has its primary source in the domination of human by human, " 
thus prioritizing the realm of society as the locus for addressing ecological 
issues.22 Still, Bookchin understood that nature is also a participant (per­
haps even a teacher to an extent) as to how human communities evolve 
and that, in the right context, humankind could attain a "material abun­
dance" that would overcome the fa lse scarcity and repressive drudgery of 
capitalism in a manner that might reformulate society's relationship with 
the ba l ance of the environment .  The operative concept in th is  non­
prescriptive vision is an organic " unity in d iversity " among federated, 
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regiona l ized communities that both reflects and constitutes the bas ic  
human-nature dialectic. In the end,  as  John Clark observes, social ecology 
envisions "a comprehensive holistic conception of the self, society, and 
nature " based on interdependence and "mutual istic naturalism. "23 

While it continues to factor significantly in anarchist views on environ­
mental issues, social  ecology has been criticized for its prioritization of 
human affa irs vis-a-vis nature, as  well as the instrumentalism and even 
anthropocentrism potentia l ly suggested in  its formulation.  Moreover, 
Bookchin's well-known caustic responses to competing theories and/or 
potential detractors contributed to a sense of rigidity that did not always 
cast his theories in  a positive l ight .  Perhaps Bookchin's  most pointed 
attacks were reserved for deep ecology, which he dismissed as misguided 
mystic i sm and a dangero us  invers ion of the human-nature ba lanc e .  
Derived from the biospheric environmentalism of Arne Nress, a n d  later 
popularized by figures such as  Bi l l  Deva l l  and George Sess ions,  deep 
ecology essentia lly inverts Bookchin 's  formulation and instead begins 
from a premise  of  rad i ca l  ega l i tar ian i sm that extends  to h u m a n s  
a n d  nature a like. 24 Explicitly rejecting anthropocentric views, including 
those implic it  in social ecology, deep ecology devolves upon an anti­
instrumenta l ism that regards humankind as one a spect of an  intercon­
nected natura l system that is ba lanced equally by al l  of its components. 
As such, for deep ecologists, humankind is always already part of nature, 
and therefore it cannot diminish natural diversity without destroying the 
very system in which it is enmeshed. 

The ensu ing debate between soc i a l  and deep ecology need not be 
recounted here in  deta i l ,  except to note tha t  it  has largely served the 
double-edged purpose of promoting anarchist engagement with ecologi­
cal issues while simultaneously contributing to greater factionalism. In a 
sense, the " social versus deep " ecology schism is reflective of similar rifts 
in anarchism that break along the lines of material ist/spiritualist, syndi­
cal i st/l ifestylist, and revolutionist/evolutionist tendencies in  the mil ieu .  
On  the one  hand, there is the view that concrete pol itical conditions and 
mass organizing around the means of production and consumption define 
the priorities of human society and the prospects for ecological balance. 
On the other is a perspective advocating for a baseline reformulation of 
human perceptions regarding nature, as well  as an inj unction to manifest 
this egalitarian vision in every sphere of l ife .  In reality ,  the theories are 
complementary in the sense that humankind certa inly can strive to be 
mindfully situated and material ly satisfied at the same time-and perhaps 
even more to the point, we can only attain the one in conjunction with the 
other. 
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In this light, figures such as Gary Snyder-the erstwhile Beatnik, Buddhist 
poet, and sharp critic of the state 's imperialism and capitalism's growth­
obsession-have sought to harmonize social and deep ecology by recasting 
the discussion less in terms of whose prioritization of domination is correct 
and more so on what the effects (and stakes) are. Snyder advocates a biore­
gionalist approach based on the pursuit of an "organically rooted local and 
regional  culture " that replaces the total itarian and ecocidal state with 
human communities striving for social harmony and ecological balance .25 
One s ignificant contribution to the ways in which anarchists have sub­
sequently come to evolve their ecological sensibilities has been Snyder's dis­
tinction between nature, wilderness, and the wild as loci of human activity 
as well as overlapping terrains for considering the dimensions of our collec­
tive existence.26 Indeed, for some contemporary anarch ists, the desire to 
"rewild" and/or "go wild " has become an overarching compulsion, and it 
likewise comprises an expression of living outside the repressive bounds of 
the state and the destructive impetus of corporate capitalism. 

Born to Be Wild 

For Snyder, fol lowing the social ecologists, " both humans and the non­
human are an expression of nature, " meaning that human social con­
structs are not in fact unnatura l .27  The wilderness then represents that 
"part of  the physica l world that is largely free of human agency" ( such 
as a pristine forest or the ocean depths ) ,  and the wild is a "complex pro­
cess of becoming " in which one's "wild nature " is  reclaimed as against 
the realm of human greed and ecological despoliation .28 In this sense, as  
Snyder argues, "nature is u ltimately in no way endangered; wilderness 
i s , " and th us the opportunity to recla im wildness a s  a human va lue is 
increasingly diminishing.29 From this insight there has sprung a contem­
porary version of "ecological  anarchism " that tends to "place emphasis 
on wildness rather than wilderness per se, "  and which has come to believe 
that " the salvation of  the world lies in wildness. " 30 With roots in deep 
eco logy ' s  invocat ion  of a b iospher ic  ega l i ta r i an i sm that  dece nters 
h u m a n  s oc ieties a s  the l inchpin  o f  existence,  proponents  of what i s  
often referred to  as primitivism generally celebrate " the wildness of an 
unconstrained and untrammeled nature, of an  unexploited wor ld  not  
yet entirely subject to  commodification and domestication.  " 3 1 As Mick 
Smith concludes, in this view, "wildness is regarded as synonymous with 
creative freedom from social constraint. " 32 

Extending the point, wildness becomes the essence of anarchism, and 
vice versa . " A n a rch i sm,  understood as  freedom from constra int ,  is 
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wildness and  that wildness i s  the living, creative, principle of nature, both 
wild nature and human nature, now dominated and repressed by the civ­
il izing process .  " 33 The issue for primitivists, then, is less about whether 
human-human domination or human-nature domination is prior, since 
both humans and nature are equa lly dominated by the domesticating, 
routinizing, and exploitative practices that have come to be a ssociated 
with civilization itself. Proponents of neoprimitivism as an expression of 
ecologica l a narchism include Fredy Perlman ,  whose landmark work 
Against His-story, Against Leviathan! ( 1 9 8 3 )  sets forth an eclectic and 
wide-ranging critique of the "Western Spirit" that subsumes the practices 
of the state, capitalism, and more broadly the sum total of human civiliza­
tion as an enterprise that stands against Mother Earth . 34 S imi larly, in 
Endgame: The Problem of Civilization (200 6 ) ,  Derrick Jensen predicts 
(and advocates for )  the collapse of advanced , developed society ( i .e . ,  civi­
l ization ) ,  reflecting upon the imminent threat  to exi stence posed by 
human interventions and the urgent need to eliminate this threat through 
direct action. 35 

Perhaps the best-known articulation of such notions comes from John 
Zerzan, who, in works such as Against Civilization (2005 ) ,  rejects the 
wars , mechanization, dehumanization, environmenta l  destruction, a nd 
the " mass  psycho logy of  misery " inherent in modern society . 3 6 For 
Zerzan, settled human existence began to become the dominant norm 
around the same time as the advent of agriculture as  a widespread means 
of procuring sustenance, and along with th is  propertarian, dominating 
turn came the impetus for soc iopo lit ica l  stratificat ion a s  well a s  the 
increasing degradation of the environment. Moreover, this perspective 
contains a concomitant valorization of pre-civ ilizational hunter-gatherer 
societies, as Zerzan has argued: "Now we can see that life before domes­
t icat ion/agric ulture was  in fact  largely one of le i sure ,  int imacy with 
nature, sensual wisdom, sexual equality, and health . This was our human 
nature, for a couple of mi l l ion years,  prior to enslavement by priests, 
k ings, and bosses. " 37 For many anarcho-primitivists, civilization " in al l  
its various guises [is taken] to be inherently destructive to biological and 
cultura l diversity and to individua l  freedoms, " and the very notion of 
" progress" is little more than " an ideological smoke-screen used to j ustify 
the increasing domestication and enslavement of human populations and 
eco log ica l  l andscapes .  " 3 8 Th i s  v iew th u s  re j ects  the " eco log ica l  
humanism" of  social ecology and  its inherent progressivism as well .  

Bookchin ,  in  response,  leveled many of  the same crit iques aga inst 
primitivism as he did against its  ideological cousin,  deep ecology . With 
its tendency to place human needs on a par  with those of non-human 
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systems,  Bookchin saw primitivism as  denying the unique capacity of  
humankind to transform its environment, as well as  denying the respon­
sibility this quality carries with it to do so in positive ways. In calling for 
a return to pre-agrarian l ifeways and ( by Malthusian implication )  far 
lower levels of human population, primitivism at times has been equated 
with a kind of ecofascism that ca l lously ignores the spec ia l  needs and 
powers conta ined within human existence. And in romanticizing pre­
civi l izational  cultures, primitivism has ( for Bookchin)  taken on a cult­
like, mystical ,  pre-rational  a ura that i s  titi l lating in  its eccentricity but 
short on concrete programs for confronting the maj or crises in our midst. 
"Whereas anarchists wish to el iminate the state and give the means of 
production to the hands of the people, primitivists want to get rid of pro­
duction itself, " and s ince " i t  i s  unreal istic to expect modern people to 
become tribal  . . .  primitivism can play a part in  the margina lization of 
anarchistic thinking. " 39 

Despite these criticisms, primitivism has enj oyed a resurgence of sup­
port in recent years,  as  the contemporary anti-global ization and anti­
war movements have come to chal lenge the imperia l i stic, hierarchical ,  
technocratic ,  and exploitative aspects of modern life-and thus of civili­
za t ion  i tse l f. A n a rch i s t  p u b l i ca t ions  s u c h  as Fifth Es ta te ,  G reen 
A narchy, and G reen A narch ism have c u lt ivated a strong primit iv ist  
undercurrent in the mil ieu,  laying a foundation for today's radical envi­
ronmental movement and interposing a "critica l  examination of the soci­
ety in which we live right now and the ways [in] which it systematica lly 
al ienates our life-activities and denies our desires for a more unitary and 
sat i s fy ing way of  l i fe . " 40 To those argu ing that pr imit iv i sm is a nt i ­
human and regressive in its diminished-population implications, propo­
nents note that "c ivi l ization hasn't  done a very good j ob of helping to 
keep alive the tens of thousands in the (under)developed world currently 
without access to clean water and adequate food, " moreover asserting 
that civiliza tion has not forestalled the harsh realities of warfare, impov­
erishment, and genocide-not to mention the urgency that comes with 
the realization that  we are now living through "an  ecological crisis that 
is unprecedented in the history of humanity . "4 1  In this view, "civilization 
itself is inherently violent and unsusta inable and can only be remedied by 
an end to industrial ism and return to a more harmonious way of life .  "42 

Primitivism often includes a call  for rewilding our lives by recovering 
" lost knowledge " of how to live in harmony with the ea rth,  serving to 
vividly remind us of "what it is possible to reclaim about human culture 
and history " and yielding lessons that  merit consideration i f  we are to 
successfu l ly navigate today's compound and escalating social-ecological 
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crises .43 As one commentator has observed, " if one doesn't at least deeply 
sympathize with the primitive, you must really be on the side of the mega­
tech, controlled as well as controlling mega-population, mega-authority 
as against real as well as ideal alternatives. One should be properly skep­
tica l  about  any l ibertarianism that lacks considerable primitiv ism.  " 44 
Sti l l ,  as Bookchin has contended, " to oppose activities of the corporate 
world does not mean that one has to become naively romantic and 'bio­
centric . '  "45 As Jason McQuinn likewise intones, " the critique of civiliza­
tion doesn't  have to mean the ideologica l  rej ection of every h istorica l  
soc ia l  development over the course of the l a s t  10  or 20,000 years .  " 46 
Setting up the terms of what is yet another substantia l  point of debate 
within contemporary anarchism, Bookchin va lorized the potential  of  
new technologies that might " begin to  provide food, shelter, garments, 
and a broad spectrum of luxuries " without denigrating human dignity 
or destroying the environment.47 Once again,  a potentia lly polarizing 
issue offers great insight into the contours of today's  anarchism. 

We Have the Technology 

Is technology a potential savior or merely another tool of our enslave­
ment ? Social ecologists such as Bookchin see a liberatory role for modern 
technology in promoting alternative energy sources, increasing food pro­
duction, remediating degradation, and processing wastes, among other 
positive potentials .  It is also contended that the reasoned application of 
appropriate technology could yield greater decentral ization and local  
control ,  thus harmonizing with many of anarchism's  core a spirations .  
Proponents of such a progressive perspective assert that  technology is  
value-neutra l-that it is how we use it and for what purposes that deter­
mine its character. Indeed, some of the most high-tech forms of computer 
hacking possess strong anarchist tendencies, and l ikewise some of the 
cutting-edge proposa l s  for " green energy " and " d irect democracy " 
extrapolate a future that is rel iant upon modern technologies.  Aga inst 
this, many primitivists, deep ecologists, and green anarchists "claim that  
it  i s  not the use or kind of  technology which i s  the problem today, but 
the tec hno logy itself. " 4 8 Sometimes this posit ion resu lts in a fo rm of 
neo-Luddite engagement that actively seeks to " smash television and sur­
veillance screens"  as a revolutionary statement against the totalization of 
modern life .49 

In their book Welcome to the Machine: Science, Surveillance, and the 
Culture of Control (2004 ) , Derrick Jensen and George Draffan explore 
the ways in which today 's  pervasive technologies are u sed to control 
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individuals and the environment alike. 5° Comprised of equal parts politi­
cal economy and personal lamentation, Welcome to the Machine " defies 
our wil l ingness to su bmit to the institutions and technologies bui l t  to 
rob us of all that makes us human: our connection to the land, our kin­
ship with one another, our place in the living world . " 5 1  While Jensen 's 
anarcho-primitivist critique of technologica l  civi l ization has generated 
much discussion,  there remains for some a sense that "he offers us no 
clear way forward " beyond simply destroying the oppressive, exploitative 
infrastructure in  the name of recla iming an authentica l ly fera l  human 
wildness  th at  embod ies the  v irtues  of nature itself. 52 As a rhetorica l  
device , such provocative musings call  our  attention to  the baseline ways 
in  wh ich o u r  l ives  a re increas ing ly  dependent  upon a l ien at ing a n d  
destructive technologies, yet this also leaves many unanswered questions 
about how humankind is to survive in the world as we now find it-not 
to mention the apparent hypocrisies reflected in the fact that authors like 
Jensen and Zerzan mass-publ i sh their works, as well as the irony that 
" anarcho-primitivists are well-organized on the web.  " 53 

For Zerzan, in a world in which our experiences "are processed, stand­
a rd ized ,  l abe led ,  a n d  sub j ected to h ierarch ica l  control ,  techno logy 
emerges as the power behind our misery and the main form of ideological 
domination. " 54 A particularly cogent take on al l  of this has been pro­
pounded by David Watson (aka George Brad ford ) of the Fifth Estate 
cadre, who has written extensively and eloquently on the inherent dan­
gers of the megamachine and how it posits itself as  the only viable solu­
tion to the very problems it has manufactured in the first place: 

The authority of the modern state cannot find a solution, of course, 
because it has come to encompass every aspect of the problem itself. 
In fact, disaster tends to fuel the system that generates it, which means 
that we must also abandon the pathetic hope that perhaps this latest 
horror will be the signal that turns the tide (as  Chernobyl was sup­
posed to be, and Bhopa l )  . . .  0 Beca use they are isolated, loca lized 
events, or because they are generalized, global ones , the calamities 
of industrialism erode the common conditions of life without neces­
sar i ly posing any a lternatives 0 0 .  In fact, urban-ind ustr ia l i sm no 
longer needs to j ustify itsel f  with c la ims to be good or eternal ;  it 
appears eternal because it's the only game in town-according to this 
ideology, either we continue technologica l development (we can 
argue about who administers it or reaps the profit) or we'll face col­
lapse and all the horsemen of the apocalypse . 55 
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Directly confronting some of the potential  inconsistencies inherent in the 
virtual  impossibility of practicing a fully primitivist l ifestyle in the modern 
world, Watson revealingly observes that while "we may have nothing to 
lose but our urban-industrial cha ins , "  it is equa lly the case that " they 
are our own pathological behavior patterns, and conform to an enormous 
social  and material terra in ,  a terrain we tend to reproduce even as we 
question it. " 56 

The complexities of  coming to grips with pervasive technologies of 
communicat ion and contro l-in which contemporary anarch i sts are 
equa lly l ikely to embrace "various forms of hacktivism, electronic civi l  
disobedience and culture j amming " and the tenets of primitivism a l l  at  
once-reflects a deep-seated historical  schism dating to the earliest days 
of indus tria l i s m ,  in  which  a n a rc h ists  o sc i l l a te d  between an ant i ­
technology Luddism and the  potentia l it ies of socia l  experiments that 
sought to draw upon the liberatory benefits of new technologies.  57 In elu­
cidating an inevitable technological ambivalence for contemporary anar­
chism, Michael Truscello opines that "the technicity of everyday life, the 
naturalization of complex technological systems, the total phenomenon 
of the technological society, cannot be critiqued and dismantled from a 
s ingle posit ion of insurrection ,  but must  instead be  confronted from 
multiple, disparate nodes in  a network of communicative and strategic 
orientation. " 58 In the face of pervasive technologies that simultaneously 
constrain and enable communications and communities alike, Truscello 
concludes that " only a multiplicity of mechanical discontinuities in every­
day life can foster conditions consonant with anarchist politics .  " 59 Rather 
than  offhandedly rej ecting a ll appearances of technology (which is an  
impossibil ity in  any  event) , th is "post-anarchist" view suggests that we 
shou ld reframe the inquiry toward establishing " the congruence of anar­
chism, anti-corporate globa lization and environmentalism " a s  a means 
of deciding how to proceed . 60 

One of  the most  d ivert ing and ins truct ive  rec ent  interventi o n s  
i n t o  these i s sues  has  c o m e  from U r i  Gordon,  in  a cha pter s u btit led 
" Anarchism and the Pol itics of Technology " in  Anarchy Alive! First, 
as to the nature of the problem, Gordon observes that " one does not need 
to be an anarchist to see that the constraints created by the existing socio­
technologica l complex and its infrastructures have a specifically exploita­
tive and authoritarian nature. " 6 1  Among contemporary theorists, it is by 
now u ncontrovers ia l  to note th at  " technology expresses hierarchica l  
social relations and  fixes them into material reality [thus]  sustaining and 
enhancing inequalities of wealth and power. " 62 Declaring his sympathies 
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with the anarcho-primitivist perspective, Gordon nevertheless acknowl­
edges tha t  " some technologies have inherent features that encourage 
decentralization and localism, "  citing solar and wind energy as examples 
that can be deployed on a relatively small scale with a minimal degree of 
specia lization required to operate them .63 The problem is that certain 
other aspects of modern life have become bound up with h igh technolo­
gies that cannot easi ly be decentralized, and thus  at the end of the day 
anarchi s ts are s imply " going to have to b i te the b u l l e t"  i n  terms of 
embracing a "process of decentralization that amounts to a quite signifi­
cant roll-back of technology. " 64 This potential  transition, as Gordon con­
cludes, will  undoubtedly necessitate " something of a revolution" for its 
ultimate realization. 65 

Eco-Revolution and the "Green Scare" 

Enter the more militant wing of ecologica l anarchism. Responding to an 
increas ing sense of concern and even desperation, a decentral ized net­
work of a utonomous groups and individuals has taken it upon itself to 
d irectly confront not only the symbols of civil izational oppression but 
i ts  actual  workings a s  wel l .  Underground entities including the Animal 
L iberat ion Front (ALF )  and  the Ea rth Liberat ion Front ( ELF )  have 
emerged in recent years, attacking targets such as animal  testing facil ities, 
genetic engineering laboratories, SUV dealerships, and high-end develop­
ments in sensitive habitats. The logic of these actions-which trace part of 
their origins to earlier monkeywrenching initiatives undertaken by net­
works such as Earth First!-is the twofold recognition that (a ) nature is 
in grave j eopardy but lacks the capacity to defend itself, and (b) the tech­
nocratic, capitalist system can be undermined by inflicting economic dam­
age on strategic  targets  with in  i t  that  l ikewise  emblematize  i ts  
repressiveness .  The basic premise is that  economic sabotage can educate 
the public by highlighting unjust enterprises, while at the same time con­
veying a spirit of empowered resistance through direct action.  The decen­
tralized organizing strategy of these efforts "codifies an anarchist ethic: 
the name provides only a framework for conducting actions, rather than 
constituting a formal clandestine organization. Any act consistent with 
the guidelines can be claimed in the name of the ALF or the ELF. " 66 

M a n y  of the tact ics  a s s oc ia ted  with these  efforts a imed at eco­
revolution can be traced to  the  influence of Edward Abbey's 1 9 7 5 fic­
t ional  work The Monkey Wrench Gang and its app l icat ion to rea l ­
world situations. As popularized in  the 1 98 0 s  by groups such a s  Earth 
F i r s t !  a n d  memor ia l ized by a d v ocates  inc lud ing  D a v e  Forem a n ,  
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monkeywrenching is a set of practices that can be undertaken by individ­
uals or groups " to put a monkeywrench into the gears of the machine that 
is destroying natural diversity. " 67 The aim is to develop tactics that can be 
"effective in stopping timber cutting, road building, overgrazing, oil and 
gas explorat ion,  mining,  dam bu i ld ing,  powerl ine constructi on,  off­
road-vehicle use,  trapping,  sk i  area development, and other forms of  
destruction of the wilderness, as well as  cancerous urban sprawl. " 68 The 
basic tenets of the practice include a number of value-laden and strategic 
intentions that possess decidedly anarch istic qua l it ies,  inc luding that 
monkeywrenching is specifical ly constructed as :  individual,  not organ­
ized, dispersed, d iverse, deliberate and ethical . 69 Interestingly, these tac­
tics are not taken to be revolutionary in nature, but they rather are seen 
as a defense of the wild that does not seek to overthrow the social order. 
Moreover, monkeywrenching is expressly coded as non-vio lent, in that 
it is "never directed against human beings or other forms of life . . . .  Care 
is a lways taken to minimize any possible threat to people. " 70 

These precursors have served to inform subsequent, and ostensibly 
more militant, entities such as the ALF and ELF, whose recent history is 
worth recounting here. In early December 2005 ,  s ix individuals  were 
arrested across the United States in a nationwide sting on alleged "ecoter­
rorists, " in what was termed "Operation Backfire . "  They were accused of 
various federal crimes involving arson or explosive devices dating back to 
1 997, including the destruction of a wildlife research faci l ity, wild horse 
corrals, a farm reputedly growing genetically modified trees, an SUV deal­
ership, and most notably a ski lift expansion in Vail, Colorado. Invoking 
provisions of the USA Patriot Act to conduct the investigations, searches, 
and seizures, the U.S .  government billed this as  a major salvo in the War 
on  Terror .  Indeed, in  2002 whi le testifying before the U .S .  Congress,  
James F .  Jarboe ,  then-chief  of  the FBI ' s  Cou nterterrorism Div i s ion ,  
referred to  the  ALF and ELF as " a  serious  terrorist threat"  that would 
be considered on a par in terms of investigative priorities with " the recent 
focus on international terrorism. " 7 1 In the summer of 2005, FBI Deputy 
Assistant Director John Lewis proclaimed ALF/ELF the " number one 
domestic terrorism threat, " despite the fact that " no one has d ied from 
any of these attacks " -a point echoed by Chief Jarboe in noting that these 
groups adhered to an " operational  phi losophy [that] discourages acts 
that  harm ' any  a n i m a l ,  h u m a n  a n d  n o n h u ma n . '  " 72 In 2 0 0 7, FBI  
Director Robert Mueller III testified before Congress that: "Animal rights 
extremism and eco-terrorism continue to pose a threat. Extremists within 
these  m ovements genera l ly  operate in  sma l l ,  a utonomous  ce l l s  a n d  
e m p l o y  str ict  operat iona l  secu r i ty tact ics  m a k i n g  detect ion a n d  
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infiltration difficult. These extremists utilize a variety of tactics, including 
arson, vandalism, animal theft, and the use of explosive devices. " 73 

It soon became apparent that the initia l wave of arrests was merely the 
beginning of a larger operation, comprising " the government's most dra­
matic and heavy-handed use of repression to date aga inst the counter­
cultura l ,  anarchist  mi l ieu that came of age over the past 1 0  years . "  74 
Activists have termed this the " Green Scare " to indicate its demonizing, 
witch  h u n t- l ike  q u a l i ti e s , a k i n  to the Red Scare  aga ins t  s uspected 
Communists in  the Cold War era . S ince 2005,  numerous arrests have 
been effected, subpoenas served, organizations infiltrated, and pressures 
to p lead gu i lty brought to bear  on  environmenta l activists ( many o f  
whom openly identified as anarchists ) across the United States. 75 One of 
those initia l ly arrested in December 2005 was Wil l iam ( B i l l )  Rodgers, 
co-proprietor of the Cata lyst Infoshop in Prescott, Arizona, and a per­
sonal fr iend . In court hearings after his arrest, the government anointed 
him the " mastermind " of ecoterrorist operations in the United States.  76 
During the preliminary phase of his case, it became apparent that the legal 
deck was stacked against him. For instance, the single charge upon which 
he was indicted (a 1 99 8  arson at  the National Wildlife Research Center 
offices in Olympia,  Washington ) carried a presumption of incarceration 
pending trial .  In denying him bail, the court credited unsupported hearsay 
testimony from an FBI agent who implicated Bill in a number of other 
arsons, including the ski  l ift expansion at Vail that was the most costly 
act of ecoterrorism in the United States at the time, with damages tota ling 
$ 1 2  mill ion .  On December 2 1 ,  2005 , Bill was found dead in his j ai l  cell, 
an apparent su ic ide by asphyxiat ion;  he was accompanied by a note 
d irected to his  " friends and supporters to help them make sense of all 
these events that have happened so quickly. " It read in  part:  " Certain 
human cu ltures have been waging war against the Earth for millennia . I 
chose to fight on the side of bears, mountain lions, skunks, bats, saguaros, 
cl iff rose and all things wild . I am j ust the most recent casualty in that  
war .  But  tonight I have made a ja i l  break-1 am returning home,  to the 
Earth, to the place of my origins . "  

Even before the onset of the Green Scare, it was apparent that ecologi­
cal anarchists figured prominently in the post-9/1 1 mix . In testimony 
given before Congress in  2002,  Chief 1 arboe defined ecoterrorism as 
"the use or threatened use of violence of a criminal nature against inno­
cent victims or property by an environmenta lly-oriented,  sub-nationa l 
group for environmenta l -pol itica l  reasons ,  or  a imed a t  an  a u d ience 
beyond the target, often of a symbolic nature. " 77 1 arboe c ited a number 
of  examples of ecoterrorism, including some that were unsolved at the 
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time but were later attributed to the initial wave of ecoarrestees, including 
Bill  Rodgers . Of particular note in this formulation of the definition of  
terrorism is the inclusion of acts done solely against "property " for politi­
cal, social ,  or environmental purposes. In assessing the efficacy of  mon­
keywrenching tactics ,  one scholar has affirmed that for many radical  
environmenta l  activists, " the destruction of property is not considered 
to be  a 'v io lent  act , ' " and furthermore many contend that " act ions 
against property ought to be judged in terms of broad political purposes 
and not on the moral distinction between violent and non-violent behav­
ior. " 78 Addressing these concerns, Elaine Close, a spokesperson for the 
ELF, opined : " Property destruction targets the motive behind environ­
mental destruction: profit . . . .  I don't consider damaging property to be 
violence. The end goal of the ELF is to save life on this planet, to stop vio­
lence. If  we are concerned about violence, then we have to be serious 
about stopping environmental destruction . "  79 

Pre-dating the events of 9/1 1 ,  there was a lready s ignificant hysteria 
about ecoterrorism. In 2000, Rep. Randy " Duke" Cunningham (R-CA ) ,  
who later pleaded guilty to  accepting bribes, proposed H .R .  542 9  (the 
Researchers and Farmers Freedom from Terrorism Act of 2000 ) ,  which 
was designed to increase penalties and establish a national c learinghouse 
for ecoterrorism incidents. In support of the bill, Cunningham argued:  
"Al l  across America , an ima l rights terrorists have declared war on our 
nation's  farmers and researchers . These terrorists c la im that they are 
fighting for a noble cause.  However, the ir violent reign of terror is not a 
noble or just cause; it is a threat to all Americans' security and liberty . . . .  
These groups advocate the harassment of people that have a prime goal  
for  the betterment  of  mank ind . " 8 0 In June 2 0 0 1 ,  Rep . George  
Nethercutt (R-WA ) introduced the  AgroTerrorism Prevention Act  of  
200 1 H.R.  2795  which was  designed to  impose and  increase mandatory 
minimum sentences , even including the death penalty in certa in cases . 
" Is it harsh ? "  Nethercutt rhetorically asked . " Certainly it's harsh. But I 
think if there isn't a harsh response there will be harsh activity on behalf 

8 1  o f  the terrorists . "  
Subsequent to 9/1 1 ,  i n  2004, Sen. James Inhofe ( R-OK) submitted a 30-

page report to  Congress calling for investigations into groups such as the 
ALF, ELF, and any of their potential sources of funding:  "Just l ike a !  
Qaeda or any other terrorist organization, ELF and  ALF cannot accom­
plish their goals  without money, membership and the media, '' lnhofe 
decla red . 82 In October 2005 , lnhofe introduced S .  3 8 8 0  ( the Animal  
Enterprise Terrorism Act of 2005 ) ,  which created penalties up to and 
includ ing death for acts  underta ken " for  the purpose of damaging or 
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disrupting an animal  enterprise , "  including actions that intentional ly 
damage, disrupt, "or  cause the loss of any property ( including an imals 
or records ) , "  or that contemplate "a  course of conduct involving threats, 
acts of  vandalism, property damage, trespass, harassment, or intimida­
tion . " In this context, an " a nimal  enterprise"  means " a  commercial  or 
academic enterprise that uses or sel ls  animals  or animal  products for 
profit, food or fiber production, agriculture, research, or testing " and 
includes zoos, furriers, and rodeos in addition to entities such as research 
faci lities and factory farms . The Animal Enterprise Terrorism Act was 
passed and s igned into law in 2006, and it has been used to prosecute a 
number of animal  rights and environmental activists,  inc luding most 
notab ly  members of the  decentra l i zed  gras s roots  entity k n own a s  
"SHAC " (aka Stop Huntingdon Animal Cruelty ) .  

In response, many ecological anarchists have argued that true ecoter­
rorism is precisely what it sounds like: terrorizing the environment. In this 
view, the targets confronted by the ALF and ELF would actual ly be the 
terrorists, since they genera lly involve animal research, genetic modifica­
tion of plants, and the promotion of ecologically unsound practices such 
as driving SUVs . As Earth First! activist Rod Coronado (who spent over 
three years in prison for fur industry arsons)  contended:  "I personal ly 
consider myself an anti-terrorist, because everything I oppose I see as  acts 
of terrorism. When I think of eco-terrorists, I think of corporate executive 
officers in high-rise buildings . " 83 Jeff " Free "  Luers, who was given a 22-
year sentence for burning three SUVs, succinctly intoned during his sen­
tencing hearing: "I did this because I'm frustrated that we are doing irre­
vers ible  damage to our planet, our home . 0 0 0 I fight to protect l i fe ,  a l l  
l ife , not to take i t .  " 84 Luers 's co-defendant, Craig " Critter " Marshal l ,  
l ikewise was motivated by the belief that " if the current technological 
state progresses or even carries on at  the rate it  i s  currently destroying 
the eco-systems all  life depends on, [then] life on this planet is doomed. "  85 
These q uest ions of  moral  j u st ification and tactica l  efficacy comprise 
points of significant debate among radical environmentalists and anar­
chists in particular; while they merit robust analysis, the effect of brand­
ing someone a " terror i s t"  genera l ly  foresta l l s  any such  mean ingfu l  
discussion, disabling cultural reflection and instead fostering reactionary 

0 86 v1ews . 
Against this official backlash, many ecological anarchists remain stead­

fast in their belief that drastic action is requ ired in order to avert grave 
c a l a m it ies ,  even inc lud ing  potenti a l  ext incti o n .  As  Les l i e  James  
Pickering, former spokesperson for the North American press office of  
the ELF, wrote : " I  unwaveringly support revolutionary action to  bring 
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about the liberation of the Earth and its animal nations, including the lib­
eration of the human race . . . .  I consider the ELF a loose network of clan­
destine guerrilla groups struggling for revolution on a global scale. " 87 In 
a ssess ing the state of  ecologica l  a narchism in the wake of  the Green 
Scare, Crimethlnc. inquired: "What qualifies as a situation that calls for 
action to be taken outside the established channels of the legal system, if 
not the current ecological crisis ? " 8 8  Others in the contemporary anarchist 
milieu, while generally embracing this sense of urgency and the need for 
drastic action, extend the scope of potentia lly revolutionary action to 
include tactics such as " civil disobedience, outspoken criticism, protest, 
pacifism, voluntary poverty, and even gentle violence.  " 8 9  Sti l l  others 
focus their revolutionary intentions on less overtly mi litant actions that 
devolve upon the basic necessities of everyday l ife, seeking to manifest 
an anti-h ierarchical  and community-bui lding prefigurative strategy to 
bridge social and ecological issues. 

Free for All 

"The sources of life, and all the natural wealth of the earth, and the tools 
necessary to co-operative production, must become freely accessible to 
a l l , " wrote Volta irine de Cleyre in 1 9 1 2 . 90 Goldman l ikewise defined 
anarchism as "an order that will  guarantee to every human being free 
access  to the earth  a n d  fu l l  en j oyment  of the  nece ss i t i e s  of l i fe " ;  
Kropotkin worked out an integrative anarchist vision for the production 
of " the nece s sa r ies  of l i fe "  that  wou ld  sta nd in oppos i t ion  to the 
Malthusian resource-control l ing perspective of " the wealth-possess ing 
classes " ;  and Rudolf  Rocker viewed anarchism as  having " for its sole 
purpose the satisfying of the necessary requirements of every member of 
society. " 9 1  Decades later, Bookchin opined on the radical nature of such 
sentiments, observing that " daily life itself must be viewed as a calling in 
which we have an ethical responsibil ity to function in a state of unrelieved 
opposition"  to the preva iling norms of a " depersonalized, mindless sys­
tem that threatens to absorb us into its circu itry . " 92 Continuing in  this 
vein, Bookchin expounded upon the now-familiar anarchist insight that 
the realm of  everyday life is rife with ecorevolutionary potentia l :  "The 
things we need, how we acquire them, whom we know, and what we 
say have become the e lements of a battleground on a scale we could not 
have foreseen a generation ago. " 93 Extending th is point, Watson rejects 
the false logic posed by capitalism "as  the only solution to the ecological 
crises it has created, "  and he argues that in the end " it won't be enough 
to get rid of the rulers who have turned the earth into a company town; 
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a way of l ife must end and an entirely new, post-industrial  cu lture must 
a lso emerge. " 94 And in a manner that connotes the prefigurative tenden­
cies of anarchism, in  which future vis ions are modeled in  the present, 
Purchase asserts that revolution " involves direct physical  actions such as 
the p lanting of trees, gardens, and fields, the devising of new, nonpollut­
ing  and  eco log ic a l ly  in tegrated ways  of meet ing h u m a ni ty ' s  many  
needs . " 95 

Their theoretica l  and pragmatic differences notwithstanding,  these 
anarchist voices from the past century reflect a point of convergence that 
resonates deeply for many contemporary anarchists :  humankind must 
l ive differently if we are to (a)  be free and (b)  survive . In this sense,  both 
our fu lfil lment and sa lvation are conditioned on the capacity to resist 
the forces of total ization and instead create a dynamic order that infuses 
social and ecological  processes with an equivalent spirit of radical egali­
tarianism. For anarchists, the reason that the essentia ls of l ife must be 
" free for a l l "  is more than a matter of  morals or ideals-it is bound up 
with the historically informed insight that unless this a im is assiduously 
pur sued ,  soc iety w i l l  find  i ts e l f  on  a s u re p a th to inst i tuti o n a l ized 
inequ ities and rampant degradation of its habitat. Equality and freedom 
are not antagonists, as  mainstream politica l theorists often suggest, but 
rather are necessarily conj oined a ims.  In essence, the anarchist view is 
that people must be equally free, or none will truly be either equal or free. 
In order to achieve this condition of equal  freedom at  higher states of 
engagement ( including politics and economics ) ,  it must be manifested in 
particular at  the level of basic human necessities such as food,  energy, 
shelter, and other essential resources. Once power skews within the realm 
of necessities, as it does within the state-capital mode of production, a sys­
tem of virtua l  blackmai l  and enforced dependency sets in  that i s  mis­
guided,  self-defeating, and potentia lly cataclysmic, as  Tina Lynn Evans 
describes: 

Enforced dependency is a form of reliance upon external resources 
or external ly created conditions.  For such dependency to function 
as enforced dependency, it  must, once esta bl ished, progressively 
undermine the self-sufficiency and resilience of the dependent per­
son, community, institution, or government, making the dependent 
party increasingly vulnerable to exploitation . . . .  Typically, depen­
dent parties are also progressively co-opted into supporting the sys­
tem of enforced dependency upon which they have come to rely, 
even as  the system progressively robs them of freedom, indepen­
dence ,  a n d  res i l i ency . . . .  Dominant  pa rt ies  may increas ing ly  
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constra in the decisions and actions of dependent parties in order to 
enhance their opportunities to gain material  and financia l wealth 
and increase their social power. Though dominant parties may gain 
substantial wea lth and power through enforced dependency, over 
the long term, their own res i liency may be negatively impacted as 
the socio-ecological capacity of dependent parties to serve as sources 
of wealth and power for dominant parties declines . 96 

Anarchist communities are distinguished by their ma intenance of an  
economic safety net in which members are at least guaranteed access to 
essenti a l s  s uch as s ustenance and she l te r .  Zerzan,  for instance ,  h a s  
observed that " food sharing h a s  for some time been considered an inte­
gral part of earliest human society, " al lowing members to rea lize " the 
benefits of being part of a society where everything is shared. " Gandhi's 
anarchistic vision included strong currents of "material  simplicity, local­
ism (svadeshi) , the sanctity of 'bread labor' . . .  and nonviolence towards 
others and the earth itsel f. " 97 Bookchin advocated the adoption of " a  
decentralized, ecological system o f  food production " a s  a means o f  pro­
moting "cooperat ion with na ture " a n d  the development of  hea lthy 
human " ecocommunities . "  Star hawk has l ikewise fostered a vis ion of  
" an economy of  true abundance " in which the " bas ic  means  of l i fe ,  
growth , and  development" are assured for a l l  members of the  " human 
community . " 9 8  And anarchists today are involved in  a broad range of 
similarly situated initiatives, including free food distribution ( e .g . ,  Food 
Not Bombs ) ,  a l ternat ive  economies  ( e . g . ,  the Rea l l y ,  Rea l ly  Free 
Market) ,  community gardens (e .g . ,  the Victory Gardens Project) ,  and per­
maculture ( e . g . ,  Earth Activ ist  Tra in ing ) . 99  In seeking to restore the 
society-environment relationship, anarchists grasp that this requires the 
maintenance of  egalitarian and mutual ly  supportive relations among 
community members as wel l .  

The operative principle here is that humankind " must make enormous 
changes in society " in order to halt the downward spiral of exploitation 
and degradation that defines the modern era . 1 00 As Purchase discerns, 
" these changes  wil l  not be realized without a local and global  social ­
ecological revolution-the success or fa i lure of which wil l  involve every 
member of our species . "  1 0 1 Affirming the radical nature of the required 
change ,  Purchase  conc ludes  that " the  ecorevo l ut ion wi l l  a ffect and  
necessitate a change in  virtua lly every aspect of our everyday l ife . " 1 02 
Throughout h istory and into the contemporary era , one of the primary 
tenets anarchists have maintained for promoting this vision of social har­
mony and ecological  ba lance is the federated network of self-governing 
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units-sometimes construed at the level of community, city, or bioregion. 
Clark envisions " small  communities of l iberation " that could serve to 
bring a bout " a  new j u st, ecologica l society . " 1 03 Purchase focuses h is  
vision on the "ecologically-integrated and autonomous city " that fosters 
the capacity of people to "deeply identify with the natural ecology of their 
local place and to protect that p lace while developing industrial and agri­
cultural practices that  are adapted to its ecological  characteristics . "  1 04 
Watson eschews the temptation to "deliver a program " but cites as posi­
tive examples " myriad activities ranging from land restoration to urban 
gardens to fair trade cooperatives to solidarity networks . "  1 05 

In each case, the sal ient point is that people ought to be free to form 
associations at every level of the loci of their lives, from the local to the 
global ,  through processes of a utonomy and equa lity both within their 
societies and vis-a-vis the balance of life on the planet. To fai l  to do so is 
not merely an unfortunate situation or a condition to lament-it is a mat­
ter of survival .  This sense of informed urgency, which is becoming unde­
nia ble and  increasingly widespread,  animates much of contemporary 
a narchism 's action and vis ion a l ike ,  posing the definitive question of 
whether the future wil l  be one characterized by community or cataclysm, 
by ecology or eschatology, and, ultimately, by anarchy or annihilation. 

Back to the Garden, or Gone with the Wind? 

At present, the stakes for humankind are extraordinari ly high . While 
modern society tends to mask the scale of the current environmental cri­
ses beneath a facade of plenty and the functional distractions of mass cul­
ture, the sense of urgency for many around the world has been steadily 
rising in recent years . The frequency and magnitude of " natural disas­
ters, " the loss of habitats and species,  the displacement of people from 
their lands,  the adulteration of the food supply, and shortages of essential 
resources including water have inculcated an ecological consciousness in 
many of the planet's inhabitants ,  including an increasing number from 
the privileged settings of the global north. In particular, the ravages of cli­
mate change are beginning to appear in the present through hurricanes, 
floods, tsunamis, and more-and not merely as issues to be dealt with in 
the future . Aga inst this, many have been actively searching for " secure 
moorings, "  including a greater voice in the decisions that affect their lives, 
community bonds and cooperative endeavors, local control rather than 
corporate globalization, self-sufficiency as to basic resources, and appro­
priate technologies that do not contribute further to the problems. 
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In short, whether they use the word or not, people and communities 
across the globe have been seeking the practica l  lessons of anarchy as 
methods for ordering their l ives and bringing balance to their relation­
ships with nature. The exigencies of the modern era have further rendered 
these a narch ist aims not simply as good ideas but rather, as Bookchin 
once wrote, as "preconditions for human survival . "  1 06 Accentuating this 
sensibility, Clark has described anarchism as " both a strategy for human 
liberation and a plan for avoiding global ecological disaster . " 1 07 Clark's 
prescient words were published in 1 9 84, and today we are living through 
their unfortunate realization as the combined footprint of humanity is 
pushing the planet's carrying capacity to its l imits .  But the benefits and 
burdens in this calculus are not equally distributed, with poor people con­
tributing less to the problem yet being more directly impacted.  The anar­
chist project of directly linking " the domination of humans by humans 
with the attempt to dominate nature " is critical  to ameliorating th is .  1 08 
In this sense, the choice collectively before us  increasingly appears to be 
one between the " alternatives of anarchism or annihilation . "  1 09 

Perhaps nowhere are these concerns more keenly felt than around cli­
mate issues. "The problems of deforestation, water and air pollution and 
chemicals in the food supply may only be overshadowed by the effects of 
catastrophic cl imate change . "  t t  ° Chief among the drivers of the crisis are 
globa l capitalism and its profiteering, perpetual-growth ethos .  Climate 
summits have been convened by state actors, but their interlocking interests 
with corporations have prevented any tangible results; in fact, the rate of 
change is worsening and such elite summits serve as little more than a pal­
liative. As Peter Gelderloos has observed, " it would be unconscionable to 
allow the world leaders who just five and ten years ago were denying the 
rea l ity of  c l imate change to be entrusted with solving the problem to­
day. " t t l To meaningfully address the roots of the problem, "we will need 
to do nothing short of changing who holds power in society, and how deci­
sions are made; to change the way our culture views the planet, from seeing 
it as a dead thing that can be exploited and toyed with, to understanding it 
as an interconnected, living system upon which we are dependent for our 
survival . " 1 1 2 Gelderloos contends that this "will require a decentralization 
of economy and decision-making" akin to that prefigured by anarchist net­
works emerging around the globe, ultimately devolving upon the creation 
of " an ecological, anti-authoritarian society" premised on bioregional con­
sciousness and localized power. t 1 3 

Socia l  ecologist Brian Tokar likewise chronicles the rise of a growing 
"climate j ustice"  movement that is " chal lenging the expanding scope of 
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commodification and privatization, whether of land, waterways, or the 
atmosphere itself. " 1 1 4 In communities ,  towns, and  cit ies ,  people are  
mobi l iz ing to rega in  pol it ica l  and environmental  power,  working in  
loca les everywhere " to regenerate local food systems, develop locally con­
trolled , renewable energy sources and, sometimes, to build solidarity with 
kindred movements around the world . " 1 1 5 Unfortunately, too many peo­
ple still seek " least painfu l"  reforms rather than confronting the "destruc­
tive development of global capitalism,"  even as it has become clear that 
" o ur  surv iva l  depends on our  a b i l i ty to cha l lenge th i s  system at  i ts  
core .  , , t  1 6 Following Bookchin, Tokar counsels  that  working solutions 
can be found in practicing participatory decision making, cultivating 
land-based societies, recla iming ( and updating) pre-industrial socia l rela­
tions, and developing alternative institutions for the provision of essentia l 
resources. 1 1 7  In the end, this anarchist perspective asks that we rema in 
engaged and even hopeful ,  in the belief that the current crises can serve 
to " help us envis ion a tra ns i t ion toward a more harmon ious ,  more 
humane and ecological way of life . "  1 1 8 The locus of much of this trans­
formative potentia l  wi l l  necessar i ly  occur at  the level  of  community, 
whose critica l  lessons for rea l izing the virtues of anarchism-and thus 
foresta l ling an impending ecological  annihilation-are the subject of the 
next chapter. 



CHAPTER 5 

"Do It Yourself"-Together 

I n terms of theory and practice a like, anarchism throughout history has 
struggled to reconcile personal l iberty with social organization. Indeed, 

the scope of anarchism ranges from the highly ind iv idua l istic to the 
una bashedly communitarian .  Whereas other political theories are often 
defined by where they stand on the indivi dua l-commun ity spectrum, 
anarchism is uniquely instructive in its sophisticated integration of both 
perspectives. Anarchists today prioritize values including solidarity and 
affinity, and contemporary modes of anarch ist organizing often take the 
form of a collective or network . Despite the caricature of anarchy as lack­
ing any order or coordination altogether, it is actually the case that anar­
ch i sts have  developed a lternative methods of  cooperat ion and even 
governance apart from the hierarchical, centralizing, and exploitative set 
of sociopolitical arrangements embodied by the state . Anarchism does 
not reject al l  order-merely that which inhibits voluntary participation, 
promotes repressive power relations, and undermines the development 
of individual  conscience. In short, anarch ists work to foster horizontal, 
ega l i tar ian ,  spontaneo us ,  and organic communities and forms of  co­
ordination that serve to challenge present conditions while steadily build­
ing toward a viable alternative. 

As we have seen, this dualistic sense of contestation and constructivism 
largely defines the anarchist project. At times within the milieu there are 
fierce debates about l ifestyle-level action versus open insurrection as the 
best express ion of anarch i sm's  inherently rev ol ut ionary tendenc ies .  
Similarly, tensions are  evident around issues of scale, sometimes taking 
the form of nascent schisms about whether local, community-based initia­
tives or more coordinated workers ' syndicates are better situated as the 
locus of prefigurative organizing. Tactica lly, some anarchists ma intain 
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that spontaneous and autonomous actions undertaken by self-directed 
individua l s  ( sometimes in  concert with others ) are the most effective 
methods of confronting the hegemony of capital and the state, whereas 
others prioritize large-scale mobilizations that exert political and moral 
suasion on issues including war and the economy. Some anarchists seek 
to drop out, while others dig in; some refuse to participate, while others 
actively infiltrate; and some ignore the state, while others seek to smash 
it. In all of these cases, from the highly individualistic to the strongly coor­
dinated,  anarchists walk a fine l ine between a utonomy and sol idarity, 
seeking a productive balance of tensions that reflects anarchism's h ighest 
aspirations as a social theory . 

Anarchists are collectivists, in the sense that they believe in the innate 
sociabil ity of  humankind and the rational desire to live, work, and play 
among others .  Yet anarchism never asks that we forsake the self in the 
process, arguing instead that it is precisely the practice of radical individu­
a l ity that enables non-oppressive forms of association. If one believes in a 
social order premised on "equality in all things " (as  Peter Kropotkin envi­
sioned) ,  rather than a system where some are more "equal " than others, it 
must be grounded in the actualization of ourselves as  unique beings enti­
tled to dignity, respect, opportunity ,  and compass ion . 1 What d ist in­
gu ishes anarchism from other political theories is the vigorous embrace 
of  individual i sm and commun itarianism as  mutual ly  reinforcing pro­
cesses that, when balanced in a supportive system, render one another 
possible at al l ;  indeed, when th is balance is lacking and one pole domi­
nates the other, the resu lts can be  d isastro us .  Neither capita l i sm nor 
communism, in their mutual ly destructive antagonism, has satisfactorily 
accomplished this dynamic equil ibrium between the self and the col lec­
tive, and thus it remains true that " the case of those who argue that indi­
v i d u a l  a u tonomy a n d  community l i fe are  incompat ib le  rem a i n s  
unproven. "2 For its part, the nation-state often appears a s  the top-heavy 
enemy of both, treating us as individuals when it wants to undermine sol­
idarity, while appealing to our sense of communal pride when seeking j in­
goistic compliance with exploitative and repressive policies. 

Against these dominant forces, anarchism posits a world in which free­
dom and responsibility naturally co-exist and where the impetus to " do it 
yourself" is  equiva lent to the practical  neces s ity to " do it  together . " 
A century ago, Kropotkin critically asserted that " unbridled individual­
ism is a modern growth, " whereas " the feeling of solidarity is the leading 
characteristic of  all animals  l iving in  society . " 3 Anarchists today find 
themselves in  a world that seeks to constrain individual  expressions of 
identity, mora lity ,  sexua l ity, and the l ike,  when they conflict with the 
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mores of capitalist reproduction. At the same time, practices of solidarity 
are dissuaded by way of a combination of economic impracticabi l ity 
( such as through the disadvantaging of cooperative structures ) and legal­
isms that turn anti-authoritarian associations into criminal conspiracies 
when it  i s  convenient to do so ( such as  with the case of the " RNC 8 "  
who were arrested before the 2008  Republican National  Convention ) . 4 
Despite th i s ,  contemporary anarchism inc ludes myriad col laborative 
enterprises ,  from infoshops and pu bl ishing col lectives to coordinated 
prisoner-support projects and academic associations.  As such, the work­
ing definition proffered by the Active Resistance network in 1 99 8  remains 
apropos in the quest to reconcile and harmonize the interests of the self 
and society at once, and thus it serves as  a meaningfu l point of departure 
for analyzing anarchist relationships in practice: 

Anarchy: A self-governed society in which people organ ize themselves 
from the bottom up on an egal itarian basis ;  decisions made 
by those a ffected by them; direct democra tic control  of 
our workplaces,  schools,  neigh borhoods,  towns and b io­
reg ions  with coord inat ion between d i ffer ing groups  as  
needed. A world where women and men are  free and equa l  
and a l l  of us have power over our  own lives, bodies and sex­
ua lity; where we cherish and live in balance with the earth 
and value diversity of cultures, races and sexual  orientations; 
where we work and live together cooperatively.5 

The Moral Self 

The anarchist tradition has a lways reflected an  uneasy tension between 
the priority of the indiv idual  and the necess ity of community, even at  
times referring to the same as the " genuine dilemma of anarchism, " in  
which it often appears that "community negates itself, or at least is either 
unstable or compelled to resort to unanarchistic methods of social con­
trol .  " 6 Murray Bookchin opined on " anarchism's fa i lure to resolve th is 
tension, to articu late the relationship of the individual  to the collective, "  
and in response h e  asserted the primacy o f  social anarchism a s  superior 
to the appearance of an individualistic lifestyle anarchism that i s  based 
on " preoccupations with the ego and its un iqueness and its polymor­
phous concepts of resistance. " 7 Bookchin specifically derided notions of  
" persona l autonomy [that] stand at  odds with concepts of  soc ia l  free­
dom, " arguing that " if individual 'autonomy' overrides any commitment 
to a 'col lectivity , '  there is no basis whatever for social institutionalization, 
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decision-making, or even administrative coordination . Each individual, 
self-contained in his or her 'autonomy, ' is free to do whatever he or she 
wants .  " 8 Conversely, L .  Susan Brown affirmatively cites " anarchism's 
uncompromis ing  and re lent less  ce lebrat ion  of  ind iv i d u a l  se l f­
determination and autonomy, " concluding that " it is not the group that 
gives shape to the individual ,  but rather individuals who give form and 
content to the group. " 9 

Such tensions might be abated somewhat by envisioning a common moral 
apparatus, something universally attendant to existence and consciousness, 
that is sufficient to hold together a community of individuals-but without 
a rigid ethical code in place, no privileging of one set of principles over 
another, a morality "that will issue no commands. "  10 From place to place 
and at different times, community standards and expectations will change; 
likewise from person to person the urges of conscience will vary. In this 
sense, we might conceive a personal, subjective imperative of morality, yield­
ing "a social order in which each is able to live and act according to his or 
her own j udgment. " 1 1  At the same time, anarchists surmise that in a great 
many circumstances, autonomous individuals will reach similar moral con­
clusions-in the recognition that people are more alike than different, and 
that sociabi l ity and reciprocity are fundamental impulses manifested in 
"the consciousness of an overriding human solidarity. " 1 2 Thus, Kropotkin 
grounded his moral theory in th is basic notion : "In that constant, ever­
present identification of the unit with the whole, lies the origin of all ethics, 
the germ out of which all the subsequent conceptions of justice, and still 
the higher conceptions of morality, evolved. " 1 3 

Indeed, as  Kropotk in sought to demonstrate through his  extensive 
research, the moral  impulse in nature precedes the existence of human 
l ife . Early h umans,  according to Kropotkin,  developed the moral urge 
by observing the processes around them, " and as soon as they began to 
bring some order into their observations of nature, and to transmit them 
to posterity, the animals and their l ife supplied them with the chief mate­
rials for their unwritten encyclopedia of knowledge, as well as  for their 
w i sdom,  which  they expressed in proverbs  and  say ings . "  1 4 For  
Kropotk in ,  the  moral  lessons  that  h umans have derived from nature 
include sociability; a prohibition against killing one's own kind; the clan,  
kinship, or tribal  structure; the advantages of common endeavor; play;  
and a notion of  reciprocity in addressing wrongful acts . 1 5 In this view, 
the overarching tendency in nature toward mutual aid has principal ly 
enabled the survival of species in the animal kingdom, including of course 
spec ies  of the genus  Ho mo . The b a s i c  form u lat ion  s u ggested by 
Kropotkin ,  sti l l  influential among contemporary anarchists,  i s  that an 
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inherent mutualism serves as a n  effective counterbalance to the potential  
l imits of individual ism.  Todd May l ikewise begins with what he terms 
the "a priori of traditional anarchism: trust in the individual"  in validat­
ing the sentiment that " left to their own devices, individuals have a natu­
ra l ability-indeed a propensity-to devise social arrangements that are 
both j ust and efficient. " 1 6 As John Zerzan has observed, the anarchist 
a im is to foster a community of individuals  based on " egal itar ianism 
and personal autonomy in the context of group cooperation. " 1 7  

Still, we can almost hear critics forming the tried-and-true query: " But 
won't the lack of specific laws, codes of conduct, and punitive enforce­
ment l ead  to chaos ,  v io lence ,  and  anarchy ? "  Anarch i s ts from t ime 
immemorial  have been quick to point out that the state a lready does a 
pretty fair  job  at promoting chaos and violence through its practices of 
warfare,  crimina l  j ustice,  and institutiona lized inequal ity.  As for the 
notion that there will be anarchy in the absence of formal  laws and the 
coerc ion brought to bear on individuals to comply with them, anarchists 
obviously would welcome such an eventuality as  preferable to the stifling, 
destruct ive cond i t ions  fostered by the c u rrent  set of soc iopo l i t ic a l  
arrangements. A s  Kropotkin famously argued: 

We are not afra id to forego j udges and their sentences. We forego 
sanctions of a l l  k inds ,  even ob l igations to moral ity . We are not 
afraid to say: "Do what you wil l ;  act  as you wil l " ;  because we are 
persuaded that the great maj ority of [hu]mankind, in proportion to 
their degree of enlightenment and the completeness with which they 
free themselves from existing fetters will behave and act a lways in a 
direction useful to society. 1 8 

In this sense, one begins to see the state as a self-fu lfill ing prophecy: by 
creating coercive institutions to stave off the potential  ravages of  inher­
ently untrustworthy individuals,  we find ourselves living in a world that 
is ( a )  defined by the speculative behaviors of the worst among us, and 
( b )  continua l ly  producing the very sorts of  people it  was  ostens ib ly  
designed to  remediate. " By flinging overboard law, religion and author­
ity, [hu]mankind can regain possession of the moral principle which has 
been taken from them, " as Kropotkin presciently wrote in 1 8 92. 1 9 

For anarchists, it is the very presence of a coercive state apparatus that 
disables individual moral reason ing as an effective principle for organiza­
tional engagement; in such a paternalistic state, the net effect over time is 
to prod uce sub jects whose a b i l it ies to coordinate spontaneous ly  and 
e q u a l l y  wil l  e i ther  atrophy or  never deve lop .  Michae l  Ta y lor  h a s  



92 Anarchism Today 

discerned that " the more the state intervenes . . .  the more 'necessary ' it 
becomes, because positive altruism and voluntary cooperative behavior 
atrophy in the p resence of  the state and grow in its a b sence . " 20 
Moreover, people "who live for long under government and its bureauc­
racy, courts and police, come to rely upon them. They find it easier (and 
in some cases are legally bound) to use the state for the settlement of their 
disputes and for the provision of public goods, instead of arranging these 
things for themselves . "2 1  Similarly, Zygmunt Bauman notes that " the bid 
to make individuals universally moral through shifting their responsibil­
ities to the legislators failed, as did the promise to make everyone free in 
the process .  "22 Again, Kropotkin offers his famous insight: 

We are so perverted by an education which from infancy seeks to 
kill in us the spirit of revolt, and to develop that of submission to 
authority; we are so perverted by this existence under the ferrule of 
a law, which regulates every event in life-our birth, our education, 
our development, our love,  our friendship-that, i f  th i s  state of 
things continues,  we shal l  lose a l l  initiative, a l l  hab it of thinking 
for ourselves.23 

These inquiries present some of the most chal lenging sociopo litica l  
questions;  anarchism at least possesses the  virtue of confronting them 
d irectly and being willing to accept the ambiguities and even potential 
consequences of l iving without official  coercion as  the basis  for socia l 
order. " Anarchists understand that freedom is grounded in the refusal  
o f  the ind iv i d u a l  to exerc ise  power over  others,  coup l ed  with the 
opposition of the individual to restrictions by any external authority "­
or, in Kropotkin's plain words: "We do not wish to be ru led . And by this 
very fact, do we not declare that we ourselves wish to rule nobody ? " 24 
Anarchism is thus  a condition of maximal human freedom, whose " sensi­
tivity to all forms of domination is tied to a fundamental concern for the 
individual as a whole person, a creative,  active agent, not simply a pro­
ducer or a citizen.  " 25 Stil l ,  anarchists do not accept that this inevitably 
leads to a notion of  " rugged individual i sm [that] fosters competition 
and a disregard for the needs of others, "  focusing instead on developing 
a sense of  " true individuality ,  which implies freedom without infringe­
ment on others'  freedom , "  in the inescapable recognition of " the close 
dependency of everyone 's happiness upon the happiness of al l .  " 26 Thus, 
as  Teoman Gee articulates, "within an anarchist commitment to individu­
ality for all, freedom and equality have to go hand in hand. "27 
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Balancing these interests has been an overarching aim of the anarch ist 
proj ect, and it continues into the contemporary milieu. Whereas the state 
grants individual rights (oftentimes even to the exclusion of the exercise of 
group rights ) ,  and capitalism seeks to tap into its subjects ' strong sense of 
individuality as  a means of marketing styles and constructing demands, 
anarchism prioritizes a version of the self that i s  at  once a utonomous 
and interconnected-one that sees its  own capacity to be free a s  bound 
up with the freedom of others, that recognizes the basic premise that none 
can free unless all are free .  "To understand oneself as  oneself, yet at the 
same time as an integral part of a collective that shelters one's own exis­
tence, demands an  individual responsibility for this col lective, "  as Gee 
counsels. 28 Herein lies the twofold anarchist recognition that the collec­
tive enables the experience of individual ity, and that it is the individual 's  
responsibility to remain free within the context of a dynamic social order. 
This basic order is inevitable, necessary, and desirable-it is, in short, the 
highest expression of anarchy. 

Action in Concert 

In exploring anarchism as a collective endeavor, we thus reca ll at the out­
set that " anarchy is a form of social life which organizes itself without the 
re sort to coercive a uthority .  " 29 Moreover, " the rules and behavioral  
norms that ensure social harmony would be arrived at collectively, " and 
" social cohesion would be ensured as people replaced the competition 
and antagonism that typify market-driven societies with cooperation, sol­
idarity and mutual aid. " 30 In seeking to achieve this vision, a principal 
aim of anarchist praxis has always been the abolition of codified, formal 
laws. Instead,  anarchist communities are regu lated by informal norms 
including "customs, habits and usages , "  a s  well a s  the individual urges 
of conscience experienced by each member. 3 1 The anarchist view is that 
reference to rigid, abstract laws represents an  abdication of the individ­
ua l 's capacity for mora l self-direction and responsibi l ity-an essentia l 
element of a socia l order without institutional coercion. Moreover, codi­
fied laws require official administration and enforcement, whereas inter­
nalized social norms can serve to cultivate deeper instincts of sociability 
by promoting broader access to the community 's  moral pulse.  Further, 
in an archist commu nities " laws " as  such would scarcely be required , 
since the greater part of formal law has " but one object-to protect pri­
vate property " ;  m uch of the re st serves to " keep up the machinery o f  
government. " 32 A s  t o  the balance of the space occupied b y  law, namely 
" the  protect ion of the person and the detect ion a n d  prevent ion o f  
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'crime,' " informal norms of conduct and the urges of the moral self can 
fill the space and provide a framework for social  order-without replicat­
ing the intrinsic cruelty of state-bound methods . 33 

Restoring Order 

In exploring alternatives, anarchists unflinchingly begin from the radical 
premise that the present " law and order " paradigm ought to be a ban­
doned entirely. Indeed, it  i s  axiomatic in the anarchist lexicon that the 
coercive, a uthoritarian,  and ineffective workings of " criminal j u stice " 
must  be wholly rej ected . Whi le  th i s  is a view that  I have echoed and 
endorsed in previous works, i t  is nonetheless crucial to  understand the full 
implications of such a position.34 After all, while there is a certain seduc­
tive quality to the belief that, once freed from the shackles of law, human 
communities will spontaneously develop egal itarian and inclus ive social 
practices, it i s  stil l  often the case that " the aspect of anarchist ideas of  
social organization which people find hardest to swallow is the anarchist 
rej ection of  the law, the lega l system, and the agencies of law enforce­
ment. " 35 To merely accept the abolition of law as an anti-authoritarian 
inevita bility, then, is to oversimplify the issue and to risk speaking a lan­
guage that is counterintuitive to many whom anarch ists would hope to 
reach with their words and deeds. 

One point of departure that anarchism has increasingly begun to em­
brace is restorative justice, which operates from a place of empathy, com­
passion, and mutual respect in seeking to resolve the inevitable conflicts 
that arise in any human community .  " Restorative j ustice fits with anar­
chist views that seek to replace the State through the creation of a multi­
tude of vo luntary associations . " 3 6 Two of the earl iest  advocates for 
explicitly l inking anarch ism and restorative j ustice are Larry Tifft and 
Dennis Sullivan,  who contend that "we can never find meaning or free­
dom in living if we consider life processes from the floundering orbits of 
law, the state or corporate economy, but only through l ifting ourselves 
to the warmth of experience and human community. " 37 Amplifying their 
point and tapping into longstanding anti-authoritarian and anarchist ten­
ets , Tifft and Sullivan are unabashed in their rej ection of criminal justice: 

All law, authority and institutions of state are based on force, vio­
lence and the fear of punishment . . . .  The function of law historically 
has been to deny some people the right to their personal j ourney, to 
detain us, by demanding that we resolve our contradictions within 
the confines of law and the state . . . .  Law prohibits us  from freeing 
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ourselves, experiencing ourselves in the struggle to be human . . . .  To 
accept law, therefore is to accept a reality in which there is imposi­
tion of person upon person.  It is to accept the reality of enslavement, 
the plantation of the welfare state . It is to accept the division of the 
world into parts that trans late into sub j ect and ob jects, and  the 
mechan i sms  to m a nage th i s  h i e rarc h i c a l  d iv i s ion , deny ing  
autonomy to  everyone.38 

These sentiments serve to locate the authors specifically within the anar­
chist tradition, reflecting the tendency in the milieu to favor a negotiated, 
lived experience of j ustice in our communities. 

In this sense, highlighting the hierarchical and oppressive nature of law 
is an important initia l  endeavor, but it also leaves the harder question of 
how human comm unities wil l  s ustain and regulate themselves in the 
absence of formal law. Drawing upon anarchist examples from history, 
Tifft and Sul l ivan ca l l  for communities grounded in " mutual  a id ,  co­
operation, spontaneity and peace , "  as wel l  as  " self-reciprocity, equity, 
and love . " 39 Taken together, these strands serve to trace the boundaries 
of the authors' vision of "a moral order in accordance with which people, 
from their inner convictions, act towards others as  they desire that others 
should act toward them. "40 Yet the pragmatic question remains: " Can a 
society exist in which nothing limits the individual,  where al l  regulation 
is an affair of the individua l and not of the collective will ? "4 1  Answering 
his own query, Alexei Borovoi states the basic premise: 

There has not been a single society, even prior to the birth of the 
State, that has not made certa in demands upon its members . While 
specific regulations may vary from society to society, some form of 
regulation is  always necessary. Aside from lega l codes, there exist 
in al l  societies what can be ca lled codes of convention. The force of 
these codes is perhaps greater than the force of laws. The fundamen­
tal difference is that these codes are based on a col lective accord.42 

As Giovanni Baldell i  has l ikewise noted , "no  society i s  ethical in which 
each member does not naturally absorb its governing principles of right 
and wrong. Written law represents a generally unsuccessful substitute 
for a universal understanding of ethical principles. "43 

Here we see the ambivalence anarchists have toward concepts such as 
regulation and social  control-and thus toward communal enterprises 
in general .  Are we to grant such primacy to the individual that no form 
of c o l lect ive intervent ion is accepta b le ? If we do a l l o w  col lect ive  
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interventi on ,  how do we k eep it from becoming author i tar ian  a n d  
destructive o f  individua l  l iberty ? I n  short, h o w  do w e  avoid the pitfal ls  
of  law and the state while preserving the integrity of our communitie s ?  
Struggl ing with such quer ies ,  Ti fft and  Su l l ivan recogn ize that  even 
" socia l  custom, rel igious dogma and moral  codes are yet more su btle 
forms of domination which, like education and official propaganda, are 
harnessed by the state to perform as ancil lary functions of law. "44 And 
yet, it is equally acknowledged that anarchist communities will be regu­
lated not by laws but by "mutua l agreements " and by " a  sum of social 
customs and habits . "45 Expanding on this instructive ambivalence within 
anarchism, Colin Ward similarly endorses "values and norms " as substi­
tutes for law, whereas the anarchist anthropologist Harold Barclay cau­
tions against " the confusion o f  the term law with norm or custom in 
such a way as to claim that anarchist societies have law. "46 Barclay fur­
ther notes that " there are on the one hand rules which are imposed by 
the state through its government-in other words , laws-and there are 
other kinds of rules not imposed by the state . . . .  An anarchist society is 
clearly different from a state society in that in it there would be no penal 
s a nction s-no law. " 47 As Borovoi  finds ,  " anarch i sm admits soc ia l 
norms. The norms of a free society resemble neither in spirit nor in form 
the laws of contemporary society . These norms will not seek the detach­
ment of the individual from the col lectivity. Anarchist norms will not be 
a torrent of decrees from a higher authority. "48 

Tifft and Sullivan thus envision a dynamic sense of order that devolves 
upon the humanistic application of " face-to-face j ustice, " " the a iring of 
conflicts ,"  and " the reality of returning to work and living with the other 
person. "49 Jeff Ferrell has likewise reflected upon the development of an 
anarchist criminology that "argued for replacing state/legal ' justice' with 
a fl u i d ,  face-to -face  form o f  j u st ice  grounded  in emerging h u m a n  
needs . " 5° For Tifft a n d  Sull ivan, the essence o f  restorative j ustice as  a n  
anarchist proj ect i s  that "we must move t o  create personal relationships, 
social arrangements, and communities that promote patterns of interac­
tion that are non-hierarchical,  non-power-based. " 5 1  The central notion 
is that " j ustice-done restoratively requires that participants continua lly 
remain open to each other's concerns, ideas, needs, feelings, desires, pain 
and suffering, so that each can see the other not as a resource to be used 
or exploited or as an object to be derided or scorned, but as  he or she is,  
simila r to oneself, a person engaged in an unending struggle to become 
human, with dignity . " 52 This relational view of autonomy, community, 
and respect is at the cutting edge of contemporary anarchist inquiry, even 
as we recogn ize its deep historical roots : "Anthropologists of every i lk 
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have shown us multitudinous examples of societies that have neither laws 
nor a state but which are every bit concerned a bout j u stice, reparation, 
and human well-being . " 53 

Anarchists have long comprehended the outlaw nature ( l i teral ly ) of  
what  i t  means  to ta ke these teachings  to heart, to stand aga inst  the 
majesty of the state in favor of the messiness of community, to be an out­
sider vis-a-vis mainstream society, to be viewed as a lawbreaker and even 
a heretic. Adherents in the modern era are at least in excellent company, 
inc lud ing the legendary mus ings of Henry Dav id  Thore a u  in  " Civ i l  
Disobedience " :  " Law never made men a whit more j u st; and ,  by  means 
of their respect for it, even the well-disposed are dai ly made the agents 
of inj ustice . . . .  But if it is of such a nature that it requires you to be the 
agent of  inj ustice to another, then I say,  break the law. " 54 As Robert 
Paul Wolff inquired in In Defense of Anarchism, 

on what grounds can it be claimed that I have an obligation to obey 
the laws which are made in my name by a man [sic] who has no obli­
gation to vote as I would, who indeed has no effective way of dis­
covering what my preferences are on the measure before him ? 0 0 0 

The citizens have created a legitimate state at the price of their own 
a utonomy!  They have bound themselves to obey laws which they 
do not wi l l ,  and indeed even laws which they vigorously rej ect.  
Insofar as democracy originates in such a promise, it is no more than 
voluntary slavery .  55 

Tifft and Sullivan further observe that " laws are so numerous that no one 
could possibly not break them. There are laws that individuals choose to 
break and laws which individuals are forced to break. 0 0 0 If all laws were 
strictly enforced, everybody would be criminalized. " 56 Indeed, as things 
stand today, we may not be far from such a condition of universa l  crimi­
nalization, with modern society increasingly coming to represent a "pan­
opticon gulag. " 57 

The societal obsess ion with " law and order " renders the anarchist  
proj ect a l l  the more urgent, and the impetus to s imultaneously recla im 
individua l  conscience and community sol idarity becomes nothing less 
than essential .  Far from merely rejecting the need for order in an offhand 
manner, anarchists have instead proposed a working set of socia l rela­
tions based on "healthy education, "  "mutual aid," " fraternal treatment, " 
and " moral support, " in the bel ief that " liberty , equality ,  and practica l  
human sympathy are the only effectual barriers we can oppose to the 
anti-social instincts of certa in among us .  " 5 8  Recalling the false solutions 
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offered by the state, Kropotkin reminds us that " such means will be far 
more powerfu l  to protect society from anti-social acts than the existing 
system of punishment which is an ever-fertile source of new crimes ,"  con­
cluding that " the remedy [state mechanisms] offer is worse than the evils 
they pretend to cure. " 59 As Graham Purchase concurs, " if the State is sup­
posed to resolve violence and conflict then it rea lly has proved to be an 
extremely poor mechanism for doing so. " 60 The anarchist perspective 
on socia l order thus rej ects the criminal j ustice apparatus, indicating a 
commitment to extra-legal mechanisms for managing the trespasses that 
take place in any human community. 

Sanctioning, Diffusely 

As such, the next step in understanding anarchist collectives is to consider 
what forms of "crime and punishment" exist in the a bsence of the state 
and its associated socioeconomic logic . Following the work of Barclay, 
Tifft and Sullivan, and of course Kropotkin, it becomes evident that pun­
ishment in anarchist settings is more likely to be directly and instrumen­
ta l ly responsive to a particu lar  transgress ion,  not to serve the larger 
purposes of fostering fear as an instrument of deterrence and statecraft. 
When intervention is required and punishment meted out, any anarch ist 
sanction " typically protects the life of relationships [and] is more remedial 
than accusatory . " 6 1 In this sense, " the aim seems to be not so much to 
determine guilt as to re-establish group harmony. " 62 Although anarchist 
communities may at times levy sanctions, it is essential to note that they 
always aspire to be "crime free" by creating a space where community 
norms are subjective and voluntary, where each member is equally enti­
tled to define the parameters of the group ' s  moral  boundaries ,  where 
" there are personal ly equivalent inputs and mutual  confidence, " and 
where "people hold al l  goods in common and take what they need . " 63 

As Ward explains, "there must be room for deviance in society, and there 
must be support for the right to deviate. "64 There are of course risks in push­
ing too far beyond the moral boundaries of the group, and even in anarchist 
settings sanctions can ensue in such cases. Barclay, for example-analyzing 
anthropological  s tudies  of a n u mber of indigenous cu ltures ,  as wel l  
a s  modern examples such as  intentional  commu nities-o bserves that 
" anarchists use a variety of diffuse sanctions [ including] gossip, name 
cal l ing ,  arguing, fist fighting,  k i l l ing and ostracism.  " 65 Donald Black 
l ikewise  notes  the presence o f  soc ia l  contro l  devices rang ing  from 
" banishment and beating to  ridicule and teasing, " as  well a s  " revenge, 
compensation,  and voluntary exi l e .  " 66  Purchase discusses a range of 



" D o  It Yourself"-Together 99 

devices, from " simple sanctions" including shaming, ridicule, and gossip, 
to " more extreme sanctions"  including excommunication, ostracism, 
duels, and combat, concluding that the dominant social sanction in state­
less  soc iet ies  is " the  withho ld ing  of essent i a l  forms of economic  
cooperation .  " 67  And Taylor, in  h i s  study of anarchy and community, 
similarly considers sanctions including gossip, shaming, ostracism, denial 
of benefits, and expulsion (which is rarely utilized ) . 6 8  

While it is clear, then, that anarchist communities can employ mecha­
nisms of punishment and socia l control ,  it is crucia l  to grasp the diffuse 
nature of these processes . "This is the meaning of diffuse: responsibility 
for and the right to impose the sanction is spread out over the community. 
Society as  a whole has the power. There is  no specia l elite which even 
claims a monopoly on the use of violence as a sanctioning device. " 69 As 
Purchase fu rther o bserves,  " d i ffuse sanctions can be appl ied by any 
member, [yet] the control of anti-social acts in stateless societies [is] main­
tained by the community itself, through the continued action of  all its 
members . " 70 Put another way, in an anarchist community every member 
possesses the executive a uthority of the " law" and is charged with the 
task of cu ltivating positive conduct and discouraging anti-social acts­
tempered, of course, by the ubiquitous possibility of "reciprocal j ustice, " 
which can have a d istinct chi l l ing effect on one 's  readiness to sanction 
another frivolously or spiteful ly .  7 1  While these sorts of fluid, situated, 
and ambiguous processes may seem troubling at first glance, they pale in 
comparison to the blatant brutalism of state-bound policies . Thus, while 
i t  i s  apparent that anarchist  communities sometimes sanction repres­
sively, they more often do so restitutively or restoratively-with the criti­
c a l  po int  be ing that  in  anarch i s t  sett ings there is no state or other  
institutional apparatus to carry out  such punishments, only actual people 
with ostensible ties to their fellow community members . When sanction­
ing does ensue, the face-to-face nature of relations in anarchist commun­
i t ies  at l ea s t  g ives  soc i a l  contro l  a more h u m a n e  q u a l i ty tha n  the 
mediated, institutional, and repressive methods of the state . 

Conflicts and Resolutions 

Beyond occasionally imposing diffuse sanctions,  it is a lso the case that  
" al l  societies, even the most  cooperative of them, have to find methods 
of resolving conflict, [since] conflict is j ust one part of social l ife .  It is a 
natura l and integral d imension of human interaction and activity . " 72 
Closely related to sanctioning practices,  then, we must consider those 
soci a l  processes o ften denoted as  conflict resolution-which i s  not a 
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distinct sphere in anarchist settings but merely another mode of negotiat­
ing  the constant  ( a nd  l a rge ly  po s i t iv e )  tens ion  between ind iv idua l  
autonomy and communal existence. Are instances o f  theft o r  assault, for 
example, "crimes " against the community ,  or are they better conceived 
as personal disputes between individual  parties ? In anarchist settings, 
without a centra l state apparatus for administration and enforcement, 
acts of trespass or aggression are more likely to be treated as disputes of 
a civil nature, with the added dimension that the community itse l f  is 
directly involved in the resolution process .  What is left that we might term 
crime is conduct that violates social norms and for which there is no spe­
cific victim except the community itself, such as the theft of shared food 
suppl ies  or betraying the community ' s  confidence to authorit ies  for 
personal gain. 

But for the bu lk of human interactions,  the daily incursions we face 
when living in community and acting in concert are of the interpersonal 
variety: ideological disputes, personal ity conflicts, power plays, territori­
al ism, romantic triangles, cu ltural antagonisms, and the l ike. Of critical 
importance, then, are the processes by which disputes are resolved in 
anarchist communities-since the methods adopted serve both as a means 
of resolving conflict and as  a fluid, participatory form of social control .  
In  this regard, Tifft notes that 

experiences of personal conflict are essential to creative assessment 
and change. It means that  we must restore l ife and the settlement 
of disputes to a direct face-to-face and collective process. This means 
no institutional ization of conflict resolution .  It means a iring the 
complexities of the dispute situation and of al l  our col lective futures 
to reach toward new understandings . . . .  Face-to-face j u stice is an 
outgrowth of  l ife ,  needing no special  or permanent personages or 
l ang u ages ,  no  office of  authority or imposit ion .  [Therefore , ]  a 
response to interpersonal conflict cannot be reasonably articulated 
before the conflict has arisen, only afterwards and after it has not 
been resolved to the mutual satisfaction of the persons involved. 73 

Thus, the first level of anarchist conflict resolution is the affected parties 
themselves working out a mutual ly agreeable and socia l ly productive 
arrangement; only in cases of  genu ine impasse is a more formal process 
( i . e . ,  commu ni ty invo lvement )  r equ i red .  74 Barc lay  c i te s  n u merous  
anthropological examples, including those in which the entire community 
is involved in resolving intractable disputes-those in which "disputes are 
to be settled by mediation, and no vio lence is tolerated, " and those in 
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which "go betweens" serve to  facilitate mediation?5 Black similarly ana­
lyzes processes including the appointment of a mediator and the presence 
of  " local  influentials ,  chosen for wisdom and diplomacy , "  who work 
with interested parties to resolve disputes-concluding that, "whether 
an individual or a group . . .  the third party typically is more an agent of 
compromise than of j udgment. " 76 Purchase l ikewise notes that the hall­
mark of mediators is that they possess "no power or authority to enforce 
[their] decisions . "  77 So who then, if anyone, possesses power in anarchist 
collectives ? 

Authority, Power, and Consensus 

As with the maintenance of social order as a whole, anarchist commun­
ities do not entail  the elimination of attributes such as power and author­
i ty ;  rather ,  they contempla te new a p p l ica t ions  of these  endemic  
tendencies. In  such settings, authority might be  characterized as " recog­
nized competence within a certa in field, and the right to take and carry 
out decisions with the assent of every person whom the decisions affect. 
Authority thus defined is not the oppos ite or the enemy of freedom but 
its necessary complement. " 78 In Social Anarchism, Giovanni Baldell i  pro­
vides initial  guidance as to how this might look: 

"coercive power must be reduced to a minimum and put in as  many 
hands as possible " 

"claims to authority must be rej ected if they are established by force" 
"each authority must be answerable to several others that are equally 

responsible to several more " 
"no person in his relationship with another should be exempt from 

j udgment by a third " 
" overwhelming power should always be with the third party " ;  and 
" access to a third party, available to everyone, should be to many third 

parties, not to one only . "  79 

Compare Bookchin ' s  discussion of authority in " organic " societies ,  
which devolves essential ly upon " guidance, lacking the  usual  accouter­
ments of command. Its 'power' is functional rather than politica l , "  and 
those possessing it are genera lly viewed more so as "advisors, teachers, 
and consultants, esteemed for their experience and wisdom. " 80 

Putting al l  of th is together, a vision begins to emerge of an anarchist 
community in which individuals are free to exercise authority in areas of 
particular skill or interest while following, assisting, and learning in other 
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spheres, creating a space "where reputations and other statuses fluctuate 
from one day to the next. " 8 1 As Michael Bakunin described it, in an anar­
chist community, "each directs and is directed in his turn . Therefore there 
is no fixed and constant authority, but a continual exchange of mutual,  
temporary, and,  a bove all ,  voluntary authority and su bordination .  " 82 
Thoroughly diffuse and decentral ized, power is free to course through 
the conduits of the community, finding its way into action through those 
best attuned to its resonance for the task at hand; power thus conceived 
fosters an a ir of spo ntaneous creative energy, in  which chores become 
" happenings " and works are events-and stil l  somehow structures are 
erected, people fed, fires fought, decisions made, and children reared.  8 3 
In th is way, an anarchist community gets the most out of the energies of 
its members, maximizing its human potential, while preserving both indi­
vidual autonomy and group consensus as well. 

On this point, it has often been observed that absent central authority, 
practices of social order are generally established by consensus, in which 
community norms and decisions are unanimously agreed upon through 
processes of active participation and open debate. Kropotkin was an early 
advocate of such methods, analyzing the historical  preference for unanim­
ity in community decision making, whereby " the discussions continue 
until  all present agree to accept, or submit to, some decision ,"  since there 
exists " no authority in a vi l lage community to impose a decis ion . " 84 
Perhaps somewha t ironical ly ,  consensus i s  not u n iversa l ly  accepted 
among anarchists, yet i t  has been an important part of anarchist praxis 
that represents a potentially horizontal form of group decision making 
by seeking " input and guidance from all  participants in a project, " like­
wise by striving to minimize group pressure at the expense of individual­
ism by ensuring that "no one is coerced into taking part in  a course of  
action that they have not  agreed to or of which they do not  approve . " 85 
While some find it to contain subtle forms of oppression, consensus none­
theless enjoys significant popularity in anarchist settings, and it  actively 
works to " include specific practices to recognize and address the silencing 
of marg ina l ized and  oppressed  grou p s . " 8 6 In  so do ing ,  consensus  
recognizes that " al l  persons have some part of the truth, " and  thus they 
ought to be included in exercising any use of col lective power that might 
. h 87 Impact t em. 

As with the concomitant processes of sanctioning, d ispute resolution, 
and authority, the appearance of power in anarchist settings is diffuse in 
the sense that every member of the group is equally entitled to be a direct 
and active participant in the creation of community norms and in the 
entire decision-making process itself. In this way, individuals acquire a 
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deeper sense of the meaning and purpose of the " rules " extant in the 
community ,  rendering superfluous the need for institutionalization and 
even codification.  The benefits of conceiving social order as an organic, 
ongoing agreement derived through direct participation and consensual  
processes are manifold, not the least of which is to encourage an environ­
ment in which cooperation and not competition becomes the predomi­
nant  a im o f  both the group and its indiv i dua l  const ituents .  As Ti fft 
concludes, under such conditions people will by and large " institute the 
principle of j ustice-to each according to need, taking into account the re­
sources available to the community .  " 8 8  It is not an exact science by any 
means ,  but  i t  sta nds i n  m arked contrast to the i ncidence of  poverty , 
neglect, inequality, and even genocide that we see in a world dominated 
by nation-states and market ideologies. Beyond merely constituting a set 
of potential alternatives in theory, contemporary anarchism presents a 
number of collaborative examples that merit closer attention. 

Cases in Point 

While a comprehensive l isting of anarchist collaborations and collective 
experiments would be impossible to produce, the primary categories in 
which these exemplars fa l l  are in tentional communities , autonomous 
zones, egalitarian collectives, and decentralized networks.  Some anarchist 
a lte rnatives exist  between or  a mong these spheres ( such as the " free 
skool "  concept that is d iscussed in the following section ) ,  whereas others 
are squarely identified-sometimes by their very name-with a particular 
form of organizing. It will be useful  here to consider a few of these exam­
ples of anarchist action-in-concert in order to move from theory to prac­
t ice ,  a n d  l ikewise  to deepen the a n a lys i s  of  how a n a rch i sm ' s  do- i t­
yourself ethic is often balanced by a strong desire to do th ings together 
as wel l .  As one commentator notes ,  " there is some burden to show how 
an anarchist vision might function in reality .  " 89 Fortunately, the contem­
porary milieu provides us with many intriguing examples . 

Intentional Communities 

One of the longest-running communities based expressly on anarchist 
principles i s  Freetown Christiania in Copenhagen, Denmark . Founded 
in 1 97 1  on the site of a former military barracks, the space quickly drew 
an eclectic mix of squatters, hippies,  col lectivists, and anarchists to its 
straightforward,  egal itarian miss ion based on a "magical  mixture o f  
anarchy and l ove " :  " The ob j ective of  Christ ia n ia  is  to create a se lf­
governing society whereby each and every individual holds themselves 
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responsible over the wellbeing of the entire community . Our society is to 
be economically self-sustaining and, as such, our aspiration is to be stead­
fast in our conviction that psychological and physical destitution can be 
averted .  " 90 The community has endured numerous controversies and 
conflicts ( both within its confines and with the larger society ) over issues 
including drugs, violence, and other governmental pressures brought to 
bear on its existence. Nonetheless, Christiania still survives into its fourth 
decade,  and tod ay it even includes a community radio and televis ion 
stat ion,  a vegetar ian restaurant,  an  organic market, and even its own 
internal currency. 

An ethnography of the community, conducted in 1 976 and sponsored 
by the Nationa l  Museum of Denmark ,  descr ibed C h rist i an ia  as " a  
relaxed and tolerant form o f  vil lage life, which i s  opposed to the norms 
of the surrounding society, " manifesting a "positive tolerance . . .  towards 
what is traditionally called deviant behavior, " where even crimes such as 
theft are " seen as an act that is necessary for the offender, an act ca used 
by certain social and economic circumstances, a problem which can only 
be solved collectively, " and in which " there is a close connection between 
the decisions that are taken and the people they apply to .  " 9 1  A 2003  
assessment of this unique community further found that "government i s  
fu lly democratic, and  al l  maj or decisions are reached at open meetings 
to which everyone residing in Christiania is invited . When a general meet­
ing is in progress, the shops and cafes close down and discussion of items 
on the agenda continues until a consensus is reached. " 92 While caution­
ing that "Christiania is not to be imagined in terms of an anarchist idyll , " 
it remains the case that this  " bold and enduring social  experiment" has 
been in operation for decades, and in that time its members have " bui lt 
houses, schools, playgrounds, opened shops and restaurants, galvanized 
social awareness, hosted some memora ble musical events, run a variety 
of cooperatives ,  esta bl i shed recyc l ing progra ms and wind and so lar  
power projects, and developed a participatory form of d irect democracy 
and administration of financial funds and communal resources. " 93 

Perhaps the best-known communal system is  the Israeli  kibbutz, but 
less widely perceived are its  anarchist underpinnings. James Horrox has 
reclaimed part of that narrative, describing the kibbutz as  a "voluntary, 
self-governing community, administered democratically by its members 
with neither lega l sanction nor any framework of coercive authority to 
ensure conformity to its collectively-agreed upon behavioral norms . " 94 

In 1 9 1 0 , the first settlement was founded,  comprising "a cooperative 
community without exploiters or exploited, "  in which members enjoyed 
" pol i tica l and mater ia l  equ a l i ty ,  freedom and democracy,  [ and ]  the 
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elimination of al l  forms of hierarchy. " 95 The day-to-day workings of the 
k ibbutz are based on "communal ownership of all property, including 
the means of production and consumption, mutual  responsibi l ity and 
mutua l  a i d ,  c o m m u n a l  product ion and consu mpt ion ,  a n d  d i rect ly  
democratic self-management [with ] no need for formal ized rules and 
sanct ions  enforced by a spec ia l ized body of  coerc ive  lega l i nst i tu­
tions "-resulting in a remarka ble condition in which crime is virtually 
non-existent. 96 Despite external pressures of militarism and nationalism, 
inc luding the steady co-optation of the k ibbutz into an  a uthoritarian 
mythos, a new generation of kibbutzim are " consciously reinvoking the 
movement's anarchist progenitors as  inspiration for its future d irections ,"  
including the  appearance of  " a n  anti-authoritar ian,  consensus-driven 
structure rising up within the Israeli state-alongside it-in a federated 
all iance of communal groups . " 97 

Autonomous Zones 

Hakim Bey popularized the notion of the "temporary autonomous zone" 
as something akin to "an uprising which does not engage directly with the 
State, a guerilla operation which liberates an area . . .  and then dissolves 
itse lf  to re-form elsewhere/elsewhen, before the State can crush it .  " 9 8  
While th is may work well as poetry to  fuel anarchist imaginations, "one 
must be careful not to underestimate the rather large amounts of rea l 
labor required to keep such autonomous zones running, " as Jeff Shantz 
observes. 99 "Despite their heterotopian character, such spaces are con­
structed of the mundane, the everyday . 0 0 0 In the end, it is how well the 
demands of the everyday are met that can determine the success or fai lure 
of a utonomous zones . " 1 0 0 The notion of  l iberating a space in which 
anarchy can " break out" for any length of time beyond the purely ephem­
eral is a complex task fraught with myriad challenges, both internal and 
external .  One of the more successfu l  attempts to liberate and hold space 
in  th i s  m a nner  is the O l d  M a rket  Autonomous  Zone  ( A -Z o n e )  in 
Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada.  Founded in 1 9 95 ,  the A-Zone is located 
in Winnipeg's  Exchange District, "an area of the city with a deep tradi­
tion of class struggle and anti-fascist organizing, going back to the 1 9 1 9  
General Strike, the 1 93 0s street fights between workers and fascists, not 
to mention the visits of well-known anarchists such as Peter Kropotkin, 
Emma Goldman, and Rudolf Rocker. " 1 0 1  The basic idea is t o  link " like­
minded individua l s  and organizations, activists, as  well as alternative 
worker-run businesses " and " to enhance the activist movement by help­
ing to nurture a community of solidarity and resistance, and by recogniz­
ing the interrelatedness of all our struggles . "  1 02 
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The centerpiece of the A -Zone  is the Mondragon Bookstore a n d  
Coffeehouse ,  " a  pol i t ica l  bookstore,  vega n resta urant  and  h o m e  t o  
Sacco & Vanzetti 's organic grocery store [that i s ]  organized as a workers 
col lective . We have no manager, and all worker members , regardless of 
starting ski l l  or seniority, earn the same rate of pay. " 1 03 Mondragon's  
Policy Handbook memoria l izes i ts  commitment to open information, 
participatory decision making, consensual organ izing, egalitarian distri­
bution, and an anti-oppression agenda : "We work to uproot instances 
of  racism, sexi sm, homophobia ,  transphobia ,  c lass i sm,  a b le i sm,  and  
other forms of oppression in our  workplace and to  provide a space safe 
from oppressive practices . " 1 04 Mondragon (and the A-Zone in which it 
is located) has become "a focal point for activism in Winnipeg, and has 
contributed to a larger community and culture of resistance in the city .  
Its existence and example has  a lso inspired activists in other cities, across 
Canada and the Un ited States ,  wh o have written wanting advice and 
inform ation a bout start ing up  their own proj ects . " 1 05 In th is  sense ,  
Mondragon and the A-Zone have moved beyond the " temporary " l iber­
ation of space and have thus served to perpetuate a working model of co­
operative anarchism in practice. 

Egalitarian Collectives 

ABC No Rio is a "collectively-run center for art and activism "  in New 
York, "known internationally as a venue for oppositional culture. " 1 06 It 
was founded in 1 9 80  " to faci litate cross-pollination between artists and 
activists " and to create a "place where people share resources and ideas 
to impact society, culture, and community. " 1 07 The community is "com­
mitted to socia l  j us tice, equal ity, anti-a uthoritar ianism,  a utonomous 
action, collective processes, and to nurturing a lternative structures and 
institutions operating on such principles " ;  it includes " punks, nomads, 
squatters, fringe dwellers, and those among society's disenfranchised . "  1 08 
In addition to its networking venue, art gallery, and event space, ABC No 
Rio sponsors a number of ongoing " affiliated proj ects, " including Books 
Through Bars ( "an all-volunteer project which sends free books and read­
ing materia l  to prisoners nationwide " ) , Food Not Bombs (which " pre­
p a res  and  serves  hea lthy vegan food to the homele s s  in Tompki n s  
Square Park,  a n d  often serves at  protests a n d  demonstrat ions in  the 
New York City area " ) , and the Lower East Side Biography Project (which 
"tra ins individuals in all aspects of digital video through the production 
of  video biographies of  long-term Lower East Side residents " ) . 1 09 ABC 
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No Rio is one of the longest-running col lectives in North America and has 
deep roots in its local community. 

Founded in December 2 0 0 3 ,  the Iron Ra i l  l i bra ry and bookstore 
" is  committed to anarchist, anti-authoritarian, feminist, anti-racist, queer­
positive and class-conscious politics, and to providing a lternative l iterature 
and information to the people of New Orleans. " 1 1 0 The Iron Rail is "a col­
lectively owned and operated, all-volunteer, non-profit reading room, lend­
ing library, bookshop, and community space with over 7,000 titles for free 
borrowing " ;  the vast collection includes works on "anarchist action, anar­
chist theory, and the histories of overlooked groups, struggles, and individ­
uals, " plus numerous texts on "feminism, gender, race, class, sexuality, sex 
work,  how-to books about crafts and DIY-bike fixing, cooking, monkey­
wrenching, gardening. " t t l The Iron Rail is "one of the largest col lectively­
run radical libraries in the country [and] was the first library in metro New 
Orleans to re-open after the disastrous failure of the government levees in 
2005,  and for several months [was] the only functioning library in the 
city. " 1 1 2 The organization of the collective reflects its values: 

We believe in a world without domination and oppression and in 
working to undermine a uthoritar ian structures of power. As an  
a n a rch i s t  co l lect ive ,  the I ron  Ra i l  h a s  no  bosses  or  managers . 
Group decis ions a re made col lectively in  weekly  meetings ,  and  
members are encouraged to  be  creative in initiating individual proj ­
ects . The bookstore is operated by volunteers who bel ieve in the 
importance of establishing a lternatives to capita lism, while creating 
new public spaces and supporting community projects. t t J 

The collective offers the following " Policies and Points of Unity "  that 
further serve to define the scope and mission: t t 4 

1 .  We are working towards the creation of a new society based on par­
ticipatory economic and social structures as  a replacement for capi­
talism and the state . 

2 .  We bel ieve that helping to provide wider access to education and 
information wil l  help us build this society. 

3 .  We recogn ize capita l i sm and the state as inherently oppress ive ,  
exploiting us al l  to various degrees and in different ways depending 
on our age, gender, skin color, sexual orientation, abi lities, cu lture 
and class. We therefore oppose all forms of oppression and are com­
mitted, in part through education and the development of personal 
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support  system s ,  to the ir  a b o l i t ion in  soc iety a n d  in  our  own 
collective. 

4. We be l i eve that  mak ing our  dec i s ions  co l lect ive ly  in a non­
h ierarc hical ,  anti-authoritar ian manner empowers our members 
through worker self-management and is the only way to organize a 
project based on collective l iberation .  Putting our principles into 
practice, we strive to serve as an example of the kind of society we 
are working to create as anarchists . 

Decentralized Networks 

In Chapter Two, a sample of network s were described in which local  
autonomous units l ink with similar efforts elsewhere (even worldwide ) 
to create a decentralized "whole " that functions as a bottom-up, horizon­
ta l quasi-organization; specific examples cited included Food Not Bombs, 
Crimethlnc . ,  and Indymedia . To those we can add the Anarchist Black 
Cross (ABC),  which traces its earliest roots back to the coordinated provi­
sion of  materials  and support to anarchist prisoners at the turn of the 
twentieth century. Like other decentral ized networks, the ABC is a con­
cept and not a top-heavy organization, meaning that anyone doing work 
within its basic principles can adopt the moniker. In the case of the ABC, 
this led to r i fts and sp l intering to some extent, but it  also yielded an 
expansion of the mission and a wider variety of prison support mecha­
nisms .  In 1 9 95 ,  a small  group of ABC col lectives merged to form the 
Anarchist Black Cross Federation (ABCF ) ,  with the specific intention to 
support people  who are in " pr ison as a result  of consc ious  po lit ica l  
action, for building resistance, building and leading movements and revo­
lution . . .  for making change . " 1 1 5 The ABCF has a fa irly elaborate struc­
ture for maintaining and operating the federation, with the overarching 
aim being the establishment of " tactical unity" among the various collec­
tives. 1 1 6 In 200 1 ,  a paral lel and less formal entity was formed, called the 
Anarch ist Black Cross Network (ABCN) ;  whereas the ABCF focuses on 
political prisoners and regulates its membership, the ABCN was designed 
to confront prison issues in  a more genera l sense (e .g . ,  as  connected to 
poverty, racism, and human rights vio lations ) and opened the network 
to any  ent ity work ing  on  pr i son  a b o l i t ion  in genera l .  At  a 2 0 0 3  
conference, the ABCF and ABCN attempted t o  resolve their differences 
and reclaim the original spirit of the ABC. 

There are many additiona l  examples of anarchist  networks, federa­
tions, collectives, and the like-far too many to cite here ( the notion of 
"g loba l  networks " in particu lar  wi l l  be discussed in Chapter Six ) .  In 
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terms of broad categories of engagement, there are clusters of infoshops, 
bookstores ,  and publ i shing houses ;  archives,  databases,  and l i stservs; 
community centers, social spaces, and performance sites; neotribal gath­
erings and anonymous high-tech cadres; alternative currency exchanges, 
free economy groups, and work equity co-ops; activist workshops, book 
fairs, and academic associations. In each instance, and to varying degrees, 
the navigation of individual expression and col lective cohesion is always 
in play, as  is the dual tendency to critical ly engage the dominant order 
while modeling a via ble a lternative as to both methods and substance . 
In fact, for many contemporary anarchists working collaboratively, there 
is no clear distinction between the processes employed and the group's  
substantive a ims ;  rather, the two spheres are mutually reinforcing and 
contribute equally to telling a story about anarchism's efficacy and desir­
ability as a mode of living in-and learning about-our world . 

Teach Your Children Well (and Vice Versa) 

In this sense, al l  of the entities noted above embody an educative function 
in terms of commu nicating the practical  workings of anarchism as a 
dynamic form of social order. Indeed, one of the central features of anar­
chist praxis throughout history has been an emphasis on liberating educa­
tion from its  restrict ive ,  compul sory ,  and dehumaniz ing fetters . 1 1 7 

Anarchists have long recognized that education in its broadest sense can 
be a double-edged sword, containing not only an emancipatory impulse 
but an authoritarian one as well; as Joel Spring has observed, " schools 
came into being as  a means of shaping the moral  and social  bel iefs of  
the population for the benefit of a dominant elite . "  1 1 8  In this context, it 
appears that " schools are an extension of the state ;  they reproduce the 
class, sex, race and other divisions on which the state is bui lt. " 1 1 9 Like 
many others schooled in formal settings that are licensed and/or adminis­
tered by the state, anarchists apprehend the normative strictures of  the 
educational  system, the obligatory nature of public schooling, and the 
problematic appearance of the teacher as  a " secular priest. " 1 20 As Ivan 
I l l ich explains in  his c lass ic work Deschooling Society, the repressive 
potentia ls of formal education oftentimes increase a s  one advances up 
the scholastic ladder: 

The un ivers ity grad uate has been sch ooled for se lective service 
among the r ich of the world . . . .  Schools select for each successive 
level those who have,  at  earlier stages in  the game, proved them­
selves good risks for the establi shed order. Having a monopoly on 
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both the resources for learning and the investiture of social roles, the 
university coopts the discoverer and the potential dissenter. 1 2 1  

Despite such moments of co-optation, there are possib ilities for dissidence 
presented in the university setting; a lthough, as Illich cautions, there are 
serious limitations as well: 

There is no question that at present the university offers a unique 
combination of  circumstances which a llows some of its members 
to critic ize the whole of society. It provides time, mobil ity, access 
to peers and information, and a certain impunity-privileges not 
equally available to other segments of the population . But the uni­
versity provides this freedom only to those who have already been 
deeply initiated into the consumer society and into the need for some 
kind of obligatory public schooling. 1 22 

Picking up on these themes and challenges, contemporary critics often 
seek to construct practical visions of l iberatory education that avoid the 
pitfal ls  identified by Illich . Work ing from the premises that " the nature 
of most schooling is anti-d ialogica l ,  breeds dependency, subserviency or 
identification with those who a lready hold power, [and]  susta ins  the 
existing power arrangements , "  Larry Fisk cal l s  for a " problem-posing 
educat io n "  that  begins with a se l f-cr i ti ca l  " awareness of  one ' s  own 
oppressed or flawed consciousness and conditioning . "  1 23 Fisk posits a 
framework that fosters "moral intelligence and peacemaking skills " and 
that can " provide a holistic climate within which the sense of powerless­
ness or fatalism can be chal lenged. " 1 24 Focusing upon famil iar themes 
such as "process, critical thinking, and self-discipline, " this type of educa­
tion "erodes dependency and fatalism by al lowing us to see and experi­
ence the world as problematic, unfinished, and exposed to the change 
which we can help bring about. " 125 Specifically, Fisk calls for an educa­
tional paradigm in which "people learn values and attitudes which move 
them to act effectively in particular ways: against war, for environmental 
protection, " and which " actively promotes j ustice,  conflict resolution, 
service-tra ining,  and non-violent action . "  1 26 Such sentiments mirror 
I l l ich's earl ier insight that " the inverse of school i s  possible " and more­
over that 

a desira ble future depends on our del iberate ly choosing a l i fe of 
action over a l ife of consumption,  on our engendering a l i festyle 
which will enable us to be spontaneous, independent, yet related to 
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each other, rather than maintaining a lifestyle which only al lows us 
to make and unmake, produce and consume-a style of life which 
is  merely a way station on the road to the depletion and pollution 
of the environment. 1 27 

I l l i ch ,  whose  a nti- au thor i tar ian cr i ti que  of  forma l education h a s  
strongly influenced the development o f  contemporary anarchist perspec­
tives , desires a society in which "we can depend on self-motivated learn­
ing instead of employing teachers to bribe or compel the student to find 
the time and the will to learn " and, further, one where "we can provide 
the learner with new l inks to the world instead of continu ing to funnel 
all  educationa l  programs through the teacher . "  1 28 In many important 
respects, this is a decidedly anarchistic approach to learning, since anar­
chism has always sought to let "a thousand flowers bloom" rather than 
impose a specific blueprint for social change . 1 29 Sensitive to such themes, 
the anarchist critique of formal education reflects larger concerns about 
the nature of hierarchy and officia l coercion, as Ward bluntly concludes: 

Ultimately the social function of education is to perpetuate society : 
it is the socialising function. Society guarantees its future by rearing 
its children in its own image . . . .  The educational system is the larg­
est instrument in the modern state for telling people what to do . . . .  
Compulsory education is bound up historically, not only with the 
printing press ,  the rise of  Protestantism and capital ism, but with 
the growth of the idea of the nation itself  . . . .  It is in  the nature of 
p u bl ic  au thorit ies  to run coercive and  hierarchica l  inst itut ions 
whose u ltimate function is to perpetuate social  inequa lity and to 
brainwash the young into the acceptance of their particular s lot  in  
the organized system. 1 30 

As Bakunin pla intively inquired in the late nineteenth century, " must 
we, then, eliminate from society al l  instruction and abolish al l  schools ? 
Far from it ! " 1 3 1 Instead,  Bakunin envisioned the positive and proactive 
creation of " schools of human emancipation " :  

From these schools will be absolutely eliminated the smallest appli­
cations or manifestations of the principle of authority . They will be 
schools no longer; they will be popular academies, in which neither 
pupils nor masters will be known, where the people will come freely 
to get, if they need it, free instruction, and in which, rich in their own 
exper ience ,  they wi l l  teach  in the i r  turn many th ings  to the 
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professors who shall bring them knowledge which they lack . This, 
then, will  be a mutua l  instruction,  an act of intellectual fraternity 
between the educated youth and the people . 1 32 

Following Bakunin, perhaps the quintessential early model of anarchist 
education wa s the Modern School founded in Spain by Francisco Ferrer 
in 1 90 1 ,  who launched this effort with due regard to the fact that " ru lers 
have a lways taken care to control the education of the people; they know 
better than any that their power is based entirely on the school, and they 
therefore insist  on reta ining their monopoly of it . " 1 3 3  To counter this 
oppressive, indoctrinating force, Ferrer proposed and implemented a 
school built on humanistic, natural istic, and holistic principles:  

We a re convinced tha t  the education of the futu re will  be of  an 
entirely spontaneous nature; certa inly we cannot as  yet realize it ,  
but the evolution of methods in the direction of a wider comprehen­
sion of the phenomena of life, and the fact that all advances toward 
perfection mean the overcoming of restraint-all thi s  indicates that 
we are in the right when we hope for the deliverance of the child . . . .  
We c a n  destroy a l l  which i n  the present school  a n swers to the 
organization of constraint, the artificial surroundings by which chil­
dren are separated from nature and life ,  the intellectual and moral 
d isc ip l ine made u se of to impose ready-made ideas  upon them, 
beliefs which deprave and ann ihilate natural bent. Without fear  of 
deceiving ourselves,  we can restore the chi ld to the environment 
which entices it ,  the environment of nature . 1 34 

In this sense, as Ward infers, " the anarchist approach to education is 
grounded ,  not  i n  a c ontempt for l earn ing ,  but in  a respect for the 
learner . " 1 3 5 Indeed, the anarchist vis ion contemplates that " the pupi l  
must  be trusted to determine h is  [or her] own curriculum, " thus embrac­
ing Paulo Freire's pedagogica l insight that " education must begin with 
the solution of the teacher-student contradiction, by reconciling the poles 
of the contrad ict ion so that  both are s imu l taneous ly  teachers  and 
students . "  1 36 In attempting to depict how such a "community of schol­
ars " might  function ,  P a u l  Goodman conceived a working a narchist  
model in which 

a core faculty of about five professors secede from a school, taking 
some of their students with them . . .  and set up a small  unchartered 
un iversity that would be nothing but an association .  Ten teachers 
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would constitute a sufficient faculty for such a community of schol­
ars .  With individua l  c la sses of  a bout  fifteen . . .  the stu dents and 
teachers create a smal l  university where they can associate in  the 
traditional way, but entirely dispensing with the external control, 
administration, and bureaucratic machinery and other excrescences 
that have swamped our communities of scholars .  1 37 

In h i s  coro l l a ry ca l l  for a n  " education of  the aesthet ic  sens ib i l ity , "  
Herbert Read assessed the qua lities that " the good teacher " i n  such a 
setting ought to embody: 

He [sic] will try to establish a relationship of reciprocity and trust 
between himself and his pupil, and one of co-operation and mutual 
aid between all the individuals  within his care [so that] the group 
develops spontaneously a social life and cohesion which is indepen­
dent of the teacher. We can aim at mak ing our teachers the friends 
rather than the masters of their pupils; as  teachers they will not lay 
down ready-made rules, but will encourage their children to carry 
out their own cooperative activit ies,  and th us spontaneously to 
elaborate their own rules .  The teacher must be primarily a person 
and not a pedagogue, a friend rather than a master or mistress, an 
infinitely patient collaborator. 1 38 

Similarly, Leo Tolstoy-who took part of his personal fortune to found 
over a dozen schools for peasants based on " purely l ibertarian  princi­
ples " -focused on the voluntaristic aspects of anarchist pedagogy, bring­
ing on teachers who were "young radical students" themselves: 

The school has evolved freely from the principles introduced into it 
by teachers and pupils . . . .  The pupil  has always had the right not 
to come to school,  or, having come, not to l isten to the teacher . . . .  
O beying only natural laws, flowing from their nature, [the pupils]  
revolt and grumble when they have to obey your untimely interfer­
ence. They do not bel ieve in  the lega l ity of your bells, rosters and 
rules  . . . .  The best  policy and admin istrative system for a school  is 
to allow the scholars perfect freedom of learning and of governing 
themselves as they like. 1 39 

In this light, we can discern-in addition to the quest to secure individ­
ual autonomy-that it is equally the case that " higher education" in the 
anarchist lexicon " is ideally based upon a long and laudable tradition of 
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a utonomous,  'anarchical ly self-regulating'  communities .  " 1 40 In other 
words, j ust as individual pupils will learn to be self-regulating, so too will 
the learning communities they create, as Ward observed in describing the 
student revolts of the 1 960s :  

What a delicious ,  but predictable irony,  that real education,  self­
education ,  shou ld  on ly come from locking out  or  ignoring the 
expensive academic hierarchy.  The students' revolt  was a micro­
cosm of anarchy, spontaneous, self-directed activity replacing the 
power structure by a network of autonomous groups and individ­
uals .  What the students experienced was that sense of l iberation that 
comes from tak ing your own dec is ions and assuming your own 
responsibilities. It is an experience that we need to carry far beyond 
the privileged world of higher education, into the factory, the neigh­
borhood, the daily lives of people everywhere. 1 4 1 

As the image comes into sharper focus,  we see that over time " learning 
a n d  teach ing  wi l l  become an i n tegrated e lement  of l i fe i t se l f  . . . .  
Everybody will be a student and a teacher at the same time. The transmis­
sion of wisdom, know-how, theories ,  styles will  always accompany all 
productive or reflective processes . " 1 42 In this manner, "a kind of school 
system can be organized , "  one that " will  be completely voluntary" and 
for which "there will be no standardization of school systems, no official 
programs . "  1 43 And thus we enter the free skoal. 

In recent years, a new movement has arisen, based on the lessons of his­
tory and  the tenets of anarch i sm.  O ften intentiona l ly  misspe l led  a s  
" skool " to  indicate its anti-school and  anti-formal istic tendencies, this 
burgeoning phenomenon counts dozens of exemplars, primarily in the 
United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom. Its purpose is inherently 
revolutionary: 

A free skool is a decentralized network in which skills, information, 
and knowledge are shared without hierarchy or the institutional  
environment of  formal schooling. Free skools are  explicitly rooted 
in an a narch i s t  tra d i t ion of co l lectiv i sm,  a utonomy,  a n d  se l f­
reliance, and feature informal, non-a uthoritarian learning outside 
of the monetary economy. From the Free Skool Santa Cruz website: 
" More than j ust an opportunity to learn, we see Free Skool as a 
direct chal lenge to dominant institutions and hierarchical relation­
ships . Part of creating a new world is  resistance to the old one, to 
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the relentless commodification o f  everything, including learning and 
the way we relate to each other . " 144 

Free skools often embrace the basic philosophy of " we are a l l  teachers, 
and we are all students , "  striving to exist outside the structures of state 
regulation and capitalism's profit motive . Education in  the free skool is 
offered and received without expectation of payment, and the settings 
for the informal  "classes"  themselves are often decentralized throughout 
the community. 

In a l l  of these active visions from history and into the contemporary 
anarchist mi l ieu ,  there is a penchant for processes that are voluntary, 
non-hierarchica l ,  self-directed, informal,  open-ended, non-commercial ,  
and spontaneous.  At the end is a form of school ing that transcends any 
particular meeting time or cla ssroom setting, instead conceiving educa­
tion as part of the everyday experience of life itself, as  a mutually support­
ive and social ly reflective set of conditions that constitutes an ongoing 
"experiment in human living . "  145 In a strong sense, young people (and 
children in particular) can be seen as natural anarchists, and it is through 
cultivating these attributes rather than squelching them with compulsion 
and  disc ip l ine  that the emancipatory potenti a l  of  educat ion i s  most  
readily rea lized. Moreover, the individuals that emerge from such settings 
are likely to be engaged and not disaffected, action-oriented and not apa­
thetic, dissident and not conformist, community-minded and not egocen­
tric. This anti-authoritarian approach to education views "a l l  people as 
capable and worthy of curiosity,  learning, teaching, and creation. " 1 46 In 
this ma nner, the lessons learned in anarchist educational  settings can 
serve to infuse  a n d  inform our  re lationsh ips  at  every level  of  soc ia l  
interaction. 

Identities and Relationships 

In the end, tensions a bout individualism and collectivism are really j u st 
another way of talk ing about relationships . Similarly,  the contours of  
education, labor, socialization, politics,  and more are strongly influenced 
by the nature of the relations upon which they are premised-for exam­
ple, whether they are predominantly horizontal or vertica l .  Anarchism 
strives for the former as  the surest way to preserve autonomy and pro­
mote cooperation, in the view that freedom and equal ity are thoroughly 
conj oined aims. As such, some contemporary anarchists have begun to 
shift the inquiry toward a "relational ethics" that focuses on "the process 
of mutual  d iscovery and knowing one another . . .  through relations of 
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friendship,  sol idarity , and empathy . " 1 47 In th is  l ight, " the question of 
whether or not people are immediately capable of self-organization with­
out rigid structure or control is, then, perhaps not the most relevant one. 
Anarchists, instead ,  might ask: what do people need to learn, what do I 
need to learn, to practice, to become more capable ? How can we support 
each other in those practices, in that learning? " 1 48 Extending the analysis, 
we come to understand anarchism as "an ethics of relationships "-and 
perhaps more to the point, "as  affirming a lternative relationships to those 
of states (and equally, to intertwined hierarchical relationships including 
cap ita l i sm,  patriarchy,  heteronormativity and  colonia l i sm ) "  thro ugh 
the deve lopment  o f  " s us ta i n a b le ,  e mpower ing and ega l i tar ian  
relationships . "  149 

Recal l ing Gu stav Landauer ' s  fa mous ( and  oft-q u oted ) words,  the 
inherently revolutionary potentia l  of his insight begins to ful ly emerge : 
"The state is a social  relationship;  a certain way of people re lating to 
one another. It can be destroyed by creating new social  relationships;  
i .e . ,  by people relating to one another differently. " 1 50 Viewing anarchism 
as a theory and practice of relationships enables us to see beyond the mere 
pol itical  economy of materialist conceptions of revolution, instead mov­
ing toward a truly subversive recla iming of our essential humanity in the 
face of  dehumanization and our innate conviviality as against the state's 
"multitude of opportun ities for intimacy lost. " 1 5 1 As Horrox observes, 
" humanity's  natura l bonds of empathy and fraternity, corrupted by the 
influence of the capitalist state and the trappings of modernity, need to 
be restored in order to create a new kind of society. " 1 52 Accordingly, con­
temporary anarchism has increasingly engaged relational issues of family 
structure, sexua lity, parenting, household management, coha bitation, 
polyamory, " free love, " conflict transformation, non-violent communica­
tion, l istening, and becoming-as well as  matters of social location and 
identity construction bound up with race, class, gender, sexual  orienta­
tion, ability, age, and more. 

Conceiving anarchism in relational terms as a paradigm of radical hor­
izontalism that privileges no set of attributes (e .g . ,  white, male, heterosex­
ual )  over another provides a rea dy basis for rethinking individua lity a s  
both difference and equiva lence, likewise for reconstructing community 
as a form of rediscovered intimacy. Being rendered equal does not serve 
to denigrate the uniq ue self; rather, it  elevates each of us to a place of 
inherent integrity and mutual respect. Extending this horizontalism fur­
ther, we come to see that including nature in the calculus similarly p laces 
humankind in  the advantageous position of being part of an intricate 
a n d  support ive we b ,  rather  than appea r ing a s  its enemy in a fit o f  
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self-defeating egocentrism. And finally, by bringing this maximal,  rela­
tiona l ,  and revolutionary ega litarianism to bear on al l  of humankind,  
we glimpse a vision of a world without militarized borders, where poverty 
and profligacy have been el iminated, and where networks of mutual aid 
can operate globa lly a bsent the h istorical baggage of nation or station .  
This i s  where the next chapter strives to take us .  





CHAPTER 6 

From the Local to the Global 

A narchism is sometimes viewed (even by sympathetic evaluators) as a 
nice idea that could only apply in small-scale settings, if at al l .  At the 

same time, anarchist principles of theorizing and organizing are present 
worldwide in both activist and academic circles. An exploration of some 
of the key local initiatives emerging out of contemporary anarchism sug­
gests that  a nascent global movement may be in the offing; indeed, anar­
ch i sm possesses  an  inherent i nternational i sm that reflects a complex 
b a l a nce of  loca l  act ion with in  a g loba l l y  conn ected network .  
Additional ly ,  the basic anti-sta te and  anti-capital ist premises of anar­
chism present an opportunity for considering different geopolitical  con­
figurations than those promulgated by powerful  interests-which have 
largely brought to the world increa sing warfare, impoverishment, and 
environmental degradation. Anarch ism does not seek to reform the state 
(and its associated processes ) or win power with in its confines, but to 
abol ish it a l together-raising critica l  questions inclu ding what would 
take its place, how to address "people power" struggles for national liber­
ation, and whether emerging networking technologies can be deployed in 
the name of emancipation. Contemporary anarchism directly engages al l  
of these queries.  

At the outset, anarchism's history reflects a remarkably internationalist 
spirit, dating to its anthropologica l  roots in the myriad "stateless soci­
eties " found worldwide that possessed "no formal leaders "-from the 
Inuit of the polar north to the San of the arid south. 1 Rich histories have 
been produced on anarch i s t  orga niz ing i n  Mexico,  Cuba ,  Uruguay,  
Braz i l ,  Argentina ,  and other nations in Central and South America . 2 
Anarchism traces part of its origins (at  least metaphysically) to Lao-Tzu 
and the naissance of Taoism and has found expression in China, Japan, 
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Korea, India, and Indonesia, among other Asian settings . 3 James C. Scott 
has written a particularly fascinating " anarchist history " of Zomia, a vast 
stateless region in  Asia populated by " self-governing peoples"  who re­
present what was once "the great maj ority of humankind.  "4 Likewise, 
in concluding that " anarchism as a way of life is in large measure indige­
nous in Africa , "  Sam Mbah and I .  E .  Igariwey locate contemporary " out­
right anarchist movements " (to varying degrees )  in countries including 
South Africa ,  Nigeria ,  Zimbabwe, Ghana, and Egypt. 5 Anarchist praxis 
has been indicated in  the "Arab Spring " upris ings in the Middle East, 
and anarchists have mainta ined a strong presence in the central global 
hotspot that is Israel and Palestine. 6 In addition to anarchism's influential 
presence in Russia and Eastern Europe, which produced many landmark 
th inkers , there are of  course well-known examples from across Europe, 
including strong manifestations in Greece, Ita ly ,  England,  and perhaps 
most  notably Spa in ,  where anarchists fought against fa sc ism in the 
1 9 30s  and set  up a model  society in the process . Confirming this  global 
scope, a 20 1 0  book ( in German ) on "worldwide anarchism"  includes 
interviews with anarchists from 5 0  countries,  covering al l  continents in 
the process? 

All  of this portrays a thoroughly global  anarchism, even as it remains 
the case that a Eurocentric, U.S . -centric, and/or "Western " perspective 
tends to dominate the field.  This eventuality has clear roots in the legacy 
of co lonia l i sm,  as well as  the u nequa l  d i stribution of education and 
opportu nity that skews to  the  benefit of " First World " nations in the 
global north versus those often pejoratively coded as the "Third World " 
countries of the g lobal  south .  Despite the fact  tha t  a narchist  writers 
(myself inc luded ) at  times perpetuate this imbalance by virtue of their 
sociocultural and geographical locations, it  i s  also true that anarchism 
as  a set of theories and practices works specifical ly to ameliorate such 
effects through concrete efforts bent on decolonization and egalitarian­
ism. One of the key methods for pursuing these aims is the establishment 
of  horizontal networks of exchange and solidarity across national bor­
ders, which often include in  their development a thoroughgoing decon­
struction of  privileges and h ierarchies attendant to race, gender, c lass ,  
and other attributes . Moreover, anarchists labor di ligently to oppose the 
workings of nation-states and corporate globalization alike, thus seeking 
to eradicate two of the most pernicious impediments to a world of equal 
j ustice for al l  its inhabitants . 

A critica l point of reflection for anarchists today i s  to envisage what 
forms of human association would take the place of nation-states in any 
potentia l  anarchist  g lobal  system.  Whereas a l iberal - intern ational ist 
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perspective might advocate for a world governmental  structure a s  a 
means of surmounting mi litarized borders and perpetual national con­
flicts,  and a neoconservative model might devolve upon a single heg­
emonic  s uperpower s u b s u m i ng the wor ld  in  its  orb i t  as a path to 
stability and prosperity, anarchists generally reject both formulations in 
favor of  " bottom-up" processes that are organized from below by indi­
v idua l s  and commu nit ies .  As  we have seen , the primacy o f  persona l  
autonomy i s  central to  anarchism, as i s  the productive necessity of living 
in community with others; beyond this, anarchists grow increasingly sus­
picious of forms of association that expand the scope of governance in 
such a manner as to render direct participation unwieldy. This does not 
necessarily preclude city-level un its of ana lysis or even bioregional per­
spectives, and indeed anarchists at times have argued for both as reason­
able alternatives to the rigidity and bruta lity of the state as  the arbiter of 
world order. The crucial ingredient for anarchists in establishing a global 
model is how these anti-authoritarian un its will  " federate " and coordi­
nate their efforts; in  many ways, this process will be ana logous to the 
ways in which individual l iberty and col lective processes are balanced, 
reflecting the longstanding anarchist premise that freedom and equality 
are mutually inclusive endeavors. 

Global Anarchism: A Primer 

Perhaps the leading figure in recent decades bringing a global perspective 
to anarchism (and v ice versa ) has been Noam Chomsky. His trenchant 
analysis  of world pol itics and current events,  coupled with his  critical  
reading of recent history through a lens of U.S .  imperialism in particular, 
has served to inform and inspire generations of anarchists . In his impres­
sive body of work, Chomsky has elucidated the stark parameters of geo­
pol itics ,  empire building, realpolitik, and ongoing attempts by nation­
states to capital ize on ostensible " threats " as a means of expanding their 
internal control and external hegemony at once. As Chomsky observes, 
the concept of the "enemy" is often used to brand "people who are com­
mitted to these dangerous heresies, such as using their resources for their 
own purposes or bel ieving that the government is committed to the wel­
fare of its own people . " 8 Taking the analysis further, he concludes that 
" the United States quite consistently tries to create enemies . . .  because 
that  j ustifies us in carrying out the violent attacks which we must carry 
out, given the geopolitical conception under which we organize and con­
trol much of the world .  " 9 In the end, Chomsky discerns that the greatest 
actu a l  threa t to U . S .  dominance may wel l  be " s uccessfu l  soc ia l  and  
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economic development in one area , "  which can have the effect of encour­
aging others to extricate themselves " from the system of misery and 
oppression that we've helped to  impose . "  1 0 

Chomsky's analysis provides a useful  point of departure for interpret­
ing global politics in the age of empire building, likewise for understand­
ing (at least in  part) the attempt to crush examples of intransigence and 
insurgency-including those fomented by anarch ists around the world .  
But it also leaves many unanswered questions and points in need of  fur­
ther refinement, including what exactly is to be done (or perhaps more 
to the point, undone) in the face of a rapidly esca lating global hegemony 
that is being facil itated by new technologies and the combined effect of 
military-economic conquest. To some extent, despite his radical approach 
a n d  m a j o r  influence ,  Chomsky  rem a i n s  entrenched with in  the 
Westphalian order that ( a )  constructs geopolitical insights ( even critical 
ones ) around nation-states as the essentia l pieces of the puzzle, ( b )  views 
ideological rifts as  key battlegrounds, and (c )  takes institutional political 
power as the pr ime mover  of wor ld  events . This  i s  not to say that  
Chomsky prefers i t  this way but  merely that  i t  is the paradigm in which 
he is working-and there remains much to be said for this line of thought. 
Still, as John Clark counsels, the landscape is rapidly changing: "The pre­
vail ing world systems 0 0 0 no longer offer us a hopeful prospect of resolv­
ing the va s t  soc ia l  and  eco log ica l  cr i ses  which  now confront  
humanity . 0 • •  What  i s  necessary is  an alternative vis ion of society, the 
future, and indeed rea lity itself: a vision which departs from the tradi­
tional ideologies . " 1 1  

For Clark, that new vision is in fact anarchism. Interestingly, it is more 
o ften the case  th at  internationa l  re lat ions are  sa id  to be  typified by 
anarchy, in the disparaging sense of representing chaos and potentia l  vio­
lence, since there is  no forma l executive authority at the global level to 
enforce laws and impose coercive sanctions as a means of securing com­
pliance. The United Nations is not such an entity, nor is the force of  an 
incipient international law and its relatively toothless tribunals .  The oper­
ative premise in international theory is actually a projection of the logic of 
the nation-state, that is ,  that left to their own devices, individual  units 
( states themselves, in the international order) are fundamentally untrust­
worthy and bent on asserting their power for personal (or national )  gain. 
Perhaps ironically, in the case of nation-states vis-a-vis the international 
community, this Hobbesian logic often appears true. Assertions of supe­
rior power by global hegemons like the United States are thus tolerated 
(if not celebrated ) as necessary-if at times unfortunate-attempts to fill 
the vacuum and impose a police-like sense of order upon an anarchic state 
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of world affairs.  However, as Richard Falk contends, the purported " sol­
ution " has by now become a primary driver of the problem: "The mod­
ern i s t  re l i ance  on the sovere ign terr i tor i a l  s tate . . .  is increas ing ly  
anachron istic and dysfunctional  when it comes  to g lobal  po l i cy  and 
problem-solving. The primacy of the state as  the foundation of human 
community and the state system that continues to constitute the operative 
framework for world order needs to be superseded, or modified, ideo­
logically and behaviorally as rapidly as possible . "  1 2  

T h i s  rea l i za t ion  h a s  l ed  An dre j  G r u b a c i c ,  imp l ic i t ly  fo l l owing 
Clark ' s  insight, to  conclude that " the answer to  'global anarchy' . . .  i s  
'global anarchism. '  " 1 3  Simply put, an anarchical world order composed of 
nation-states is not a condition of anarchism but one of opportunistic 
a uthoritar ianism, in  which state and corporate e l ites j ockey for pos­
ition among themselves, while neither power nor wealth genuinely circulates 
among the masses.  As Falk notes, it increasingly appears that we have 
reached a tipping point defined by " the ideological exhaustion of  state­
centrism as a transformative nexus"-with the bare teeth of empire and nas­
cent fascism steadily being reasserted in response, through means including 
"hyper-nationalism, intensified militarism, xenophobic immigration policy, 
and an endless search for enemies within and without state boundaries. " 1 4  
Against this, Falk concludes that the "genuine challenge for a revived tradi­
tion of anarchism [is] to develop a global vision that al lows its overriding 
concern with freedom of the individual ,  a utonomy of the group, and 
harmony among groups to be responsive to the planetary imperatives of a 
sustainable social life in the early 2 1 st century. " 1 5  Anticipating the coming 
challenge, Clark has sketched an anarchist vision based on 

the replacement of nation-states by federations of communal and 
workplace associat ions;  replacement of corporate capital ist and 
state ownership by self-management of production by the produc­
ers; replacement of the patriarchal authoritarian family by libertar­
ian family and living arrangements; replacement of the megalopolis 
and centralized population distribution by decentralized, ecologi­
cally balanced population patterns; and replacement of centralized, 
high technology by more humanly scaled alternative technologies, 
which are compatible with decentralized, democratic decision mak­
ing ,  and which  are not destruct ive  of  the s o c i a l  and na tura l  
environments . 1 6 

In th is  sense,  by exposing regimes of domination at every level and 
" offering paths to the ir  d ismantl ing that places the a utonomy o f  the 
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individual and the collective at its heart, " anarchism " provides a useful 
intellectual toolkit for scholars of the global, and brings a new perspective" 
of rigorous critique and imaginative reconstruction. 1 7 Recognizing that 
anarch ists in general have engaged in too little "sustained analysis of 'the 
international'  " in favor of more micro-level considerations of individuals 
and communities, Alex Prichard has worked to develop a " deeper anar­
chism; one that does not ignore the international nor retreat to the utopian 
visions of the transformative powers of revolutionary class struggle anar­
chism . " 1 8 Prichard is responding to anarchism's historical impetus toward 
international workers' solidarity as a means of promoting global revolu­
tion . This  trend in  anarchism has  been greatly informed by Michael  
Bakunin's collectivist, insurrectionist approach, which has  been both com­
plemented and counterbalanced by Pierre-Joseph Proudhon's mutualist 
federalism that included the possibil ity of "constitutional ized anarchy " as 
a bas i s  for pol itica l order .  1 9  In practice, whi le  ne ither Bakunin ' s  nor 
Proudhon's formulation was ultimately successful in surmounting state/cor­
porate power, the lessons of their examples serve as important reminders of 
anarchism's simultaneous anti-statism and internationalism. 

While these ( and other) approaches from the c lass ical  era certa inly 
served their purposes and have influenced generations of anarchists in 
the process, today the emphasis for engaging the international frame is 
more on the "translation or circulation of struggles [and] the elaboration 
of cooperation among people in the struggle. "20 The path to globalism, in 
th is view, is to become more deeply rooted in local struggles and to find 
ways to link them together .  As Clark explains,  " unless the inhumane,  
bureaucratic, objectifying relationships created by the state, capita lism, 
and high technology are replaced by personalistic, cooperative relation­
ships arising in  the primary communa l  group, it  cannot be hoped that 
people will have a deep concern for humanity as  a whole . " 2 1 Clark wisely 
d i scerns  that  a n a rch i s ts-fa r from be ing in sufficien tly a ttent ive to 
international concerns-have in actuality infused them within the context 
of everyday existence, communal relationships,  and local struggles for 
dignity,  j ustice, and ecologically balanced lives . This reflects anarchism's 
penchant for grassroots, bottom-up organizing as a means of promoting 
an "organic interdependence beginning with the most basic social units 
and building, through federation, to humanity as a whole . " 22 The ques­
tion thus becomes what level of affil iation we wil l  take a s  the unit of 
analysis ;  despite the geopolitical dominance of nation-states (even in the 
age  of corporate power ) ,  a n a rch i sts re j ec t  the i r  ut i l i ty as a ba s i s  
for association. 
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Anarchists by and large consider the state to be a poor choice for manag­
ing human and environmental affairs . Nation-states exist within the con­
fines of  a rtific ia l  boundarie s ,  often acquired and maintained through 
processes of  warfare or colonia l ism. States are mil itaristic, capitalistic, 
and governed through hierarchica l processes that  at best claim the prob­
lematic mantle of " representation " and at  worst devolve upon naked 
fascism. Anarchists were early critics at the dawn of industrialism to point 
out how state and corporate interests were intertwined and mutual ly 
reinforcing despite at  t imes conveying a public face of opposition that 
serves to generate a fa lse sense of " checks and ba lances " and spirited 
political debate as a means of placating the populace. Anarchy by defini­
tion rej ects the state, as we know, and l ikewise all forms of rule based 
on coercive a uthority and pyramidal power structures. But a s  we have 
also seen, anarchists do not reject governance per se, and in fact they are 
a rdent  proponents o f  se lf-management,  community- based dec is ion­
making processes, and the active participation of a l l  who will be impacted 
by any particu lar  course of action contemplated by the group.  In this 
sense, anarchism is not governance-averse but rather government-averse, 
and thus it abhors the state. 

Interestingly, this critique of the state comes from two directions, as Clark 
observes: "There are two sides to the anarchist rejection of the nation-state : 
one is communalism, and the other is international ism. " 23 On the one 
hand, the state does violence to individual autonomy and communal rela­
tionships by imposing " law and order" from above, under penalty of pun­
ishment (or worse ) ;  unlike an anarchist community in which people live 
and work as relative equals and no authority is ever reified in coercive 
power, the state is  an  abstraction that mandates universa l obedience ( at 
least as to the governed ) without equal voice in the process of governance. 
On the other hand, the state refuses to yield its sovereignty in globally cog­
nizable matters such as the environment and human rights, asserting its ple­
nary powers over its resources and peoples alike. In this sense, the anarchist 
denunciation of the state is both bottom-up and top-down, that is, the state 
is in sufficiently local  and g loba l  at the same t ime-representing an 
" unhappy medium " that  has served more often than not  a s  an agent of  
oppress ion, and even genocide, rather than as a locus for human dignity 
and oft-invoked rights of " l ife, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. " 

There is a popular notion in international relations and peace-building 
circles about  how nation-states ,  particu larly ones that  a re ostensib ly 
" democratic"  in nature, do not generally wage war upon one another . 
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There is also the v iew that most globa l conflicts are actually internecine 
and that cross-border wars are the exception. Despite the force of these 
concepts, they are l imited by interpretation and the intrusion of reality, 
as  even a cursory glance at U.S .  foreign policy over the past century alone 
( in  which the nation has been at  war continuous ly )  might reveal .  The 
creation of nation-states has not served to forestall conflict, and in fact it 
has mainly exacerbated it; simply put, the state did not save the world 
from the scourge of v iolence,  but merely normalized i ts use .  A wel l ­
known aphorism from Randolph Bourne counsels that "war is the health 
of the state, " and the bloody history of the twentieth century aptly con­
firms this . Ultimately, the rise of the nation-state as  the locus for promot­
ing conflict resolution in the Westphal ian world order s imply has  not 
brought much of it. As Thorstein Veblen once famously noted, " Born in 
iniquity and conceived in sin, the spirit of nationalism has never ceased 
to bend human institutions to the service of d issension and distress . " 
Grasping th is ,  anarch ists rej ect the state and its national istic software 
"as an ideology that is ultimately rooted in authoritarianism and bigotry, 
recognizing that it is an ideology that came into its own with the flourish­
ing of the capita list state . "24 

A 2 0 1 1  a rt ic le  by Fa lk  ra i se s  the centra l  q uest ion " Is the State a 
Monster ? "  and observes that " for many the state becomes an idol to be 
unconditionally obeyed as if  an infallible god, a forfeiture of freedom, a 
renunciation of citizenship in a humane political  community, and a vol­
untary acceptance of subj ugation of the spirit. Such a 'patriotic ' process 
has drastica lly diminished the qual ity of democratic l ife almost every­
where,  and has given the state a green l ight to wage wars of cho ice ,  
regardless of their bloody consequences. " 25 Falk cites chill ing historica l 
examples, including " the Nazi death camps, the atomic bombs dropped 
on Japanese cit ies,  the genocida l  dispossession of indigenous  peoples 
throughout  the wor ld ,  the crue l t ies  of  co lon ia l  rule,  the long siege 
imposed on the people of Gaza ,"  asserting that a global superpower such 
as the United States " remains ready to incinerate tens of millions of inno­
cent civilians for the sake of regime survival for itself and al l ied govern­
ments .  What cou ld  be co lder ? What could  be m ore anti -h uma n ? " 26  
As Crispin Sartwell concurs, " the state is a self-referential  history, a self­
reinforcing infinite spiral of oppression . . . .  The modern nation-state is 
an  a bsolutely necessary condition for the wars and exterminations of 
the twentieth and the present century that have expended human beings 
as  i f  they were inanimate . . . .  It may well be, when all i s  said and done, 
that the nation-state is responsible for the extermination of our species 
or the extinction of our planet. "27 
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Despite this legacy, nation-states have largely reta ined their legitimacy 
by eradicating viable a lternatives, from the local to the global ,  and by 
fomenting antipathies between people based on groundless national istic 
passions.  Against this, anarchism " advocates internationalism to break 
down ideologically imposed national  divisions in order to reveal the real 
divis ions which our ru lers are constantly trying to mask :  the divis ion 
between rich and poor, between capita l-owners and workers,  between 
the international financial elites and the rest of us. "28 The anarchist tradi­
tion, in the view of  the authors of Black Flame, has thus devolved upon 
"an international i s t  movement; it  strove to unite the popular  c lasses  
across  a l l  state borders, stressed the common interests of the working 
class and peasantry of al l  countries,  and aimed at an international social 
revolution. " 29 Reflecting this universal ity of human interests and a l le­
giances, the Mexican revolutionary Ricardo Flores Mag6n stated in  a 
Los Angeles federal courtroom in 1 9 1 6 :  "We are a l iens to no country, 
nor are we aliens to any people on earth. The world is our country and 
all  men are our countrymen. " 30 Anarchists embrace such notions of obli­
terated borders and common humanities and thus oppose the state as the 
enemy of such pursuits. 

Whatever historical utility the nation-state model may have represented 
appears to have run its course. Perhaps it was a necessary step away from 
a bsolutism and toward l iberty and democracy, but the rubric by now 
appears to be working at cross-purposes to these aims. States are repres­
sive, militaristic, authoritarian, expansionist, opportunistic, and intoler­
an t .  Even in the best  ca se  scenar io ,  the state breeds  dependency ,  
obedience, and central ization of power; in  the  end ,  the  r i se  of  nation­
states has yielded prec isely what it was a l leged to foresta l l .  Conversely, 
as anarch i sts have long m ainta ined,  abo l ish ing nat ion-states would 
encourage people to live and work together regardless of territorial boun­
daries,  a l lowing for a freer exchange of communities and cu ltu res .  3 1 
Loca l ities would become the locus of peoples '  l ives and in that sense 
would promote more sustainable lifestyles. The tendency to simplify con­
flict into " us versus them" would be severely undermined, and the ability 
of hardliners to hi jack the "will  of the people " for destructive purposes 
greatly diminished. Permanent war economies would be rendered imprac­
ticable if not impossible, and the pervasive leveraging of corporate power 
over democratic governance would become a virtual  nullity . While some 
believe that the waning influence of nation-states would yield greater cor­
porate power, it  appears instead that  the two are in  fact j ointly opera­
tional and that the obsolescence of one could bring about an end to the 
other. Beyond both governments and corporations lie individuals and 
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communities-seemingly forgotten entities that may we ll  reemerge if 
given sufficient room and encouragement to do so. 

Even so,  anarchists do not suggest that the abol ition of nation-states 
would be a panacea, or that this would not bring about its own set of dif­
ficulties. There is also some ambivalence in the milieu, such as with Falk 
himself, who has argued that 

even most of those among us who try to be c itizens in the proper 
sense would stil l  not opt for the chaos of an ungoverned social order 
if g iven a free cho ice . Our  task is to b u i ld a j u s t  and  eth ica l ly  
accounta ble state, not  to  a bandon the  enterprise a s  futile . . . .  We 
also need to resist the temptation to fa ll into a deeper sleep by adopt­
ing a posture of unreal izable and unaccepta ble negation of th is  
strange political creature called the state . In the end,  the state is not 

b k . 32 a monster, ut a wor m progress .  

Others have likewise recognized the implicit, pragmatic dilemma that " in 
a situation where state power more or less extends to every corner of the 
globe, anarchy becomes practically impossible. "33 

Another critica l  question concerns the appearance of " s truggles for 
national l iberation [that are] frequently infused with national ism, " some­
th ing th a t  a n a rc h i sts th a t  have  grapp led  wi th as emb odying  both 
revolutionary and nationalistic potentials .  34 Indeed , anarchists through­
out history have fo ught in nat ional  l iberation struggles,  from Nestor 
Makhno in the Ukraine to Buenaventura Durruti ( among many others ) 
in the Spanish Civil War. Yet given today's climate, in which an increas­
ingly integrated global system has shown a remarkable capacity to co­
opt and/or crush resistance that remains too firmly rooted within its stat­
ist confines, " it could equa lly be argued that national l iberation efforts 
can only end up creating new state-sponsored national isms.  " 35  Should 
anarchists thus rej ect popular uprisings against dictators, such a s  those 
evidenced by the Arab Spring in countries like Egypt, on the basis that 
they seek not to abolish the state but to reform it? Shall anarchists navi­
gate the Israel-Palestine conflict by seeking a multiplicative " two-state sol­
ution " or through some other mechanism ? 

We will consider these particular examples in more deta i l  below. The 
salient point for now is that anarchist engagement with the nation-state 
is complex, defined by the realities of living in a state-bound paradigm 
yet also recognizing that this must be resisted if we are to achieve a sus­
ta inab le  world based o n  freedom and equa l ity .  Where a s  some ant i ­
capitalist activists have " tended to underplay the relevance of  national 
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state practices as part of global ization " in the belief that corporations and 
emerging technologies are eroding the centra lity of the state in driving 
world a ffa irs , a narchists  have been qu ick  to point out that " n at ion­
states have provided the mil itary force for the expansion and institution 
of capital ist ventures .  " 3 6 In this sense, for many anarchists, paradoxi­
ca l ly,  " the sta te needs to be returned to the center of crit ical ana lys is  
and oppositional politics, " and thus any temptation to see it as a bulwark 
against  the ravages of corporate capital must  be forceful ly  resisted . 3 7 
Anarchists likewise rej ect the tendency ( sometimes reinforced by national 
liberation struggles that seek to win support of the military) to view " self­
defense " through a statist lens of militarism, instead seeking communa l 
forms such as  the popular  mil it ias of the Spanish Civil  War that were 
organized on egalitarian principles . 3 8 As we have seen throughout this 
vo lume,  anarch ists  instead embrace bottom-up ,  do- i t -yo urse l f, and 
loosely affil iated modes of a ssociation that  seek to  preserve autonomy 
and promote community. 

From Federations to Networks 

As noted in the Introduction to this volume, anarchism has enjoyed a dra­
matic resurgence in recent years, seeing its core values and methods of 
organizing infused throughout global movements against corporate glob­
al ization,  Western mil itarization, and el ite inaction on climate change, 
among other pressing issues . It would be an  overstatement to say that 
these movements of the new millennium are in themselves anarchist by 
nature, s ince they are comprised of diverse individuals,  organizations, 
and coa l itions that do not necessari ly agree on methods and goals,  let 
a lone on their visions for what an a lternative global society would look 
like in practice. Sti l l ,  from tactical diversity and affinity groups to solidar­
ity actions and large-group consensus models, there is no doubt that anar­
ch i sm h a s  been at the heart of movement  c u l ture  in the era o f  
globa lization. A s  Richard J .  F .  Day surmises,  this i s  d u e  i n  part t o  the 
rea lization that " the struggle between community 0 .  0 and state and corpo­
rate forms is indeed the struggle of the ( post )modern condition , "  and 
anarchism's longstanding and uncompromising rejection of both the state 
and capital have p laced it in good stead to be at the fore of this contest.39 
David Graeber further finds that "anarchist principles-autonomy, vol­
untary association, self-organization, direct democracy, mutual  a id­
have become the ba s i s  for organ iz ing  new soc ia l  mov ements  from 
Karnataka to  Buenos Aires, "  even if the word " anarchist" is not  a lways 
explicitly utilized.40 
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One of the remarka ble features of this emerging global anarchism is 
that ,  as Day  notes , " those  on the margins  are showing the way [ in ]  
exploring the possibilities of non-statist, non-capitalist, egalitarian modes 
of social organization. "4 1  The reasons for this may be self-evident, includ­
ing that for many of the planet's inhabitants who live and work in slums, 
shantytowns,  and maqui ladora s-with l i tt le hope for the future and  
having seen their a l ready-tenuous  material  footholds eroded in rapid 
fa shion-it i s  c lear that the apparatuses of the state and cap ital  have 
utterly fai led them. The purported " rising tide " of corporate globaliza­
tion has not served to " l i ft al l  boats , "  as  the say ing goes, but  rather 
for many in the margins it  has  threatened to drown them a ltogether .  
Unsurprisingly, then, many of these people have been "working to reverse 
the colonization of everyday life by taking control over-and responsibility 
for-the conduct of their own affairs ,"  most directly by " building, linking, 
and  defending a uton omous  communities .  " 42 This  combination o f  
autonomy and community, o f  self-management and responsib ility, i s  part 
and parcel of  anarchism, and thus it has served as a natura l place from 
which to resist oppression. 

In previous  cha pters we have considered many examples of g lobal  
anarchist  networks ,  including Food Not Bombs,  the Anarchist  Black 
Cross ,  and Indymedia .  A particularly intriguing exemplar of emerging 
autonomist resistance is Peoples' Global Action (PGA) ,  a global network 
of grassroots groups that " build local a lternatives to globalization; reject 
'a l l  forms and systems of domination and discrimination' ;  have a con­
frontational attitude towards dominant ( governmenta l and economic ) 
structures of power; organize based on princ iples of decentral ization 
and autonomy; and employ methods of direct action and civi l  disobedi­
ence . "43 The PGA " is an instrument for co-ordination, not an organiza­
t ion , "  and thus  " n o  orga nization or person represents the PGA, nor 
does the PGA represent any organ ization or person. " 44 The PGA was 
formed in 1 9 98  out of encuentros (encounters ) that drew thousands of  
people in opposition to neoliberalism; key entities comprising the founda­
tions of the PGA include the Zapati s ta Army of Nationa l  Liberation 
(which la unched an upris ing in Chiapas,  Mexico, on January 1 ,  1 9 94,  
the day  the North American Free Trade Agree ment took effect ) ,  the 
Brazi l ian Landless Workers'  Movement (which occupies unused lands 
and uses them to create farms ) ,  and the Karnataka State Farmers Union 
from India (which util izes direct action campaigns on behalf of traditional 
agricultural methods ) .  As an umbrella entity, the PGA spells out its aims 
in "hallmarks, "  the first of which sums up its basic shared value: "A very 
c l ea r  re j ect ion of cap i ta l i s m ,  imper i a l i sm a n d  feu d a l i s m ;  a l l  t rade  
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agreements ,  inst i tut ions a n d  governments that  promote destructive 
globalization. "45 

The Zapatistas themselves have been instrumental in pointing the way 
toward resistance to globalization and modeling constructive, anarchistic 
a lternatives .  S ince taking up arms for a brief period in 1 9 94 and thus  
announcing their presence to  the world, this autonomist movement has 
looked l ike  no  other " a rmy " in  recent h istory.  The Za patistas  have 
focused less o n  confrontation with the state than  on " the creat ion of 
autonomous, democratic, self-governing communities, "  a lways conscious 
of the necessity to work "in alliance with a global network of like-minded 
democratic revo lut ionarie s .  " 46 As Graeber notes,  the Zapatistas are 
" about the least violent 'army' imaginable, " mirroring a pattern in evi­
dence with other groups that are part of the PGA: "In moving away from 
military tactics they often a lso ended up-often rather despite themselves 
-m oving towards much more anarchistic forms of organization .  " 47 

What these entities ( in particular, the sustained example of the Zapatista 
Army of National Liberation and its capacity to preserve village l ife and 
indigenous lifeways in the face of hegemonic forces) have demonstrated 
is " that municipal ities can strive to become autonomous from statecraft 
and capital ,  to put human and ecological concerns first, while reta ining 
reg ional  and g loba l  l inks  of so l idar ity and mutual  a i d .  " 48  What the 
Zapatistas recognized in the mid-1 9 90s turned out to be the key insight 
that helped la unch the global movement against neoliberalism, namely, 
that any struggle for self-determination (at  any scale of engagement) will 
wind up confronting the workings of the entire system and not j ust the 
local authorities or apparatuses of the nation-state . 

Anarchists at the dawn of industrialization focused more specifically on 
creating federations of self-managing communities, both within nations 
and internationally ,  rej ecting the state as  the bas is  for federa l i sm but  
rem a in ing wedded to a fra mework in which indivi dua l  units  might  
remain relatively separate in their affairs and would always possess "the 
right of  secession. "49 As Bakunin asserted in 1 8 6 8 ,  "we will never recog­
nize any rights or duties other than  those founded upon freedom. The 
right to free assembly and equal freedom to secede is the prime and most 
important of all pol itical rights: without which confederation would be 
nothing more than centra lization in d isguise . " 50 Bakunin's vision is still 
germane, including his insight that a unity could be achieved through 
the " federation of autonomous parts into the whole, in such a way that 
the latter, no longer the graveyard where al l  local prosperities are forcibly 
interred, becomes instead the confirmation and well-spring of all these 
autonomies and all  these prosperities. " 5 1  The presumption in Bakunin 's  
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time was that individual units could choose whether to become imbricated 
within the larger workings of a global system, or they could simply opt out; 
in this manner, autonomy and decentralization would be grounded in the 
power of the local community versus the imposition of the global federa­
tion .  This is a worthwhile perspective, to be sure, but the realities of the 
modern era have rendered at least parts of it effectively moot. 

Today's world is  inherently global ,  and communities are thus  neces­
sarily ( rather than optiona l ly)  incorporated into its matrix.  This is due 
in large measure to the force of globalization and i ts  impetus to interlink 
economies and technologies,  creating the web of telecommunications 
and international finance that now encircles the world even out to its far­
thest reaches . Additionally, many of the byproducts of the industria l  age 
have contributed to conditions of inescapably global import, including 
cl imate change, loss of  ara ble lands,  food shortages ,  drought, and the 
escalating toxification of the biosphere.  Local  communities s imply no 
longer have the option of wholly " opting out" since the character of the 
crises being confronted is increasingly global in nature . In the face of this 
eventuality, and coupled with the Zapatistas '  insight that local struggles 
are necessarily global ones as  well ,  anti-state and anti-capital ist activists 
in the contemporary milieu often begin from a premise of interconnected­
ness that has moved the discussion from a vision of voluntary federation 
to one of requisite networking. 

In this light, decentralized entities such as the PGA may be less innova­
tive than they are mere survival strategies; they represent an effort to cre­
ate a counter-network to the one being plied by neolibera l ism, the one 
that seeks to erase differences and eradicate non-commercial vestiges. In 
other words, if we are forced to become integrated, then the optimal strat­
egy is to do so in a manner that preserves and promotes autonomy, com­
munity, self-governance, diversity ,  and solidarity-in short, anarchism. 
As such, an emerging network like the PGA "can be seen as a significant 
step in the possible construction of an anarchist counter-hegemony, as  it 
tries to deepen the political  l inkages between various radical groups in 
order to strengthen both feelings of collective solidarity and anarchists' 
capacity to resist repression by acting as a tool of communication and co­
ord inat ion .  " 5 2  Today ' s  move ments  " c a l l  s imu ltaneous ly  fo r se l f­
determination and global connectivity [in order to] develop creative strat­
egies to orga nize aga inst  the loca l  a gents of loca l  capita l ,  inc lu ding 
nation-states , whi le  seeking to create political spaces and communities 
beyond appeals for state protectionism. " 53 Sometimes this is reflected in 
anarchists ' rej ection of national borders, a tack which has the dual ( and 
seemingly contradictory ) effect of strengthening local communities by 
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allowing them to become more integrated within global networks-akin 
to what Falk has described a s  " achieving self-determination above and 
below the level of the state . " 54 In this manner, the local and the global 
converge , creating a space for the potentia l  development of " shared 
ethico-political commitments that al low us to achieve enough solidarity 
to effectively create sustainable alternatives to the neoliberal order . . . .  
The goal  is not to 'strive to be one commun ity' . . .  but to bui ld  many 
linked communities . " 55 

We might cal l  this attempt to preserve local/community autonomy in 
the face of a relentlessly globalizing world something like " scaling down 
and l inking up. " As Jeffrey S. Juris has observed , such efforts represent 
a confluence " between anarchist principles and a wider networking logic 
associated with late capitalism. " 56 In fact, for Juris, anarchism is the "cul­
tura l logic of networking, " which is ironically reflective of " the logic of 
informational capitalism. " 57 Still, " there is nothing inherently anarchist 
or even progressive about network forms, " but rather their efficacy (and 
a n a rchy ) are  d etermined  l a rge ly  by the s p ir i t  in  which they are  
deployed.  5 8  This is  not  so m uch a question of technology (hardware ) 
but more so  one of values ( software ) ;  for anarchical ly inclined entities 
such as the PGA, the latter includes horizontalism, diversity, autonomy, 
decentra lization, consensus, self-direction, and the " free and open circu­
la t ion  of in form at io n .  " 5 9  In an interv iew d i s cus s ing  h i s  book  
Networking Futures, Juris distingu ishes 

between two ideal organizational logics: a vertical  command logic 
and a horizontal networking logic ,  both of which are present to 
varying degrees, and exist in dynamic tension with respect to one 
another, within any particular network . . . .  PGA reflects a particular 
commitment to new forms of  open,  co l l aborat ive,  and d irectly 
democratic organization, thus coming closer to the horizontal net­
working logics. 0 • 0 PGA does reflect something of an anarchist ethic, 
although this has more to do with the confluence between network­
i ng logics and anarchist  organiz ing principles  than  any k ind of  
abstract commitment to  anarchist pol itics per  se  . . . .  The  network 
structure of PGA thus provides a transnational space for communi­
cation and coordination among activists and col lectives . .  0 0 PGA 
provides the kind of communicational infrastructure necessary for 
the rise of contemporary networked socia l movements. 60 

As Jur is  concludes ,  " the g lobal  j ustice/a lternative g lobal ization/anti­
cap i ta l i s t  frame i s  a good one in  that i t  encompasse s  a n  array  of 
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movements a nd struggles, while mainta ining a focus on systemic inter­
connections . I think it would be a n  error to revert back to s i ngle issue 
p o l i t ics  and str uggle s a t  t h i s  p o i n t, a s  such c o n necti o n s  w o u l d  be 
obsc u red and the soci a l ,  pol itica l ,  and cu l tura l  capi ta l  o f  the g lobal  
j ustice movement wou ld be squandered . " 6 1  

Here again w e  find the implicit recogn ition that i n  a n  inevita bly inter­
linked world (at least as things presently stand) ,  the choice is not so much 
whether to be networked, but how we will do so. By choosing proactively 
to embrace the decentra l ized a n d  a u tonomist potentia ls  of  the glo bal  
age-always cognizant of the ever-present potential for co-optation and 
l inearization-a narchists (and their associated movements )  have boldly 
stood up in the midst of a maelstrom, counter-posing " voluntary associa­
tion " to " free trade," "conscious community " to "conspicuous consump­
tion , "  and, u ltimately, "global anarchism " to " global anarchy. "  Taking 
such tra nsformative lessons seriously, there may be no other region of 
the world where these quasi-heroic pursuits are more pointed , chal leng­
ing, and revolutionary tha n  in  the Middle East. 

In the Middle of the Action 

As prophetica l ly predicted by Graeber, a mong others, " a narchist ideas 
and imperatives have become more and more important everywhere in 
the world , "  and accordingly, " revolution will,  in the twenty-first century, 
take on increasingly unfamiliar forms. "62 More tha n  a century ago, anar­
chists recognized the coming interconnectedness of revolution, even as  
today's  modes  o f  g lobal  networking were  not yet  imagined , let  a lone 
implemented: " An isolated national revolution cannot succeed . The social 
revolution inevitably becomes a world revolution. " 63 Some anarchists in 
the historical milieu could see the seeds of contemporary dilemmas being 
sowed in the early stages of industrialism, as did James Guillaume, writ­
ing in  1 876: 

The Revolution cannot be confined to a single country; on pa in of 
death ,  it is obl iged to subsume into its movement, if not the whole 
world, then at least a considerable portion of the civil ized countries . 
Indeed, today no country can be sufficient unto itself: international 
relations are a necessity of  production and consumption, and they 
could not be severed . Should the neighboring States around a coun­
try in  revolution manage to impose a n  impregnable blockade, the 
Revolution, being isolated, would be doomed to perish.64 
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W h a t  Guil la ume w a s  reflecting u pon-the necessity of  a n  international  
perspect ive and act ive  g loba l so l id a r i ty i n  m a tters o f  revol u t i o n a r y  
praxis-has been aptly demonstrated in the set of popular uprisings com­
prising what has become widely known as the A rab Spring. 

Across the Mid dle East and Northern Africa during much of 20 1 1 ,  
peoples' revolutions confronted d ictators (oftentimes those emplaced or 
supported by the United States ) and sought to i m p lement su bsta ntial  
democratic reforms.  While  not necessari ly a narchist  in their dema nds 
and visions, these uprisings appeared " to require no guardian intellectual 
authority,  no political leadership,  no orga nized parties [and] there is no 
party of the revolution a nywhere, no leader emerges to embody its his­
torical spirit. " 65 Viewing these loosely interlinked uprisings (which have 
taken place i n  nations incl uding Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen, Syria , Algeria, 
J o r d a n ,  a n d  L i b y a ) thro ugh a l e n s  of " a n a r c h i s t  tech n i q u e , " 
Mohammed Bamyeh summarizes the dramatic i mport: 

The Ara b revolutionary experiments seem to be based on the newly 
shared presumption that ordinary individuals are capable of enlight­
enment without leadership or guardianship, without even organiza­
t ions  i n  the c o m m o n  sense  o f  the word . . . .  The agent  of t h i s  
revolutionary enl ightenment is t h e  l ittle person, n o t  t h e  h istorical 
figure,  the hero or the savior .  It is  i n  th i s  sense that the cu rrent 
Arab revolutionary wave is closest to anarchist ideals ,  which h igh­
light sponta neous order a nd posit the principle of unimposed order 
as the highest form of a rational  society . . . .  The revolutionary style 
is anarchist, i n  the sense that it  requires l ittle organization, leader­
ship,  or even coordination;  tends to be suspicious of  parties a n d  
hierarchies e v e n  a fter revolutionary s uccess; and relies on sponta­
neity, minimal planning, local in itiative, and individua l will much 
more than on any other factors. 66 

Bamyeh's cogent analysis highl ights the critical factors for revolutionary suc­
cess, including spontaneity, solidarity, conviviality, anti-authoritarianism, 
non-violence, organ ic expression, and a h istorical  sensibi l ity.67 In noting 
that the aim of these movements is less than an anarchist "total revolution " 
i n  favor of more liberal reforms constrained by the unit of the nation-state 
and international  norms, this assessment a lso signals in part the processes 
of retrenchment tha t  have been observed fo l lowing the i n i t ia l  waves 
of rebell ion.68 

These real-time lessons have encouraged movements around the world to 
cons ider matters of means and ends, practica b i l ity,  and sol idarity in an 
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instructive light. Perhaps nowhere have these processes been more starkly 
proj ected ( for anarchists in particular) than in Egypt. Writing in Waging 
Nonviolence, Nathan Schneider reflects on a statement by the Egyptian 
then-President Hosni Mubarak that "if I resign today there will be chaos"­
to which Schneider responds: "This is a claim dictators love to make, that they 
are the only ones maintaining order, and that without them, everything would 
fall apart. [But] you're the one creating the chaos. The thousands upon thou­
sands of your people in the street against you today are behaving quite well in 
contrast. "69 In a subsequent article specifically considering anarchist poten­
tialities in the Egyptian uprising, Jake Olzen posited alternatives to the poten­
tial "democratic tyranny" that could ensue if the people "re-brand themselves 
as passive citizens of the Egyptian state rather than direct participants in soci­
ety. " 70 Olzen notes that in the context of an organic mass mobilization such 
as that in Egypt, which seemingly caught the world by surprise, " it is remark­
able the anarchy that emerged-that is, rule and organization without a con­
solidated authority, NOT chaos and disorder, " and he further cites the 
positive, anarchistic potential in the movement as represented by "the crea­
tion of make-shift clinics, protester-organized security, and the youth leader­
ship networks [that] indicate the real possibility of alternative institutions 
paving the way forward ."7 1 

As expla ined by Egyptian anarchist  Nidal  T ahrir ,  people spontane­
ously organized committees for security and solidarity during the upris­
ing: "Anarchists in Egypt j oined both protests and popular committees 
to defend the streets from thugs. Anarchists in Egypt put some hope in 
[these]  counci ls  . . 0 0 For us ,  as  anarchists, we are anti-capital and anti­
state too-we will try to strengthen the committees that have been formed 
to protect and secure the streets , and try to turn them into rea l coun­
ci ls . " 72 A subsequent analysis explored the key role of images adapted 
from the film V for Vendetta (which chronic les  an anarch ist ic a nti­
hero ' s  efforts to bring down an Orwell ian government and foment an  
anti-authoritarian peoples' movement) in helping to  spark the revolution: 
"The potent imagery and eminently quotable l ines from the film permeate 
individua l  Facebook pages and the 'We are a l l  Khaled Sa id '  [a yo uth 
kil led by Mubarak's forces in 20 1 0] Facebook Fan Page. 0 0 0 What is cer­
tain is that  the idea for change has  been firmly planted and cannot be 
eradicated. Idea s after all, as V proclaims, are bulletproof. The struggle 
continues.  " 73 Final ly ,  in a piece looking back on the " groundswell of 
decentralized but well coordinated opposition [that had] overpowered 
the Egyptian regime's main coercive institutions ,"  the difficulties of main­
ta ining a post-revolutionary praxis  were reaffirmed :  " Outside of the 
polar opposites of post-Apartheid South Africa (a  good outcome none 
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can  replicate ) and  Iraq  (a  catastrophe no  one wants to  recreate ) ,  there i s  
scant guidance about the conditions that best enable citizens to  retrench 
coercive institutions, punish or reconcile with torturers and k illers, and 
convert ministries of interior into civilian departments . "  74 

At the Nexus of Global Conflict 

This brief look at the Egyptian case underscores several themes that are 
famil iar to anarchists, most notably the dualistic, prefigurative spirit of  
simultaneously contesting authoritarianism and modeling the alternative 
society in the process . For anarchists in Israel and Palestine, this task 
has been ( quite fittingly ) both enormously cha llenging and inspiring at  
once.  A 2006 b log described some of the anarchist activities in  Israel  
and provides a useful overview: 

The small anarchist movement in Israel is very active in the wider 
movement of radical anti-occupation activists . There are a number 
of col lectives that organize in  many forms, including protests and 
street theatre, education and direct action. Many have served j ail time 
for refusing their compulsory service in the Israeli army. Additionally, 
many Israeli anarchists are a lso involved in the small Israeli animal 
r ights and environ menta l movements .  The largest  group is 
Anarchists Against The Wall .  AATW works with Palestinian com­
munities and organizations to oppose the barrier Israel is bu ilding 
around (and within ) the West Bank . . . 0 Many members of AATW 
are also involved in a group ca lled Black Laundry, a radical queer 
anti-occupation group that has been involved in both direct actions 
in the occup ied terr itories  a n d  street thea tre within I srae l . . 0 0 

Another group with anarchist involvement is the Israeli Committee 
Against House Demolitions. ICAHD focuses on preventing the dem­
olition of Palestinian houses by the Israeli army both via legal meth­
ods  and  d i rect acti o n .  0 0 0 Last ly ,  Sa lon  Maza l  is an anarch i s t  
infoshop in  Tel Aviv, with a bookshop, library, vegetarian cafe and 
space for meetings, lectures and film screenings. 75 

Israeli anarchist  Uri Gordon ( au thor of the influential  book Anarchy 
A live!) observes that in  Israel " anarchists are few in numbers. Though 
no hard data exist, on my own rough estimate there are up to three hun­
dred Israelis who are pol itically active and who would not object to being 
called anarchists. " 76 Gordon provides a deeper context for understanding 
their efforts : 



1 3 8  Anarchism Today 

In Palestine/Israel, anarchism has been a continuous undercurrent for 
decades, from the libertarian socialism of the early kibbutz movement 
to the Yiddish anarchist publishing and cultural clubs of the 1 950s.  
Contemporary Israeli anarchism first emerged in the punk scene of 
the late 1 9 80s, at a time of parallel growth in army refusal and eva­
sion during the first intifada. The Israeli animal l iberation movement 
emerged from the same milieu, and many Israeli anarchists have been 
part of both movements. The major boost arrived in the late 1 990s 
with the wave of resistance to capitalist globalization?7 

Of the explicitly anarchist projects in the region, Anarchists Against the 
Wall (AATW) is  perhaps the most prominent. Established in 2003 as a 
direct action group opposed to the construction of the wall being bu ilt 
by Israe l  in the West Bank ,  AATW has worked in  cooperat ion with 
Palestinians in a j oint struggle, regularly participating in demonstrations 
and direct actions against the wall in particular, and the occupation in 
genera l ,  across the West Bank .  As Gordon observes : " Re j ect ing the 
appeal to governments to modify their behavior, and indeed the institu­
tion of the state itself, [AATW] calls instead for direct action-physical 
intervention against in justice-in forms that by themselves prefigure an 
a l ternat ive to present systems of  dom ination and exp lo itat io n .  " 78 
AA TW asserts that it is " the duty of Israeli citizens to resist immoral pol­
icies and actions carried out in our name. We believe that it is possible to 
do more than demonstrate inside Israel or participate in humanitarian 
rel ief act ions .  Israe l i  apartheid and occupation isn't going to end by 
itself-it will end when it becomes ungovernable and unmanageable. " 79 
In this sense, AA TW is more than merely a protest group; it is directly 
confronting the impetus of the nation-state as  a locus of dehumanizing, 
expansionist, and militaristic policies. As their literature notes, 

the mere presence of Israel i s  at  Palestinian civi l ian actions offers 
some degree of protection aga inst army violence . . .  0 Even though 
many Israeli activists have been wounded at the demonstrations,  
some of them seriously, it is the Palestinians who have paid the high­
est tol l .  . .  0 The army and the Israeli government try to put an end to 
Palestinian popular resistance using every form of repression, and to 
prevent Israeli activists from j oining this struggle. Under the occupa­
tion's law it is possible to indict people for simply participating in 
a demonstrat ion.  In the course of the last  severa l years , AA TW 
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activists have been arrested hundreds of times and dozens of indict­
ments were filed against them . The lega l repression by the Israeli  
authorities is j ust another front for the Israeli  authorities to try and 
crack down on resistance. 80 

This ongoing repress ion of anarchists was confirmed in a report by 
Haaretz, which documented how the Israeli security force (Shin Bet) had 
put " anarchists in the crosshairs" through a variety of measures designed 
to foster intimidation through harassment and the monitoring of activ­
ists . 8 1  In response, Gordon laments that " it's pretty rough being an anar­
chist in Israel these days " even as  he affirms that they "a re demonized 
because their actions are coherent and bold. " 82 Defiantly, Gordon openly 
rejects al l  forms of authoritarianism and imposed rule-both Israeli and 
Palestinian alike-and asserts that the success of Israeli anarchism in par­
ticular " is a question of starting to practice desertion, refusal ,  sabotage, 
attack against  every violent a uthority, a l l  coercive power, and  every 
state . " Indeed, this is not work for the faint of heart, and anarchists in 
the region have been coping with issues of burn-out, attrition, legal sanc­
tions, and ostracism. As Gordon writes, there is an " uncommon degree of 
state violence faced by the Israeli and international anarchists " who par­
ticipate in anti-occupation actions, and as a result many of them "experi­
ence not  on ly  phys ic a l  wounds  but  a l so  anx iety,  g u i l t ,  depres s ion ,  
irritability and  feelings o f  al ienation and  isolation. " 8 3 

Sti l l ,  there is strong motivation to continue the work, not in the least 
due to the fact  that the Israe l -Palest ine con flict " is a l inchpin of the 
Clash of Civilizations ideology-and, for the same reason, a unique acu­
puncture point  for a narchist  activity .  " 84 Gordon ' s  incis ive ana lys is ,  
informed by his direct participation and scholarly acumen a like, grapples 
with the complex questions of nationalism and statehood involved in this 
seemingly intractable and globally central conflict. While anarchists reject 
the state as a desirable unit of human association, there is some tension in 
this blanket position when it comes to the national l iberation struggles of  
oppressed peoples (as  in Egypt )-and the question of what to do vis-a-vis 
sta teless peoples, whose condition creates greater vulnerabi lity, i s  even 
thornier for anarchists,  as  Gordon notes : "The overwhelming majority 
of Palestin ians want a state of their own a longside Israel .  So how can 
anarchists reconcile the ir  support for Palestinian l iberation with their 
anti-statist principles ? How can they promote the creation of yet another 
state in the name of 'national l iberation' ? " 85 
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A No-State Solution? 

In address ing these centra l questions Gordon propounds a number of  
potential solutions, none of  which are  completely satisfactory, including 
that anarchists might: recognize the contradiction but stand in solidarity 
with the Palestinians' desire for statehood; comprehend that the addition 
of one more state does not significantly alter the Westphalian map of the 
world; support a Palestinian state as a strategic step toward liberalization 
of democratic possibilities; or shift the focus of the argument to the provi­
s ion of sol ida rity and  support " without reference to the question o f  
statehood . " 8 6  The intricate rea lities of the Israel-Palestine dilemma are 
such that any preconceived notions based on ideologica l  purity ( e . g . ,  
anarchi sts m ust rej ect a l l  s tates ) rapidly fa l l  away  in actua l  practice .  
F o r  insta nce ,  Gordon ana lyzes t h e  efforts of entities such a s  A A  TW 
through a lens of a bi-nat ional ism that seeks to foster a mobil ization 
devolving upon 

manifestly different relations between Israelis and Palestinians-ones 
based on partnership, solidarity, and empathy rather than estrange­
ment,  separat ion,  and  fear .  The j o int  campaign aga inst  the 
Segregation Barrier has thus become a protracted experiment in bi­
nationalism, a face-to-face encounter at the barricades where Israelis 
and Palestinians can shed their stereotyped identities toward one 
another and create shared communities of struggle . . . .  The practice 
of j oint struggle takes place in fu l l  recognition of the inequal ities 
between the Israeli and Palestinian participants-in terms of eco­
nomic resources , freedom of movement, safety from arbitrary state 
violence, and so on. This recognition is partly made possible by the 
Israeli participants '  anarchist perspective, which so distances them 
from the Zionist narrative as to render unnecessary the artificial neu­
tral ity maintained by the discourse of coexistence. Rather, the j oint 
struggle remains infused with a spirit of shared antagonism toward 
the regime of occupation, and a refusal of false normalization. 87 

In the end, Gordon endorses a bioregional approach, which seeks to 
move the unit of analysis from the state to the geographical area itself, 
thus opening up a space for "personal and collective identities that can 
flourish within and alongside it, " constituting a new view of the land­
scape that " is incompatible not only with war and occupation but also 
with capital ism, racial and religious b igotry, consumerism, patriarchy, 
and any number of  other trenchant features of hierarchica l society . " 8 8  
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This perspective is akin to what has been termed a "no-state solution, " 
and, as James Horrox has observed, it reflects "a  renewed move towards 
the kind of stateless commonwealth originally envisaged by many of the 
[kibbutz] movement's founders. " 89  Such a provocative position has been 
articu lated from a number of contemporary fronts,  inc luding by the 
American-Israeli anarchist Bill Templer, who wrote in 2003 : 

Reinventing politics in Israel and Palestine means laying the ground­
work now for a kind of Jewish-Palestinian Zapatismo, a grassroots 
movement to " recla im the commons . " This would mean moving 
towards d irect democracy,  partic ipatory economy and genuine 
a utonomy for the people;  towards Martin Buber 's  v is ion of "an 
organic commonwealth . . .  that  is a community of communities . "  
We might cal l  i t  the " no-state solution . "  Forms o f  neoliberal gov­
ernmenta l ity do not work here, are unsusta inable .  At all spatial  
scales,  Israel is  and Pa lestin ians have learnt they have no security 
from the bankruptcy of its iterations . . . .  In a sense, this conflict is 
emblematic  of  the " perverse perseverance of  sovereignty , " its  
"vicious, security-based ontology. " We need to turn that authoritar­
ian ontology on its head. 90 

Ultimately, Templer envisions a process of "staged transformation:  mov­
ing from two states ( Stage One )  to a unitary,  bi -nat ional  state ( Stage 
Two ) ,  a n d  on  to what  we might  c a l l  the 'Jeru sa l em C ooperative  
Commonwealth . '  " 9 1 

Following Templer, James Herod seeks to c ircumvent the transition 
phases; he argues in terms that recall those deployed by anarchists in the 
classical milieu: 

Neither the two-state nor the one-state solution will solve the prob­
lem in Palestine. Only the no-state solution will .  The no-state solu­
tion ca l ls  for d i smantl ing the Israe l i  state and abandoning any 
attempt to  esta blish a Palestinian state . Rather, the  peoples l iving 
in the territory of historical Palestine will progress to the advanced 
decentral ized socia l  form of an a ssociation of a utonomous self­
governing communities based on direct democracy. 0 .  0 This beauti­
fu l anarchist proposal-an obvious solution-has  unfortunately 
not even been on the agenda . 0 • •  The capita li st-controlled nation­
state system is so strong and entrenched that it is hard to think out­
side that framework, and hardly anyone has.  Now, however, a few 
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innovative voices are being heard in favor of the idea, for example, 
those of Bill Templer or Uri Gordon .92 

In mid-20 1 1 ,  I jo ined the discussion with a short piece exploring these 
themes, arguing that the widely preferred " two-state framework could 
deepen the conflict by further solidifying it ,  institutionalizing it ,  and render­
ing it  susceptible to even greater outside influence " ;  I further posed this 
question :  " Might the wall  ( both l iterally and cu ltural ly )  between these 
two emergent nations grow even higher and the distance between them 
even greater when separateness becomes national ly reified ? " 93 In the 
end, I opined that "starting with the planet's most intractable conflict as  a 
linchpin for creating a nation-free world would be a powerful statement 
of hi storic a l  import .  Indeed,  the ' road map to peace '  in the M idd le 
East (and elsewhere ) shouldn't  look merely l ike an at las of states .  " 94 
Acknowledging the utopian sensibi lities of such a perspective, it never­
theless rema ins the case that the statist version of global order has not 
exactly been idyllic, nor has it yielded a more j ust, peaceful, or sustainable 
world. 

Where to from Here? 

In this chapter we have seen, once again, the uniquely anarchist tendency 
to both negate and construct, in the belief ( a s  Bakunin once famously 
sa id )  that " the pass ion for destruction is  a creative pass ion,  too . "  In 
today's interconnected yet multifarious world, however, anarchists bear 
a greater burden to articulate and implement a coherent alternative to 
the present set of  arrangements promulgated by capital and the state. 
Corporate global ization and state mi litarization both possess unitary, 
monolithic qualities, and yet they have also shown themselves to be flexi­
ble, mutually supportive, and capable of a bsorbing even those episodes 
that at  first glance appear as cha llenges to their legitimacy and sustain­
ability. This sort of crisis-based capitalism has demonstrated an envelop­
ing res i l iency that  keeps people  and  communities around the world 
firmly entrenched within its  confines-sometimes by force, and some­
times by choice. The destruction of this system, even if it could somehow 
be accomplished, provides no guarantee that a better world will sponta­
neously emerge out of the sudden, widespread experience of human free­
d o m .  In fact,  it is pos s ib l e  that  the net  resu l t  wou ld  be more 
authoritarianism instead, as the vestiges of the fallen order seek to  reas­
sert themselves in a world of tenuous sustenance. 
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Against this,  anarchists everywhere { l itera l ly )  have been working to 
develop a new model based on a l iberatory, ecologica l ,  and vis ionary 
praxis that seeks to supplant the present system (and its apocalyptic sen­
si bil ities ) through a combination of open contestation and a lternative 
interrelation.  Anarchists organize locally, l ink their efforts through net­
works,  make collective decisions while preserving individual l iberty and 
community a utonomy, and steadily strive to manifest "a nascent global 
movement" (as  promised at the outset of this chapter) that integrates the 
best of the anarchist  trad it ion from the past,  responds directly to the 
needs and desires of the present, and articulates the non-prescriptive con­
tours of a dynamic and abundant future . Far from taking it on faith that 
this future will necessarily emerge following either a successful revolution 
or systemic col lapse,  anarchists and their a l l ies instead strive tirelessly 
( and at t imes at  great personal  cost and/or risk ) to help create a viable 
space for humankind within the larger workings of a planetary system 
that includes both nature and culture equally in its calculus.  The question 
before us, then-one which is  rarely broached in  substantia l  detail-is 
whether these efforts have been, or are likely to be, successfu l .  This  is 
where we will venture in the next chapter. 





CHAPTER 7 

Assessing Anarchism's Impact 

U p to this point we have looked at anarchism from a number of dis­
tinct yet interrelated perspectives :  theories, practices, tactics/ethics, 

ecologies, communities, and global issues. Spann ing this range of applica­
tions, it has become apparent that anarchism represents a complex bal­
ance of tensions,  interventions,  and ideals ,  greatly exceeding the base 
caricature of  anarchy as mere chaos  or  uninformed naivete . Sti l l ,  key 
questions remain :  Has  anarchism's  resurgence increased its concrete 
effectiveness ?  Is it a passing trend, or will anarchism be a potent presence 
for the foreseeable future ? In some ways, anarchism's successes are also 
potentia l  trouble spots, as  indicated by the appearance of ma instream 
anarchist characterizations and commercial attempts at marketing "anar­
chist chic " as an apolitical style rather than a coherent force for change . 
Even more disconcerting has been the overt repression of anarchists and 
anarchist organizing in genera l ,  yet this ironically also may serve a s  an 
indication of  anarchism's  efficacy .  The task in  this chapter wil l  be to 
frankly assess anarchism's effectiveness on a number of levels, including 
in  the political ,  social ,  and cultura l  realms. Such an endeavor has yet to 
be undertaken systematically in the anarchist milieu, and while a compre­
hensive evaluation would be beyond the scope of this work, my intention 
here is to sketch the outlines of a framework that could be useful for ana­
lyzing anarchism's impact while pointing toward questions for the future. 

At the outset, discussions of radical political theories or underground 
sub-cultures often omit any actual assessment of their efficacy and utility, 
instead either ( a )  strenuously arguing the case for the theory/movement, 
or ( b )  ta king it  as  a given that it  i s  val id and thus  simply exploring its 
workings in philosophical and/or practica l  terms.  In essence, this volume 
has been a combination of both , simultaneously a ssuming anarchism's 
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basic tenabi lity yet taking pains to articulate and i l lustrate for readers 
who are either uninitiated or unconvinced exactly why this is so. In this 
penultimate chapter, I will continue in this vein, specifically referring back 
to some of the guiding questions referenced in the Preface to this volume: 
Does anarchism work in theory and/or practice ? What would an  anar­
chist society look l ike in  actual ity, and how do anarchists manage the 
major issues of our time,  from war to the economy ? Does anarchism 
require at the outset that we a lter our v iew of human nature,  or would 
people l iving in anarchist societies simply change for the better over time ? 
Throughout this volume, incipient answers to these queries have been 
offered; here, I will step back a bit and more directly assess anarchism's 
successes and fa i lures,  framing the discussion around the fundamental 
questio n  that any sociopolit ical  movement eventual ly  must confront, 
namely: is it working? 

This issue of functionality is more than merely a tactical assessment. It 
requires a broader sense of what the goals are, who we are trying to reach, 
what the criteria are for effectiveness, how our movement compares to 
others, and whether one's aims are short- or long-term in nature. For in­
stance, it could be argued that violent methods of change "work " in the 
sense of removing specific targets or impos ing certa in cond it ions on 
others; this is, in essence, the logic of warfare that has dominated much 
of human affairs for centuries. Yet the continuity of war and its enormous 
associated costs indicate that its uti l ity for promoting peace i s  greatly 
del imited i f  not a ltogether impracticable ,  yielding a scenario in which 
warfare might work in terms of accomplishing "regime change " but not 
for achieving wider aims of democratization, l iberation, and the l ike .  
Social movements ( loosely defined as collective " susta ined challenges to 
authorities " )  confront similar realities, and anarchism is no exception as 
it grapples with issues of tactics and ethics . 1 However, the uniquely dif­
fuse nature of anarchism requ ires more nuanced treatment in order to 
fully understand its impact, s ince it generally lacks many of the formali­
ties ( e .g . ,  structured organizations,  leaders,  polit ical  parties,  financial  
instruments, representatives )  that are commonly fo und within move­
ments aiming to alter prevailing societal conditions. 

Moreover, the claims advanced by anarchists, coupled with the inher­
ently non-reformist nature of anarchism, l ikewise suggest that standard 
evaluative methods may not fully apply. Shal l  we count anarchism as a 
fa i lure since a uthoritarian power stil l  exists, and there has  not been a 
wor ldwide  revo l ut ionary  upr i s ing  to throw off the dominat ion  o f  
nation-states a n d  capita l ?  Revolutions tend t o  reflect an " al l  o r  nothing" 
qual ity, such that they may appear to have fa iled right up until the time 
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that they succeed; as Marco Giugni notes, " revolutionary movements are 
only rarely successful ,  but when they do succeed, the changes they bring 
about are fundamenta l and often long-lasting reversals  of the existing 
social and political structures. " 2 Anarchism further possesses the quality 
of not simply agitating for a revolution in which one set of leaders repla­
ces another, but for a fundamental reorientation of values whereby there 
are no longer any " leaders " in the sense that they have come to exist. As 
argued in  previous chapters, anarchism takes the view that notions of 
equality and freedom must be applied everywhere in order for them have 
mean ing at  a l l .  But how can this be accomplished,  without resort to 
decidedly un-anarchistic forms of persuasion, if not coercion ? " An anar­
chist society, if ever realized, will be rea lized universally. But any attempt 
to create a worldwide organization for the spec ific purpose of achieving 
thi s  society would be like building a house starting from the roof, a nd 
would defeat its purpose because it would claim a competence of interest 
that it has not. " 3 

A further challenge to any attempt at systematic assessment is the proc­
es sua l ,  flu id ,  spontaneo us ,  and  open-ended nature of anarch ism.  As 
Rudolf Rocker has observed, anarchism " does not believe in any absolute 
truth, or in any definite final  goals  for human development, but in an 
unl imited perfectibi l ity of social  patterns and human living conditions 
which a re a lways stra in ing after higher forms of  express ion ,  and to 
which, for this reason,  one cannot ass ign any definite terminus nor set 
any fixed goa l .  "4 Anarch ism cons ists in la rge measure of  a series of 
" fragile yet exceedingly bea utifu l  experiments " that strive to create in 
the present " the l ived practice of freely constituting one's community col­
lective ly"  and s imultaneously to " supply messages in bottles to future 
generations, " as Cindy Milstein intones. 5 Sti l l ,  it is equally the case that  
" anarchism cannot be fi led away as an outburst of the romantic mood 
in politics [or] as an incoherent voice of protest. " 6 As we have seen, anar­
chism may not constitute a "program" in the typical sense, but it clearly 
devolves upon certain loosely-shared values (e .g . ,  autonomy, community, 
equality ) ,  and it likewise manifests those in a number of concrete scenar­
ios (e .g . ,  col lectives , networks, blocs ) .  These qua lities provide sufficient 
grounds for a ssessment, rema ining cognizant of the l imits to applying 
standard evaluative criteria given anarchism's unique proclivities.  

Measures of Success 

As a general matter, sociological assessments of movement effectiveness 
o ften fo cus  the i n q u i ry a r o u n d  trad i t iona l  benc h m a rks  connot ing  
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" systemic gain s , "  including " electoral  success,  greater representation 
within official institutions, [and] a larger share of collective resources. " 7  
Another common basis for evaluation is  to " examine the written goals 
of organizations as well as interview or observe those in leadership posi­
tions ,"  in order to determine how closely the movement's activities come 
to meeting its stated aims. 8 Movements can also be assessed in terms of 
how well they serve as  a " vector for the democratization of society , "  
oftentimes constructed i n  pluralistic terms such a s  the promotion o f  due 
process, economic opportunities, equal rights, or political participation. 9 
In these formulations, we can already see the reliance upon numerous pre­
suppositions that are wholly antithetica l  to anarchism; thus,  an " anar­
chist pol itics does not need to hold itself  against those dominant, and 
dominating ,  terms o f  a ' cu l ture  of  eva lu at ion , ' " as Jamie  Heckert  
a sserts . 1 0 Instead,  anarchism represents a "politica l  log ic  that  escapes 
the categories of traditional social movement theories, "  focusing not on 
"gradualist or reformist" pursuits but on emergent ones, measured simul­
taneously in the constructive " small  steps of everyday life "  and in " the 
amplitude of the paralysis of the economy, of normality . "  1 1 

Fortu nately,  even among the c lass ica l strands  o f  soc ia l  movement 
ana lys i s ,  a number of  criteria have been developed that  apply more 
directly to the workings of anarchism. These include: the utility of disrup­
tive tactics;  cultural changes rather than only political or economic ones; 
the directionality of  change rather than j ust specific outcomes; the recla­
mation of space for movement activities; changing the sal ience of issues 
in the public debate; reframing the meanings of terms and interactions; 
focusing on the empowerment and identity constructions of movement 
actors; highlighting the worthiness and commitment of partic ipants ; the 
creation of a "credible threat" to established authorities;  and the level of 
repression experienced by the movement, either overtly or covertly . 1 2 
O n  a more bas ic leve l ,  the q uest ion cou ld even be b lunt ly  posed a s  
Staughton Lynd does :  " Are we  winning ? " 1 3 With due regard to  anar­
chism's anti-authoritarianism and thus its  implicit rej ection of winners 
and losers , we might reframe the question as stated above ( " Is it work­
ing ? " ) ,  but the essentia l spirit remains intact. The task here will be to 
assess  a narch i sm ' s  impact,  drawing upon the more organ ic  cr iter ia 
gleaned from the socia l movement l iterature and remaining mindfu l  of  
the notion that "we should use  methods appropriate to the form of our 
problem and to the character of the world we are studying "-always with 
the aim of discerning what is working, what is not, and how we might tra­
verse the arduous path toward a world bu ilt upon the best virtues of 
anarchy. 1 4 
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Sociopolitical Change 

Anarchism resides in the fringes of the major political theories to emerge 
out of the Enlightenment, and even though it rejects most of the principles 
embedded in the dominant order-hierarchy, competition, profit, stratifi­
cation, representation, and the l ike-it still remains within its l inguistic 
parameters to a la rge extent; thus  it  remains within its ideological con­
fines as  wel l .  In framing itself as anti-a uthoritarian, anti-capital ist, and 
anti - state ,  a n a rch i sm reflects an inherent impetus  to re ject  a l l  such 
appearances of archy ( a s  the  name itself  counsels ) ,  yet  th i s  neglects to 
clearly convey anarchism's constructive sense of not simply doing away 
with these structures but replacing them with radically egalitarian a lter­
natives .  In this sense,  as Edward Abbey has sa id,  we might argue that 
" anarchy is democracy taken seriously . " 1 5 Although it rejects the sense 
of democratic p l u ra l i sm that  devolves  upon e i ther  proportiona l  or  
republican forms of electoral process,  in its fullest dimensions we come 
to see that " anarchism represents the condition in which the optimal  state 
of external plurality can exist. " 1 6  

Anarchism thus remains within the scope o f  many established sociopo­
l itical notions but carries them to their logica l extreme, arguing for a new 
socia l  and pol it ical  landscape that in some ways ( a s  Abbey's  fa mous 
quote suggests ) takes seriously the sacrosanct values of the dominant cul­
ture-at least  insofar  as  they are written ,  if not actua l ly  pract iced .  
Anarchists believe deeply in  autonomy and  individualism, for example, 
but not the bourgeois conceptions that are bound up with legal rights 
and the privatization of wealth. Anarchism i s  a theory of maximal free­
dom, arguing that this is a precondition for a healthy social order based 
on voluntary association and mutual a id, and thus it transcends the nar­
row scope of constitutiona l liberties that are circumscribed by the coer­
cive apparatus of the state and the capitalist profit motive. Anarchism 
offers no blueprint, maintaining instead that the liberation of humankind 
from its consumerist, compulsory shackles will restore relations to a base 
of true equality that more c losely resembles the deeply rooted v irtues of 
human communities from time immemorial .  In this sense, anarchism does 
not seek to compete with dominant theories but to surmount them: 

Within political philosophy, anarchism is the position that we should 
let go and see what happens .  This means that anarchism cannot 
be the rival  of any theory of j ustice. Anarchism, rather, constitutes 
the realm that is as a whole the rival of the realm of theories of j ustice. 
It corresponds to a noninstrumental consciousness of our relations to 
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one another and the world. It is a sort of consciousness that does not 
set an ideal and then try to force the world into that configuration, 
but allows the world and ourselves to grow wild. 1 7  

A s  such, i t  i s  difficult to gauge whether anarchism has served to bring 
about sociopolitical change, since its aim is the replacement of the realm 
rather than a reassignment of values within it .  Still, we can discern the pres­
ence of movements from the political left and right alike that have taken up 
the mantle of anarchism (again, in words if not deeds) and its penchant for 
political processes that begin with the primacy of the individual rather than 
the plenary powers of the state. The mainstream coding of this, of course, is 
largely negative; power holders and profiteers need do l ittle more than 
throw the "A-word " around to conjure popular images of dangerous rad­
icals with inimical aims in our midst. In so doing, however, an argument 
can be made that less overtly ominous entities-including some with agen­
das that embrace portions of the anarchist vision-may find greater space 
for public acceptance within the strictures of the existing political  order. 
When anarchists break windows or set a police car on fire at a protest, it 
can sometimes tar the movement as a whole,  but  it  can a l so serve to 
embolden mainstream players with a seat at the table who resonate (at least 
partly) with the radical critique of corporate globalization, for instance. 
Perhaps this is not quite "success," but it is not abject failure either. 

Cultural Penneation 

Beyond the political realm, there is the capacity to influence social mores 
and styles at a level that can have even greater potential impact in terms 
of arousing the populace to a new vision. Anarchism has been associated 
with various cultural  forms ( inclu ding punk rock, radical  fo lk music ,  
graffiti, raves ) ,  and it most notably has been at the forefront of the inde­
pendent media movement since its inception. Anarchists have launched 
innumerable documentary filmmaking projects, publishing collectives, 
Web sites, " zines , "  bookstores, and artistic ventures in recent years. The 
circle-A symbol has been resurrected from the dustbin of h istory and 
can be fo und tagged on  wal l s  a round the world ,  not  to mention on 
t-shirts, stickers, pins, and tattooed body parts as  wel l .  Anarchist fiction, 
and science fiction in particular, has become a viable sub-genre in litera­
ture, and its contours have even found their way into a handful of feature 
films (e .g . ,  SLC Punk , Cecil B. DeMented, The Anarchist Cookbook, V 
for Vendetta )-of course,  not a lways with flattering representat ions .  
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Yet i f  we accept the theory that "there i s  n o  such thing a s  bad publicity , "  
it  certainly appears at the  l eas t  that  anarchism has  inserted itself into 
popular culture in a way that seemed unlikely ( if  not impossible ) only a 
few short decades ago. 

In add ition, the resurgence of anarchism in academia has been quite 
nearly phenomenal since the turn of the new mil lennium. A significant 
body of explicitly anarchist-themed works has appeared, covering topics 
ranging from protest to philosophy, steadily comprising an emerging field 
of " anarchist studies " complete with j ournals, professional societies, con­
ferences, and the like. Despite concomitant processes of marginal ization, 
it has become somewhat safer in recent years to identify as  an anarchist, 
even to the point where it tends to attract intellectual and activist " tou­
rists " to the mi l i eu  a s  we l l  a s  genu ine  a dherents . Indeed, th is  i s  the 
d o u b le-edged n a ture of  c u ltura l  permeat ion ,  n a mely  the potenti a l  
watering-down o f  the concept as  well as  the tendency o f  marketing strat­
egists to find ways of co-opting it. As with other radical movements and 
sub-cultures, anarchism sometimes suffers the dual process of repression 
and incorporation, which serves to further i l luminate state/corporate syn­
ergy in its capacity to turn dissent into a commodity and excise from the 
cultural landscape those embracing the actual  ideals rather than merely 
its sty l i s tic appurten ances .  The net result  for eva lu ative purposes  i s  
another ambivalent one, but  on  balance there is no  doubt that anarchism 
today is part of the cultural lexicon, and its intellectual  and activist ranks 
have unquestionably seen a marked increase in the past decade-signifi­
cantly, among young people in  particular,  which may pay further divi­
dends in the future. 

Resource Mobilization 

The capacity to mobilize resources is a hal lmark of socia l movement effi­
cacy, which " emphasizes the interaction between resource avai labi l ity, 
the preexisting organization of preference structures, and entrepreneurial 
attempts to meet preference demand. " 1 8 Translating, the basic notion is 
that movements are essentia l ly  demand-mak ing enterpri ses ,  and the 
degree to which they are successful depends upon (a)  the level of resources 
they bring to bear on their efforts , ( b )  the resources they are able to pro­
cure from the system against which they are acting, and ( c )  how much 
their adherents are able to benefit from the resources thus procured . In a 
linear sense, a " resource " in this context is generally conceived as finan­
c ia l  in  nature ,  but more broadly we can a l so  count  a s  resources less  
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tangible items including opportunities, spaces, empowerment of movement 
participants, and the capacity to influence public debate and increase the 
salience of issues through action.  On another level, anarchists have served 
to draw away resources from the state and its security forces-in itself a 
tacit offic ia l  admiss ion of anarchism's  efficacy-to a not-insignificant 
extent in recent years , yielding another way of thinking about " resource 
mobilization " for a movement. In particular, the resource of space ( both 
in its physical and psychological senses) is a critical item for the success of 
any movement, since without it there are few opportunities to incubate 
ideas privately and/or to demonstrate them in a public manner. 

While anarchists do not generally spend a great deal of time fundraising 
or lobbying, and in fact they widely reject the sort of " money fetishism " 
that underlies capitalism, oftentimes they do engage directly around issues 
of  space . For instance, anarchists wi l l  squat  in  abandoned bui ldings,  
reclaim publ ic space through direct interventions ( e .g . ,  Critical  Mass,  
Reclaim the Streets , Food Not Bombs ) ,  set up infoshops and community 
centers, and grow food in "guerrilla gardens" scattered throughout urban 
centers . Anarchists organize to create greater space in their communities 
around issues of housing, economic and environmental j ustice, race rela­
tions, immigrants' rights, anti-gentrification, police brutality, and more. 1 9 
Additionally, anarchists are often at the front lines { literally )  of mass dem­
onstrations in which both the physica l space of the protest and the political 
space of claims-making are actively taken back ( if only temporarily) from 
the forces of the prevailing order. Anarchists strive to promote safe spaces, 
free spaces, and other versions of autonomous zones that serve to provide 
loci for networking and movement-bui lding and,  perhaps more impor­
tantly, for people to gain a sense of what it might be like to live outside 
the strictures of the existing society-that is, to experience anarchy. The 
production of  such liberated spaces may be the primary resource promul­
gated by anarchist movements ; other important resources mobil ized in 
the milieu include the literature base distributed through publishers and 
alternative media outlets, as  well as the personal accoutrements of style. 

Anarchists sometimes possess a fairly remarkable entrepreneurial spirit 
that makes the production of these resources possible on a do-it-yourself, 
smal l-scale bas is .  The proliferation of anarchist resources-from garb 
and music to l i terature and infoshops-does not necessari ly correlate 
with wider  forms o f  soc iopo l i t ic a l  s uccess ,  a s  Joe l  O l son  pointedly 
contends: 

Surprisingly much of the contemporary anarchist milieu has aban­
doned movement bui lding . . . .  Divorced from a social movement, 
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the  strategy of  bu ilding a utonomous zones or engaging in  direct 
action with small affinity groups assumes that radicals can start the 
revolution. But revolutionaries don't make revolutions. Millions of 
ordinary and oppressed people do. Anarchist theory and practice to­
day provides little sense of how these people are going to be part of 
the process, other than to create their own "free spaces " or to sponta­
neously j oin the festivals of upheaval. This is an ideal istic, ahistorical, 
and, ironically, an elitist approach to politics, one that is curiously 
separated from the struggles of the oppressed themselves.20 

In this sense, analyzing anarchism as an effective movement i s  problem­
atic, insofar as the dominant modes of anarchist organizing (protest and 
autonomy) are not necessarily constitutive of what might properly be 
termed a social movement in the first instance. Even taking the broader 
view of a movement as simply a sustained, collective chal lenge to author­
ity,  today's anarchism still leaves much to be desired in terms of whether 
the resources it has thus far mobilized actually constitute a serious threat 
to the dominant forces in society. Stil l ,  there are some formulations sug­
gesting that anarchism may not be completely off-track in this regard. 

Credible Threat 

Olson's  critique raises an  important point of reflection for anarchists, 
namely whether our efforts are building toward a bona fide movement at 
all ,  let alone a revolutionary one. Charles Tilly has further counseled that 
we must take care not to confuse " all relevant popular collective action " 
with an actual social movement, that we do not conflate organizations or 
networks with the movement itself, and that we do not reduce complex 
" interactions among activists " into a single unitary " movement" that 
undermines a more plural istic sense of understanding soc ial  change. 2 1  
Tilly's formulation takes a broad view o f  viable movement tactics, includ­
ing demonstrations, direct action, and occupations, but he also notes that 
social movement activists general ly concentrate their public efforts on more 
amel iorative actions that involve lo bbying,  broadcasting, or  moving 
authorities to take action through lega l means .  22 Ti l ly further posits a 
framework called "WUNC" for analyzing the potential impact of a given 
movement, which considers worthiness, unity, numbers, and commitment 
as bases for gauging effect; for instance, a small number of movement par­
ticipants who undertake actions with "simultaneous risk or sacrifice often 
have as large an impact as a large number of people who sign a petition, 
wear a badge, or march through the streets on a sunny afternoon. "23 
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In the end, Tilly suggests that the critical factor for a movement is the 
degree to which it represents a "credible threat" to entrenched powers : 
"The genera l  effectiveness of socia l  movement organizing a s  a way of 
making pu blic cla ims depends on the constitution of credible collective 
actors that could disrupt existing political  arrangements . " 24 In order to 
accomplish this without turning into either a c l iche or a terrorist cel l ,  
Tilly argues that movements should pay attention to attributes including 
continual innovation, expanding their repertoires of action, dramatizing 
their claims, and highlighting the intelligibility of their messages .25 In this 
vein, a number of analyses have indicated that "the use of force or disrup­
tive tactics by social movements improves their chances of reaching their 
goals , "  and that " disruption i s  the most powerful  resource that move­
ments have at their disposal to reach their goals, since they lack the insti­
tutional resources possessed by other actors, such as political parties and 
interest groups.  " 26 The class ica l formulation of the utility of disruptive 
tactics was offered by William A. Gamson: 

Groups that were active and disruptive have fared better than those 
that were passive when attacked and that never used constra ints as  a 
means of influence . . . .  It is more accurate to interpret the [se] resu lts 
as " fe ist iness  work s "  rather than " v io lence works . "  Feist ines s  
includes the will ingness to  break rules and  use  noninstitutionalized 
means-to use  d i s rupt ion as a strategy of influence  . . . .  We do  
not  know if  these unruly chal lengers rea l ly had a higher success 
rate than those who stuck to election campaigns, lawsuits, and lob­
bying, but the spread of such unruly tactics from one movement to 
another suggests that chal lengers, at least, were convinced of their 
usefulness .  27 

Another way of  getting at  these issues has been suggested by Olson, 
who looks at  patterns of extremism through a lens of h istorical util ity 
and political efficacy: 

What is needed, then, i s  a theory of zealotry that does not defer to 
the pejorative tradition. Such a theory must recognize zealotry as a 
form of collective action rather than simply an individual affliction. 
It must not automatically presume that fanatical activity is undemo­
cratic , yet it must acknowledge the antagonistic, us/them character 
of extremism. Zealotry is  an activity practiced not so much by dis­
turbed temperaments as by collectivities working to transform rela­
tions of power by creating an "us"  in struggle against a " them," and 



Assessing Anarchism 's  Impact 1 5 5  

b y  pressuring those i n  between t o  choose sides . Accordingly, zeal­
otry is political activity, driven by an ardent devotion to a cause, 
which seeks to draw clear lines along a friends/enemies dichotomy 
in order to mobilize friends and moderates in the service of that 
cause.28 

In his "Letter from a Birmingham Jail , " Martin Luther King, Jr . ,  similarly 
inquired: "The question is not whether we will  be extremists, but what 
kind of extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for hate or for love ? 
Will we be extremists for the preservation of inj ustice or for the extension 
of j ustice ? . . .  Perhaps the South, the nation and the world are in dire need 
of creative extremists. "29 With the stakes for humankind escalating every 
day, it can plausibly be argued that extremism is preferable to complicity, 
and that the latter is far more dangerous than the former. 

The upshot here for anarchism is that a movement's effectiveness is at 
times keyed to how well it defies a uthority and contests the workings of 
established power. Among movement actors, both historica l  and contem­
porary, anarchists certa inly score well on this front. Through dramatic 
demonstrations of  direct action,  mi litant protest, property destruction, 
and even at times the use of violence, anarchists have sought to awaken 
the popular conscience from its doldrums of co-optation and compla­
cency. At times, however, the message is in j eopardy of getting lost amidst 
the media's sanitizing gaze, and tactics that  were once provocative (e .g . , 
smashing corporate windows) can become routinized and sta le when 
regularly repeated. Anarchists have successfully learned how to be disrup­
tive; the challenge now is to continue doing so in creative and evolution­
ary ways that continue to pose a credible threat to established authority 
while communicating a coherent narrative in the process. Ironically, a pri­
mary method for accomplishing th is is located within the seat of power 
itself and its tendency toward repression. 

De legitimation 

One of the patterns we have seen throughout this volume is that author­
ities will go to great lengths to reinforce the image of the " violent anar­
chist, " particula rly through mediated representations of anarchists as 
thugs , rioters , criminals ,  and the like. Moreover, such invocations will 
often be cited as j ustifications for official repression of anarchists in par­
ticular and wider movements in general.  Anarchists sometimes court this 
demonization process by choosing disruptive tactics for change, raising 
the prospect of a double-edged quality to disruption in which the use of 
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force (or even the suggestion of it) works in  both directions: activists can 
use con frontational  tactics to increase their  e ffectiveness, but the state 
can a lso gain greater latitude in employing force against them in return. 
As Gam son has o bse rved , " when autho rities have used v io lence a n d  
arrests to control [disruptive chal lengers] , s u c h  means did n o t  backfire 
on them . . . .  Fu rthermore,  the more feisty the chal lenger . . .  the easier it 
is to frame the challengers as 'asking for it'. With the help of cooperating 
journal ists, the most provocative expressions of the cha llengers will draw 
the media spotl ight and wi l l  help fra me it fo r the genera l a u dience­
rega rdless of how typica l or isolated they might be. ,. Jo On the other hand, 
" cha l lengers wh o link their actions to the nonviolent tra dit ion get an 
extra measure of protection from the media spotlight [and]  overt repres­
s ion of  such chal lengers becomes an especia l ly  r isky tactic . " 3 1 At the 
end of  the day,  Gamson counsels movement actors to " be ready to use 
disruptive, extrainstitutional means of influence s ince you may wel l  need 
them to s ucceed,  but do not be surprised if y o u  become the target of 
covert and disruptive means of social control .  "32 

These insights are influential and important to consider, but they a lso 
reflect something of an outmoded view in the post-9/1 1 era . Today, tech­
nologies of overt and covert socia l  control have become commonplace 
and almost blithely accepted by a large portion of the population, espe­
cia l ly i n  the United States . Secu rity scans, warrantless wiretapping, and 
the pervasive presence o f  video cameras have become part of  the fa bric 
of l ife in modern society, and activists in particular  routinely a nticipate 
heightened scr ut iny,  i n fi ltration of their  o rga nizat ions,  a n d  even the 
denia l of  travel and other basic rights of  expression and association.  33  

Authorities have not shown the sort of restraint toward non-violent activ­
ists that Gamson posits, given the overarching j ustification of "com bating 
terrorism " that is regularly plied. Anarchists have been painted with this 
broad brush, from being declared a leading domestic terrorist threat in 
the United States to pol ice in  England asking citizens to provide them 
with any a v a i l a b l e  i n formation on k nown a n a rchi sts i n  their midst .  
Anarch ists h ave been killed at mass  demonstrations and have been special 
targets for official  beatings, gassings, and mass arrests i n  recent years.  
While these incidences o f  repression perhaps do not quite rise to the levels 
experienced in past eras-which included executions, mass deportations, 
and other forms of  o fficia l  bruta l i ty-they nonetheless  con stitute a n  
imp orta nt  b a s i s  for u n d ersta n d i ng t h e  i m pacts of  "socia l  movement 
performances. " 34 

Scholars often explore the intentiona l actions of movements, as well as 
the u n i n te n d e d  consequ ences  that " a re not a l w a y s  re lated to t h e i r  
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demands. " 35 For anarch ists, one example o f  a n  unintentional effect might 
be the police using teargas or effecting mass arrests on peaceful demon­
strators in an  action where the Black B loc (d iscussed in  more detail in 
Chapter Two)  has engaged in direct action somewhere away from the site 
of the larger protest. This can have (and has had ) the effect of polarizing 
activists, creating antipathies, and undermining solidarity-all  of which 
might be viewed as intentional effects on the part of authorities. But such 
actions have also served to delegitimize the state, which has increasingly 
resorted to extra legal  measures, denials  of due process,  and the use of 
direct force against non-violent protestors, including even members of  
the media  who are ostens ib ly  there a s  observers and  chronic lers . 3 6 
" Delegitimation, " as  Uri Gordon discerns, " refers to the sum tota l of 
anarchist interventions in public disco urse, verbal or symbolic,  whose 
message is to deny the basic legitimacy of dominant socia l  institutions 
and eat away at the premises of representative pol itics, c lass  society, patri­
archy and so on. " 37 To take another example, the technicians of global 
capita lism have lost legitimacy as the use of force to protect their meetings 
has expanded, and as they have increasingly retreated to more remote 
(and thus less transparent) venues to conduct the business of  the corpo­
rate economy. 3 8 In this sense,  anarchist  activities have weakened the 
legitimacy of the state and capita l by showing that they do not even fol­
low their own rules and that their power is not exercised j ustly . 

Power Relations 

Thus ,  another key feature of social  movements is how they transform 
power relations in society. Anarchism advocates an egalitarian, horizon­
tal mode of power d istr ibution,  and while this has not yet permeated 
the la rger cu lture,  it has  u ndou btedly  infu sed activist  c ircles around 
the world, from sma ll-group and community-based processes to  global 
networks .  As we have seen throughout this volume,  anarchists seek to 
balance power among individuals,  between individuals and social struc­
tures, between local units as  they affil iate and/or federate, and among 
the peoples of the world across geopol itica l and economic divides .  To 
an  extent, we can fa irly say that these methods have been successful 
within the locales in which they have been applied, but their circumscrip­
tion largely within the activist milieu has prevented further reformation of 
overall power relations in the larger society .  Indeed, this is one of those 
qualities that renders anarchism as inherently revolutionary, and its fa il­
ure to as yet be realized is part of the ongoing process of remaking the 
map of the world in which anarchists are regularly engaged . 
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A relevant conundrum that has plagued revolutions throughout history 
is sometimes referred to as antipower, or the tendency of any force to pro­
d uce " a n equa l  a nd oppos ite reaction , " as I saac  Newton s u rmised . 
Sometimes th is opposing force takes the form of repression, but it also 
at  times comes about within the very source of the init ia l  force itself. 
" Ant i  power i s  the motive force of  genu ine  revo lut ions  [ and  often ]  
becomes power a s  soon a s  it  is triumphant, " a s  Giovanni Baldel l i  has 
observed . 3 9 What is  unique about anarchism, in  theory at  least,  i s  i ts  
refusal to exercise power in the triumphalist sense; j ust as  one cannot be 
forced to free, by definition, neither can anarchism be imposed by coer­
cive means . "You can impose authority but you cannot impose freedom, " 
as Colin Ward notes.40 Stil l ,  some in the milieu advocate tactics-either 
physical or mora listic-that possess a coercive quality, ra ising the ques­
tion of  whether anarchism at  times runs the risk of becoming the very 
th ing that it is struggling against: "That movement and those organiza­
tions will show themselves truly anarchist that will not practice, and will 
not structure themselves according to, the very methods they condemn 
in others. Power is power under any name. A revolutionary power, want­
ing the end of one system of oppression, is no guarantee against itself  
embodying another such system. "4 1  

Similarly, social scientists sometimes refer to a process o f  reification, in 
which an abstract notion is brought into being, oftentimes through pro­
cesses ostensibly intended to contest it. Thus, in d irectly confronting the 
state, anarchists run the risk of further concretizing it as a thing worthy 
of such contestation, thereby elevating its posture. The same i s  true in  
reverse, of course, so that anarchists can gain stature a s  the state perse­
cutes  them as  wel l .  The difference,  however,  i s  that the state has  far 
greater control over representations of power ( particu larly vis-a-vis its 
sway over the mainstream media ) ,  such that in the public ' s  mind anar­
chist actions might serve to reify the state as a bastion of order and protec­
tion, whereas anarchists are often reified as hooligans or terrorist threats. 
This was true even in the propaganda put forth as far back as a century 
ago: "Thus, in the name of the revolution, the Anarchists serve the cause 
of reaction; in the name of morality they approve the most immoral acts; 
in the name of individual liberty they trample under foot all the rights of 
their fellows. "42 Now, this  sort of hysterical pronouncement is certainly 
overblown, and anarchists are hardly a lone among movement actors 
who confront potential hypocrisies in navigating an oppositional stance 
within such a tota lizing society .  But the implicit cautionary tale  is val id, 
and anarchists would do well  to continue heeding it .  
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Identity Construction 

Perhaps the greatest success for which anarchism can claim at least partial 
credit-and likewise comprising a platform for anarchist power relations 
coming into greater clarity-is the theory 's position of maximal equality 
and how it has endeavored to span identity attributes including race, class, 
gender, sexual orientation, ability, and more. Anarchists believe in the innate 
equality and the capacity for productive empowerment of every individual ,  
at least in principle . This becomes more challenging to maintain in the face 
of viewing political adversaries (e.g., coercive state officials, corporate profit­
eers, hate groups, and supremacists ) as " the enemy " within a movement 
context, and anarchists have not always been especially tolerant of or 
respectful toward those among the power elite in particular.  But by and 
large, anarchists are busier building communities and facilitating movements 
than they are engaging in direct (and potentially dehumanizing) confronta­
tions with adversaries. Indeed, anarchism focuses on the "cop in your head" 
as well as the one on the street, indicating that the true test of overcoming 
hierarchy is to confront the roots of it that we unconsciously embrace and 
enact in our lives .  In this sense, anarchism is about individual character 
development as much as institutional challenge; " it is not a program for 
political change but an act of social self-determination. "43 

Despite the fact that "anarchism rema ins a largely white ideology in 
the U.S . , "  as Olson observes, it is also the case that "American anarchist 
thought and practice can provide a powerful  analysis of race. " 44 Ext­
ending the point, Olson concludes that a thoroughgoing deconstruction of 
h ierarchy " has broadened contemporary anarchism into a critique of al l  
forms of oppression, including capita lism, the state, and organized religion 
but also patriarchy, heterosexism, anthropocentrism, racism, and more. "45 
Anarchism is unique among political theories in its attempt to " attack all 
forms of oppression, not j ust a 'main' one, because without an attack on 
hierarchy itself, other forms of oppression will not necessarily wither away 
after capitalism (or patriarchy, or colonial ism) is destroyed . "46 Similar 
themes have been sounded by anarcha-feminists, who assert that "anarchists 
challenge any form of organization or relationship which fosters the exercise 
of power and domination, " likewise that "anarchism understands that all 
oppressions are mutually reinforcing. "47 As L. Susan Brown articulates, 

not only is anarchism inherently feminist, but a lso it goes beyond 
feminism in its fundamental opposition to al l  forms of power, hier­
archy, and domination . . . .  While race, class, age, gender, sexuality, 
or a b i l i ty,  for instance,  may pose ana lytica l problems for other 
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movements, anarchism is capable of deal ing with all these issues as 
legitimate because of its fundamental  commitment to freedom for all 
people. No one oppression is given special status in anarchism-all 
oppression is equal ly undesirable. Anarchists fight for human free­
dom against each and every form of power and domination , not j ust 
a particu lar h istorical manifestation of  power.48 

Soc i a l  movement a n a lysts h a ve begun to em brace the tenor  of  these 
insights, noting th at  there has  been a " sh i ft to identity construction " 
along with a redefinition of movements in part as " identity-creating struc­
tures . "49 These analyses further indicate the i nterlinked natu re of per­
s o n a l  tra n s fo r m a t i o n  a n d  p o l i t ic a l  cha nge,  t h u s  c o n nect ing t h e  
development of identities a n d  societies. 

In addition to race and gender issues, anarchism directly and critica lly 
engages matters of sexuality, as well as confronting disability issues by pos­
iting new rubrics such as "alter-ability "  that seek to " encourage the less 
able to build their own a lternative structures of useful  activity integrated 
within a cooperative framework. "50 In recent years, anarchism has found 
productive intersections with fields including "postcolonial thought, queer 
studies, black and Chicano studies, cultural studies, and feminism," among 
other schools of thought and practice:s 1 Anarchism has had a long tradi­
tion of confronting issues of class, economic j ustice, and the conditions of 
labor; more recently, it has found appl ication in critical investigations of 
homelessness, marginalization, and forms of underground economics that 
exist beneath the veneer of  capitalist society:52 Anarchists wade into areas 
o ften neglected by other movements, such as parenting and family roles, 
l ikewise including an ethical orientation that asks us to fu lly consider the 
impact of all of  our interpersonal relationships-from families and friend­
ships to neighborhoods and workplaces-as sites for collective construc­
tion :53  The contemporary a n a rc h ist mi l ieu  is thorough l y  g lobal  a n d  
includes voices from both maj oritarian a n d  subaltern perspectives, repre­
senting the fu ll  ra nge of identity constructions found across human cul­
tures . Stil l ,  the actual  practice of a fully non-hierarchica l  world remains a 
work in progress, and anarchism must continue to grapple with its own 
imbrications with in structu res of oppression that reflect outmoded ways 
of thinking about personal re lations and social locations al ike . 

Building Alternatives 

Ultimately, the primary eva luative measure for social movements-what­
ever definition we ascribe, and rega rdless of their level of organization-is 
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how wel l  they bui ld a lternatives and construct new narratives that chal­
lenge p revail ing arrangements and point the way forward. Th roughout 
this volume, I have attempted to depict a productive, proactive, and pos­
itive v iew of anarchism that indicates its s imultaneous capacities for con­
tes tat ion a n d  constructi o n .  Taken together,  the exa mples cited a n d  
theories analyzed throughout the foregoing chapters present a vision of 
anarchism that is grounded i n  the a utonomo us actions of  individuals ,  
communities, and wider networks in managi ng the conditions of their 
l ives with i n  the context of  cooperative, mutua l ly beneficial  endeavors. 
As previously noted, anarchism eschews concrete blueprints or formulas 
i n  favor of  an organic and evolutionary approach to social organization, 
on the theory that challenges and conflicts are best handled i n  rea l time 
by the people closest to them, oftentimes spontaneously but also informed 
by the lessons of the past. Indeed, human history from its earliest under­
p inn ings reflects the inherent abi l i ty of  i ndividuals  and communities to 
navigate crises, promote j ust relations, federate and exchange with others, 
and live with in the carrying capacity of the planet-all without imposing 
rigid h ierarchies and regi mes of control that by now appear increasingly 
l ike a sl ippery s lope to technocratic total ita r ian ism.  As Peter Marshal l  
concludes, " for most of human evol ution and h i story people have l ived 
peaceful ,  cooperative l ives without rulers, leaders, pol iticia ns,  soldiers, 
policemen and taxmen. "54 

This is not to say that every pre-existing culture has been anarchistic, or 
that we want to return to some earlier "golden age" (even if  it was pos­
sible) when people l ived in  perfect harmony. Quite likely, such a state of 
affa irs was never truly evident, and h istory reflects a complex range of  
societal forms among the many cultu res that  have existed . Whatever we 
make of the past, it is the cha llenge of the presen t  that  we must  confront 
i f  the human experiment is to continue .  Like many others, anarch ists 
struggle to cope with the rapid changes in  technologies of  surveil lance 
and control ,  the desta bi l ization of  the environment, widening gaps of  
wealth and opportunity ,  the waste and destruction o f  a permanent war 
eco nomy,  the l inear iz ing a nd pr ivatiz ing i nflu ence o f  global  capital ,  
increasing vulnerabi lities as to essentials including food and water, media 
hegemony, toxification and declining health, the centralization of politi­
cal power, and all of the myriad crises presented by the world as it  is cur­
rently con figu red . A n a rc hists have been stead i ly  b u i l d i ng a lte rnat ive 
arrangements to tackle these crises-including intentional communities, 
a nt i -capita l ist  economies,  free schools ,  seed banks ,  a n d  i ndependent 
med ia  centers. One intrigu ing example is that  of the Rainbow Fa mily o f  
L i v i n g  L i g h t ,  w h ich  h a s  h e l d  reg u l a r  " g a t h e r i ngs " on p u b l ic l a n d s  
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(attracting tens of thousands)  for over four decades, approximating the 
complex range of in itiatives that define human communities. 55 

Sti l l ,  to somehow overcome (or even address ) al l  of the chal lenges pres­
ently con fronting h umankind wou ld be well beyond the capacity of  any 
single movement or  theory . The tota l i ty of these crises-k nowledge of 
which is in fact widely known-promotes a sense of  detachment, despair, 
and disempowerment that only serves to feed back into the downward 
spira l .  Some may be hoping that  the "powers that be" wi l l  step in and 
save us,  and i ndeed there may well be  technological innovations on the 
horizon tha t appear to promise abundant energy and reso urces, as wel l 
as greater control over the variables that contribute to desta bi l ization . 
But without a concomitant change in values, from a mindset of domina­
tion and competition to one of equality and mutual ism, we are l ikely to 
find ourselves back i n  a place of  dependency and subj ugation .  Perhaps 
some would opt for a gilded cage that obscures their view of the world 
outside the bars; anarchists emphatically reject such resignations and urge 
peopl e  everywhere to rattle those cages u ntil  a resonance frequency is 
found that breaks them down once and for all. This may well be the cen­
tral anarchist va lue and vision, namely that we still have the abi l ity and 
opportunity to turn the Titanic around and a vert the cataclysm ahead.  
Indeed, we can even dismantle it  a ltogether and creatively use the pieces 
to build a new ship right now. 

Metaphors aside, anarchists have acntally come a long way in  terms of 
delineating a non-prescriptive vision for a lternative societies as against the 
hegemony of the dominant order. Again, the essence is contained more in 
the process than the resu lt, more about what an anarchist society does than 
what it is . In this rega rd, we have examined p rocesses including se l f­
management, mutual aid, sol idarity, direct action, prefiguring, consensus 
decision mak ing, restora tive j ustice, l i bera tory educati on,  partic ipatory 
governance, egalitarian distribution, networking, and more. None of these 
in itself tells us exactly what an anarchist society will look l ik e, and indeed 
different communities may apply these processes in divergent ways. The 
basic unifying premise, however, is that in doing so they will at least leave 
open the prospect of healthy social evolution, rather than the apparently 
destructive path we are on today. Anarchism cannot solve all of our prob­
lems, but it does offer a way of looking at the world-and the people in it­
as a complex system comprised of self-actualized units that are equal ly enti­
tled to define the conditions of  l ife and the course of history . Capita lists and 
statists have already pronounced the "end of  history " with the purported 
tri umph of their paradigm, but anarchists maintain through their words 
and deeds that the future is yet to be written .  That may be as good as it gets . 
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Buying Time 

In this chapter, I have sought to assess the relative impact and effective­
ness of anarchism in theory and p ractice, tracing the broad outl ines of 
an eva luat ive fra mework for a nti-systemic and revolutionary pursu its 
that o ften defy the terms of  tradit ional  socio logica l measuring devices. 
Overa l l ,  it  appea rs that anarch ism today has actu a l l y  progressed qu ite 
wel l  i n  terms of expan ding i ts scope, refin ing i ts points o f  tens ion,  and 
promoting i ts v is ion.  Nonethe less, much remains  to be done,  and there 
pro b a b l y  is not a s i ngle  a n a rchist  who bel ieves that the revolution i s  
won a n d  the task accompli shed. Indeed, anarch ists i n  genera l accept the 
basic facts that the work wil l  never be done, that the maintenance of free­
dom and equal ity will always be unfolding, a nd that humankind wi l l  be 
engaged i n  an  eternal process of  learn i ng how to l i ve in bala nce with 
o n e  a n o t h e r  a n d  the rest o f  n o n - h u m a n  n a ture ;  a s  H a r o l d  Barcl a y  
observes, " even if  a narchy were t o  be achieved, eternal  vigilance would 
be the bare min imum price for even a modicum of s uccess . " 5 6 I n  this  
sense, the u ltimate aim of anarchism is to  continue this process, hold ing 
open the window of opportunity in which to invent and implement new 
visions for as long as possi ble,  even in the face of escalating crises and 
long odds. The tota lity of anarchist praxis, in  conjunction with movement 
actors from many other fron ts, has at least served to " buy time " ( ironi­
cal ly, a capita l i st  construct i f  ever there was one)  and l i berate space for 
the creation of a lternatives . This quest for the future is perhaps the defin­
ing task before us, and i ts exploration wi l l  fittingly serve as  a tentative 
conclusion to this volume. 





CONCLUSION 

Anarchism as Future Vision 

A narchism possesses an intriguing temporal perspective that equally 
credits the past, present,  and future in  its ana lyses and a ctions .  

Sometimes anarchists embrace the notion o f  "primitivism " as a n  expres­
sion of  longing for a bygone day, at  times explicitly call ing for a return 
to the Paleolithic "hunter-gatherer" age in which humans are said to have 
lived without rigid social hierarchies and within the carrying capacities of 
the habitat. Even those that do not issue such a call still oftentimes draw 
lessons from the stateless societies that predominated our shared past, as 
well as from more recent historical examples of " anarchy in action"  such 
as the Spanish Civil War. At the same time, anarchists deploy a wide spec­
trum of " direct action " tactics in the present that seek to undermine and 
a lter the preva iling order, carve out spaces of autonomy and resistance, 
and build a set of sustainable alternatives to meet the needs of individuals 
and communities while foresta lling the ongoing degradation of the envi­
ronment. And anarchists a lso have one eye on the future, not in  a pre­
scriptive sense but more so in the practice of " prefiguring "-that is ,  in 
the recognition that actions taken in the present will (and should ) model 
the new society in the making, serving not only to contest power but to 
create the basis for tomorrow's anarchism . Interestingly, sometimes th is 
imagined future looks a bit like the past. 

In this deep-seated temporal l inkage, anarchism reflects a crucial sen­
sibil ity that often goes unacknowledged in social theory, namely that  we 
are all futuri sts all the time-for good,  bad ,  or  otherwise . As Noam 
Chomsky points out, through the choices we make today we are  continu­
ally asserting " our control over the fate of future generations, " creating a 
" basic mora l imperative " that underscores much of environmenta lism 
and a n a rch i sm a l i k e .  1 C o l i n  Ward further a s serts  that "a soc iety  
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advanced enough to accept the environmental imperatives of the 2 1 st cen­
tury will be obliged to reinvent anarchism as a response to them,"  indicat­
ing that " anarchism is the only politica l ideology capable of addressing 
the chal lenges posed by our new green consciousness to the accepted 
range of  political ideas. " 2  Uri Gordon concurs that " in a future p lagued 
by energy scarcity, climate instabil ity and financial meltdown, anarchist 
values and forms of organizing will  become increasingly important . . . .  
The challenge anarchists and their al lies face today is to disseminate their 
skills and ideas, creating a better chance that the move through industrial 
collapse will lead to a truly l iberated world. " 3 Continuing in this vein, 
Peter Marshall concludes that anarchism " is more urgent than ever if we 
are to survive the ecological crises and reverse the growing inj ustice and 
inequal ity in the world. We need to imagine and real ize an  a lternative 
future and social rea lity, one based on autonomy, individuality, commu­
nity, solidarity and a deep concern for the natura l world. "4 

Indeed, the problems confronting humankind are manifold, and they 
have potentially dire implications for the future . At the same time, anar­
chists ( and other dedicated activists ) have been steadily articulating and 
implementing the seeds of a new vision. Given its inherently revolutionary 
posture and its comprehensive critique of power, domination, and hier­
archy,  anarchism holds  great  promise for accompl ishing the task of 
" bu i ld ing indepen dent, su sta ina ble a lternatives and community self­
sufficiency " and l ikewise " d isplaying attractive models that people can 
implement. " 5  Uncompromising in its rejection of technocratic rule, anar­
chism possesses the capacity to directly engage " today's most pressing 
issues, including: food shortages, the distribution of resources, the role of 
technology, access to political power, the roots and sources of conflict, the 
origins of oppression and marginalization, and the potentially irreparable 
harm being done to the biosphere. " 6  To cope with this ever-expanding list 
of crises, anarchism itself has continued to evolve new forms, such as "insur­
rectionalism, primitivism, anarcha -feminism, S ituationist anarchisms, 
especifismo, and platformism," plus establishing productive intersections 
with areas of inquiry including " radical anti-racist politics such as 'Race 
Traitor,' radical queer theories, environmentalism(s ) ,  and animal liberation­
ism, as well as anarchist practices emerging from post-colonial states and 
indigenous populations. "  7 

Increasingly, a sense of impending collapse looms large in the modern 
psyche. Anarchists are among the relatively few (within the privi leged 
nations,  in  particu lar )  who choose neither to ignore this through self­
medication and functional  distraction, nor to pretend that it is s imply 
part of  bus iness as  usual with no ca use for alarm. "We have ta ken a 
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monstrously wrong turn , "  as  John Zerzan pointedly a sserts, " from a 
place of enchantment, understanding and wholeness to the absence we 
find at the heart of the doctrine of progress .  Empty and emptying, the 
logic of domestication , with its demand to control everything, now shows 
us  the ruin of the civilization that ruins the rest. " 8 Even against this stark 
realization that the facade of progress and plenty has steadily pushed the 
world to the brink, perhaps irreversibly so by some ecological  measures, 
anarchists refuse to "go gentle into that good night" and instead con­
sciously choose to " rage, rage against the dying of the light, " as  the oft­
q u oted l ine s  by the poet  D y l a n  Thomas  s uggest .  Writ ing on " The 
Transformation of the Future , "  anarcha-feminist Peggy Kornegger thus 
intones: 

I used to think that if the revolution didn't happen tomorrow, we 
would all be doomed to a catastrophic (or at least catatonic ) fate . 
I don't believe anymore that  that is necessarily true. In fact, I don't 
even believe in that kind of before-and-after revolution, and I think 
we set ourselves up for failure and despair by thinking of it in those 
terms .  I do bel ieve that what we all need, what we absolutely require 
in  order to continue  struggling ( in  spite of the oppression of  our 
daily l ives ) ,  is hope,  that  is ,  a v is ion of the future so beautifu l  and 
so powerful that it  pul ls  us  steadily forward in a bottom-up creation 
of an inner and outer world both habitable and self-fulfil l ing for 
all. 0 0 .  

0 0 0 Nothing we can do is  enough, but on the other hand,  those 
" small changes " we make in our minds,  in our lives, in one anoth­
er's lives , are not tota lly futile and ineffectual .  It takes a long time 
to make a revolution :  it  i s  something that one both prepares for 
and lives now. The transformation of the future will not be instanta­
neous,  but it  can be tota l 0 0 0 a continuum of thought and action, 
individuality and collectivity, spontaneity and organization, stretch­
ing from what is to what can be. Anarchism provides a framework 
for this transformation. It is a vision, a dream, a possibility which 
becomes "rea l"  as we live it. 9 

Holding a Vision 

The centra l question before us, then, might simply be stated as: "Where 
do we go from here ? " 1 ° From Starhawk to Peter Gelderloos-who can 
be taken to represent the poles of a spectrum of anarchism from prefig­
urative paganism to mil itant mobil izations-there is actua lly a nascent 
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convergence of fu ture v i s i o n s  in the a n a rc h i st m i l i e u .  For her p a rt, 
Sta rhawk begi ns from the premise that revolution is "what we a re,  not 
what we wil l  become; what we do, not what we wil l  do someday . . .  a 
l i v ing process happening now " ;  in th i s  v iew, the s imu ltaneous task of 
evolution is  equa l ly  cruc ia l ,  enta i l ing an effort to "provide the a l terna­
tives,  b u i l d  the models,  i n vent the new l i fe-fr iendly  tech no logies,  and 
demonstrate that eco logica l san ity i s  actua l ly  more profita b le . " 1 1  Her 
ult imate v i s ion for both today and tomorrow i ncludes :  p rotecting the 
l i fe -susta i n i ng sy stems o f  the p la net;  resisting commodificat ion a n d  
recla iming the sacred; restoring communities' control over their resources 
a n d  destinies;  respecting and learning from i n d igenous  cultures;  con­
ducting our business with due regard for futu re generations; promoting 
opportun ities for all people to meet their  needs and fu lfil l  their dreams; 
treating labor and la borers j ustly and with d ignity; ensu ring the basic 
means of l ife for a ll ;  and creating participatory structures in which people 
have a voice in all decisions that a ffect them. 12 

This is a thoroughly anarchist vision, though it need not be called that 
to appreciate its innate logic and desirabi lity. Gelderloos approaches sim­
i lar  themes from a revolutionary starting point that " v is ions make us 
stronger, and we w i l l  a l l  need the coura ge to brea k  once a n d  for a l l  
with the existing i nstitutions a n d  the false solutions they offer, " segueing 
into the e v o l u t i o n a r y  ta s k  of desc r i b i ng " how an ecologica l ,  a nt i ­
authoritarian society could m a n i fest itsel f. " 1 3 Artic u lat ing his  v is ion,  
Gelderloos focuses on attributes including: bringing a bout an end to  foss i l  
fue l  extraction;  rep lacing i ndustr i a l  food production with susta i n a b l e  
growing a t  local levels; rejecting the exploitative mental ity of  the market; 
abandoning some cities and green ing others; producing energy and other 
essential  resources loca l ly; convening neigh borhood assembl ies and other 
forms of decentralized decision making; returning control of dai ly l i fe to 
individuals and small  groups; esta blishing a gift economy; removing the 
comp uls ion of work and i nstead m a k i ng it e n j oy a b le; a bol is hing the 
police and other forms of coercive force; maintaining viable transporta­
tion and communication between local units; and healing the world from 
the ravages of capitalism through permaculture and sustainable  social  
and ecologica l practices . 1 4  

W e  c a n  s e e  i m med i a t e l y  how m u c h  synergy e x i s ts between these 
visions, which aga in come from fa irly disparate sources within contempo­
ra ry anarch ism-and a dditiona l  a ffirming visions abound in the m i l ieu .  
Marsha l l ,  for instance, sees a world in which people can run free, l ink  
with  neigh bors, become rooted in their bioregion, cooperate routinely,  
decentra l ize commun ications, and esta b l ish horizontal modes of  social  
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organization-tak ing the broad view that, u ltimately, " no one path is 
paramount: there are many d i fferent wa ys up a mountain . " 1 5  Crisp i n  
Sartwell aspires t o  an anarchism that devolves upon self-sovereignty and 
indiv idua l  respon sibi l ity,  loosely formed col lectives a n d  associations,  
deeper connections to one anoth er and nature,  greater complexity in  
human identit ies beyond mere  capita l ist  fo rms, conscience a nd self­
discipl ine,  and non-prescriptive voluntaristic forms of socia l  associa­
tion. 1 6  Carissa Honeywell  discerns a British tradition of anarchism that 
encompasses " virulent rejections of war, universal opportunities for aes­
thetic expression, experimenta l student-led techniques i n  education, the 
devolution of political and economic control to the lowest possible com­
munity level in various spheres, popular control over the use of technol­
ogy and land, and the re-evaluation of socia l  mores according to their 
individual and social benefit and authenticity ,"  with the combined effect 
of " encouraging voluntarism, empowering communities, building social 
rel ationships, land] supporting l iberating opportunities for self-he lp. " 1 7 
And Donald Black subtly projects the rise of a " new anarchy lthat is] nei­
ther communal nor situational,  yet both at once. " 1 8 

These burgeoning visions are representative o f  the anarchist tendency 
to focus on pragmatic possibilities and ideal alternatives at the same time. 
All of the notions mentioned above are practicable (at least in part) in the 
present, and yet each points toward a potenti a l  future tha t  rema ins  a 
gleam in the vis ionary's  eye.  This  is the essence of prefiguring and of  
anarchism a s  wel l ,  namely that  we desire a world that is a lways in  the 
making, that  eschews total or final visions for the sake of ongoing exper­
imenta tion, that remains open to rethinking its own basic premises, that 
restores the capacity to make any such decisions to individuals and com­
munities that are locally rooted yet working in concert, that respects the 
s ingu lar and the whole s imultaneously a s  n ecessary reflections of  one 
a nother.  As P .  M. o bserves i n  a rticulating the complex,  evolut ionary 
vision of a global network of autonomous communities conta ined in the 
landmark work bolo 'bolo,  what we seek is " not a system, but a patch­
work of micro-systems. " 1 9 As such, Cindy Milstein observes, " anarchism 
asks that people 'build the road as they travel . '  "20 

Thus, as Milstein counsels, " the 'end' of anarchism is not a final desti­
nat ion . . .  nor a revolution a fter which a l l  becomes a n d  remains  per­
fect. '' 2 1 Anarch ism is not a " b lueprint or rigid pla n , "  rather taking the 
v iew that " no one can dictate the exact shape of the future ";  unlike think­
ers from other traditions, " anarchists exercise extreme caution when dis­
cussing 'blueprints '  of  future social  relations since they believe that it is 
a lways up to those seeking freedom to decide how they desire to live. "22 
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As Chomsky concurs, " though our visions can and should be a guide, 
they are at best a very partial one. They are not clear, nor are they stable, 
at least for people who care about the consequences of their acts . Sensible 
people will look forward to a c learer articu l ation of their anim ating 
visions and to the critical  evaluation of them in the l ight of reason and 
experience.  " 23 Ult imately,  then,  " we should be ca utious in  try ing to 
sketch out the nature of the future society in too much deta i l"  and instead 
" try and experiment and chip away at  existing structures.  " 24 Perhaps 
nowhere i s  this " exper imenta l futu r i sm " more ev ident  th a n  i n  the 
ongoing debate about what role technology is to play in any anarchist 
vis ion for today, or tomorrow. 

Techno-topia, or Future Primitive? 

In Chapter Four we looked in deta il at primitivism, critiques of civiliza­
tion, and competing views over technology. I will not rehash that analysis 
here, except insofar as to note that anarchism (as in many other contexts ) 
reflects a curious dual  tendency to embrace Luddism and high technol­
ogy, to both ignore and infiltrate modern machinery, to "get back to the 
garden " and " boldly go where no one has  gone before " a l l  at once .  
Even anarchists who utilize modern technologies of communication and 
conveyance-which is nearly everyone-often express ambivalence about 
the efficacy and ethicality of such devices. The objections are over the eco­
nomic arrangements in which these technologies are produced, the inher­
ent a nt i -env ironme nta l i sm co nta ined with in  the ir  work ings ,  the i r  
dehumanizing aspects of automation and mediation, the  capacities for 
greater social control embedded in their use, and the mechanistic world­
view they reflect. Above all, anarchists reject the specialized, centralized 
knowledge necessary to maintain a technological  society ,  as  well as  the 
concomitant dependency it fosters among a populace increasingly re liant 
upon remote mach inery to run our da i ly  l ives ,  l a rgely immune from 
accountabi lity and beyond our  capacity to either regulate or even fu lly 
understand it .  Zerzan laments: "As we have become more a l ien from 
our own experiences, which are processed, standardized, l abeled,  and 
subjected to hierarchical control, technology emerges as the power behind 
our misery and the main form of ideological domination. " 25 

Still, Zerzan's future primitive worldview is by no means fully accepted 
by anarchists . Historically, in the more halcyon early days of industrial­
ism, agrarian and ecological  anarchists ( including Peter Kropotkin and 
Elisee Reclus ,  among others ) actual ly saw great hope in  technology to 
a l leviate the toi ls  of  labor and enable greater self-sufficient production 
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o f  food. Graham Purchase observes, for instance, that Reclus "was much 
more willing to enthusiastically endorse developments in technology than 
perhaps he might have been, had he been living today; believing that the 
intell igent and ecologically informed use of science and technology could 
produce harmony, beauty, and a bundance for all. " 26 Even today, many 
still place great faith in technology to solve the myriad crises before us ,  
perhaps more out of a sense of necessity than desire, but the result is the 
same. How are we to feed seven billion people without agribusiness and 
industri a l  food product ion methods ? Can we reverse the threshold­
crossing processes driving climate change without employing technologi­
cal fixes ? Will the global economy be able to function without the internet 
infrastructure ? What would become of the ability to travel and stay con­
nected to others if mass technologies were to disappear? Can we survive 
sans machinery ? 

These sorts of queries indicate at least partly why technology enjoys 
such wide acceptance in society ,  to the degree of feti shism by now, and 
why so many seem willing to accept even greater technological  interven­
tions in order to try and fix the problems a lready caused by it. This sort 
of " doubling down " perspective is  potential ly disastrous,  both for per­
sona l freedom and ecologica l  surviva l a like .  The proposed " solution s "  
to today's crises read like a Pandora's box o f  science-fiction scenarios that 
portend further potential destabilization of the biosphere, increased cen­
tra lization of state-corporate power, and deeper incursions into human 
integrity . Nuclear power is by now an obvious " false solution, " as  is bio­
technology, but  right around the corner are even more disconcerting 
developments l ike the geoengineering of the environment ( i . e . ,  a ltering 
the p lanet ' s  bas ic  cyc le s )  and nan otechnology ( i . e . ,  manipu lat ion o f  
matter at the molecular level ) .  Anarchists are, by a n d  large, a s  future­
oriented as  anyone,  and there are even celebratory invocations to be 
found in the mil ieu, such a s  the a ssertion that " technologica l  society 
may serve as an appropriate model of anarchist utopia " by producing a 
"pos itive chaos"  or "Techno-verse"  that cha llenges the totalizing view 
of order and control . 27 

Fortunately, as  Richard J .  F .  Day describes, " the basic principles of  
engineering work against  the fantasy of a tota lly integrated world .  As 
any computer user knows, the more complex a system becomes the more 
difficult it is to maintain, the more often and catastrophically it fai ls .  " 2 8  

The internet may be the qu intessential example of th is phenomenon: in 
order to sustain its utility, it has been increasingly brought under central 
control and regulation ( in  fact, it  originates from the military-security 
appa ratus ) ,  mak ing i t  a more  a ttract ive target fo r hackers ,  b lack  
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marketers, and other high-tech pirates who are able to impinge upon this 
exp and ing  mono l i th fro m  l i tera l l y  a nywhere in the wor ld .  D ecen­
tral ization and d iversification are  actual ly  far more stable methods of  
organization, as  anarchists have been asserting for centuries, but these 
va lues  do  not serve the interests of  s tate and corporate hegemony .  
Gordon thus concludes that, despite appearances of decentralized open­
ness, the internet's "enabling infrastructures have the more usual charac­
ter ist ics  of  modern techno log ica l  systems , " inc lud ing not on ly  the 
resource-intensive creation of computer hardware but a lso the " enor­
mous level of precision and authoritative coordination " required for both 
production and reproduction of the system.29 

In answer to such eventualities, Hakim Bey offers a creative response 
that celebrates chaos and rej ects both " anti-Tech anarchism [and] the 
concept of the Technological fix as well, " asserting bluntly that " if a given 
technology, no matter how admirable in potential (in the future ) ,  is used 
to oppress me here and now, then I must either wield the weapon of sab­
otage or else seize the means of production .  " 30 Indeed, the stakes are 
high,  and anarchists-even with their complex love-hate relationship 
with technology-stand increas ingly isolated among socia l  movement 
groups in offering resistance to and a critique of expanding technocratic 
control .  Gordon urges us to grasp the basic di lemma of our time: "No 
amount of financia l  speculation or high-tech intervention wil l  buy the 
system out  o f  its i nevita ble  crash.  The time of the turning has come, 
and we are the generation with the dubious fortune to l ive and die in its 
throes .  " 3 1 As such ,  " a narch ists and their  a l l ie s  are now requ ired to 
project themselves into a future of growing instabil ity and deterioration, 
and to re-imagine their tactics and strategies in view of the converging 
crises that will define the twenty-first century. " 32 

Sti l l ,  amid the decaying fa bric, there remain opportunities for " low­
tech innovation in areas l ike  energy, bui ld ing and food production, " 
a n d  perhaps  th i s  i s  what  figures  l i ke  Kropotk in  and  Rec lus  had  i n  
m i n d  over a century ago . 3 3  Maybe w e  cannot go back-there is  " n o  
escape backward in time,"  as Bey notes-but w e  c a n  certainly g o  forward 
by reviving the traditional knowledge of the past, selecting human-scaled 
technologies that can be crafted and serviced by a wide range of users, let­
ting local communities decide the appropriate tools for their needs, and 
u l t imately turn ing tod a y ' s  mounting  tec h n o logy-dr iven cr i ses  into 
new opportun ities for "creativity,  convivia lity and cooperation .  " 34 In 
the end,  as Gordon advises,  " there are no guarantees , "  and anarchists 
will  need to remain engaged, vigilant, critica l ,  and constructive to help 
surmount the unfolding cataclysms. 35 Anarchism is uniquely situated to 
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foster the growth of communities that embrace real istic strategies-not 
merely for survival ,  but toward a renaissance of new ideas and practices 
that possess a long historical pedigree. This may sound a bit like the plot 
of a science fiction tale, and indeed it has been recorded as such on more 
than one occasion. 

Science Friction 

In working out its future visions, anarchism has found a willing venue in 
the annals of science fiction. 36  Explorations of anarch istic themes have 
appeared i n  the " cyberp unk " writ ings  of  Wi l l i a m  Gibson ,  Bruce 
Sterling, and Rudy Rucker; the  technolibertarian v is ions  of Robert A .  
Heinlein, Ken MacLeod, and  Vernor Vinge; and  the sociopolitical works 
of  Michael Moorcock, lain M. Banks, and Norman Spinrad. Some of the 
most instructive anarchist futures have been developed by science fiction 
writers, helping to popularize anarchism for a wide readership in the pro­
cess .  The best known of these works is  l ikely Ursula  K. Le Guin's  The 
Dispossessed: An Ambiguous Utopia ( 1 974 ) ,  which explores the develop­
ment  of a lunar  anarch i s t  society as  i t  compares  with its cap ita l i st­
authoritarian parent p lanet; her work further considers the ways in which 
centra lization and burea ucratization can become entrenched even in an 
ostensible anarchist society when eternal vigilance is abandoned in favor 
of a static utop ianism.  S imi lar  themes are found in James P .  Hogan ' s  
Voyage from Yesteryear ( 1 9 8 2 ) ,  where a renegade anarchist colony is  
invaded by capita l i s t-autocratic forces attempting to rec la im it-with 
the latter being confronted by mass non-violence and eventually becom­
ing subsumed within the decentra lized, cooperative society .  Eric Frank 
Russe l l ' s  The Great Explosion ( 1 962 ) l ikewise features the c lass less ,  
gift-economy society of the " Gands" (after Gandhi )  us ing passive resis­
tance against invading military authoritarians. 

The theme of contrasting futures is further explored in Marge Piercy's 
Woman on the Edge of Time ( 1 976 ) ,  in which a young woman trapped 
in a brutal ,  repressive society travels to the future where two competing 
" realities " are on the verge of war: an el itist autocracy versus a culture 
based on enchantment, androgyny, human-scaled technology, and eco­
logical balance. Adopting a revolutionary posture in  her own time, the 
young woman's actions become a pivotal point in history for the realiza­
t ion of  a future world based  on equa l ity,  harmony,  and san ity .  Pat  
Murphy's bril l iant The City, Not Long After ( 1 9 8 9 )  depicts a band of  
post-cataclysm survivors in San Francisco successfully deploying a wide­
ranging campaign of  resistance ( ma inly uti l izing non-compliance and 
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monkeywrenching tactics ) against a mil itary unit bent on restoring " law 
and order" in the aftermath of  collapse. "We don't have a representative 
form of government, " the resisters tell one of the military commanders. 
"We fo l low more of a town counci l  model .  When we want to decide 
someth ing, we al l  get together and discuss it .  But  you'd be surprised 
how few things really affect everyone . Most decisions can be made in  
smaller groups . " 37 In Starhawk's The Fifth Sacred Thing ( 1 993 ) ,  a similar 
post-apocalyptic battle ensues between ega litarian eco-topian survivors 
and authoritarian militaristic aggressors . The book notably opens with a 
"Declaration of the Four Sacred Things"  ( " air, fire, water, and earth " ) , 
which proclaims in part: " No one has the right to appropriate them or 
profit from them at the expense of others. Any government that fa i ls  to 
protect them forfeits its legitimacy. " 38 

These are merely glimpses from an  expanding genre, intended to pro­
vide another perspective from which to consider the potentia l realization 
of  an a narch ist future .  Taken together, the combined lesson of these 
scholarly and l iterary works is that if we fai l  to take steps to actualize that 
vision right here in the present, the notion of having any future at  all is 
specula tive a t  best. This is not alarmism but merely extrapolation; the 
insights of these authors are intended to push us out of our comfort zones, 
creating a sense of friction as we move through the confines of our daily 
routines, one that  could serve to mobil ize our untapped capacities for 
action. Kim Stanley Robinson (himself an anarchist science fiction author, 
noted for his Mars series among other works )  writes in the introduction 
to Future Primitive that the "consensus vision of our future " is marketed 
back to us " in great industr ia l  c ity -machines ,  with people as the last  
organic  un its in a denatured, meta l l ic ,  clean ,  and artific ia l  world .  '. 3 9 
Robinson continues: 

We are beginning to understand that this imagined future is impos­
sible to enact . . . 0 Industrial  existence cannot save us from the com­
ing environmental cr is is ;  indeed, it i s  part of the problem.  In a l l  
l ikel ihood we have a lready overshot our environment's carrying 
capacity . . . .  We are in a race to invent and practice a sustainable 
mode of life before catastrophe strikes us .  So we are in the process 
of rethinking the future, of inventing a new consensus vision of what 
it might be . . . .  A l l  ma nner of a lternative futures are now being 
imagined, and many of them invoke the wilderness, and moments 
of our d istant past, envisioning futures that  from the point of view 
of  the industria l  model look 'primitive . '  . 0 0 These science fictions 
reject the inevitabi l ity of the machine future . 0 0 0 These vis ions are 
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utopian statements of  des ire ,  fu l l  of  j oy and hope  a n d  danger ,  
re-opening our n ot ion of  the  future to a whole  range  o f  w i ld  
possibilities .  40 

Back to the Future 

As we move toward our destination, new paths also appear j ust ahead .  
This is the essence of the anarchist reading of the future, namely that it  
is the moment where the present-always contested,  never perfected­
opens onto fresh vistas in which to continue the experiment. The anar­
chist utopia is one of process and not place, open-ended, defined by its 
practices rather than a program. Throughout this work, I have attempted 
to give voice to this ever-changing anarchist vision, highlighting its points 
of tension and convergence a l ike, depicting it concretely but on perpet­
ual ly wet cement that can be rewritten over and over again. Anarchy is 
ordered chaos, the res iliency of diversity, the stability of change. It harks 
back to the best virtues of human h istory and development, projecting 
ahead to a world where the wisdom of the past is integrated with the 
knowledge of  the present .  A narch ism :  the infin itude of the cosmos ;  
the sol itude of  the self. In the end ,  there is  less separating the one from 
the many than it otherwise appears. Being and becoming, locked in an 
eternal dance; free spirits in the presence of fate, never resting yet a lways 
at peace; gazing upon the limitless horizon in the recognition that the 
road ahead will  be arduous,  adventurous,  and, u ltimately, will  lead us 
back again to the place from which we embarked. 
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