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Francesco Fantin

Francesco fantin was 41 years old when he was murdered 

at the hands of fascists at the Loveday Internment camp on 16 

November 1942. He had emigrated to Australia in 1924 along 

with his brothers and immediately launched himself into organising. He 

worked in Victoria in saw mills and on the cane fi elds of Queensland. 

He remained an anarchist, labour organiser and ardent antifascist 

throughout his life. Ironically, he was interned partly due to confusion 

over his political convictions; his elder brother was a fascist supporter 

and the two where confl ated by Australian security services. The elder, 

fascist Fantin remained free, while Francesco was interned, ultimately 

leading to his murder.

The life of Fantin should be exemplary one for anarchists; neither leader 

or follower, he busied himself with activism for over two decades and 

was well-regarded by those who knew him. This reading group aims to 

assess both classic and contemporary anarchist texts, encouraging the 

reader to come to their own conclusions through collective discussion 

and, in doing so, honour the memory of Francesco Fantin.

Anarchism was one of several socialist responses to industrialisation 

and the impoverishment of the productive classes in the 19th Century. It 

remains a viable organisation for resistance to capitalism and its myriad 

forms, particularly because anarchism is worked out as a practice and its 

traditions come from their successful application, rather than a dogmatic, 

theoretical position. The anarchist traditions of local and democratic 

organising, dedication to equality, commitment to federative structures 

and suspicion of authority are always up for critique, modifi cation and 

extension. While tactics and strategies have changed, these traditions 

have remained and are, arguably, the essence of anarchy. 
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There are no humanist, liberal or democratic laws 
or rules about the content of nimas and there is 
no State to enforce them. Nobody can prevent a 
bolo from committing mass suicide, dying of drug 
experiments, driving itself into madness or being 
unhappy under a violent regime. Bolos with a bandit-
nima could terrorize whole regions or continents, as 
the Huns or Vikings did. Freedom and adventure, 
generalized terrorism, the law of the club, raids, 
tribal wars, vendettas, plundering – everything goes. 
(77–8) 

While most anarchists might not want to go this far, the point here is that any 

anarchist theory which looks forward to the absence of law and authority, 

unfettered diversity and maximum autonomy (literally ‘self-legislation’) must 

also respond to the possibility that patterns of domination may re-emerge 

within and/or among them. Thus ‘the price of eternal liberty is eternal 

vigilance’, and anarchist utopianism cannot be equated with chiliasm and 

closure. If one insists on the potential need for anarchist agency under any 

conditions, then the notion of a closure of the revolutionary project loses 

its meaning. This makes anarchism ‘an unending struggle, since progress 

in achieving a more just society will lead to new insight and understanding 

of forms of oppression that may be concealed in traditional practice and 

consciousness’ (Chomsky 1986). At most, then, an ‘anarchist society’ 

would be one in which everyone is an anarchist, that is, a society in which 

every person wields agency against rule and domination. To be sure, the 

frequency of the need to do so may hopefully diminish to a great extent, 

in comparison to what an anarchist approach would deem necessary in 

present societies. However, one has no reason to think that it can ever be 

permanently removed. In sum, the inherently diverse and voluntary nature 

of the anarchist project leaves it necessarily open to change and challenge 

from within.

And this is where the real questions are found. 

Taken from Uri Gordon, Anarchy Alive!: Anti-authoritarian Politics from Practice 

to Theory (London: Pluto Press, 2009), 28–46.



Anarchy Alive! Uri Gordon

 20 FANTIN READING GROUP

hierarchies in the administrative syndicates, and an apparatus of social 

control through custom and peer pressure. All of these create a widespread 

atmosphere of conformity that hinders Shevek’s self realisation in his pursuit 

of his life project, the development of a ground-breaking approach in 

theoretical physics. Shevek embodies the continuing importance of dissent 

even after the abolition of capitalism and government. Through his departure 

and founding of the Syndicate of Initiative, he becomes a revolutionary within 

the revolution and initiates change within the anarchist society. As he says 

towards the end of the novel, “It was our purpose all along — our Syndicate, 

this journey of mine — to shake up things, to stir up, to break some habits, to 

make people ask questions. To behave like anarchists!” (361) 

Shevek’s project renews the spirit of dissent and non-conformism that 

animated the original creation of the anarchist society on Anarres in the fi rst 

place. As Raymond Williams observes, this makes The Dispossessed ‘an 

open utopia: forced open, after the congealing of ideals, the degeneration 

of mutuality into conservatism; shifted, deliberately, from its achieved 

harmonious condition, the stasis in which the classical utopian mode 

culminates, to restless, open, risk-taking experiment’ (Williams 1978). 

The idea that diversity itself, when taken to its logical conclusion, nullifi es the 

possibility of revolutionary closure is exemplifi ed by the anarchist-inspired 

vision of an alternative society offered by the Zurich-based writer ‘P.M.’ in 

his book, bolo’bolo. Again the application of the term ‘utopia’ to this book 

is to be handled with care, since it not only acknowledges but treasures 

the instability and diversity of social relations created by the removal of all 

external controls on the behaviour of individuals and groups. P.M. argues 

that most modern utopias are in fact totalitarian, mono-cultural models 

organized around work and education. In contrast, the world anti-system 

called bolo’bolo is a mosaic in which every community (bolo) of around 500 

residents is as nutritionally self-suffi cient as possible, and has complete 

autonomy to defi ne its ethos or ‘fl avour’ (nima) — be it monasticism, Marxism 

or sado-masochism. Some measure of stability is afforded by a minimal but 

universal social contract (sila), enforced by reputation and interdependence. 

This contract guarantees, for example, that every individual (ibu) can at 

any time leave their native bolo, and is entitled to one day’s rations (yalu) 

and housing (gano) as well as medical treatment (bete) at any bolo. It even 

suggests a duel code (yaka) to solve disputes between individuals and 

groups (P.M. 1985: 68–70). However, 
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That night we sat across from each other sipping 
tea and singing stories, weaving the past into 
our present; speaking of yesterday as if it had 
already been entered and meticulously recorded 
into the history books. I felt the philosophical 
knife of my life before and my life after Seattle 
slide deep into my skin. I had broken open; I 
was seeing new land with views of rebellion and 
courage, a glimpse that will be with me through 
the stories of repression and time and survival. 
That will outlive me. I knew then that I might 
never have the words to tell this story, our story, 
a story of re-birth. —Rowena Kennedy Epstein, 
in We Are Everywhere 

In the previous chapter we looked at anarchism as a political 

culture, offering a basic orientation to the movement and its 

activities. In this chapter I want to focus on contemporary anarchism 

as an ideology – taking a closer look at core concepts and keywords 

that feature in anarchist political expression, clarifying their substance 

and the relationships between them. In line with the approach taken in 

this book, the following account is grounded in close attention to the 

language activists actually employ, verbally and in print, as well as to 

the political practice which this language refl ects and infl uences. The 
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discussion combines two perspectives: real-time and historical. The 

fi rst is based on an interpretation of anarchist expression today, which 

I suggest is best approached from the outside in. On the outside are 

three basic markers, or fi rst-order clusters of concepts, that defi ne the 

anarchist language game. These are domination, prefi gurative politics, 

and diversity/open-endedness – the discussion of which structures the 

present chapter. Within these markers, however, there is a great deal 

of space for creativity and indiscipline. Anarchist ideas are constantly 

reframed and recoded in response to world events, political alliances 

and trends in direct-action culture, evolving through intense fl ows of 

communication and discussion, and through innumerable experiences 

and experiments. The second, historical perspective explores the roots 

of these ideas, drawing attention to trends and developments in social 

movement activity over recent decades that have led to the revival and 

re-defi nition of anarchism in its present form. My central argument is that 

anarchism today is rooted in the intersections and convergences among 

diverse social movements, whose contributions to defi ning a new terrain 

of radical politics since the 1960s have accumulated to shape the 

present movement’s culture and priorities. Analysing these processes in 

full would take a book on its own; my more modest purpose here is to 

highlight the most relevant ones, as they relate to anarchist ideology in 

its re-emergence. 

Domination and Refusal 
As anarchist historian George Woodcock argues, the discontinuity of the 

anarchist movement is its most conspicuous feature. Unlike Marxism, he 

says, anarchism 

presents the appearance, not of a swelling stream 
fl owing on to its sea of destiny… but rather of 
water percolating through porous ground – here 
forming for a time a strong underground current, 
there gathering into a swirling pool, trickling 
through crevices, disappearing from sight, and 
then re-emerging where the cracks in the social 
structure may offer it a course to run. (Woodcock 
1962:15) 
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Rocker bases his stance on the refusal of absolutes and the assertion 

that social arrangements display an inherent proclivity for change. For 

him, however, the change in question is regarded in optimistic terms — it 

tends towards improvement, and for this reason cannot be limited in 

scope. However, there is also a pessimistic side to this coin: in anticipating 

a constant fl ux of relationships between diverse and decentralised 

communities in a radically different social world, anarchists must also 

remain open to the possibility that even such societies might see the 

renewal of patterns of exploitation and domination, however encouraging 

the prevailing conditions may be for sociability and cooperation. 

This type of argument does not endorse the expectation that a revolution 

in social, economic and political conditions would inaugurate a different 

pattern of human behaviour forever — that anarchy would now be able 

to fl ower freely under nurturing conditions, lacking hindrances to the 

development of human beings’ cooperative / egalitarian / benevolent 

side. There is indeed room for doubt whether even the most favourable 

conditions would mean the eradication of the will to power and the 

creation of an eternally unproblematic arrangement of social life. The 

acknowledgement that patterns of hierarchy and exploitation may always 

re-emerge, even in societies oriented against them, means that there is 

a potential need for anarchist agency under any conditions. If this is the 

case, then a severe practical challenge is created to the notion of a closure 

of the revolutionary project. 

The self-distancing from an anticipated closure of the ‘successful’ 

revolutionary project is very strongly apparent in modern anarchist-inspired 

works of a utopian nature. Ursula Le  Guin’s novel The Dispossessed, 

perhaps the most honest attempt at portraying a functioning anarchist 

society, is one prominent example (Le Guin 2002/1974). Referring to the 

work as an ‘anarchist utopia’, however, is misleading precisely for this 

reason, since the society it deals with is far from perfect or unproblematic. 

The protagonist, Shevek, is driven to leave his anarchist society on the 

moon of Anarres, not because he rejects its core anarchist ideals but 

because he sees that some of them are no longer adequately refl ected 

in practice, while others need to be revised in order to give more place 

to individuality. In the 170 years since its establishment, following the 

secession of a mass of revolutionary anarchists from the home-planet of 

Urras, Anarresti society has witnessed the growth of xenophobia, informal 
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libertarian dimension, and went on to develop their theories in their 

aftermath (Kellner 2001: xviii). Contemporary ‘post-anarchism’ thus 

involves drawing on post-structuralist resources to fl esh out new critiques 

and theories with a strong anarchist leaning, coupled with an explicit 

critique of classical anarchism’s rootedness in essentialist Enlightenment 

humanism and simplistic conceptions of social dynamics. It should be 

emphasised that post-structuralist anarchism remains an intellectual 

preoccupation, limited to a handful of writers rather than being a genuine 

expression of, or infl uence on, the grassroots thinking and discourse of 

masses of activists (which is not, of course, to detract from its theoretical 

importance). 

At any rate, as a result of all these developments, diversity itself would 

appear to be a core value in contemporary anarchism, refl ected not only 

in the aspiration for diversity in the movement, but also in the diversity of 

visions for alternative social relations that it has the space for. As Hakim 

Bey (1985b) expresses this, prescribed and fi  xed models for a free 

society only attest to their originators’ ‘various brands of tunnel-vision, 

ranging from the peasant commune to the L-5 Space City. We say, let 

a thousand fl owers bloom — with no gardener to lop off weeds & sports 

according to some moralizing or eugenical scheme!’ Rather than seeking 

theoretical unity, anarchists largely take a bottom-up approach to both 

action and theory, stressing creativity and plurality in the struggle against 

domination and the construction of alternatives. 

Again the idea itself is not new, as can be seen from the following quote 

from Rudolf Rocker: 

Anarchism is no patent solution for all human 
problems, no Utopia of a perfect social order, as 
it has so often been called, since on principle it 
rejects all absolute schemes and concepts. It does 
not believe in any absolute truth, or in defi  nite 
fi nal goals for human development, but in an 
unlimited perfectibility of social arrangements 
and human living conditions, which are always 
straining after higher forms of expression, and 
to which for this reason one can assign no 
defi nite terminus nor set any fi xed goal. (Rocker 
1989/1938:30) 
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And indeed, the periods in which the anarchist movement was at its 

largest and most active were ones of escalation in social struggle. 

The years between 1848 and 1914 were seething with revolutionary 

activity, and gave anarchist struggle their dynamism and sense of 

urgency. But two World Wars later anarchism had all but disappeared 

from the scene. The physical elimination of most of the European 

anarchist movement by the Bolshevik and Fascist dictatorships, 

and the repression and deportations of the American Red Scare of 

1918–21, had left the international movement in ruins. Some European 

anarchist organs and publications were re-launched after 1945, and in 

Latin American countries like Argentina and Uruguay, where in spite of 

dictatorships and disappearances the anarchist culture and tradition 

knew less ruptures, the early 1950s were a peak of anarchist workers’ 

and students’ movements. But overall, it is fair to say that the anarchist 

presence in the political landscape after the Second World War was 

only a pale shadow of what it had been 50 years earlier. The post-war 

economic boom in Western Europe and the US saw the welfare state 

domesticate much of social struggle, while the Cold War pitted Western 

capitalism against Eastern communism in a bi-polar international system, 

creating a political imagination in which the anarchist option of ‘neither 

Washington nor Moscow’ was rendered invisible. In the global South, 

anti-colonial struggles were for most part nationalist or Marxist, though 

there were clear anarchist infl uences on leaders like Mohandas Gandhi 

and Julius Nyerere (Marshall 1992: 422–7, Mbah and Igariwey 2001, 

Adams 2002b). 

In the 1960s, however, the threads which would weave together to form 

the new wave of anarchism began to thicken. As from 1964, meetings of 

young anarchists were held in Europe, with French and Italian students, 

Dutch Provos and exiled Spaniards. Soon after, new social movements 

quite independently began promoting many anarchist values and tactics, 

especially in France with the students’ and workers’ movement of May 

1968, and in the US with the anti-Vietnam War movement and the 

counter-culture. Although the participants in these movements for the 

most part did not regard themselves as anarchists, many of them were 

expressing basic ideas of anarchism which had come down to them ‘not 

through direct reading, but in a kind of mental nutrient broth of remnants 

of the old ideologies which pervade the air’ (Woodcock 1985/1962: 

410ff). Thus, while explicitly anarchist groups have been involved 



Anarchy Alive! Uri Gordon

 4 FANTIN READING GROUP

all along, anarchism as we see it today descends from a much more 

diverse background of movements and ideas. 

Perhaps the most prominent feature of the new anarchist formulation 

that emerged from this hybrid genealogy is the gen eralisation of the 

target of anarchist resistance from the state and capitalism to all forms 

of domination in society. Since the late 1960s, the movements at whose 

intersection contemporary anarchism has emerged were creating 

linkages in theory and practice between various campaigning issues, 

pointing beyond specifi c grievances towards a more basic critique of 

stratifi ed and hierarchical social structures. With the rise of single-issue 

movements working on diverse agendas economic justice, peace, 

feminism and ecology, to name a few activists progressively came to 

see these agendas’ interdependence, manifest along various axes such 

as ecological critiques of capitalism, feminist anti-militarism, and the 

interrelation of racial and economic segregation. 

Accompanying the convergence of campaigning issues in the radical 

community was the growing emphasis on the intersections of numerous 

forms of oppression. Black women, marginalised in overwhelmingly 

white feminist circles and often facing blatant sexism in the black 

liberation movements, began mobilising in autonomous black feminist (or, 

in Alice Walker’s term, ‘womanist’) movements heralded by the founding 

in 1973 of the National Black Feminist Organization and of Black Women 

Organized for Action (Collins 2000, Roth 2004). Autonomous black 

feminist movements played a particularly important role in highlighting 

the concept of ‘simultaneous oppression’ — a personal and political 

awareness of how race, class and gender compound each other as 

arenas of exclusion, in a complex and mutually reinforcing relationship. 

The 1980s saw an increasing diversifi cation of the gay rights movement 

in both Europe and North America, with lesbian and bisexual 

organisations tying feminist and gay liberation agendas, and claiming 

their place in a hitherto predominantly male fi  eld (Taylor and Whittier 

1992, Martel 1999, Armstrong 2002). With the advent of the HIV/AIDS 

crisis later that decade, these agendas took a further radical turn when 

activist groups like the American ACT UP introduced a strong emphasis 

on direct action and focused on the pharmaceutical corporations 

keeping HIV medication at unreachable prices (Edelman 1993, Shepard 

and Hayduk 2002). These dynamics were carried forward under the 
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Today’s widespread commitment to diversity and individual 

self-realisation in the movement is traceable to the same process of 

anarchist reconvergence we are talking about here. As a result of the 

immense diversity of movements, campaigns and approaches which 

gave rise to contemporary anarchism, the movement itself came to be 

based on diverse, ad-hoc coalitions — giving rise to a pluralist orientation 

which disemphasises unity of analysis and vision in favour of multiplicity 

and experimentation. While several movements simultaneously 

purported to provide overarching, totalising perspectives as a vantage 

point for their analysis and action (as in the case of deep ecology or 

certain strands of feminism), their agendas’ feeding into anarchism 

induced many activists to turn away from the requirement for theoretical 

unity towards a theoretical pluralism that was prepared to accord equal 

legitimacy to diverse perspectives and narratives of struggle. This 

ushered in a bottom-up approach to social theorising, and a parallel 

interest in manifold creative articulations of social alternatives. The 

anarchist movement’s roots in a diversity of subcultural experiences 

such as the punk and New Age movements discouraged conformity 

and encouraged valuing diversity in the types of social and cultural 

orientations that could be envisioned for a non-capitalist, stateless 

society. 

Such an orientation has evident affi nities with post-structuralist 

thought, and indeed, over the past few years there has been a growth 

of interest in the correspondences between anarchist politics and 

the diverse intellectual currents associated with post-structuralism 

(May 1994, Newman 2001, Call 2002, Adams 2002ª). Saul Newman 

describes this endeavour as ‘using the post-structuralist critique 

[to] theorize the possibility of political resistance without essentialist 

guarantees’, seeking fundamental critiques of authority in aspects such 

as ‘Foucault’s rejection of the “essential” difference between madness 

and reason; Deleuze and Guattari’s attack on Oedipal rep resentation 

and State-centered thought; [and] Derrida’s questioning of philosophy’s 

assumption about the importance of speech over writing’ (Newman 

2001: 158). Moreover, it has been argued that anarchism has had an 

indirect infl uence on the development of post-structuralism itself, seeing 

as major theorists associated with this current — Baudrillard, Lyotard, 

Virilio, Derrida, Castoriadis, Foucault, Deleuze, Guattari — were all 

active participants in the French May ‘68 events which had a strong 
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universal, worldwide revolution … the simultaneous revolutionary alliance 

and action of all the people of the civilized world’ (Bakunin 2001/1866), 

anarchists today often explain their actions and modes of organisation 

as working not towards a moment of generalised social transformation, 

but primarily as a present-tense activity of individual and collective 

self-liberation. As New Zealand activist Torrance Hodgson expresses this, 

The revolution is now, and we must let the desires 
we have about the future manifest themselves in 
the here and now as best as we can. When we start 
doing that, we stop fi ghting for some abstract 
condition for the future and instead start fi ghting 
to see those desires realized in the present… 
Whether the project is a squat, a sharing of free 
food, an act of sabotage, a pirate radio station, a 
periodical, a demonstration, or an attack against 
one of the institutions of domination, it will not be 
entered into as a political obligation, but as a part 
of the life one is striving to create, as a fl owering 
of one’s self-determined existence. (Hodgson 2003) 

Such an approach promotes anarchy as culture, as a lived reality that 

pops up everywhere in new guises, adapts to different cultural climates, 

and should be extended and developed experimentally for its own sake, 

whether or not we believe it can become, in some sense, the prevailing 

mode of society. This, then, is the remaining signifi  cant sense of utopia in 

contemporary anarchism: an imperfect and present-tense experiment in 

alternative social relations, a sustained collective effort that looks forward 

to proliferation as a larger-scale practice, but which can also manifest 

itself in fl eeting moments of non conformism and carefree egalitarianism, in 

temporary autonomous zones which can take manifold forms: ‘a quilting 

bee, a dinner party, a black market… a neighborhood protection society, 

an enthusiasts’ club, a nude beach’ (Hakim Bey 1991). Thus utopian 

modes of social interaction — non-hierarchical, voluntary, cooperative, 

solidaric and playful — are seen as realisable qualities of social interaction 

here and now. This view was expressed with increasing strength by 

anarchists from the early twentieth century on. For Gustav Landauer 

(1978/1911: 107), ‘anarchism is not a thing of the future, but of the 

present; not a matter of demands but of living’. 
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umbrella of Queer Nation, founded in summer 1990, which emphasised 

diversity and the inclusion of all sexual minorities. By the mid-1990s, 

queer women and men of colour had founded their own organisations 

and radical movements had developed a holistic critique of racism, 

heterosexism, patriarchy and class. 

The radical ecological movement draws on an especially diverse range 

of perspectives, since it naturally encompasses the entire spectrum of 

interaction between society and the natural environment. This gave rise 

to a holistic approach in radical ecology, which initially gravitated towards 

deep ecology. But the lack of an explicit critique of capitalism in deep 

ecology left many direct-action environmen talists unsatisfi ed. Throughout 

the 1990s, eco-radicals’ growing confrontation with governments and 

corporations in their struggles infused the movement with a very strong 

anti-capitalist and anti-state dimension, through which their green was 

darkened, so to speak, into a recognisably anarchist black. 

Contemporary anarchism is thus rooted in these convergences of radical 

feminist, ecological, anti-racist and queer struggles, which fi nally fused 

in the late 1990s through the global wave of protest against the policies 

and institutions of neo-liberal globalisation. This has led anarchism, in 

its re-emergence, to be attached to a more generalised discourse of 

resistance, gravitating around the concept of domination. The word 

domination today occupies a central place in anarchist political language, 

designating the paradigm which governs both micro- and macro-political 

relations. The term ‘domination’ in its anarchist sense serves as a 

generic concept for the various systematic features of society whereby 

groups and persons are controlled, coerced, exploited, humiliated, 

discriminated against, etc. — the dynamics of which anarchists seek to 

uncover, challenge and erode. 

The function of the concept of domination, as anarchists construct it, is 

to express the encounter with a family resemblance among the entire 

ensemble of such social dynamics that are struggled against. The idea 

of a family resemblance used here is drawn from the philosopher Ludwig 

Wittgenstein. According to Wittgenstein, the general concepts we use 

do not possess any necessary and suffi cient conditions for their defi nition. 

Rather, the items that we place under a general heading are related 

to one another by a set of partial overlaps, through the possession of 

common characteristics. Not all of the members of a family possess the 
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entire set of such characteristics. However, our cognition operates in 

such a way that a continuity is established between them — in the same 

way we can ‘tell’ that someone is her father’s daughter (Wittgenstein 

1953/2002 §§65–7). This linkage is evident in manifold utterances, such 

as the following communiqué from activists in Kvisa Shchora (Black 

Laundry) — an Israeli LGBT direct-action group against the occupation 

and for social justice: 

The oppression of different minorities in the 
state of Israel feeds on the same racism, the 
same chauvinism, and the same militarism that 
uphold the oppression and occupation of the 
Palestinian people. There cannot be true freedom 
in an oppressive, occupying society. In a military 
society there is no place for the different and weak; 
lesbians, Gay men, drag queens, transsexuals, 
foreign workers, women, Mizrahi Israelis [of 
Middle Eastern or North African descent], 
Arabs, Palestinians, the poor, the disabled and 
others. (Black Laundry 2001) 

The term domination thus draws attention to the multiplicity of partial 

overlaps between different experiences that are struggled against, 

constructing a general category that maintains a correspond ence 

between experiences which remain grounded in their own particular 

realities. The term domination thus remains inclusive of the myriad 

articulations of forms of oppression, exclusion and control by those 

subject to them, at countless individual and collective sites of resistance. 

This does not, of course, imply that the same mechanisms feature in all 

of these relations, nor that they operate in identical ways. Nevertheless, 

it is the discursive move of naming domination which enables anarchists 

to transcend specifi c antagonisms towards the generalised resistance 

that they promote. If there is one distinct starting point for an anarchist 

approach, it is this act of naming. 

The systematic nature of domination is often expressed in reference 

to a number of overarching ‘forms’, ‘systems’ or ‘regimes’ of 

domination — impersonal sets of rules regulating relationships between 

people — rules which are not autonomously constituted by those 

individuals placed within the relationship (including the dominating side), 
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authority, the entire social order, in order to open the 
possibility of everything life can offer. (Landstreicher 
2001) 

Thus personal liberation and confrontation with the oppressive social order are 

each seen to supply the other’s motivation. The individual’s own experience of 

their restriction within the administered world, of their position of subjugation 

along multiple axes of domination, and of the coercive apparatus monitoring 

every disobedient crossroads, supplies a direct impulse for taking action 

to make things otherwise. At the same time, both confrontational and 

constructive direct action is by itself a site of liberation since it offers the 

individual an opportunity to discover and express her own special power, and 

to inhabit qualitatively different social spaces. This reframing of anarchist goals 

in terms of directly experienced domination and liberation thus represents a 

revival of anarchist individualism, which is now articulated as a present-tense 

demand rather than merely a principle for some future society. 

Diversity and Open-Endedness 
The emphasis on the present tense connects to a third important aspect of 

contemporary anarchism — its strongly open-ended tendency. Ideologies 

are usually analysed in three parts — what they are against, what they are for, 

and how they propose to get from here to there. The fi rst and third aspects 

were covered above. With the second aspect things are more complicated, 

because anarchists today tend to be very reluctant to spell out in minute detail 

what should replace hierarchical society and regimes of domination. Around 

the close of the nineteenth century, the anarchist movement was the site of 

fi erce disagreements between such alternative visions — anarchist communism, 

collectivism, mutualism and so on. Today, in contrast, anarchist discourse 

lacks both the expectation of eventual revolutionary closure and the interest 

in utopian blueprints for a ‘post revolutionary’ anarchist society. The rise of 

diversity to the status of a core anarchist value has resulted in an endorsement 

of pluralism and heterogeneity in anarchist approaches to liberation. This 

self-discovering attitude, based on prefi gurative politics and iconoclasm, sees 

the imperfect, present-tense practices of the revolutionary movement itself as 

the primary site for realising anarchy. 

Anarchists today do not tend to think of revolution — if they even use the 

term — as a future event but rather as a present-day process and a potential 

dimension of everyday life (cf. Ward 1973). While Bakunin looked forward to ‘a 
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modes of organisation as intended not only to help bring about 

generalised social transformation, but also to liberate themselves to 

the greatest degree possible. On such a reading, the motivation for 

anarchists to engage in a prefi gurative politics lies simply in their desire to 

inhabit liberated social relations. In the words of US anarchist publishing 

collective CrimethInc, 

It is crucial that we seek change not in the name 
of some doctrine or grand cause, but on behalf 
of ourselves, so that we will be able to live more 
meaningful lives. Similarly we must seek fi rst and 
foremost to alter the contents of our own lives 
in a revolutionary manner, rather than direct our 
struggle towards world-historical changes which 
we will not live to witness. In this way we will 
avoid the feelings of worthlessness and alienation 
that result from believing that it is necessary to 
‘sacrifi ce oneself for the cause’, and instead live 
to experience the fruits of our labors … in our 
labors themselves. (CrimethInc 2001) 

This interpretation strongly echoes Situationist ideas, such as Raoul 

Vaneigem’s famous statement that the struggle for liberation is at its 

core ‘the struggle between subjectivity and everything that degrades 

it… Choosing life is a political choice. Who wants a world in which the 

guarantee that we shall not die of starvation is bought for the risk of 

dying of boredom?’ (Vaneigem 1967: 18). It also fi nds resonance with 

the insurrectionist / illegalist / eminently possibilist stream of anarchism, 

which is prominent in Italy and Greece and has made cross-overs to 

the US (cf. Bonanno 1998, Anonymous7 2001). On this approach, 

self-realisation goes hand in hand with intelligent destructive attack on all 

sources of the individual’s oppression: 

We fi ght exploitation and domination, because 
we do not want to be exploited or ruled. Our 
selfi sh generosity recognizes that our own self-
realization can only be completed in a world in 
which every individual has equal access to all 
that he or she needs to realize her or himself as a 
singular being – thus, the necessity to destroy all 
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prominent examples of which are the wage system, patriarchy and 

white supremacy (the latter two terms are preferred here to ‘sexism’ 

and ‘racism’ because they refer to defi ning features of social relations 

rather than to individual persons’ attitudes of prejudice and bigotry). 

Regimes of domination are the overarching context that anarchists see 

as conditioning people’s socialisation and background assumptions 

about social norms, explaining why people fall into certain patterns of 

behaviour and have expectations that contribute to the perpetuation 

of dominatory relations. Because of their compulsory nature, regimes 

of domination are also something that one cannot just ‘opt out of’ 

under normal circumstances. Women or non-white people encounter 

discrimination, access barriers and derogatory behaviour towards them 

throughout society, and cannot simply remove themselves from their fold 

or wish them away. The attempt to live outside them is already an act of 

resistance. As Bob Black expresses this, domination is nobody’s fault, 

and everybody’s: 

The ‘real enemy’ is the totality of physical and 
mental constraints by which capital, or class 
society, or statism, or the society of the spectacle 
expropriates everyday life, the time of our lives. 
The real enemy is not an object apart from life. 
It is the organization of life by powers detached 
from it and turned against it. The apparatus, 
not its personnel, is the real enemy. But it is by 
and through the apparatchiks and everyone else 
participating in the system that domination and 
deception are made manifest. The totality is the 
organization of all against each and each against 
all. It includes all the policemen, all the social 
workers, all the offi ce workers, all the nuns, all 
the op-ed columnists, all the drug kingpins from 
Medellin to Upjohn, all the syndicalists and all 
the situationists. (Black 1994) 

On such a reading, institutions such as the state and the capitalist 

organisation of ownership and labour — as well as the nuclear family, 

the school system and many forms of organised religion — are where 

the authoritarian, indoctrinatory and disciplinary mechanisms which 



Anarchy Alive! Uri Gordon

 8 FANTIN READING GROUP

perpetuate regimes of domination are concretely exercised and 

normalised through the ‘reproduction of everyday life’ (Perlman 1969). So 

while what is resisted is, at the bottom of things, domination as a basic 

social dynamic, the resistance is seen to proceed through confrontation 

with the institutions through which this domination is administered. 

Thus any act of resistance is, in the barest sense, ‘anarchist’ when it is 

perceived by the actor as a particular actualisation of a more systemic 

opposition to domination. For example, resistance to police repression 

or to the caging of refugees and illegal immigrants becomes anarchist 

when it is more broadly directed towards the state as such, the latter 

being the ultimate source of policing or of immigration policies. 

The concept of domination refl ects anarchists’ commitments to 

decentralisation in the process of resistance. It is widely believed 

among anarchists that struggles against domination are at their most 

informed, powerful and honest when undertaken by those who are 

placed within those dynamics (though clearly it is possible for men to 

struggle against patriarchy, for white folk to resist racism, etc.). Thus 

the impulse to abolish domination is valorised in the diversity of its 

enactments, explaining the anarchist refrain according to which ‘the only 

real liberation is self-liberation’ and grounding its rejection of paternalism 

and vanguards. The tension between the specifi city of dominations 

and the need to articulate them in common is refl ected in the (often 

positive) tension between unity and diversity in the anarchist outlook on 

struggle — the anarchist movement itself being a network of autonomous 

resistances. The latter retain a privileged position in expressing their 

oppression and defi ning their struggles against it, but are also in constant 

communication, mutual aid and solidarity with each other. 

Prefi gurative Politics As Direct Action 
The second major cluster of ideas in anarchist political expression is the 

ethos of ‘prefi gurative politics’, which explains how activists think about 

their strategies for social change. Prefi gurative politics has been defi ned 

as the idea that ‘a transformative social movement must necessarily 

anticipate the ways and means of the hoped-for new society’ (Tokar 

2003), or as anarchism‘s ‘commitment to overturning capitalism by only 

employing a strategy that is an embryonic repre sentation of an anarchist 

social future’ (Carter and Morland 2004). 
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differently toward one another… We are the 
state, and we shall continue to be the state until 
we have created the institutions that form a real 
community and society. (Landauer 1973/1910: 
226) 

If this is the case, then for social change to be successful, the modes of 

organisation that will replace capitalism, the state, gendered divisions of 

labour and so on need to be prepared alongside the attack on present 

institutions (though not instead, as Landauer may seem to imply). 

Furthermore, the nurturing spaces created by activists could facilitate 

individuals’ self-realisation and provide them with an environment for 

overcoming alienation and entrenched oppressive behaviours. Thus ‘the 

very process of building an anarchist movement from below is viewed 

as the process of consociation, self-activity and self-management that 

must ultimately yield that revolutionary self that can act upon, change 

and manage an authentic society’ (Bookchin 1980). 

Bookchin apparently forgot his own words when he wrote Social 

Anarchism or Lifestyle Anarchism. But it should be pointed out that 

these efforts are far from narcissistic — they can be seen as a strong form 

of anarchist ‘propaganda by deed’ (I use the term in a general sense to 

refer to the potentially exemplary nature of any anarchist action — not just 

violent ones). The most effective anarchist propaganda will always be 

the actual implementation and display of anarchist social relations — the 

practice of prefi gurative politics. It is much easier for people to engage 

with the idea that life without bosses or leaders is possible when such 

a life is displayed, if on a limited scale, in actual practice rather than 

being argued for on paper. Hence Gandhi’s assertion that ‘a reformer’s 

business is to make the impossible possible by giving an ocular 

demonstration of the possibility in his own conduct’ (Gandhi 1915: 68). 

No less importantly, people would be much more attracted to becoming 

part of a movement that enriches their own lives in an immediate way, 

than they would joining a mass movement in which their desires and 

needs are suspended for the sake of advancing the ‘thankless’ work of 

the revolutionary organisation. 

The anarchist drive towards prefi gurative politics is therefore strongly 

related to anarchist individualism — the individualist aspect of anarchism 

that exists in all its forms. Anarchists often explain their actions and 
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without coercion, without subordination’ (Lenin 1952/1918), their praxis 

proceeds through top-down authoritarian structures, justifi ed as the 

most effi cient means for conquering the state which is subsequently 

supposed to ‘wither away’ (see Adamiak 1970). But one cannot build 

a revolutionary movement along authoritarian principles and expect that 

these will not have a decisive effect on the entire project. The moment 

one focuses merely on the seizure of state power, and maintains 

authoritarian organisation for that purpose while leaving the construction 

of a free society for ‘after the revolution’, the battle has already been lost. 

Nobody has expressed this idea more forcefully than Emma Goldman, 

in the afterword to My Disillusion in Russia: 

All human experience teaches that methods and 
means cannot be separated from the ultimate aim. 
The means employed become, through individual 
habit and social practice, part and parcel of the 
fi nal purpose; they infl uence it, modify it, and 
presently the aims and means become identical… 
the ethical values which the revolution is to 
establish in the new society must be initiated 
with the revolutionary activities of the so-called 
transitional period. The latter can serve as a real 
and dependable bridge to the better life only if 
built of the same material as the life to be achieved.
(Goldman 1925) 

On this view, the pursuit of prefi gurative politics is an inseparable aspect 

of the anarchist project in that the collectives, communes and networks 

of today are themselves the groundwork for the realities that will replace 

the present society. Collectively-run grassroots projects are, on this 

account, the seeds of a future society ‘within the shell of the old’ — as 

expressed in a famous statement by Gustav Landauer: 

One can throw away a chair and destroy a pane of 
glass; but… [only] idle talkers… regard the state 
as such a thing or as a fetish that one can smash 
in order to destroy it. The state is a condition, 
a certain relationship among human beings, a 
mode of behavior between men; we destroy it 
by contracting other relationships, by behaving 
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Prefi gurative politics thus represents a broadening of the idea of direct 

action, resulting in a commitment to defi ne and realise anarchist social 

relations within the activities and collective structures of the revolutionary 

movement itself. The effort to create and develop horizontal functioning 

in any collective action setting, and to maintain a constant awareness 

of interpersonal dynamics and the way in which they might refl ect social 

patterns of exclusion, are accorded just as much importance as planning 

and carrying out campaigns, projects and actions. Considerations 

of effi ciency or unity are seldom alleged to justify a weakening of this 

emphasis. The development of non-hierarchical structures in which 

domination is constantly challenged is, for most anarchists, an end in itself. 

This orientation is widely recognised as central to anarchism, as evident 

from an abundance of statements to that effect in the principles of unity 

of diverse groups and networks. The principles of Indymedia, for example, 

state that: ‘All Independent Media Centers recognize the importance of 

process to social change and are committed to the development of 

non-hierarchical and anti authoritarian relationships, from interpersonal 

relationships to group dynamics’ (IMC 2001). While a local example 

comes from the Unbound radical bookstore in Chicago: 

We don’t believe in waiting until after the 
revolution… if you want a better world you should 
start acting like it now. That is why we choose to 
work within a non-hierarchical, anti-authoritarian 
structure. All decisions are made through 
consensus. There are no bosses. None of us wants 
to have a boss, and none of us wants to be a boss. 
(Unbound undated) 

The widespread nature of such commitments allows us to view 

present-day anarchist formations as ‘explicit and conscious experiments, 

all ways of saying, “We are not just saying No to capital, we are 

developing a different concept of politics, constructing a different set of 

social relations, pre-fi guring the society we want to build”’ (Holloway 2003). 

What is encountered here is a widespread endorsement of efforts to enact 

anarchist transformation not only in ‘society’ but also in the ‘processes, 

structures, institutions, and associations we create right now, and how we 

live our lives’ (Silverstein 2002). 
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All this is simply a form of constructive direct action, which rose to 

prominence throughout the 1970s and 1980s. One of the primary 

sites for this was the nonviolent blockades against nuclear power and 

weapons, which drew together pacifi sts, early environmental ists and 

feminists, though not the traditional Left (Midnight Notes 1985, Welsh 

2001). The Abalone Alliance, which in the early 1980s forced the 

Diablo Canyon nuclear power plant in California to shut down, saw a 

prominent involvement of women who explicitly called themselves 

anarcha-feminists. Through their involvement, 

the anarcha-feminists were able to do a 
great deal to defi ne the political culture that 
the Abalone would bequeath to subsequent 
incarnations of the direct action movement. That 
political culture helped to create more space 
for internal differences in the Abalone, and in 
later organisations, than there had been in the 
Clamshell [Alliance]. It strengthened the role 
of the counterculture within the direct action 
movement, and it opened the movement to the 
spirituality that later became one of its most 
salient aspects… anarcha-feminism reinforced 
the commitment to a utopian democratic vision 
and a political practice based on the values it 
contained. (Epstein 1991: 95–6) 

Direct action under its ‘constructive’ aspect could be seen throughout 

this period in the numerous self-organised urban and rural communities 

set up in Europe and North America. More violent direct action was also 

present, for example in the bombings of the Angry Brigade in Britain 

(Vague 1997) as well as in actions of non-anarchist (even anti-anarchist) 

organisations such as the Red Army Fraction and Red Brigades. From 

the 1980s onwards, direct action also became the primary method 

of political expression for radical ecological movements, as in the 

wilderness defence of Earth First! or broader social and environmental 

struggles such as the British anti-roads movement (Wall 1999, Seel et. al. 

2000, Plows 2002). 

At the same time, many activists were increasingly departing from the 

top-down models of organisation that characterised the old European 
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Left as well as American groups such as the National Organisation 

of Women, the large anti-Vietnam War coalitions or Students for a 

Democratic Society (and, later, its would-be ‘revolutionary cadre’ the 

Weathermen). From the 1970s on, movements increasingly began 

to organise themselves in a decentralised manner without (formal) 

structures or leaders, inspired by critiques of political centralisation 

that emanated in particular from the New Left in the late 1960s and 

feminist circles in the 1970s (Cohn-Bendit 1968, Bookchin 1972, 

Lewis and Baideme 1972). Anti-nuclear blockades and sabotage 

actions, for example, were often organised through the cooperation of 

decentralised affi nity groups, arguing that the movement should model 

the social structures it looks forward to in its own organisation. At the 

same time, the involvement in these actions of Quakers and feminists 

(anarcha- and otherwise) introduced consensus decision-making 

methods and ‘spokescouncil’ structures for coordination among affi nity 

group delegates — until then quite alien to anarchists, but today enjoying 

a prominent, if contested, position in anarchist organising (Kaplan 1997). 

I will have more to say about consensus in the next chapter. 

Meanwhile it should be emphasised that prefi gurative politics is strongly 

attached to anarchist strategical priorities. The correspond ence between 

vision and praxis is seen not only as a matter of values and principles, 

but also as necessary for achieving revolutionary goals. This comes 

into sharp relief against the background of the ongoing antagonism 

between anarchism and authoritarian, Leninist forms of socialism. Far 

from an antiquated preoccupation, such antagonism is alive and well in 

the radical milieu since Leninist parties and their front-groups continue 

to maintain a very visible, manipulative and often obstructive presence 

in anti-capitalist and anti-war movements, particularly in the UK, US and 

Italy (SchNEWS 2001, Munson 2005). In this context, anarchists often 

argue that the horrifi c failures of Leninism are not due to the evil particular 

individuals (Stalin, Mao, Pol Pot…), nor to the adverse ‘objective’ 

circumstances in which such attempts were made and which led them 

to ‘degenerate’ (cf. Castoriadis 1964). Rather, these attempts were 

doomed from the start due to the separation between the revolutionary 

process and its desired results, through the uncritical reproduction 

of authoritarian and bureaucratic structures within the revolutionary 

movement. Thus while Leninists profess a vision of ‘pure communism’ 

with no government, where people behave sociably ‘without force, 


