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Things have never been spinning so decisively out of control. Not once in the history of hu-
manity, nor even in that of life in general. Extreme weather is no longer an abnormality; the
fish are disappearing from the oceans; the threat of nuclear holocaust is back. Poverty ensnares
us as much as ever, whilst the bodies pile up at the borders. To say this order is choking us is
nowadays more than a metaphor: in most cities, you can no longer even breathe the air. Which
is to say, in short, that the very atmosphere of the existent has become toxic. Within the confines
of the system, there’s nowhere left to go. But that isn’t to say such confines are inescapeable —
not in the slightest. A million roots of inquiry, each one as unique as you could imagine, begin
to converge on exactly the same conclusion: the need for revolution has never been so pressing.

Perhaps it’s a little predictable to point out the hopelessness of this world — almost everyone
knows. What’s more remarkable is that, even in spite of it, normality somehow finds the strength
to grind on. The defendants of the existent hold dear to their claim that, for all its obvious flaws,
liberal democracy remains the least bad form of human community currently available. Which is
such a meagre justification, and yet it tends to work. Even avowed rebels, so convinced they’re
outrunning this sacred assumption, merely reintroduce it in another form - the latest leftist
political party, or even some grim fascist resurgence. And how successful have we revolutionaries
been in demonstrating which worlds lie beyond all this? Such is the basic tension blocking our
advance: even though the need for revolution has never been so clear, our idea of what one would
even look like has rarely seemed so distant.

How do we ring in the system’s death knell a little sooner, whilst there’s still so much to fight
for? How do we jump ship and live our lives outside this increasingly uninhabitable mess? Indeed,
how do we unlearn the myths of this order of misery altogether, and really begin living in the
first place?

Of course, it isn’t like these questions are being asked for the first time. All too often, though,
calls for change are met with echoes from a distant century, as if mere resurrections of once
dominant methods — be they Marxist or anarcho-syndicalist — are even close to applicable nowa-
days. No longer can we talk about oppression mainly in terms of some tectonic clash between
two economic classes, the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Nor can we be too sure of limiting the
scope of revolutionary struggle to human liberation, dismissing out of hand the plight of other
animals, not to mention the planet we call home altogether. At such a decisive historical juncture,
it’s necessary to call everything into question: the times cry out for new visions, new strategies.
Ones with a fighting chance of forging beyond the current impasse.

We don’t need any more reminders that this civilisation is heading for the abyss. What we
seriously need to ask is what we’re going to do about it. There’s a great deal of potential to the
current social context, one in which the status quo forfeits its title as the most realistic option.
But mere potential isn’t enough. Mainstream politics can hardly be expected to collapse under
its own weight, except into something more monstrous than what we already know. Only in
combination with concrete, accessible means of deserting it all do new forms of life begin to take
shape.

This one goes out to the revolutionaries, wherever they’re to be found.



1: The 21 century context

From class struggle to identity politics

It’s not that we’ve forgotten the meaning of revolution; on the contrary, it’s the refusal to let
go of the old meaning that’s holding us back. With every passing moment, the state of the world
changes irreversibly. Perspectives that once commanded utmost dedication begin to stagnate,
losing touch with the tides of a reality that swirls in constant motion. Even the brightest ideas
are bound to accumulate dust. And so too those offered in response.

To this day, most dreams of revolution come grounded in some variant of Marxian analysis.
On this account, class is the central principle, both for understanding oppression as well as re-
sisting it. History is taken to consist primarily in the drama of class struggle; different historical
phases, meanwhile, are defined by the mode of production that sets the stage. The current phase
is capitalism, in which the means of production — factories, natural resources, and so on — are
owned by the ruling class (the bourgeoisie) and worked for wages by the working class (the pro-
letariat). Almost everyone in capitalist society is split fundamentally between one of these two
molar heaps — bosses or workers, exploiters or exploited. Whilst the basic solution, as Marxists
and anarcho-syndicalists traditionally see it, is the application of workplace organisation towards
the revolutionary destruction of class-divided society. In concrete terms, that means the prole-
tariat rising up and seizing the means of production, replacing capitalism with the final phase of
history: communism - a classless, stateless, moneyless society.

Having risen to predominance in the West around the end of the 19" century, this current of
revolutionary struggle approached its climax towards the beginning of the 20, At this point, the
mutinies that closed down the First World War avalanched into a wave of proletarian uprisings
that shook Europe to its core. Beginning with the Russian Revolution, 1917, the reverberations
soon catalysed major insurrections in Germany, Hungary, and Italy. Two decades later, this un-
matched period of heightened class struggle culminated in the 1936 Spanish Revolution, arguably
the single greatest feat of workers’ self-organisation in history. Centred in Catalonia, millions of
workers and peasants put the means of production under directly democratic control, especially
in Barcelona — amongst the most industrially developed cities in the world. Yet the glory days
of the revolutionary proletariat were in many ways also its last stand; in Italy and Germany,
the fascist regimes of Mussolini and Hitler already reigned supreme. In the Soviet Union, mean-
while, the initial promise of the Russian Revolution had long since degenerated into Bolshevism,
diverting most of the energy associated with socialism towards authoritarian ends. Apparently
both fascism and Bolshevism succeeded in annihilating the possibility of workers’ control all the
more effectively by simultaneously valorising it. Never again would organised labour come close
to regaining its former revolutionary potential.

What followed was a period of relative slumber amongst the social movements of the West.
This was eventually undone by a wave of social struggles that broke out during the 1960s, which
in many places put the prospect of revolution back on the table. But something about this new
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era of revolt was markedly different: besides its various labour movements, here we see the likes
of second-wave feminism, black liberation, and queer struggle begin to occupy the foreground.
No longer was class struggle regarded as one and the same with the overall project of human
liberation. And that began to profoundly undermine the neat old picture you get with Marxian
class analysis. Maybe there’s no primary division splitting society any more, no single fault line
upon which to base the totality of our resistance? The situation has instead been revealed as
much messier, exceeding the exploitation of the proletariat by the bourgeoisie, if not capitalism
altogether.

That said, something vital you still get with Marxian analysis, even centuries after it was first
formulated, is its timeless emphasis on the material features of oppression. After all, it’s not
as if the classical concerns of revolutionaries — in particular, the state and capital — have since
just melted away. One of the biggest problems with many contemporary social struggles is their
readiness to turn a blind eye to these structures, forgetting the key insight worth salvaging from
Marx: genuine liberation is impossible without securing the material conditions of autonomy.
On the other hand, though, classical revolutionaries tend to emphasise these concerns only at
the expense of neglecting those which are in a sense more psychological, defined by matters of
identity rather than one’s relationship to property. There’s something reassuring in that, given
that treating class as primary allows you to take the entirety of problems we face — social, political,
economic, ecological — and condense them into one. But such an approach has little chance of
reflecting the complexity of power in the 21% century, with all divisions aside from class soon
being neglected.

To note, there are conceivable responses here: some have made a point of extending Marx-
ian analysis beyond an exclusive focus on class. Of the arguments offered, perhaps the most
influential contends that structures such as white supremacy and patriarchy, homophobia and
transphobia, are strengthened by the ruling class in order to divide and rule the working class;
therefore, any prudent take on class struggle must take care to simultaneously oppose them all,
or else fail to build the unity necessary for overthrowing capitalism. Such is exactly the kind of
discourse used to give the impression that Marxian analysis is equally concerned with all oppres-
sions. Granted, this approach is more sophisticated than claiming any deviations from the class
line are mere distractions, as some do even today. But still, you shouldn’t be convinced too easily:
lurking beneath the sloganeering here is the basic assumption that, even if class isn’t the only
form of oppression, it remains the central one, underpinning the relevance of all the rest. Other
oppressions are important to oppose, yet hardly on their own terms; their importance remains
secondary, pragmatic, warranting recognition only insofar as they serve as a means within the
broader class struggle. This shortcoming has long since been a call for new forms of struggle to
emerge. Ones which recognise that class isn’t the only oppression worthy of intrinsic concern.

* % %

The fading of the Old Left, along with its fixation with Marxism and class struggle, soon gave
rise to a “New Left” in Europe and America. Amongst other factors, this transition has been
defined by the growing predominance of identity politics over class struggle. Identity politics
follows from the presumed usefulness of coming together around various shared identities - say,
being black, a woman, gay, transgender, or disabled — as a means for understanding and resisting
oppression. This eagerness to treat all liberation struggles as ends in themselves did away with



the primacy of class; rather, efforts were split more evenly between different minority groups,
adding depth to previously neglected concerns.

At first, this trend offered a fair degree of revolutionary potential. The Black Panther Party, for
example, recognised that black power was inseparable from achieving community autonomy in
fully tangible ways, as was manifest in a range of activity that included everything from armed
self-defence to food distribution, drug rehabilitation, and elderly care. Also in the US, the Com-
bahee River Collective — who introduced the modern usage of the term “identity politics” in 1977
— saw their own liberation as queer black women merely as a single component of a much larger
struggle against all oppressions, class included. Even Martin Luther King, currently a favourite
amongst pacifist reformers, emphasised not long before his death that anti-racism was meaning-
less when separated from a broader opposition to capitalism.

As time passed, however, identity politics drifted irretrievably from its antagonistic origins,
eventually coming to be associated with the separation of issues of identity from class struggle
altogether. Broadly insensitive to the material features of liberation, the term nowadays suggests
political engagement that’s heavily focused around moralistic displays and the policing of lan-
guage — something that, quite inadvertently, can easily end up excluding the rest of the popula-
tion, especially those lacking an academic grounding. Any larger political strategies, meanwhile,
are typically focused not on dissolving the institutions of politics, business, and law enforcement,
but instead on making them more accommodating to marginalised groups, thereby conceding the
overall legitimacy of class-divided society. It’s no coincidence that this reformist, essentially lib-
eral approach to social transformation only took off in tandem with that unspoken assumption,
cemented since the ‘80s, regarding our chances of a revolution actually happening any more. In
short, identity politics has been contained within a fundamental position of compromise with
power, taking it for granted the state and capital are here to stay.

Perhaps the central problem with identity politics today is that, having had the good sense to
abandon Marxian analysis, it loses the ability to account for what’s common to the plethora of
social problems we face. If oppressive relations cannot be reduced to class, then what’s the under-
lying structure that binds them all together? The only alternative is to treat different oppressions
as disconnected and remote — problems that can, in their various forms, be overcome without
challenging the system as a whole. Identity politics thus lacks the conceptual bridge needed to
draw different social movements into a holistic revolutionary struggle. Particularly in its most
vulgar forms, liberation struggles are treated as isolated or even competitive concerns, inviting
the reproduction of oppressive relations amongst those supposed to be fighting them.

Having said that, an explicit response to these limitations was offered by intersectionality,
which began gaining traction in the ‘80s. The point of this theory is to demonstrate how differ-
ent axes of domination overlap, compounding the disadvantages received by those exposed to
more than one oppressive identity. By focusing only on gender, for example, feminist movements
tend to prioritise the experiences of their most privileged participants - typically white, wealthy
women. In order to undermine patriarchy effectively, therefore, feminism must embrace a much
larger spectrum of concern, inviting the narratives of marginalised women to the forefront. A
key virtue of intersectionality has thus been its emphasis on the interconnected nature of power,
predicating the effectiveness of different liberation struggles on their ability to support one an-
other. Unlike with Marxian class analysis, moreover, it does so without positing that any single
axis of domination is somehow primary, which offers a vital contribution for going forward.



Despite its utility for revolutionaries, however, intersectionality has generally failed to avoid
co-optation by neoliberal capitalism. Hillary Clinton’s 2016 presidential campaign, with its nu-
merous references to the likes of the “combined effects of intersecting issues that impact com-
munities of color,” is but one example. Or else look at its seamless application by the mega-
corporations nowadays, to the extent that Sony Pictures even has its own Director of Intersec-
tional Marketing, a role designed to ensure that “marketing campaigns achieve maximum out-
reach to targeted multicultural and LGBT demographics” How has a seemingly radical theory
been diverted towards blatant reactionary ends? A first problem with intersectionality, as with
identity politics more generally, is its abandonment of classical revolutionary concerns. At best,
class is discussed merely in terms of “classism,” namely, an individual prejudice that can be un-
done simply by changing opinions, rather than abolishing class-divided society overall. Mean-
while, the state — a concrete institution, not an identity category such as race, gender, or class -
is typically ignored altogether, inevitably resulting in toothless political programmes.

Moreover, this distinct lack of material analysis leads to a second problem, apparently the
inherent defect of any take on identity politics: the inability to locate a common thread to the
constitution of oppression as such. By setting out ever more subcategories of oppressed identi-
ties — not just being a black woman, for instance, but also a black trans-woman, a black disabled
trans-woman, and so on - the consequence is an endless process of compartmentalisation. This
emphasis on complexity could easily be a source of strength, opening up multiple fronts of dif-
fuse engagement, inviting greater numbers to participate without having to assume a secondary
role. Yet by focusing only on particularities, any notion of a common enemy against which to
generalise revolt soon vanishes. Only when combined with a broader, concretely revolutionary
vocabulary can intersectionality be used to promote diversity rather than fragmentation, under-
mining power as a totality.

Of course, none of the failures of identity politics should detract from the gains hard-won over
the years. Even if transphobia continues to lag behind, overt racism, sexism, and homophobia
are rarely tolerated by mainstream politics in much of the Global North — something unthink-
able just a few decades ago. The uncomfortable fact, however, is that capitalism has been quite
happy to adapt to these changes, taking on this or that superficial tarnish, yet remaining wholly
the same in terms of its core operations. Women have flowed into the workforce, just as the nu-
clear family continues to disintegrate; nonetheless, human existence remains dominated by wage
labour, property relations, and value accumulation. Amidst all the profound historical shifts, the
misery of employment remains constant: workers in Amazon’s warehouses — as contemporary
a workplace as you could imagine — are subject to intense surveillance and control, with many
too fearful of their productivity quotas to even use the bathroom. No joke: only recently, various
companies have begun microchipping their workers to keep track of them better. The opportunity
to vote for a black or female head of state, or for queers to marry or join the military, poses little
threat to the operation of business as usual. If anything, it only strengthens the liberal paradigm,
allowing people to convince themselves — despite the gap between rich and poor growing consis-
tently worldwide, as well as each new day dragging us closer to the brink of ecological meltdown
- that somehow things are actually getting better. Decades of alleged ideological progress, only
to be met with the turning of a circle: the basic features of authoritarian society, at least as strong
as they were a century ago.

Such is the impasse we’re faced with. Taken by itself, class struggle fails to account for the
complexity of oppression, attempting to subsume each of its forms into the monolithic category



of economic exploitation. Identity politics, on the other hand, breaks out of this formula, yet
only by abandoning any semblance of a revolutionary perspective. Rather than collaborating to
produce a tangible threat to the existent, therefore, all that class struggle and identity politics
did was swap their problems. Both trends offer their own vital insights, but neither charts the
possibility of new worlds altogether — not even close.

The prism of social hierarchy

Amidst these broad historical shifts, the last decades of struggle have also seen a critique of
social hierarchy becoming increasingly influential, particularly within anarchist circles. Writers
like Murray Bookchin described hierarchies as including any social relation that allows one in-
dividual or group to wield power over another. In his words:

By hierarchy, I mean the cultural, traditional and psychological systems of obedi-
ence and command, not merely the economic and political systems to which the
terms class and State most appropriately refer. Accordingly, hierarchy and domina-
tion could easily continue to exist in a “classless” or “Stateless” society. (The Ecology
of Freedom, 1982)

What Bookchin offers here is a lens for understanding society that explicitly exceeds Marxist
and anarchist orthodoxies, especially the class reductionism. This isn’t a matter of doing away
with the struggle against the state and capital, given that both institutions are as hierarchical as
any. Rather, the point is to recognise that additional hierarchies — those based, for example, on
relations of race, gender, sexuality, age, ability, and species — cannot be entirely contained within
the narrow categories either of economic exploitation or political coercion. Various hierarchies
existed before the advent of both class and the state, be it the hierarchy of men over women, the
old over the young, or humans over other animals. And they will continue to exist in the future,
too, even within ostensibly radical circles, unless we make a concerted effort to undermine them
in the now. What we need is a broader focus for our resistance, one that includes a deep concern
for the old targets without being limited by them. A social critique based on hierarchy offers this
distinctly horizontal outlook, combining an appreciation of the holism of domination with the
refusal to single out any one of its axes as primary.

This is no call to do away with class analysis altogether. The broad, materially focused analyses
of theorists like Marx remain useful for explaining how economic factors motivated much of the
development of oppressive relations. Nor can we forget that, were it not for the invention of the
state, the normalisation of these relations to such a staggering extent would have been impossi-
ble. But we need to appreciate these insights without going overboard, mistakenly taking either
class or the state to be the crux of social domination. Treating any single form of oppression as
primary (almost always the one we just happen to feel closest to) is all too often a cheap excuse
for sidelining the others. And this problem isn’t somehow abstract or peripheral, either, but de-
notes one of the main reasons many resistance movements seem incapable of relating to broader
sections of society nowadays. Only by granting equal consideration to all oppressions can the
struggle begin to maximise its inclusivity, accommodating those people - in fact, the vast ma-
jority of people — whose experiences and wellbeing have already been marginalised everywhere
else.



Unlike identity politics, however, what keeps the critique of hierarchy from trailing off into
reformism is that it nonetheless locates all oppressions within a single power structure. Only this
time it’s hierarchy, not class, that frames the discussion as such. You can explain patriarchy, for
example, not only as a specific form of oppression, but also as something that arises from a set of
relations that includes gender whilst vastly exceeding it. Because there’s something inherent in
patriarchy that permeates all other instances of oppression, and that thing is its core structure —
specifically, its hierarchical structure. Patriarchy can be summarised simply as gender hierarchy;
white supremacy, meanwhile, is a specific kind of racial hierarchy; the state is the hierarchy of
government over the general population; capitalism is the hierarchy of the ruling class over the
working class; and so on. It’s impossible to imagine an instance of oppression that isn’t grounded
in exactly this kind of setup, namely, an institution that grants one section of society arbitrary
control over another. Which is to say that all oppressions, no matter how diverse, presuppose the
very same asymmetrical power relations, each of them subordinating the needs of one group to
the whims of another. Everything from homelessness, to pollution, to transgender suicides can
thus be revealed not as isolated issues, but instead as flowing from a common source. What we’re
dealing with, basically, is a single problem: social hierarchy is a hydra with many heads, but only
one body.

Some might approach this description with caution, as if it were just another attempt to reduce
all oppressions to one. But the critique of hierarchy isn’t reductionist in the Marxian sense: rather
than singling out any one form of oppression as more fundamental than the others, it merely em-
phasises the structure they all assume. This kind of bigger-picture thinking hardly means failing
to realise what’s unique to every liberation struggle, as if to subsume them into some amorphous
whole; the point is only to emphasise particularities without getting bogged down in them. That
means combining an intimate knowledge of different oppressions with a broader understanding
of those features they all hold in common, including the very real pain, exclusion, and destruction
of potential each entails. In other words, every form of oppression, aside from being a problem
in itself, must also serve as a gateway for entering the clash with social hierarchy as a whole.

It can be easy to feel overwhelmed by the sheer breadth of issues we’re facing - that is, if
we’re going to approach them one by one. But this isn’t the only option open to us. Framing
the discussion in terms of hierarchy (already common sense for many) offers that broad, revolu-
tionary perspective we’ve lost sight of, locating all oppressions within a single power structure.
Yet it does so in a way that refuses to prioritise any particular aspects of that structure, thereby
balancing the key virtues of class struggle and identity politics.

Revolutionary struggle in the 21" century calls out to a new horizon. It’s time to strive beyond
mere economic destinations such as socialism or communism, just as the absence of formal polit-
ical institutions like the state will never be enough. Rather, what matters here is bringing about
anarchy — the absence of mastery of any kind — in the fullest sense of the word. The anarchist
project must thereby be distinguished from the antiquated goals of Marxists, as well as the Left
more generally: the point is to dismantle oppression in all possible forms, and it means taking the
maxim seriously, too, instead of cashing it out as just another empty slogan. Be wary, comrades.
Who knows what adventures could result from such an audacious proposal?



2: The greening of revolution

Animal liberation

There’s a certain volatility to resisting oppression in all forms. This is exactly the kind of project
that can easily run away from you, vastly exceeding one’s familiar terrain. Let’s do our best to
keep up: throughout the last decades, one of the most distinctive developments amongst social
struggles in the West has been a dawning of concern for other animals and the environment.
Many radicals have been keen to drag their heels, passing off the oppression of nonhumans as
irrelevant to our prospects for revolution; the Left, after all, is firmly rooted in the humanist ideals
of the Enlightenment, something unquestioningly reproduced by Marxism as well as orthodox
anarchism. Yet the weighty tradition of a bygone era is no excuse for closing down possibilities
in the present. The critique of social hierarchy, besides deepening the scope of human liberation,
applies just as well beyond our own species boundary: animal and earth liberation are no less
integral to the new revolutionary mosaic than any other aspect of the struggle.

The first half of the greening of revolution — animal liberation — can be traced somewhat to the
onset of the radical animal rights movement in the UK. As early as the 1960s, hunt saboteurs had
been intervening to disrupt bloodsports across the country, focusing on the legally sanctioned
practice of fox hunting. From the outset, this cultivated an understanding, realised by so many
liberation struggles in the past, that the law was designed to protect the exploiters and therefore
had to be broken. This brimming emphasis on direct action — on achieving political goals outside
of mediation with formal institutions — was then gradually applied to an ever broader spectrum
of targets. Not only were hunts targetted whilst underway, their facilities and vehicles were
often sabotaged as well, the point being to prevent the hunt from beginning at all. During the
early ‘70s, one group of hunt sabs based in Luton - calling themselves the “Band of Mercy” -
even began attacking hunting shops, chicken breeders, and vivisection suppliers. Perhaps most
memorably, in 1973, the Band burned down a vivisection lab under construction near Milton
Keynes, pioneering the use of arson for the purposes of animal liberation.

Such activity soon gave rise to an even more formidable threat. In 1976, members of the Band
of Mercy created the Animal Liberation Front (ALF), calling for the application of sabotage tac-
tics to prevent any form of animal exploitation. More of a banner than an actual organisation,
anyone can do an action and claim it as the ALF, so long as they adhere to a few basic princi-
ples. Lacking official members or branches, the front is composed mainly of small, autonomous
affinity groups; acting in the style of a clandestine guerilla movement, participants strike mainly
under the cover of darkness, only to subsume themselves back within the population at large.
This informal, leaderless terrain of struggle is exactly what allowed the resistance to proliferate
so effectively, all the while minimising the risk of state repression. Hundreds of thousands of
raids have been completed worldwide, liberating countless animals from the facilities that en-
slave them, either by transporting them to sanctuaries or simply releasing them into the wild.
No less, those profiting from the misery have suffered incalculable losses, with the companies
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targetted — vivisection labs, livestock breeders, fur farms, factory farms, slaughterhouses - of-
ten being driven straight out of business. The vast majority of these raids have resulted in zero
apprehensions.

Amidst a steady decline in courage and militancy from the Left over the last decades, groups
such as the ALF have often been exactly the ones to keep the flame of revolutionary struggle
alive. Rather than biding time with parliamentary procedures or marches that go in circles, the
ALF refuse to wait for historical conditions to improve, instead setting out to immediately begin
dismantling the physical infrastructure social hierarchy depends upon to function. We’re faced
with an age in which power has no centre: revolution isn’t merely a matter of storming palaces,
but also of confronting this order of misery on every front, especially those most blatantly ignored
in the past.

Every single day, literally millions of animals are confined, mutilated, and killed for the pur-
poses of food, clothing, entertainment, physical labour, and medical research. Were it humans
being massacred as such, the death count would exceed that of many holocausts — merely in a
matter of hours. Of course, it isn’t humans on the other side of the barbed wire, so we turn our
backs to their wretched treatment, quite confident such concerns just don’t matter. Yet that’s
quite the grave response: what on earth if we’re wrong?

The most influential case for the baselessness of this indifference came from Peter Singer in
the book Animal Liberation (1975). Centring on a seminal discussion of the notion of speciesism,
the term is there defined as “a prejudice or attitude of bias toward the interests of members of
one’s own species and against those of members of other species.” To this liberal definition, we
could add that speciesism, aside from manifesting in the dispositions of individuals, is strongly
rooted in a pervasive ideological framework — reproduced by institutions such as mass media,
the law, and public education - that serves to detach humanity from the enslavement of billions
of animals. Indeed, many professed radicals continue to cast aside the topic of anti-speciesism,
even if they’re committed to fighting oppressions like racism or sexism. Yet that makes little sense,
given that each of these relies on the very same logic: a particular group is morally excluded not
on the basis of their actually held capacities, but simply because they appear to be members
of a different biological category. Clearly we would reject this kind of reasoning in the case of
assertions of white supremacy over non-whites — skin colour just isn’t a morally relevant quality.
What needs to be noticed, though, is that speciesism operates in almost exactly the same way;
the only difference is that it singles out species, not race, as the relevant biological category.

That said, few would admit to maintaining such a crude speciesist outlook. The assumption
here - again, as with white supremacy - is that the relevant moral exclusion is grounded in
science, not prejudice. In particular, the capacity to reason is normally singled out as the prime
candidate for justifying human supremacy. Such an approach contends that, rather than relying
on an arbitrary biological category to distance ourselves from other species, we’re instead doing
so on the basis of our actually held capacities. But this commonplace justification is really nothing
more than a ruse. Far from being an inherent aspect of human cognition, the capacity to reason
is merely a trait that most of us hold (and to varying degrees). There are many humans who
lack the capacity for abstract cognition, such as ordinary infants and adults with certain mental
disabilities; however, no one serious about fighting oppression would take that as an excuse for
their moral exclusion, especially not if it meant treating them as we do other animals. That can
only mean that rationality isn’t what we really care about when making moral considerations -
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rationality is just an excuse. The thing that matters here is sentience: the capacity to feel both
pleasure and pain.

It should go without saying that sentience is accessible not only to humans, but also the vast
majority of nonhuman animals. Nor is the kind of sentience involved here some watered down
version of the human experience. Many or even most animals lead extremely rich emotional lives,
characterised intensely by all the highs and lows that colour our own states of mind, including
excitement, joy, awe, respect, empathy, boredom, embarrassment, grief, loneliness, anxiety, fear,
and despair. In other words, access to all the feelings that have defined the best and worst mo-
ments of our lives - that determine most fundamentally whether one’s life is worth living — vastly
transcends the boundaries of our own species. Animals are aware of the world, and of their place
within it; their lives are intrinsically valuable, irrespective of what they can do for us. To morally
exclude them on the basis of species membership is only the kind of thinking that sets aside skin
colour as a valid justification for human slavery. But we can’t deny the logic of domination in
one case whilst relying on it so whimsically in another: animal liberation must be fought for just
as ardently as we fight for our own.

Anthropocentrism was suited to an age in which most believed God to have created humans
in His own image, commanding us to “have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the
fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth” Come the 21 century,
however, numerous leaps in human understanding - the Copernican revolution, Darwin’s theory
of evolution, Freud’s theory of the unconscious — have significantly dethroned the idea that
human culture somehow inhabits a world apart from Nature. Clearly we differ from other animals
in many of our cognitive abilities, but this is a matter of degree, not kind; our evolutionary history
merely upgraded the mental functions already present amongst nonhumans for millions of years,
rather than conferring humanity with radically unique capacities. Other animals are able, if only
to a lesser extent, to grasp language, demonstrate self-awareness, use tools, inhabit complex
societies, appreciate humour, and enact rituals around death. Not only that, many seem to easily
outdo humans when it comes to the capacities of memory, navigation, and sociability. In terms of
ecological integration, finally, any notions of human supremacy start to get embarrassing: bees
pollinate so many of the world’s plants, phytoplankton photosynthesise half of its oxygen, fungi
and bacteria are the primary decomposers of organic matter. And what of the human contribution
to the planetary community? The highlights include climate change, radioactive waste, and the
Great Pacific Garbage Patch. Apparently narcissism marches in lock-step with incompetency:
the idea that Nature somehow requires the imposition of human order has only ever meant her
ruination, and that all too clearly includes our own.

To make something explicit, though, note that it’s not humanity that’s laying waste to the very
fabric of life. Vulnerable human groups hardly stand to benefit from speciesism; animal agricul-
ture, for example, is the leading cause both of water pollution and carbon emissions, besides
being responsible for some of the most atrocious workplaces on earth. All so that capitalism can
supply its human captives with so-called “food” loaded with growth hormones and antibiotics. In
essence, all creatures who find their home on this dear planet, including those oppressed within
our own species, suffer in common at the hands of a disease — equal parts antisocial and ecocidal
— called social hierarchy. This is the moment to abandon our speciesist assumptions, from which
the disconnection of human and animal liberation struggles results. The struggle for liberation
admits of no final frontiers.

12



Earth liberation

The emergence of animal liberation has been mirrored by an additional trend, no less vital for
the ongoing greening of revolution: earth liberation. In this case, the extension of political con-
cern to nonhumans goes even beyond the domain of sentience, here being applied to ecosystems
altogether, if not planet Earth as a whole. Many relate to the oppression of the land least easily,
given that the value beholden to ecosystems is the most far removed from the kind we ourselves
possess. Yet this stubborn attitude is doing us no favours: as we move into the thick of an uneasy
century, for the first time unsure as to whether we’ll even make it to the next, we can only begin
to reconsider the human presumption of supremacy over all things.

Compared with the radical animal rights movement, the origin of radical environmentalism
tells a different story, arising as it did in response to the failings of the mainstream movement.
When Greenpeace, for example, was established in 1971, its explicit purpose was to overcome
the conformity of groups like the Sierra Club and Friends of the Earth. But it wasn’t long until
Greenpeace, too, ended up looking like any old political party or corporation. By attempting to
build a centralised mass movement, the bureaucratic division between campaigner and supporter
was continually reinforced, swapping the commitment to direct action for an uninspired focus on
fundraising. The radical image was maintained as a winning advertising technique, even though
illegal actions were typically condemned in favour of institutional engagement. Actual change
was supposed to be brought about not by ordinary people, but instead by lawyers and business-
people, their salaries (and indifference) soon growing out of all proportion. Despite access to
untold funds and resources, therefore, groups like Greenpeace failed to offer much trouble to the
growing surge of environmental devastation, often halting certain projects only at the expense of
openly endorsing others. The presumed sincerity of its founders were ultimately irrelevant: play-
ing by the rules of a system that takes economic growth as inviolable can only mean complicity
in the ecocide.

Faced with this largely symbolic environmentalism, one definitive response was the formation
of Earth First! in 1980. Set up initially in the US, and spreading internationally a decade later, the
point was to exceed the limitations of the mainstream movement by focusing instead on grass-
roots organising and direct action. This opened up a terrain of struggle in which dialogue with
the state, and bureaucratic procedures more generally, became completely unnecessary. Commit-
ted from the start to offer “No compromise in defence of Mother Earth,” Earth First! encouraged
people to take matters into their own hands, quite aware that obeying the law would only guaran-
tee defeat. In doing so, countless ecosystems were protected from the likes of logging, damming,
and road-building, in spite of activists having never spent an hour in a boardroom meeting. To
note, similar direct action tactics were already being used, for example, by anti-nuclear activists
in Germany and the UK; yet Earth First! made a point of applying this approach much more
broadly, setting out not only to oppose new projects, but also to roll back the frontiers of indus-
trial civilisation altogether.

Another key event in the development of radical environmentalism was the creation of the
Earth Liberation Front (ELF) in the UK, 1992. Modelled along the lines of the ALF, the ELF set
about utilising the very same emphasis on informal organisation and sabotage, only this time in
the defence of the environment. This allowed aboveground groups like Earth First! to publicly
dissociate itself from more militant actions, concentrating instead on mass demonstrations and
civil disobedience, even though strong ties were maintained between the two movements. The

13



ELF soon spread capillary-style across the globe, firstly throughout Europe, and then to North
and South America. From the forests of Khimki and Hambacher, to the sprawling metropolises
of Mexico City, Santiago, and Jakarta, the fires lit for earth liberation continue to land on fertile
ground; hundreds of millions of dollars worth of damage have been caused to ecocidal industries,
including targets such as logging infrastructure, biotechnology labs, power lines, retail sites, car
dealerships, luxury residential projects, and ski resorts. Already in 2001, the effectiveness of the
ELF had been confirmed beyond all doubt, with the FBI declaring them “the top domestic terror
threat” in the US, despite having never caused physical harm to a single living being.

What set groups like Earth First! and the ELF apart from the mainstream movement was not,
however, merely a matter of tactics. In many cases, the refusal to compromise on the defence of
the planet was underpinned by a philosophy Arne Neess called “deep ecology,” namely, the view
that ecosystems possess value in and of themselves, irrespective of their utility for human beings.
As a replacement for anthropocentrism, Neess endorsed biocentrism, the idea that life itself is
the locus of moral value, and that such value is equal in weight to that which we ourselves
possess. The human experience is but a single facet of a vast, interconnected web of life, all
members of which - from forests, to insects, to mountains, to oceans — have just as much right
to exist and flourish as we do. Biocentrism thus contends that richness and diversity within the
biosphere can be reduced only in order to satisfy the most vital of human needs. The exploitative
assumption that wilderness is wasted unless made profitable must be turned on its head: the
wild is intrinsically valuable, whether or not humans are there to enjoy it. Life exists for itself, not
merely for us.

Deep ecological thinking is often contrasted with what Neess described as “shallow ecology,’
which is the tendency to respect the need for ecological protection, but only insofar as doing
so can be justified as promoting human interests. All that shallow ecology offers, therefore, is a
more prudent take on anthropocentrism: given that our own long-term survival as a species is
dependent (to a degree) on a healthy environment, it would be foolish to devastate it too severely.
Which might sound like a benign view, but it brings with it severe implications. If ecological
concern is taken only as a means towards promoting human wellbeing, it follows that, in those
cases in which the two fail to coincide, no basis whatsoever can be provided for worrying about
the environment. Without adopting a deep ecological position, we couldn’t explain, for example,
what the problem would be with wiping out every last trace of wilderness on earth, presuming
that doing so had no adverse effect on humans. Nor should we see anything wrong with the idea
of artificially altering global weather on purpose, so that rain or sunshine could be triggered with
the touch of a button. Neither does shallow ecology treat climate change as a problem in itself,
meaning that, if humans could somehow relocate to another planet in the future, we could quite
happily choke this one to death.

These are only thought experiments, but for most of us they stir an important intuition, rooted
in the part of ourselves that hasn’t yet been fully domesticated: humanity is but a part of Nature,
with no higher right to inhabit reality than anything else. Besides, there’s something about shal-
low ecology that’s inherently paradoxical: an authentically ecological sensibility can only be
grounded in respect for the horizontal symbiosis of all life, something that treating the earth
merely as a pool of human resources necessarily violates.

Whilst the terminology invented by deep ecology is recent, however, the wisdom it invokes is
not. As long-standing ALF/ELF warrior Rod Coronado explains, in light of his Native American
heritage: “The world that our people come from and that still exists for many indigenous people —
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and non-indigenous people too, if they choose to recognise it — is a world that sees every human
being, every animal being, every plant being, as part of a whole and equal to each other” Un-
derstanding deep ecology isn’t so much a matter of learning something new, but of remembering
that which was once as obvious as anything. The intrinsic value of life itself must be rediscovered
and fought for until the bitter end, not as a distraction from other liberation struggles, but instead
as an inseparable component of a single, multifaceted fight against all forms of oppression. The
last few decades divided the struggle; at this point, these separate strands are invited to converge,
offering a glimpse of an entirely new revolutionary horizon.

Some of the most revolutionary texts penned in recent decades — think of Alfredo Bonanno
or the Invisible Committee — possess at their core a profound affirmation of life. This is exactly
what inspires that eagerness to see the existent cast in flames: the order that professes to rule
over us is, in essence, a system of death, capable of persevering only to the extent it grinds down
all that’s wild and free. Far too often, though, an appreciation of this sentiment is limited to a
discussion of human life, forgetting that life in general is what’s really at stake. By reproducing
human supremacy within revolutionary struggles — that is, by predicating the liberation of our
own species on the enslavement of all others — we fail to challenge the common enemy on every
front, inviting it to recuperate where our backs are turned. The struggles for human and nonhu-
man liberation do not compete, precisely because they aren’t separate. In the 21% century, the
only fault line that splits the entirety of society, including each of us, is that which affirms life
compared with that which destroys it.
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3: One struggle, one fight

Economy and ecocide

Both animal and earth liberation offer key footholds in the imagination, but we’re not there
yet. You could say anti-speciesism and deep ecology are revolutionary, yet not necessarily in a
political sense, only a moral one. Indeed, the best-known thinkers of both movements — Peter
Singer and Arne Neess — sought to analyse the oppression of other animals and the earth in isola-
tion from a critique of the state and capital, taking it for granted that the system isn’t inherently
ecocidal. Both intellectual movements — themselves outcomes of the New Left — thereby found
themselves looking at oppression in a way suspiciously similar to identity politics, offering prac-
tical proposals focused around personalistic evolution and legislative change. The corresponding
activist movements have, of course, often utilised much more radical tactics, but even militant
strategies run a certain risk: promoting animal or earth liberation in separation from an assault
on social hierarchy overall.

The theory of social ecology introduced by Bookchin is extremely useful here. The point of
social ecology, as the term suggests, is to provide a combined analysis of social and ecological
issues. More specifically, Bookchin argued that the domination of the natural world is rooted in
domination within society, especially hierarchies such as the state, capitalism, and patriarchy.
The ways in which humans mistreat nonhumans are in so many ways an extension of how hu-
mans mistreat one another; hence, rampant hierarchy between ourselves can only lead to the
subjugation of life in general. It’s no coincidence that those societies most heavily burdened
by economic inequality are almost always the ones that treat their environment the worst. Nor
should we expect a liberal response, one focused on piecemeal reforms and consumer choice, to
effectively challenge the devastation. On the contrary, achieving balance within Nature is one
and the same with creating a nonhierarchical society, which is exactly why most social ecolo-
gists pose social revolution as the only viable response to the growing environmental crisis. In
short, this world cannot be made green: promoting sound ecology means creating new worlds
altogether.

The ecological problems inherent in capitalism are amongst the most urgent to consider. It’s
becoming increasingly impossible to ignore the ecocidal tendencies of the dominant mode of
production; far from being an outcome merely of this or that version of capitalism, however, the
devastation of the natural world stems from its simplest and most irrevocable features. The basic
motor driving capitalist production is the need for businesses to generate profit. And profit is
generated by converting natural resources into products that are sold on the market. Moreover,
businesses will be successful, in the eyes of capitalist logic, to the extent they’re profitable. Which
means that the success of the capitalist economy equates, roughly speaking, to the extent to
which it uses up natural resources. The fact that businesses are incentivised to use these resources
as efficiently as possible (less money spent on purchasing and processing them) makes little
difference, given that any sound business will merely reinvest the money saved into consuming
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even more, thereby maximising profit. The basic equation is thus, on the one hand, that more
production means more profit, and also that more production means more ecocide.

Capitalism offers no hope of a way out. Its need for growth is absolutely insatiable. Without
achieving constant economic expansion, any business tempts the possibility of recession or even
bankruptcy, inviting competitors to undercut its share of the market. With the economy as a
whole, too, the mere failure to maintain endless growth is defined as a crisis. To even consider
a limit to the conversion of our living, breathing environment into mere stuff speaks a foreign
language to a corporation.

It’s no mystery that the vast majority of the natural world has already been destroyed, as is one
and the same with the smooth functioning of the capitalist machine. And what a hideous notion
of “wealth” it offers: collapsed fisheries, wiped out forests, chewed up landscapes, topsoil turned
to dust, fossil fuel reserves bled dry. Far from slowing down, no less, the rate of depletion is only
speeding up, exactly as the mantra of constant growth requires. Since the Industrial Revolution,
especially, we've been living well beyond our means, something that’s only risen enormously
since the mid-20" century. The economic demand for higher levels of consumption has been
met with an exponentially rising global population of consumers, as well as the flooding of the
market with ever more useless crap, but it can’t go on like this forever. We’re hurtling towards a
crunch of one sort or another, and one of two things must go: either capitalism, or the planet.

Life and the economy exist in a fundamental state of tension with one another. To the extent
that the health of one is coextensive with the devastation of the other. We're never far from the
latest report either of a catastrophic oil spill or endangered species being driven to extinction, nor
another “revelation” as to the living hell of factory farms. Yet the basic contradiction of liberal
discourse is to bemoan these horrors whilst refusing to question the economic conditions that
necessitate them. We need to be outraged without being surprised: the cause of such abject abuse
can only be a mode of production that disregards everything irrelevant to the generation of profit.
Economists describe those factors unconducive to immediate growth simply as “externalities,”
unintelligible to capitalist logic and utterly devoid of concern. Carbon emissions, for example,
are released into the atmosphere merely as a side-effect of industrialised production; given that
there’s no economic incentive to avoid this outcome, any hope of an alternative is quite futile.
Even the very real threat of climate change — the imminent ruination of life as we know it — fails to
offer a conceivable problem for the economy. The laws of the market literally deem it irrational
to deal with such a problem, given that any corporation would be bankrupt long before the
prevention of catastrophe offered the chance of a return to its shareholders. Nor can we expect
capitalist governments to intervene effectively instead, precisely because their success, too, is
measured first and foremost with respect to short-term economic growth.

It might seem a strange thing, therefore, that most people find themselves going along with
business as usual. Yet there’s an important explanation here, and that’s “green capitalism” - the
vilest of oxymorons. Green capitalism can be summarised as the idea that the market can be used
to fix the deepening environmental crisis. It began gaining influence in the Global North in the
‘80s, largely in response to a combination of two factors: on the one hand, corporations realised
that many consumers possessed a newfound, sincere desire to protect the environment; on the
other hand, however, the majority of these consumers seemed to prefer an environmentalism
compatible with the preservation of normality. In particular, green capitalism appeals to the ex-
pectation that the health of the planet be maintained alongside our resource-intensive lifestyles,
cemented amongst the burgeoning Western middle class throughout the 20" century. But re-
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ally this indulgence is only the ultimate form of consumerism, putting a price-tag even on the
sense of moral righteousness. As the planet suffocates, the solution offered by green capitalism
is to consume even more, as if we’re honestly expected to believe that organic meat, hybrid cars,
and energy-saving lightbulbs are going to save us. Most people simply cannot afford the luxury
of appeasing their guilt whilst the environment is ravaged. And even if we somehow could, it
wouldn’t make much of a difference, given that the overwhelming majority of pollution - includ-
ing greenhouse gases — is emitted only by a relatively small group of corporations, not the sum
of individual consumers. The green economy markets a million different things, yet each of them
is only a different version of the same futile product: the hope the planet can be saved without
attacking the economy.

All the talk of “sustainability” is but a distraction from questioning the unquestionable, paint-
ing over that which is fundamentally rotten. What’s really being sustained here is capitalism,
not the planet. Even an allegedly renewable capitalist economy - one based, for example, on in-
dustrial solar, wind, or tidal power — would just be another means of powering a system that, at
its core, is both antisocial and ecocidal. All the idea offers is a greenwashed version of what we
already have: a monopoly on energy held by corporations and the state, resource-intensive con-
sumption for privileged members of society, and the inevitable exhaustion of what little remains
of the living planet. Moreover, we can hardly be sure a shift towards renewables would stop cli-
mate change, even if most governments somehow agreed to it. It’s highly doubtful whether the
global economy could be fundamentally restructured in time to avert catastrophe. Nor should we
assume that, compared with maintaining a reliance on fossil fuels, such immense construction
efforts won’t actually release significantly more carbon emissions in the short-term, marring our
efforts in the decisive years ahead of us.

There’s no limit to the hollow excuses the defenders of the existent will throw at us. But now is
the time to be done with them, decisively parting ways with the certainties of this world, which
nowadays offer but the certainty of extinction. For biodiversity to outlast the century, humanity
must dare to call into question the economy itself. Which is often an unthinkable task, given that
the economy has been the main beneficiary of the religious urge, eagerly seeking new form since
the death of God - the steady withdrawal of theism as a stabilising moral force. Yet there’s no
chance for redemption here. No afterlife in which to seek salvation, nor another planet to escape
to. The economy needs to be destroyed. It has to be torn down completely. Or else it will only
arrive at its destination, completing its suicidal dash for the cliff edge, taking each of us with it.

Destroying the economy isn’t a matter of forgetting about meeting our everyday material
needs, as if to do away with economic considerations altogether. What it does mean is realising
that the economy - the subsumption of the totality of our needs within a single, monolithic,
globalised system of production — could never be squared with the perseverance of life. Levelling
this structure is a process of reclaiming the conditions of existence, piece by piece, by localising
and demassifying them. It’s a call to form communes aimed at self-sufficiency, each of them
striving to meet its material needs — food, energy, accommodation, and so on — wholly within
the means of what they can produce for themselves. Which is a political undertaking as much
as an ecological one, given that the autonomy of any community is surely inseparable from it
being the source of its own potency, its own vitality. Anything short of that risks one of two
things: either dependence on an external body for your most basic needs, or else the necessity of
outward expansion, defined in equal parts by imperialism and ecocide.
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More specifically, taking apart the economy is synonymous with dismantling the institution of
private property. Communising the means of production has often been recognised as the mate-
rial basis of human autonomy, given that, as long as we lack direct access to the resources needed
to survive and flourish, there’s no choice but to accept the exploitative terms of work dictated
by the ruling class. What’s more rarely recognised, however, is just how relevant the critique of
property is to the liberation of nonhuman life. The domination of animals and the land is facili-
tated primarily by their legal status as human property, something that confers our mastery over
them. Animal liberation would be unthinkable without pushing back the frontiers of property
relations, as was the case with resistance to other forms of slavery, including the trans-Atlantic
slave trade and many traditional forms of marriage. Earth liberation, moreover, describes the
completion of this historical progression, entailing the abolition of property altogether. There’s
no doubt that using the land respectfully is compatible with appreciating its intrinsic value; by
contrast, treating it as property — that is, owning it — necessarily declares an inferior status. In
this sense, animal and earth liberation, far from being even slightly reconcilable with capitalism,
begin to look inseparable from the communist project.

As far as destroying the economy goes, though, the state would never allow it. Not willingly.
To refer to the state as distinct from the economy might well be an overstatement; at the very
least, the needs of the economy constitute its supreme law. Even avowedly radical political parties
- social democratic alternatives to austerity, for example — purport to serve the economy even
better than the status quo itself. No departure from this logic is conceivable within the realm of
politics. After all, the primary role of the state has always been to safeguard the needs of capital:
it was at the forefront of the assimilation of the peasantry into the industrial proletariat, as well
as the expansion of market relations across the globe. What you see nowadays, moreover, is the
reinvention of this union for the secular age: whilst the state once tasked itself with representing
the divine will, today it represents the economy, mediating between the masses and that which is
sacrosanct, keeping our needs locked into the growth-imperative. There’s an enduring temptation
to think that state and economy can somehow be separated (most Marxists favour this approach,
still serving up whichever reheated variant of the state socialist paradox). And yet, of all the
stupid ideas tried out in the long, weary history of civilisation, few have claimed more lives than
the anti-capitalist sympathy for statecraft. Either the state and the economy are confronted as
one, or not at all.

To bring it back to social ecology with a simple summary, taking nonhuman liberation seri-
ously means living our lives outside and against the system that engulfs us. The state and capital
cannot be reformed or compromised with, because theirs is a nature that is fundamentally extra-
terrestrial. Not in the sense, of course, that they originate from beyond this planet, but instead
because their existence is inherently incompatible with that of the earth.

The time for timid critiques is over. This is the moment to make serious plans for desertion.
At such an unforgiving moment in history, there can be no pretensions of neutrality: working
for the economy can only mean complicity in our own annihilation. That leaves each of us with
a vital choice, one between compliance with social hierarchy and the perseverance of life itself.
Suddenly the phrase “revolution or death,” tagged on a wall during Trump’s inauguration, takes
on a whole new meaning. There you have it: revolution or death.
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Interconnections of oppression

The last section outlined the roots of nonhuman domination in human domination, according
to the theory of social ecology. Yet to leave it at that fails to account for the converse relationship,
namely, the sense in which human domination is equally predicated on nonhuman domination.
The relationship between the two spheres is wholly reciprocal: neither plays a more integral role
in the overall structuring of hierarchy. Which is important to clarify, or else we risk sidelining
the task of nonhuman liberation, perhaps even deferring it until after the revolution. That would
miss the point entirely: animal and earth liberation can’t be dealt with afterwards, precisely be-
cause their liberation is the revolution. To prioritise human liberation over nonhuman liberation
ensures we’ll get neither.

This horizontal emphasis is distinctly missing for Bookchin. According to him, hierarchies be-
tween humans arose first historically, with hierarchies over nonhumans only later emerging as
a consequence thereof. With somewhat comical irony, therefore, Bookchin rejected class reduc-
tionism only to replace it with an equally dangerous variant: the idea that ecological problems
are a mere subsidiary of social problems, unworthy of concern in their own right. To be fair,
the fact he spent so much time discussing ecology is already a clear improvement on Marx, for
whom the topic was pretty much absent. Yet Bookchin still never treated nonhuman liberation
as an end in itself: ecological domination was described wholly in terms of the problems it poses
for humanity, whilst the domination of animals wasn’t discussed at all. This corresponded with
a consistent refusal to engage honestly either with deep ecology or anti-speciesism, leaving so-
cial ecology with a subtly anthropocentric interior. Apparently our treatment of nonhumans just
wasn’t considered a form of oppression in the first place.

Bookchin never even considered the possibility, for example, that speciesism might actually
have been the first hierarchy (certainly the first form of prejudice) to become institutionalised
in many pre-civilised communities millennia ago. Yet the predation of nonhuman animals was
surely vital for everyday survival — for producing things like food and clothing - in a way that
other forms of hierarchy, like those based on gender or age, simply were not. In other communi-
ties, of course, we might well suspect that hierarchies between humans crystallised first. But this
is exactly the point: the development of hierarchy throughout the globe was surely quite messy,
something that universally stating the primacy of human hierarchy grossly oversimplifies.

This thread warrants following: once you begin to seriously consider the historical signifi-
cance of nonhuman domination, our capacity to understand the domination of humans deepens
profoundly. You might even say we're offered the missing piece of the puzzle. One of the most
important cases to consider here is the advent of civilisation itself, namely, the invention of
mass culture based around cities and agriculture. Things weren’t always this way: of the roughly
200,000 years in which human beings have existed, the vast majority were lived out in small
groups of nomadic gatherer-hunters that lacked any notions of the state, class, money, borders,
prisons, laws, or police. It was only at around 10,000 BC, in Mesopotamia, modern day Iraq, that
these forms of life — sometimes described as “primitive communism” — began to be superseded
by the Agricultural Revolution. Agriculture initiated the widespread cultivation of crops and do-
mestication of nonhuman animals, generating a surplus of resources that encouraged cities to
develop and human populations to rise. Here we see the invention of mass production, if not
the economy itself, along with the ascension of the quantitative, calculating, expansionist mode
of perception over human culture, the ability to understand value only in terms of the poten-
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tial for exploitation. This shift also provoked the definitive emergence of the ugliest features of
our behaviour, including slavery, imperialism, and genocide — often mistaken as brute outcomes
of human nature. To claim that civilisation gave rise to hierarchy itself might be an overstate-
ment, given that rudimentary hierarchies seem to exist amongst some (although by no means
all) non-civilised peoples still scattered around the globe today. What civilisation did mean, how-
ever, was the intensification of hierarchy beyond all comprehension, allowing it to grow more
violent, overbearing, and institutionalised than had ever been even remotely possible. It was thus
with good reason that Fredy Perlman, following Thomas Hobbes, described this artificial beast
as “Leviathan”

What needs to be emphasised is just how deeply these cultural changes were rooted in the
domination of nonhumans. As of yet, non-civilised peoples offer some of the few examples of
genuinely sustainable, ecologically harmonious human communities; the Agricultural Revolu-
tion, by contrast, can be summarised mainly in terms of the redefinition of human needs in op-
position to those of the wild. No longer was the world conceived of as an undivided whole, but
instead as something to be carved up and exploited. The land was altered dramatically, driven
towards satisfying the needs of one species amongst billions; wild animals, meanwhile, were
confined, tortured, and genetically altered beyond recognition. Nature herself, once understood
as the mother of us all, was betrayed and degraded, recast instead as something dirty and evil.
Whilst everything Leviathan touched soon turned to dust: the once verdant, ecologically diverse
landscapes of Mesopotamia, the Levant, North Africa, and Greece were transformed largely into
deserts by a combination of monocropping, cattle grazing, and logging, never again to return to
their former state of untamed abundance.

The interplay between nonhuman and human domination also occurred in a number of even
more direct ways. Herds of livestock, as well as surpluses of stored grain, were likely the first
instances both of capital and private property. The development of agriculture saw the division
of labour intensify as well, with those who owned natural resources forming the original ruling
class, and those who worked them — now dispossessed of the means of generating their own
nourishment - forming the working class. The invention of the state simultaneously became
necessary to enforce this distinction between included and excluded. Moreover, it’s surely no
coincidence that the region of Sumer, Mesopotamia, saw not only the invention of widespread
animal domestication, but also the earliest known instances of human slavery; presumably the
former normalised practices such as confinement and forced labour, enabling them to be ap-
plied more easily to marginalised human groups, especially defeated foreigners. The expansion
of Leviathan into new areas would also have been unthinkable without the surplus of food and
rising populations generated by agriculture. Just as those civilisations most adept at animal do-
mestication, particularly in service of warfare and transportation, possessed the military edge
necessary to subdue these areas most effectively.

A similar story has played out throughout history, especially with respect to the practice of
colonialism. Some of the most definitive examples here were significantly rooted in the domina-
tion of animals and the land. The extermination of Native American Indians in North America,
for example, was largely based in an interest in expanding the international trade of leather, wool,
and fur. The Mexican-American War was significantly motivated by the profitability of acquiring
grazing land for cattle, as with the British colonisation of Ireland over the centuries. In fact, this
theme is no less noticeable today; just look at the recent attempt by Shell to subdue the Ogoni
people of Nigeria, or the construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline through Standing Rock -
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both projects of the oil industry. Something similar can be said about the creeping genocides
currently occurring in West Papua and the Amazon, motivated as they are mainly by an inter-
est in extracting natural resources. The history of colonialism, in short, has always intimately
combined the subjugation of humans, animals, and the earth.

The key conceptual links between human and nonhuman domination should also be empha-
sised. Ecofeminists have long since noticed that patriarchy is significantly rooted in a disdain for
the natural world, especially the attempt to characterise women as being irrational, and thereby
somehow less human than men. The same can be said of white supremacy, given that it tends
to treat non-whites (especially non-civilised peoples) as being irrational, wild, or savage, and
thereby of lesser moral status. The moral exclusion of various members of the human race -
women, non-whites, the disabled, and so on — has always been tightly bound up with their de-
humanisation.

You can trace such associations back as far as you like. In the West, anthropocentrism probably
finds its most influential expression in what medieval Christian theologians, following Plato and
Aristotle, termed the “Great Chain of Being” This categorised the entirety of the universe in
hierarchical terms, with each aspect of being supposedly existing for the sake of its master. The
chain leads down along a scale of lesser perfection, starting with God, then going through angels,
kings, lords, serfs, animals, plants, and ending with inanimate matter. This scheme was decisive
in legitimising the misery wrought by the feudal system; no less, the very foundation of the
structure was human supremacy, divinely ordained in one and the same movement.

Make no mistake: anthropocentrism has played an integral part in some of the darkest mo-
ments of human history, even just in recent memory. In 1943, for example, Winston Churchill
attempted to justify a famine in Bengal — wholly avoidable, yet killing millions — by blaming it
on locals for “breeding like rabbits” Prior to the Rwandan genocide, 1994, Léon Mugesera used
a decisive speech to characterise the Tutsis as “cockroaches” liable for extermination. In 2015,
as refugees fleeing war found themselves met with the guns and barbed wire of our proud civil-
isation, David Cameron described as “swarms” those drowning in the Mediterranean. Just as
Donald Trump, in 2018, attempted to rationalise the brutalisation of migrants at the US border
on the basis that “these aren’t people, they’re animals.” This kind of language — speciesist at its
core — is so often lurking beneath the oppression of human groups. Although, to offer a final
example, its perfection was surely attained only in the form of Nazi eugenics, certainly in terms
of the rigorous formalisation of such associations both in science and in law. In this case, the
persecution and mass murder of Jews, Slavs, Roma, homosexuals, and the disabled was based on
their classification as literal subhumans; the logic internal to the Holocaust, in other words, was
majorly founded upon a speciesist base. In so many cases, committing atrocities against human
groups means taking for granted the status of nonhumans as the lowest of the low. Only by
first attacking the most vulnerable amongst us do oppressive practices gain the breathing space
necessary to expand.

In sum, no axis of domination can be passed off as secondary compared to the others. Even if
we’re a long way from understanding how all the parts fit together, what should be clear is that
neither class, nor human relations in general, are somehow primary within the immense tangle
of hierarchies we inhabit today. In essence, there’s only one victim when it comes to the horror
wrought by the system: life itself. Whether it’s a question of the suicide netting surrounding
iPhone factories, the futile panic of animals in the vivisection lab, or the deathly silence of a
clear-cut forest, any really subversive discourse ends up putting everything into question.
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A total liberation ethic

May 13, 1985, West Philadelphia. The Philadelphia Police Force launch a dawn raid on a subur-
ban house, but clearly the occupants have no intention to leave. Over the course of the morning,
about 500 cops fire over 10,000 rounds of ammunition at the house, combined with endless vol-
leys of tear gas and even anti-tank rounds. The occupants hold out all the way into the afternoon,
at which point the state makes the decision to bomb them with a military helicopter. Four pounds
of plastic explosives are dropped onto the roof, which soon results in a vicious blaze, yet the po-
lice commissioner orders the fire department to keep well away. The house burns down, along
with 65 others in the (predominantly black) neighbourhood. Only two of the occupants survive,
with eleven of them - including five children - failing to outlast the day.

Those defending the house were a group called MOVE. Formed in 1972, MOVE were defined by
their combination of black liberation and armed struggle with veganism and deep ecology. The
group also balanced a focus on individual campaigns, such as those against local zoos and police
brutality, with a broader emphasis on building community autonomy. The statements that outlive
its founder, John Africa, speak for themselves, as with his claim that “Revolution means total
change, a complete dissociation from everything that is causing the problems you are revolting
against,” as well as the group’s assertion that they were fighting for “a revolution to stop man’s
system from imposing on life, to stop industry from poisoning the air, water, and soil and to
put an end to the enslavement of all life” Africa happened upon biocentrism, too, even before
Neess had written on the topic, as is confirmed by his claim that “All living beings, things that
move, are equally important, whether they are human beings, dogs, birds, fish, trees, ants, weeds,
rivers, wind or rain”” In the history of social struggle in the West, MOVE were perhaps the first
to commit in equal parts to the liberation of humans, animals, and the earth.

Despite being largely crushed by the state, reverberations of MOVE’s struggle have been
picked up here and there, gaining pace. A comparable ethic surfaced amongst the Zapatista Na-
tional Liberation Army, a group comprised mainly of indigenous Maya fighting for land rights.
On January 1, 1994, the Zapatistas declared war on the Mexican state, on the very day the North
American Free Trade Agreement came into force. They seized large areas of the state of Chiapas,
including the key city of San Cristobal de Las Casas, immediately collectivising the land. Despite
eventually being forced into retreat by the Mexican army, the rebels were able to hold up in
the mountains, consolidating control over many of their own rural communities. To this day,
the autonomy carved out by the Zapatistas amidst the Lacandon Jungle has been successfully
maintained, despite numerous incursions at the hands of the state. Which remains an ecolog-
ical struggle as much as anything: from the outset, the Zapatistas emphasised that their own
liberation as indigenous people was one and the same with the liberation of the land.

The front opened up by the Zapatistas was arguably but one in a much larger struggle, namely,
the anti-globalisation movement. Peaking in intensity around the turn of the century, this world-
wide struggle saw diverse participants — workers, students, indigenous peoples, radical environ-
mentalists, animal rights activists — unite around a shared interest in opposing the expansion of
global finance. The international summits of organisations such as the G8 and the World Trade
Organisation were the obvious targets, with some of the most spectacular flashpoints includ-
ing Seattle 1999, Prague 2000, and Genoa 2001. In many cases, moreover, superficial critiques
of globalisation and imperialism deepened into resolute rejections of capitalism altogether, even
if a frequent outcome was an inebriated expectation of some imminent world revolution. And
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whilst the anti-globalisation movement is now largely behind us, it continues to offer a legacy
focused around a grand convergence of struggles, something vital for taking things forward.

The ‘90s also saw Earth First! move towards a steadfast rejection of all oppressions, dropping
the machismo and patriotism that had been present in some of the earlier days. Such a broaden-
ing in emphasis was particularly evident in the writings and activism of US member Judi Bari,
who placed significant emphasis on the need for Earth First! to reach out to the working class, in-
cluding timber workers. This marked the arrival at a distinctly revolutionary take on eco-defence,
one informed by social ecology as much as deep ecology.

Around the same time, the ALF and ELF also began working ever more closely together, with
the two movements becoming indistinguishable in many countries. The same activists would of-
ten participate in both fronts, merely swapping banners to suit the specifics of an action, whilst
their aboveground networks mingled greatly. Not only that, the communiques published by var-
ious cells began making increased reference to the state and capital, confirming a focus that had
shifted from targetting specific industries towards attacking the system as a whole. One commu-
nique, published during the beginning of ELF activity in the US, remains especially memorable:

Welcome to the struggle of all species to be free. We are the burning rage of this
dying planet. The war of greed ravages the earth and species die out every day. ELF
works to speed up the collapse of industry, to scare the rich, and to undermine the
foundations of the state. We embrace social and deep ecology as a practical resistance
movement. (Beltane, 1997)

Diverse though they are, these developments help explain something quite striking: at some
point during the last couple of decades, various radical animal rights and environmental activists
committed to exceeding single-issue campaigning in favour of a holistic, revolutionary struggle
against all forms of hierarchy. As Steve Best puts it, “it is imperative that we no longer speak of
human liberation, animal liberation, or earth liberation as if they were independent struggles, but
rather that we talk instead of total liberation” (The Politics of Total Liberation, 2014). No instance
of oppression can be understood in separation from the whole: different hierarchies interact with
one another profoundly, facilitating the domination of one group — human or nonhuman - in
virtue of the domination of all others. And so, too, all genuine liberation struggles must recognise
that, far from having disconnected goals, each of them depends on the success of the other.

Even though specific circumstances inevitably constrain what we can do as individuals, such
efforts must be situated within a shared project that greatly exceeds our isolation. That means
learning how to reach out beyond the current milieu in meaningful ways; it also means improving
our own practices to make it possible for outsiders to reach back. The point isn’t to subsume
the struggle into a single organisation, a single identity, but instead to increase the density of
ties between its various fronts, nourishing the strategic alliances and networks of mutual aid
necessary to leave the common enemy in ruins.

There can be no quick fixes here. No utopias, perhaps no culminations at all. Truth be told, none
of us are likely to witness a totally liberated world - that is, a planet entirely free of hierarchy. Nor
can we be sure, from the current standpoint, if such a thing is even possible. There’s no knowing
what, if anything, is at the top of the hill; the beauty of the struggle, however, is realised in the
very act of climbing. Total liberation isn’t merely a destination, as if to separate the end goal from
how we live our lives in the present. No, total liberation is an immediate process. It’s the process
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of confronting power not as something disconnected, but instead as a totality. It’s one’s refusal
to condone any notions of a final frontier — not now, not ever. If anything absolute can be known
about such a struggle, it’s that it never ends. But ask not what total liberation can do for us in a
hundred years: the point is to realise its full intensity already now.

It seems every generation thinks theirs will be the most remarkable, yet ours might just be the
first that turns out to be right. To say this century is the most crucial our species has ever faced is
actually an understatement: we’re dealing with the most significant crisis life in general has faced,
even amidst billions of years of evolution. We’ve entered the sixth period of global extinction,
this one the first caused by a single species of animal. The rate of extinction amongst plants and
animals is at least 1,000 times faster than before our arrival on the scene. The vast majority of
wild animals have already been killed off. And that includes 90% of large fish vanishing from the
oceans. From the air we breathe, to the water we drink — from the highest mountain peak, to the
deepest of ocean trenches - the filth of this civilisation pervades it all. To be clear, the apocalypse
isn’t something foretold by a prediction: it is already here.

Death, of course, is fundamental to ecological wellbeing, because life could never be sustained
without destruction and renewal. Yet the kind of death the system brings isn’t in the slightest a
matter of balance, but instead simply of wiping out. Social hierarchy is fundamentally at odds
with the very basics of organic development, including diversity, spontaneity, and decentralisa-
tion. There’s no longer any doubt that the system will crash, and hard. The important thing left to
consider is merely how best to speed up the process, minimising the suffering yet to be wrought,
maximising the potential for life to regenerate outside this unfathomable mess.

No compromise with the system of death. Toxic waste cannot be made nutritious, nor can their
idea of life be made liveable. Our revolutionary task can only be the creation of our own worlds,
destroying theirs in the process. This is exactly the historical moment we were born to inhabit:
the apocalypse is already here, yet the extent to which it deepens is quite the open question.
Anyone who listens carefully can hear the call.
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4: Putting into practice

The limits of activism

What we have so far is a vision of total liberation. As of yet, however, it can only be admit-
ted that this vision remains by and large a fantasy. Throughout The Politics of Total Liberation,
Best speaks of the need for “radical, systemic, and comprehensive social changes, of a formidable
revolutionary movement against oppressive global capitalism and hierarchical domination of all
kinds” This clearly describes the struggle that resonates so deeply amongst many of those com-
mitted to animal and earth liberation. It confirms that total liberation must be revolutionary in
order to gain substance at all. But, then again, we seriously have to ask: does the current tra-
jectory of total liberation activism — contained as it is primarily within the terrain of activist
campaigning — justify speaking in such terms? The answer to this question is surprisingly obvi-
ous, given how rarely it’s admitted: we are not a revolutionary movement. For such ambitious
rhetoric, our strategy leaves a lot to be desired; the state and capital aren’t going to fall any time
soon, least of all from our efforts.

It’s not as if total liberation has no revolutionary content — what was said in the previous chap-
ter contends that it certainly does. Yet this component refers mainly to something abstract and
intangible, rather than anything significantly manifest in reality. Writing from behind bars rather
than the comfort of academia, ALF prisoner of war Walter Bond offers an honest assessment:

In my estimation Total Liberation should be making steps to unite various struggles
in the real world against the common leviathan of government and towards the re-
ality of free communities. Unfortunately, I don’t see much grassroots organization
around Total Lib. It remains, thus far, in the world of ideas, of salutations of solidarity.
(Interview with Profane Existence, 2013)

Addressing this shortcoming is essential for moving forward. But it can also be an uncomfort-
able point, given that it means questioning the very basis of total liberation as it currently exists,
namely, the method of activism itself. In the notorious pamphlet Give up Activism (1999), Andrew
X argued that various direct action movements are held back by the widespread assumption of
an activist mentality, where “people think of themselves primarily as activists and as belonging
to some wider community of activists” We often look at activism as the defining feature of our
lives, as if it were a job or a career. Yet such strong assumptions of political identity often hold
us back, not merely because they obscure the important differences between us, but especially
because they distance ourselves unnecessarily from the rest of the population. Rather than being
members of the oppressed along with everyone else — ordinary people who just happen to be
fighting back in our own way — we see ourselves instead as specialists in social change, somehow
uniquely privileged in our ability and willingness to intervene.

This mentality immediately undermines the possibility of revolution: by implication, the rest
of society is, in virtue of lacking activist specialisation, written off as an inherently passive mass.
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Outsiders, in return, typically see us as weird cliques or inaccessible subcultures, often justifiably
so. And what a strange outcome that offers: we’ve ended up doing the work of the mainstream
media for them, isolating ourselves from society at large, paving the way for our repression to
be met without broader resistance.

Such a dynamic is further solidified by the amount of practical specialisation often required
for getting involved in activism. To paint a crude picture, the model activist is a highly trained,
ideologically advanced being that utilizes a repertoire of skills, contacts, and equipment to effect
social change. Those outsiders who see our struggle as relevant to their lives risk being excluded
by such demanding requirements, particularly unrealistic if your life is already sufficiently bur-
dened by everyday survival under capitalism. Even those with a chance of getting involved will
need us to show them the way, which always encourages a hierarchical dynamic. Either we’ll
end up being the accidental vanguards of the revolution, or, more likely, our involvement will
prove irrelevant to the sudden moments of upheaval that revolutionary change is defined by. The
activist subculture has thus been relegated to a kind of bubble, floating around the edges of soci-
ety, and winning victories here and there, yet remaining forever impossible for outsiders to get
a firm grip on. Some would say this status even strengthens the liberal paradigm, given that we
perfectly play the role of the annoying, fringe radicals the centre ground so gracefully tolerates,
but only because we pose no real threat to its stability overall.

This introduction to the activist mentality can be refined in light of a second key limitation of
activism: the focus on issue-based campaigning. The tendency with activism is to engage with
power gradually, attempting to transform society one issue at a time. Normally a campaign will
centre on a particular aspect of the economy — say, this specific slaughterhouse, or that form
of energy extraction — rather than targetting the structure as a whole. This fine-grain approach
certainly has its uses, allowing something as broad and abstract as social hierarchy to be con-
fronted in its individual, concrete manifestations. Not to mention, halting the expansion of the
capitalist machine (even just in one place) is always an important victory. The basic problem,
however, is that issue-campaigning remains focused on achieving essentially reformist goals, in-
tended merely to make the system more bearable. A multitude of different concerns — potentially
revolutionary if taken as a whole — are condensed into a narrow range of issues, exactly the kind
promoted by capitalist organisations such Greenpeace, PETA, or the Green Party. What makes
a campaign radical might be that it employs militant tactics, or else opens up a space — usually
a protest camp — in which to live out a holistic critique of power. Such endeavours are always
bound to ruffle feathers. Yet the primary goal of a campaign - its basic target, which determines
whether we “win” or “lose” — almost never stands to bring us any closer to dismantling capitalism.
After all, preventing a forest from being turned into a coal mine is the kind of thing that sounds
good to most liberals, even if the means we’re willing to employ set us a world apart.

Even in the event of a victory, issue-campaigns often fail to improve the overall situation,
with the devastation merely being shifted elsewhere. In Germany, for example, nuclear energy
had been fought against already since the ‘70s, and in 2011 the campaign finally won, with the
government announcing it would close down all nuclear power stations by 2022. However, the
bigger-picture outcome was merely the economy shifting towards a greater reliance on brown
coal, a form of resource extraction at least as ecocidal as nuclear power, especially with respect
to climate change. A gradual phase out of coal mining seems increasingly likely in Germany; in
particular, the ongoing Hambacher Forest occupation has played a vital role here. But a victory
would only mean the economy shifting once again, only this time to fracking, or biomass, or tar
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sands, or hydroelectricty, or industrial wind. Either that, or simply importing more coal from
Russia — no problem. Such outcomes merely offer an inconvenience, maybe even an economic
boost, leaving the deep structure of the highly flexible modern economy wholly in tact. Mean-
while, any anti-capitalist discourse contained within issue-campaigning is normally just empty
rhetoric, failing to map onto tangible realities.

Some would respond, of course, that this critique is unfair. After all, total liberation activism
was previously defined as rejecting single-issue campaigning in favour of a much broader rev-
olutionary focus. This is exactly what Best, for example, offers in his proposal for an alliance
politics that builds links between different liberation struggles, drawing them into a resolutely
anti-capitalist trajectory. But this isn’t a new idea, and it doesn’t overcome the problems in-
herent in activism. Already two decades ago, we saw exactly that being attempted by the anti-
globalisation “movement of movements,” which rarely seemed to gain an honest grasp of what
the destruction of capitalism might look like. In the aforementioned pamphlet, Andrew X clari-
fied that such engagement merely amounts to making links between activist groups, not beyond
them. The shift remains quantitative rather than qualitative, a matter of strengthening different
campaigns, but not of exceeding a framework based around campaigning on issues in the first
place. The challenge is that, besides simply increasing the personnel of the struggle, we need to
find ways of deepening our engagement. Otherwise, total liberation cannot help but remain a
kind of paradox, the revolutionary scope of its vision scraping hard against the reformism of its
strategy.

That isn’t to say, on the other hand, that we should give up on activism altogether. Any cri-
tiques here should be careful not to get carried away: activism has proven indispensable over the
last decades, be it with keeping the global elite in check, opening up vital autonomous spaces, lib-
erating millions of animals, or defending countless ecosystems. All of which continues to make
a very real difference to an untold number of lives, revolution or no revolution. Not only is such
activity valuable in itself, moreover, it’s often kept the spirit of revolutionary struggle alive, in-
cubating a libertarian, anti-capitalist consciousness within various direct action movements over
the years. However, the basic problem is that activism remains tailored for an era in which the
overall stability of the system was taken as a given. If we no longer consider ourselves to live in
such a context — if we’re honestly ready to experience what lies beyond it — then we need to exceed
the current formula.

Despite offering a theory that questions everything, total liberation remains hampered by a
practice that changes a great deal less. How do we bridge this gap between vision and strategy?
That is, how do we make total liberation a revolutionary movement? At last, and in the middle of
this piece, no less, we've arrived at our central problem.

The collapse of workerism

Of course, some would have it that we never lost a revolutionary perspective at all, quite confi-
dent they had the solution all along. This comes in the form of workerism, a broad set of strategies
- mainly Marxist or anarcho-syndicalist — that affirm the centrality of the working class for over-
throwing capitalism. In the history of revolutionary struggle, few ideas have consistently held
more sway; but surely that’s only the reason why this sorely outdated approach has proven so
hard to get over. Things have changed more dramatically than ever in the last decades, shatter-
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ing the material conditions that once granted workplace organisation such grandiose pretensions.
It’s important to clarify why, or else the attempt to exceed activism risks being subsumed by yet
another reformist method, this one all the more stagnant.

Only a few decades ago, the prospects of organised labour in the Global North were much more
hopeful, with trade unions retaining a great deal of strength into the 1970s. Mainly during the
‘80s, however, capitalist production underwent some major alterations. Profound technological
developments in the field of electronics — especially digitisation — caused the productive process
to become much more automated, requiring significantly less human input. This combined with
an increased ability on the part of employers to outsource employment to less economically
developed countries, where labour was much cheaper. Fairly suddenly, therefore, the two biggest
sectors of the economy - split mainly between industry and agriculture — were greatly reduced
in size, resulting in massive layoffs. Yet those who lost their jobs were generally absorbed by
steady growth in the services sector, thereby avoiding immediate social destabilisation. Whilst it
was once the smallest economic sector by a long way, the services sector is now by far the largest
in the Global North, even approaching 80% employment rates in the US, UK, and France.

The result has been a striking redefinition of the common notion of work. It’s lost its centre
of gravity in the factory, having fragmented instead in the direction of various post-industrial
workplaces — restaurants, shops, offices. Once a largely centralised mass, the working class has
been dispersed across the social terrain, the new focus being on small, highly diverse productive
units. Between these units, workers possess few common interests and interact little, leading to
a significantly diminished potential for collective action. Of course, resistance in the workplace
continues, but the internal avenues necessary for revolt to generalise have been majorly severed,
the situation continuing to decline in light of ever greater technological advance.

Nobody can deny the profound identity crisis faced by the working class. Only a few decades
ago, the factory was seen as the centre of everything, with workers offering the vital component
in the functioning of society as a whole. Work was once a way of life, not so much in terms
of the amount of time it took up, but instead because of the clear sense of existential ground-
ing it offered. For generations, there had been a strong link between work and professionalism,
with most workers committing to a single craft for the entirety of their lives. Career paths were
passed down from father to son, who often remained in the same company; the families of dif-
ferent workers also maintained close ties with one another. Nowadays, however, everything has
changed: employment is immensely uncertain, the relentless fluidity of the post-industrial econ-
omy forcing most to get by on a roster of precarious, low-skilled jobs. Far fewer people take
pride in their work, especially given that employment only rarely has a convincing subtext of do-
ing something socially important. Trade unions have also vanished as a historical force, having
been defeated in the key battles of the ‘80s, their membership levels imploding in lock-step with
the advance of neoliberalism. A residue of the old world still exists, but it continues to dissipate
further every day, never to return. In the Global South, too, things are inevitably moving in the
same direction.

These developments cast serious doubt on the validity of Marxist and anarcho-syndicalist
strategies for revolution. It’s becoming increasingly meaningless to speak of “the workers” in
reference to a cohesive entity. It isn’t as if the disintegration of the working class implies the
absence of poverty, nor of the excluded — in no sense whatsoever. What it does mean is the end
of the working class as a subject. One that was, as Marx put it, “disciplined, united, organised by
the very mechanism of the process of capitalist production itself” (Capital, 1867). Over the last
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decades, the working class has been dismembered and demoralised by the very same mechanism:
just as the mass application of steam and machinery into the productive process created the in-
dustrial proletariat two centuries ago, the invention of new, automated technologies has led to
its dissolution. There’s no single project around which to unite the working class any more; it
follows, as with identity politics, that gains in the workplace will almost always be limited to
improving capitalism rather than destroying it. The Industrial Revolution has been superseded
by the Digital Revolution, yet the revolutionary optimism of workerism remains ideologically
trapped in a bygone era, fumbling for relevance in a century that won’t have it. Although, to be
honest, this is hardly news: already for some time now, the nostalgic language of workerism has
come across as stale and outdated to most, even if academics often struggle to keep up.

In any case, the collapse of workerism might be nothing to mourn. Another implication of the
end of traditional employment is the predominance of a range of workplaces few would want
to appropriate anyway. The factory has been replaced by the likes of call centres, supermarkets,
service stations, fast food joints, and coffee shop chains. Yet surely no one can imagine themselves
maintaining these workplaces after the revolution, as if anything resembling a collectively run
Starbucks or factory farm is what we’re going for? When workerism first became popular, there
was an obvious applicability of most work to the prospect of a free society. In the 21" century,
however, the alienation of labour runs all the deeper: no longer is it the mere fact of lacking
control over work, but instead its inherent function that’s usually the problem. To put it another
way, it should come as no surprise that Marxists haven’t yet replaced their hammer and sickle
with an office desk and espresso machine, as would be necessary to keep up with the times.
The modern symbols of work are worthy only of scorn, not the kind of valorisation involved in
putting them on a flag.

This is another big problem for the workerist theory of revolution, given its conception of
revolution primarily or even exclusively in terms of the seizure of the means of production.
Achieving reforms in the workplace is one thing, but only rarely can such exercises in confidence-
building be taken as steps towards appropriating the workplace altogether. Surely the point isn’t
to democratise the economy, but instead to pick it apart: those aspects of the economy genuinely
worth collectivising, as opposed to converting or simply burning, are few and far between. Of
course, they still exist, but they’re marginal. And that confirms the absurdity of expecting work-
place organisation to offer the centrepiece of any future revolution.

This hardly implies doing away with the material aspects of revolutionary struggle, given that
communising the conditions of existence remains necessary for living our lives — not just this or
that activist campaign — in genuine conflict with the system. All the more, the moment in which
these subterranean influences suddenly erupt, and mass communisation overturns the ordinary
functioning of the capitalist machine, surely remains a defining feature of revolution itself. Yet
such endeavours must be sharply distinguished from seizing the means of production - that is,
appropriating the capitalist infrastructure more or less as it stands before us. Far from offering
a vision of the world we want to see, the syndicalist proposal to reclaim the conditions of work
- to assume control of very the system that’s destroying us — merely implies self-managing not
only our own exploitation, but also that of the planet.

As an aside, it should be added that these issues undermine the contemporary relevance of
Marxism altogether. It was previously suggested that Marxian class analysis no longer offers a
credible account of oppression; the current discussion, meanwhile, suggests it cannot be used
to frame the topic of revolution either. As a method for interpreting the world, as well as for
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changing it, Marxism has had its day. If we wanted to be a little diplomatic, we could say this
isn’t so much a criticism of the theory itself, more a recognition of the fact that the world it was
designed to engage with no longer exists. If we wanted to be a little less diplomatic, moreover, it
should be added that what’s left of Marxism is utterly boring, reformist, and kept “alive” almost
exclusively by academics. As the big guy declared back in 1852, “The tradition of all the dead gen-
erations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living” Yet in no case has this claim, offered
in response to the lack of imagination amongst revolutionaries in the 19" century, been more rel-
evant than with Marxism today. We should pay our respects, if indeed any respect is due, whilst
refusing to be crippled by an outdated approach. The same goes for anarcho-syndicalism, its once
unbridled potential decisively shut down by the combined victories of fascism and Bolshevism.

To offer a last word of clarification, none of this implies doing away with workplace organisa-
tion altogether. There’s still much to be said for confronting power on every front: the collectivi-
sation of any remaining useful workplaces, as well as the fierce application of the general strike,
surely remains vital for any effective revolutionary mosaic. Just as workplace organisation con-
tinues to prove effective for breaking down social barriers, as well as potentially improving our
lives in the here and now. The core claim offered here is only that it cannot be considered the
centrepiece of revolutionary struggle altogether — quite the minimal conclusion. Merely in terms
of asking what the abolition of class might look like today, workerism has lost its way. And that
doesn’t begin to consider the abolition of hierarchy as such. When taken in isolation, organised
labour offers nothing more than a subtle variety of reformism, thinly cloaked in its stufty revo-
lutionary pretensions. Total liberation, by contrast, refuses to single out any focal points of the
clash, be they workerist, activist, or otherwise.

A revolutionary impasse

What an uneasy situation we’re in: whilst the need for revolution has never been greater,
rarely has our grasp of what it means to build such potential seemed so vague. Perhaps this is
unsurprising, given that workerism — the dominant model of anti-capitalist struggle for a cen-
tury and a half - has collapsed before our very eyes. The tremors continue to reverberate, most
remaining unsure of how to respond. Few are willing to give up the rhetoric of revolution, not at
a time like this. And yet, it doesn’t take much to see that, in all but name, the majority of radicals
have long since abandoned the prospect of actually destroying the system.

One clear indication of the current impasse is how easily supposed Bolsheviks — Leninist,
Trotskyite, Stalinist — get swept up by every latest rehash of social democracy. Perhaps the most
important tension underlying the history of Marxist engagement was the split between reform
and revolution, exactly the point of Bolshevism being to pursue the latter. Nowadays, however,
the two strands are normally lumped together, even at the price of utmost incoherence, merely
for Marxism to maintain a guise of relevance into the 21% century. Surely no one who still took
the revolutionary potential of the proletariat to be anything more than a buzzword would find
themselves campaigning for Syriza or Podemos, Jeremy Corbyn or Bernie Sanders. Since the 2007
financial crash, the Left has played a sly game, gaining favour amongst the young by utilising
vaguely revolutionary sentiments — slogans of “people power” and “real democracy,” stolen from
the anti-politics of grassroots movements like Occupy and 15M - to dress up its lukewarm parlia-
mentary policies. Bear in mind, though, that such duplicity remains concealed only for as long as
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the crypto-politicians fail to seize power, their cover instantly blown if they ever manage to win
at the ballot. The functions of state and capital have always proven inviolable when approached
from the inside. A glum image comes to mind, one of Syriza carrying out EU-dictated austerity
measures, even in open defiance of a nationwide referendum, thereby betraying the very plat-
form that secured them the right to govern in 2015. This is exactly what a “victory” for such a
party looks like.

Of course, this problem is hardly faced by Marxists alone. Nor is the issue as superficial as
many anarchists finding themselves requesting the hand of governance every once in a while.
Bookchin, for example, showed as much appreciation as anyone for the great libertarian up-
heavals of the past, including the Paris Commune and the Spanish Revolution. Throughout the
course of his life, however, it slowly became clear that such admiration was mainly retrospec-
tive, lacking any serious designs on the future. Already in 1985, he declared in a speech that “the
revolutionary era in the classical sense is over” — a shrewd observation. It could have been the
basis for reconceiving the possibility of revolution in the post-industrial era, only it was used to
give up on the idea altogether. The alternative Bookchin offered was termed “libertarian munic-
ipalism,” which proposes engaging in municipal elections with the aim of putting local councils
under anarchist control. Yet it will come as no surprise that Bookchin eventually gave up on
the hopeless idea of convincing anarchists to become politicians, to the extent he even publicly
dissociated himself from anarchism in 1999. The significance of this outcome — one of the key
theorists of contemporary anarchism turning his back on the very possibility of revolution - can
hardly be overstated.

Another major attempt to divorce anarchism from revolutionary struggle came from Hakim
Bey, this time in the book Temporary Autonomous Zone (1991). One of the main claims offered
here is that “realism demands not only that we give up waiting for ‘the Revolution’ but also that
we give up wanting it” Not only is the supremacy of the state supposedly unassailable nowadays,
apparently there’s also little chance of attacking authority without inadvertently becoming it.
What ensues is a curiously dignified take on the simple fact of giving up, a hedonistic defeatism
focused around occupying the accidental cracks of autonomy left unattended by the system. Such
zones are defined as temporary precisely because there’s no intention to defend or extend them,
the point being to remain invisible to power for as long as possible, scampering away and set-
ting up elsewhere whenever confronted. This might seem like the most hopeless of the examples
mentioned here, even the most pitiful; yet that’s only because Bey is so upfront regarding his pes-
simism. At least he nonetheless stays true to the need to live anarchy now, rather than spending
our lives merely dreaming of it.

A final example on the topic comes from Deep Green Resistance (DGR). This radical environ-
mentalist group distinguished themselves with a hard-nosed strategy for uprooting industrial
civilisation altogether, something that won them the hearts of many libertarians. The kind of
unflinching overhaul of vision and tactics DGR offers is all too rare at the moment, especially as
the ecological situation really starts to bite. Yet this can be the only explanation for how such an
irredeemably flawed approach enjoyed its relative success — that is, the sad fact it has so few con-
tenders. It’s clear this already tired clique has taken the abandonment of revolution as a central
point of departure, assuming in line with co-founder Derrick Jensen that “the mass of civilised
people will never be on our side” (Endgame, 2006). This leads to a terribly muddled strategy:
having jettisoned a commitment to popular upheaval, DGR offers the hilarious proposal that in-
dustrial civilisation itself could be brought down — not to mention kept down — by the activity of a
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relative handful of professional activists. What an odd combination: on the one hand, DGR seem
to recognise the problems inherent in activism, that the current approach will never initiate mass
struggle; on the other hand, however, they’ve extended the task of the activist milieu beyond any
semblance of credibility. Whilst DGR once held a fair degree of influence, this trend flopped very
quickly indeed, not least because of their rampant transphobia. And that was only a particular
symptom of a much more general problem, namely, their obnoxious insistence on building a
rigidly hierarchical, ideologically uniform resistance movement that reeks of eco-Leninism.

These examples are diverse, yet each of them stems from exactly the same sense of dejection re-
garding our revolutionary prospects nowadays. Some anarchists have attempted to escape such
associations, at times even exploiting the moment to label themselves the only revolutionaries in
town. But that comes across as all too certain: it’s become increasingly clear that to be an anar-
chist does not entail one is also a revolutionary, certainly not any more - a point both interesting
and terrible. Revolution, after all, is no game of abstract identities, but instead the art of putting
into practice. It would be much healthier to take a step back at this point, if only to get a clearer
picture of the current impasse. We need to get our heads round the end of the classical era of
revolutions. (And then immediately set out to define the next).
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5: The insurrectional path

“The secret is to really begin”

The point of departure for what follows is simple: revolution is not around the corner. Pre-
sumably most would agree, yet the road forks sharply regarding how best to move forward. The
Left maintains that proceeding into open conflict with the state and capital would be premature,
given that “the masses” can’t be expected to join any time soon. A reformist agenda is sought
instead as the only realistic approach - just until the conditions necessary for revolution arise.
But there’s a big problem here, because to merely wait for the revolution ensures it will never
arrive. Contrary to Marxian dogma, there’s nothing about revolution that’s inevitable; rather,
the only thing that invites the right historical conditions - the only thing that can actually bring
revolution any closer — is to proceed to action now, even if the time is not ripe. When under-
taking a momentous project of any kind, it’s always necessary to start by taking a few decided
steps, even if at first they lead into the fateful unknown. Those who merely wait, too unsure of
whether to get going at all, guarantee their destination never comes any closer. Only by testing
the boundaries of the existent do you begin to learn just what is and isn’t possible.

In this formula we find our foothold: the nucleus of revolutionary possibility resides in our
determination to live free already now. The liberal idea of freedom is that of a ghost, one of
meaningless hypotheticals, of incarcerated desires: you can think and do absolutely anything
you want, but only insofar as it makes no difference in material terms. Of course, there’s a great
deal to power that’s abstract and intangible, open to critique but not physical assault. Yet this is
only part of the picture, given that you can only change so much on a subjective level - really not
much at all - before your growth becomes limited and deformed by the bars of this cage-society.
Enclosed by the system of death, the only way to make sense of our lives — the only way to be
sure we’re still breathing — is by striking back against the physical infrastructure that holds social
hierarchy in place. Beneath a veneer of calm supremacy, only a little investigation reveals that,
through being spread so thinly, such objects are actually quite vulnerable. Even more so in an age
in which everything depends on the most fragile of technological flows. Computer algorithms,
fibre optic cables, and electrical transmitters hold the system together far more effectively than
the words of politicians nowadays. Power is everywhere, yet the repressive forces are not, nor
could they ever hope to be.

A single act of sabotage is, of course, of no great concern for the stability of the system overall.
But there’s something extra here, something that spans the vast divide between individualistic
revolt and insurrection itself, and that’s the capacity for insurgency to spread throughout the
population. By acting now, the very quality of revolution — of uncompromising, autonomous re-
volt — begins to infuse the social terrain. Then it’s only a question of multiplication over creation,
something altogether more approachable. There will always come unpredictable moments of fu-
ture turmoil, moments in which the animosity of state and capital has been violently exposed,
the futility of legalistic engagement revealed for all to see. Those who previously disagreed with
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confrontational tactics might well find themselves grasping for the right means of expression.
And at that point the clashes have the potential to spread like wildfire.

This potential can be nurtured by a particular consideration, namely, the reproducibility of
our own techniques. By focusing on tactics that require little or no specialisation, meaningful
revolt is able to avalanche much quicker during moments of heightened social tension, greatly
surpassing application only by a handful of experienced militants. This emphasis is exactly what
was missing from many of the armed struggle groups active in Europe during the 1970s and ‘80s,
such as the Red Army Fraction in West Germany and the Red Brigades in Italy. These professional
revolutionaries required extensive training, specialised weaponry, and vast support networks in
order to offer their contribution, promoting an idea of struggle (or at least of its highest forms)
as something highly exclusive. Such isolation is forever the swamp of revolutionary potential,
distinguishing the insurgents all too clearly from the rest of the population, drawing combatants
into a pitched battle between two armies. On the contrary, the extent to which methods of strug-
gle are easily reproducible — focusing on widely accessible tools and information - is the extent
to which citizens can, even in a heartbeat, transform themselves into insurgents. Not only that,
it also means those just getting involved can already struggle with as much intensity as anyone
else, in no way relegated to the indignity of a secondary role. Forget about the vanguard, it has
no use to us: generalised revolt, lacking leaders or a focal point, is exactly what no army or police
force could ever hope to contain.

The moment of rupture is always much closer than it seems. The substratum underpinning
all the everyday monotony is one of wild rebellion, and spontaneous community, which the
present order must work day and night to subdue - often unsuccessfully. No longer can we
profess to know in advance whether our intervention will not lead to a future insurrectional
situation. The social conditions that gave rise to economic determinism have fallen apart: the
metamorphosis of the economy has ransacked the factories, creating generations of non-citizens
with no solid identity to bind them to this rotten world. Particularly in the ghettoes of the modern
metropolis — in Paris 2006, London 2011, and Baltimore 2015 — the unpredictable nature of the
historical moment has already been revealed, each case offering a clear image from the future.
It’s as if the air is steadily getting drier, the slightest spark ready to set off a blaze. Especially
once the environmental crisis can no longer be ignored, that dryness will become much more
literal, calling into doubt the once undisputed stability of many regimes. Surely the only option
is to make the most of the inevitable volatility, transforming these blind moments of rage into
conscious insurrections — even revolutions. Any social order founded so strongly on hierarchy
forever contains the seeds of its own collapse. Insurrection is merely the sudden bang let off as a
structure, which had already long been falling, finally crashes to the ground.

Imagine a collective gasp for oxygen in a life defined by suffocation. A million gestures of in-
dignity, previously suffered in silence, abruptly come to the surface. The illusion of social control
— held together by fear, not respect — has been decisively cast off, all sections of society invited
to project their newfound freedom into the void. Insurrection doesn’t divert the course of the
dominant order, it derails it. Work grinds to a halt, students refuse to study, the economy is thor-
oughly paralysed; goods are circulated without money, public spaces transformed into theatres
of discussion and festivity, the laboratories of exploitation overrun in broad daylight. Free play
streams through the streets, manifest in a million different ways. Such is the spirit of insurrection.
It is social, not military - the moment in which dissonance resonates.
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The point of insurrection is to begin the revolutionary process in its full intensity, bypassing
any notions of a transitional period. Such an event is clearly far more profound than any riot;
nonetheless, it’s also defined by the fact it stops short of bringing about an actual revolution,
failing to hold down either the necessary time or space. The quantitative limits of the uprising,
however, are no excuse to label it a failure: such an intense encounter is its own reward, wholly
worthwhile even when taken in isolation. Not only that, insurrections nurture the potential for
more ambitious experimentation, for ruptures that last. Even once the fires have gone out, what
remains are forged affinities, honed skills, deepened perspectives. And the population at large
has gotten a taste for freedom no queue at the polling booth can soon quell. This is a concrete
idea of what it looks like to do serious damage to Leviathan, even if it isn’t yet a deathblow. Along
the insurrectional path, we forge beyond the revolutionary impasse.

Of course, there’s a strong sense in which this topic — equal parts festivity and devastation —
shouldn’t be dressed up in too much poetry. Especially when true freedom is a novelty, there are
many risks involved, risks that shouldn’t be trivialised. But what also cannot be denied is that
every path, including inaction, necessarily comes with its own hazards. There are no easy options
here. No promises to escape the gravity of the situation. As if allowing things to continue like
this would be the non-violent option? Such is the right of the dominant culture, to present itself
as neutral, ambient, even as it ravages the fabric of life to its very core.

It’s not as if we chose to be born into such miserable conditions. Yet how we respond remains
entirely down to us, an infinity of potential choices vibrating through every moment. The op-
portunity to live passionately lies open to us still — no authoritarian regime could ever take that
away. As Bonanno once put it, “It is not a question of opposing horror with horror, tragedy with
tragedy, death with death. It is a confrontation between joy and horror, joy and tragedy, joy and
death”

The question of organisation

How do we coordinate with one another, comrades and beyond, in order to transform society?
The history of anarchism - especially its most revolutionary moments - is rich with examples of
large, formal organisations that concentrated most or all aspects of the struggle within a single
structure. These were organisations of synthesis, some of which still exist: they promote a specific
political programme, hold periodic congresses to make unified decisions, and aim to serve as a
mediator between power and the masses. However, it would be a big mistake for anarchists to
place such an organisation — indeed, the route of formal organisation altogether — at the centre
of revolutionary struggle today. At the very least, the option should be considered only in light
of some major risks.

Consider, for one, the central tension of any anarchist organisation: the trade-off between size
and horizontality. The larger an organisation becomes, the more hierarchy becomes necessary
to maintain its basic functions — in other words, the more quantitatively successful the organi-
sation, the less anarchist it can be. This is something no amount of conscious procedures, such
as consensus decision-making or a rigid constitution, can successfully alleviate. As a matter of
necessity, any organisation incorporating thousands, hundreds of thousands, or even millions
of members can maintain direction and coherence only at the cost of extensive specialisation.
In particular, those tasks that command the most influence — mediation, accounting, publicity —
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begin to stagnate in the hands of a few experts, either implicitly or explicitly. And what a sorry
outcome that offers: any large anarchist organisation soon becomes incapable of prefiguring the
very world it’s supposed to be building, the principle of nonhierarchical association relegated to
a mere abstraction. If there’s any doubt on this point, that can only be because the vast majority
of anarchist organisations remain woefully small nowadays. An honest look at the towering bu-
reaucracy of the CNT in Spain during the 1930s — the largest anarchist organisation there’s ever
been, incorporating a million and a half members — provides an unambiguous picture.

The link between formal organisation and hierarchy runs deeper yet; besides internal hierar-
chies, a second major problem concerns external ones. Built into the logic of the organisation of
synthesis is the hidden assumption that ordinary people are incapable of organising themselves.
Society is split between the passive masses on the one hand, and the enlightened revolutionaries
on the other; the role of revolutionaries cannot be to engage horizontally with the rest of the
population, but instead to approach them from the point of view of recruitment or education, to
make them one of us. All potential social realities are distilled into a single way of doing things,
as if we alone hold the one true set of revolutionary aims and principles. Such a monolithic ap-
proach was never realistic, much less so today: honestly speaking, most people will never see
the need to join our organisation, to stomach all the long meetings and tedious subculture. The
21°% century has ushered in a human condition that’s unfathomably complex, calling for a much
richer diversity of organisational forms than the “one big union” model that worked so well in the
past. That means opening ourselves up to a more pluralistic notion of struggle, one that abandons
any notions of revolutionary primacy, especially that of the organisation of synthesis.

It isn’t even as if what formal organisations lack in principle they make up for in pragmatism.
Merely in terms of their capacity to actually engage in struggle, the organisation of synthesis
has proven ineffective. Any structure of significant size must spend the bulk of its time and en-
ergy merely on maintaining itself, the task of physically confronting power always coming sec-
ond. Meetings are now insufferably long, and the only viable collective decisions have become
increasingly timid and legalistic, members always going for the lowest common denominator
just so everyone can agree. Having succumbed to the quantitative game of putting recruitment
before all else, reputation has become a prime virtue, and combative actions are normally con-
demned in the name of not upsetting public opinion. Compromise and conciliation are instead
always favoured by the emerging bureaucracy, the rank and file of the organisation betrayed
time and time again. Nor could it be any other way: with obvious leaders, headquarters, and
membership lists, the threat of state repression is forever present, severely limiting the scope of
militant activity. What you’re left with, therefore, after funnelling so much time and effort into
a grand synthesising effort, is a lumbering, introspective mass that can be used for little more
than putting the brakes on real struggle.

With this critique in mind, some would respond that the risks posed by the organisation of
synthesis are indeed a necessary evil. Perhaps this route offers us something quite indispensable,
namely, the prospect of unity itself? The nation state towers over us more ominously than ever,
its military, police force, and repressive technology contained within a single, cohesive structure.
It might seem like folly not to build our own structure, rigid and undivided, to contend with
power on its own terms — an organisation stronger and more unified than the state itself.

However, the problem with taking unity as an end it itself, rather than simply as a tool to be
applied depending on the situation, is that it actively invites the concentration of power. Any
structure that fancies itself to be building the new world in the shell of the old can only turn

37



out to be a state in waiting. Remember that social hierarchy, besides being localised in certain
physical objects, is also a state of mind,; it’s always seeking to revive itself, and nobody is immune
to the threat, anarchists included. We need not repeat the painful lessons of the past: there’s never
been a large organisation of synthesis that hasn’t also been stale and bureaucratic, even subtly
authoritarian, functioning like a political party to the extent it grows in size, ultimately favouring
to collaborate with power rather than destroy it. This is no attempt to denigrate some of the most
inspiring moments of anarchist history, but we also need to learn some hard lessons; let’s not
forget the integration of the CNT into the government during the Spanish Civil War, to the extent
that even an anarcho-syndicalist trade union ended up running its own forced labour camps.

Fortunately, though, this critique warrants no strategic compromise. In short, the quality of
unity is essential only for those movements attempting to seize power rather than dismantle it.
Amongst Marxists, liberals, and fascists alike, unity is the vital ingredient of their organising,
the intention almost always being to assume the functions of the state in one sense or another.
Without unity, the state is inconceivable; such a complex structure can only function properly
when operating in a centralised way, forming a robust whole that maintains cohesion by relaying
orders to the different parts. Any genuine shows of diversity are a threat to its integrity, because
they undermine the singularity of the social body, lessening the capacity for a single will to
be imposed upon it. But remember just how little applicability this framework has to our own
desires: the point isn’t to emulate the state, as if to treat it as a rival, but instead to destroy it. And
for this pro