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anarchists, most notably in the North-western United States but 
also in many other places. This current clearly has strong roots in 
environmental direct action – as evinced by the titles of prominent 
publications such as Green Anarchy (US) and Green Anarchist (UK) 
– and has received elaboration in a number of well-known books and 
essays (e.g. Perlman 1983, Zerzan 1994, Moore 1997, Watson 1998; 
Jensen 2000). With inevitable oversimplifi cation, one could say that 
the most prominent features of an anarcho-primitivist outlook are: 

• Very strong political, ecological and spiritual antagonism 
towards industrialism, technology and hyper-modernity.

• Love of the wild, eco-feminist consciousness and earth-based 
/ non-western spirituality.

• A ‘maximalist’ anarchist critique of hierarchical civilisation, 
and of its His-story of domination and destruction from the 
beginnings of domestication, agriculture and the state. 

• A re-appreciation of hunter-gatherer societies as sites of 
primitive anarchy – egalitarian, peaceable, leisurely, ecstatic 
and connected to natural cycles.

Although I am personally very sympathetic to this approach, it is 
very diffi cult to take it as the starting point for the discussion of 
technology I want to develop here. Specifi cally anarcho-primitivist 
critiques of technology are so thoroughly integrated with the other 
elements just mentioned, and the current as a whole has generated 
so much controversy within anarchist circles, that it is impossible to 
use it as a basis for a broad-based approach. As a result, part of the 
purpose of this chapter is to free the discussion of technology from 
its entanglement with anarcho-primitivism – not by rejecting such 
ideas but by remaining largely neutral towards them. As a result, the 
discussion in this chapter should be relevant whether or not one 
endorses an anarcho-primitivist approach. 

In what follows, I begin with an overview of the ambivalent 
anarchist relationship with technology, past and present. I then 
elaborate a critique of technology based on the abundant output of 
surprisingly critical literature on technology by non-anarchist writers. 
Contemporary scholarly discussion is in fact unifi ed around the 
position that technology expresses hierarchical social relations and 
fi xes them into material reality. There is a widespread understanding 
that technology is to be approached not as a matter of individual 
devices but as a socio-technological complex – interlocking systems of 
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human–machine interfaces that fi x human behaviour, sustaining and 
enhancing inequalities of wealth and power. I also look at the more 
clearly anarchist critique offered by Basque activist-hacker Xabier 
Barandiaran, and examine the applicability of all these insights to 
the emerging fi eld of nanotechnology.

Where mainstream critics ultimately fail, however, is in their 
respective agendas of technological democratisation, and their ultimate 
reconciliation to technological modernity as a process that can be 
managed and controlled, but not fundamentally contested. Insisting 
on the validity of the latter option from an anarchist perspective, I 
examine how the critique presented here can be actualised in three 
different areas. First, I argue that many technologies which have an 
inherently centralising and profi t-driven nature can only elicit an 
attitude of abolitionist resistance from anarchists, amounting to a 
new form of Luddism. I then discuss anarchists’ attraction to the 
Internet as a decentralising and locally empowering technological 
platform, but argue for a disillusioned approach that is mindful of 
the opposite qualities of the computer and communications infra-
structures that enable such a platform to function. Finally, I look 
to areas in which anarchists would be drawn to adopt and develop 
alternative approaches to modifying the natural world, emphasising 
Permaculture and lo-tech innovation as parts of the ‘constructive’ 
facet of an anarchist politics of technology.

ANARCHISTS AND TECHNOLOGY

As mentioned in the outset, anarchists’ relationship with technology 
is highly ambivalent, containing both rejection and endorsement. 
A hallmark of the rejectionist aspect is anarchist resistance to 
genetically modifi ed (GM) crops, which fl owered throughout the 
1990s. The fi rst recorded trashing of GM crops occurred in the US in 
1987 when Earth First! activists pulled up 2,000 genetically modifi ed 
strawberry plants (SchNEWS 2004: 171). The fi rst European trashings 
were in Holland in 1991. By 1993, when a demonstration of 500,000 
peasants in Bangalore ended with the physical destruction of seed 
multinational Cargill’s head offi ces in India, anarchists in the North 
were well aware of the much larger picture of militant campaigning 
against GM crops by peasant movements in Latin America and South 
Asia, providing opportunities for international solidarity around the 
issue. German autonomists squatted fi elds to prevent GM crop trials, 
leading to the cancellation of a third of them and many more being 
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destroyed. In the UK, anarchists have played a large part in the over 
30 groups comprising the Genetic Engineering Network, engaging 
both in campaigning and in direct action. Over several years, groups 
of ‘crop-busters’ conducted nightly raids to destroy trial crops of GM 
maize, sugar beet and oilseed rape, until in 2004 the Blair government 
dropped its plans for commercial growing of GM crops in the UK. 

But the resistance to technology is much wider than GM. 
Looking back at two of contemporary anarchism’s main ‘progenitor’ 
movements in the 1980s, we can notice that the direct-action feminist 
movement was strongly involved in resistance to nuclear technology, 
fi rst energy then weapons, and that the direct-action environmental 
movement also had clear issues with technological progress – in 
genetics, chemicals and transport to name a few. More recently, 
there has been active anarchist involvement in campaigning against 
the introduction of biometric Identifi cation Cards in the UK, and 
French anarchist squatters have resisted the construction of a nano-
science centre in Grenoble. Anarchist political culture also displays 
a strong attraction to low-tech, ‘simple living’ lifestyles, including 
the promotion of small-scale organic farming and of cycling as an 
alternative to car culture.

On the other hand, there is a multitude of examples for the 
contemporary movement’s integration and even development of 
technological systems. Anarchists make extensive use of email and 
mobile phones in their communication, and Internet websites are 
used to publicise and coordinate events, often including an online 
discussion forum. The movement has a number of electronic media 
hubs, including the global Indymedia network, whose collectives 
often hold web-based meetings and have a functioning process for 
consensus decision-making online. The Internet also serves as an 
immense archive for the self-documentation of social struggles. 

However, anarchists have taken a step further by more thoroughly 
integrating – and even developing – information and communication 
technologies. The collaborative authorship software used on 
Indymedia was invented and continues to be developed directly by 
activists. There is also prominent anarchist involvement in the free 
software movement. Many anarchists are talented programmers, 
mostly using GNU/Linux operating systems and other open-source 
applications to develop software for use by social movements. In 
Europe such activists currently operate over 30 HackLabs, community 
spaces with computers and Internet access which also act as hubs 
for political organising. 
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Historically speaking, anarchists’ attitudes towards technology 
display a similar ambivalence, oscillating between a bitter critique 
driven by the experiences of industrialism, and an almost naive 
optimism around scientifi c development and its enabling role in a 
post-capitalist society. Rooted in the nineteenth-century working-
class movement, anarchist activists and writers were well aware of the 
displacement of workers by machines, and of the erosion of producers’ 
autonomy as household and artisan economies were displaced by a 
production process in which the machines themselves dictate the 
pace, stages and outcomes of work. Proudhon, for one, seems to have 
had little sympathy towards technological advance:

Whatever the pace of mechanical progress; though machines should be invented 
a hundred times more marvellous than the mule-jenny, the knitting-machine, 
or the cylinder press; though forces should be discovered a hundred times more 
powerful than steam, – very far from freeing humanity, securing its leisure, and 
making the production of everything gratuitous, these things would have no 
other effect than to multiply labor, induce an increase of population, make the 
chains of serfdom heavier, render life more and more expensive, and deepen 
the abyss which separates the class that commands and enjoys from the class 
that obeys and suffers. (Proudhon 1847: Ch.4)

At the same time, many anarchists saw industrial progress as desirable 
and benefi cial, as long as social relations were transformed. Kropotkin, 
despite his groundbreaking contributions to scientifi c ecology and his 
sympathy for the medieval commune, cited ‘the progress of modern 
technics, which wonderfully simplifi es the production of all the 
necessaries of life’ as a factor reinforcing what he saw as a prevailing 
social tendency towards no-government socialism (Kropotkin 1910). 
His belief in the ability of technology to improve workers’ conditions 
led him to state that after the revolution ‘factory, forge, and mine can 
be as healthy and magnifi cent as the fi nest laboratories in modern 
universities’, envisioning a proliferation of mechanical gadgets and a 
centralised service industry that would relieve women of their slavery 
to housework, as well as making all manner of repugnant tasks no 
longer necessary (Kropotkin 1916: Ch.10). This approach was echoed 
more recently by Murray Bookchin in his wildly techno-optimistic 
Post-Scarcity Anarchism (Bookchin 1974). 

After the First World War, well-known anarchists such as Malatesta, 
Goldman and Rocker continued to advocate a liberated industrial 
modernity, albeit under workers’ control through their own economic 
and industrial organizations. In Rocker’s formulation, ‘industry is not 
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an end in itself, but should only be a means to ensure to man his 
material subsistence and to make accessible to him the blessings of a 
higher intellectual culture. Where industry is everything and man is 
nothing begins the realm of a ruthless economic despotism’ (Rocker 
1989/1938). Overall, anarchists saw mechanised industrial processes 
as dominating under capitalist conditions, but not inherently so, and 
were confi dent that the abolition of the class system would also free 
the means of production from their alienating role in the system of 
private ownership and competition. 

Most past anarchists, then, shared the basic attitudes towards 
technology that continue to pervade offi cial and everyday discussions 
of the topic today. The desirability of technological progress is 
taken for granted, and technology is understood as neutral – an 
amalgamation of tools and applications that can be used for good or 
bad ends, but have no inherent moral or political content.

POWER AND THE MACHINE

At the margins of society’s prevailing technological optimism, there 
have been critical voices spotlighting the increasing technological 
mediation of nature in modern society and the alienation it generates. 
In Technics and Civilisation, Lewis Mumford (1934) traced the historical 
development of technology from the Middle Age clock, arguing that 
moral, economic and political choices have shaped technological 
society, ending in what he saw as a spiritually barren civilisation, 
based only on productivity. Against the notion of inevitable machine 
dominance, however, Mumford suggests that the ‘esthetic’ of the 
machine, based on observation directly from nature and the balancing 
of functionality against form, can be absorbed and used to good ends 
in a rational, grassroots-communist society geared towards ‘Handsome 
bodies, fi ne minds, plain living, high thinking, keen perceptions, 
sensitive emotional responses and a group life keyed to make these 
things possible and to enhance them’ (399). Three further major 
works appeared in the 1960s. As a continuation of his philosophy 
of Being, Martin Heidegger (1977/1962) argued that the essence of 
technology was not in devices but in the ‘unconcealment’ to humans 
of all beings whatsoever as objective, calculable, quantifi able and 
disposable raw material (‘standing reserve’), which is valued only 
insofar as it contributes to the enhancement of human power. Thus 
the real danger of technology for Heidegger was the process by which 
the machines alter human existence and draw it away from a deeper 
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experience of Being. ‘The essence of technology, as a destining of 
revealing, is the danger’, he wrote. ‘The rule of enframing threatens 
man with the possibility that it could be denied to him to enter 
into a more original revealing and hence to experience the call of a 
more primal truth’ (333). In The Technological Society, Jacques Ellul 
(1964) proposed a ‘sociological study of the problem of Technique’ 
– the latter being a term for the sum of all techniques, of all means 
to unquestioned ends, the ‘new milieu’ of contemporary society. All 
individual techniques are ambivalent, intended for good ends but 
also contributing to the ensemble of Technique. Unlike Mumford, 
Ellul through that the artifi cial milieu had become autonomous and 
unstoppable. A similar fatalism was expressed by Marcuse, who in 
One Dimensional Man (1964) argued that technological advancement, 
contrary to traditional Marxist expectations, had created affl uent 
capitalist societies characterised by public docility and an unlimited 
ability to domesticate dissent. 

Anarchists are aware of these works, and Ellul in particular is often 
cited by primitivist writers. However, each of these accounts is packaged 
in its own, very specifi c set of philosophical commitments and biases, 
each of which is too narrow to serve as a basis for a broad-based 
anarchist politics of technology. Mumford’s mythologised history, 
Hedegger’s ontology, Ellul’s existential theology and Marcuse’s neo-
Marxism all inform their treatment of technology as inexpendable 
baggage. Recent critiques, however, assume a more succinct analytical 
approach and offer a better place to start. 

Anarchists would probably be surprised to learn that contemporary, 
mainstream academic writing on technology is highly politicised. 
Among contemporary writers on the politics of technology ‘little 
needs to be said concerning the “neutrality” of technology. Since 
the social-political nature of the design process has been exposed 
by Langdon Winner and others, few adhere to the neutrality of 
technology thesis’ (Veak 2000: 227). The neutrality thesis has been 
rejected since it disregards how the technical or from-design structure 
of people’s surroundings delimits their forms of conduct and relation. 
As Winner (1985: 11–12) argues, ‘technologies are not merely aids 
to human activity, but also powerful forces acting to reshape that 
activity and its meaning’: 

As technologies are being built and put into use, signifi cant alterations in 
patterns of human activity and human institutions are already taking place ... 
the construction of a technical system that involves human beings as operating 
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parts brings a reconstruction of social roles and relationships. Often this is a 
result of the new system’s own operating requirements: it simply will not work 
unless human behavior changes to suit its form and process. Hence, the very act 
of using the kinds of machines, techniques and systems available to us generates 
patterns of activities and expectations that soon become ‘second nature’.

This type of analysis politicises the discussion of technology on a 
deeper level than usual. Political issues around technology, if they 
are ever brought up, are almost exclusively framed as matters of 
government policy, and brought in only as an accessory to debating 
the cost–benefit analysis of particular technologies, or their 
environmental side effects. To politicise the debate at its base is to 
argue that technologies both express and reproduce specifi c patterns 
of social organisation and cultural interaction, drawing attention ‘to 
the momentum of large-scale sociotechnical systems, to the response 
of modern societies to certain technological imperatives, and to the 
ways human ends are powerfully transformed as they are adapted 
to technical means’ (Winner 1985: 21).

Technologies fi x social relations into material reality. This can be 
seen in how modern society has come to depend materially on the 
pervasive stability of large-scale infrastructures, whose dimensions 
are found in ‘systemic, society-wide control over the variability 
inherent in the natural environment’ (Edwards 2003: 188). Such 
an environment requires a high level of ‘technological fl uency’ in 
order to function in all social interactions, from the habitual to the 
specialised – effectively making it a prerequisite to membership in 
society. Infrastructures, for Paul Edwards, ‘act like laws: They create 
both opportunities and limits; they promote some interests at the 
expense of others. To live within the multiple, interlocking infra-
structures of modern societies is to know one’s place in gigantic 
systems that both enable and constrain us’ (2003: 191). While 
infrastructure breakdowns are treated either as human error or as 
technological failure, few ‘question our society’s construction around 
them and our dependence on them ... infrastructure in fact functions 
by seamlessly binding hardware and internal social organisation to 
wider social structures’ (190).

Winner gives several examples of technologies employed with 
intention to dominate, including post-1848 Parisian thoroughfares 
built to disable urban guerrilla, pneumatic iron molders introduced to 
break skilled workers’ unions in Chicago, and a segregationist policy 
of low highway overpasses in 1950s Long Island, which deliberately 
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made rich, white Jones Beach inaccessible by bus, effectively closing 
it off to the poor. In all these cases, we can see technical arrangements 
that determine social results in a way that logically and temporally 
precedes their actual use. There are predictable social consequences 
to deploying a given technology or set of technologies.

On the macro level, new technologies must be integrated into an 
existing socio-technological complex, and as a result are imprinted 
with its strong bias in favour of certain patterns of human interaction. 
This bias inevitably shapes the design of these technologies and the 
ends towards which they will be deployed. Because of the inequalities 
of power and wealth in society, the process of technical development 
itself is so thoroughly biased in a particular direction that it regularly 
produces results that favour certain social interests. 

One does not need to be an anarchist to see that the constraints 
created by the existing socio-technological complex and its infra-
structures have a specifi cally exploitative and authoritarian nature. 
Workplace technologies from the robotised assembly line to the 
computerised retail outlet subordinate workers to the pace and tasks 
programmed into them, reducing the workers’ opportunities to exercise 
autonomous judgement and to design and run the production process 
by themselves. The capitalist bias of modern society is also abundantly 
present in the mindsets shaping technological development. Today in 
every developed country, corporations exert a great deal of infl uence 
on every stage of the technological research, design and implemen-
tation process. In each country, industry spends pound billions on 
research and development – whether in-house, through funding 
for universities, or in public–private partnerships. Academia is also 
encouraged to commercialise its research, in a combination of funding 
pressures created by privatisation and direct government hand-outs. 
As universities look to generating lucrative spin-off companies, it 
makes perfect sense to them to consider the commercial relevance 
of research paramount. It should also be unsurprising that a society 
biased towards hierarchy and capitalism generates the entirely 
rational impetus for the surveillance of enemies, citizens, immigrants 
and economic competitors. In such a setting, technologies such as 
strong microprocessors, broadband communication, biometric data 
rendering, and face- or voice-recognition software will inevitably be 
used for state and corporate surveillance, whatever other uses they 
may have (Lyon 2003). 

When it comes to policy-making on technological development, 
offi cial corporate representatives often sit in committees of bodies 
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such as the UK academic Research Councils which allocate huge 
amounts of funding. Unoffi cially, there are industry-funded lobby 
groups (the British Royal Society’s recent donors included BP 
[£1.4 million], Esso UK, AstraZeneca, and Rolls-Royce), as well as a 
revolving door between the corporate world and senior academic 
and government posts relevant to science and technology policy 
(Ferrara 1998, Goettlich 2000). Former British science minister, Lord 
Sainsbury, has substantial investment interests in companies that 
hold key patents in biotechnology. The 2005 Reith Lecturer was nan-
otechnology pioneer Lord (Alec) Broers, who is President of the Royal 
Academy of Engineering, Chairman of the House of Lords Science 
and Technology Committee, former Vice-Chancellor of Cambridge 
University and for 19 years a senior research manager at IBM. 

Under such conditions it is not surprising that the decision on 
the viability of a technological design ‘is not simply a technical or 
even economic evaluation but rather a political one. A technology 
is deemed viable if it conforms to the existing relations of power’ 
(Noble 1993: 63). Technological development, then, structurally 
encourages the continuation and extension of Western society’s 
already pervasive centralisation, rationalisation and competition, 
the state and capitalism. On this reading, there is ‘an ongoing social 
process in which scientifi c knowledge, technological invention, and 
corporate profi t reinforce each other in deeply entrenched patterns, 
patterns that bear the unmistakable stamp of political and economic 
power’ (Winner 1985: 27). In other words, the hypothetical question 
about whether technology can ever be in the ‘right’ hands is trumped 
by the obvious point that, in a hierarchical society, it is and has 
always been in the ‘wrong’ hands. 

While the argument so far draws attention to the existing socio-
technological complex into which new technologies are inserted, 
there is an even stronger sense in which a technology is ‘political’. 
According to this argument, many technologies have an inherent 
political nature, whereby a given technical system by itself requires or 
at least strongly encourages specifi c patterns of human relationships. 
Winner (1985: 29–37) suggests that in some cases, it may be argued 
that the adoption of a given technical system either actually requires 
or is strongly compatible with the creation and maintenance of a 
particular set of social conditions. This can happen in the system’s 
immediate operating environment, and/or in society at large. In some 
cases this is eminently clear. Consider the case of a nuclear weapon: 
its very existence demands the introduction of a centralised, rigidly 
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hierarchical chain of command to regulate who may come anywhere 
near it, under what conditions and for what purposes. It would simply 
be insane to do otherwise. More mundanely, in the daily infrastruc-
tures of our large-scale economies – from railroads and oil refi neries 
to cash crops and microchips – centralisation and hierarchical 
management are vastly more effi cient for operation, production 
and maintenance. Needless to say, in the hegemonic discourse on 
technology effi ciency trumps any other consideration. 

On the other hand, it can be argued that some technologies have 
inherent features that encourage decentralisation and localism. Solar 
and wind energy, for example, would appear to be highly compatible 
with a decentralised society that engenders local energy self-reliance. 
This is because of their availability for deployment at a small scale, 
and because their production and/or maintenance require only 
moderate specialisation. The question of whether any particular 
technology has such inherent political qualities, and if so, whether 
these encourage centralisation or decentralisation, is a matter for both 
factual and political debate that needs to be resolved separately for 
every given case. Winner, for his part, concludes that ‘the available 
evidence tends to show that many large, sophisticated technological 
systems are in fact highly compatible with centralized, hierarchical 
managerial control’ (1985: 35).

What the socially derived and inherent political qualities of 
technologies add up to is what Winner calls the ‘technical 
Constitution’ of society – deeply-entrenched social patterns that go 
hand in hand with the development of modern industrial and post-
industrial technology. This constitution includes a dependency on 
highly centralised organisations; a tendency towards the increased 
size of organised human associations (‘gigantism’); distinctive forms 
of hierarchical authority developed by the rational arrangement of 
socio-technical systems; a progressive elimination of varieties of 
human activity that are at odds with this model; and the explicit 
power of socio-technical organisations over the ‘official’ 
political sphere (47–8).

The critiques of technology offered by Winner, Edwards and 
others already provide very useful markers for anarchists. They 
are far removed from the widespread beliefs about the neutrality 
of technology and the unquestioned acceptance of progress, and 
clearly indicate the hierarchical and exploitative nature of the socio-
technological complex. However, something further needs to be said 
about how technological rationality codes domination and hierarchy 
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into the politics of everyday life. In an explicitly anarchist theory 
coming from the HackLab scene, Xabier Barandiaran (2003, my 
translation) suggests a core distinction between ‘technique’ as ‘the 
particular application of a piece of knowledge to a predetermined 
problem’, and ‘technology’ as ‘the recursive application of a series 
of techniques and mechanisms to a space of reality’. As opposed to 
technique (which includes tool use), technology ‘generates, delimits 
and structures a real space (electronic, scientifi c, social...) since it is a 
recursive application in which the result of the application returns 
to be (re)utilized on the same space; which in turn is submitted to 
those techniques and mechanisms, etc’. Barandiaran identifi es four 
moments in technological systems. These are not linear stages but 
moments in a retroactive cycle, a ‘metamachine’ where outputs are 
re-utilised as inputs: 

1. A code is generated: This is the scientifi c moment and relates to 
knowledge and to the creation of understanding and discourse. 
The generation of a code involves digitisation (separation of 
continuums into discreet units – many of them binary and 
normative – good/bad, correct/incorrect etc.), the selection of 
elements or components, taxonomies (classifi cations) of those 
elements, creation of conjoined procedures for control, analysis 
and manipulation (diagnosis, measurements, etc.), and the 
abstraction of a series of relations and rules of calculus among 
the signs that defi ne the code (mathematical equations, structural 
causals, generative rules, instructions for manipulation etc.). The 
code orders and operationalises (permits an organised operation 
of) a domain of reality (social or material) for the construction 
of machines in that domain.

2. Machines based on the code are built: Once created, the code (or piece 
of knowledge) permits the design of machines that produce order, 
control, objects, or diverse changes – social, biological, physical, 
etc. The codes are also utilised for objectifying or codifying diverse 
phenomena (organisms, material, minds, collectives, markets, 
events, etc.) in the form of machines and submitting them to 
manipulation, control and order. A machine is the abstraction in 
code of the transformations that a user exercises on an operand 
(forces on the movement of a wheel, castigation or soothing on 
the conduct of an individual, or a fi ltration system on the fl ow 
of information on the web). 
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3. The machines are realised/implemented: These machines are realised 
or implemented in artefacts, institutions, devices, symbols, 
products, factories, etc. When the system or phenomenon is 
anterior to the machine (to its description in a codifi ed domain), 
the machine is utilised to pre-decide its operation, control it or 
manipulate it. In this way phenomena come to be machines 
already when we begin to interact with them on the basis of 
their compression into machines. 

4. The machines are inserted into a technological complex: Recently 
created machines are inserted into a complex context of other 
machines and social processes: in the conjunction of social 
institutions, in the market, in quotidian life, etc. ... transforming 
that environment but at the same time being transformed and 
re-utilised for that complex ecosystem of machines and codes, of 
devices and practices, that are technological systems. In many cases 
the fi nal technological complex reinforces the knowledges and the 
codes by which it is supported, since it permits a more effective 
manipulation of that domain (reducing it, as many times as it is 
possible to control, with that code). Some machines have been 
operating in reality for so long that they have produced orders 
and structures that we consider normal and normalised, others 
irrupt violently in those contexts producing refusal or illusions 
around the changes they bring about.

Based on this analysis, Barandiaran suggests understanding phenomena 
such as biotechnology as technological processes which:

establish or discover a code (the genetic one) and a series of manipulation and 
control procedures to build machines for the production of genetically modifi ed 
food, for control of genetic illnesses, genetic banks, etc. Machines that adapt 
and socialize themselves through the interfaces of the market and other legal 
machineries (such as biotech patents) sustain and assure a relation of forces in 
that technological domain. (Barandiaran 2003)

Through this schema Barandiaran ‘technologises’ the familiar post-
structuralist critique of power relations in society. Domain (dominio) 
is inherent not only in technological design and implementation 
but in the activity of codifying that sustains the entire recursive 
process. This account’s reliance on the conjunction between power 
and knowledge recalls Foucault, in whose directed studies of social 
processes Barandiaran reads an expression of how ‘diverse forms of 
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knowledge (psychiatry, teaching, criminology) develop a series of codes 
with which to classify and objectify human beings and their conduct 
(mad/sane, successful/failing, criminal/non-criminal)’. On the basis 
of these codes are developed ‘devices or disciplinary “machines” 
of caution, normalising sanction and scrutiny (surveillance as well 
as medical, pedagogical, and legal examinations) and institutions 
that apply them (the psychiatric hospital, the school, the prison)’. 
A technological disciplinary regime is thus constituted, generating 
power relations that structure the permitted and un-permitted and 
produce forms of subjectivity and individuality. 

An important perspective to be added to this social critique of 
technology is derived from a historical analysis of technological 
waves. The theory of the wave-motion of the global economy led 
by technological development (Kondratieff 1984/1922) is a matter 
of common currency. Contemporary scholars chart a history 
of consciously manufactured technological waves separated by 
narrowing time-lapses, beginning with Portuguese and Spanish 
navigation advances in the fi fteenth century, followed by the wave 
led by printing in the seventeenth, steam and iron around 1800, steel 
and electricity later that century, heavy industry at the beginning of 
the twentieth century, the successive waves of automobile, atomic 
and semiconductor technologies throughout that century and, most 
recently, the waves of biotechnology and nanotechnologies (Spar 
2001, Perez 2002). Reviewing the impacts of successive waves, Pat 
Mooney concludes:

History shows that, at least initially, every new technological wave further 
destabilizes the precarious lives of the vulnerable ... Those with wealth and 
power are usually able to see (and mould) the technological wave approaching 
and prepare themselves to ride its crest. They have the economic fl exibility 
to survive, as well as the protection afforded by their class. But a period of 
instability (created by the technological wave) washes away some parts of the 
‘old’ economy while creating other economic opportunities ... Each artifi cial 
technology wave begins with the depression or erosion of the environment and 
the marginalized who are dragged under. As the wave crests, it raises up a new 
corporate elite. (Mooney 2006: 14)

Just as capital accumulated itself in the fi rst industrial revolution 
through the immiseration of the lower classes, so do anarchists have 
every reason to expect contemporary waves of technology to expand 
state control and corporate wealth by massive dislocation, deskilling 
and unemployment. One does not have to be an anarchist to be a 
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technological pessimist, but for contemporary anarchists it would 
seem that technological optimism is defi nitely not on the cards.

So much for the substance of the critique that I would propose as 
a basis for an anarchist politics of technology. As a sounding-board 
and demonstration of its application, I would like to turn briefl y 
to what is expected to be the largest technological wave in history 
– one driven by the convergence of multiple technologies on the 
atomic scale.

THE CASE OF NANOTECH

The term nanotechnology (or ‘nanotech’) refers not to a particular 
technology but to a technological platform enabling the manipulation 
of matter at the atomic and molecular scale (1 billion nm = 1 m), 
literally creating new molecules from the atom up. Nanotechnology 
attracts massive interest and investment from the world’s strongest 
governments and corporations, including almost all Fortune500 
companies. The nano-scale has two exciting features. The fi rst is 
that ‘everything is the same’ – on the nano-scale all you see is atoms. 
Molecules can be built and manipulated, and living and non-living 
matter behave alike. Just as genetic engineering broke through the 
species barrier (e.g. splicing a fi sh or a rabbit with a jellyfi sh gene 
to make them glow fl uorescent green), nanotech breaks through 
the life/non-life barrier. This creates the prospect of a revolutionary 
technological convergence – the erosion of boundaries between 
materials technology, biotechnology, information technology and 
cognitive neuroscience. (ETC Group 2003).

More mundanely and lucratively, commercial nanotech relies 
on the other remarkable feature of the nano-scale: ‘everything is 
different’. On the nano-scale, matter changes its properties (colour, 
strength, reactivity, conductivity) as the laws of quantum mechanics 
become felt. Hence the current wave of nano-materials, which 
take advantage of the novel properties of engineered molecules in 
a variety of products: paints, cosmetics, tyres, clothing, glass and 
computers among others. Titanium dioxide (TO2) is widely used in 
sun block because it scatters UV light well. Its particles are white on 
the conventional scale, but artifi cial 20nm-wide particles of TO2 are 
transparent while retaining their UV scattering properties – making 
for see-though sun block. Another product at the centre of attention 
is new carbon molecules called carbon nano-tubes, a cylindrical mesh 
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of carbon atoms. Measuring only a few nanometres across, nano-
tubes are roughly one hundred times stronger than steel and one 
sixth the weight, with better conductivity than copper and a huge 
number of commercial applications – from tyre fi bres and electric 
conductors to receptacles for targeted delivery of pharmaceuticals 
into the body. 

Because of their size, new nano-particles have physical properties 
to which biological organisms could never have adapted, and thus 
unexplored toxicities and environmental effects. Most nano-particles 
are small enough to pass through the blood-brain barrier, let alone 
the skin. As of summer 2007 there is next to zero regulation of nano-
products. At the same time, issues like toxicity generate concerns 
that industry easily codes as ‘risk’, and often successfully placates 
with regulation – on which it has strong infl uence. The critique of 
technology explored above creates some more distinctly political 
observations about nanotechnology.

First, converging technologies have a huge potential for enhancing 
corporate concentration. Just as the biotechnology revolution resulted 
in the convergence of chemical, pharmaceutical, seed and materials 
interests into ‘life sciences’ companies such as Bayer and BASF, nan-
otechnology is likely to result in even more extensive cross-sector 
monopolies. For example, IBM and NEC are currently competing 
over who has the key patents to carbon nano-tubes. Whichever 
company wins out will no longer be only a computer company but 
also one involved in materials, pharmaceuticals, etc. Technological 
convergence on the nano-scale is thus an obvious power-multiplier 
for corporations. 

Alongside corporations, one of the largest single funders of 
nanotech research is the US Department of Defense, which is actively 
pursuing nanotechnology as a platform for military and surveillance 
technologies (there is a Centre for Soldier Nanotechnology at MIT). For 
example, the US government’s Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency (DARPA) has set up the DARPA/MEMS program to ‘develop the 
technology to merge sensing, actuating, and computing in order to 
realize new systems that bring enhanced levels of perception, control, 
and performance to weapons systems and battlefi eld environments’ 
(DARPA 2005). One of these is known as ‘Smart Dust’ – tiny sensors 
which would pick up a variety of information from environmental 
conditions such as movement and light to persons’ DNA signature. 
Entirely self-sustaining on solar energy, these sensors would be able 
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to turn themselves on, recognise other sensors in the vicinity, and 
create a wireless network among themselves. This would enable the 
spread of a net of sensors on a battlefi eld, or an urban environment, 
which would then send comprehensive information back to a 
central command with enough computing power to crunch the data. 
The target size for Smart Dust ‘motes’ is 1mm cube, increasingly 
approximated by existing developments (cf. Warneke 2005), and 
it is a safe bet that further reduction and comprehensive sensing 
capabilities are only a matter of time. 

Beyond surveillance, a point needs to be made about the novel 
methods of social control that converging technologies could enable, 
by coding property and criminal law into our physical environments. 
Already, ‘Terminator’ seeds are genetically engineered to prevent re-
germination from their crop, rendering seed-saving not only illegal 
but physically impossible. Thus Monsanto’s patent is no longer a 
legal chimera relying on the backing of state coercion, but a self-
contained legal/coercive complex encoded into the seed itself. 
Nanotechnology can provide even more sophisticated mechanisms 
such as conditional termination, e.g. seeds containing a toxic layer 
encapsulated in a ‘smart’ membrane, that will release them in 
response to a specifi c remotely broadcast microwave signal (cf. Choi 
et al. 2002). In a similar way, pervasive surveillance combined with 
nano-materials and low-level artifi cial intelligence may well create 
‘smart’ environments in which breaking the law is literally impossible 
– where materials and objects are programmed to behave in a certain 
way if an offence is detected. 

Finally, and most fundamentally, like technological waves before 
it, nanotechnology will disrupt weaker economies, as major sources 
of export income for countries in the global South, from iron and 
copper to rubber and cotton, become replaced by things like nano-
tubes and nano-fi bres. For example, the use of carbon nano-tubes in 
the electronics industry looks set to render copper obsolete. The most 
harsh impacts of these changes will be felt not by large corporations 
dealing in copper (who can diversify) but by local communities who 
depend on copper mining from Peru to Zambia to Indonesia. This is 
not to say that copper mines are sustainable, or nice places to work 
– but their abandonment ought to be the result of social choice. 

What kind of practical judgements and strategies emerge from 
such an approach to technology? And what could an alternative 
look like? 
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ACTUALISING THE CRITIQUE

The weaker aspect of academic writing on technology is its proposals 
for change. Winner suggests a process of ‘technological change 
disciplined by the political wisdom of democracy ... citizens or their 
representatives would examine the social contract implied by building 
[any new technological] system ... [in new] institutions in which the 
claims of technical expertise and those of a democratic citizenry 
would regularly meet face to face’ – presumably on equal footing. 
What all this amounts to is placing ‘moral limits on technological 
civilization’ by constructing a different technological constitution, ‘a 
new regime of instrumentality’ that will defi ne socio-technological 
relations (2002: 55–7 and 155). As general maxims, which are by 
themselves reasonable, Winner proposes that technologies should 
be given a scale and structure of the sort that would be immediately 
intelligible to non-experts; that they should be built with a higher 
degree of fl exibility and mutability; and that they should be judged 
according to the degree of dependency they tend to foster, with 
those creating more dependency being held inferior. Ideally, then, 
new technological forms should be developed ‘through the direct 
participation of those concerned with their everyday employment 
and effects’ (Winner 2002: 606). 

However, it is questionable whether this process could ever take 
off the ground in the way Winner imagines it. Can such concessions 
be expected to be reached through dialogue between citizens and 
the states and corporations that define present socio-technical 
development? At a time of a general trend away from democracy in 
advanced capitalist societies, the prospects for the democratisation 
of an entirely new sphere appear very unlikely. On the other hand, 
thoroughgoing decentralisation and a local, self-suffi cient economy 
would appear to be much more adequate for delivering human-scale 
technologies and grassroots decision-making processes about them. 
However, Winner rejects this position: 

Given the deeply entrenched patterns of our society, any signifi cant attempt 
to decentralize major political and technological institutions would require 
that we change many of the rules, public roles, and institutional relationships 
of government. It would mean that society move to increase the number, 
accessibility, relative power, vitality and diversity of local centers of decision 
making and public administration. This could only happen by overcoming 
what would surely be powerful resistance to any such policy. It would require 
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something of a revolution. Similarly, to decentralize technology would mean 
redesigning and replacing much of our existing hardware and reforming the 
ways our technologies are managed ... [in both areas], any signifi cant move to 
decentralize would amount to retro-fi tting our whole society, since centralized 
institutions have become the norm. (Winner 1985: 96) 

Winner’s rejection of decentralist perspectives is not only due to 
immediate political diffi culties. Today, he says, unlike under the 
immature industrialism that confronted fi gures like Kropotkin or 
G.D.H. Cole, it is impossible to ‘imagine an entire modern social order 
based upon small-scale, directly democratic, widely dispersed centres 
of authority’, unthinkable that ‘decentralist alternatives might be 
feasible alternatives on a broad scale’ (96).

The point about this argument is that it is correct. It makes perfect 
sense that decentralisation cannot sustain modern industrial society 
as we know it. It is quite impossible to imagine how the levels of 
coordination and precision needed for high technological exploits 
– from biotech to space exploration – could ever be achieved in a 
society that lacks centralised management and, moreover, the kind 
of motivations supplied by a profi t economy and the arms race. In 
the fi nal analysis a choice must be made between decentralisation 
and large-scale industrial modernity, and anarchists are going to have 
to bite the bullet. So I would suggest that yes, anarchism does imply 
a retro-fi tting process of decentralisation that amounts to quite a 
signifi cant roll-back of technology. There is, after all, no reason to 
think that technological decentralisation is any less practical than 
the rest of the sweeping social changes anarchists propose. It does 
indeed require ‘something of a revolution’.

Whatever our visions of an anarchist society, however, the 
important question is what all this entails practically and in the 
present tense. In the remainder of this chapter, I would like to suggest 
three strands that could together express a coherent and broad-based 
anarchist politics of technology. While all three are already present to 
some degree in anarchist activities today, my goal here is to ground 
them in the critique of technology presented above, and to examine 
the possibilities and limitations of each.

Luddism

Anarchists who express critical positions on technology often fi nd 
themselves on the defensive against the caricature of wanting to go 
‘back to the caves’, resulting in statements such as this: 
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We are not posing the Stone Age a model for our Utopia, nor are we suggesting 
a return to gathering and hunting as a means for our livelihood ... Reduced to its 
most basic elements, discussion about the future sensibly should be predicated 
on what we desire socially and from that determine what technology is possible. 
All of us desire central heating, fl ush toilets, and electric lighting, but not at the 
expense of our humanity. Maybe they are possible together, but maybe not. 
(Fifth Estate 1986: 10)

The authors’ use of a ‘civilised amenities versus humanity’ axis cannot 
be understood outside the specifi cs of their early anarcho-primitivist 
orientation (see Millet 2004). However, speaking of technology in 
such terms really misses the point. While the jury may still be out 
on fl ush toilets, it is clear that according to the Fifth Estate’s rule-
of-thumb there are at least some technologies that are clearly not 
‘possible’ given what all anarchists ‘desire socially’. Whatever one’s 
vision of anarchist r/evolution or a free society, it would seem beyond 
controversy that anarchists cannot but approach some technological 
systems with unqualifi ed abolitionism. Just to take the most obvious 
examples, anarchists have no interest whatsoever in advanced military 
technologies, or in technological systems specifi c to imprisonment, 
surveillance and interrogation – the stuff of the state (cf. Rappert 
1999). Additionally, anarchists will probably be unifi ed in judging 
some technological systems such as nuclear power or the oil industry 
to be so hopelessly unsustainable from an environmental point of 
view that they, too, could be safely excluded from their desires for 
society. As a result, it should be acknowledged that on the basis of 
the critique formulated above, at least some measure of technological 
abolitionism must be brought into the horizon of anarchist politics. 
How extensive a technological roll-back is envisioned is beside the 
point: the relevant question from an anarchist perspective is not 
where to stop, but where to start.

The original Luddite campaign of sabotage against new machinery 
in the weaving trade began in Nottinghamshire in 1811, spreading 
over two years to Lancashire, Yorkshire, Leicestershire and Derbyshire 
until it was brutally repressed on direct orders from Parliament and 
the Crown. For the Luddites, the object of resistance was not framed 
as mere technical advance, but as technical advance promoting 
economic destabilisation and the erosion of livelihoods. Their 
declaration of war had as its target new frames and engines whereby, 
in their own words, ‘villainous and imposing persons are enabled to 
make fraudulent and deceitful manufactures to the discredit and utter 
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ruin of our trade’; breaking into factories at night, they destroyed 
frames that they accused of making ‘spurious articles ... and all frames 
whatsoever that do not pay the regular prices heretofore agreed to 
[by] the masters and workmen’ (Anonymous1 1959/1812: 531). As 
Kirkpatrick Sale clarifi es,

It wasn’t all machinery that the Luddites opposed, but ‘all Machinery hurtful 
to the Commonality’ ... to which their commonality did not give approval, over 
which it had no control, and the use of which was detrimental to its interests, 
considered either as a body of workers or as a body of families and neighbors 
and citizens. It was machinery, in other words, that was produced with only 
economic consequences in mind, and those of benefi t to only a few, while the 
myriad social and environmental and cultural ones were deemed irrelevant. 
(1996: 261–2)

Writing several decades later, Karl Marx treated the Luddites with 
summary dismissal, seeing their struggle as an incoherent response to 
the introduction of machinery, while providing the pretext for state 
repression against the working class as a whole. ‘It took both time 
and experience’, he says, ‘before the workpeople learnt to distinguish 
between machinery and its employment by capital, and to direct 
their attacks, not against the material instruments of production, but 
against the mode in which they are used’ (Marx 1867). However, the 
whole point of the critique offered here is that it is not possible to 
distinguish between machinery and its employment by capital, since 
it already has the needs of capital encoded into it from the start. In 
retrospect, Marx was blind to the fact that machinery continues to 
pace the workers and circumscribe their autonomy even if they ‘own’ 
it along with its product. On such a reading, the Luddites’ uprising 
actually represents a coherent protest against destructive industri-
alisation advanced under the banner of technological necessity (cf. 
Noble 1993, Robins and Webster 1983: 144–5).

The connection to contemporary anarchist politics of technology 
becomes clear when it is realised that the Luddites did not confront 
dislocated instances of technical change, but a technological wave 
that they, unlike the rich, could not foresee, shape to their interests 
or ‘ride’. More than mere machine-breaking, then, contemporary 
anarchist Luddism is to be understood as a heading for all forms of 
abolitionist resistance to new technological waves which enhance 
power-centralisation and social control, inequality and environmental 
destruction.
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Clearly, as far as existing technologies are concerned anarchists 
face certain limitations. Technological systems monopolised by 
the state are mostly out of reach at the moment, and others (the 
motorway system or the coal/oil/nuclear-powered energy grid) are 
so deeply entrenched in everyday life that dismantling them would 
require a much larger consensus than is available at the moment. 
However, there are many new technologies that anarchists would 
clearly reject and which are still in the process of being developed 
and implemented, and are thus more vulnerable to attack. Resistance 
can involve a diverse array of direct-action tactics – from physical 
destruction of products like GM crops through the sabotage of 
manufacturing facilities and laboratories and on to the disruption of 
the everyday economic activities of the corporations involved in the 
development of new technologies – all backed by public campaigning 
to expose, not only the potential risks and actual damage already 
caused by new technologies, but the way in which they consolidate 
state and corporate power to the detriment of livelihoods and what 
remains of local control over production and consumption. In their 
immediate target, then, neo-Luddite struggles are by their nature 
defensive or preventative. But they also contain the opportunity 
for fi nding allies and putting a radical position forward through the 
attachment of a thoroughgoing critique of domination to Luddite 
actions. A great many of these tactics have already been rehearsed 
in the struggles against biotechnology and GM crops, which are 
now joined by nanotechnology at the centre of anarchists’ Luddite 
agendas. Note that this position is entirely separate from any ethical 
abolitionist arguments, such as those referring to the Promethean 
hubris of genetic engineering. A neo-Luddite resistance to new 
technologies is a second-order political resistance to capital’s strategies 
of consolidation and further self-valorisation. 

Hacking, cracking and e-piracy

So much for the Luddite dimension. We now arrive at the ambivalence 
considered at the outset: if anarchists are to take such a strong anti-
technological stance, what of the fact that one of today’s most 
advanced high-technological platforms – computer software and the 
Internet – draws such enthusiastic support from anarchists? And this, 
not only in terms of intensive use, but also to the degree that some 
of them participate in its very development as programmers? 

On the basis of the analysis of technology offered here, it is 
easy to see the source of such support. Though it is an anomaly in 
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comparison to most technological systems, there is indeed something 
to be said for ‘libertarian and communitarian visions based on the 
Internet’s technology, particularly its nonhierarchical structure, 
low transaction costs, global reach, scalability, rapid response time, 
and disruption-overcoming (hence censorship-foiling) alternative 
routing’ (Hurwitz 1999: 659). Although there is another side to this 
coin (e-consumerism, surveillance, mediation of social relationships), 
it can at least be said that the structure and logic of the Internet as 
a technology are also highly compatible with decentralisation and 
local empowerment. The basic platform that the Internet is based on 
– the TCP/IP (Transmission Control Protocol / Internet Protocol) – is 
thoroughly decentralised from the start since it is computed locally 
in each client node. This enables a distributed network of computers 
to exchange packets of information with no centralised hub. 

Ironically, this is one of the rare cases where a technology escapes 
the intentions of its progenitors. As is well known, the Internet was 
created by ARPA (Advanced Research Projects Agency), precursor to 
the very same DARPA which is now working on nanotech projects. 
The precursor and backbone of today’s Internet, ARPANet, was 
created in the late 1960s with the immediate objective of enabling 
communication between academics, but more broadly as part of a 
strategy to enable US military communications to survive in the 
event of nuclear war. Decentralisation was introduced to prevent 
decapitation. However, the enduring result of ARPANet was the 
decentralised peer-to-peer network it created. It was TCP/IP’s 
reliability, easy adaptability to a wide range of systems, and lack of 
hierarchy that made it appealing for civilian use. The hard-wiring of 
decentralisation into the Internet’s technological platform created 
unintended consequences for the US government – as far as enabling 
groups that threaten it also to enjoy communication networks that 
cannot be decapitated.

Another aspect of the Internet that is attractive to anarchists is 
the open, non-commercial exchange of information that it enables 
– a modifi ed form of a gift economy. In traditional gift economies, 
actors give goods or services to one another without immediately 
receiving anything in return. Due to social norms and customs, 
however, actors can expect the recipient of their gift to reciprocate, 
even if in an unspecifi ed manner and at an unspecifi ed future date. 
Gift economies have been extensively studied by anthropologists in 
the context of tribal and traditional societies, but they can easily be 
discerned within any extended family or friendship network (Mauss 
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1935/1969, Carrier 1991). Whereas traditional gift-giving is seen to 
take place between specifi c and mutually familiar actors, adapting the 
logic of the gift to the Internet requires a few modifi cations (Kollock 
1999). On email lists or newsgroups, where there is direct interaction 
between a closed group of individuals, I may expect reciprocation 
for my gift, not from the individual who received it, but from a third 
party. When I respond to another user’s request for information on 
an email list, for example, I reproduce the social code of gift-giving 
within that group. Because of this I can expect that someone – usually 
not the same individual – will make me a similar gift in response to 
a subsequent request on my behalf. 

However, information contributed through an email list often has 
a recipient about whom nothing is known to the giver (save their 
email address). Internet gifts are often even made without any specifi c 
recipient in mind – posting information on to a web page effectively 
makes a gift of it to anyone with Internet access. With web-posting, 
no specifi c agent can be pointed to as either the recipient or the 
potential reciprocator. As a result, rather than a gift economy the 
Internet is perhaps better described as enabling a system of ‘group 
generalised exchange’ (Ekeh 1974, Yamagishi and Cook 1993). In 
such a system, group members pool their resources and receive the 
benefi ts that the pooling itself generates – effectively making large 
parts of the Internet into an ‘electronic commons’ (Nyman 2001). 
The incentive to contribute to such a public goods-based system – as 
both campaigners and code-hackers constantly do – can be motivated 
by altruism, the anticipation of reciprocity, the political will to 
disseminate certain information, and/or the intrinsic enjoyment of 
activities like programming. 

The free software movement, largely self-defi ned as ‘a-political’, 
needs to be briefl y mentioned in this context. Though it does not 
necessarily involve Internet applications, the networks of programmers 
that jointly develop free software rely on it for exchanging code. Free 
software could hardly have become such an extensive enterprise if 
this could only be done on fl oppies or CDs. Now what is usually 
meant by the notion that the software is ‘free’ is that its source 
code is non-copyrighted, and that it is distributed under a General 
Public License or another version of ‘copyleft’ legal code that gives 
everyone the same right to use, study and modify it, as long as they 
keep the source-code available to others and do not restrict its further 
redistribution. Many free software spokespeople repeatedly dissociate 
their enterprise from any non-profi t connotations. Following the Free 
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Software Foundation (FSF1996), it is often stated that free software 
is ‘free as in free speech, not as in free beer’. The former, we are told, 
entails the liberty to do one’s will with the software provided this 
same right is not restricted to others. The latter applies to software 
distributed gratis. Thus, much software that is available for gratis 
download is still copyrighted. It is also, importantly, possible to sell 
free software, or to ask for payment for its development. Hence liberty 
is absolutely distinct from matters of price. 

This is pure fantasy. Since liberty includes the liberty to redistribute 
a piece of software for free, then after any initial payment for 
programming the client can distribute the software for free, and if 
they do not, the programmer inevitably will. The reality is simply 
that the overwhelming bulk of free software packages are available 
for download on the Internet, for free as in ‘free beer’. Since licensing 
rights are out of the picture, the only revenue that can be made on 
free software is the initial payment. There can be derivative revenues 
for the developers, through selling user support services and the like, 
but the software itself, once it enters circulation, is from that point 
on effectively gratis. This is because each actor’s liberty is realised in 
a context that structurally encourages group generalised exchange. 

The ideological truth behind the speech/beer manoeuvre is that free 
software spokespeople want to convince companies that they could 
make money producing free software. Negotiating its tense position 
as an alternative within the capitalist economy, the mainstream of the 
free software movement takes great pains to emphasise that it is not 
challenging profi t (Victor 2003). Thus the Free Software Foundation 
responsibly warns that ‘When talking about free software, it is best 
to avoid using terms like “give away” or “for free”, because those 
terms imply that the issue is about price, not freedom. Some common 
terms such as “piracy” embody opinions we hope you won’t endorse’ 
(FSF 1996). 

For anarchists, though, free software is attractive not because of 
the legal provisions of its production process, but primarily because 
it contains gratis, high-quality alternatives to the proprietary and 
monopolist software economy. The latter, already on an early critique, 
represents ‘a special form of the commodifi cation of knowledge ... the 
special properties of knowledge (its lack of material substance; the 
ease with which it can be copied and transmitted) mean that it can 
only acquire exchange value where institutional arrangements confer 
a degree of monopoly power on its owner’ (Morris-Suzuki 1984) 
– i.e. intellectual property rights. One may add that these are more 
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than mere ‘institutional arrangements’, since they can be encoded 
into the technology itself as access-codes for software packages or 
online content. On such an optic, the collaborative development 
of free software like the Linux operating system and applications 
such as OpenOffi ce clearly approximate an informational anarchist 
communism. Moreover, for anarchists it is precisely the logic of 
expropriation and electronic piracy that enables a radical political 
extension of the cultural ideals of the free manipulation, circulation 
and use of information associated with the ‘hacker ethic’ (Himanen 
2001). The space of illegality created by P2P (peer-to-peer) fi le-sharing 
opens up the possibility, not only of the open circulation of freely-
given information and software as it is on the Internet today, but 
also of conscious copyright violation. The Internet, then, enables 
not only communist relations around information, but also the 
militant contamination and erosion of non-communist regimes 
of knowledge – a technological ‘weapon’ to equalise access to 
information, eating away at intellectual property rights by rendering 
them unenforceable. 

Do these realities of the Internet not throw a dent into the strong 
techno-scepticism offered above? One is tempted to think that 
perhaps the decentralised, liberatory logic of the Internet could be 
extended to other high technologies, enabling anarchists to retain 
an endorsement of technological advance as part of their political 
outlook. The answer is negative – and for a more fundamental reason 
than limitations such as the inequalities of access and the ‘digital 
divide’ (Winstanley 2004). What gets missed in these discussions is 
that although the Internet itself may be inherently decentralised, and 
though it may encourage liberty and gratuity, its enabling infrastruc-
tures have the more usual characteristics of modern technological 
systems. It is, after all, computers, ocean-fl oor cables and, most starkly, 
satellites that stand at the background of Internet communication. 
And these are highly centralising technologies, requiring an enormous 
level of precision and authoritative coordination for production, 
maintenance and further development. The computer industry is also 
one of the most resource-costly, polluting and exploitative industries 
in existence. The production of a single six-inch silicon wafer (one 
of around 30 million produced every year) requires the following 
resources: 3,200 cubic feet of bulk gases, 22 cubic feet of hazardous 
gases, 2,275 gallons of deionised water, 20 pounds of chemicals, and 
285 kilowatt hours of electrical power. And for every single six-inch 
silicon wafer manufactured, the following wastes are produced: 25 
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pounds of sodium hydroxide, 2,840 gallons of waste water, and 7 
pounds of miscellaneous hazardous wastes (SVTC 2005). Sending a 
satellite into space on a standard sized-rocket like the Zenit-3SL emits 
181 tonnes of carbon dioxide (FAA 1999) – fi fteen times the current 
yearly emissions of an average British person (UNDP 2003). The 
appalling conditions of employees in computer factories in Mexico, 
China and Thailand are well documented (CAFOD 2004).

It may well be that a large difference can be made with recycling 
and innovative means of wireless computer communication, but 
what is clear is that technological decentralisation and the lack of 
a capitalist system of incentives would inevitably slow down the 
manufacture and distribution of new computers in a major way, and 
certainly halt the current speed of microelectronics development that 
rolls out new models each year. What this suggests is that within 
an anarchist perspective there is a place for a disillusioned attitude 
towards ICTs, which would avoid casting the technology itself in an 
unproblematically enabling role as far as alternative social relations 
are concerned. However, as Barandiaran (2003) notes, this does not 
exclude acknowledging the technology’s emancipatory potential 
within the confi nes of capitalism and extending the hacker ethic to 
a ‘subversive micropolitics of techno-social empowerment’: 

We believe that it is fundamental to work explicitly on the political dimension 
of information and communication technologies. We cannot but consider 
ourselves as open subjects of technopolitical experimentation ... [affi rming] 
the technological space as a political space, and the hacker ethic as a way to 
experience (collectively) the limits of the codes and machines that surround 
us, to re-appropriate their possible socio-politically relevant uses; inserting 
them into the autonomous social processes in which we situate our technopo-
litical practice (self-organised occcupied social centres and grassroots social 
movements) ... constructing and deconstructing the interfaces, the networks 
and the data processing tools for liberated communication and interaction, 
experiencing them, in an open and participatory process that seeks social 
confl ict and technical diffi culty as spaces in which to construct ourselves 
for ourselves.

Low-tech magic

Finally, it is possible to address the deeper core of the ambivalence 
framed at the outset. What is it that makes technology so popular 
as a cultural ideal, one into which anarchists have also been 
socialised? At least part of it is, quite obviously, the sense of wonder 
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at human creativity. Technology symbolises the value people place 
on the uniquely human ways of infl uencing the material world, 
understanding the natural environment and fi tting it to human 
desires. Tolkien (1964: 25) traces this impulse to the mediation of 
nature through language, what he calls Magic. 

The human mind, endowed with the powers of generalisation and abstraction, 
sees not only green-grass, discriminating it from other things (and fi nding it 
fair to look upon), but also sees that it is green as well as being grass. But how 
powerful, how stimulating to the very faculty that produced it, was the invention 
of the adjective: no spell or incantation in Faërie is more potent. And that is not 
surprising: such incantations might indeed be said to be only another view of 
adjectives. A part of speech in a mythical grammar.

The value of this capacity, through which human beings acquire a 
sense of ability and mastery (effectively the actualisation of what 
was called ‘power-to’ in Chapter 3), is very hard to challenge. 
The issue here, however, is that the cultural ideal of technology, 
as it increasingly monopolises fascination with human creative 
power, does so while seamlessly appropriating it into a humanist 
Enlightenment narrative of progress. What is actually the source of 
fascination is technique, as defi ned above. But technology as a cultural 
ideal obscures this source, just as technique is materially sublimated 
into a social project of rationalised surplus- and capacity-building. It is 
the impulse to extract technique from its sublimation in progress, 
and to valorise it as an experience rather than a basis for unelected, 
recursive social application, that forms the basis for the ‘positive’ 
aspect of an anarchist politics of technology. 

When it comes to technique, and even to its recursive application 
in a localised context, it is certainly possible to realise inventive/
creative capabilities in a decentralised, liberatory and sustainable way. 
This is because there are at least some ways of intervention in the 
material world which anarchists would want to promote. As we have 
said, technological decentralisation is a clear aspect of any recon-
struction away from capitalism and the state. Along with the move 
to more-or-less local self-reliance, any ecologically positive scenario 
for anarchists must admit that high-technological innovation would 
necessarily slow down.

But such a slow-down would also open a space for manifold 
forms of low-tech innovation in areas like energy, building and food 
production. This is relevant not only in terms of a ‘future society’, 
but indicative of the course that techno-critical anarchists would be 
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encouraged to take in their creation of material alternatives in the 
present tense. A move to local self-reliance would mean that social 
transformation involves, in its material dimension, the sustained 
recycling or creative destruction of artifi cial material environments 
shaped by capitalism and the state. With the lack of centralised 
planning, ecological approaches associated with permaculture come 
to the fore. 

Permaculture, derived from ‘permanent culture’, is narrowly defi ned 
as the design and maintenance of cultivated ecosystems which have 
the diversity, stability and resilience of natural ecosystems (Mollison 
1988, Bell 1992). As a holistic approach to land use, permaculture aims 
for integration of landscape, people and ‘appropriate technologies’ 
to provide food, shelter, energy and other needs. A permaculture 
design incorporates a diversity of species and interrelations between 
species, weaving together the elements of microclimate, annual 
and perennial plants, animals, water and soil management, and 
human needs to generate sustainable lifestyles based on site-specifi c 
ecological conditions. Such an approach aims to work with rather 
than against natural rhythms and patterns, promoting attitudes of 
protracted and thoughtful observation rather than protracted and 
thoughtless action; of looking at systems in all their functions rather 
than asking only one yield of them, and of letting them demonstrate 
their own evolutions. 

Permaculture is also, in its more politicised section, a worldwide 
movement of designers, teachers and grassroots activists working to 
restore damaged ecosystems and human communities. The political 
connection to anarchism begins from permaculture’s emphasis on 
allowing ecosystems to follow their own, intrinsically determined 
course of development. The permaculture ethic of ‘care for the land 
and the people’, transposed into broader cultural terms, would 
involve facilitating that self-development of the plant or the person, 
the garden or the community, each according to its own context 
– working with, rather than against, the organic momentum of the 
entity cared for. Whereas in monoculture (or industry, or existing 
social relations) what is sought after is the opposite – maximal control 
and harnessing of natural processes and labour power. Turning away 
from control as a social project vis-à-vis the natural environment 
easily connects to the same rejection vis-à-vis society itself. 

Finally, an important source for reviving decentralised, low-tech 
diversity is the revival of traditional knowledge. Mexican peasant 
movements, in planning their project of genetically modifi ed crop 
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decontamination, avoided the appeal for expansive and expensive 
scientifi c testing by the state. Instead, their decision was to conserve 
safe species which are known not to be contaminated, and to initiate 
experimentation intended to see if there are non-technological 
ways to discern whether a plant is genetically modifi ed – observing 
its behaviour, cycles, etc. (Ribeiro 2003, Vera Herrera 2004). More 
pro-actively, the whole array of traditional plant-knowledge, 
artisanship and craft, could be revived for any number of everyday 
life applications. So could apocryphal technologies – small-scale 
inventions that proliferated in the early twentieth century but were 
sidelined by patents and monopolies. While it is likely that people 
will still choose to have, on however localised a level, ‘technology’ 
as the recursive application of technique and the machines that are 
part of it, communities will truly be able to judge whether they are 
appropriate on conditions such as sustainability, non-specialism, 
and a human scale of operation and maintenance that encourages 
creativity, conviviality and cooperation.
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HomeLand

Anarchy and Joint Struggle 
in Palestine/Israel

I have for many years opposed Zionism as the dream of capitalist Jewry the 
world over for a Jewish state with all its trimmings … a Jewish state machinery 
to protect the privileges of the few against the many … [But] the fact that there 
are many non-Zionist communes in Palestine goes to prove that the Jewish 
workers who have helped the persecuted and hounded Jews have done so not 
because they are Zionists, but [so] that they might be left in peace in Palestine 
to take root and live their own lives.

—Emma Goldman, Letter to Spain and the World (London, 1938)

At the crossroads of imperial confl ict since the days of Egypt and 
Assyria, and with a central place in the cultural legacies of the three 
Abrahamic religions, the land between the Jordan River and the 
Mediterranean remains a focal point in the spectacle of world politics 
and a microcosm for global trends. Just as the Oslo Agreements were 
touted as an emblem of the ‘benevolent’ face of globalisation in 
the 1990s, so does their collapse into renewed violence parallel the 
transformation, since September 11, of the globalisation project into 
barefaced imperialism. Today, the confl ict in the region which I will 
be calling, interchangeably, Israel/Palestine and Palestine/Israel, is a 
linchpin of the Clash of Civilisations ideology – and, for the same 
reason, a unique acupuncture point for anarchist activity.

In this fi nal chapter I want to offer some perspectives on the politics 
of Israel/Palestine, where the situation raises wider questions of 
anarchist approaches to national liberation, international solidarity, 
and collective identity based on place. For one thing, I want to look 
at the apparent contradiction between anarchists’ commitment to 
support oppressed groups on the latter’s own terms, and those terms 
being – in the Palestinian case – a new nation-state. First, though, 
I want to focus on the joint Palestinian-Israeli struggles in which 
anarchist participation is prominent – pointing to the unexpected 
ways in which issues such as paternalism, violence and burn-out 
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are played out in the region. Finally, I return to the broader debate 
on anarchism and nationalism, looking in particular at the idea of 
bioregionalism as an alternative form of local identity that may be 
more in tune with anarchist approaches.

ANARCHISM IN ISRAEL/PALESTINE

In looking at the landscape of struggle in Palestine/Israel, it should be 
remembered that anarchist presence on the ground is relatively small. 
On a generous estimation, there are today up to 300 people in Israel 
who are politically active and who would not mind calling themselves 
anarchists – most of them Jewish women and men between the ages 
of 16–35. However, anarchism has been a continuous undercurrent 
in the politics of Israel/Palestine for decades. Although they were 
not connected to the Yiddish-speaking Jewish anarchists abroad, the 
earliest Kibbutz groups in the 1920s were organised on libertarian-
communist principles and their members read Kropotkin and Tolstoy. 
While these communards were builders and farm labourers rather 
than strikers and street-fi ghters, and while they remained largely 
blind to their position as pawns in an imperialist project, their form of 
propaganda by deed remains relevant today (see Horrox 2007). Other 
local dissidents were more connected to the revolutionary workers’ 
movement, and in 1936 a number of Jewish and Arab communists 
and anarchists went to fi ght in the Spanish Civil War. After the 
Holocaust and the creation of the state of Israel, many Yiddish-
speaking anarchists arrived in the country, among them Aba Gordin 
and Yosef Luden who organised the ‘Freedom Seekers’ Association’ 
and published the Yiddish anarchist review ‘Problemen’. 

After 1968, like elsewhere in the world, there was a revival of 
interest in anarchism. The anti-capitalist, anti-Zionist group Matzpen 
saw anarchist involvement, and the anarcho-pacifi st Toma Schick 
ran the Israeli branch of War Resisters International. The movement 
received a major boost in the 1980s thanks to the punk scene and 
the growth in army refusal during the Lebanon war and the fi rst 
Intifada. The fi rst anarchist student cells and ’zines were created 
in this period. The contemporary Israeli anarchist movement fused 
together during the wave of anti-globalisation activism at the end of 
the 1990s, bringing together anti-capitalist, environmental, feminist, 
and animal rights agendas. There was a proliferation of protests and 
direct actions, Reclaim-the-Streets parties and Food not Bombs stalls. 
The Salon Mazal infoshop and Indymedia Israel were founded. Since 
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the beginning of the second Intifada, activities have focused on the 
occupation in Palestine, in particular against the building of the 
Apartheid Wall. Some anarchists have participated in Ta’ayush (Arab–
Jewish Partnership), an initiative created shortly after the beginning 
of the second Intifada in October 2000. At its peak Ta’ayush had a 
large membership of Jews and Palestinian Arabs of Israeli citizenship, 
many of them students, who carried out solidarity actions in the 
occupied territories – bringing food to besieged cities and towns 
and defending farmers from settlers and soldiers as they worked 
their land. In 2003, the Anarchists Against the Wall initiative was 
founded, and the joint struggle with Palestinian villages in the West 
Bank continues intensively.

Among Palestinians there are a few kindred souls and many allies, 
but no organised anarchist movement. However, the last years have 
seen an alliance between Israeli and international activists and 
Palestinian communities renewing their own tradition of popular 
resistance and civil disobedience. The fi rst Intifada (1987–89) was 
an uprising organised through popular committees and largely 
in detachment from the PLO leadership, and involved not only 
slingshots and Molotovs but also many non-violent actions such as 
mass demonstrations, general strikes, tax refusal, boycotts of Israeli 
products, political graffi ti and the establishment of underground 
schools and grassroots mutual aid projects.

In addition to Israeli anarchists, many international anarchists 
have been present on the ground – primarily though the International 
Solidarity Movement (ISM), a Palestinian-led coordination which 
began in summer 2001 and saw its peak in the next two years. The 
ISM mobilised European and North-American volunteers who arrived 
in the occupied territories to accompany non-violent Palestinian 
actions (Sandercock et al. 2004). The ISM became active before the 
height of the Israeli state’s invasions and attacks on Palestinian 
population centres. Its actions included forming human chains to 
block soldiers from interfering while Palestinians tore down military 
roadblocks, held mass demonstrations, or collectively broke curfews 
to take children to school or tend their fi elds. Palestinian grassroots 
leaders were interested in this cooperation, in the fi rst place because 
the presence of internationals would hopefully moderate the reactions 
of the soldiers, as well as in order to infl uence international public 
opinion. Interestingly, organisers estimate that up to a quarter of ISM 
volunteers have been Jewish. 
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As the violence escalated, the ISM was driven to focus more and 
more on accompaniment and human-shielding, while at the same 
time drawing world attention to the repression of Palestinians through 
the ‘live’ presence of international witnesses. For a while, what 
internationals did was dictated by when, where, and how the Israeli 
army would attack. During the spring 2002 invasions, ISM activists 
stayed in Palestinian homes facing demolition, rode with ambulances, 
escorted municipal workers to fi x infrastructure, and delivered food 
and medicine to besieged communities. In what was the most widely 
broadcast drama of this phase, internationals were holed-up for weeks 
in the besieged Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem with residents, 
clergymen and armed militants. As the violence ebbed the ISM turned 
proactive again, with demonstrations to break curfews and an 
international day of action in summer 2002. 

Now while the ISM and other, unaffi liated solidarity groups on 
the ground are not nominally anarchist, two clear connections to 
anarchism can nevertheless be made. First, in terms of the personnel, 
international solidarity activities in Palestine have seen a major and 
sustained presence of anarchists, who had earlier cut their teeth on 
anti-capitalist mobilisations and local grassroots organising in North 
America and Europe. Thus, while the ISM has included participants 
from a wide range of backgrounds, it also constitutes the foremost 
vehicle for on-the-ground involvement of international anarchists 
in Palestine. Second, and more substantially, the ISM prominently 
displays many features of anarchist political culture: lack of formal 
membership, policy and leadership; a decentralised organising model 
based on autonomous affi nity groups, spokescouncils and consensus 
decision-making; and a strategic focus on short-term campaigns and 
creative tactics that stress direct action and grassroots empowerment. 
These affi nities are evinced by a statement from ISM Canada (2002) 
on the need to move ‘from an arrogant “saviour” model of activism, 
to a real “solidarity” model of activism’, whose emphasis on direct 
action contains many keywords of anarchist political language:

Solidarity means more than ‘charity’ work to ease our conscience. It must also 
do more than simply witness or document atrocities – though these tasks are 
also critical to our work. The ISM views solidarity as an imperative to actively 
engage in resistance to the Occupation, to take sides, to put our bodies on the 
line, and to use the relative privilege of our passports and, in some cases, colour 
– fi rst and foremost, in ways that Palestinians actually request, but also in ways 
which help build trust and expand networks of mutual aid.
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Thus, Western anarchists involved in direct action in Palestine 
(and in other regions, like West Papua or Colombia) often say that 
they deliberately participate in them as followers and supporters 
rather than as equals, let alone leaders. The ethos of the ISM and 
other solidarity groups stresses taking the lead from Palestinian 
community members or representatives, based on the principle that 
decision-making and control of actions should be in proportion to 
the degree to which one is affected by their potential outcome. As a 
result, a group of Canadian ISMers have been at pains to emphasise 
that ‘internationals cannot behave as if they are coming to teach 
Palestinians anything about “peace” or “non-violence” or “morality” 
or “democracy”, or anything else that many in the West typically (and 
arrogantly and mistakenly) view as the exclusive realm of Western 
activism and values’ (ibid.). Similarly, Israeli anarchist Yossi Bar-Tal 
has argued that ‘we’re not working in Palestine to educate … We 
would never hand out leafl ets in Arabic explaining what anarchism 
is and why you should join us, because this is not our way … we’re 
not there to educate, because while they’re being occupied by our 
state we have no reason to come there and preach’ (Lakoff 2005). 

The spring of 2003 marked a clear transition for direct action in 
Israel/Palestine, with the centre of gravity shifting from international 
volunteers in Palestinian cities to Israelis and internationals joining 
the popular non-violent resistance against the Segregation Barrier. 
The shift was accompanied by a crisis in the ISM, following a rapid 
succession of tragic events, notably the killing of two volunteers in 
Gaza. On March 16, American ISMer Rachel Corrie was crushed to 
death under an Israeli armoured bulldozer which she was trying to 
obstruct during a house demolition in Rafah. On April 11, British 
volunteer Tom Hurndall was shot in the head by an Israeli sniper 
in the same area and went into a coma, dying nine months later. 
While the killings raised international outcry, increased the ISM’s 
profi le and further highlighted the brutality of the occupation, 
they also underlined the immense risk accompanying solidarity 
activities in Palestine and caused many activists to think twice before 
going there. 

This was followed by a concerted campaign of the Israeli state 
to associate the ISM with terrorism, justifying clampdowns on the 
organisation. On the night of March 27, during a period of curfew 
and military arrests in Jenin, a 23-year-old Palestinian named Shadi 
Sukiya had arrived at the ISM offi ce in the city, soaking wet and 
shivering, and was given a change of clothes, a hot drink and a 
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blanket. Soon afterwards Israeli soldiers came in and arrested Sukiya, 
who they accused of being a senior member of the Islamic Jihad. The 
army also claimed that a pistol had been discovered in the offi ce, 
but later retracted the allegation. On April 25, a public memorial 
service for Rachel Corrie organised by the ISM was attended by two 
young British Muslims, Asif Muhammad Hanif and Omar Khan 
Sharif. Five days later, the two carried out a suicide bombing at a 
restaurant in Tel-Aviv, killing three people. Despite the fact that in 
both cases contact had been minimal and ISM volunteers had no idea 
about the identity of their guests, the Israeli government used these 
events to publicly accuse the organisation of harbouring terrorists and 
proceeded to repress the organisation. On May 9 the army raided the 
ISM media offi ce in Beit Sahour, seizing computer equipment, video 
tapes, CDs and fi les. Though unconfi rmed, it is thought that among 
the materials seized was a comprehensive list of past and present 
ISM volunteers, including their addresses and passport numbers. 
This enabled the Israeli security apparatus to expand its ‘blacklist’ of 
unwelcome internationals, resulting in an increase of deportations 
and denials of entry into Israel in subsequent months. Put together, 
these events placed the ISM in crisis and seriously reduced the fl ow 
of internationals into Palestine – although some continue to arrive 
to this day. 

In the same spring of 2003, Israelis who were cooperating on 
direct action with ISM affi nity groups and with other internationals 
increasingly felt the need to give more visibility to their own resistance 
as Israelis, by creating an autonomous group working together with 
Palestinians and internationals. Meanwhile, the construction of the 
‘Segregation Barrier’ or ‘Apartheid Wall’ on the western part of the 
occupied West Bank had now begun in earnest (for details on the 
barrier see PENGON 2003). After a few actions and demonstrations 
against the barrier in Israel and Palestine, a small group started to 
come together and build a trusted reputation of Israeli direct-action 
activists willing to struggle together with local Palestinians. In March 
2003 the village of Mas’ha invited the group to build a protest camp 
on village land that was being confi scated by the route of the fence 
(96 per cent of Mas’ha’s land was taken). The protest camp became a 
centre of struggle and information against the planned construction 
of the barrier in that area and in the whole West Bank. Over the four 
months of the camp more than a thousand internationals and Israelis 
came to learn about the situation and join the struggle. 
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During the camp the direct-action group began naming itself 
Anarchists Against Fences and Jews Against Ghettos. In English it is 
normally known as Anarchists Against the Wall (the double entendre 
only works in English). After the eviction of the Mas’ha camp in 
summer 2003 amid 90 arrests, anarchists continued to participate 
in many joint actions across the occupied territories. With up to 50 
active participants at any given time, this rapidly shifting direct-
action network has been present at demonstrations and actions on 
a weekly basis in villages such as Salem, Anin, Biddu, Beit Awwa, 
Budrus, Dir Balut, Beit Surik and Beit Likia, as well as with Palestinian 
communities imprisoned by walls in and around Jerusalem. In some 
of these actions, Palestinians and Israelis managed to tear down or 
cut through parts of the fence, or to break through gates along it. 
Since 2005, the group has mainly been active in the village of Bil’in, 
which has become a symbol of the joint struggle.

Actions inside Israel also take place constantly, and these often 
display anarchism’s multi-issue platform, a conscious agenda of 
integrating diverse struggles. By creating networks that integrate 
the different movements and constituencies in which they are 
active, anarchists can facilitate recognition and mutual aid among 
different struggles. In Israel/Palestine, such activities strongly connect 
the occupation, widening economic inequality, the exploitation of 
foreign and domestic workers, the status of women, racism and ethnic 
discrimination, homophobia, pollution and consumerism.

One example of linking the struggle against the occupation 
to a different liberatory agenda is the activity of Kvisa Shkhora 
(Black Laundry) – a direct-action group of lesbians, gays, bisexuals, 
transgenders and others against the occupation and for social justice. 
The group was created for the Pride Day parade in Tel-Aviv in 2001, 
a few months after the second Intifada began. Jamming the by-now 
depoliticised and commercialised celebration, about 250 radical 
queers in black joined the march under the banner ‘No Pride in 
the Occupation’. Since then, the group has undertaken actions and 
outreach with a strongly anti-authoritarian orientation, which stress 
the connection between different forms of oppression. In recent years 
the radical queer community in Israel has grown in numbers and has 
become more strongly networked, including the organising of free 
public queer parties (the Queer’hana), often coinciding with offi cial 
Pride Day events.

The Israeli radical queer movement has a dual role: on the one hand, 
promoting solidarity with Palestinians, as well as anti-capitalism and 
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antagonistic politics, in the mainstream LGBT community; and on 
the other hand, stressing queer liberation in the movement against 
the occupation. According to one member, while many activists did 
not initially understand the signifi cance of queers demonstrating as 
queers against the occupation, ‘after many actions and discussions 
our visibility is now accepted and welcome. This, I can’t really say 
about our Palestinian partners, so in the territories we usually go 
back to the closet’ (Ayalon 2004). The latter reality has also led the 
queer anarchists to make contacts and offer solidarity with Palestinian 
LGBTs, who fi nd even less acceptance in their society than Israeli 
queers do.

Connections with queer anarchists worldwide were strengthened 
through the organising drive towards the ninth Queeruption event – a 
free, do-it-yourself radical queer gathering that took place in Tel-Aviv 
in summer 2006, coinciding with the scheduled World Pride events 
in Jerusalem. The latter, however, were actually cancelled – falling 
victim to the Second Lebanon War, which also broke out after weeks 
of homophobic incitement by ultra-orthodox Jewish, Christian and 
Muslim leaders and the far right who formed an unholy alliance to 
oppose it. When the organisers of the World Pride parade called for a 
vigil against homophobia in lieu of the parade, Queeruption formed 
a signifi cant chunk of the vigil and with fl ags from other countries 
waving, someone brought out a Lebanese fl ag and whole event started 
to become a spontaneous anti-war demo. The police immediately 
declared the vigil ‘illegal’ and all of a sudden we were surrounded 
by cops and being beaten. The mainstream gay community fl ed, and 
later totally condemned the actions of ‘a small group of anarchists 
who had hijacked the event’. 

Another important relationship we can mention here is that between 
animal liberation and anarchism. Globally the two movements 
clearly have shared attributes (a confrontational stance, use of direct 
action, extreme decentralisation, roots in the punk subculture). More 
recently, animal liberation groups such as SHAC have begun to target 
the corporate infrastructure of animal testing. While remaining a 
tactical choice, this also implies a deeper analysis of the connection 
between animal exploitation and other forms of domination – a 
direction explored in writing, with increasing intensity, in recent years 
(Dominick 1995, Anonymous8 1999, homefries 2004). Recent trends 
in state repression, including the narrowing of demonstration rights 
and legislation against economic sabotage, are beginning to generate 
meaningful solidarity and cooperation between the two movements, 
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and individual activists from the animal rights movement have 
recently been making deliberate contacts with anarchists, a process 
which is beginning to create interesting cross-fertilisations.

In Israel, the small size of the radical scene has created a very 
large overlap between the two movements. The most prominent 
example has been Ma’avak Ehad (One Struggle), an affi nity group 
combining explicit anarchism and an animal liberation agenda, whose 
members are also very active in anti-occupation struggles. Again this 
combination of agendas is there with the explicit goal of ‘highlighting 
the connection between all different forms of oppression, and hence 
also of the various struggles against them’ (One Struggle 2002). The 
group’s emphasis on animal liberation again creates a critical bridge: 
calling attention to animal rights within peace and social justice 
movements, and encouraging resistance to the occupation in the 
vegetarian and vegan community. By operating Food Not Bombs 
stalls, Israeli anarchists and animal liberationists create meaningful 
connections between poverty, militarism and animal exploitation, 
which are highly poignant in an Israeli context. 

Another powerful combination of agendas to be mentioned is the 
activity of New Profi le, a feminist organisation that challenges Israel’s 
militarised social order. This organisation does educational work around 
the connections between militarism in Israeli society and patriarchy, 
inequalities and social violence, and acts to ‘disseminate and realize 
feminist-democratic principles in Israeli education by changing a 
system that promotes unquestioning obedience and glorifi cation 
of military service’ (Aviram 2003). Activities in this area include 
debates in schools that promote critical, non-hierarchical thinking 
and workshops on consensus, confl ict resolution and democratic 
process for groups. In its second role, New Profi le is the most radical 
among the four Israeli refusenik groups, and the one through which 
many anarchists refusing military service have organised (though the 
group itself is not anarchist). New Profi le campaigns for the right to 
conscientious objection, operates a network of support for refuseniks 
before, during and after jail, arranges seminars for youth who are still 
dwelling on whether or not to refuse or evade service, and campaigns 
to support and recognise the struggle of women refuseniks. The 
group’s radical feminist and anti-militarist stance, besides being 
an important message to society, also creates a meaningful bridge 
between the feminist and refusenik movements, challenging the core 
narratives to which most refuseniks – predominantly mainstream 
left-Zionist males – continue to adhere.
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Direct action in Palestine/Israel raises two special points regarding 
political violence. The first is connected to the debates around 
violence discussed in Chapter 4. Now the Israeli and international 
anarchists take only non-violent action in Palestine. This position 
of non-violence plays an entirely different role in Palestine than it 
does in, say, G8 countries. This is because it takes place against the 
backdrop of a highly violent confl ict, in which armed struggle is the 
norm rather than the exception. At the same time, the ISM and 
others recognize the legitimacy of Palestinian armed resistance, not 
including targeting civilians (and so does international law, for that 
matter). Interestingly, the endorsement of a ‘diversity of tactics’ places 
anarchists in a more comfortable position in the landscape of struggle 
in Palestine/Israel than it would strict pacifi sts. By engaging in non-
violent forms of action while not denouncing armed resistance, Israeli 
anarchists have, after their own fashion, also adopted a diversity of 
tactics position. Unlike strict pacifi sts, they can more comfortably 
accept non-violent alongside armed struggle – although in this case it 
is they who take the non-violent option. In Palestine, then, anarchists 
have been squarely on the non-violent side of the ‘diversity of tactics’ 
equation, counteracting the charge that this formula is merely a 
euphemism for violence (Lakey 2002). Non-violence has the further 
goal of giving visibility to the non-violent aspects of Palestinian 
struggle, with which Western audiences can more easily identify.

The second point to be made here regards the uncommon degree 
of state violence faced by the Israeli and international anarchists, 
and the resultant pervasiveness of post-traumatic stress and burn-out 
in their ranks. While obviously amounting to very little compared 
to the lethal brutality directed towards the Palestinian population, 
the frequency of Israeli anarchists’ experiences of state repression is 
certainly considerable in comparison to those of their European and 
North American counterparts. Exposure to tear-gas and truncheon 
blows has become a matter of weekly regularity, compounded by 
the use of sound grenades, rubber-coated metal bullets and even live 
ammunition. In one case an Israeli protester was shot in the thigh 
with a live bullet and almost died of blood loss, while another was 
shot in the head by a rubber-coated metal bullet and was also in a 
critical condition. In addition, there have been uncounted minor 
injuries sustained at the hands of soldiers and border police during 
anti-wall demonstrations. The army has also been using demonstra-
tions in the West Bank as an opportunity to test novel ‘less lethal’ 
weapons such as pepperballs (a small transparent red plastic ball 
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containing an extremely irritant powder) and the Tze’aka (Hebrew 
for ‘scream’) – a minute-long blast of deafening sound emanating 
from a vehicle-mounted device that causes nausea and imbalance 
(Rose 2006).

Beyond injuries, these experiences have led to widespread post-
traumatic stress among the participants, a phenomenon which is 
beginning to be acknowledged and coped with in direct-action 
movements. In the wake of repression, people experience not only 
physical wounds but also anxiety, guilt, depression, irritability and 
feelings of alienation and isolation. Post-traumatic stress can also 
involve any of the following: disturbing thoughts, fl ashbacks and 
intrusive images, nightmares, panic attacks and hyper-vigilance; and 
physical effects including fatigue, elevated blood pressure, breathing 
and visual diffi culties, menstrual changes and muscular tension. 
As a result of the accumulation of untreated stress, the Anarchists 
Against the Wall initiative has seen high degrees of burn-out and 
withdrawal from activity, creating a lack of continuity in the group. 
Only a handful of the founding participants remain active today, 
while new and younger activists join in and soon experience the 
same diffi culties. Disturbingly, this dynamic has all too often been 
enhanced by the uncritical reproduction of an ethos of personal 
sacrifi ce, resilience and toughness, creating widespread reluctance to 
surface the psychological effects of regular exposure to repression for 
fear of being considered ‘weak’. More recently, however, awareness 
of feelings is rising in the Israeli movement, and many people can 
more easily name what they are experiencing and feel safe to ask for 
support. Such developments will hopefully create a more sustainable 
movement and a space for the elaboration of longer-term agendas. 

So much for the scene on the ground, and some of its primary 
issues. Now I would like to widen the debate, and approach the 
dilemmas anarchists confront in the course of solidarity with national 
liberation struggles, in particular ones that aim for establishing a 
new nation-state. 

ANARCHISM, NATIONALISM AND NEW STATES

With the confl ict in Palestine/Israel so high on the public agenda, 
and with signifi cant anarchist involvement in Palestine solidarity 
campaigns, it is surprising that the scant polemical anarchist 
contributions on the topic remain, at best, irrelevant to the concrete 
experiences and dilemmas of movements in the region. At their 
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worst, they depart from anarchism all together. Thus the American 
Platformist Wayne Price (2002) descends into very crude terms when 
proclaiming:

In the smoke and blood of Israel/Palestine these days, one point should be 
clear, that Israel is the oppressor and the Palestinian Arabs are the oppressed. 
Therefore anarchists, and all decent people, should be on the side of the 
Palestinians. Criticisms of their leaderships or their methods of fi ghting are all 
secondary; so is recognition that the Israeli Jews are also people and also have 
certain collective rights. The fi rst step, always, is to stand with the oppressed 
as they fi ght for their freedom.

Asking all decent people to see someone else’s humanity and 
collective rights as secondary to anything – whatever this is, this is 
not anarchism. Where does Price’s side-taking leave the distinction 
between the Israeli government and Israeli citizens, or solidarity with 
Israelis who struggle against the occupation and social injustice? 
These Israelis are certainly not taking action because they are ‘siding 
with the Palestinians’, but rather out of a sense of responsibility 
and solidarity. For the anarchists among them, it is also clearly a 
struggle for self-liberation from a militaristic, racist, sexist and 
otherwise unequal society. Price’s complete indifference to those 
who consciously intervene against the occupation and in multiple 
social confl icts within Israeli society rests on vast generalisations 
about how ‘blind nationalism leads each nation to see itself and the 
other as a bloc’. However, people who live inside a confl ict are hardly 
that naive – the author is only projecting his own, outsiders’ black-
and-white vision onto the confl ict, and the side tagged as black is 
subject to crass and dehumanising language (see also Hobson, et al. 
2001). Unfortunately, this kind of attitude has become a widespread 
phenomenon in the discourse of the European and American 
Palestine-solidarity movement and the broader left, representing 
what anarchist critics have been highlighting as a typically leftist 
form of Judeophobia or anti-Semitism (Austrian and Goldman 2003, 
Michaels 2004, Shot by both sides 2005).

Meanwhile, Price is so confi dent about having insight into the just 
and appropriate resolution that he permits himself to issue elaborate 
programs and demands, down to the fi ner details: unilateral Israeli 
withdrawal to 1967 lines, a Palestinian state and the right of return, 
ending up in ‘some sort of “secular-democratic” or “binational” 
communal federation’ with ‘some sort of self-managed non-
capitalist economy’. Meanwhile ‘we must support the resistance of 
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the Palestinian people. They have the right to self-determination, 
that is, to choose their leaders, their programs, and their methods 
of struggle, whatever we think’.

A blank cheque, then, to suicide bombings and any present or 
future Palestinian elite. The statement’s imperative tone also begs the 
question: to whom, precisely, are Price’s ‘we’ supposed to be issuing 
such elaborate demands? To the Israeli state, backed perhaps by the 
potent threat of embassy occupations and boycotts on academics, 
oranges and software? Or maybe to the international community, 
or to the American state for that matter? In all cases this would 
be a ‘politics of demand’ which extends undue recognition and 
legitimation to state power through the act of demand itself – a 
strategy far removed from anarchism. 

Myopia towards what is happening on the ground is also a problem 
for Ryan Chiang McCarthy (2002). Though taking issue with Price’s 
failure to distinguish between peoples and their rulers, McCarthy’s call 
for solidarity with libertarian forces on the ground is unfortunately 
extended only to struggles which fall within his prejudiced Syndicalist 
gaze: ‘autonomous labor movements of Palestinian and Israeli workers 
... A workers’ movement that bypasses the narrow lines of struggle 
... and fi ghts for the unmediated demands of workers’. Besides being 
entirely detached from reality – the prospects for autonomous labour 
movements are as bleak in Israel/Palestine as they are in the rest of 
the developed world – such a workerist fetish is also directly harmful. 
It reproduces the invisibility of the many important struggles in 
Palestine/Israel that do not revolve around work, and in which most 
anarchists happen to be participating. Meanwhile, stubborn class 
reductionism demarcates no less narrow lines of struggle than the ones 
which it criticises, and does the protagonists violence by forcing their 
actions into artifi cial frameworks. Thus Palestinians and Israelis are 
fi rst and foremost ‘workers ... manipulated by their rulers to massacre 
one another’; army refusal is a ‘sparkling act of class solidarity carried 
out across national lines’ (most refuseniks are middle-class, and self-
declared Zionists to boot); while ‘the nationalist poison ... drives 
Palestinian proletarian youth to destroy themselves and Israeli fellow 
workers in suicide bombings’. This may still be anarchism, but it is 
of a fossilised variety that forces obsolete formulas of class struggle 
on a reality that is far removed from such orientations.

The root of the problem displayed by these writings is that the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict introduces complexities that are not 
easily addressed from a traditional anarchist standpoint. The tension 

Gordon 02 chap05   151Gordon 02 chap05   151 25/9/07   12:17:5525/9/07   12:17:55



152 Anarchy Alive! 

between anarchists’ anti-imperialist commitments on the one hand, 
and their traditionally wholesale rebuttal of the state and nationalism 
on the other, would seem to leave them at an impasse regarding the 
national liberation struggles of occupied peoples. The lack of fresh 
thinking on the issue creates a position from which, it would seem, 
one can only fall back on the one-size-fi ts-all formulae. In order to 
understand why this is so, let me now look at anarchist critiques 
of nationalism.

Prevalent in anarchist literature is a distinction between the 
‘artifi cial’ nationalism constructed by the state on the one hand, 
and the ‘natural’ feeling of belonging to a group that has shared 
ethnic, linguistic and/or cultural characteristics. Michael Bakunin 
(1953: 1871: 324) argued that the fatherland (‘patria’) represents 
a ‘manner of living and feeling’ – that is, a local culture – which is 
‘always an incontestable result of a long historic development’. As 
such, the deep love of fatherland among the ‘common people ... is a 
natural, real love’. However, the corruption of this love under statist 
institutions is what anarchists commonly rejected as nationalism – a 
primary loyalty to one’s nation-state. On this reading, nationalism 
is a reactionary ideological device intended to create a false unity 
of identity and interest between antagonistic classes within a single 
country, pitting the oppressed working classes of different states 
against each other and averting their attention from the struggle 
against their real oppressors. Thus for Bakunin ‘political patriotism, 
or love of the State, is not the faithful expression’ of the common 
people’s love for the fatherland, but rather an expression ‘distorted 
by means of false abstraction, always for the benefi t of an exploiting 
minority’ (ibid.). 

The most elaborate development of this theme was made by Gustav 
Landauer, who used the term ‘folk’ to refer to the type of organic 
local and cultural identity that is suppressed by state-sponsored 
nationalism and would return to prominence in a free society. He saw 
folk identity as a unique spirit (Geist) consisting of shared feelings, 
ideals, values, language and beliefs, which unifi es individuals into a 
community (Landauer 1907). He also considered it possible to have 
several identities, seeing himself as a human being, a Jew, a German 
and a southern German. In his words,

I am happy about every imponderable and ineffable thing that brings about 
exclusive bonds, unities, and also differentiations within humanity. If I want to 
transform patriotism then I do not proceed in the slightest against the fi ne fact 
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of the nation ... but against the mixing up of the nation and the state, against 
the confusion of differentiation and opposition. (Landauer 1973/1910: 263) 

Rudolf Rocker adopted Landauer’s distinction in his book Nationalism 
and Culture, where a folk is defi ned as ‘the natural result of social 
union, a mutual association of men brought about by a certain 
similarity of external conditions of living, a common language, and 
special characteristics due to climate and geographic environment’ 
(Rocker 1937: 200–1). However, Rocker clarifi es that it is only possible 
to speak of the folk, as an entity, in terms that are specifi c to a given 
location and time. This is because, over time, ‘cultural reconstructions 
and social stimulation always occur when different peoples and races 
come into closer union. Every new culture is begun by such a fusion 
of different folk elements and takes its special shape from this’ (346). 
What Rocker calls the ‘nation’, on the other hand, is the artifi cial 
idea of a unifi ed community of interest, spirit or race created by the 
state. Thus, like Landauer and Bakunin, it was the primary loyalty 
to one’s nation-state that Rocker condemned as ‘nationalism’. At the 
same time, these writers expected that with the abolition of the state, 
a space would be opened for the self-determination and mutually 
fertilising development of local folk cultures. 

These attitudes to nationalism, however, had as their primary 
reference point the European nationalisms associated with existing 
states. The issue of nationalism in the national liberation struggles of 
stateless peoples received far less attention from anarchists. Kropotkin, 
for one, saw national liberation movements positively, arguing that 
the removal of foreign domination was a precondition to broader 
social struggle (Grauer 1994). On the other hand, many anarchists 
have argued that national liberation agendas only obfuscate the social 
struggle, and end up creating new local elites that continue the same 
patterns of hierarchy and oppression.

This tension comes very strongly to the fore in the case of Israel/
Palestine. The overwhelming majority of Palestinians want a state 
of their own alongside Israel. So how can anarchists reconcile their 
support for Palestinian liberation with their anti-statist principles? 
How can they promote the creation of yet another state in the name of 
‘national liberation’? The attempt to distance oneself from support for 
Palestinian statehood is what motivates McCarthy’s workerist stance, 
as well as the British syndicalists of the Solidarity Federation who 
declare that ‘we support the fi ght of the Palestinian people ... [and] 
stand with those Israelis who protest against the racist government 
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... What we cannot do is support the creation of yet another state in 
the name of “national liberation”’ (Solidarity Federation 2002). 

But there are two problems with such an attitude. First, it invites 
the charge of paternalism since it implies that anarchists are somehow 
better than Palestinians at discerning their real interests. Second, 
and more importantly, it leaves anarchists with nothing but empty 
declarations to the effect that ‘we stand with and support all those 
who are being oppressed by those who have the power to do so’ (ibid.), 
consigning anarchists to a position of irrelevance in the present tense. 
On the one hand, it is clear that the establishment of a capitalist 
Palestinian state through negotiations among existing and would-be 
governments would only mean the ‘submission of the Intifada to 
a comprador Palestinian leadership that will serve Israel’, as well as 
neo-liberal exploitation through initiatives like the Mediterranean 
Free Trade Area (Anarchist Communist Initiative 2004). On the other 
hand, by disengaging from concrete Palestinian demands for a state, 
the same Israeli anarchists are left with nothing to propose except 
‘an entirely different way of life and equality for all the inhabitants 
of the region ... a classless anarchist-communist society’ (ibid.). This 
is all well and good, but what happens in the meantime? 

While anarchists surely can do something more specifi c in solidarity 
with Palestinians than just saying that ‘we need a revolution’, 
any such action would appear to be hopelessly contaminated by 
statism. The fact that anarchists nevertheless engage in solidarity 
with Palestinian communities, internationally and on the ground, 
requires us to grip this particular bull by its horns. Here, I believe 
there are at least four coherent ways in which anarchists can deal 
with the dilemma of support for a Palestinian state. 

The fi rst and most straightforward response is to acknowledge 
that there is indeed a contradiction here, but to insist that in this 
given situation solidarity is important even if it comes at the price of 
inconsistency. Endorsement of Palestinian statehood by anarchists 
can be seen as a necessary pragmatic position. It does nobody any 
good to effectively say to the Palestinians, ‘sorry, we’ll let you remain 
non-citizens of a brutal occupation until after we’re done abolishing 
capitalism’. A point to be made here is that states have a track record 
of hostility to stateless peoples, refugees and nomads. The Jews and 
the Palestinians are two among many examples of oppressed stateless 
peoples in the modern era. While many Jews were citizens (often 
second-class citizens) of European countries at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, an important precondition for the Holocaust 
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was the deprivation of Jews’ citizenships, rendering them stateless. 
As a result, anarchists can recognise Palestinian statehood as the 
only viable way to alleviate their oppression in the short term. This 
amounts to a specifi c value judgement whereby anti-imperialist or 
even basic humanitarian concerns take precedence over an otherwise 
uncompromising anti-statism. 

A second, different response argues that there is no contradiction 
at all in anarchist support for the establishment of a Palestinian state. 
This is simply because Palestinians are already living under a state – 
Israel – and that the formation of a new Palestinian state creates only 
a quantitative change and not a qualitative one. Anarchists object to 
the state as a general scheme of social relations – not to this or the 
other state, but to the principle behind them all. It is a misunder-
standing to reduce this objection to quantitative terms; the number 
of states in the world adds or subtracts nothing from anarchists’ 
assessment of how closely the world corresponds to their ideals. 
Having one single world state, for example, would be as problematic 
for anarchists as the present situation (if not more so), although the 
process of creating one would have abolished some 190 states. So 
from a purely anti-statist anarchist perspective, for Palestinians to 
live under a Palestinian state rather than an Israeli state would be, 
at worst, just as objectionable. A Palestinian state, no matter how 
capitalist, corrupt or pseudo-democratic, would in any event be less 
brutal than an occupying Israeli state. 

A third response, informed by Kropotkin’s view mentioned above, 
is that anarchists can support a Palestinian state as a strategic choice, a 
desirable stage in a longer-term struggle. No one can sincerely expect 
that the situation in Israel/Palestine will move from the present one to 
anarchy in one abrupt step. Hence, the establishment of a Palestinian 
state through a peace treaty with the Israeli state, although far from 
a real solution to social problems, may turn out to be a positive 
development on the way to more radical changes. The reduction of 
everyday violence on both sides could do a great deal to open up more 
political space for economic, feminist and environmental struggles, 
and would thus constitute a positive development from a strategic 
point of view. The establishment of a Palestinian state could form a 
bridgehead towards the fl owering of myriad social struggles, in Israel 
and in whatever enclave-polity emerges under the Palestinian ruling 
elite. For anarchists, such a process could be a signifi cant step forward 
in a longer-term strategy for the destruction of the Israeli, Palestinian, 
and all other states along with capitalism, patriarchy and so on. 
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A fourth and fi nal response would be to alter the terms of discussion 
altogether, by arguing that whether or not anarchists support a 
Palestinian state is a moot point, and leads to a false debate. What 
exactly are anarchists supposed to do with their ‘support’? If the 
debate is to resolve itself in a meaningful direction, then the ultimate 
question is whether anarchists can and should take action in support 
of a Palestinian state. But what could such action possibly be, short 
of declarations, petitions, demonstrations and other elements of the 
‘politics of demand’ that anarchists seek to transcend? One can hardly 
establish a state through anarchist direct action, and the politicians 
who will eventually decide on creating a Palestinian state are not 
exactly asking anarchists their opinion. Seen in this light, debates 
about whether anarchists should give their short-term ‘support’ to a 
Palestinian state sound increasingly ridiculous, since the only merit 
of such discussion would be to come up with a common platform. On 
this view, anarchists may take action in solidarity with Palestinians 
(as well as Tibetans, West Papuans and Sahrawis for that matter) 
without reference to the question of statehood. The everyday acts 
of resistance that anarchists join and defend in Palestine – e.g. 
removing roadblocks or defending olive harvesters from attacks 
by Jewish settlers – are immediate steps to help preserve people’s 
livelihoods and dignity, not a step towards statehood. Once viewed 
from a longer-term strategic perspective, anarchists’ actions have 
worthwhile implications whether or not they are attached to a statist 
agenda of independence. 

For one thing, Israelis taking direct action alongside Palestinians is 
a strong public message in itself. The majority of the public certainly 
views Israeli anarchists as misguided, naive youth at best and as traitors 
at worst. The latter response happens because the joint Palestinian-
Israeli struggle transgresses the fundamental taboos put in place by 
Zionist militarism. Alongside the living example of non-violence 
and cooperation between the two peoples, the struggle forces Israeli 
spectators to confront their dark collective traumas. Israelis who 
demonstrate hand-in-hand with Palestinians are threatening because 
they are afraid neither of Arabs nor of the Second Holocaust that 
they are supposedly destined to perpetrate. Notice how everything 
comes out when the anarchists are vilifi ed by other Israelis: the fear 
of annihilation, the enemy as a calculated murderer, and victims’ 
guilt expatiated through the assertion of self-defence and just war as 
unexamined axioms. And this is threatening on a deeper level than 

Gordon 02 chap05   156Gordon 02 chap05   156 25/9/07   12:17:5525/9/07   12:17:55



Homeland 157

any hole in the fence – but then again, anarchists didn’t get their 
reputation as trouble-makers for nothing.

ALTERNATIVES 

In closing this chapter, I would like to take a more general look at the 
role of place-based identity and belonging in anarchist theory, and 
see whether any of it can apply to Israel/Palestine. While anarchists 
have traditionally rejected nationalism, the construction of the 
concept of the folk by writers such as Landauer and Rocker also has 
its limitations. For the idea of the folk assumes at least some degree 
of homogeneity, even if the term can be extended (as Rocker argues) 
to accommodate folk identities created by the mixing and fusion of 
cultures and population shifts over time. But in today’s world it is 
questionable how useful this concept is. The idea of collective local 
identity based on shared culture, language and spirit is irrelevant 
in many regions of the world, where centuries of colonialism and 
immigration have created multicultural populations that share 
very little in these terms. Can anarchists endorse a different form 
of belonging that can address this situation while resonating with 
their broader political perspectives?

Here, the idea of bioregionalism presents itself as a promising 
alternative. Bioregionalism is an approach to local identity that has 
achieved much currency in the radical environmental movement, 
and is based not on ethnic or political divisions but on the natural 
and cultural properties of a place. A bioregion is commonly defi ned 
as a continuous geographic area with unique natural features in 
terms of terrain, climate, soil, watersheds, plants and animals, as 
well as the human settlements and cultures that have developed in 
response to these local conditions. A bioregion is thus also a terrain 
of consciousness, as can be seen in indigenous peoples’ accounts of 
their connection to the land and in local knowledge and customs. As 
a result, the bioregionalist approach stresses an intimate relationship 
between people and their natural environment, promoting sustaina-
bility and local self-reliance instead of the alienated and monocultural 
lifestyles pervasive in modern industrial societies (Berg 1978, Andruss 
et al. 1990, Thayer 2003). According to Kirkpatrick Sale (1983), 

To become ‘dwellers in the land’ … to fully and honestly come to know the 
earth, the crucial and perhaps only and all-encompassing task is to understand 
the place, the immediate, specifi c place, where we live … We must somehow 
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live as close to it as possible, be in touch with its particular soils, its waters, 
its winds. We must learn its ways, its capacities, its limits. We must make its 
rhythms our patterns, its laws our guide, its fruits our bounty. 

Since the early 1970s, bioregionalism has become the agenda of 
numerous organisations, communities, farmers, artists and writers. 
The Planet Drum Foundation in San Francisco was among the fi rst 
pioneers of the bioregional approach, publishing literature on the 
application of place-based ideas to environmental practices, cultural 
expression and politics. Other early organisations were the Frisco Bay 
Mussel Group in northern California and the Ozark Area Community 
Congress on the Kansas–Missouri border. Currently there are hundreds 
of similar groups in North and South America, Europe, Japan, and 
Australia (Berg 2002). Since 1984, ten North American Bioregional 
Congresses have taken place in the US and Canada (see www.
bioregional-congress.org), and there is even a popular ‘BioRegional 
Quiz’ (Charles et al. 1981), with questions like: 

• Trace the water you drink from precipitation to tap.
• Name 5 edible plants in your region and their season(s) of 

availability.
• How long is the growing season where you live?
• Name fi ve resident and fi ve migratory birds in your area.
• What species have become extinct in your area?

As can be seen, the bioregional approach is mostly concerned with 
ecological awareness, environmental restoration, local self-reliance 
and similar agendas. However, it also poses a powerful alternative 
– at least potentially – to both nationalist and ‘folkist’ approaches 
to identity. An identity based on connection to a local area does not 
contain any essentialist factors – it does not stipulate anything about 
the content of the personal and collective identities that can fl ourish 
within and alongside it. The only requirement is that such identities 
should be genuinely local and that they cohere with sustainable 
relationships between people and the land. As a result, individuals 
and groups can experience bioregional belonging while still holding 
multiple personal and collective identities in terms of occupation, 
language, ethnicity, lifestyle, spirituality, cultural taste, gender, sexual 
preference and so on. Bioregionalism is thus in line with anarchist 
demands for self-realisation and for the celebration of multiple and 
shifting identities. 
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The strongly decentralist and devolutionist agendas of biore-
gionalism should also make it immediately attractive to anarchists. 
Bioregions do not recognise arbitrary political boundaries and are 
unsuitable for control from above. The organisation of social and 
economic life according to bioregional principles calls for a high 
degree of local autonomy, as eco-feminist Helen Forsey argues:

Community people have a common urge to make their own decisions, control 
their own destinies, both as a group and as individuals … if control of decisions or 
resources is imposed from the outside, the balance and cycles of the community’s 
life are likely to be disrupted or destroyed. Without implying isolation, there 
needs to be a degree of autonomy which will permit the community to grow 
and fl ourish in the context of its own ecofeminist values. (Forsey 1990: 84–5)

However, bioregional proposals do not imply a parochial and 
separatist attitude. Since bioregions do not have clear borders but 
fl ow and melt into each other, a bioregional model is more likely to 
promote an ethos of cooperation and mutual aid in the stewardship 
of regional environments, based on both commonality and diversity. 
Bioregionalism, in sum, offers a viable and attractive alternative to 
both nationalist and ‘folkist’ approaches to collective local identity, 
while strongly resonating with broader anarchist perspectives. 

Can any of this be seriously applied to the situation in Palestine/
Israel? The creation of a bioregional society is diffi cult enough as it 
is, since it requires a massive transformation in the way society is 
organised. After all, bioregionalism is incompatible not only with 
war and occupation but also with capitalism, racial and religious 
bigotry, consumerism, patriarchy and any number of other trenchant 
features of hierarchical society. Like anarchism itself, full-blown 
bioregionalism could only come about through some form of social 
revolution. But the prospects look especially bleak in a context like 
Israel/Palestine, where decades of occupation and armed confl ict have 
left a heavy deposit of mutual fear and suspicion that would have to 
be overcome before the peaceable and gentle ideals of bioregionalism 
could come anywhere near realisation. 

Amid the daily horrors of death and humiliation, and of mutual 
ignorance, fear and hatred on both sides, it is tempting to say 
something positive about the prospects for ‘real peace’ in the region. 
Perhaps the mould of ‘constructive direct action’ could be extended 
from building alternatives to capitalism to something like ‘grassroots 
peacemaking’ – projects that build community-to-community 
dialogue between Israelis and Palestinians. Is this not an attractive 
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idea? After all, even for dovish Israeli Jews the notion of peace is 
strongly associated with separation – ‘us here, them there’. This is 
why the Israeli government calls it the ‘separation’ barrier – and 
most of the Israeli ‘peace camp’ would be satisfi ed if the separation 
were only to overlap with the Green Line. In contrast, couldn’t 
direct dialogue and shared projects – ecological ones for example 
– go against the grain of separation, bypassing politicians to build 
peace from the bottom up? 

There are already, in fact, numerous and sometimes well-funded 
initiatives for dialogue between Palestinian and Israeli children, 
shared exhibitions of Palestinian and Israeli artists and the ‘Peace 
Team’ of Israeli and Palestinian footballers that became famous for 
its miserable losses in friendly games against champion European 
clubs. Inside Israel, the network of organisations for Jewish–Arab 
‘coexistence’ already lists over 100 organisations, from lobbying and 
advocacy groups through educational and artistic projects and on to 
local citizens’ forums in mixed cities and regions. 

Unfortunately, there are special complications that surround even 
the best-intentioned attempts of this kind. These are more serious 
than the fact that they can easily fall into the role of civil society 
initiatives which supplement rather than challenge basic political and 
social structures. The deeper problem, as seen by many Palestinian 
human rights groups and Israeli dissidents, is that such projects 
mask the realities of the region and present equality where there is 
none. In vain attempts to remain neutral, coexistence and dialogue 
projects end up using a language in which the situation seems to be 
a confl ict between two peoples fi ghting over the same piece of land, 
and peace the result of a territorial compromise and safe face-to-
face encounters between Palestinians and Israelis, especially youth. 
These coexistence initiatives, launched by Israeli NGOs and backed by 
international foundations, seem harmless at worst until we remember 
that this ‘outstretched hand for peace’ is coming from the citizens 
of the occupying power. However well-meaning, projects that aim 
to overcome mutual ignorance and suspicion and to heal collective 
traumas put the cart before the horse. They amount to a call for 
normalisation of relations between Palestinians and Israelis as if the 
occupation was already over. This is not only paternalistic, but also 
doomed to practical failure. 

Can this Radical’s Catch 22 be transcended? It would seem that 
the practice of joint struggle does offer an alternative to the quaint 
helplessness of coexistence projects. American-Israeli anarchist Bill 
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Templer (2003) tries to evoke one way out of the problem, in an article 
heavy with the catchwords of anti-capitalist language:

Reinventing politics in Israel and Palestine means laying the groundwork now 
for a kind of Jewish-Palestinian Zapatismo, a grassroots effort to ‘reclaim the 
commons’. This would mean moving towards direct democracy, a participatory 
economy and a genuine autonomy for the people; towards Martin Buber’s vision 
of ‘an organic commonwealth ... that is a community of communities’. We might 
call it the ‘no-state solution’.

Templer’s optimism for such a project rests on the perception of a 
widespread crisis of faith in ‘neoliberal governmentality’, making 
Israel/Palestine ‘a microcosm of the pervasive vacuity of our received 
political imaginaries and the ruling elites that administer them ... 
[but which] offers a unique microlaboratory for experimenting with 
another kind of polity’. While acknowledging the inevitability of a 
two-state settlement in the short term, he traces elements which are 
already turning Palestine/Israel into ‘an incubator for creating “dual 
power” over the middle term, “hollowing out” capitalist structures 
and top-down bureaucracies’. 

Templer’s speculations may involve more than a bit of wishful 
thinking, but the relevant point is that unlike coexistence and 
dialogue for the sake of it, joint struggle does not imply normalisation. 
This is because it is clearly infused with antagonism towards the 
commanding logic of both the Israeli state, and the Palestinian parties 
and militias who condemn any dealings with Israelis. So while the 
creation and fostering of spaces which facilitate mutual aid between 
Palestinians and Israelis is indeed required, only such spaces which 
are ones of rebellion and struggle can honestly stand up to the charge 
of false normalisation and ‘coexistence’.

The joint struggle in the villages of the West Bank not only managed 
to crack the unquestioned consensus around the Segregation Barrier 
in the Israeli public. Far more signifi cant cracks may have appeared 
in the intractable image of the confl ict in the eyes of many Israelis. 
Israeli–Palestinian cooperation in militant but non-violent action 
is inherently powerful because it enacts a dramatic, 90-degree fl ip 
of perspective: the ‘horizontal’ imagery of confl ict between Israelis 
and Palestinians is displaced by the ‘vertical’ one of struggle between 
people and government. The Mas’ha camp was by itself an example 
of such a transformation. The encounter between Israelis and 
Palestinians engaging in a joint struggle against the construction 
of the segregation barrier in the village became a protracted face-
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to-face encounter, where members of both communities could 
meet each other as individuals and create a genuine, if temporary, 
community with no illusions about the impossibility of ending the 
occupation through grassroots action alone. For both sides, joint 
struggle can be an intense experience of togetherness, which by 
extension could create a model for future efforts – as these quotes 
from a Palestinian and an Israeli participant demonstrate (Sha’labi 
and Medicks 2003): 

Nazeeh: We wanted to show that the Israeli people are not our enemies; to 
provide an opportunity for Israelis to cooperate with us as good neighbors 
and support our struggle ... Our camp showed that peace will not be built by 
walls and separation, but by cooperation and communication between the two 
peoples living in this land. At Mas’ha Camp we lived together, ate together, and 
talked together 24 hours a day for four months. Our fear was never from each 
other, but only from the Israeli soldiers and settlers.

Oren: The young Israeli generation realizes that the world has changed. They saw 
the Berlin wall come down. They know that security behind walls is illusionary. 
Spending some time together in the camp, has proven to us all that real security 
lies in the acceptance of one another as equals, in respecting each other’s right to 
live a full, free life ... [we struggle] to topple walls and barriers between peoples 
and nations, creating a world which speaks one language – the language of 
equal rights and freedom.

In contrast to both the logic of separation and harmless dialogue 
initiatives, joint resistance in Palestine/Israel remains an open arena 
for extending and pushing the boundaries of Israeli–Palestinian 
cooperation, in a struggle that despite its very imperfect conditions 
can still momentarily manifest the hope that Jews, Palestinians and 
others might one day live in this land together without classes, states 
or borders. 
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Conclusion

This book has looked at contemporary anarchism, moving from 
an exploration of anarchist political culture and ideas to questions 
in anarchist theory surrounding power, violence, technology and 
nationalism. In mapping and assessing these issues, I have more 
generally attempted in Anarchy Alive! to show what an anarchist 
theory grounded in practice can look like, once it is based on a direct, 
partial and critical engagement with the actions and words of the 
living movement. 

To be sure, I have not been alone in attempting this kind of 
endeavour. Networks of struggle against capitalism and the state have 
become mature and self-sustaining, and are producing fresh theory 
that deserves to be taken very seriously. This book joins an expanding 
library of writing by fellow activist-theorists and anarchademics, 
writing which is coming into its own as a valued contribution to 
the struggle. As Michal Osterweil recently noted, diverse movement 
networks constantly display theoretical production that attempts to 
‘think through, investigate and experiment with different political 
practices, imaginaries, as well as different analyses of the systems and 
sites in which we are struggling’. Moreover,

both the content of the theories, and the ways they are produced … seem based 
on an ethic of partiality, specifi city and open-endedness; a willingness to be 
revised and reworked depending on their lived effectiveness; and a sensitivity to 
the fact that unexpected confl icts and consequences might arise when different 
subjects or circumstances come into contact with them.

My own contribution to the theoretical conversation has aimed 
to speak in the same spirit. I hope I have managed to fi nd the right 
language and concepts for addressing the ‘complex, messy and 
unexpected elements always present in the lived realities of efforts 
at social change’ (Osterweil 2007). 

Like many others who became involved in the ‘movement of 
movements’ around the turn of the millennium, I did so with part 
of me believing that the global wave of struggle I was part of could 
accelerate in an unstoppable crescendo until genuine social trans-
formation was achieved. It did seem like that for a while, when 
every mobilisation drew larger numbers and public support was rising 
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even in advanced capitalist countries, not least as the result of police 
excesses. Since late 2001, however, the wave seemed to break and with 
energies diverting to the movement against the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, it seemed that a downturn had arrived. 

But these days anarchists and their allies are again sensing that the 
tides are turning. With the defeat, in Iraq and elsewhere, of the US 
attempt at global hegemony, things are shifting in the global system 
and a new surge of struggle may be on the horizon. As Kay Summer and 
Harry Halpin recently wrote, there are both ‘terrifying and exciting’ 
possibilities created by the spectre of collapse, as capitalism continues 
to approach its ecological limits. A now massively interconnected and 
globalised world would have to deal with a shrinking resource base 
and an unstable climate, potentially placing humanity in a unique 
moment of critical instability, a ‘bifurcation point’ where a phase-
passage can take place from one pattern of dynamic equilibrium to 
another – be it gang warfare, eco-fascism or a peaceful world of self-
suffi ciency, freedom and mutual aid (Summer and Halpin 2007). In 
other words, things are going to inevitably shift – but where they 
go depends on us. 

And so once again there are more questions than answers. Coming 
to the end of this particular journey, it seems that the urgency has 
receded away from the debates it encountered, and that new issues 
are taking their place. Inevitably, published books will lag behind 
the living movement they address – but perhaps I have succeeded 
in giving an adequate formal expression to some of the shared 
intuitions, practices and theories that anarchists and their allies have 
reached anyway, as a matter of organic consensus in the course of 
their struggles. Meanwhile, preoccupations with the purity of process, 
or with the boundaries of violent protest, are giving way to a certain 
calm determination. There are new questions for anarchists to face 
now – questions about winning. 

Kibbutz Samar, Arava Valley
Summer Solstice 2007
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