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Being human presupposes a questioning mind as to what being a human 
should mean. Often this meaning is captured in the form of a lofty concept: 
to be free; to be attached to a community; to be able to learn and cultivate 
wisdom; to have a right to enjoy peace, justice, love; and so on. Such are 
expressions we use to refer to virtues whose exact meaning is usually less 
obvious than the fact that we accept them as lofty ideals. Yet what being hu-
man should mean has been asked, and answered, in every epoch, by every 
religion, every state, every society, indeed, every individual. The question 
is not new; neither for that matter are the possible answers. A science of 
humanity rarely proceeds by asking questions that have never been raised 
before. Indeed, one may say that humanity’s very dynamism and capacity 
for change are driven by answers that have already been given, acted upon, 
then forgotten. What remains is to ask them yet again, in a profound yet 
simple language, and in our own time yet with the knowledge of how they 
have been answered before. In doing so we do not evolve beyond past gen-
erations, nor do we replicate what they have found. We only rediscover, and 
in a way appropriate to our modern sensibility, a rich, complex, ancient, 
and continuous heritage of attempts to humanize life. That heritage then 
itself becomes part of our current life.

In an elementary sense, the word anarchy suggests that the expressions 
we seek for our quest after a humanity that fulfills an elevated meaning 
we assign to it, recurring as these might be, are uncomplicated. It also 
suggests that such answers are old, since they are immanent in humanity 
itself, rather than in complex large organizations that claim to stand for 
the good of humanity, such as governments or organized religions. In its 
Greek origin the term means not chaos or disorder, but simply absence of 
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domination. As it has evolved since the nineteenth century, anarchy has 
commonly become understood as a minimalist proscription for human 
emancipation—that is, it describes less what human emancipation is itself 
than the constraints that need to be removed (government, for example) so 
that we could arrive at it.

In some sense, therefore, anarchy has been assumed to be latent in some 
natural system of human bonds, a system evident in such elementary ob-
servations as the evolution of widely shared customs and mores, and in our 
propensity to cultivate or expand voluntary affiliations. This conception of 
anarchy, driven by the assumption that anarchy is a natural expression of 
social connection, has been outlined at some length by prominent think-
ers of anarchism, including Peter Kropotkin, George Woodcock, William 
Godwin, and, most recently, Colin Ward. According to this view, when 
states and large coercive institutions are imposed, state law and the threat of 
force, rather than negotiations, customs, and habits, become the means of 
ensuring observance, and facilitating evolution of, moral norms, manners 
of belonging to community, and boundaries of freedom.

Yet, anarchy is both less and more than that conception. It is not evi-
dently a natural system of human bonds, as we can ascertain from an abun-
dance of historical and contemporary situations showing that we are often 
likely to find large numbers of people preferring authority and conformity 
to anarchy when given the choice, even in the absence of apparent coercion. 
The evolution of states, social hierarchies, and organized religions cannot 
simply be explained away by coercion or deception. After all, ideas upon 
which stand an edifice of power often permeate social existence even before 
the edifice is built up, and even as we realize, however belatedly, that a 
power edifice was not what one moral idea or another had needed.

Power is built up by those who benefit from it, but also by its eventual 
victims. Anarchy thus does not describe how we would have lived had 
states not existed. The idea of anarchy emerges of course out of longing for 
a less coerced, more voluntary, and negotiated social existence. But anarchy 
is not about reliving some ideal past or returning to a state of nature. Rather 
it is about adding something to humanity that is actually not yet evidently 
in it, even though we perceive it because certain dimensions of the human 
experience show a clear quest after it. And that is the quest to expand the 
meaning of one’s existence, rather than to rediscover an old, repressed, or 
forgotten nature (even though the latter route may be taken toward that 
same destination).

An example of this quest is the idea of the soul, an allusion to what we 
think we ought to have: that life deserves a level of nobility beyond what we 
can observe of it, beyond its mere physical existence and physical appetites, 
its daily worries and mundane transactions—indeed, beyond its termina-
tion. It is in this sense, and only in this sense, that the idea of the soul 
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describes our aspiration to be human, that is to say, to be more of what we 
seem to be, to be more than what the world seems to allow. The soul thus is 
an idea, and we are largely interested in it precisely in this form. We do not 
usually try to prove the existence of the soul or lack thereof, since we know, 
deep down, that the least interesting aspect of the idea of the soul concerns 
whether it could be verified. The idea appeals for other reasons: that it gives 
us the faint sense that given reality, the prison of “objective determining 
circumstances,” is not all there is to life. It is for this same reason that we 
live in hope, meaning that we ponder, even in the face of appearances, 
“evidence,” and experience, that the world at large, and not just I and thou, 
must include in its nature a yearning to leave this orchestrated theater of il-
lusions presented as hard, confined reality. Thus the world at large has that 
which does not appear to be in it, yet gives it nobility and higher purpose. 
It is in this sense that anarchy is the soul of this world.

And it is also in this sense that we desire change and progress, even when 
we do not see precisely what kind of change and progress may be most 
desirable, or how to arrive there. The progressive impulse seems implanted 
in us by virtue of the difference between imagination and reality. At the 
personal or social level, we can always imagine a better reality than one we 
observe or live. Therein resides the progressive impulse: in the difference 
between imagination and reality. The most fundamental fact of specifi-
cally human existence is that imagination is always superior to reality. As 
a motor of progress, therefore, anarchist thought begins by observing the 
dynamic nature of humanity, a humanity that seeks to expand its meaning, 
over and above what appears as an objective reality holding us in its thralls 
and demanding absolute resignation to its presumably immutable laws of 
motion or motionlessness.

Anarchist thought is not indifferent to reality, however, but rather is at-
tuned to it in a different sense: through active knowing, whereby reality is 
known through action in the world, and action is carried out, substantially, 
as a means of acquiring knowledge, and not simply for the sake of changing 
the world. Anarchist thought is thus linked to action, but not necessarily in 
ways that are obviously or always political in nature or aspiration. Rather, 
thought guides life in its totality, since what we are after is not simply the 
discovery of abstract ideas. The goal is to cultivate the quality of the human 
life by adding to it new ideas that are discovered in direct and free practice. 
And this must be so because, in the final analysis, ideas that become part of 
reality do not establish themselves on earth by themselves. They are placed 
on earth by active humans.

Take for example the idea of hope. We do not come to know that elevated 
mental state we call hope in any way other than in practicing it. To the 
extent that it can be felt, hope cannot be a function of will (“we must have 
hope”); nor a function of reason (“universal reason requires that we have 
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hope”); nor even a function of a plan (“here is how we can do it”). Hope 
rather is a function of activity. Such activity itself gives rise to a will, reason, 
and plan. But it is first through action that hope is felt. And feeling hope 
must be the precondition of translating it into will, reason, or plan.

Activity, for example, like throwing a rock at a tank of an occupying army. 
The rock will not destroy the tank. It will not end the occupation. But it 
is what I can do. So I do it, because in doing it, I practice hope. I do not 
logically assert it, nor reveal it to be reasonable, nor expect it to deliver an 
ultimate victory. If these were my expectations, then I would need hope no 
longer. I would only need logic and plan. But these are difficult to pursue 
seriously if I do not first cultivate through some practice a sense, which we 
usually call hope, that they would lead to success.

What we call hope, necessary as it for life, is something that is revealed in 
its practice. Such practice is what opens the gates of will, reason, and plan-
ning. Hope therefore is one way by which humanity itself is practiced—in 
other words, how humanity knows itself to be worthy and valuable, be-
yond limits, beyond prisons, beyond given conditions. Only this is hope: it 
is the measure of our own value. It is in direct practice that ideas come to 
assume a human form, and it is in humanizing abstractions that one adds 
something new to one’s bare humanity.

Abstract ideas cannot, on their own, contain more vice or virtue than 
is contained in the nature of the system entrusted with placing ideas into 
practice. A religious idea, for example, may be used for good or evil pur-
poses, as it always has, and as it continues to be. The same can be said of 
ideologies such as nationalism, communism, socialism, and so on. The 
problem lies not in an idea but in the instrument of its realization, and no 
idea on its own can be self-inoculated against being abused by an authority 
that has enough power to abuse it. Even democracy as an idea may, given 
a populace that is for some reason unenlightened or unengaged, simply 
become a means for rule by elites and oligarchies. In the final analysis, what 
matters are not lofty ideals, including those explicitly concerned with “sav-
ing humanity,” since these can always be abused. What matters is whether 
we delegate such ideas to collective systems, whereby they remain abstract 
and unfelt, or whether we make ourselves capable of doing directly what 
large systems claim to do, thus practicing our own humanity to its fullest, 
while in the process correcting its errors in ways that reduce their danger 
to the world.

“Everything is dangerous,” Michel Foucault once said. As a philosopher 
he was speaking of ideas, but the danger was in fact never in ideas but in 
the connection of ideas to instruments of their realization. The greatest 
slaughters of the twentieth century, after all, had been committed precisely 
with the aid of science, technology, and the rational organization of society. 
The Holocaust is always a good example. At its root the Holocaust, like all 
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catastrophes, was an outcome of simple ideas—in this case two such ideas 
could be identified: (1) that total control of society is desirable, and (2) that 
national purity is possible. Unrealistic as such ideas might be, neither would 
have been dangerous enough on its own, and neither would have been able 
to wreak such havoc simply because it was believed. Dangerous ideas be-
come so only when they are wedded to a great power apparatus.

The reason everything appears dangerous has to do with the fact that all 
our great struggles of the twentieth century gravitate toward the state. That 
is, modern society being organized around a singular institution with great 
power and a legitimate claim to stand for society as a whole. A political 
theatre so conceived gives us an “all or nothing” scenario for any likely 
cause. It is this specter that creates in us (and them) such a sense of danger. 
A fanatic interpretation of religion, for example, will not be as dangerous, 
in the same way that nothing else would be as dangerous, if the only arena 
of politics available to such an interpretation is that of civil society rather 
than the state. Because it is in civil society that all grand schemes come 
down to size, as they should.

In its simplest form of application, an idea comes into earth through 
action, and that action is delivered by a certain agent with certain personal-
ity. A specific type of personality thus delivers the idea in a particular, not 
universal, form. Nationalist or religious ideas, for example, are liable to be 
placed on earth through this dialectic, since a certain personality will be 
predisposed to understanding a certain idea, along with its requisites, in a 
certain way. Thus living ideas are never simply ideas: they are idea � per-
sonality, and the dialectic of the two is how an idea comes to earth. Thus 
a defective personality will incur a defect in an otherwise good idea, and a 
healthy personality will improve the texture of an otherwise coarse idea.

At some point, an idea may appear to require building an institution 
of some sort to allow it to be expressed or performed. Institutions alter 
the original idea in different ways than is the case when the idea is altered 
through its interaction with a specific personality. That is because institu-
tions have the tendency, and in fact can be defined by, a self-bestowed feel-
ing that no idea can materialize without them. Thus the final formula here 
would be: living idea � idea � personality � institution.

There is nothing that is necessarily evil about institutionalism. In prag-
matic social life, after all, there are rarely enough reasons for us to save 
ideas as though in a museum, in an unpolluted or fetishlike form, without 
entrusting their application to some persons or institutions. But the point 
concerns what kinds of institutions may be close enough to earth so that 
ideas are practiced or amended more through conviction and persuasion 
rather than institutional coercion and accumulated power.

Approaching and applying ideas in this fashion allows us to finally cir-
cumvent the alienating sense that our social being is nothing more than a 
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hard shell of nothingness being moved about the world with the aid of pre-
programmed, self-seeking drives, built-in moral mechanics, or evolutionary 
compulsions—in other words, the alienation emerging from the belief that 
we ourselves have not created our own sense of humanity, let alone a wor-
thy enough conception of it. To overcome this alienation is to experience 
existence as a project rather than an already arrived-at destination, whose 
meaning is already concluded in legal rules, religious edicts, or books of 
science. To the extent that we live still, our sense of our humanity resides in 
the knowledge that we are who we decide to become.

Anarchy begins and ends here, from intelligent practice of becoming on 
earth. It does not descend upon us as a closed book of laws from some 
commanding heights.

* * *

Action, however, always comes out of a theory, which may be sophisti-
cated, mundane, or even inarticulate. Thus action will take the character of 
the underlying theory that implicitly guides it. For example, if the underlying 
theory is confused, our action will likewise be confused. Alternatively, we 
could suspend action until we have proper knowledge—that is, devote all our 
time to contemplation, so that we could intelligently analyze the large logic 
and structure of the world. But in this case we will have the opposite prob-
lem: incapacity to act, because we will find what we are looking for: a world 
of objective laws and large, determining structures. And, as such, a world that 
hardly seems welcoming to subjective, small-scale, voluntary action.

The fundamental predicament of modern times concerns intelligent and 
effective action in a globalized, interconnected, large world. Since the end 
of the Cold War, we have been confronted with an intellectual scene domi-
nated by malaise, hesitance, and foggy purpose. On the one hand, action in 
such a world against one injury or another, one form of power or another, 
seems to emerge less out of deep roots in coherent social philosophies, than 
as a reactive impulse to decisions and policies carried out by large centers of 
power: an imperial war here, a free trade agreement there.

On the other hand, what is considered “deep thought” about the world 
and reality, carried out in insulated academic industries obsessed primarily 
by the etiquette of jargon, method, and respect for disciplines, largely serves 
to show that contemplation and action constitute distinct and unrelated 
spheres of life. What is needed most is what is lacking most: knowing with 
certitude, maturity, and confidence how to act so that action gives the satis-
faction of bringing reality closer to our imagination of what it ought to be; 
and acquiring a sense as to how thought and action may root on earth, and 
in our own selves, a consciousness and an experience of our humanity as a 
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state of attention to that which is not yet in it. The point, indeed, is “not to 
discover what we are, but to refuse what we are.”1

Confused intellectual guidance here and now seems part and parcel of 
an ethic of discovery characterized by hesitance and contentment with di-
agnosis once it becomes apparent that the cure requires something closer to 
anarchy. Political theorizing within left as well as establishment paradigms 
has long noted not only the decline of politics, but moreover seemed to 
mimic in style, theory, and recommendations the stale prescriptions in po-
litical life such theories themselves describe. On the establishment side the 
problem was noted by very well-placed commentators.2 The arguments in 
this line of thinking concentrate on what might be called the decline in the 
quality of democracy in democratically governed countries. Typical indica-
tors here include declining rates of voter participation; ideological conver-
gence across the main political parties (i.e., the practical disappearance of 
the opposition); the increase in the social expectations of the state (i.e., the 
tendency of all classes and groups to simply regard the state as a dispenser 
of rewards, entitlements, and new rights); the decline of enthusiasm for 
collective tasks (i.e., the reorganization of the political scene around local-
ized niches: “life politics” and special interest groups); the rise of style over 
substance in election campaigns; the decline in rates of participation in civil 
society; and so on.

These observations usually offer little in the way of guidance as to what 
could be done. Samuel Huntington prefers to wait for cultures and civiliza-
tions to do what they are preprogrammed to do; in the new edition of his 
Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism, Daniel Bell finds no solution to the so-
cial fragmentation and hedonism engendered by modern capitalism other 
than to advise a voluntary return to some sort of religious consciousness.3 
After a meticulous appraisal, Robert Putnam finds no way to strengthen 
civil society and social capital other than simply waiting for a long histori-
cal process (a few centuries) to accomplish the task.4

The problem with the diagnoses of the maladies of modern democracy 
issuing from the side of establishment-aligned or liberal thinkers is not 
their inaccuracy. Rather, the problem is their lack of sufficient radicalism—
that is, willingness to pursue their own insights to their proper conclusion. 
Anarchist thought does not require impulsively disagreeing with establish-
ment or liberal thought. It may even diagnose the same problem, but then 
proceed to where establishment-oriented thought refuses to go. Thinking 
anarchically means in one sense that existing order, along with the insti-
tutions that sustain it, must be constantly justified. Anarchically thinking 
here means attention to the original intention and continuing usefulness 
of collective institutions, rather than holding them sacred due to the force 
of habit: saving the state, upholding the law, or pursuing collective social 
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tasks, are all meaningful only if they fulfill some agreed upon, voluntary, 
and negotiated rational necessity in each instance and at every moment.

When we explore the massive field of left thought in modern times, we 
likewise encounter extensive critiques, but no truly innovative guides for 
action. Left critics of neoliberalism or globalization, for example, frequently 
have no solution other than defending the state, or at best calling for a dif-
ferent kind of state, in ways that usually mean that the state would increase 
its power over society.5 The worst approach, to my mind, is a combination 
of socialism and nationalism, where protecting the downtrodden classes 
is seen to require strengthening a state that no one seems to know how to 
govern in any way that does not, ultimately, serve the state far more than 
it does the nation. A nation, after all, is a word: a proposition, abstraction, 
mental image—a vague constellation of strangers, differing in interests and 
usually at odds with each other. It is the state that has a body, form, and 
mechanisms of acting. The state stands for itself, not for any nation, even 
as it uses words or images that happen to be useful in justifying it as some-
thing other than a sheer power machine. (I will come back to this theme 
in the next chapter.)

Under the influence of Marxism and social democracy, left thinking has 
generally ignored the problem of the state and focused primarily on capi-
tal and classes. As it evolved into a successful political ideology, socialism 
became increasingly conceived as an outcome of primarily state action and 
state power.6 The price of not thinking seriously about the state itself as a 
historical problem has been very high. Authoritarian experiments after a 
revolution, a Stalin or a Mao, were not simply the result of some malignant 
personalities taking over the revolution. Rather, authoritarianism was more 
or less a natural outcome of a logic highlighting the centrality of revolution-
ary power over society, expressed by taking over the state and making it into 
the revolution’s own instrument.7 Hardly anything is more predictable than 
for a state to find in a self-proclaimed mission to save humanity a license 
for pursuing unlimited power.

* * *

The current scene thus contains both social phenomena and commen-
taries on them that do not seem to fully appreciate the inadequacy or 
anachronistic nature of the categories of analysis themselves. A dynamic 
science of humanity must maintain the principle that any supposedly 
solid, “real” category of analysis, such as state and class, could become 
obsolete or less meaningful over time—not to mention even looser cat-
egories as nation or race. Abstractions do have a social life when they are 
needed, felt, or experienced, and then they expire one step at a time as 
they exhaust their living connection to experienced, rich, unfrozen reality. 
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At that point abstractions can prolong their hold on social life only by 
force, coercion, or bombastic display.

Indeed, the global rise of religion over the past few decades, precisely 
amidst an age of apparent secular reason, science, technology, and progress, 
seems to be predicated on something that religion supplies and that has 
become missing in secular thought. Namely, a recognition of the exhausted 
meaning of existing institutions of power, as well as of humanity’s need 
amidst such an exhaustion to explore anew the prospect for a kind of self-
governance that may somehow appear authentic and chosen, rather than 
imposed by institutions increasingly lacking in meaningfulness and corre-
spondence to what organic social life seems to require.

When classes do not act as classes, when nations become battlegrounds 
of various selfish interest groups, when races become fragmented or analyti-
cally meaningless, when states become useless or arbitrary, we may again 
reflect on something larger than all such particular categories. The loss of 
meaning of particular organizing principles of social life, that is to say the 
loss of meaning of abstractions by which we had attempted to organize our 
thinking about society, invite us to reflect again on something larger than 
society, yet something that is more capable of being felt and thus, in the 
final analysis, less abstract. Humanity is the name we give to this recurrent 
object of thought.

Thinking about humanity must itself be human in character. A common 
error here is to presuppose that thinking about humanity ought to produce 
a theory of humanity. That is to say, to assume a priori that humanity pos-
sesses a pregiven essence, whose unfolding is either foretold or could be 
pursued in a specific way. An alternative mode of thinking, more proper 
to anarchy, employs in the place of a theory of humanity a notion of hu-
manity in practice. That means that humanity is simply a name we give to 
a constant project of enrichment—spiritual and ethical, but also material. 
And this enrichment, in turn, is how humanity moves and in that move-
ment recognizes itself—in further ways.

Strictly speaking, therefore, thinking about humanity does not constitute 
a science in the narrow sense of the term, even though such thinking is at 
its best when it is systematic and creative. But a science of humanity is not 
something like physics or chemistry. Thinking anarchically does not mean 
rejecting systematic knowledge, but rather using each approach to inquiry 
for the purpose that is most suitable to it. Thus we understand that the role 
of natural science is to describe how the world is, while the role of social 
science is to describe how the world should be. A statement of this kind 
will of course be opposed today by a great number of social scientists. But 
not from a point of view that is attuned to the demonstrable dynamism 
of humanity; one that derives energy from the feeling that we create our 
world, that takes stock of the human capacities for self-consciousness and 
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entertaining choices, of learning and forgetting. Ordinarily we do not ac-
cept that we are simply a collection of molecules, tissues, and neurons that 
do nothing more than slavishly obey laws of nature.

With more hesitance we may also extend this stand in ways that we do 
not in fact need to be hesitant about: just as well, we do not mechanically 
or unthinkingly obey “laws” of background, of history, or, more forth-
rightly, even of society. After all, a law becomes such (or is recognized as 
such if you will), once it is discovered by someone and becomes accepted 
by others. Laws thus are themselves discoveries of humanity, additions to 
its ways of seeing. They may have the tendency to appear final, objective, 
natural, everlasting, but both the dynamism of humanity and the method 
of science mean that laws are never final—they are amendable, falsifiable, 
or relevant to specific calculations and ways of seeing but not to others. A 
more elementary truth than any law is that a law is a product of human 
action and inquiry. If you are the one who has discovered a law, the law, 
too, is your creation.

The fundamentals of anarchist thought are all ingrained in defining 
things by their movement. The thing is its exercise. That is true not only for 
power. It is just as true for any social concept. Humanity is thus the exercise 
of humanity. Humanity recognizes something as part of its nature only if 
it sees itself to be capable of exercising it. These exercises, then, are encap-
sulated in an ever-expanding repertoire of stories and parables—not unified 
theories—that catalogue the vast range of motion of humanity.

The idea, then, is the real. If more is known about an idea as it is exer-
cised, it follows that less of it is known when it is not. Knowledge arises in 
the exercise of an idea, in material activity informed by an idea, not in the 
production of abstractions that remain abstract. If humanity, for example, 
could only be imagined to be capable of living in specified institutions 
and structures, it ends up knowing at the very best the perimeters of these 
institutions and structures, since these stand in for humanity or claim to 
embody it in stable forms. If such institutions and structures are further-
more not dynamic enough to foster the exercise and further development 
of attributes we may accept as basic to what we understand by human-
ity—for example, the drive toward self-knowledge, progress, emancipation, 
enhanced intellect, and sense of justice—humanity then only loses interest 
in itself as it ponders, like an animal in a zoo, the impossibility of moving 
beyond existing structures and confines.

Humanity does indeed then reach the fabled “end of history”—which 
really means the end of humanity itself as an idea, since an idea lives on 
only on the energy of a quest to expand its meaning. In a sense, therefore, 
history really ends only with the end of the practice of life. That is to say, 
when humanity is either forbidden from moving forward, or is told that 
there is nothing more to see since we exist at the end of history. Humanity 
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then resorts to an infantile style of self-satisfaction. The interest in emanci-
pation, for example, expresses itself in instant gratification, selfishness, and 
barbarism. This carelessness for the world is borne out of the incapacity of 
humanity to see more—that is, to grow beyond the confines of the institu-
tional prisons that had been so laboriously constructed for the purpose of 
housing it within known, and thus supposedly safe, limits.

In this light, critical engagement means thinking beyond the limits of 
that which exists. And that includes not only existing institutions, but also 
existing categories of analysis and ways of seeing. It means thinking again 
and without fear about the most fundamental questions of life. That is, life 
as a common but negotiated human experiment, and not life as the object 
of a theory of life.

* * *

Anarchy as an approach, about which more will be said in the follow-
ing section, has often assumed more the spirit of opposition than that of 
proposition, and highlighted action over contemplation. This may perhaps 
be traced to a proposition latent in anarchist sensibilities that if we were 
truly interested in freedom, we would not need a theory of freedom. As 
Foucault once suggested, freedom is the exercise of freedom.

This theme resonated as well in Marx’s famous eleventh thesis on Feuer-
bach, where Marx protested that philosophers were interpreting the world 
when the point was to change it. The thesis can be easily misunderstood. 
One does indeed need to interpret the world before one proposes changing 
it, or even just in order to determine whether or not it needs any change at 
all. Anarchically thinking does not mean rejecting the effort to interpret the 
world, only one style of doing so, which is so common in modern social 
science: interpret the world so that you may justify it. In other words, inter-
pret so that it appears, even when that is not the original intention of the 
interpreter, as the best of all possible worlds. Modern sociology provides us 
a world of structures and systems, or alternatively a world of structuration 
and predefined role-playing and stage-setting.8 In either case, the world is 
the world because it reproduces itself as we know it, and all we can do is 
be cognizant of the structure but not alter it. Similarly, theorists of nation-
alism, in their attempt to understand its historical development into the 
present, conclude that it is the most natural system of solidarity we could 
have developed as we advanced toward modernity, and perhaps beyond.9 
Even well-informed philosophical explorations of that which is closest to 
us, our sense of selfhood, end up seeing the modern conception of the self 
to be the best that could have been produced by our history.10

In this prevalent style of thinking in contemporary philosophy and 
social science, complex exposition gives us in the final analysis the world 
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back as is: interpretation as justification. It is remarkable that we see this 
propensity across the various agendas permeating the academic fabric.11 
But this does not mean rejecting social science, or assuming that ordinary 
people would without some kind of intellectual process know and live 
a noble, free, and committed form of life, or even recognize their own 
interests. A higher form of understanding, as Sufis long posited, consisted 
in the move from “knowing” to “seeing.” And this seeing is implicated in 
intelligent practice. It is the learned action that does not define its aim 
in terms of existing choices given by history, nor orient itself to poorly 
articulated abstract principles, including freedom. The intelligent action 
is itself a means of understanding the world.12

In this light, anarchist understanding may be said to proceed along two 
parallel tracks simultaneously: by both taking stock of and disregarding 
the “objective determining circumstances.” In this way, intelligent action 
explores humanity as a willed practice, not a predefined essence. While the 
physical world may exist in ways that could be described from one stand-
point or another, humanity as an idea and a feeling exists only in its own 
practice of itself and, in consequence, self-knowledge.

* * *

Since the nineteenth century, anarchy as a term has been used to refer 
to a spectrum of ideas sharing a few key convictions: that humanity throve 
on self-regulation rather than imposed order; that large systems were in-
herently more prone to tyranny than small systems; that power was the 
enemy of freedom; that direct participation in common affairs was more 
compatible with rational freedom than delegation to representatives or 
power holders.

Many sympathetic commentators trace the modern anarchist tradition 
to Enlightenment thought, noting in particular the role of the Enlighten-
ment’s critique of arbitrary despotism and its explorations of the nature 
of human reason, will, and freedom. Within the Enlightenment tradition 
proper, the earliest exposition of what might be called an anarchist po-
litical philosophy can be traced to William Godwin’s remarkable book 
Enquiry Concerning Political Justice of 1793, in which he contested the 
rational basis of states and formal laws, including those based on major-
ity rule, and advanced the expectation that humans reason developed 
in more civic and rational directions when reason itself, rather than an 
external law, becomes a guide of action.

It took nearly seventy years after Godwin for the word anarchy to come 
into widespread use, referring in particular to the development of such a 
standpoint in the direction of socialist doctrines. Sill, as a term, anarchy did 
not catch on immediately after it was coined by Pierre-Joseph Proudhon 
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around the mid-nineteenth century. Even Proudhon himself preferred a 
different term, mutualism, to designate what he had meant by anarchy, 
whereas the circles surrounding one of the most effective anarchist orga-
nizer of the nineteenth century, Mikhail Bakunin, preferred for a long time 
alternative terms such as collectivism or federalism before calling themselves 
anarchists. These men represented part of the revolutionary climate of their 
times. As products of political modernity, they were oriented to full social 
and economic revolution, and they were inclined to posit anarchism itself, 
just like virtually all political ideologies of their time, as a scheme for reor-
ganizing modern society as a whole.

Anarchism therefore tends to be conceived as part of the history of so-
cialism (although, as we shall see, part of its heritage includes currents that 
have little to do with socialism). Prominent commentators like Murray 
Bookchin or Noam Chomsky regard anarchism as the “libertarian wing” of 
socialism, while Daniel Guérin is emphatic that anarchism is true socialism 
and really a “pseudonym for socialism.”13 Kropotkin, in his famous entry 
on the subject to the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1910, considered anar-
chism to be the “left wing” of socialism.

That a great part of the history of modern anarchist thought and action is 
tightly related to the larger history of socialism is undeniable. Earlier experi-
ments that sought to directly apply some of the doctrines of the Enlighten-
ment, later to be disparaged by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels as “utopian 
socialism,” consisted of various attempts to establish harmonious, egalitar-
ian, and self-governed communes dissociated from capitalist economy. The 
best-known exponents of such a movement were Henri de Saint-Simon, 
Robert Owen, and Charles Fourier. These experiments are usually not 
thought of as part of the anarchist tradition, although they share many 
elements with it, notably the emphasis on communal experimentation, au-
tonomy, and equality. Marx and Engels noted that utopian socialists lacked 
a scientific approach, specifically a theory of necessity involving class analy-
sis and an awareness of the dynamics of historical change. This critique is 
contested by Joshua Muravchik, who claims that the “utopian socialists’” 
experimental approach approximated the method of science better than 
Marx’s and Engels’s abstract formulations.14 It is in fact easy to see that the 
utopian socialists sought to test in various ways, but in line with the limita-
tions of their times, the Enlightenment’s faith in the capacities of human 
reason once exercised in conditions of freedom and equality.

In the course of the nineteenth century, anarchist thought developed 
more in the direction of economic concerns, and capitalism began to ap-
pear increasingly as the greatest threat to human equality and freedom, 
more so indeed than the old despotic political systems that had been the 
object of Enlightenment thought. This was already evident in Proudhon’s 
1840 book What is Property? which exerted a great influence on the early 
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Marx. Proudhon saw private property as a usurpation of a common 
lacking justification in natural law or even labor; to provide the basis 
of inequality and eventually tyranny; and even as a symptom of society 
“devouring itself.”

Private property appeared then as the root of all inequality, and inequal-
ity itself was beginning to be defined largely in terms of lack of access to 
economic resources (and not simply lack of access to political rights, which 
was still how Tocqueville understood it in the 1830s). Proudhon’s attempt 
to translate his teachings into concrete programs or formulas, such as intro-
ducing a national bank that would provide interest-free loans, the idea of 
mutualism as the basis of rational relations in social life, and the concept of 
just price, were varied attempts at fleshing out elements of a moral economic 
philosophy. Yet these attempts did not yet give rise to a distinct enough 
anarchist philosophy. Anarchists’ sentiments then continued to circulate as 
part of the larger idea of socialism. When Oscar Wilde expressed his com-
mitment to anarchism, as late as the 1890s, he still saw himself espousing 
no more than an ideal form of socialism.

However, not all anarchists prioritized the doctrine of equality, since they 
saw difficulties in reconciling freedom and equality, and highlighted the 
former as the better expression of anarchist ideals. Marxism represented a 
particular decision, with which many anarchists agreed even though they 
may have had no taste for anything else in Marxist thought, highlighting 
equality and positing freedom as an ancillary project—that is, “freedom 
from capital” as a project leading to human emancipation in all of its di-
mensions. That shift of emphasis spoke well to a widely felt revulsion at a 
discrepancy that had become quite clear in the nineteenth century, between 
on the one hand a vast increase in labor productivity and on the other 
the astonishing level of pauperization and exploitation of labor. It spoke 
equally well to new organizational opportunities created by the growing 
concentration of labor, newly uprooted from various former occupations, 
from land, and from far-flung territories, in urban industrial nuclei.

The shift from moral and political philosophy to economic analysis thus 
not only linked Enlightenment thought to practical issues and movements, 
but also provided an analytical coup so appealing in its simplicity; for this 
way of thinking appeared to isolate a few very basic historical dynamics 
of change, and allowed social analysis to become clearly focused on a few 
central categories, all informed by class analysis. It also allowed all other 
conceptual objects of revolutionary thought (for instance freedom, solidar-
ity, humanity, and so on) to appear as related in a subsidiary but necessary 
way to the economy. Yet this “clarity” often served more to push aside or 
postpone rather than answer these other concerns.

At the same time, a different, more individualistic perspective within the 
anarchist tradition showed little taste for this development, as it continued 
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to develop the idea of freedom in a way that largely disregarded the social 
concerns of those oriented to equality. Best exemplified in the nineteenth 
century by the work of Max Stirner, this trend within anarchism exhibits 
no interest in socialism at all, emphasizing rather libertarian individual-
ism, the ego as the only meaningful and authentic reference point in any 
discussion of human emancipation. Stirner’s work shows a certain affinity 
to later philosophies that emphasized the role of individual dynamism and 
autonomy, the most sophisticated version of which remains perhaps that 
of Friedrich Nietzsche. Their philosophies, in addition to that of Herbert 
Spencer, exercised a profound influence on one of the most capable pro-
ponents of anarchism in the late-nineteenth-century United States, namely 
Benjamin R. Tucker. Tucker sought to articulate a vision of anarchism that 
incorporated individualistic libertarian stands, such as the right of defense 
against encroachment, property rights as reward of labor (but not as an 
outcome of capitalist speculation), and advocacy of free love. But he also 
accepted mutualist socialism, as outlined by Proudhon, and highlighted 
the status of labor as the only real source of value in the world.

Yet, on the whole, individualist libertarians have often been underplayed 
in the history of anarchism, whose best-known advocates have been associ-
ated with left—communist or communitarian—thought and experiments. 
Inventive attempts at synthesizing individual liberty and social justice did 
find broad audiences, however. In addition to Tucker, a good example of 
such attempts can be found in Oscar Wilde’s essay “The Soul of Man under 
Socialism.” Wilde argued that, beyond alleviating hardships in society, the 
greatest virtue of socialism was that it paved the ground for a more true in-
dividualism. That Wilde was speaking specifically of anarchism (rather than 
socialism as we understand it today) is evident, since he explicitly rejects all 
socialism fostered through the state “armed with economic power”—which 
for him was a precondition of tyranny, and advocated that all forms of as-
sociations under socialism must be voluntary. That vision, which for Wilde 
was posited theoretically, could for other literary figures be confirmed by 
observation. That a society without masters or monopolies fosters both 
human freedom and cooperation, and brings forth a fully new kind of hu-
manity, was precisely what George Orwell thought he saw in Aragon during 
the Spanish Civil War, when the region was under the sway of a full-fledged 
anarchist experiment.

The same sort of synthesis between communitarian sentiment and indi-
vidual freedom is also evident in the career of Emma Goldman, who was 
explicitly aligned with the anarchist tradition, and who rejected the kind 
of Bolshevik socialism that stressed authoritarian equality and solidarity 
and in the process left no space for individual fulfillment, passions, and 
liberties. The individual had to remain the central object of emancipation, 
but individualism complemented rather than contradicted sociability. For 
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Goldman, healthy individualism was made possible by the resources of 
society. But the individual could flourish most fully to the extent that he 
managed to rid himself of all ideas whose role was to diminish and repress 
him rather than foster his liberty. Such repressive ideas included naturally 
god and the state, but even society.

The career and ideas of figures like Goldman or Wilde show how anar-
chism as an idea survived best not in tightly organized parties or move-
ments but in larger currents of thought in society, sharing in common an 
opposition to modern states and the idea of the state in general, but also 
tracing the roots of human oppression to inequality and specifically to 
capitalism, and regarding religion to be the pillar of a whole system that 
was meant to keep humanity in bondage. These ideas formed, roughly, also 
the common denominators of socialism, a heterogeneous category united 
by a vision for a more egalitarian and just order. For a few years, social-
ists’ sentiments of all strides, including anarchist tendencies, were united 
in the International Workingmen’s Association (otherwise known as the 
First International). This organization, founded in 1864 and counting at its 
height several million members in different European countries, underwent 
tumultuous arguments over tactics after the suppression of the Paris Com-
mune in 1871, and suffered a major split in 1872 between the Marxists and 
the anarchists, led then by Bakunin. Antistatism and, more immediately, re-
jection of parliamentary politics, seem to have been what set the anarchists 
apart from the Marxists then. While the wisdom of that particular stand 
is open to debate, at its root lay Bakunin’s prophetic warning that were a 
Marxist party to control the state, it would necessarily have to become at 
least as authoritarian as the system it had just replaced.

For a while afterward, Bakunin served as the most articulate spokesper-
son of anarchism. In place of the state, he advocated, like many anarchists 
before him, a federation of communes, where means of production and 
property were owned collectively, and where labor was rewarded in ways 
determined by labor groups rather than employers or central authorities. 
During that period, namely the late nineteenth to early twentieth century, 
Bakunin’s communist anarchism (as opposed to what is often called indi-
vidual or libertarian anarchism) became part of the agitational discourse 
in labor organizations, and the network of communist anarchists became 
global, if decentralized and even uncoordinated. Anarchists were, predict-
ably, harassed by authorities, and the careers of most of their known figures 
show a great deal of movement, imprisonment, and escapes across various 
borders. Dramatic acts of violence, including some spectacular assassina-
tions and bombings, were committed then by some anarchist activists. 
Some leading anarchists, while not encouraging violence, justified it on 
the grounds of being responsive to state violence. The latter included such 
highly charged episodes as the execution of the five Chicago labor activists 
in 1887, an event that eventually inaugurated the international May Day.
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In the 1880s and 1890s, communist anarchism was becoming more 
clearly distinguished from both Marxism and individualist or libertarian 
anarchism, even as all three trends, which included many variants within 
each, continued to travel in overlapping segments, including labor organi-
zations, leftist political groups and parties, and literary and philosophical 
intelligentsia. The differences between these three general trends concerned 
whether to prioritize as immediate tasks communal or individual salvation, 
and the extent to which emancipation could be entrusted to spontaneous 
movements and sentiments, or whether those required being subordinated 
to the discipline and focus that only a well-led and well-structured party 
could deliver.

In that respect, Marxism appeared to have a few advantages over com-
munist anarchism in particular, since it seemed, in contrast to anarchism, 
to offer a coherent philosophy of historical necessity and a method to ac-
count for the dialectics of change. Further, the emerging corpus of Marx’s 
thought, especially his political economy, responded well to the need felt 
everywhere for an alternative way of conceiving of the connection between 
economic and political order. Marxist political economy, therefore, be-
came indispensable as a foundation for leftist thought for almost a century 
afterward. In addition to these apparent conceptual advantages, Marxism 
came to enjoy an organizational advantage even before Lenin, since it was 
represented as a social movement in the activity of relatively disciplined 
and large political parties that effectively participated in parliamentary 
campaigns as well as revolutionary upheavals. All these factors seem to have 
allowed Marxism, by the end of the nineteenth century, to enjoy a greater 
influence than anarchism on political developments in Europe.

Yet, these advantages of Marxism were for many anarchists outweighed 
by anarchism’s stronger defense of human freedom, higher faith in human 
agency, and its foundational critique of the state. For many anarchists, these 
standpoints supplied superior ethics to Marxist “science,” which for them 
was destined to lead to disaster. Bakunin noted that already in his contrast 
of Proudhon and Marx, noting that while Proudhon, being beholden some-
times to metaphysics or religious ideas, may have been less scientific than 
Marx, he was nevertheless more revolutionary by instinct than Marx, and 
that while Marx could describe more rationally a system of liberty, he was 
authoritarian in the final analysis. And while Bakunin even saw himself to 
be inferior to Marx on account of learning, he regarded himself, along with 
anarchists in general, to have a better instinctive feeling for the cause of 
liberty than Marx. In the final analysis Marx, for Bakunin, could only offer 
“dissertations about life, action and feeling—and complete absence of life, 
action, and feeling.”15

Anarchist communists therefore saw their doctrines to be morally superior 
to Marxist communism since they implied no authoritarian organizations 
or systems, and since they highlighted the role of free humans in making 
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their own history. Yet anarchism clearly lacked what Marx seemed to have 
provided, namely a science that would justify such a faith in humanity and 
its freedom, as well as account for historical patterns and change. Efforts at 
such a science were attempted in various ways, such as Tucker’s work in the 
United States, whose project was eventually overshadowed by twentieth-
century American libertarianism, and Peter Kropotkin in Europe, who was 
perhaps the most sophisticated and learned exponent of anarchism.

Kropotkin in particular saw himself as establishing a science of anarchy, 
which he first sketched out in Modern Science and Anarchism. He sought to 
show how an anarchist approach corresponded to the method and perspec-
tive of natural sciences, and how the basic principles of anarchy were evi-
dent in evolutionary tendencies. One of his most systematic works, Mutual 
Aid: A Factor of Evolution, sought to demonstrate how cooperation in nature 
and in human society occurred without force, and how it was cooperation 
more so than competition that had fostered both natural and social evolu-
tion. Synthesizing his vast knowledge of natural and social history, politi-
cal philosophy, and Darwinism, Kropotkin effectively repudiated Thomas 
Hobbes’s longstanding justification for strong authority as the only viable 
basis of social order—a justification that for a while seemed supported by 
the social interpretation of Darwin’s theory of evolution.

Kropotkin, who went back to Russia after the Bolshevik Revolution, 
demonstrated in his career that the continuum between anarchist thought 
and general left thought persisted even amidst the acrimonies following the 
split between the anarchists and the Marxists at the First International in 
1872. This continuum is evident as well in the career of his contemporary, 
Rosa Luxemburg, who was more explicitly committed to Marxism but at 
odds with the notion of central authority and a vanguard party, and more 
predisposed to anarchist spontaneity as a fundamental basis of organiza-
tion. And in spite of Lenin’s vanguardism, even the Bolshevik Revolution 
itself seemed at the beginning to have anarchist possibilities, since the 
“withering away” of the state appeared to many as a near possibility, and 
since a good part of the constituency of the Revolution, particularly in 
Ukraine, consisted of committed anarchists.16

Indeed, the acrimonies between Marxist and anarchist communists, and 
even between those two trends and social democrats, appeared at times 
so bitter precisely because those currents shared the same political field, 
meaning that they appealed to similar demographics in labor movements 
and among intellectuals. This also meant that they would find themselves 
in the same camp when driven into it, as would be the case for much of 
the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939), where the anarchist labor union was 
part of the Republican government, and where, like the movements of 
Emiliano Zapata in Mexico or Nestor Mahkno in Ukraine, anarchism also 
appealed to substantial rural populations whose sense of anarchism was 
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tied to longstanding local grievances concerned with land reform and peas-
ant autonomy. On the other hand, in places witnessing more industrial 
development, anarchism tended to be expressed in a language that closely 
spoke to workers’ demands. This seemed evident, for example, in the case 
of Argentina, where after nearly eighty years of decline the fortunes of the 
historically significant anarchist movement revived recently in the form of 
the self-management (autogestión) workers movement.

The fortunes of communist anarchism declined everywhere, especially 
after the Spanish Civil War. The ensuing struggle against fascism in Europe, 
followed by liberal democracy in the West, state socialism in the East, and 
developmental Third Worldism everywhere else, all left little room for 
non-state-oriented visions of political or economic life. Anarchist thought 
seemed to have little room in the second half of the twentieth century, 
dominated as it was by superpower rivalries, where there existed great pres-
sure on all political forces to align themselves with large systems. Neither 
did it help that central themes of political life, like development or rights, 
came to be seen as requiring strong and effective states to guarantee them.

Anarchist quests and experiments survived however as individualistic 
trends and movements in cultural, literary, and artistic life. And these, 
in their turn, exerted both a direct and indirect influence on a modern 
revival of anarchism that may be dated back to the late 1960s. Then, anti-
authoritarian sentiments reemerged as part of a larger universe of visions 
of an alternative society, including antimilitarism, civil rights, more sexual 
freedom, and some communal experimentations with self-governance—a 
surviving example of which today is Freetown Christiania in Denmark and 
less geographically concentrated, though more broadly experienced, social 
experiments in the Netherlands and elsewhere in Europe. Anarchist ideas 
of various forms continued to develop a substantial presence in the form 
of literary, art, and music experiments. Anarchy also began to appear in the 
form of specific activist intellectual contributions in the public sphere, as 
for example in pacifist approaches advocated by Chomsky or environmen-
talist approaches advanced by Bookchin.

With the end of the Cold War and the resumption of historical trends 
toward world interconnectedness, now termed globalization, new opportu-
nities arose for anarchist political ideas, especially as the dominant ethos 
of neoliberal economics fostered unbridled capitalism everywhere, weak-
ening whatever social welfare or developmentalist credentials may have 
been claimed by states. One of the first antiglobalization movements, 
the Zapatistas in Mexico, showcased some of the features of modern 
anarchism by blending together local and global perspectives, combin-
ing local peasant grievances and a critique of neoliberal economics on 
a world scale. The Zapatistas emphasized local control over land and re-
sources, while developing a political ideology that harmonized anarchist 
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thought and Marxist critique with elements of Mayan culture—including 
opposition to such state institutions as prisons. The conceptual creativity 
of the movement seemed inseparable from its organizational creativity. It 
effectively capitalized on the new role of the Internet in building global 
solidarities that proved crucial for the fortunes of the movement. This 
showed, in turn, how “rebellion” in an age of global connectivity was best 
served by capitalizing on that connectivity itself. It is undeniable that an-
tiglobalization movements became possible precisely due to the networks 
established by globalization.

There is not yet, however, a uniform doctrine of anarchism on a world 
scale, although one can isolate some basic themes, the most consistent of 
which, as I hope to make clear in this volume, being the idea of unimposed 
order. There are several possible pathways out of that core idea, but what 
makes a conclusion particularly anarchist is the extent to which one com-
bines in a meaningful way the two basic directions of anarchist thought, 
which on the one hand highlighted communal self-determination and on 
the other individual freedom—or as they had been understood for much of 
last century and a half, communist anarchism versus libertarian or individ-
ualist anarchism. The perceptive commentators on anarchism have always 
thought that the two directions presupposed each other and involved no 
contradiction, although in making an argument for anarchism, one focused 
either on community or the individual, and in the process assumed that 
working on one problem will automatically resolve the other. For example, 
communist anarchists often took it for granted that communal projects 
they pursued were destined necessarily to take care of the question of indi-
vidual freedom.

Libertarian anarchists, on the other hand, preferred to focus on individual 
freedom, and tended to assume that communal harmony, prosperity, and 
even equality were themselves produced out of a focus on individual lib-
erty. Stirner, who best represented this tradition within anarchist thought, 
greatly admired Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, and while even commu-
nist anarchists like Kropotkin saw some virtue in such a stance, it nonethe-
less furnished the basis for an alternative evolution in anarchist thought, 
most evident in the United States, in which libertarian anarchism would be 
reduced to the economic doctrines known today simply as libertarianism.

Yet, to the extent that modern libertarianism includes a developed and 
multidimensional theory of humanity rather than simply a set of economic 
ideas, it too must be considered as part of the anarchist tradition. Libertar-
ian anarchism far exceeds in its concerns economic doctrines, for at its core 
lies a deep preoccupation with human psychology and an emphasis on the 
role of action and voluntarism in human development. This sort of project 
was most developed in the philosophy of Nietzsche. Nietzsche’s alignment 
with libertarian anarchism, evident in his concern with questions of hu-
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man will, suffering, and freedom, clearly distinguishes him from the more 
instrumental ways of thinking about individual freedom that tie it to laissez-
faire capitalism. The latter line of thought had no shortage of proponents in 
the twentieth century, and Ayn Rand and Robert Nozick stand out perhaps 
as the most popular proponents of this brand of libertarianism.

However, within the libertarian tradition proper there exist some sophis-
ticated explorations of sociability that are clearly relevant for any concep-
tion of anarchy. The most evidently relevant of such explorations appear in 
the work of Friedrich von Hayek. While Hayek’s thought is frequently un-
derstood as a precursor to contemporary neoliberal economics, his central 
theme was “spontaneous order,” a much more comprehensive view of how 
social order arises, in ways that include but are not limited to economic 
life. Hayek postulated that social life is made possible not by artificial large 
institutions that supervise society, but precisely in their absence, whence 
order develops spontaneously and becomes established, over time, as cul-
ture or expected patterns of behavior. These, in turn, work only to the extent 
that they are accepted, and they could be accepted, in turn, only if they have 
developed in conditions of freedom.

Hayek’s views were aimed against a modern idea of social and economic 
organization that saw a central role for the state, whether in socialist coun-
tries or in capitalist countries that had come under the influence of the in-
terventionist policies advocated by Hayek’s main opponent, John Maynard 
Keynes. Hayek’s point was not an opposition to equality, development, 
or fairness, as much as it questioned the capacity of large central institu-
tions, notably the modern state, to meaningfully amass and process the 
enormous amount of varied information it needed in order to rule and act 
rationally in a large and complex society.

Libertarian ideas of this sort could sustain a more rational conception 
of anarchy no less than could communitarian ideas. A coherent idea of 
anarchy, as I hope will become apparent throughout this volume, must 
be a synthesis of both traditions. As I approach it, anarchy describes how 
both freedom and commitment may be complementary and rational hu-
man conditions, necessary in equal measures, converging routes to a more 
humane order, more evident in the historical energy of civil society than in 
state licenses and dictates.

The following chapters are devoted to describing this synthesis. A syn-
thesis works best when it is coherent yet human, as anarchy should be: a 
practical science of humanity, whose dictums, inasmuch as they are uncom-
plicated, allow us to handle complexity; inasmuch as they are precise, allow 
us to navigate the enormous breadth and variety of the human experience. 
Thus all items of a science of humanity based on anarchy flow out of a 
single principle: unimposed order is the essence of anarchy. The following 
chapters explore the idea of anarchy according to this formulation, and 
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show how elements of that idea have inhered in and informed a great range 
of historical and contemporary propensities and practices.

As will become obvious, the basic presumption here is that the idea 
and practice of anarchy are not exclusive to self-conscious anarchists. We 
can learn far more about anarchy, I think, by exploring the larger history 
of voluntary human association and civil society, than by focusing on the 
smaller history of self-consciously anarchist communities.17 Anarchy is a 
large human experience already. In an important sense anarchy describes 
less heroic stands against mighty powers and tyrants than ordinary and 
normal longings for self and others; the continual exploration of free and 
rational ways of being in the world; and the engaged and felt rather than 
delegated and abstracted understanding of the world.
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Anarchy has a certain allure historically and today as the embodiment of a 
basic radical attitude. This attitude rejects imposed order as a means of or-
ganizing society, including imposition by a democratic majority. Certainly 
anarchy does not mean chaos and lack of order. It does in fact signify order, 
but one of a very specific type: in its most pristine and developed forms, 
anarchy is unimposed order. In a less developed but still noble enough 
form, anarchy is a quest for unimposed order—that is, order supported by 
the minimum necessary use of coercion.

Of course, the idea of unimposed order does not mean there could be 
no normal, practical authority in ordinary, everyday life. No social order 
has ever survived with clauses stating that parents should have no authority 
over their children, or that those who know less should not seek to learn 
from those who know more. But unimposed order does mean that the 
practical authority we use in the course of everyday life vis-à-vis each other 
is not the model of authority at any higher level. Parental authority in the 
family, for example, serves a local practical rhythm of life, and as such we 
negotiate it in our own way as we mature. This is certainly not the model 
of governmental authority over society. The government does not know 
you personally, and in spite of that deficiency it still knows one thing for 
certain: that it has (or at least should have) authority over you. That is, in 
the final analysis, what defines it as government.

Unimposed order thus does not mean that everyone does what they like. 
Rather, it means (1) that the agreements that organize social life are volun-
tary in nature and (2) that whatever authority may exist is conceived of as 
practical rather than absolute or permanent authority. Parental authority, 
for example, is a model of practical authority, whose end result is voluntary 
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agreements: with adulthood the relation to the parent, and to the family 
at large, becomes more voluntary in nature (even though it may continue 
to be couched in a respectful discourse of involuntarism and naturalism). 
Educational authority is likewise. A student is such for a limited period, 
and the practical authority of the teacher facilitates the student’s ultimate 
success in eventually ceasing to be a student (even though the relation 
between the two may continue for life, and even though neither needs to 
cease to learn).

Unimposed order is therefore a voluntary order, which relies on practical 
authority, situationally and as needed. One of course may make a distinc-
tion between various types of practical authority, depending on the inten-
sity, duration, or value of the contact made with it. Intimate or nurturing 
authority, or what might be called customary practical authority—such as that 
of a parent, a teacher, or even a healer—is of a different nature than one 
exercised, for example, by someone who is asked to provide such public 
services as street repair or sewage treatment—what might be called contrac-
tual practical authority.

In the case of contracted tasks, as those concerned with necessary public 
services, there is no reason for practical authority in that case to be any-
thing other than limited to the task at hand and well-defined. Here we are 
speaking of authority assigned for a specific purpose to specific managers 
(and not leaders), and not of a license to represent a whole nation, govern 
a whole society, or rule over all common areas of life. Thus it is natural that 
this type of practical authority be contracted and governed by the condi-
tion of a specific, real contract (and not by an imaginary, abstract “Social 
Contract”), stipulating how and when it comes to an end. The other type 
of practical authority, namely the customary, also comes to an end, but in 
a different way: as we grow, learn, or assume health, customary authority 
also ceases to be necessary, but in graded and negotiated ways, marking our 
own graded and negotiated maturity and health.

In this sense, unimposed order is by definition oriented toward commu-
nication, since it is sustained not by fear of coercion but rather by aspira-
tion for satisfactory connections. This voluntary connective order presumes 
a type of personality that is already one step beyond the “rational actor,” 
whose behavior is governed by the principle of maximizing benefit and 
minimizing pain to the self.1

This optimistic expectation of a more complex human rationality is 
consistent with an anarchist conception of human rationality as produced, 
reformed, and developed through practice and in accordance with the lim-
its and opportunities provided by specific social circumstances. It would 
therefore be inconsistent with anarchist ways of seeing, as argued here, to 
describe human rationality a priori in the form of a theory of unalterable 
human psyche.
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The idea of the individual actor proper to or produced through anarchy 
describes an individual whose sense of the rational act encompasses the 
fullest possible range of the larger questions of existence. Such an indi-
vidual does not orbit perpetually around nothing more than the calculus 
of material gains and losses. In subsequent discussions, it will become clear 
how this conception of a more complex human rationality offers a more 
satisfactory account than pure libertarianism and, more generally, than 
current economic thought that inspires so much else in social and political 
thought—when it tends to recognize no more dimensions to human ratio-
nality other than that of individual materialism.

An anarchist conception of individual rationality, about which more will 
be said in subsequent chapters, regards the materialist approach to human-
ity as itself a product of specific social and political conditions. Therefore 
it regards human rationality, precisely because it is human, as exceeding in 
its vision of connective order the immediate usefulness of such an order 
to one’s material interests. On the other hand, because it is rational, an 
anarchist sense of connective order cannot be borne out of ethereal loyal-
ties—for example, by highlighting belonging to the nation or to similar 
abstractions on the premise that social order, cohesion, or solidarity could 
be sustained only in that way. Rather, the rationality of our actor here con-
sists of the ability to conceive of and act on needs that may indeed include 
material needs, but where they are pursued because they orient life toward 
enlarging its meaning: the constant discovery and enrichment of that which 
we call humanity.

Exploring how humanity enlarges its potential through unimposed 
order suggests three basic areas of inquiry for anarchist thought. The first 
concerns the very meaning of humanity acting in freedom. The second con-
cerns a critique of the idea of power (especially state power) as a basic pillar 
of order—that is to say, the anarchist theory of the state. The third concerns 
our own capacity to identify conditions that are appropriate for the practice 
of anarchy. A few words about each of these follow, but their broader rami-
fications will become more apparent throughout this book.

ANARCHY AND HUMANITY

In his final work, Ecce Homo, Friedrich Nietzsche stated emphatically that 
the last intention of his philosophy was to “improve” humanity. That 
stance expressed not so much disdain for humanity as consistency with a 
belief that behind the rhetoric of care there hid an insidious (because un-
acknowledged) will to power. Especially in the ordinary conduct of large 
politics, a genuine concern for abstract others cannot be credible. A stranger 
cannot “feel your pain.”
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An honest starting point therefore must be that one cannot meaningfully 
wish to save that which one does not know. In always referencing starting 
principles of microlevel social organization, anarchy references the starting 
principles of rationality: I begin with what I know, I pronounce no heroic 
claims regarding a larger world I do not yet know. That does not mean that 
I remain with what I know. Neither does it mean that if I cannot sincerely 
wish to improve or save the world, then I should not attempt to make it 
possible for the world to improve or save itself.

This is the fundamental starting point in a consistent anarchist concep-
tion of duty toward humanity. There is no duty toward an abstraction, none 
toward what lies in our region of ignorance. The only duty is to reduce 
subjugation, but not out of an interest in self-congratulation, nor so that 
we can sleep better at night.2 We reduce subjugation so that humanity may 
emancipate and improve itself with its own hands and through its own 
labor, and in so doing practice itself as humanity, rather than learn how to 
worship its liberator.

In a certain sense, therefore, anarchy solves no one’s problems. Its ap-
peal consists rather in that it does something far more interesting. Namely, 
it sets up the arena that allows autonomous actors, whether individuals or 
intentional communities, to freely negotiate how to define as well as solve 
problems. It works thus within the social body in the same way as the best 
medicine—that is, rather than imposing a cure on the body, it works in 
synergy with the body, activating its own healing mechanisms so that it can 
restore itself to health.

In this light, anarchy has no heroes and no need for heroism—to the 
extent that we understand heroism as an extraordinarily effective exter-
nal force helping us for no reason other than some inexplicable sense of 
responsibility, precisely toward those whom the hero does not need: the 
abstract others. Whereas some may see in a proliferation of heroes in the 
culture a sign of its health, from the point of view of anarchy, heroes must 
be regarded as a symptom of social malfunction. They indicate a pervasive 
sense of need for an extraordinary power to perform for us (presumably 
without recompense) services that are otherwise impossible but nonethe-
less deemed necessary for social life.3 The point of focus of anarchy is the 
actor, not the hero. In simply fulfilling what life demands, an actor may 
appear heroic, but no special heroics can be evidenced from following the 
most ordinary conception of life, and that is to regard oneself as a dynamic 
project, a becoming, not an already finished product, a being.

More so than helpful objective conditions, becoming requires and pre-
supposes a will to become. Since an orientation to becoming means that 
one wants to be what one is not yet, a will to become itself has to create the 
objective conditions appropriate for it. How? The first step in the work of 
such a will is to question the proposition that one has been made substan-
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tially by external factors (in other words, question given being). This means 
discerning an ethical inadequacy and a human poverty in positing oneself 
as already determined: “this is how I was brought up”; “I was born that 
way”; “this is how ‘my people’ are and therefore this is what I am”; “I am 
nothing but a product of this particular history and this particular story”; or 
“human evolution has structured me, and you, in ways we cannot alter.”

Yet, conditions posited as determining are usually offered up as proposi-
tions, not final facts: after all, they are offered up as explanations for some-
thing that requires explaining. That is why one is not what one might be. 
Such supposedly determining conditions also include oppression, which it-
self demonstrates the activity of the will to become and the poverty of pure 
being as ground for all morality. That is, there is nothing about oppression 
that is ennobling, and by itself, as an objective condition, oppression only 
gives rise to fearful, resentful, dysfunctional people. It does not lead to 
higher moral qualities. To cultivate such higher qualities, they have to be 
cultivated in spite of oppression and in its face. And these qualities, then, 
themselves operate as engines of mobilization and struggle: one becomes, 
psychologically speaking, a different creature than what the oppression has 
prepared one to be. And here it is a will to become and a willed rejection 
of given psychology, because one may also resign oneself to being and 
remain with the psychology given by oppression and appropriate for its 
continuation.

If an orientation to becoming provides a starting point of anarchist indi-
viduality, it does not follow that the individual as such will be met again 
further along the journey. The anarchist journey, as posited here, aims to 
discover something else, and that is the human.4 And that is also a dynamic 
project, as anything that is not dead has to be by definition. But the hu-
man is not something that can or even need be described before it arrives 
at the scene. It is not foretold in the sense that it discovers itself only in its 
conscious movement, but it is foretold in a different sense: because we see 
explorations of it throughout history and the present, in individual biogra-
phies, ideologies of emancipation, and social movements.

This humanity can be described as self-expressing, in the sense that it is 
not predetermined by an essence foretold in its story of evolution. We usu-
ally posit evolution as a process set in motion by some stimuli or effects 
that are external to us, to which we respond out of an impulse, supposedly 
programmed in us, for self-preservation or survival. In the process we forget 
that survival and self-preservation are also matters of choice, which do not 
appear so because they are posited by a living organism that has already 
made the choice.

This means that human history, and the future, are likewise grand the-
aters of choice. History does not reveal in its march more of a latent human 
essence, but experimentations out of which we may draw the right or wrong 
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lesson; learn something new or unlearn something old; selectively remem-
ber or selectively forget our past knowledge and repertoire of experiences. 
The fact that at any given moment it may appear that we see at best what we 
can possibly know, and that we have at our disposal only a certain amount 
and type of resources, does not mean that our history and pathway are pre-
determined and limited. We make our own history precisely with whatever 
resources we have at our hand, as Marx pointed out. But the point is that 
we make it at the same moment that we could just as well decide not to 
make it, or decide to make it and fail, or decide to make it with a conscious 
compromise and an error included. The point is the decision, and decisions 
always imply choice, even in the face of mortal danger: after all, the quest 
to survive is also a choice, just like the quest to survive in a yet better form, 
to become fatalistic, or to not survive.

In this sense, anarchy does not rediscover or reawaken some latent hu-
man nature, nor restore a natural order. A negative relation to an oppressive 
or limiting world, anarchy is life. It is about enlarging our meaning in the 
future via a radical critique of lived present. We may call the agency that 
carries out this work a self-expressing humanity, whose work consists not so 
much of uncovering hidden truth as in adding new truth to the world.

The notion of a self-expressing humanity refers therefore to humanity 
that, by making decisions with its own hands, adds something to the world 
that had not existed before—neither in the world nor within humanity. A 
self-expressing humanity does not somehow discover its latent or forgotten 
essence as it evolves. For example, the fiction that humanity somehow has 
“inalienable rights” covers up the fact any such rights are acquired histori-
cally and situationally: there are no inalienable rights. You either have rights 
or you do not. Rights are acquired, or lost, in processes of struggle. In theory 
and practice, rights are always alienable: if you are not strong enough to de-
fend them, do not know them, do not use them, or do not care enough for 
them. What we call rights are examples of what a self-expressing humanity 
adds to its experience in the world. The fact that they are often rhetorically 
posited as belonging to the essence of humanity should not delude us into 
believing that they are.

The very fact that we have such a word as human and that we distinguish 
it from individual readily indicates that we make important differentiations 
between experiences and expectations of being in the world. The term hu-
man refers to a broader possibility, and as such we are free to fill it with 
more added meaning than we are accustomed to do with the individual. 
The human, for instance, may be more than that which is satisfied with 
material pursuits, with being fed, clothed, and sheltered. Neither is it that 
which, when its material existence is guaranteed, could only conceive of life 
as more of the same—a lá consumerist individual of modern capitalism, 
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who imagines happiness in further material accumulation, even after all his 
material needs have been satisfied several times over.

The human as a term indicates the possibility of a broader form of being 
in the world. The human is that which does not so much reject material 
desires as folds them along into a higher realm. That is the realm where 
the individual discovers its insufficiency as the ground of humanity, that 
humanity, insofar as it develops self-knowledge, requires a step beyond 
the “rational” calculus of materialism and power. It also requires a step 
beyond pure contemplation—an exercise of active energy. While like 
all worthy ideas humanity requires contemplation, it cannot be arrived 
at only with the aid of isolated reflection. Action is indispensable to its 
method of self-knowledge.

To translate these principles into political practice requires also keeping 
in mind what they presuppose. In terms of political programs, anarchy 
could hardly function as a proscriptive system. That is, there is no ground 
in anarchy’s own inner logic to propose that it is intended or even appropri-
ate for all. If fundamentally we cannot save a world that has not asked to 
be saved, it follows, more concretely, that we cannot meaningfully extend 
added liberties to those who had never expressed interest in them. And 
thus freedom could belong only to those who demand it—freedom is not 
a universal principle. This means that as a political program, what may be 
proposed from the perspective of anarchy could not possibly be the imme-
diate establishment of an anarchist society, much less an anarchist state. As 
a political project, anarchy moves best by forming spaces for the practice of 
anarchy throughout society, free from state power, state impositions, and 
state claims upon social resources.

Sometimes these spaces are called lifeworlds, although the term itself is 
not, strictly speaking, part of the heritage of anarchist thought. But in any 
case it points in general to a social space characterized by living dynamism, 
interaction, negotiations, and flux, a space to which one may contrast the 
rigid world of systems—that is, institutions (most importantly the state) 
that claim to stand in, embody, or represent such a lifeworld in stable, bu-
reaucratic, and standard ways.5 These spaces are regulated by practical ethics 
that evolve out of environments lacking in unnecessary coercive resources 
but rich in human connections.6 These ethics may therefore be said to be 
autonomous rather than legal, in the sense that they evolve out of commu-
nicative acts or convictions rather than decrees by distant authorities.

At the same time, it is through ethical autonomy rather than the simple, 
mechanical obedience of state legalities that one is more prone to develop 
a grasp of something that may otherwise appear distant, yet in fact is close 
at hand: universal humanity. Ethical autonomy thus constitutes the essence 
of anarchist ethics. It is not simply following one’s desire at will that defines 
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anarchist action. What defines it more solidly is its subordination of state 
law to what could, in autonomy, be posited as more universal ethics. An-
archist action thus always justifies its ethics; it does not simply unleash an 
adolescent will that has not been rationally justified.

This kind of ethical action may not have the same effective force of the 
law. That is, anarchist ethical action lacks the coercive muscle that accompa-
nies state law. This approach to politics, therefore, prioritizes action and life 
over effectiveness, result, or outcome. Anarchy thus seems to promise few 
guarantees in terms of specific outcomes, which means that it will probably 
be unlikely to be persuasive to those who insist on the kind of social engi-
neering that is justified by its outcome. However, prioritizing of action over 
effectiveness derives not from an impractical disinterest in results. Rather, it 
has two foundations: the first is that if guaranteeing a result means enlisting 
great social resources into the powers of the state, the only result that could 
be guaranteed is increased state power over society. Power in this case, as 
we have learned from commentators such as Michel Foucault, Lisa Duggan, 
and James Ferguson—to name just a few—increases itself by offering itself 
as the “helping hand,” whence it itself becomes stealthily more effective, 
normal, and pervasive in society. The Marxist experiments with state power 
in the twentieth century seem to have fully vindicated Bakunin’s critique of 
the Marxist notion of a “dictatorship of the proletariat” as a concept that 
would necessarily lead to rule by a small authoritarian clique. It has like-
wise vindicated similar critiques from within the Marxist camp itself—no-
tably Rosa Luxemburg’s forewarning of the propensity of the vanguard to 
substitute their own dictatorship for an organic process of consciousness 
evolution on the part of the working class.

The second foundation for the anarchist prioritization of action over 
effectiveness is directly connected to its orientation to living, dynamic 
humanity, rather than to static systems. If it is the result that matters at all 
costs, it will usually seem most guaranteed by resorting or appealing to in-
stitutions of power and coercion—that is, those who can promise a result. 
But if what matters more is the self-discovery of humanity, and if that self-
discovery is dependent on humanity’s own action in the world, then what 
we have at hand is a process that cannot be foretold. And precisely because 
it is not foretold it is also not bereft of meaning.

In action guided by the precept that a result is a subordinate rather than 
primary value, ethics and realism do not have to live at each other’s ex-
pense. Rather, they are brought into harmony, because it is through this 
style of action that we realize that all ethics are in the final analysis realistic. 
Realism here means knowing reality, but not necessarily accepting reality, 
nor finding a way to force it to bend in one’s favorite direction. This is not 
pure idealism, nor is it without history—it is neither utopia nor ukronia. 
In fact, it was precisely the prioritization of action over result that Alexis de 
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Tocqueville found most praiseworthy in early-nineteenth-century American 
civil society. Namely, it tended to act more by setting an ethical example 
than by appealing to the prohibitionist impulses of the state—as it would 
indeed do later in that same century, an unfortunate habit in which it per-
sists until today.

The notion that anarchist realism is oriented to transcending rather than 
controlling reality is related to an ancient moral principle of voluntarily 
organized civilized life: “do not combat evil with evil.” These are precisely 
the words of a well-known Qur’anic verse, and one will find variations on 
this principle in all religions as well, which are forgotten once religions 
become organized as power machines, put into the service of rulers and 
governments, or made to serve the cause of fanatic movements.

The dictum of not combating evil with evil—that is, not insisting on con-
trolling an inhospitable reality—applies just as well to the practical ethics of 
secular consciousness. Without it we only learn the wrong lesson from our 
confrontation with evil: at worst we learn that because we had once been 
oppressed, we are automatically licensed to oppress others. We may justify 
our newly acquired oppressive habit by saying that our history has shown 
us that we need to use any means necessary to avoid being oppressed again. 
The use of trauma as justification for subsequent accumulation of power 
and oppressing others defines in effect wide stretches of the histories of 
modern nationalism—for example modern Israeli nationalism, where the 
founding national myth narrates a straightforward story of innocence and 
victimization, and thus a free license to oppress another nation.

The basic anarchist conception of evil locates it neither in human nature, 
nor in a personality type, nor in any specific national or group conscious-
ness, but specifically in the capacity to exercise excessive power. The poten-
tial for evil is in theory therefore equally distributed in the world. There 
is no Sonderweg, no special route to evil that is the exclusive and inherent 
property of any specific group or person. Evil is the outcome of an exces-
sive concentration of power in a few hands, anywhere. It is not a product 
of a deficient enlightenment or state of civilization. German culture at the 
eve of fascism housed the heights of literary, philosophical, and artistic 
sensibilities. The remorseless annihilation of millions of civilians by U.S. 
military power throughout the world over the past few decades also occa-
sions a culture that is highly sophisticated, with well-developed democratic 
institutions and civic virtues. The horrors of Stalinist mass expulsions and 
killings were carried out by a system whose very justification was the cause 
of the downtrodden of the earth. And so on.

In anarchy we finally transcend the tiresome consciousness that has given 
rise to all such calamities, namely one grounded in the illusion that the 
path to eliminating evil in the world passes through control and power; if 
we seek to control the old evil in the world by amassing power into a few 
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hands that may have once been benign, we ultimately produce new evil of 
a less known, less controlled type. For the problem is not that of malevolent 
personalities grabbing power. The problem is that excessive power itself 
makes malignant that which may once have been benign, or catastrophic in 
its consequences a bad idea that may otherwise have lapsed into oblivion 
or become regretted before it unleashed its harm upon the world.

Anarchic political life thus, clustering in civil society and divorced from 
state power, must be based on indeterminacy of outcome. Indeterminacy 
is a natural property of voluntarily organized social life, and inheres in 
the normal multiplicity of civil society. This natural multiplicity is the real 
opposite of the singular will of an undivided pinnacle of authority over 
society—the modern state, for instance, which acts on behalf of all “its” 
constituents, including those who oppose it.

However, anarchist orientation to multiplicity, and hence indeterminacy, 
does not mean that anarchy must by definition be opposed to basic com-
mon social goods. In other words, it is perfectly in tune with an anarchist 
approach, I think, to maintain that education, public health, and the en-
vironment define basic common social goods, since without them there 
can be no fit ground, in both the physical and intellectual sense, for an 
enlightened exercise of freedom. These basic common goods make it pos-
sible for us to sustain intellectual, physical, and environmental well-being, 
yet none of them presuppose the state, much less a particularly heroic or 
strong state.7

To recapitulate, in relationship to humanity, anarchy may be argued to 
be guided by six principles:

1.  Anarchy is a method for the development of a self-expressing hu-
manity.

2.  This humanity expresses itself in material practice and intelligent 
action.

3.  The method of anarchy opposes states and other total and totalizing 
agencies as fundamentally unsuitable for the exploration and devel-
opment of a self-expressing humanity.

4.  As a guide for practice, anarchy highlights rational action in good faith 
over definite guarantees of outcome.

5.  The indeterminacy of anarchist action is embedded in the natural 
multiplicity of civil society.

6.  The ethics of anarchy are embedded in knowing reality, but not in ac-
cepting reality or in the search for ways to control it.

The points above suggest that if we were to have a science of humanity, 
it could not possibly be science in the familiar sense of the term. That is 
because the features of humanity expressed in its practice are not latent in 
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humanity. Humanity is what it expresses of itself as it becomes freer to act 
and to contemplate further action: humanity has no potential, essence, 
spirit, or even inalienable rights. Those are ideas and ideals that are posited 
in practice, and in a process of struggle they may or may not be accepted, 
in whole or in part.

Abstract ideas do not express humanity. The human is simply a word 
we use to refer to a dialectical position in the world. And by dialectical 
we understand a dynamic, ongoing symbiosis between psyche and socious, 
between the individual as a self-oriented project and the individual as a 
communally embedded experiment. The human here is both, and the dia-
lectical nature of the symbiosis means that both as well as the relationship 
between them is subject to constant amendment.

Fundamental to anarchist thought therefore is apprehending human re-
ality in a nonabstract manner. This is perhaps why anarchy has historically 
been oriented to local community, where the human bonds are both expe-
rienced in everyday life and negotiated there as well. These kinds of bonds 
are properly called organic because of the closeness they express between 
an idea of belonging and the material reality in which it exists, and also 
because that very material reality can be amended or even rejected. Bonds 
to large abstractions, such as the nation, are in this sense not organic.

Anarchists therefore do not belong to nations. They belong to what they 
discover in practice, which is both below and above the nation: they belong 
in the local climate they cohabit with tangible others, and they belong to 
a universal humanity whose features they ascertain, in bits and pieces and 
in time, because they are alive. The passage in thought from the local to 
the universal is therefore rational, because every abstraction along the way, 
every statement about being, is subordinated to an organic conception of 
becoming. As such, the passage in thought from the local to the universal 
showcases humanity itself as a self-determining consciousness.

This also means grasping the fact that in the final analysis what keeps 
us together is a system of fluid rather than solid solidarities. Fluid solidar-
ity means that when you wish to ascertain your identity, community, or 
belonging in general, you begin not with a supposedly objective category 
in which you assume yourself or others to belong in an ineluctable fash-
ion (e.g., my nation, my religion, my state, my tribe, my race, and so on). 
Rather, you begin with a conscious value, which emerges out of an organic 
reflection, learning, exploration, and debate.

Out of the recent epoch alone we know from the disintegration of na-
tions, the dissolution of social bonds, or the growth of intentional, affilia-
tive communities in the space supposedly occupied by unchosen, filiative 
communities, that given frames of solidarity are prone to failure and re-
placement by others when they do not correspond to values more primary 
than solidarity. When solidarity is formed by conscious choice (including 



38 Chapter 2

a choice that involves consciously redefining an existent heritage) and vol-
untary activism, we see not so much solidarity as that which undergirds it: 
our own values in their pristine essence.

Times of cultural instability evidence this recurrent dissolution of solidar-
ity, whose dissolution may be expressed through either laxity or rigidity, 
disinterest or excessive commitment, lethargy or dogmatism. Today, for ex-
ample, we express the dissolution of nations either by speaking vaguely and 
loosely of such metaphenomena as cultural globalization or, inversely, in the 
anxiety evident in the excessive museumization of national culture and bom-
bastic national symbolism. While the former may evidence a hazy search for 
a new type of belonging, the latter expresses that the old styles of belonging 
no longer have much meaning. In the latter case, only fanaticism—that is, 
refusing to see reality—can make an antiquated style of belonging appear to 
be living still. We can tell that death has happened when too much is made 
of the symbol of life, when the symbol itself is celebrated with such mono-
chrome fascination that a living entity could scarcely have found necessary. 
In other words, a dead nation makes a high virtue of waving its flag. The 
symbol does not stand in for reality. The symbol rather adds to and forces 
upon reality that which is not sufficiently present in reality.

Times of transition between solidarities—that is to say, times of cultural 
instability—are not the times of ordinary social facts. Old ideas, no longer 
having a base in reality, are repeatedly affirmed, constantly justified, or 
daily rediscovered. At such a juncture, new solidarities may arise from all 
sources except the reservoirs of long habit. And because they are original 
and not habitual, they must assert and defend themselves explicitly on the 
basis of primary human values.

Embedded in the pragmatics of social life everywhere and therefore basic 
to the experience of humanity, such values (which may express material 
interest, or spiritual cultivation, or universal orientation, or personal free-
dom) are never actually “new.” They are always long known, but tend to 
become forgotten as we learn time and again to use some expression of soli-
darity as a shorthand for them—usually in a clumsy and unthinking way. 
(For example, “my nation stands for kindness.” Wrong, because first, kind-
ness is a universal human value, not the exclusive property of your nation. 
Second, you cannot compel your nation to stand for anything, because you 
are not the nation. But attaching human values to abstract solidarities ex-
presses the fact that we are interested primarily in the values. They are what 
justifies the solidarity we seek to defend. But it is values, because they are 
universal and human, that can usually be saved, not solidarities, which are 
transient, situational, and mortal.)

The orientation of anarchist thought toward what I am calling here fluid 
solidarity has no more complicated starting ground than the ordinary mul-
tiplicity of social perspective, which inheres in the multiplicity of funda-
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mental questions facing not only each community but also each individual 
in the ordinary course of life. The orientation toward fluid solidarity thus 
is no more than a realistic acknowledgment of the normal variety, and also 
changeable nature, of the starting points upon which different people an-
chor the meaning of their community.

The proper anarchist conception of solidarity therefore must be that it 
is essentially fluid in nature. This conception of solidarity can be founded 
on the practical proposition that the earth underneath any solidarity is less 
steady than it may appear. That is, our values are liable to be amended, 
expressed more or less intensely over time, or even forgotten as we venture 
more into previously uncharted worlds of practice or previously unknown 
worlds of abstract others. Just like tectonic movement under the earth 
changes its surface—whether one millimeter a day or one earthquake at a 
time—so does the practical interplay of social values constantly alter the 
surface of the bonds holding us together, in whole or in part.

Fluid solidarity describes frames of affiliation and agendas that are not 
coterminous with state ideology. In effect they are the opposite: fluid soli-
darities require the absence of a heavy coercive apparatus over them, so that 
they may mature in their own manner and enjoy a normal lifespan—nei-
ther prematurely terminated by repression nor artificially prolonged by 
cooptation. Such fluid solidarities percolate in civil society, where they are 
negotiated and debated at a distance from a centralized coercive apparatus. 
By contrast, the idea of (solid) solidarity as outlined in the sociological 
literature of modernity, in state nationalism, state-centered socialism, orga-
nized religion, and in theories of democracy after Tocqueville, has empha-
sized the ultimate embodiment of some collective spirit in the machinery 
of a leading and organizing state.8 Fluid solidarity, however, can only live 
in civil society—where life has meaning to the extent that it is conducted in 
a negotiable arena of social action and social organization.

A conception of fluid solidarity approaches all given identities as fetters, 
and emphasizes conscious action in the world as a means to demonstrate, 
comprehend the meaning of, or arrive at self-definition. Unlike solid soli-
darity, identities possessing fluid features are products of conscious reflec-
tion and are understood as being subject to revision rather than ineluctable 
and given. Fluid solidarity does this work as it forages through the land-
scape of social values, whence it discovers time and again that values are 
more primary than community.

From this perspective, the patriotic slogan “united we stand,” especially 
as it is used in a large and complex nation, spells out a totalitarian fic-
tion. Especially in a large, complex, segmented society, there is no ground 
for organic unity. In general, a coherent anarchist perspective could only 
conceive of society as based on fluid solidarity, not unity. Fluid solidarity 
emerges out of the free realization of an old fact, namely that community 
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is itself the product of some value or another. In fluid solidarity, therefore, 
the values we hold and the sense of belonging we feel cohere in a conscious 
way.9 By contrast, solid solidarity appears to be mandated by the belief 
that community exists first as a social fact, and as such produces the values 
which, in a circular way, justify the community.10

In other words, the idea of solid solidarity signifies that society cannot 
fail because it is programmed in the subconscious of the individuals mak-
ing it. The idea of fluid solidarity, by contrast, signifies that individuals 
imagine their society to be standing for their own values and no others. 
Solid solidarity emphasizes the symbols and collective rituals through 
which society is felt by its members, whereas fluid solidarity emphasizes 
the conscious, deliberate interpretation and meaning individuals assign to 
their society.

The idea of solid solidarity thus cannot account for shifts in the ways 
and language by which society and community are expressed, nor for the 
emergence of all kinds of contested social movements over time.11 By con-
trast, fluid solidarity presumes that such shifts are ordinary outcomes of the 
struggle between various values within society, or as a result of the failure of 
“my society” to fully stand up for my cherished values. Therefore, whereas 
the concept of solid solidarity seeks to describe how people live in society, 
the concept of fluid solidarity seeks to explore why they do so. Anarchist 
thought begins appropriately with the latter question.

ANARCHY AND THE CRITIQUE OF THE STATE

The question of self-expressing humanity presupposes not so much that 
humanity has a rational capacity, as that a self-expressing humanity re-
quires conditions conducive to rationality. This primary requirement is 
evidenced in our immediate loss of appetite to contest our sociopolitical 
system once we begin to feel that it is a rational system, even if such a 
system continues to house substantial imbalances of power. The practice 
of everyday life under such a condition appears to be premised on order 
and routine; the motive to contest the system is weak, since it offers us 
the kind of predictability that in the final analysis allows life a modicum 
of rationality.

Rationality here refers to one fundamental expectation borne out of 
customary order: predictability. A world that is predictable can be said to 
be rational not because it is scientific, enlightened, civilized, or the like. 
Rather, it is rational in the sense that it provides a total pattern of social 
life, a pattern that can be expected not to be easily interrupted—thereby 
facilitating a long-term outlook and planning, and diminishing the role of 
accidents in life.12
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Understood this way, this rationality can be expected to undergo periodic 
declines to the extent that it is tied to large state institutions. Why? Because 
(1) whenever generating power becomes incompatible with generating 
rationality, the state will always choose power; (2) the state has otherwise 
no constant purpose; and (3) states tend by their nature to lose their holis-
tic sense over time, and thus their rational grounds. In other words, states 
themselves, especially large or unaccountable states, lose their rationality as 
a matter of course. And in so doing, they introduce more unpredictability 
into social order, as will be discussed shortly.

A fuller critique of the state, however, cannot remain content with iden-
tifying aspects of the state that generate irrationality throughout the social 
fabric. It also requires identifying how things might look under an alterna-
tive. And this task has always seemed more difficult—that is, the move from 
the negative to the positive critique. Indeed, the anarchist attitude toward 
the state has historically given anarchism the reputation of being a nega-
tive ideology, since in its clear hostility to the state, anarchy seemed to be 
based more on opposition to what exists than on a positive conception for 
an alternative.

Yet proposition is latent in opposition, although in the heat of opposi-
tion the proposition may not be articulated, or if articulated may not be 
heard, or if heard may not be remembered. For anarchy as I see it, however, 
opposition acts as a tool of discovery: just as in opposing solid solidarity, 
anarchy discovers fluid solidarity, so in its critique of the state, anarchy 
discovers its own conception of the political contract in intentional com-
munity and fluid order.13 In the same way, a critique of the irrational state 
reveals the superior rationality of unimposed order in four foundational 
ideas: (1) power may be limited only through socially pervasive structures 
of accountability; (2) unimposed order exemplifies the highest form of 
the open society; (3) anarchist rationality acts as an engine of peace where 
state rationality acts as an engine of war; and (4) the qualities of social ad-
ministration that are reconcilable with a society organized around spaces 
of anarchy consist above all else of practical, managerial competence rather 
than heroic states.

The remarks above posit seven principles underlying the anarchist cri-
tique of the state:

1. The principle of power
2. The principle of constant purpose
3. The principle of integrative thinking
4. The principle of accountability
5. The principle of the open society
6. The principle of peace
7. The principle of management



42 Chapter 2

Power

An elementary definition of the state must begin from its power, and 
all other ancillary definitions of the state must flow out of power. That is 
to say, everything else that the state does, whether strategic or tactical, is 
done either because the state has the power to do it, or because it accrues 
more power by virtue of doing it. The “imaginary” corollary to this point 
likewise verifies it: the state may imagine that it has the power to do what 
it does, or that it would accrue more power from doing a certain task. That 
the state could fail either way does not negate this principle. The point is 
that the consciousness of the state must be oriented toward a foundation 
in power, without which it cannot be assured of survival or capacity to 
function. The fact that states are also attentive to other foundations—for 
example legitimacy—does not invalidate the primacy of power in their 
calculations. Legitimacy based on the acquiescence of the populace, just 
as illegitimacy based on brute force, does not change the fact that the state 
is based on power: legitimacy and illegitimacy only reduce or increase the 
cost of power.14

This theme is in fact ancient and continuous in political philosophy, 
although Machiavelli and the more contemporary Realist theorists (as well 
as postmodern ones) are more familiar to us on this point. Ancient Sanskrit 
political tracts, espousing some of the earliest philosophies of governance, 
clarify that the basis of state behavior lies in its attention to power, and that 
the goal of the philosopher is to advise the ruler on the arts of power: its 
concealment, manipulation, and ceremonial expression. A recurrent theme 
in much of medieval Islamic political philosophy is that power transforms 
primarily the psyche of its holder, with more certainty than it transforms an 
otherwise self-regulated society or tradition.

This principle means that world-saving schemes that primarily seek to 
use the state as their vehicle, as in much leftist thinking, will by their nature 
produce a powerful state. Such schemes usually presuppose a state with a 
mandate and capacity for engineering social transformation. Because it is 
not in the nature of the beast to kill itself once its work is done, a state of 
this nature will not wither away when no one needs it—certainly not of its 
own volition.

Such a state maintains itself because it changes the psychology of leaders 
who feel the warmth of its seat—they are transformed before any society is, 
even though that might not have been their original intention. This point 
is abundantly clear from revolutionary history. It is not an accident, but a 
basic logic of state-centered revolutionary struggle that a Stalin will follow 
a Lenin, or that a Lenin will use, maintain, and then expand the state after 
just having called for it to wither away. It is not an accident that a brutal, 
authoritarian Mao follows a populist, egalitarian “man of the people” Mao. 
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Those are of course the more obvious examples, but the list of smaller ex-
amples is quite extensive.

This argument is summed up in a reflective essay by Shadia Drury 
around a basic prototypical distinction between a world-savior “peoples’ 
commissar” and a self-savior “superman.”15 The peoples’ commissar com-
mences his career with all the good intentions, so to speak. He wants 
power because power could be used in order to save, or improve, the 
world, humanity, and so on. When he acquires the needed power after a 
heroic struggle, his plan will change by necessity—and not necessarily in 
a way that is obvious to him. His very success, his triumph over mighty 
adversaries, his elevation over other contemporaries, the magnitude of 
the struggle itself, begins to persuade him that he is not like the others. 
He discovers then that his being is exceptional—which in fact it is. He had 
accomplished what others could not.

This discovery commences his transformation into a superman. The mis-
sion, whether subsequently expressed as bad faith or not, may continue 
to be concerned with saving the world. But the point is that the mission 
becomes as grand as the self—a possibility that had been implicit in the 
project from the beginning. It is then this grand self that must be saved at 
all costs, because now the self is indistinguishable from the mission. The 
self, in effect, is now even grander than the mission; it has acquired the 
needed power already, while the mission is yet to be accomplished. If one 
is to measure things by their success, the self will score higher than the mis-
sion. The superman is born, one imperceptible step at a time, out of the 
original intention of the peoples’ commissar.

Yet the superman continues to know that power is never complete: all 
political philosophers, long before Ibn Khaldun and long after Machiavelli, 
will inform him that lack of visible opposition, the very sign of his own 
power, is in fact a sign of stealthy and hence less-known danger. Thus his 
modus operandi will continue to be oriented to the only game in which he 
seems to be succeeding, which is to further seek to perfect his power, even 
in the absence of visible opposition. This constant quest, his only consis-
tent raison d’être, may take the form of inventing adversity, manipulating 
real or imagined foes, and declaring nonnegotiable standpoints that cannot 
be realized—for example, zero tolerance for drugs, full surveillance of all 
communication, or total security. The thoroughly demonstrable impos-
sibility of realizing such standpoints does not shake the commitment of 
power to them. The struggle engendered by zero tolerance principles not 
only nourishes power; it also provides it with the constant proof it needs of 
its capacity, reach, and vigor.

By contrast, a rational, predictable social order can only be based on real-
ism: that is, it requires first and foremost an acknowledgement that power 
cannot control all things and instances in the world. Hence the incapacity 
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of power alone, because it can never be perfected (unlike god) to provide 
us with a predictable as well as universally acceptable social system. Power 
thus cannot provide sufficient grounds for rational social existence. The 
only thing its incompleteness allows us to predict is that it will always be 
at the next war front.

Constant Purpose

One of the ways by which predictability provides a foundation for a 
rational order consists in its practical ramifications: predictability makes 
long-term planning possible, and widespread, and systemic predictability 
makes such planning possible for larger populations. Our own interest in 
long-term planning has a deeper foundation in an interest in the constancy 
of purpose that inheres in any programmatic conception of life.

A purpose may of course change over time, and the connection between 
rationality and constancy of purpose describes not dogmatic commitments 
but rather a pragmatic, gradual, and voluntary process of learning. Con-
stancy, in other words, describes a conservative process of adjustment to tri-
als, errors, and new information and experiences. It is constant in the sense 
that the change in direction accrues incrementally and through a process 
of assimilation, conviction, and de-estrangement. That is, a change borne 
out by an active will that is engaged with the world, meditative upon its en-
counters with its moments, and dialectical in its manner of folding the new 
into the old. Inconstancy, by contrast, describes not all shifts in purpose, 
but only those shifts that are spasmodic in expression, assimilated through 
the machinery of an impressionable personality, and incapable of folding 
experiences: the new must come at the expense of the old.

If we were to ask constituents or officeholders the question of the state’s 
purpose, at any given time any given state will be given a multiplicity of 
purposes. The meaning of any stated purpose of the state, or even the very 
expression of state purpose, can change from generation to generation, or 
for the same respondent over time. Various purposes of the state that may 
be offered include embodying the nation, standing for some historical mis-
sion of the people, defending moral order, representing a collective con-
stituency within a larger global order, safeguarding good business climate, 
upholding social justice, guaranteeing law and order, and so on.

If one looks at the state as an expression of a more primary social con-
cept, for example citizenship, one is likely to discover that the meaning of 
that concept itself is subject to change just as well, as T. H. Marshall did 
when he noted the cumulative historical enrichment and the addition of 
ever-new meanings to the concept of citizenship (from juridical in the eigh-
teenth century to political in the nineteenth to social in the twentieth). And 
since the accumulation of meanings in this case seems subject to specific 
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historical conditions, we can therefore just as well imagine the opposite 
process at some future point: given different conditions, citizenship itself 
could gradually lose more and more of its meanings over time.

The fact that modern states usually have what is called a constitution 
(or its equivalent) may be offered as a way around this argument, suggest-
ing that while the specific policies of the state vary as they must over time, 
the constitution (as a sort of metapolicy) declares the constant purpose 
of the state. And therefore the question of the state’s constant purpose 
should be considered only at the constitutional level, not at the level of 
everyday policies.

Constitutions, however, can be amended over time, be subject to se-
lective interpretation, or even ignored—in emergencies they can also be 
formally suspended. Leaving for the moment the question of the adequate 
knowledge of the populace of the details of the constitution, and focusing 
solely on those constitutions that seem from the modern state experience 
to accompany more lasting systems, we realize that democratic constitu-
tions generally survive very well. Even though democracy itself has been 
abandoned from time to time in many places where it had been founded, 
including various European countries in the twentieth century and possi-
bly the United States sometime in the twenty-first century, the democratic 
system at least appears to give the state more of a constant shape than oth-
erwise, precisely because democracy implies that the purpose of the state 
could be amended.

In other words, the very stability of a democratic system as a whole 
proves that that which is most constant about the state will tend to be its 
procedure of governance, not its goal.16 Unlike ultimate goals, procedures 
are easier to agree upon in any differentiated society. Of course the goals 
of one interest group may be served better than those of another, given a 
certain procedure more conducive to its capacities. But when that happens 
it leads to a debate on correcting the procedure or making it more fair, eq-
uitable, or inclusive. Anarchy usually has no role in such conversations: it 
contests the democratic state itself as diversionary fiction, because the fun-
damental question is not simply through which proper procedure someone 
gets the power. Rather, an anarchist perspective would conclude from the 
impossibility of constant state purpose that it is unwise to concentrate so 
much of social resources in an inconstant scheme.17

When we restrict our debates on state purpose to governance procedures 
rather than ultimate goals, we do so because we implicitly understand 
the state itself as a battleground of various interests. Indeed, that is how 
the pluralist conception of power envisions the state—from the pluralist 
perspective the state can only be defined as an arena of competing inter-
ests rather than a vehicle for some constant goal. This discussion will be 
revisited on several occasions in the pages to follow. But for our purposes 
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here, it suffices to conclude with the elementary principle that because of 
this lack of constancy of state purpose in any diverse or contested society, 
the state cannot be expected to serve as a rationalizing vehicle of society, 
but rather produces shifts and oscillations on a large scale that become 
the hallmarks of an irrational society.

This is not an outcome that may obtain at some future point, but is in 
effect what we already have—just look around you, listen to the cacophony, 
catalogue the forgettable spasms and hysterias that are sometimes called 
national debates. Does this world make any sense to you? When some use 
such terms as postmodern society today, they basically refer to a creature 
whose distinctive features lack systematicity and grand plan or purpose. 
One may otherwise call it, and more simply, irrational society.

Integrative Thinking

Rationality means an integrated, holistic perspective, and as such the 
state may indeed serve as one of its sources at certain moments of its life. 
But integrative thinking itself is neither the primary purpose of the state nor 
even necessary for it. Thus the integrative thinking of the state will lapse 
once there is a lapse in the momentary condition or struggle that gave rise 
to it. An integrative worldview, like any other worldview, requires condi-
tions conducive to its emergence. At the level of pluralistic institutional 
life, where policies and perspectives may eventually coalesce and become 
coordinated out of the haggling of various actors, holistic thinking cannot 
simply be produced by the will alone. The system is not synonymous with 
any single will.

A good example of this thesis is the passage from the Cold War to its af-
termath. For about four decades, the world appeared divided into two large 
camps, one capitalist and the other socialist, and both were understood 
then as total ideologies. Total, that is, in the sense that each was understood 
not simply as an economic system, but also as one presupposing or giving 
rise to definite political structures and cultural attributes. This totality was 
not, neither did it always need to be, an essential character of either system. 
After the end of the Cold War, for example, with capitalism apparently tri-
umphant globally and with no clear (or at least potent enough) enemies, 
states that had defined their role as safeguarding capitalism against its en-
emies suddenly found themselves with little to do. Capitalism required less 
of the services of the state, and in effect demanded that the state now itself 
disappear from view—that is, become less taxing, less regulating, more of a 
market state, less social in character, and more of a clearinghouse for busi-
ness needs.18

I have addressed this point elsewhere,19 and more recent developments 
such as the Iraq war, one of the most pointless wars in history, seem to me 
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only to confirm my earlier conclusion.20 Power becomes less rational when 
it ceases to be the expression of a total cosmos in which the social fields of 
politics, economy, and culture are unified. When economy and culture are 
delinked from the prerogatives of the state, the state can either adjust to the 
transformation and scale back its power and even its meaning in society, 
or it can refuse to do so, and in the process become necessarily irrational, 
because its strategic calculations are not integrated, just like its purview of 
the world.

The debates on the future of the state in the literature around global-
ization frequently miss this point. Such debates usually revolve around 
whether or not the state will wither away (or decline, or become less rele-
vant, and so on). But the problem can be stated, I think more appropriately, 
in the following fashion: a state without purpose should wither away, but 
it refuses to do so. In other words, once a large struggle that had given it a 
perspectivist totality is over, the state loses something that had ensured its 
rationality. The requisites of rationality then demand that the state give up 
at least the additional part of its power that it had accumulated for the sake 
of that larger but now concluded struggle. The state can of course refuse to 
do so, but then it must seek an object upon which to unloose the excess of 
power at its disposal.21

In the United States, where we encounter the apex of the irrational state, 
the creeping of irrationality can be precisely dated from the end of the Cold 
War, when we witness little decrease in military spending, certainly none of 
a magnitude commensurate with the new reality, namely the end of a grand 
global struggle. Instead, new global missions of world policing at large be-
gan to be contemplated. Even if the “war” against terrorism may be cited as 
a reason for this vigilance of power, two elementary observations can easily 
dismiss this contention. One is a point of fact: the United States maintained 
military spending at Cold War levels throughout the 1990s, well before any 
meaningful threat of terrorism, and in any case the government then rarely 
justified its continued militarism with the threat of terrorism. The other is 
a point of strategy: defeating a decentered terrorist network requires far less 
expensive machinery.22 As many thoughtful commentators have long main-
tained, all that is needed, apart from addressing various local grievances, is 
a globally coordinated police-level action. Certainly there is no need here 
for a vast, highly expensive, inefficient armada that can be justified only if 
its task is world domination rather than capturing a few scattered cells here 
and there.

Even such a grand goal as controlling the world, it must be added, would 
still be rational if it had arisen out of a coordinated, integrative, systematic 
logic that was not simply or entirely about political calculations, much less 
short-sighted goals, or a transient feeling of hubris. In imperial politics 
today, however, there is no evidence that control is being sought for any 
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reason other than that it is conceivable. And this is precisely the point of 
irrationality here: when it loses its integrative perspective as a multilaterally 
regulated world needs it less and less, excessive power then only serves it-
self, and the state can further justify itself only by reference to itself. Irratio-
nal power is thus synonymous with the decline of accountability. If world 
domination was the goal of the protagonists during the Cold War, it was 
expressly a quest for domination on behalf of values that seemed encapsu-
lated in the namesake of each system—that is, capitalism or socialism. But 
when capitalism no longer requires an empire to control the world on its 
behalf, then the goal of world domination must be justified in a different 
way, as it is now. Thus we hear that American empire must now be attentive 
to the emergence of any rivals, but it is not clear why there should be any 
rivals when the Cold War is over, where the World Trade Organization and 
globalization in general are fostering common economic and even cultural 
outlooks everywhere, and where the meaning of states and even the na-
tional household has been so thoroughly interpolated by such forces.23

Accountability

The term accountability captures the notion that power should be regu-
lated by something other than itself. When we do not have the means to 
compel those with power to be held accountable, we replace accountability 
with a more elusive, voluntary term of self-regulation that we hope would 
accomplish the same regulatory feat: responsibility. In a memorable scene 
from the popular film Spider-Man, the uncle, instructing his young nephew 
on the use of power, offers these words of advice: “remember, with great 
power comes great responsibility.” As our hero embarks on a career of extir-
pating evil from the world and helping those who cannot help themselves, 
he, just like so many other superheroes in popular culture, generally abides 
by the principle espoused by his uncle.

The story, of course, is simple fiction. It may be comforting to see our 
heroes exercising their extraordinary power responsibly, but what guarantee 
do we have that those with great power will actually accept the principle of 
great responsibility? What accountability structure is there to guarantee the 
synergy of power and responsibility, save for the hero’s own self-imposed 
ethical system? Historically the idea of a high god has been posited as the 
upper limit on power—and thus as a sort of ultimate accountability mecha-
nism. The Islamic slogan “Allahu Akbar,” god is greater, spells out precisely 
this kind of expectation, namely that above the most mighty on earth there 
is still a mightier power that will hold them accountable for their deeds 
now or in the hereafter. The universal human reality of death has also been 
invoked likewise—that is, as the upper limit to all power and as a universal 
equalizer, which is why political history begins with Gilgamesh’s failed 
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attempt to conquer that limit to his power. Indeed, many commentators 
throughout history have noted the vast political significance of such no-
tions as god and death, precisely because these were imagined or felt as 
universal forces that could not be escaped by the most powerful among 
us. The medieval Muslim commentator Ibn al-Kharrat in fact begins his 
meditations on death by praising god for having introduced death into the 
world, precisely as a means to break the power of those too mighty (and 
thus otherwise unaccountable) among us.24

Recent work by the political theorist Robert Keohane revisits this old 
problem under the general rubric of “structures of accountability.”25 Keo-
hane charts out structures of accountability throughout the sociopolitical 
fabric, outlining in the process how they guarantee against the arbitrariness 
of unlimited power. He detects such structures even within a judiciary with 
lifelong appointments, where reputation is paramount and is regulated by 
sound opinion pieces and law journal reviews. Democracy, of course, was 
meant precisely as a system of accountability, and the checkered history 
of democracy is basically a history of attempts by various political forces, 
parties, and personalities to introduce into democratic systems certain ex-
clusions that would free them from accountability to potentially unfriendly 
groups. These restrictions, including restrictions on the right to vote, may 
be formal or informal in character—older ones include well-known prac-
tices such as literacy tests, property requirements, and poll taxes, and the 
exclusions of population categories on a racial, national, or gender basis. 
Surviving and well-entrenched informal restrictions of this kind include 
outright media ownership, as in Italy during the reign of Berlusconi, or 
high-cost campaigns as in the United States, or anti-third-party structures 
such as the “first past the pole” or “winner takes all” electoral systems.

In our times, Keohane detects the most crucial weakness of accountability 
structures in the international system, and in ways that allow us to general-
ize the problem. Here, the issue of accountability has an added resonance 
in the current age of imperial quest. On the world stage at large, there is no 
accountability structure that could compel a superpower with no rivals to 
exercise super-responsibility. Such a power feels therefore that it can strike 
at will anywhere in the world, and has indeed claimed for itself the right of 
unilateral action without regard to any international system, as well as the 
right of preemption against any potential (that is to say, imagined) enemy. 
This state of affairs is nonfiction. It seems that in our popular culture we like 
to insert that which is missing from the world—in this case, the fiction of 
limitless power cultivating within itself, without needing to do so, an art of 
self-regulation.26

In Keohane’s account, structures of accountability accomplish two objec-
tives: they limit power, and they monitor the fulfillment of the claims that 
justify the exercise of power. The two, however, are related, since the latter is 
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impossible without the former—that is, we cannot hold power accountable 
to anything if that power is in fact excessive. If we consider, for example, the 
case of the Iraq war, which could happen only because the United States felt 
truly invincible as a world power, we realize that little existed in the way of 
guarantees that any of the claimed objectives of the war would be adhered 
to. If one of the main objectives, for instance, was to install a democratic 
order in Iraq, we had virtually no way to hold the conquerors accountable 
to their word in that regard. We had their promise, but no accountability 
mechanism behind the promise. The conquerors could change their mind 
or even their stated claim with impunity, and declare the primary goal to be 
something other than democracy—for example, stability, security, ensuring 
that we have a friendly government, use of the country as a base against 
other enemies, ensuring lucrative oil or other economic concessions, and so 
on. They may have even rhetorically retained the goal of democracy while 
undermining it in practice. Until or to the extent that it is effectively con-
tested, imperialism faces no countervailing force or accountability mecha-
nism to ensure not only the limited exercise of its great power, but also the 
credibility of the noble-sounding claims that are usually used to justify it.

If this state of affairs were to change—that is, if accountability structures 
somehow arrived at the scene—we must as a first principle of investiga-
tion suspect the culprit responsible for such outcomes to be a tenacious 
process of struggle and resistance, because struggle and resistance alone 
reveal the limit of power. It is not in the nature of power, although it may 
be in the nature of what we call rationality, to submit itself to an account-
ability mechanism without being compelled to do so. For that to happen, a 
credible challenge is necessary—in the case of Iraq, it was a determined in-
surgency. The powerful know their limit only when they meet unrelenting 
resistance—or when they are at least cognizant of and attentive to the pos-
sibility of effective resistance. There is no ground to expect power to have 
any other inducement to learn, or, without assimilating too much fiction, 
to believe that limits to power are volitional in nature. Yet it is precisely to 
the extent that they wish to be less limited that powerful actors have an in-
terest in disseminating in social imagination the fiction that limits to power 
may be trusted to be volitional.

The problem is the diverse nature of society governed by a nondiverse, 
singular power. Any society of reasonable size houses various interests, 
projects, and values. Thus power radiating from its summit (rather than 
divided across it), can follow one of two pathways: either serve primarily 
a few powerful specific interests, or simply ponder itself as the only clear 
object of focus confronting the unfocused multiplicity of agendas perme-
ating society underneath it. Accountability structures that are most conflu-
ent with an anarchist conception of power divide power in the same way 
that interests and agendas are divided. This understanding of account-
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ability means that power becomes an object of temporal and task-bound 
contracts: it is contracted out not to run society but for a specific purpose, 
whose scope is clearly delimited along with its points of conclusion. Un-
like the Social Contract, we know better in this case how and when this 
kind of contract expires (or under what conditions it may be renewed), as 
all contracts should.

The Open Society

A rejection of singular power over diverse society suggests that social 
diversity, whose ultimate civic form is expressed in the idea of the open 
society, requires the absence of the state as we know it. The general idea of 
the open society sets it in contrast to the style of power the state claims as a 
prerequisite and justification for social engineering. That is, a style of power 
justified by an exaggerated conception of collective interest, legitimized by 
delegation of power through mass representation, operative via a bureau-
cratic scale that could never be mustered by civil society, and licensed by 
the principle of majority rule.27

It is important to differentiate what is meant here by the open society 
from the famous formulation of the concept by Karl Popper. Popper arrived 
at the concept by way of a critique of the most influential strands in the his-
tory of social philosophy, from Plato to Hegel and after. He also presented 
it in the context of his larger conception of science, which for him had to 
include in its method both evidence and falsifiability as requirements. In 
other words, science had its own functional equivalent to the structures of 
accountability discussed earlier. Unfalsifiable science is closed or, if one is 
to fully adhere to Popper’s formulation, is not science at all.

Popper’s conception of the open society (the best philosophical ap-
prenticeship for it was, according to him, provided by Socrates, only to be 
distorted shortly thereafter in Plato’s Republic) has frequently been appre-
hended as a defense of the status quo and of market-driven, conservative 
systems. Popper’s conception was often seen as a polemic against modern-
ist conceptions of the just society, which seemed to require making pro-
grammatic amends to historical prejudice, introducing more equality into 
its ranks, and safeguarding, if not directly administering through the state, 
social progress, human emancipation, or economic welfare.

The anarchist conception of the open society, by contrast, must regard it 
as a basic mechanism rather than the opposite of the just society. Anarchy 
does so precisely by subtracting the state from the question of justice. That 
is to say, when the contemplated mechanisms of social transformation are 
noncoercive, nonmajoritarian, communicative, and persuasion-oriented, 
a conception of just society evolves rationally and naturally out of that of 
open society.
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The closed society begins when the idea of just society is coupled with 
guarantees of effective implementation—that is, the acquisition of the 
instrumental power seen to be required for the task. Otherwise, there is 
nothing to justify ruling the just society out of the court of the open society. 
Deliberation on the question of justice constitutes a basic feature of com-
mon social life, and justice is the pillar of the social world, of human exis-
tence. It is easier, of course, to agree on the principles of the open society as 
opposed to those of the just society. The former concern only questions of 
rights and proper procedure, whereas the latter concern more contentious, 
substantive questions of the social good (a point to be expanded in the 
following chapters).

But anarchy is not simply about procedures and rights. If it is accepted 
that anarchy is also a conception of humanity-in-practice, it follows that 
anarchy should in its own practice be guided by the imperative to enrich 
all (otherwise lifeless) procedural principles with human content. In be-
ing so driven, anarchy does not reject democracy as an agreement on no 
more than procedural rules (a point that is also to be discussed in some 
detail in subsequent chapters). It rather takes stock of the very history of 
modern democracy, which whenever it was established proceeded to house 
entrenched struggles over social ideals, principles, standpoints, ideologies, 
and interests. Political struggles in more genuine, open democracies are 
rarely concerned with the procedure of democracy—they are rather pre-
cisely about how to build a just society once society has become open.

That is so because humanity does not live by, or for the sake of, pro-
cedure alone. From the point of view of anarchy, it would seem that the 
degree of openness of the open society is measured not simply by lack of 
majoritarian imperative or state repression. It is also measured by the de-
gree to which civil society, or even a single actor, is able to practice their 
conception of justice directly rather than through the state.

Peace

Because they are substantially more capable than older states of enforcing 
mass mobilization, and also more resourceful in technologies of destruc-
tion, modern states have wreaked unparalleled havoc upon the world. To 
the extent that it understands itself as the ultimate embodiment of soci-
ety and guarantor of its indivisibility, the state becomes itself a primary 
generating engine of conflict both within as well as outside of its claimed 
domain of sovereignty. If modern states’ mandate over social engineering 
gave them a moral license to wage battle against the principle of the open 
society within their borders, their claim as the protector of collective na-
tional interest of last resort served as the perfect justification for an even 
more calamitous battle against a world outside of their borders.
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The fact that available peaceful solutions to many conflicts remain un-
pursued, and that war occurs because the capacity for war exists, should 
offer us instructive thoughts on the connection between weakness and 
creativity. Everywhere we look in the landscape of history, we observe that 
small states with little coercive or offensive capacity were forced to find cre-
ative ways other than force to resolve conflicts, and that the opposite was 
usually true. Unlimited power does more than simply corrupt: unlimited 
power dulls creative energy, since such power tends to reference no mecha-
nism other than itself for resolving conflict. Positing that a military solution 
should always be maintained as an “option” only serves to take away one 
added incentive for thinking creatively. Unlimited power feels that it needs 
nothing else. And as it comes to be exercised more and more as a sort of 
reflex and habit, more and more of the creative possibilities for conflict 
resolution are buried in the ashes of its triumphs. With the recent war in 
Iraq, we again reached such an age, where a hitherto unexpressed faith in 
unlimited power finally expressed itself, and where its supreme confidence 
in itself, also hitherto unexpressed, was evident in its surprise and embar-
rassment that it was being resisted to any effect at all.

The anarchist critique of the state as itself a vehicle of war thus locates 
the origins of war in the nature of concentrated power. The problem of 
war does not lie, as per liberal reason, in misguided policies or politicians 
whose behavior can be corrected once sage advice is offered. Nor does it lie, 
as per conservative reason, in inherently malignant personalities that usurp 
power for their own glory. For anarchy, power exists outside of psyche and 
persons; it is more so the case that personalities are themselves changed and 
affected by power, than it is that power is changed or affected by personali-
ties that somehow miraculously manage to remain unhinged by the power 
they have. The exceptions that can be cited only prove this rule, precisely 
because they are exceptions.

An anarchist conception of war and peace could begin with an elemen-
tary proposition: war happens because it is possible. One of the greatest 
fallacies of all times, propagated endlessly by Hobbesian apologists of 
power, is that peace is accomplished through unequaled strength, or, in the 
balanced version of the theory, through a structure of power that mutually 
assures the destruction of the protagonists. This paradigm, which mandates 
constant attention to or even the creation of adversaries, is typical of the 
thinking of especially the great powers. With magnificent military might 
at its disposal, this style of thinking does not resist the temptation to con-
jure up scenarios of a final grand battle to end all battles and guarantee 
universal peace through a blood-soaked triumph over a mighty adversary. 
As recent history shows, such an adversary might be imagined to be more 
mighty than it actually is, if for no other reason than the need to justify 
the insatiable claims of power upon social resources: grotesque military 
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budgets, governments’ claim to the unquestionable loyalty of citizens, and 
subsequently their quest to tighten their hold over society.

Warfare and the preparation for it have always provided the most assured 
pretext for governments that were otherwise losing their purpose in society 
to reestablish themselves more firmly. In the contemporary United States, 
for example, libertarians no longer find themselves alone in arguing that 
military defense (along with domestic policing) define the government’s 
only legitimate function. Missing from this argument is any evident appre-
hension of the natural impulse of power to generate on a constant basis, 
if not aggrandize, the reason given for its being. For example, the impulse 
to create war when the world could do without it. The massive resources 
squandered to fight the fully senseless, vain Iraq war have been midwived 
precisely by this theory of a sole legitimate function of government. And 
even this pretense of sole legitimate function appears in retrospect, in this 
case, all the more porous given what we know about all the antecedent bad 
faith paraded as justification for that war.

At the dawn of a new millennium, it would help when we consider the 
future of peace to take stock of at least the major calamities of the disastrous 
century just past. The twentieth century began with the great European 
powers consolidating their hold on both their own societies and their 
world empires. Their behavior became determined entirely by the game of 
great power calculations. With all hitherto local conflicts expanding in stat-
ure and eventually magnitude into world conflicts, war seemed increasingly 
inevitable, so that only the slightest of triggers would set it off—a politi-
cal assassination in Sarajevo, which in more sane and less armored times 
would certainly have been adjudicated by means short of total war.

As we know, World War I resonated in its early days as “the war to end all 
wars.” That slogan, which in various permutations continues to justify war 
until today, originated out of two complementary logics. One was the need 
for the public to imagine a worthy enough goal to justify the enormous 
costs, disruptions, and sacrifices needed for the war. That slogan thus suc-
ceeded both because the final cause appeared worthy, and because it also 
directed attention away from state power—which alone was the cause and 
goal of the war.

The second source of the logic of a “war to end all wars” was the sincere 
belief, on the part of at least some of protagonists and the public, that that 
could indeed be the outcome of a great world war. From the Roman con-
quests to the conquest of America, it has always been natural for powerful 
governments to think that world stability could be accomplished through 
an extension on a world scale of the same brutal struggles they had earlier 
used to pacify their own territories. In 1914 Europe, a world war seemed 
only a logical extension of a series of local wars of increasing scale that had 
throughout the preceding century and a half brought the great powers their 
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greatness, first within the continent, then in the colonies. So entrenched 
had that logic become that by 1914 expansionism was the only game great 
European powers knew how to play in the geopolitical theater. In the same 
way that they had pacified their consolidated national territories, then their 
colonial domains, it was not far-fetched for them to imagine that it was 
their natural destiny to complete their work and proceed into pacifying the 
whole world—each power in its own way and for its own benefit.

The fact that this folly did not end after the first great war of the century 
is so well known that it scarcely merits repeating. In every respect the sec-
ond World War of the twentieth century flowed naturally from the first, 
as if the logic of history had wanted to make of the principle of “war as a 
means to achieve peace” a mockery so cruel that no special sagacity would 
be required to recognize it. The road from war to war was paved with well-
known dynamics: the punitive attitudes of the victors, who simply went on 
further building their world empires at the expense of the defeated; and the 
resultant resentment by the latter, whose dedication and galvanization to 
their cause was in direct proportion to their sense of undeserved degrada-
tion. Thus while Germany was forced to demilitarize for a while, it did not 
give up militarism, because the triumphant powers neither demilitarized 
nor learned new games of reconciliation.

An even more insidious dynamic was set in motion by the first war’s cre-
ation of a permanent mobilizable social mass that became oriented toward 
the state and its glory. More precisely, a mass so constantly bombarded with 
images of its collective self that it became ready for training for collective 
tasks on an ongoing basis. As this behemoth looked at the mirror to ascer-
tain its features, it only saw the state in all its glory, not the unfocused re-
flection of the disconnected fragments of individual atoms, groups, parties, 
and voices. In other words, precisely because it is represented as a collective 
force with unitary (mass) habits, a mass could not by definition see its own 
multifarious reality—since then it would cease to be a mass. And thus the 
mass could only feel a sense of cohesion when the state interposed itself in 
front of the mirror and offered itself thereby as a single and summary image 
of the perfection of the mass.

While the emergence of this feature of modern social psychology actually 
predates the war, it was the experience of World War I that finally removed 
from view the remaining images of a nonmass, non-state-oriented political 
culture. The experience of the mass was thus only further consolidated after 
the war. With the war the mass added to its repertoire a sense of mission 
and accompanying communitarian habits. Converts to the National Social-
ist cause before it came to power in Germany told a sociologist who sought 
to study them in 1934 that they had first learned the kind of communi-
tarianism and camaraderie that made them hospitable to the collectivist 
message of the Nazi Party precisely in the trenches of World War I.28 But it 
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would be a great mistake to assume that only fascism in its most obvious 
form profited from the transformation of all civil societies, classes, and 
groups into masses. In fact, the greatest accomplishment of the first war 
was precisely that it created a mass whose communitarian and patriotic 
sensibilities could be instrumentalized only in the service of a great state 
both in victorious as well as vanquished societies.

Heroic war memorials are a good example of how states use war as 
their foundation, even if a “just war” had not the building of a state as its 
underlying reason. A revolutionary war against oppression, for example, is 
“heroic” from an anarchist perspective only in so far as it is just that and no 
more. It is not a war for the purpose of building a new state, even though a 
new state may result from it and be legitimated ever after by such a founda-
tional just war. Therefore an anarchist perspective must involve a measured 
critique of memorialism and monumentalism. Memorials are good for 
inspiring the spirit of resistance to oppression, bad for the purpose of le-
gitimizing governments. For anarchists they should express human activity 
and capacity, not institutional power over society. The state, being always 
attentive to the latter task, claims the former to be its own as well, and in 
the process sets itself up in the place in history that had actually witnessed 
not state action but resistance to it.

At any rate, after World War II, peace reigned in Europe, but as many 
commentators have long noted, one has to thank the welfare state rather 
than military budgets and coercive capacity for ensuring domestic social 
peace and taming the masses. Outside of Europe, a new global war raged 
in full ferocity for decades, beginning almost immediately after the war in 
Europe had ended. The new “Cold” War, which grew out of the dynamics 
of power set in motion by World War II, was in fact scalding hot in much 
of the Third World, in which new great powers continued to battle each 
other for world domination. In much of the rest of the world, therefore, 
the Cold War was hardly cold at all, and its price was absolutely stagger-
ing. The price paid by Afghanistan alone should be very sobering to those 
who claim that it was deterrence that had kept the peace. And Afghanistan 
is scarcely alone, as next to it one could list a long list of calamities, many 
still festering, with which the Cold War had littered the earth. The record 
therefore shows clearly that militarism does not beget peace. Militarism has 
only begotten further war.

With the end of the Cold War, we were again assured that a great era of 
peace was now descending upon the world. However, the logic was again 
faulty: peace would come through a global hegemon asserting its unquestion-
able prerogatives. Following this logic, regional crises that could have ended 
peacefully ended up resulting in war, largely because the capacity to wage war 
existed, rather than because war was the only way to resolve them.29
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Decentered or less resourceful political systems may of course go to war, 
but the nature of such systems mandates that the case for war must estab-
lish itself fully and rationally throughout society. In the state assembly of 
New York on the eve of the American Civil War, for example, many del-
egates who had earlier rejected state borrowing in fear of eventual higher 
taxation, turned around and voted for a far higher tax burden in order to 
support the war against the South over what for them was a worthy issue.30 
While the system in that case was certainly not an anarchy, the route to the 
war decision nonetheless displays features that are basic to smaller-scale 
politics. The support for the war took a long time to be reached, was an 
outcome of an extensive deliberative process, and expressed the sentiments 
of a long-simmering grassroots movement, which after decades of activism 
in civil society finally managed to generate a consensus around its cause, 
namely the abolition of slavery. War in this case was not a simple game 
plan concocted by some militarists or politicians with dreams of grandeur, 
an outcome of a decree by elites from above, a decision made by a few 
men in a closed room. It was a very difficult, highly risky, clearly expensive, 
consensus-oriented, and time-consuming decision. That is how decisions 
about war should be.

Whether one lives in an anarchist society or not, common undertakings, 
including war, continue to be possible in theory, but only to the extent that 
there is broad and deep public enthusiasm for them. The distinctive feature 
of anarchy, however, is that such enthusiasm must be expressed directly: 
only those who want war fight it and pay for it.31 Thus in anarchy, one puts 
a concrete price on one’s moral conviction. Conversely, one can also remain 
true to one’s moral autonomy by refusing not only to participate in but also 
to finance a war that one objects to. In this case an autonomous will pos-
sesses the capacity to bring grand causes to the world, while a neighborly, 
suspicious will possesses the capacity to withhold its support from such 
causes and in the process, undermine their potential.32 In rejecting coerced 
consensus, coerced financing, and coerced participation in a war, anarchy 
complicates war decisions, thereby making it difficult for occasional luna-
cies, hysterias, and passing sentiments to saturate the world with carnage.

Management

From a managerial point of view, the ultimate goal of anarchy is to 
replace the state with apparatuses consigned with managing social tasks 
that are delegated through civil society. If we emphasize the fluidity of 
social solidarity and the natural multiplicity of civil society, the state, as an 
overseeing agent, may be regarded as simply a transient and flexible means 
of political organization. But there is no reason, from this perspective, to 
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regard the state as an ultimate desired end in itself, nor as the terminus or 
pinnacle of political forms. The state cannot embody society, or engineer 
its unity, or bring the history of conflict to an end.

If we properly appraise what we mean by society, it will seem natural and 
in fact to be expected that the state will fail to embody its unity (or put 
otherwise: the state will substitute its singularity for a social unity that has 
no basis in reality). The state means different things to different people at 
different times. In modern times it finds itself presiding specifically over 
its nation, which provides a highly unified and exclusive image of the state 
and a correspondingly solidaristic fiction of the society governed by it. 
When society is used as a term of convenience, as it usually is, it refers not 
to a condition of unity, for which no evidence can be provided, but rather 
to a looser condition of togetherness. The latter expresses more realistically 
the dynamics of fluid solidarity outlined earlier.

A condition of togetherness could of course lead, in theory, to stronger 
but transient feelings of unity, as in cases of war, emergency, or natural 
catastrophes. Indeed, such emergencies have usually been highly useful for 
governments seeking to strengthen social unity under them, just as they 
have been useful for a revolutionary unification of the opposition. But free 
associational life everywhere expects these unifying pressures to be excep-
tional and transient, rather than everlasting norms of social organization 
and common feeling.

A society at peace would then naturally be expected to be living in a con-
dition of togetherness but not unity. The notion of togetherness describes 
the elementary proposition that society is inhabited by different classes and 
groups with differing interests, values, and outlooks in life. A realistic con-
cept of society would in effect regard it as a constellation of societies with 
a common peace agreement, but not an agreement of unity. Society breaks 
down when the peace agreement breaks down, but as long as it holds we 
have a realistic condition of togetherness, cohabitated by a variety of values, 
preferences, interests, and experiences.

In contemporary consumer culture, this variety is frequently appropri-
ated in commodified forms, a là “united colors of Benetton” and such. 
Modern consumer culture, which disseminates globally, recognizes diver-
sity, and indeed discovers new markets by experimenting with and meeting 
new wants (or meeting old needs, sometimes in new ways). This leads to a 
shelf space that we may consider to be either too congested with variety, or 
alternately too bland in its actual uniformity. This assessment in itself veri-
fies that our own specific demand is yet to be met, and that it should be.

What concerns us here however is whether this discovered variety of 
values, preferences, and interests, hitherto restricted to market forms and 
consumer culture, could be installed as the logic of politics—after all, this 
variety does originate from the condition of togetherness: that is, from a 
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social rather than just an economic logic.33 The point however is not simply 
to export into politics the style of consumer choice provided in the market, 
with concomitant emphasis on style over substance, symbolic over mate-
rial issues, and media saturation—all of which are directly linked to the 
culture of modern advertising. The point rather is that politics itself should 
ideally reflect both social diversity as well as ongoing transformations in 
that diversity.

At the level of the modern state (so long as it is not fully replaced by an-
archy), this means that the state itself, understood as a managerial system, 
becomes an arena of choices. The state does not represent all of us, because 
there has never been a situation in which all of us voted for the same candi-
dates, and also because frequently (as in the United States, for example) the 
electoral field is so structured as to limit the available options to begin with. 
The state of course does claim to represent all of us in any case, but this is a 
standpoint anarchy rejects as a logical fallacy: in representative democracy, 
the represented are only those who succeed in pushing their interests and 
values through the system. Those who do not succeed in doing so are by 
definition not represented.

The historical evolution of the state has in modern times circumvented 
this central point, partially because the right to vote was gradually expanded 
to various groups (in the United States, gradually to non-property-owning 
whites, former slaves, and women). But what has never been challenged is 
the principle that the state represents all, including those who saw no can-
didate standing for their issues on the list of available choices, those who 
voted for the loser, those who voted for the winner with little enthusiasm, 
and those groups and interests that had no capacity to participate in an 
increasingly money- and media-dominated theater of mass politics.

The principle of representation does not therefore generate a state that 
stands in for all of us. Out of this realization we may approach an anar-
chist conception of management that envisions no necessary relationship 
between practical management of common institutions (say airports), and 
grand state systems where such management of various common institu-
tions is linked to battles over collective representation. It is not hard to 
argue, even now, that the management of an airport, for example, requires 
no allegiance to heroic claims to some grandiose principles, such as em-
bodying the historical mission of the nation, setting up moral examples, or 
conducting experiments of social engineering.

Obviously anarchist management will not come tomorrow everywhere, 
and there will be many prisoners of habit or dreamers of a more perfect 
state, who will object to any anarchist conception for managing common 
social arenas and tasks. Thus in the meantime the concept of a managerial 
state could be a viable compromise between anarchy and its state-oriented 
opposites, since it is a contradiction in terms for anarchy to be imposed on 
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those who do not want it—in the same way an anarchist may not accept the 
imposition of someone else’s heroic definition of the state on those who re-
ject that definition. The specific arts of management are not themselves the 
issue here. The issue now concerns how to take out of the state all additive 
meanings that have nothing to do with the management of common social 
goods, and also to ensure that common goods remain strictly so rather than 
vehicles for aggrandizing in new and uncontested ways the power of those 
who manage them. In the end, the more pervasive anarchy becomes as a 
guide for social practice, the more likely it is for the common social goods 
of various kinds to arise as a function of voluntary agreement and persua-
sion rather than coercion or majority rule.

And the more this is the case, the more does the state as we imagine it to-
day (or systems of social administration in a perfect anarchy) assume a pure 
managerial character. Neither the state nor systems of social administration 
in general are the source of common social goods. The managerial state, as 
well as systems of social administration, is finally understood as but the in-
strument of their management. In a perfect anarchy, the intellectual source 
of social good is civil society, and civil society in this sense becomes the 
alternative to the state in its current form.

THE TIMES OF ANARCHY

At times, anarchy is invoked as a response to an imposition—more as a re-
action than as a program, as in syndicalism. At other times, as with the Au-
tonomen, anarchy is appropriated as a category of resistance without much 
elaboration as to what it means, since the invocation is intended to express 
the radicalism of opposition, the seriousness of struggle, or the energy of 
defiance. Sometimes when a program is actually offered, as in Spanish 
peasant anarchism, the program is conservative: a return to a simpler, less-
imposed, and less-controlled past.

These apparently reactive impulses, however, illustrate one of the distinc-
tive features of anarchist agitation—namely that only certain conditions 
seem to give rise to it. It is such conditions, such times of anarchy, that 
allow us to explore more clearly what it means. A practical theory of anar-
chy therefore begins by observing the situatedness of anarchist agitation in 
certain times and places. Anarchy, or equivalent slogans, often appears as 
an adjustment mechanism, frequently required as it may be, motivated by 
a felt need to correct that which gives rise to it: the recurrent tendency of 
the will to power to transcend regulation and limit, and the tendency of the 
countervailing checks and balances to decay and lose effectiveness in their 
constant battle against the will to power.
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Imbalances of power are natural products of any living society, and they 
can be expected in the same way that disease, disorientation, manipulation, 
or occasional callousness can be expected to afflict a living person repeat-
edly and with various levels of severity in the course of life. Frequently, 
political philosophies simply assume that systems can be built so that they 
are preprogrammed for self-correction and self-healing. But the anarchist 
critique here aims not at correcting occasional lapses or mistakes. Rather, it 
is premised on the more primary assumption that the growth of power im-
balance is a natural tendency in any long-lasting and large political system, 
and in such a way as to evade that system’s techniques of self-correction. 
And it is at those frequent junctures that we again reach a time of anarchy.

The closer social existence is to a condition of unimposed order, the less 
reason there is for explicitly formulated anarchist thoughts. Anarchy then is 
a de facto practice of everyday life, even though the term itself may not be 
used by anyone. The broad historical appeal of the idea of unimposed order 
can be observed far beyond the scope of self-governing, small local com-
munities. It is also characteristic of what we call local traditionalism, espe-
cially when it is set against a distant power center of a new and unfamiliar 
type. It is likewise observed even in universal communities, especially ones 
whose idea includes egalitarian principles of some form, as espoused for 
example in universal religions. That is, the emergence of a universal idea of 
community, with no built-in privileges for any subgroup, violates in prin-
ciple no prior habits of local autonomy. Conflict between universalism and 
autonomy arises only when universalism presupposes central governing 
institutions. And when that happens, the local can fight the universal most 
effectively precisely in the name of the universal.

An example of this conflict in early Islamic history involves the emer-
gence of the major movement of the Kharijites, who rejected all authority 
not explicitly granted by society, demanded that the right to office be open 
in principle to all faithful, and insisted on the right of the umma to depose 
any unfit ruler. This movement was a response to the emergence of a new 
style of state, within three decades after the death of Muhammad, which 
sought to tie political hierarchy to the idea of inherited privilege. Such a 
development was taken especially by the Kharijites as a violation of the 
egalitarian, universal claims of Islam—universal claims that in this case 
were synthesized with an earlier custom of tribal or local self-governance.

A similar point can be made with regard to the rise during the Reforma-
tion of the Anabaptists who, sensing a rare opportunity to free society from 
distant hierarchical structures, moved in the other direction from the rest 
of the Reformation, rejecting not only the old Church authority but also 
feudal authority and demanding communal equality.34 In this case, the lo-
cal uses the universal faith in order to reject not only the statelike features 
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of the Church, but also the replacement of the dead weight of the Church 
with the weight of other types of hierarchy.

Hundreds of such historical examples can be cited, but the point is the 
general meaning of such categories as order and imposition as they operate 
in the landscape of history. These, we must keep in mind, are relative rather 
than absolute categories: in the final analysis, questions of order and impo-
sition are always questions of degree. A pragmatic theory of society cannot 
realistically expect perfect order under any scheme, and likewise a realistic 
theory of power expects power to maintain alertness to its incomplete ca-
pacity for total imposition. Since both order and power are relative, anarchy 
can realistically neither perfect the former nor cause the disappearance of 
the latter. Rather, anarchy merely highlights the need for social order to be 
maintained more by voluntary and revocable associations than by the im-
peratives and capacities of power. If there are degrees to power and order, 
it follows that there are likewise degrees of anarchy.

Anarchy thus far describes more of an orientation and an ongoing project, 
rather than a unified, finished, and final body of thought. It continues to 
evolve, and there will always be different strands of it, as one would expect 
of any living idea. This does not mean that it can mean anything you like, 
but that we can at best isolate a few fundamental beliefs, and these rotate 
around its definition as unimposed order. But when we discuss fundamen-
tals in this way, there is no point in arguing such technical issues as “how 
will society organize to collect garbage in anarchy” and similar issues. Such 
practical details do not need to constitute part of any theory of anarchy.

How common everyday affairs of practical life are handled is a question 
of practice. And so the practical shape of anarchy is not to be described in 
details a priori. It reveals itself rather in bits and pieces as spaces of anarchy 
expand throughout society, and as we live more and more in a condition 
of unimposed order. This approach would be consistent with an anarchist 
approach to knowledge, which does not describe abstractions in all their 
features before they appear on earth, but rather begins with a critique of 
observed power imbalance and demonstrated irrationalities, and proceeds 
to establish alternatives that, in their own course, show how they may be 
practically managed.

Indeed, the major logical weaknesses and inconsistencies of nineteenth-
century anarchist thought flowed precisely out of an approach that sought 
to describe end conditions of society first. If you decide that you cannot live 
here anymore and that you must leave, you can decide on a destination and 
embark on a journey. But how you will live once you are “there” depends 
on what you see along the road, since it is the road itself that will increase 
your maturity, and since it is the destination itself that will reveal more of 
its distinct features as you approach it.
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Times of anarchy, however, require focus and clarity in a different sense. 
Clarity here means realizing that questions regarding the practice of freedom 
and the practice of power are not proper objects of complex theories—if it is 
indeed the practice that we are addressing. A practice requires only general 
propositions, which among other things help us explore the conditions of 
possibility of practice. But a general proposition is not a grand theory, and 
conditions of possibility are by definition products of specific moments. A 
proposition is not the point in itself but rather an aid for further inquiry, and 
a condition is always something circumscribed by time and place—it is not 
a universal or transhistorical truth.

What this means for the purposes of analyzing questions of practice, 
then, is that limits to theoretical knowledge must be overcome by sensitiz-
ing the mind to the compensatory practice of combination: combine the 
local and the translocal, the moment in which one lives and moments in 
which one does not. In this way, an informative exploration of any condi-
tion of possibility means to always think about now with historical con-
sciousness, about here with a universal framework. This book attempts to 
stroll through its territory in this fashion.

Anarchy also depends on context. Historical excursions throughout the 
rest of this book are meant as illustrative of relevant dynamics of political 
life, not to suggest that they provide blueprints for anarchy. For example, 
many discussions in the pages to follow will be informed by the experience 
of the United States, and sometimes the argument for anarchy is couched 
in terms of the taxation system. Such discussions may not appear therefore 
applicable for more intelligently governed societies, or for political systems 
in which the tax nexus is not central to state power. However, the argument 
throughout aims at more general principles, even when the illustrating dis-
cussion addresses immediate practical matters. The focus on the tax nexus, 
for example, is useful in revealing how anarchy might work where taxation 
itself furnishes the nexus of power. But it is state power and not the tax that 
is the issue.

The one universal constant in anarchist thought is that it takes as its 
ultimate goal the measured deconstruction of large institutional totali-
ties—measured, that is, because deconstruction is not destruction. For ex-
ample, if we are speaking of taxation, the point is not to reject the principle 
of taxation or to deny its role in humanizing society. The point rather is to 
delink it from an irrational, arbitrary, or even majoritarian state—where 
resourceful and focused interest groups can capture the state and proceed 
to govern on behalf of all, including the alienated minority or sometimes 
even a majority of alienated nonparticipants.

An anarchist individual does not have to be someone who lives in a 
commune, or even one who wants to. She can live in her own home and 
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work in any profession, but when confronted with a state imposition that 
violates her moral order and sense of public good, she demands (or asserts 
if she can) her sovereign right to violate it, and thereby create one more 
space of anarchy. When it comes to the public good, she does not reject it, 
but modifies it in her sovereign way.35 Thus she may refuse to pay taxes to 
support war and militarism, but demand that, regardless of what the legisla-
ture may say about the budget, her taxes should be allotted, in any propor-
tion she sees fit, to education, public transportation, public health, and so 
on. Thus in the case of taxation a deconstruction would mean not that we 
may refuse to pay taxes. Rather, it means something far more interesting, 
which is positing as a basic right that the citizen directly allocates her taxes 
to specific causes, programs, and areas of spending. And only in having this 
capacity may she transform from a powerless or minoritarian or dissatisfied 
taxpayer into a citizen in civil society and a direct creator of her world.

NOTES

1. This is often represented as universal human rationality in such fields of study 
as economics, political science, and sociology.

2. For a mockery of moral acts driven by a desire to sleep better, see the open-
ing dialogues in Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, trans. Graham Parker 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).

3. But this is also a relative question: if every society at every epoch has heroes 
in its culture, it is because social malfunction is as common (or uncommon) as the 
instances of illness in individual life. The question of illness, just like the question 
of social malfunction, is a question of frequency and severity.

4. As such anarchy may appear to differ “only” in method from various religions, 
philosophies, and ideologies espousing the same goal. But if by method we mean 
social processes that are specific to life within unimposed order, it becomes clear 
that the question of method also becomes a question of basic approach to life. A 
method is not simply the specific way by which we could arrive at a certain out-
come; a method rather teaches us more about what it itself means as we follow it, 
regardless of what outcome results from it. That is because at any given point in 
practice we know more about our own practice (that is, if we are paying attention, 
of course) than about where it is leading us to.

5. In an insightful critique of Hegel, Randall Halle illustrates a more general 
point concerning how the state posits itself increasingly as the alternative and col-
lective embodiment to various lifeworlds, in a way that leads to the view that ethics 
and the law flow from each other. At one point Halle makes a distinction between 
individual and citizen—that is, two styles of ethical decision making premised 
on ethical autonomy in the former and ethical legality in the latter. If confronted 
with the question of illegal drugs, for example, we have four constellations of 
possible ethical standpoints, only two of which are approved by the prohibitive 
state—namely abiding by the law whether or not one desires drugs. The alterna-
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tive two ethical standpoints reject the law not only because it conflicts with one’s 
own desire, but also when it does not. This latter rejection is based not so much on 
the questions of effectiveness—that is, whether or not the law as it stands solves a 
social problem. Rather, the point here is the one established by Antigone, namely 
that ethical judgment must operate at a higher level of universality than that of state 
law. See Randall Halle, Queer Social Philosophy: Critical Readings From Kant to Adorno 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2004), esp. 74–76.

 6. The most effective demonstration of these ethics remains Kropotkin’s histori-
cal studies of mutual aid.

 7. While this is not the space to dwell on details, it should be mentioned that 
many practical proposals have been made in recent decades for managing various 
aspects of the common good from an anarchist perspective, as in the work of Colin 
Ward and Murray Bookchin, among others. Obviously there is no logical problem 
in making a distinction between social goods, positing some as basic social goods 
and as such essentially common, while positing all other social goods as only pos-
sibly common. From a managerial point of view, the difference between the two 
is that the former can be viewed as regular duties of certain administrative struc-
tures (to be addressed later), whereas the latter may be placed into the world only 
through one’s action, ethical example, and persuasion.

 8. For a more extended exposition see Mohammed Bamyeh, The Ends of Global-
ization (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), ch. 1.

 9. The term organic may be used to describe such correspondence between val-
ues and sense of belonging. However, the term organic is often (though not always) 
used in the literature to imply natural—that is, an unreflexive and undeliberated 
upon sense of belonging. This is the opposite of fluid solidarity. In order to avoid 
confusion, therefore, it seems best here to avoid using the term organic.

10. Giddens’s structuration theory is a good example of this type of reasoning.
11. There are only highly schematic accounts, as we encounter in Durkheim and 

theories of modernization in general. These tend to explain change largely in terms 
of social evolution, rather than the struggle of interests, human dynamism, and the 
constant interplay of values.

12. Norbert Elias once identified civilization itself with such qualities, but the 
point for us concerns more strictly the foundation of rational social life on predict-
ability.

13. In modern times the two are in fact related: solid solidarity has been empha-
sized especially by modern nation-states as their cultural pillar. Thus in positing 
fluid solidarity in place of solid solidarity, anarchy already posits an alternative 
cultural pillar to political order—decentered, nonunitary, mortal.

14. While it may be tempting to propose that the cost of maintaining or expand-
ing power over society is reduced by legitimacy and increased by illegitimacy, the 
equation cannot be so straightforward. If legitimacy can only be acquired through 
extensive social welfare dispensed by the state, or catering to the expensive needs 
of various powerful interest groups, or expensive military displays against outsiders, 
it is not clear that its cost is always less than that of illegitimate governance, even 
though the latter has its own costs for extensive surveillance and coercive institu-
tions. In either case, Max Weber’s definition of the state in terms of “legitimate” mo-
nopoly over violence answers the wrong question for us. Legitimacy is not simply 
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a state attribute; it is fundamentally a social feeling, without which the state’s own 
claim to legitimacy remains contested. Further, in a dynamic social order, legitimacy 
cannot be expected to be an absolute principle. It is a question of degree. That is 
to say, when we speak of degrees of legitimacy we implicitly speak of degrees of il-
legitimacy, within the same state and at the same time.

15. See Shadia Drury, Alexandre Kojève: The Roots of Postmodern Politics (New 
York: St. Martin’s, 1994). For a more extended discussion of Drury’s point, see Mo-
hammed Bamyeh, Of Death and Dominion (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University 
Press), ch. 4.

16. Not to be confused with the stability of specific democratic governments. An 
overthrow of a democratic government does not negate the propensity of democ-
racy to be imagined as the more lasting idea. More often than not, military officers 
who have overthrown a democratic government have done so with the expressed 
promise to restore democracy in a supposedly better or more stable form.

17. It is noteworthy that even the fabled checks and balances of the U.S. system, 
often described as the best approach to preventing or at least moderating vast oscil-
lations in the nature and purpose of the state, have repeatedly failed. Most recently, 
in checking what Chalmers Johnson describes as the rapid and irreversible trans-
formation of the United States from a republic to an empire. Johnson suggests that 
only a revolution now (rather than the old checks and balances) would be required 
to restore the republic and check the unfettered militarism of empire. See Chalmers 
Johnson, The Sorrows of Empire: Militarism, Secrecy, and the End of the Republic (Lon-
don: Metropolitan, 2004).

18. For an exploration of the global emergence of the market state in the space 
previously occupied by the nation-state, see Philip Bobbitt, The Shield of Achilles: 
War, Peace, and the Course of History (New York: Knopf, 2002). However, missing 
from Bobbitt’s analysis, which has greatly appealed to the business community, is 
how in certain cases, notably the United States, a market state could still undertake 
a grander and extremely expensive role of empire, even though the economic neces-
sity of empire is not obvious, not even to the business community.

19. See “The New Imperialism: Six Theses.” A somewhat longer version is re-
printed in The Ends of Globalization (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2000) as chapter 2.

20. There is no shortage of analyses that seek to discover a rationale for this 
truly unnecessary war, all of which only add to the mystery rather than explain it. 
A common reason given is oil (a thesis whose most articulate proponent is perhaps 
Michael Klare). Yet there is in fact no reason at all to think this way. There are, as 
there always were, many ways by which a superpower could get its oil without a 
war, and especially by agreements with dictators—as could have happened in the 
case of Iraq before 2003. The oil as a reason for war thesis fails for the simple reason 
that it does not explain why one specifically needs a war to get any natural resource, 
when other, far less cumbersome, ways have always been available for acquiring oil. 
The fact that some power holders may have indeed thought about oil as a reason to 
go to war does not answer the question as to why they thought that way.

21. The behavior of the superpowers during the Cold War could be called ratio-
nal in this sense. This certainly does not mean that it was the best for the world, 
or that it was enlightened, reasonable, or well-intentioned. Rational in this sense 
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only means that their behavior was more or less predictable. And it was so pre-
cisely because of the necessity of total thinking—namely each camp conceived of 
the struggle not simply in terms of military balance of power but also in terms of 
equally important economic and cultural values. These, along with the drive to en-
list allies and focus on common global goals, meant that the exercise of power had 
to be placed at the service of more comprehensive agendas, rather than be pursued 
for its own sake.

22. A Russian commentator once described the U.S. strategy for fighting terror-
ism as attempting to catch dispersed mice with cannon balls.

23. A good example of the emergence of this style of thinking is the military’s 
strategy document from the mid 1990s, which, without apparent irony, maintains 
the necessity of military domination precisely as it predicts that the world will 
witness greater cultural homogeneity, increasing governmental attentiveness every-
where to business needs, and the dilution of sovereignty, boundaries, and national 
interests. See Douglas C. Lovelace, Jr., The Evolution in Military Affairs: Shaping the 
Future US Armed Forces (Carlisle Barracks, Pa.: Strategic Studies Institute, 1997).

24. For further discussion of this theme, see Mohammed Bamyeh, Of Death and 
Dominion: The Existential Foundations of Governance (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern 
University Press, 2007).

25. Robert O. Keohane, “Global Governance and Democratic Accountability,” in 
Taming Globalization: Frontiers of Governance, ed. David Held and Mathias Koenig-
Archibugi (Cambridge: Polity, 2003).

26. Most current critiques of the imperial or unilateral approach of the United 
States miss this point, even as they generally provide sound analysis and histories. 
These critiques generally end with offering advice for a more rational approach to 
international politics. The common hope here seems to be that a power that senses 
itself to be nearly unlimited will voluntarily accept limiting itself when one brings 
to its attention humanistic, lofty, or even rational considerations. For some recent 
examples see Clyde Prestowitz, Rogue Nation: American Unilateralism and the Failure 
of Good Intentions (Boston: Basic, 2003); and Andrew J. Bracevich, American Empire: 
The Realities and Consequences of US Diplomacy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 2003).

27. By social engineering is not meant certain basic common needs that are in-
cumbent upon the rational functioning of any society—such as education, health 
care, environmental protection, and peace. Rather, social engineering refers to the 
license claimed by the state to transform society as a whole, under state tutelage and 
in ways that provide the state with new powers that then become its own to keep.

28. Theodor Abel, Why Hitler Came Into Power (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1986).

29. The literature on alternatives to war, even when a genuine threat actually 
exists, is quite abundant and is beyond our scope here. A good representative ex-
ample concerning the Iraq war is Milan Rai, War Plan Iraq: Ten Reasons Against War 
(London: Verso, 2002).

30. James Ring Adams, Secrets of the Tax Revolt (New York: Harcourt Brace Jova-
novich, 1984).

31. In a way this could be regarded as an anarchist adaptation of some elements 
in Enlightenment thought. In Perpetual Peace, for example, Immanuel Kant argues 
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that war would be more difficult to pursue if citizens had the right to decide whether 
to pay for it.

32. The notions of autonomous and suspicious will are elaborated in more detail 
in chapter 5.

33. Some commentators have suggested that this is already happening in 
political life as well. For an interesting example, see Ludgera Vogt, “Wählen in 
der Multioptionengesellschaft,” in Andreas Dörner and Ludrega Vogt, eds., Wahl-
Kämpfe: Betrachtungen über ein demokratisches Ritual (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2002), 
116–40. There is much literature on the social psychological aspects of this market 
condition. For some interesting observations and summaries, see Richard Sennett, 
The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of Work in the New Capitalism 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2000); and Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim, 
“Nicht Autonomie, sondern Bastelbiographie,” in Zeitschrift für Soziologie 22, no. 
3 (1993): 178–87.

34. The two movements have many further similarities. Just like the Kharijites, 
the Anabaptists contained both violent and nonviolent factions. In both cases, only 
the more pacifist elements of each movement survived. In both cases, persecution 
and hostility ejected remnants of both movements to marginal territories, where 
their descendants continue to live until today.

35. In this sense anarchy must be distinguished from two neighboring terms that 
may sometimes be confused with it: direct democracy and populism. Anarchy is 
not direct democracy for two reasons. The first is that anarchy presupposes a basis 
in substantive claims regarding humanity, whereas the idea of democracy is more 
limited to the procedural character of governing. (If a representative is recalled and 
replaced by another, the system would still be one of representative rather than 
direct democracy; if new state policies are overturned or enacted through referenda, 
the state rather than civil society is even more ensconced as the final reference point 
in political life.) The second is that the term direct democracy has been so abused 
as to lose its original meaning and clarity. The referenda system in California, for 
example, is frequently (and erroneously) cited as an example of direct democracy, 
when in effect it has little to do with it. Such referenda, after all, do not affect the 
principle of representation. One could also add the utter corruption of such a refer-
enda system—that is, its contamination with the same sources of irrationality that 
infect the entire theater of mass politics: namely its domination by money, mass 
media, and the special interests of small but resourceful groups. With regard to pop-
ulism, it is even more clearly distinguished from anarchy in that anarchy precludes 
in principle the phenomenon of an individual leader standing in for a mass.
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If the fundamentals of anarchy inhere in everyday social practice and ordi-
nary human wills to freedom and commitment, we can actually learn little 
about anarchy if we confine ourselves to well-known but small examples of 
conscious, self-identified spaces of anarchy (e.g., communal experiments). 
Rather, patterns of anarchy can be extrapolated from patterns of behavior 
and relation in voluntarily organized groups whose goal is to substitute 
themselves for the state in one area or another. This is why the question of 
civil society should be of special importance for anarchy. The discussions of 
the various manifestations and roles of civil society historically and in the 
present are intended to show how anarchy, far from being some wild and 
remote idea, rather inheres in common everyday collaborative propensities. 
The underlying idea behind this approach is that anarchist thought can 
learn more from exploring the larger history of civil society than the smaller 
history of communal experiments.

This chapter revisits the historical relationship between civil society and 
the state, emphasizing how, as it evolves, the state develops a self-refer-
encing logic (a raison d’état), and then proceeds to co-opt a hitherto au-
tonomous civil society. Civil society is defined broadly as society organized 
outside the state. It is society organized voluntarily through various institu-
tions, groups, and networks, which form the theater of non-state-oriented 
methods of collaboration, mutual help, and dissemination of common 
ideas and conceptions of civilized social life.

This way of approaching civil society makes it possible for us to discuss 
comparatively and historically vast stretches of collaborative social experi-
ences, from Northwestern Europe to East Asia to India and the Islamic 
World. This approach makes it clear that civil society is not, contrary to some 
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well-established dogmas, a specific product of bourgeois, European mo-
dernity. Civil society is a basic, ancient, transhistorical and universal mode 
of collaborative human life, defined by voluntarism and the propensity to 
substitute collaborative action in the world for state action—and not simply 
to help in democratizing the state or support its functioning in society.1

An overlooked convergence in the political philosophies of different 
civilizations concerns the historical discovery of the idea that the state had 
its own autonomous science, a science that was independent of the rules 
of social relations prevailing in civil society. Such a point of view was es-
tablished outside of Europe well before Machiavelli. Until the evolution of 
the modern state, the idea that state and civil society operated according to 
quite distinct rules left no illusion anywhere that the state could possibly 
represent society.

By recentering the story of human progress around civil society, anarchy 
may also offer an alternative to the modern developmental state—namely, 
the state that brings about modernity and progress through grand projects 
of social engineering. Here anarchy rejoins much of what development 
literature has shown, namely that such a developmental state develops 
first and foremost itself and in the process enhances the arbitrary power of 
its elites. Anarchist history in this respect consists in part of rediscovering 
elements of this ancient and universal process, and accordingly identify-
ing when or how civil society becomes the primary theater of action in 
the world.

In discovering an old principle concerning the irreconcilability of state 
reason and civil society reason, anarchy also goes beyond democracy. In 
doing so, it does away with another established fiction, namely that of the 
accountable state. In thus concluding what must be concluded, anarchy’s 
logic demonstrates both its humanity, by limiting to a human level the 
scope of reason, and consistency, in its fearless disavowal of dogma and 
fiction: the state is not civil society, it is the other of civil society. Properly 
conceived, civil society has nothing to do with the state. When civil society 
uses the state, it ceases to be civil society and becomes another tool in the 
hands of concentrated political power. In the final analysis, civil society is 
meaningful only as the alternative to the state. From an anarchist perspec-
tive, the goal of civil society is neither to democratize the state nor make it 
more accountable. It is to do away with it.

STATE REASON

It is always individuals, and not institutions, who think. Yet institutions 
may be said to have a built-in reason in a definite sense. Namely, there exist 
parameters of thinking available to those who lead them. Such parameters 
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are indispensable for the very logic of a particular institutional life, because 
they could be violated or transgressed only at the cost of destroying the in-
stitution itself. That is why even the most revolutionary characters will find 
it impossible to go beyond the limits of state reason—to the extent that they 
wish to maintain the state after having captured it.

In revolutionary history, the Kronstadt rebellion in Bolshevik Russia 
in 1921 is an illustrative case. Then, a new revolutionary government 
repressed, at the cost of several thousand lives, a movement whose main 
demands, while aligned with socialism, consisted of introducing more 
democracy and reducing central leadership and single party rule in the 
new system. The Kronstadt incident, taking place at the dawn of a new 
revolutionary era, already revealed that the state, any state, could not be 
free: a state is always beholden to the dictates of state reason. It has to act 
according to a limited repertoire of possible actions, precisely because it is 
a state. Actors operating outside the state or without regard to its reason, 
such as the doomed sailors at Kronstadt, could nevertheless be said to be 
more free, since while they may be bound by culture, tradition, or organiza-
tion of some sort, they are acting out their values, and doing so without a 
sense of obligation to protect an institution of unique power—such as the 
state—at any costs. What such actors protect is their values before their in-
stitutions, whereas the state, when facing a choice, must always save itself 
first, before it may save its values. Those values themselves, ultimately, may 
be sacrificed in order to save the state.

Since at its roots state reason has to do with maintaining the state itself 
as a distinct institution of power over society, the basic elements of state 
reason do not vary, regardless of whether a state is ruled by an absolutist 
monarchy or an elected parliament, an oligarchy or a populist ruler, an 
observed constitution or martial law. Under all circumstances, a constant 
principle of state reason is that the state has only itself as reference point 
for its own logic. It does not derive its reason from philosophy, religion, 
science, or culture, even though all of these may be used by state reason, 
selectively and as needed. But state reason is not about promoting philoso-
phy, religion, science, or culture for their own sake. It is about promoting 
and constantly defending the state itself.2 The basic points of departure of 
state reason could be sketched as follows:

1.  State reason begins with alienation. A certain hierarchy, accepted be-
cause it is felt to be organic, freely negotiated, or useful as practical 
authority, seeks to entrench itself in state form and to become thereby 
more stable. Being more stable here means also that it becomes less 
organic, less transient, less negotiable—in other words, alienated from 
the ordinary flux, transience, or flexibility of associational life over 
which it rules.
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2.  Civil society may ignore for a while, or not take notice of, the alien-
ation of state reason, even as the state begins to use a new kind of 
political language. Civil society may not apprehend the nature of such 
alienation, as it builds or preserves institutional worlds of its own that 
are parallel to the state.

3.  Developing outside of civil society, state reason becomes underlined 
by a science that is all its own, oriented to identifying and pursuing 
sovereign and distinct rules that have little to do with the cultural hab-
its or sensibilities of any population. To be so, state reason must de-
velop at a distance from culture—popular, national, local, and so on, 
even if the very legitimacy of the state, and sometimes its very genesis, 
is traced to roots in the culture of the populace. Culture in this sense 
may be used in the service of state reason, but it is not state reason. 
As they develop, states learn the arts of rule more from each other or 
from illustrious, selected histories, less so from the prosaic, complex, 
and varied cultures of the populace over whom they rule.

4.  Developed state reason is the antithesis of civil society. State reason, 
to the extent that it begins to operate as a science sovereign unto it-
self, offers then free license for the state’s perpetual expansion into all 
of society. The science that informs state reason in this expansionist 
project involves experimentation with the twin trajectories of coercion 
and cooptation. As such state reason aims at ultimately consuming 
civil society and thereby ending the alienation of state reason from 
all that which resides outside of it. The resolution of this alienation 
is conceived, in accordance with state reason, in its own manner, and 
not in the manner of a synthesis.

5.  State reason attaches itself to and gains sustenance from moral ideas.3 
The weight of the state can in effect be measured by the weight of 
its prohibitions, which may always be added to so as to justify more 
power. In the final analysis, state reason relies here on its discovery 
of the old principle that the poison is the same as the cure: the only 
difference is degree and measure. A social problem, for example, may 
require a certain amount of coercion in order for it to be cured. But 
there is a short distance from that ordinary wisdom to the unverifiable 
proposition that if a little coercion helps solve a problem, then more 
of it will solve the problem even better, or solve other problems that 
are yet to be recognized as problems.

6.  State reason observes the organizational instinct of hierarchical self-
preservation.4 Doubtless civil society itself involves hierarchical pro-
pensities, but we do not expect associational life, especially a volun-
tary one, to be everlasting in the same way that states see themselves 
(or are seen) to be.
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7.  All techniques of power are interchangeable from the point of view 
of state reason—the only question from the point of view of state 
reason concerns which technique is most effective given certain con-
ditions. The techniques themselves are not the ends, but rather the 
means of state reason. Thus bureaucratic constancy and conspirato-
rial episodes could be different techniques of state reason, even in 
the same state and over a short span of time. Techniques of power 
are not ends in themselves.

8.  State reason must be attentive to loss of resources and diminution 
of authority as outcomes to guard against, natural or unavoidable as 
they may be.

State reason has a complex history, of course, and its elements emerge 
in time as states develop. We can discern nonetheless some common tra-
jectories borne out of requirements common to all states. For example, 
all states require revenue in order to survive, thus the efforts of states to 
justify revenue extraction say much about how they have justified them-
selves in different times, given different balances of power between them 
and other sources of power in society, and given the sway of state reason 
as compared to the hold of alternative understandings of the nature of 
political life in society.

In ancient China, we can discern how state reason developed in the evo-
lution of the principle that everyone is expected to be taxed, to which one 
then adds exceptions that seem quite extensive. These exceptions included 
“for a period filial sons and grandsons, devoted husbands and constant 
wives, and those whose modest and virtuous lives were the object of the 
loving respect of their neighbors . . . [similarly] children of meritorious 
subjects and . . . profound scholars. The aged, the sick, the exiled and the 
barbarous.”5 Leaving aside “the exiled and the barbarous,” who were out 
of reach anyway (but whose inclusion nonetheless testifies to the univer-
sal self-understanding of the state), the categories that inform this curious 
list show only the persistent resilience of certain ordinary moral ideas in 
the face of the dictates of early state reason. The moral social categories 
and behaviors listed still had to be acknowledged and accommodated by 
state reason, but as exceptions to its universal reach (just like the exiled 
and the barbarous).

An early state could scarcely disregard common ethos and mores, even 
when the exemptions in question hampered its growth and potential. Of 
course, some will say that it is difficult to speak of civil society then in its 
modern sense, but the point is more straightforward than can be said for 
later periods: the state is not a sovereign source of moral culture; it itself 
bows, to the extent that it has to, to nonstate sources of moral authority in 
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society. Even at that early stage, the alienation of state reason was already 
evident: not only from the moral logic that organizes local culture and as-
sociational life, but also from its conception of itself as a universal state. It 
approached local culture in the form of exemptions and allowances that a 
nonalienated order would not have found necessary; and it knew already, 
via its own reason, that its nature is universal, but it had to give exemptions 
to a larger world that it understood to belong to it, yet still out of its reach.

The state comes into existence, in other words, before a fully developed 
state reason. At that point the main source of organizational reason is 
civil society. And it remains so until the state, having commenced from a 
humble origin, manages to wrest control over the right to interpret culture 
from, or draw toward itself the vital energy of, civil society. At that point, its 
confidence and power conspire to bestow upon the state a sense of distinct 
and developed reason. The moment of arrival at its own reason is a mo-
ment of profound victory of the state over civil society: state reason then 
no longer derives from that of its nemesis, but from its own psyche and in 
reference to itself.6

When does state reason emerge? If we remain for a little longer with the 
Chinese list above, we can over time detect a gradual transformation, when 
the list of categories exempt from taxation began to include the emperor’s 
relatives, and from there was extended to the nobility at large. For a while this 
development strengthens the state as a source of distinct culture, but weakens 
it as a political institution. On the one hand the state becomes an autono-
mous designator of privilege, dispersing it as it sees fit rather than as civil 
society designates it in its earthly negotiations. On the other hand, by favor-
ing powerful classes the state itself becomes in effect weaker vis-à-vis them. 
In his classical study, Kan’ichi Asakawa shows the deleterious impact of that 
expansion of privilege in the comparable case of Japan, especially when the 
nobility incorporated increasing areas into their holdings, thus placing mas-
sive agricultural resources beyond the reach of imperial taxation over time.

The rising claims of an aristocracy signal the rise in political culture of 
the notion of privilege not tied to the customary mores that had until then 
all emerged and been negotiated from below. In fact, the privileges of the 
aristocracy became continuous precisely as state claims upon its subjects 
became continuous and routine, and as exemptions from taxation became 
less expressed in prosaic ethical categories and more in seemingly more 
permanent class categories.7 In a sense, while highly attentive to class privi-
lege rather than moral ideas, taxation here also becomes in one sense more 
efficient, since its social categories are regarded to be more permanent.

The question therefore is not the one commonly asked in economic 
histories of the state, namely how the state develops efficient systems of 
governance out of less efficient ones. Rather, it is how the state discovers 
the very concept of efficiency—that is, how it comes to pay attention to its 
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own arts and begins to regard those arts as distinct in nature from those 
of prosaic culture. The twelfth-century North African political thinker Abu 
Bakr al-Tartushi was already nostalgic for an earlier, now lost, resonance be-
tween the culture of governing and common culture, attributing the decline 
of states to their gradual departure from that earlier symbiosis. For example, 
he attributed the decline of Muslim rule in Andalusia to that development. 
The relationship of the early Muslim conquerors to their new realms, he 
observes, was informed by a feeling of fellowship with the peasants analo-
gous to a merchant’s care for his merchandise, the true source of his wealth. 
Decline set in, al-Tartushi asserted, only when the Muslim princes began to 
depart from an ethic of commitment to and fellowship with their subjects, 
and treat them as little more than a source of revenue.

Al-Tartushi’s use of the metaphor of merchandise to refer to an ethic of 
commitment may sound curious and indeed confusing. Is merchandise not, 
after all, nothing but exchangeable commodities from which the merchant 
would be expected to detach himself regularly if he were to make a profit in 
the marketplace? True, of course, but there are two types of attitude toward 
merchandise. The first is typified by care, meaning that the merchant real-
izes that his well-being is inseparable from his ability to preserve the quality 
of his merchandise. The second is typified by a purely utilitarian view of 
merchandise, where the merchant has, for example, neither aesthetic feel-
ing nor moral connection to what he sells. While the first attitude must by 
nature cultivate existential outlooks and habits of looking beyond the self 
and into the quality of things in the world, the second can only be premised 
on solipsistic short-sightedness, where short-term gain overshadows inevi-
table loss in the long-term.8 The more existentially serious outcome consists 
of a leap into alienation, commencing as soon as the ethic of fellowship is 
replaced with utilitarian calculations.

The kind of nonalienated fellowship al-Tartushi espouses between ruler 
and ruled is premised on the principle of constant exchangeability of loca-
tion between the prince and his subject. Thus he concludes that the prince 
should also be counted as a legitimate recipient of charity, just like anyone 
else who had suffered a misfortune in ordinary life, rather than as the 
one in charge of dispensing charity to others. The prince, in other words, 
should habitually be counted among the poor.9 Being so designated is not 
intended as a politically opportune posture of fake humility. Rather, it is a 
logical conclusion of an ethic of necessary reciprocity of fate between prince 
and subject, an ethic that the prince will depart from once he regards his 
populace as little more than fodder for the state’s grandeur and prowess, 
and in doing so undermine the foundation of his state in the long run.

How will that happen? A government that takes too much out of its 
constituents in order to empower itself, al-Tartushi tells us, is like someone 
eating his own flesh—since thereby government not only destroys its tax 
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objects, but it also creates thereby so much resentment that it ends up un-
wittingly strengthening its enemies much more than itself. Light extraction, 
by contrast, is comparable to an insect bite: however painful, it eventually 
heals, leaving no lasting effect.10

Al-Tartushi’s account seems to suggest that state reason is in part pro-
pelled along by a quest after constant sources for nourishing the state.11 In 
other words, how to maintain power in the face of accidents, resistance, or 
unpredictable conditions. His parable of the flies illustrates this problem 
from the point of view of the ruler: on two occasions, a prince looking for 
constant laws of nature adorns a cooked animal with honey, and waits 
for the flies to appear upon it at a certain hour. While the flies show up as 
expected the first time, they fail to do so the second time. Why? We do not 
know. Perhaps the weather conditions are less suitable on the second oc-
casion, or perhaps the flies are busy with another, tastier corpse elsewhere, 
or perhaps they are mating, or perhaps they had died off. We do not know 
because we cannot predict constant principles of any specific power.

By contrast, we can with certainty outline unwavering principles of 
loss. That is, we can predict what factors contribute to enemies showing 
up or what actions of ours will strengthen them. But we cannot predict, 
and we have no way of justifying, constant principles of power in and of 
themselves—that is, principles of power not rooted in something that ap-
pears natural, ancient, and everlasting (e.g., the culture of the populace).12 
From the early perspective of state reason, therefore, the more knowable 
principles of power are those concerned with its diminution and loss, 
rather than with its maintenance and constancy.

In southern Europe, the solution to this problem had to await Machiavelli, 
who, as Foucault argues, was the first to finally accept the natural “exterior-
ity of the prince to the principality”—in other words, the alienation of state 
reason from civil society. On the other side of the Mediterranean, however, 
political theory had discovered that principle earlier, although with a more 
melancholic touch. The conclusion reached south of the Mediterranean, 
unlike Machiavelli’s, had the added moral twist of suspecting state rule as 
an inherently corrupt employment from which ordinary peoples must shel-
ter themselves so that they may conduct their lives properly. States had long 
ceased to be expected to organically flow out of the moral circumspection 
of civil society: the prince was always external to the principality. (Ibn Kha-
dun, in fact, employs this idea literally. Rulers come from outside of society 
altogether: declining dynasties are replaced by rugged barbarians from the 
desert, who possess better bonds of solidarity and more readiness for war 
and risk than obtains among established urban societies.)

Al-Muradi, the eleventh-century Maghribi political theorist, detects the 
genesis of the distinction of state culture from ordinary civic culture in 
that the state is itself defined by its capacity for extraordinary expendi-
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ture. Governmental fiscal culture must by necessity be distinct from that 
of ordinary households. Kings, in his outline, are distinguished from 
most ordinary people in that their waste is more blameworthy, since their 
reign can be maintained only to the extent that its base in royal wealth 
is safeguarded. Yet paradoxically, kings can least afford to be penurious, 
since everyone expects them to be exceptionally immune from poverty.13 
This paradox does not make for easy governance, since government has to 
operate according to a contradictory fiscal logic to which ordinary people 
are happily unexposed.14

If Machiavelli’s conception of politics as its own science rather than as 
a natural outgrowth of common social virtues had already been registered 
south of the Mediterranean before him, he would appear even less original 
when we move to ancient Sanskrit manuscripts on the science of politics, 
as well as later works that are based on the traditions enunciated in them.15 
These display none of the melancholy of the southern Mediterranean tra-
dition, and in fact exceed Machiavelli in cynicism. The Sukraniti, which 
teems with specific instructions on how government expenditure should 
be allocated, draws a striking conclusion. While the king should embody, 
display, and safeguard general social mores, in the chapter on friendship 
the Sukraniti summarily instructs that “all kings are unfriendly, secret en-
emies and [setters of traps] to men who are valorous, rising, virtuous and 
powerful. What wonder here? Are they not all covetous of kingdoms? Kings 
can have no friends, and can be friends to nobody. They become sometimes 
artificial friends.”16

The Sukraniti’s verdict is all the more striking given its lengthy com-
mentary on the arts of friendship prevailing everywhere else in society, 
but which are impossible to disseminate within the royal palace. In the 
Arthasastra, Kautilya goes furthest. Here, the alienation of state reason from 
moral ideas pervading society means that no one could be expected to 
voluntarily accept governmental extraction of resources from them. Such 
extractions, therefore, require deception so that people may accept them 
as being in their best interests. The revenue-raising tricks listed by Kautilya 
include having spies posing as citizens denounce those who pay less than 
others when the king demands payments under false pretenses; demanding 
subsistence as the king holds religious processions and congregations de-
signed to avert a natural calamity whose prophecy he had fabricated; send-
ing ascetics to collect money under the pretense of working to propitiate 
an evil spirit, which may be nothing more than a man hidden in a tree and 
making devilish noises; creating public clamor by having agents claim the 
monstrous sighting of a many-headed serpent in a well or even a temple, 
and collect fees for the sight; and manipulating family feuds with the use 
of prostitutes and even poisoners, so that a guilty party may be produced 
whose property could then be confiscated.17
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While from today’s perspective these devices may seem exotic and no 
longer thinkable, it is their larger spirit that remains at the heart of the art 
of domination and revenue extraction. The persisting devices today involve 
the exaggeration or creation of emergencies; producing criminality, which in 
turn justifies policing expenses; manipulating adversity; and the propitiation 
of “evil” in the world that government itself had created and nourished.18 
From the ancient Kalilah and Dimnah to the modern prince of Machiavelli, 
these were the laws of governing, and only original communal or religious 
movements, such as early classical Islam, sought to do things differently.

Otherwise, political theory everywhere assumed as a primary premise 
that the wall between those virtues proper to governance and those proper 
to everyone else was impenetrable by nature. And it was destined to remain 
so until the age of democracy, when the moral communion between the 
two worlds was reestablished, but without the state giving up the raison 
d’état that it had solidly established by then. For most intervening political 
history, however, few thought of permeability between local cultures and 
the art of governance as anything but morbid fantasy.

Aside from those mentioned above, innumerable documents from Asian, 
Indian, and Arab, as well as early European sources concur on the same uni-
versal pattern. As communities of various sizes lose a sense of organic, free 
association—whether in the ancient polis or in religious movements fired 
up by universal ideas of fellowship—the state that replaces them develops 
a sense of distinction in its self-understanding and thus a raison d’état. As 
state reason becomes distinct from any culture exterior to it, governance 
becomes a game of illusions and tricks designed to maintain for the state a 
constant and reliable flow of resources from the body of society, resources 
without which it cannot live and prosper.

It is here that the problem of efficiency and constancy of flow of resources 
becomes an ongoing concern in the science of the state. The Sukraniti, in de-
scribing the genesis of this obsession, makes a crucial distinction between 
earning and maintaining state wealth, the latter being the more difficult but 
also more worthy task. The Sukraniti even mathematizes the proportions 
of the two tasks: maintaining treasure is considered to be four times more 
arduous than earning it, and some instruments of governance, such as the 
army, must be capable of being maintained for twenty years without fines, 
land revenues, or duties.19

What the Sukraniti does is compare two related activities that nonetheless 
belong to different arts of administration. Collecting poses enormous dif-
ficulties in its own right, not only due to the practical problems of deciding 
whom to exempt and whom to tax, or applying consistently complicated 
formulas distinguishing between different types of land and irrigation 
systems, or accurately accounting for the amount of harvest, or making 
adjustments for years of draught, flood, pestilence, or other hardships, or 
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preventing fraud of all kinds by taxpayers and tax collectors alike, or sorting 
out payments in kind, money, or labor, or, most importantly, determining 
rates and collection methods in such a way as to maximize revenue without 
causing rebellion or deterioration and abandonment of the tax objects.

Beyond all such practical concerns, collecting constitutes a moment of 
state intrusion upon society. And it is precisely because this intrusion re-
minds us of how external the state has become to society that it must not 
be repeated too often. Hence the significance attached to the problem of 
maintenance. By maintaining sufficient resources for lengthier periods of 
time, the state minimizes having to remind society of unwelcome facets of 
its presence. But if it is truly successful in this art of maintenance, the state 
also becomes more autonomous from society and its local wisdom. The 
state becomes even more independent and self-referential in its logic as it 
ceases to require constant transfers of wealth from its constituents.20

It begins to acquire a lore that is all its own, such as derived from wars 
against outsiders, since such wars serve as an alternative means for the state 
to confiscate resources without having to constantly go back to its con-
stituents. But war has historically tended to give rise to a more expansive 
state regardless of whether the state won or lost against external enemies. 
In principle, the very capacity to wage war presumes that a good amount 
of resources that would otherwise remain in society have already been 
amassed by the state. If the state loses its war, it finds itself compelled to 
impose more levies so as to make up for the resources it has squandered, 
as well as to protect itself from the expected reprisals by both external and 
internal enemies. If it wins, it ends up amassing more resources unto itself, 
which allows it to become more free and self-referential in its manner of 
operation, logic, and calculation.

And if it wins constantly, that is, becomes an empire with few outsid-
ers left who are worthy of being plundered, it can then turn around and 
plunder its own vast constituency on a constant basis. The emergence 
of Christianity itself, at least as rendered in the biblical account, is in an 
important sense a response to a turn in that direction on the part of the 
Roman Empire. It is not accidental that the Bible squarely places the birth 
of Jesus in the context of the census of Augustus. Of course, it was well-
known that the purpose of the census was to facilitate and rationalize taxa-
tion throughout an enormous empire, and thus we would expect thoughts 
of some sort of a revolt against this premise of a more intrusive state—here 
these thoughts take a spiritual form. In the Bible, Jesus is presented, at least 
initially, as the holder of a different and less taxing method of knowing the 
world. While Augustus wants to know the world so that he can know how 
to expropriate wealth from it for the purpose of governing it from a distant 
center, god, who needs no such wealth transfers, injects into the world an 
alternative spirit of governance.
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The empire ultimately wins this battle, precisely as it adopts Jesus as 
its own savior and continues to extract resources, but now in his name. 
The battle is already half lost when Jesus gives his famous answer to the 
question as to whether Caesar’s tax should be paid or resisted.21 Jesus here 
attempts a compromise, suggesting that the distinct worlds of state reason 
(“give unto Caesar”) and civic culture (“give unto god”) can live peaceably 
apart if each realm recognizes the other as its other.

After the collapse of the Roman Empire, it took nearly a thousand years 
in Europe for orders of governance to develop, albeit within far more mod-
est territorial extensions, an analogous notion of exteriority of prince to 
principality that Roman governance had assumed toward societies ruled 
by the empire. A divide between the basic logics of civic culture and state 
governance resumed in the medieval period first in territories experiencing 
an early effort at centralization, such as England and France, from where it 
spread elsewhere, informing other centralizing European polities. 22 But for 
a long time one could still observe a comparatively greater symbiosis be-
tween the practical logic of governance and civil society in the smaller cen-
ters of commerce and civilization, such as the confined polities of northern 
Italy and the Netherlands.

Here, the reemergence of strong states, and the effort to resist them or 
at least limit their power, show how civil society first adjusts to the state 
by building parallel institutions. The most pertinent, and well-known, of 
such historical examples are the alternative Dutch and Swiss cases. Each 
of the two systems was based on a state’s recognition of distinct niches for 
autonomous politics. Hanspeter Kriesi outlined the difference in terms of 
how the niche is constructed.23 The Dutch model of “pillars” (verzuiling), 
which survived well into the late twentieth century, was based on autono-
mous social institutions, including media and schools, being allotted to 
different self-organized communities. As it progressed into modernity, the 
pillars of Protestantism, Catholicism, and Socialism seemed to suffice for a 
while in accounting for the range of possible community ideologies. Each 
pillar possessed autonomous capacities in terms of its control over an as-
signed share of public institutions. The Swiss model, by contrast, organized 
autonomous niches in territorial terms. This presumed a certain degree of 
inequality, although what mattered more was community autonomy rather 
than full equality across differently resourceful cantons.

The fact that these two models precede the nation-state and pertain to 
two of the longest enduring political systems in today’s world, corroborates 
the argument that the fanatical emphasis on unified solidarity across com-
monly governed society, as advocated in state nationalism, is not a necessary 
or even desirable precondition of stability of political systems. In the two 
cases above, the state existed so as to regulate relations between variously 
articulated niches of solidarity and autonomy. Thus in spite of their long 
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history, these two societies have given us very few heroes, or individuals 
oriented toward suicidal sovereignties. Both histories emphasized instead 
practical rationality and an orientation toward voluntary, small-scale style 
of actions upon society, rather than great and heroic proposals.24

What such systems usually suffer from, however, is the problem of re-
constituting niches so that they correspond to new forms of loyalty. The 
organizational logic of a niche (whether ideological or territorial) ceases to 
describe an actually existing niche when the boundaries between ideologies 
become blurred, or when territoriality no longer suffices as a niche category 
in a world where relations and networks are less structured or influenced 
by territoriality.25

By contrast, an anarchist conception of community as affiliative and 
chosen possesses in comparison the most flexibility to adjust to shifting 
circumstances. Affiliation means that communities are ultimately experi-
ments, not frozen collective bodies. They could be constantly made and 
unmade by free actors as they discover, expand, and configure solidarities 
in response to dynamic living in the world. In this manner, the very idea of 
community could be separated from the ossifying logic of institutionaliza-
tion: except as a sort of “museum of social history,” there is no compelling 
need for a niche to be maintained when it ceases to correspond to an or-
ganic, meaningful space in the makeup of a social fabric.

A social niche so understood—voluntary, flexible, mortal—constitutes 
thus a space of anarchy in a larger society. That an actor lives in the niche 
does not mean that he does not also live in a larger society, in the same 
way that living at home does not mean that one never ventures into a street 
outside. The fact that we live in our social niche, and that we may also in 
the course of time redefine it, exit from it, or create an entirely new niche, 
means that freedom and community become intimately intertwined in our 
minds. They are not alternatives to each other, because anarchist freedom, 
thus understood, is precisely freedom to remake the social space that one 
inhabits with others—that is to say, freedom here is freedom to remake 
one’s community.

In any case, the Swiss and Dutch experiments with parallel societies did 
not provide appropriate models for states aspiring for a stronger sense of 
centralization, such as England or France. There, an organic conception of 
“society organized outside the state” could be expressed not in terms of par-
allel societies, but rather as a feature of local or provincial life. Beyond the 
village level, the idea of society organized outside the state could be expressed 
mostly in feudal networks and ethics, transposed eventually into a national 
center in the form of a rigid class system that could be altered only at the price 
of civil wars and violent revolutions. In comparison, parallel societies in a 
decentralized state generally generated less violent conflict because they had 
less reason to compete for the state, or against its minimal demands.
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This can be contrasted to the activities of the lords or the aristocracy in 
centralizing states such as England or France. In such cases, the incentives 
for state-oriented conflict, as well as for the emergence of state reason, 
were stronger. In England, the king had to find a distinct enough reason to 
escape being challenged or restrained by the lords at every turn. Thus he 
found it irresistible to seize any opportunity that gave him a unique reason 
for a regular extraction that otherwise would have had to take place either 
through painstaking negotiations or through an uncertain or expensive 
attempt to crush the opposition. The evolution of the Danegeld is a good 
example here. Toward the close of the first millennium, after several defeats 
at the hands of marauding Scandinavian invaders, the English were forced 
to pay a tribute that came to be known as the Danegeld to keep the Danes 
at bay. Already early in the first half of the eleventh century, the Danegeld 
had become a regular impost that, no longer tied to tribute payment, re-
plenished the king’s coffers on regular basis. Through that source, the king 
managed to maintain an army and a navy and, in the process, further dis-
tinguish himself from the lords.26

The institution of the Danegeld in England can of course be approached 
as a historical accident. But accidents do have lessons to teach, because they 
are invariably assimilated into an unconscious of power that is anything 
but accidental. First, the episode illustrates how states find it difficult to for-
feit new resources even after the passing of the conditions that had caused 
the accidental fall of such resources into the state’s lap. Second, once these 
resources become regular expectations, they increase not only the distance 
in power but also in general self-understanding between the culture of state 
governance and that of customary lordship. In this case, the Danegeld came 
to be regarded as an entirely different levy in its nature from customary 
feudal extraction. The king’s entitlement did not simply parallel the lords’. 
The lords were already aware of the king’s effort to increase his distance 
from them, and if they sought to bring him back to earth by insisting that 
he was simply first among equals, it was precisely because they knew that 
he would cease to be so if given any chance at all.

The long struggle between the English king and the lords did not shorten 
this distance between state and customary lordship, even when the king lost 
and even if, according to Barrington Moore’s thesis, it was that struggle for 
privilege between king and lords that laid down the foundation of English 
democracy. The English state model of self-empowerment was ahead of its 
competitors and was therefore, in a general sense, also their model. As early 
as the eleventh century we see in England the emergence, uninterrupted 
since, of the art of state governance as a distinct art, with analogous French 
developments usually a century behind, while analogous German develop-
ments arrive still much later, around the age of Frederick.27
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By the late eighteenth century in Western Europe, state reason was dis-
seminated and began to be elaborated more formally in the form of broad 
academic sciences. State reason no longer served pure juridical purposes, nor 
was it understood just in the sense of “exteriority of prince to principality,” 
nor, for that matter, did it simply refer to a rediscovery of the ancient dictum 
that governing a state required rules and ethics distinct from those of civic 
culture. In addition, by then state reason also began to include specific arts 
of public administration and management, information systems—including 
statistical aggregates, and elaborate systems of population control.

This vast expansion of the realm of operations covered by state reason 
meant that states could not pretend to be simply mirroring the natural pre-
disposition of free commerce or the work of nature itself. This shift became 
most evident in nineteenth-century Europe, where the state was no longer 
seen to be emulating other, normal spheres of social life (for example 
commerce, nature, or the family). Rather, those same spheres began to be 
thought of as subordinate in the final analysis to a single machine of gov-
ernance, a machine capable of embodying everything in its domain, includ-
ing its own people, a secular corpus mysticum.28 After centuries of cultivating 
a self-referential system of signs, logic, and operational mode, the state now 
opened its vast jaws upon civil society. It no longer wished to be distinct 
from or above it, as it had sought to do for so long.29 Now that it had con-
sumed everything else with masterful efficiency, it turned upon civil society 
in order to consume it and incorporate it into its total body.

THE STATE AS CIVIL SOCIETY?

The modern idea of the nation-state signifies the epitome of this attempted 
symbiosis of state and society; the idea implies the full embodiment of a 
supposedly coherent social body we call the nation in the state, and assumes 
that the state is therefore a natural and necessary instrument of control, be-
cause in effect it is made of the same cultural, ethical, and solidaristic fabric 
as society. Yet the nation is not civil society, and it is indeed telling that 
the modern state is not called a civil society-state but rather a nation-state. 
The nation is an abstract idea and lacks any organizational form without 
the state, and as such it is more useful for state purposes, since standing in 
for an abstraction is easier to justify than standing in for something that 
already exists in some organized, tangible, or visible form.

Conceptually uniting state and nation, however, while further justifying 
state extension into society, also exposes the state to unexpected problems 
in the long term. Nationalism itself is not a primordial but a historical idea, 
and as such it is liable to possible replacement by, or overlap with, other 
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conceptions of solidarity. Further, the idea of a nation-state presumed that 
territorial state jurisdiction should be coextensive with the geographic dis-
tribution of the nation, or that the nation should be brought “back” into 
the same territory at the expense of resident nonnationals. These presump-
tions often meant war with other states or within multinational states, but 
also limited the ability of the state to stand in for something more universal 
than nationhood. More problematic still, the very idea that the state stood 
in for the welfare of a nation exposed the state itself to popular demands 
for such welfare, a task that sometimes conflicted with either reigning eco-
nomic doctrines or increased the costs of the state. Neither was the idea, as 
is being discovered with increasing clarity today, easy to fit in the world as it 
became (yet again) more densely connected economically and culturally.

These issues do not, of course, mean that the modern state abandons its 
official grounding on some nationality or another, or that nationalism itself 
as an idea suddenly disappears. It means however that the modern state 
will increasingly require being anchored in more lasting ideas or better felt 
forms of social experience. This is how civil society is rediscovered in state-
centered thinking. It is rediscovered not as “society organized outside the 
state,” or as the other of the state. Rather, in state-centered thinking, civil 
society is seen as itself a feature of a healthy state. Its reason for being is to 
improve the state, not to offer an alternative to it.

The literature espousing this state-centered way of thinking about civil 
society is virtually endless. A good example of the more philosophically 
sophisticated expositions of this idea in recent times is Dominique Colas’s 
Civil Society and Fanaticism. Colas dedicates his book to refuting the pos-
sibility of any civil society not fully joined to the state, asserting that the 
“law-governed state is civil society.”30 This standpoint is anchored upon two 
premises (the first he shares with many other commentators, the second is 
quite innovative). The first premise is that civil society is dependent for its 
being on legal regulation, which only a law-governed state can provide. The 
second, more philosophical premise, derives from Jacques Lacan’s distinc-
tion between the symbolic and the real as self-enclosed rather than mutu-
ally referencing universes. Colas uses this distinction to associate fanaticism 
with the orientation toward the real (here direct democracy), an orientation 
that is borne out of a misguided rejection of the symbolic (here representa-
tive democracy) as a distortion of reality.

The first premise concerning legality is overstretched. Even if we grant 
it, it still does not lead to a necessary symbiosis between the law-governed 
state and civil society. If regulations come to any civil society from without 
for any reason—for example, to arbitrate conflicts within civil society—it 
does not follow that a regulating agency of this kind itself becomes civil 
society. The dynamism of civil society derives not simply from institutions 
protected or regulated by state law. It derives primarily from the pragmatic 
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flexibility and also necessity of associational life itself. This means that in-
stitutions of civil society survive not because of legal regulation, but so long 
as they draw unto them voluntary associational energies—and historically 
it was these associational energies that created the relevant institutional 
regulations.31 The historical experience of civil society shows that insofar 
as institutional regulation was an issue, it emerged out of contractual rules 
that civil society institutions developed as needed.

Thus what seems to be the issue here is the need for justifying the state 
rather than civil society. Colas’s thesis on the supposed necessity of the state 
for legal regulation may therefore be seen as a recent variation on the only 
defensible reason for the state from the liberal perspective, namely the Social 
Contract. In this case, the contract takes a literal form, as the state is justi-
fied on the basis of a supposedly necessary regulation of otherwise free (and 
thus presumably chaotic) associational life. But there is no historical basis 
for the claim that the state itself ever emerged out of a contract of any form, 
nor is there a contemporary basis for the claim that it exists in order to fulfill 
any specific contract. As Nietzsche forcefully argued, state evolution can be 
traced to nothing more complex than a power grab by the powerful, who, 
precisely because they had the power, never needed a contract.

Of course, the Social Contract can be approached differently. Not as a 
description of an actual historical process, but as an expression of a hope 
that state and society would actually view their relationship as a contract. 
A contractual relationship means that the partners to the contract are not 
the same (otherwise there is no reason for a contract!). The very logic of a 
social contract, therefore, means that the only aspects of the state that are 
justifiable are those that are clearly not society: managerial agencies fulfill-
ing specific or technical functions or services. These managerial functions, 
as we shall revisit them in the final chapter, do not presuppose anything 
like a state as we know it.

The second premise of Colas’s extensive effort to fuse the state and civil 
society is equally incapable of supporting the edifice, although it is stated 
in more sophisticated terms. Colas’s project, which is based in part on Laca-
nian psychoanalysis, regards the critique of representation or mediation in 
favor of immediacy, direct connectedness, and participation as a mark of 
fanaticism. The prototypical example of this supposed link between the 
fanatic mind and the need for immediacy is the Reformation’s iconoclasts, 
who had to smash all representations, whether physical or ideational, that 
stood between them and god.

According to this thesis, the fanatic mind is driven by a desire for direct 
connections, and thus is prone to reject the symbolic as an unwelcome 
hindrance to communication with some true essence. Using this frame-
work, Colas proceeds to dismiss not only all rejections of representative 
democracy, but also any analytical distinction of such democracy from civil 
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society. This includes Marx’s idea that representative democracy constituted 
a particular rather than general form of civil society. For Colas, Marx’s criti-
cism possesses an affinity to the fanatic suspicion of mediation (or repre-
sentation), a suspicion that gives rise to a quest to uncover the real behind 
the veil of an illusory mediation.

Colas’s psychoanalytically based point is that the symbolic is neither 
an illusion nor a stand-in for some reality, but a self-sufficient and self-
referential realm, just like the real. The real and the symbol live separate 
existences, and if there is any illusion, it is precisely the notion that the 
real or the symbolic can be interpreted in each other’s terms. Extending 
this analysis into the modern ideal of democracy and, more specifically, 
state-civil society relations, Colas concludes that criticizing a democratic 
order because it is based on representation (or, as a corollary, valorizing 
participation as an inherently better model) stems from the fanatic orienta-
tion toward immediacy as the only legitimate form of relation. According 
to this thesis, valorizing immediacy (or participation) over representation 
is underpinned by a (fanatic) suspicion of symbolism. This suspicion, in 
turn, calls for placing all symbolism, to the extent that it is tolerated at all, 
in the service of the real.

The main problem with Colas’s approach is not necessarily that the real 
and the symbolic must be argued to be connected, nor that one involves a 
higher order of rationality than the other. At a more basic level, the prob-
lem is that Colas assumes that all representation operates at the same level, 
and thus makes no distinction between at least two arts of representation: 
one “neutral” versus one embedded in relations of power.32 As used in 
relations of power, symbolism (or representation) is always intended to 
elicit some effect, even though we may mistake representation for doing 
something other than what it may be intended for. Representation can 
also mean different things to different spectators. Certain representations 
circulate more widely than others, and some—especially those connected 
to state nationalism and decorum of state power—are explicitly designed to 
elicit specific and uniform responses.

If we wish to explore only those representations tied to relations of 
power, we can posit for the sake of illustration a simple dichotomy in 
terms of their source in power relations: representations originating from 
below versus those originating from above. Neither is designed to operate 
innocently or in a self-sufficient realm, and they are usually loaded with all 
kinds of references to the real, even though the same symbol may be used 
to refer to different real things, and even though it may fail to elicit the 
reaction that was intended by it.33 Symbols tied to relations of power pos-
sess dynamism (they may be observed, rejected, reinterpreted, forgotten, 
replaced, etc.), precisely because they come into direct use in the daily arts 
of conflict that inhere in those relations.
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The same complexity can be observed of fanaticism, which in Colas’s 
project is simply identified with rejecting representation and symbolism. 
To the extent that it becomes embedded in relations of power, fanaticism 
can originate from below, as a rejection of mystification by power. Fanati-
cism in this case is then nothing more than a realization that symbolism 
is one of those resources that the powerful have used to increase their 
advantage. If struggles for power involve taking away as many resources 
from your adversary as possible, then an assault on your adversary’s use of 
symbolism, far from evidencing a fanatic rejection of symbolism as such, 
constitutes an assessment of the balance of power. It is thus a tactic of 
planned and purposeful struggle. The struggle is not against symbolism; it 
is against your enemy.

Fanaticism as outlined by Colas can also originate from the state, and 
precisely from a liberal, secular, modern, law-governed state. In other 
words, fanaticism can be a perfectly natural product of state reason. If 
such a state regards the bulk of its society as superstitious, premodern, 
irrational, or living in perpetual refusal to see the benevolence of the 
state and learn principles of modernity or morality from it, the state 
then acquires every incentive to attack folkloric symbolism in the name 
of rational sobriety—think, for example, of early Kemalist Turkey, where 
the state ordered men to remove their fez so that they could “become” 
modern, precisely by being made to appear modern.

The issue, therefore, is not that the real is better than the symbolic. 
Rather, the issue concerns when the symbolic becomes no more than an-
other tool in a real battle. This is where Marx’s critique of representation 
is misunderstood. For Marx, the basic problem is not representation in 
general, but how it operates under modern conditions—and, insofar as we 
are concerned here, how it undermines civil society. For instance, if modern 
representation takes place in an environment typified by individual atomi-
zation and weak social bonds, where isolated individuals could only imag-
ine abstract connective forms to each other, then representation represents 
only these abstract bonds and, moreover, represents them as an alternative 
to civil society.

Under such conditions, representation, because it represents no really 
existing bonds in society, only ensures a heavier manipulation of power 
than otherwise. This is in fact how Marx analyzes the roots of success of 
such opportunistic actors as Louis Napoleon, who managed to monopolize 
power by playing off various poorly organized classes against each other. 
The fact that Louis Napoleon had his strongest base of support among the 
peasants stemmed precisely from the condition of atomization and isola-
tion of the peasants from each other; “[as] potatoes in a sack make a sack of 
potatoes,” the peasants had no organic link other than the one that a strong 
individual leader would embody. Louis Napoleon thus is a symbol. This 
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symbol, in turn, is possible not because reality needs it, but because it adds 
something to reality that reality could live without. The symbol here may 
indeed be doing nothing for reality, and thus would not be objectionable, 
had it not made use of reality, and in the process altered it, in its struggles 
against other symbols.

The symbolic and the real are thus both dangerous playthings. They 
may indeed be able to live happily in their own separate compartments. 
But to claim that they do not infringe upon each other disregards how in 
power struggles they are made to do so. The mutual aggression of real and 
symbolic constitutes a basic feature of a world of power and counterpower, 
where various resources are enlisted for the struggle. The powerful will use 
the real and the symbolic, and the weak, having a smaller arsenal in reality, 
will magnify their symbols or attack what they may believe to be the more 
exposed flank of the powerful—and that is the symbol of their power.

THE RESPONSES OF CIVIL SOCIETY

The responses of civil society to the historical expansion of the state con-
fronted civil society with three choices: become the state, tame the state, or 
replace the state. Given the evolution of the modern state, the third option 
appeared for a long time to be the least realistic, even though a variation 
on this theme was proposed by nineteenth-century anarchism and social-
ism (though the alternative to the state in that case was rarely expressed in 
terms of civil society). Neither did the first option appear to be consistent 
with any definition of civil society—until the recent logical experiments 
discussed in the previous section. And in any case the modern state had no 
compelling reason to ground itself so strongly or exclusively in civil society, 
when the state could find a basis in a more abstract idea more fitting for its 
project of total embodiment of society—for example, nationhood. Thus for 
a long time the second option, namely taming, and as a corollary also us-
ing, the state became the favorite, and most accepted, goal of civil society.

This idea was expressed in different ways, but underlying it was a persis-
tent conception that the state was something other than society, but also 
that it was in the nature of the state to extend itself into society if given the 
chance and enhance its control over it. By the seventeenth century John 
Locke was already cognizant of this formula, and his famous argument that 
the state owed its existence to its citizens more than the citizen owed his 
to the state can be understood precisely in this context. The argument pos-
ited state-citizen relations as based on suspicion and delicate maneuvering 
to avoid excesses, rather than as based on mutual complementarity. Even 
though both state and citizen needed each other, in Locke’s argument the 
boundaries as well as the limits of thankfulness between them must remain 
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clear and distinct. In Locke’s time, the state did not yet embody society. Its 
task was simply to protect the fruits of labor (which for him were signified 
in private property). Obviously, such a limited task did not require the state 
to extend any further claims regarding its standing for some essential, col-
lective or historical spirit of “the people.”

Yet even in his own time Locke was already on the defensive; his very 
argument was a response to an encroaching political ethic according to 
which the state embodies society or stands in for it. Further philosophi-
cal attempts to claim an originary role for civil society, that is, to trace the 
foundations of political order to civil society rather than to the state, and 
to defend civil society against a state set on consuming and incorporating 
it into its own sovereign body, could only hope to delay what by the late 
nineteenth century was largely accomplished in Europe. The rich body of 
literature now available on the histories of nationalism demonstrates that 
transformation; in particular, it shows how the older “proto”-national soli-
darity (cosmopolitan, voluntary, nonexclusive, prosaic, peaceful) generated 
within autonomous civil society, succumbs to state nationalism (vitriolic, 
rigid, exclusive, belligerent) after its incorporation as self-legitimating dis-
course of the state.34

Less noted in that literature, however, is the gradual decline of the myth 
of the Social Contract between state and society, a decline so gradual as to 
be imperceptible overall, yet evident in a long sequence of small amend-
ments. For example, the transformation in the doctrine of fairness regulat-
ing income taxation in Europe and the United States: fairness here was 
gradually reinterpreted so that, toward the end of the nineteenth century, 
instead of referring—as had been the case—to what benefits the citizen 
should receive from being taxed, it began to refer solely to the citizen’s 
ability to pay.35 Reinterpreting such a basic doctrine as fairness in this way 
occasions the coming into being of states more confident of their power 
over society. Moreover, it occasions the ultimate triumph of raison d’état, 
which in this case was oriented to stabilizing the state’s own receipts, above 
all other and older considerations.

Thus by the late nineteenth century, Locke’s conception of the priority of 
civil society to the state had been left in the dust. At the same time, we can 
identify the emergence in Western countries, and to a certain extent Japan, 
of two compensatory trajectories that at first sight seemed to strengthen the 
connection of state to society. The first trajectory involved broadening de-
mocracy by expanding the right to vote, the second involved expanding the 
social welfare role of the state. Both operations, however, only highlighted 
the state itself as the focal point of all political energies and campaigns, 
and thus taught civil society to treat the state as the ultimate addressee of 
its deliberations, rather than as simply one among many other sources of 
action in social and political life. Neither expanding democracy nor state 
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social welfare roles altered state reason, and both only allowed the state to 
expand further to occupy more fully vast new social spaces.

The democratic trajectory consisted of expanding the right to vote. Lead-
ers of the American Revolution seemed to have had a clear idea as to who 
they meant by “the people.” The people were white propertied men, who 
felt insulted enough by the king’s attempt to tax the colonies to foment a 
rebellion, and who for a long time thereafter remained the only group al-
lowed to vote. But as in the English or French parliamentarian experiments, 
the parameters of who constituted the people—and more precisely, who 
could vote—were gradually expanded to include wider circles of popula-
tion.36 As states learned from each other new arts of absorbing society into 
their body, the democratic trajectory became more global. In 1890 Japan, 
for example, only substantial taxpayers were eligible to vote for the House 
of Representatives, a stipulation that ensured that the electorate would con-
stitute no more than 1 percent of the population. Over the following three 
decades, the tax requirement was gradually lowered, until it was finally 
abolished in 1925.37 The Japanese case illustrates how a rapidly democratiz-
ing state felt the same need as those states democratizing at a glacial pace 
(for example, England), to carefully test and calculate risks and benefits to 
it, before it incorporates or provides democratic rights to additional catego-
ries of the people.

State reason means that the state always thinks about itself first before 
it thinks about its people, that it must save itself before it may be able to 
save them. This also means that the state must define the people in such 
a way as to minimize the danger they may pose to it and stabilize the 
power it has over them. On the one hand, this would indicate that barring 
a revolution, democracy granted from the top down is granted only when 
it has no obvious consequences insofar as the normal functioning of an 
already established political system is concerned.38 On the other hand, the 
extension of the franchise seems historically correlated with the emergence 
of more panoptical forms of control, which guarantee the prior extension 
and normalcy of state power in society regardless of electoral outcome. 
This dual guarantee of power and consistency does not, of course, protect 
governments, ministers, and presidents from being replaced. But it protects 
and even strengthens the state as an institution of ultimate recourse.

The second trajectory in the state’s displacement of civil society as a the-
ater of social action consisted of extending welfare guarantees, gradually 
from the late nineteenth century until the 1960s. Jens Alber traces the origin 
of the welfare state to the need of authoritarian regimes to enlist public 
support.39 The thesis suggests that welfare served initially as an alternative 
to extending voting rights. The picture however quickly becomes blurry, 
as democratic states also extend welfare in due time, and as authoritarian 
states, no longer capable of guaranteeing stability simply with welfare, ex-
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tend democratic rights. States that are generally regarded to have been most 
effective in generating both stability and legitimacy ultimately combined 
both schemes, as authoritarian states experimented with democracy and 
democratic governments learned the imperative of extending welfare.

Of course, the history of these two trajectories is not unproblematic, 
especially in the West. The democratic trajectory was aborted in Germany, 
Spain, Greece, and came perilously close to being done away with in France 
in the late 1950s. But the welfare trajectory seemed harder to disavow once 
in place, until today. Yet in the long run, state reason dictates that both 
welfare and democracy are in principle dispensable if they pose serious 
threats to the state. Democracy and welfare do not constitute the essence of 
any state. They are historical inventions with varied meanings and scope, 
given the conditions of the moment. And as such democracy and welfare 
are better understood as compromises by the state, offered in exchange for 
its replacement of civil society by itself. And compromises can always be 
undone once they are no longer necessary.

Elsewhere in the world, modern state reason usually fared less brilliantly. 
Only for a brief period after independence could many African states, for 
example, sustain sufficient public goodwill to experiment with the initial 
building blocks of the model of the society-embodying state. The meager 
resources at the disposal of the postcolonial state, generally, assured that 
it would succeed in neither the democratic nor the welfare task that were 
required for the model to actually work. Before long the postcolonial state 
realized that it could keep its hold over society through no means other 
than old-fashioned coercive control.40 By the 1970s and 1980s, the debt 
crisis and Structural Adjustment Programs put the final nail in the coffin 
of the welfare trajectory in much of the postcolonial world. That was the 
case even for some states that had at their disposal such important natural 
resources as oil, but were otherwise hampered by a large enough society 
to complicate attempts at control and incorporation (for example, Algeria, 
Nigeria, Indonesia). In the 1990s, globalization pressures and the efforts 
by the state to respond to them further weakened the welfare trajectory 
nearly everywhere, as governments found themselves compelled to reduce 
debts, cut budgets, and withdraw from many economic and social roles in 
the interest of enhancing market freedom. Similarly, it became clear with 
the passage of time that the democratic trajectory within any specific state 
bestows upon the populace no particular power over such large and faceless 
trends as globalization.

When such processes make the state less and less meaningful, it becomes 
possible to bring back into our political currency an older, and long for-
gotten, understanding of civil society: civil society as the alternative to the 
state—that is to say, civil society as the theater of non-state-centered poli-
tics, politics consisting of the free and nonexclusive interplay of interests 
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and worldviews.41 It becomes possible to speak in this way when we real-
ize that the modern state’s democratic form is not capable of doing more 
than offering up the mighty machine of the state itself as a battleground 
for supremacy and exclusion between the contradictory interests and view-
points pervading society. Any state may in theory or practice become more 
democratic, but in the process also increasingly devoid of collective purpose. 
The broadest democracy, after all, is still underlined by the idea that some 
interests (whether of a majority or of a particularly resourceful and thus pre-
eminently electable minority), can monopolize power and exclude other 
interest and worldviews.

THE TAX STATE AND THE POLITICS OF ALLIANCE

The analysis of the role of taxation in the growth of modern states as in-
struments of power over society is justified by its clear relevance to histo-
ries of resistance to state claims by various classes, as well as to the associ-
ated evolution of the compensatory idea of democratic representation. In 
modern states in particular, taxation has been associated with new ideas 
of socioeconomic justice and redistribution, precisely as those same ideas 
became wedded to state action. Taxation as a means of illustrating state-
civil society relations is further justified by the frequent references to it in 
various state histories not only as a source of state power, but also as a 
practice that requires philosophical and practical justification. The theme 
of taxation also implies something about how the state develops knowl-
edge of its citizens and their labor, habits, and resources. Further, regular 
taxation has been a decisive factor in enhancing the capacity of govern-
ments, especially those with imperial ambitions to become colonial pow-
ers, militarize on a permanent basis, and go to war more regularly and in a 
more devastating fashion than ever before. The discussion to follow is not 
intended as an argument against taxation. Rather, it is meant to illustrate 
how taxation produces far more state power than social good when the 
idea becomes established that the share of social revenues intended for 
the common good should be collected and dispersed by the state rather 
than directly by free citizens.42

Historically, the enhancement of state power beyond a few routine ad-
ministrative roles could scarcely be accomplished without the state plunder 
of external or internal enemies or sources of wealth. In early modern Eu-
rope, the variety of methods of extraction associated with state and empire 
building, from singular usurpations such as Philip IV’s of the wealth of 
the Templars, to epoch-making wealth transfer regimes such as the Iberian 
plunder of the New World, were all still part of a prosaic attitude of states 
toward the question of their resources. Many of the episodic acts of plunder 
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may have increased the power of the plundering state for a certain period, 
but not systematically. These episodes continued to mark undeveloped 
states lacking in constant principles, and acts of plunder, even when they 
were habitual, only served to remind that the state was not society, was 
external to normal civic life, and suspiciously above common transactional 
ethics. Analytically, acts of plunder therefore can be distinguished from 
highway robberies only in that they are organized at a higher level.

The premodern state in Europe had to resign itself to the irregularity of 
any extra income beyond regular taxes, which were too modest to give us 
the kind of state that we have come to know since modernity. These taxes, 
in turn, were limited by the strong towns’ ability to extract from the prince 
often unpalatable concessions in exchange for them; by lords’ resistance to 
any attempt by the king to strengthen his power at their expense; by the 
inferior status of the tax objects themselves and the destitution of most 
peasants who were the real taxpayers.

The connection between the state’s desire for regular income and the evo-
lution of the idea of representative democracy is readily evident in the long 
history of taxation, particularly when taxation was directed at social classes 
that could offer some resistance to it. The historian Carl Stephenson has 
shown that far from being an original invention of the late 1700s, a prin-
ciple such as “no taxation without representation” was actually rooted in 
medieval thought.43 In a dynamic portrayal, Stephenson locates the origins 
of such institutions as the English House of Commons and similar estates 
elsewhere in Europe to the imperatives of a new system of taxation. That 
system originated with the growth of free towns that were more difficult for 
the prince to tax without their consent.44

What we have here is a dialectic picture. The rise of free towns and other 
sources of sovereignty that could affirm themselves against the prince (or 
even harbor his enemies) increases his cost of governing, at the same time 
that they make it difficult for that cost to be extracted in the customary 
coercive way. Replete with opposing and dynamic forces such as the com-
mercial bourgeoisie in towns that had earlier escaped feudalism and were 
suspicious of the prince, feudal landlords suspicious of both, and a prince 
constantly challenged by a myriad of external and internal enemies, late 
medieval society could scarcely entertain regular relations of trust as a basis 
for political action. The treacherous Venetian takeover of Constantinople 
under the guise of the Crusades is a famous illustration of such an envi-
ronment, and in many ways Machiavelli himself could be regarded as a 
natural product of this kind of politics, in which trust could less and less 
be imagined as a normal guide to action and political strategy.45 Trust as a 
possible ethic of political relations then could be observed in very specific, 
albeit sometimes large, social spheres—for example, as enshrined in feudal 
loyalties or knightly virtues.



96 Chapter 3

In this light, stable norms of mutual obligation operated only within 
social groups that had clear boundaries. The civic culture of such groups 
was shaped either in accordance with the ethics of a well-defined class, or 
by virtue of territorial confinement. Across such groups, medieval politics 
highlighted the notion of temporary and transient alliances forged between 
groups that could not be imagined to be connected to each other by any-
thing other than common and deeper hostility to other groups. Rulers who 
regarded feudal landlords as their prime competitors, for example, could 
ally themselves with the increasingly wealthy commercial classes in the 
towns. Such an alliance was regarded by the prince and the commercial 
classes alike as little more than a temporary marriage of convenience.46

By the end of the seventeenth century in Europe, we begin to witness the 
emergence of a new state ethic toward the question of how to guarantee 
regular state income. In England, whose schemes on that score immediately 
informed competing states, the question was posited as one of overcoming 
what the state identified as a permanent dilemma of fiscal shortfalls. It no 
longer understood itself as a body politic ordinarily operating under the dic-
tates of fiscal minimalism, which might occasionally enjoy splendid though 
ephemeral excess. Donald Winch’s sketch of that transformation illustrates 
clearly how new attitudes toward state finances were an outcome of a pecu-
liar landscape in which the English state had to search for ways around its 
internal enemies. He ties the origins of the Bank of England to the aftermath 
of the Glorious Revolution of 1688. Initially, the Bank offered a new govern-
ment not yet confident enough of its legitimacy to levy taxes with the only 
other alternative for financing itself. However, that quick fix proved to be 
detrimental, as governmental borrowing, which began in 1692, became the 
basis for heavier taxation for an entire century afterward.47

But just as the English state’s new trick was learned by competing states, 
the other side of the same lesson, that is to say, state indebtedness and 
consequently higher taxation, was learned quickly elsewhere and just as 
well by those expected to pay taxes. The New York colonists in the 1830s, 
for example, insisted on subjecting all governmental bond issuance to 
referenda, as they regarded borrowing to be little more than a delayed 
form of taxation. In an assertion of popular sovereignty over governmental 
budgeting, it mattered little to them that they might be snuffing out benign 
public works projects. The English lesson was that no government that be-
came rich through means other than the direct and willing transfer to it of 
resources by its constituents would remain benign for long. David Hume 
already articulated that fear in his criticism of the English debt, in which he 
argued that the oppressive taxation that would result from debt could be 
maintained only by despotism or the rule of selfish oligarchic interests.48 
The political perils of governmental debt were still obvious nearly a century 
later to Immanuel Kant, who then cited England as the best example of how 
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a government expanding its resources through debt endangers the basic 
principles of coexistence he laid down in Perpetual Peace.49

As an alternative to taxation, debt offered the nascent modern state the 
first taste of true independence from other centers of power in society. Here, 
raison d’état feasts, temporarily at least, on the state’s lack of need to justify 
asking for more resources from society. While this does not necessarily lead 
to despotism, it certainly leads to an enlargement of the ideational horizons 
of state reason. For instance it was precisely through debt, Winch reminds 
us, that the English government was able to allay the parliament and under-
mine its role.50 In essence, it was the debt that finally allowed government 
in England to win battles against internal adversaries of a magnitude that 
had toppled two kings in the preceding century. The remarkable nature of 
that accomplishment was because England, as well as other states that were 
later inspired by its example, could enhance their power without disregard-
ing what was shown time and again to be wise sensitivity to tax revolts. 
Winch argues that more than one hundred years of that policy produced 
only one loss to the Crown, namely the American colonies, where he claims 
that the aforementioned sensitivity to tax revolts did not hold.51

The story, however, is more complex, especially if seen from the perspec-
tive of American colonists rather than the Crown. James Ring Adams shows 
that on the eve of the American Revolution, the American colonists were 
in fact very lightly taxed, compared to British subjects in England itself. In 
his alternative account, the American Revolution appears more intended 
to protect a privileged position of relative freedom from taxation, than to 
protest excessive levies by a despotic power. Thus the English policy toward 
building a strong state with little recourse to the kind of direct extraction 
that had led kings to lose their heads in the past, also held true in the North 
American colonies, indeed, more so than in England itself. The American 
tax revolt, therefore, produced a government that was forced to wait eight 
decades for such a cataclysmic event as the Civil War before it could pro-
ceed beyond strict limits to its role in and over society.

In the meantime, the English state discovered a difficult equation: while 
financing government through taxation may empower taxpaying consti-
tuents—to the extent that they need to be more allayed than suppressed—
financing government through debt almost always empowers creditors. 
That equation has rarely failed in three centuries: when Bill Clinton discov-
ered to his shock as he assumed office in 1993 how much his hands were 
tied by bond traders, he was simply discovering again an already old les-
son. In the eighteenth century, regular state borrowing had led not only to 
the emergence of strong capital markets, but also to a new unholy alliance 
between the state and the globally active, legendary chartered companies 
of that era. Today, the vulnerability of indebted governments to the condi-
tions of finance capital simply confirms again an old and familiar story.
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The central point here is that both taxation and debt lead to different 
outcomes in terms of how nodes of power are arranged vis-à-vis each other. 
While nodes of power in the tax state polarize between an apologetic, mini-
mal state and a self-confident civil society, nodes of power in the debt state 
polarize between a prominent state on the one hand, and monied interests 
on the other. As civil society sits along only one of the two roads leading 
the state to the resources it is looking for so as to expand its reason, the state 
may find travel on the other, less politically cumbersome and more profit-
oriented, road more to its taste. Then both the state and finance capital 
begin to think alike and take solace in each other’s resourcefulness.

Yet, this is only the beginning of our modern story. Armed with this re-
newed sense of power and confidence, the state begins to embark on ever 
more expensive extensions of its domain of operation, and in the process 
cannot help but compel competing states to do likewise, as nineteenth-
century political developments in Europe illustrate abundantly. This essen-
tially meant that the state, no matter how independent of its taxpaying con-
stituents it sought to become, had to eventually go back to them to plead 
for more of the regular levies. As Hume and the early American colonists 
knew (and as their progeny forgot in due time), debt and taxation were not 
alternative routes, although habitual or intentional shortsightedness trains 
one to initially regard them to be such.

Incurring debt as a way of postponing taxation was not simply a question 
of fiscal exigency. That the state would have to tax more in order to pay 
off its old debt was certainly to be expected, but the more consequential 
transformation was that by the time it went back to its constituents with 
new tax demands, the state of the nineteenth century had long ceased to be 
the old, prosaic order it had once been. The “first among equals” had es-
sentially become simply a first, with no equals—even with checks and bal-
ances, the hierarchy of state above society had already become established 
as a historical fact.

Thus it was only in the nineteenth century, for example, that the previ-
ously much-hated income tax finally became a regular impost in England 
and elsewhere in Europe. States that succeed in keeping it in place beyond 
emergency conditions begin to realize its value in stabilizing state in-
come—according, of course, to states’ interpretation of what fiscal stability 
means. In the United States, the process was more checkered; the income 
tax had to wait for another century to become a regular levy, in spite of 
sporadic applications of it in emergencies—such as the War of 1812 or the 
Civil War, or under very contentious circumstances in 1894.52 Everywhere, 
however, the lesson was the same: at the moment it became a regular ob-
ligation rather than an emergency and temporary measure, the income tax 
was correlated with more aggressive imperial politics by the state imposing 
it. In England and France the beginning salvos of colonialism are correlated 
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with the income tax becoming regular; in the United States, the campaign 
for a permanent income tax gained momentum with the Spanish-American 
War and subsequently the virile international displays of a new navy by 
Theodore Roosevelt.

At every point it became regular, the income tax was viewed as an essential 
source for augmenting state revenue from other types of taxes and fees, such 
as customs, excise, sales, rents, and so on. Unlike those other sources, the 
income tax, because it took money directly out of individual households, 
appeared—as it still does—as an intrusion upon privacy, and presupposed 
panoptical controls in a way that other sources of governmental revenue 
did not. Indeed, there is no better example of Jeremy Bentham’s panopti-
con in modern society than the tax collecting agency: citizens’ compliance 
with the requirement of providing faithful information about their finances 
rests on their fear of the implied capacity of such an agency to monitor all 
and identify cheaters out of teeming millions of taxpayers.53

While the usually progressive nature of the income tax has always been 
used to distinguish it as a more democratic and just method of extract-
ing state revenue than other, more uniform forms of taxation, it was and 
continues to be regarded by substantial numbers as the most dreadful and 
feared form of taxation, precisely because of the unique degree of intrusion 
into each person’s private business it presupposes as governmental preroga-
tive. It is precisely for such a reason that the income tax has never been 
experienced as simply another source of governmental revenue among 
many. For it presupposes a different type of government altogether and, as 
such, must be clearly distinguished from other sources in any critique of the 
social role of taxation.

The distinction that seems most straightforward and useful in this regard 
is the following: governmental sources of revenue can be divided into two 
categories, the market versus the citizenship component. The citizenship 
component consists essentially of the income tax, namely what the citizen 
pays directly to the government and thus the portion whose destination 
theoretically he has the right to determine. The market component, by 
contrast, accrues to government through the impersonal workings of the 
market, as customs, fees, rents, sales tax, and so on. While these also af-
fect individual citizens, they appear indirect and even unimposed. While 
they may be regressive and inattentive to varied income levels, they do not 
presuppose the same panoptical structures throughout society as does the 
income tax. Using this distinction, we discover that over time there has 
been a constant increase in the proportion of the citizenship component in 
governmental revenue, precisely as states become more “developed.”54

A developed state, therefore, must be a tax state. Not simply because taxa-
tion stabilizes its income, but also because it presumes certain historical 
developments that enlarge the role of the state and make it into a sole focus 
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of politics. These developments include the extension of the idea of repre-
sentation and some sense of deeper governmental obligation to society. 
And this is precisely the point, since the tax state is not simply about taxes. 
Rather, the tax state presupposes certain forms of power, a specific kind of 
state, and a political life that is centered around the state. In this respect, 
an anarchist critique of the tax state must consist not so much of a critique 
of the principle of taxation or wealth redistribution in general, but of three 
historical consequences of the tax state:

1.  The tax state abrogates a historical principle of negotiated, contingent 
taxation.

2.  The tax state takes up the question of the common good away from 
civil society.

3.  The tax state tends to alter its conception of the kind of society it 
relates to, preferring mass society (especially in a form it could mobi-
lize) to civil society.

Negotiation

The premodern state knew that its hands were tied not by law as much 
as by the ability of its subjects to resist its impositions. For example Edward 
I, we are told, while not legally obligated to obtain towns’ consent before 
taxing them, calculated that it was more prudent to do so.55 For a long time 
after, and in spite of increasing expenses of the English state as it became 
an empire, that tradition of soliciting consent was still apparently expected 
in the North American colonies at the periphery of the empire, although it 
was increasingly less so in Britain itself. The old tradition is evidenced in 
the American Revolution itself, which explicitly rejected not taxation, which 
was then hardly excessive, but the lack of mechanism by which consent for 
taxation could be obtained.56

But as a rule, the empire pursued nonconsultative taxation wherever 
resistance was not to be expected. Everywhere it was never the law that mat-
tered but balances of power. The law regulated relations between states and 
their subjects only when it codified actual balances of power. Thus when 
the state becomes established enough, taxation became less negotiable, 
even in democracies and even where the state had originated in a demand 
for consultative taxation. The long history of the tithes in southern Europe 
illustrates this principle. The struggle against the tithe carried out by nascent 
states as they competed for power over society against the Church, ulti-
mately weakened the Church, precisely as it strengthened the state.

However, negotiated taxation among various centers of power in his-
tory provided an important basis of democracy. According to Stephenson, 
medieval taxation in Europe seemed destined to lead in that direction. Its 
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history could not be outlined in terms of rigid formulas that empires could 
summarily impose, since there was no such unchallenged center of power. 
Rather, taxation became increasingly wedded to the arts of negotiation:

In order to get what money he required from an ordinary town the lord had 
only to negotiate for a grant, enlarging upon the urgency of his need, empha-
sizing the benefits secured from him in the past, and hinting at the misfortune 
that his displeasure might occasion in the future. . . . The only way in which 
the French king, or one of his great vassals, could secure a general subsidy from 
all his dependents was by negotiating with each important individual group. 
From that system to the calling of estates was but a step.57

This haggling, out of which representative democracy was born, was 
obviously already far removed from the ancient honorific conception of 
individual payments to public causes, such as the Athenian liturgy, the Ro-
man munera, or the Meccan rifadah.58 While in one sense assigned, these 
honorific payments were also voluntary, possessed a virtuous character, 
and were given in public. Such ancient systems of public payment hardly 
seemed suited for modern conceptions of democracy. Rather, as it evolved 
out of negotiations over taxation, modern democracy moved the question 
of taxation away from any association with honorific individualism: the 
logic of representation assured only general consent to taxation. Individuals 
or uninfluential groups are not negotiated with for each imposition, nor do 
they determine its destination, which, in representative democracy, is left 
to representatives to haggle out. It was thus precisely under democracy that 
taxation finally became ensconced as a system of permanent levies. And it 
is also precisely under such a system that the honorific aura of contributing 
to a public good was redirected entirely into charity and away from taxes. 
In a sense, therefore, the democratic tax state ensured that there would be 
no place for the honorific in ordinary political haggling.

Common Good

The distinction between charity and tax is of course older than the demo-
cratic state, but they were always connected with a conception of them be-
ing different ways to arrive at some common good—at least to the extent 
that the tax itself was theoretically distinguished from tribute payments. 
Just as Muslim societies always distinguished between government taxa-
tion and charitable alms, medieval European societies also distinguished 
between payments made to sovereigns and those made to the common 
good. A good portion of the latter, however, was eventually organized as 
a religious obligation, in the form of the tithe. Yet the story of the tithe, 
which is quite complex in ways that are beyond our scope here, nonetheless 
reveals various struggles aiming at determining the common good in a local 
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way, rather than leave the question to distant authorities, including Church 
authorities. The tithe was not uncontested, especially when its connection 
to promoting the common good in concrete ways was not obvious.

There is therefore a long history of contesting the tithe, but following a 
different logic than that involved in negotiating payments made to kings 
and lords. The struggle around the tithe began in fact within the Church 
itself, as parish churches sought to wrest control from the central hierarchy 
over at least a portion of the tithe collected in their domains. By the elev-
enth century, parish churches in Italy and France succeeded in reserving for 
themselves between one-fourth and one-third of the tithe, while the rest 
went to the bishops.59 Within two centuries afterward, the bishops in turn 
found themselves increasingly forced to forfeit much of the tithe income 
to other power centers, such as the nobles and important dignitaries in the 
cities. In the process, they incurred the wrath of the rising mercantile and 
artisan classes, who found in that forfeit another justification for contesting 
the entire tithe concept, since it resembled more and more a tribute pay-
ment, with no credible connection to any conceivable common good.60

Yet the struggle was against a well-entrenched institution, and in spite of 
all contestations that the tithe was not being used, at least not sufficiently, 
for the common good, it proved impossible to do away with the institu-
tion until custodianship over the common good migrated into the hands 
of the modern state. The campaign against the tithe could fully succeed, 
therefore, only when that equally powerful institution rose up to coun-
terbalance the Church.61 When it contested the tithe institution in the late 
nineteenth century, the parliament of the new Italian state was doing no 
more or less than elevating to the national level—which had never existed 
before—antitithe sentiments that had been percolating for centuries at local 
levels. After a long history, thus, society obtains freedom from the tithe, but 
only to fall under the sway of the tax state. It frees itself from the shackles 
of the Church, but in the process it falls unawares into the grip of the state. 
The state’s ability to assert its own prerogatives, indeed its very ability to 
contest the Church, cannot be understood apart from the process by which 
it managed to wrest control over custodianship of the common good not 
only from the Church, but also eventually from civil society as well. This 
custodianship becomes justified by its status as a tax state.

Mobilization

In the case of the new states emerging out of the heap of such cataclysmic 
events as the English Civil War, the French Revolution, and the American 
Civil War, we readily discern the increasing orientation of new systems to 
the requisite of mass mobilization behind the state, and a search for ways 
to make that kind of mobilization more lasting. The regular and everyday 
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feature of this mobilization is analogous to the emergence of the tax state as 
an ultimate, nonnegotiable, and indivisible locus of sovereignty. Concomi-
tant to that orientation was the discovery and use in state discourse of such 
abstract categories as the people, rather than specific groups or organized 
strata. This new orientation is in fact evident in the new science of statecraft 
drafted by Machiavelli—who, while using the word people in a way that is 
closer to what we think of as civil society, was nonetheless more attentive 
to a more underlying principle. And that concerned how to mobilize or 
manipulate “the people” rather than how to identify a natural place for civil 
society in state politics.

Whereas the prince in the past only had to appease the soldiers and 
the nobles, Machiavelli tells us, now he has to appease the people. Obvi-
ously he must do so not because of any illusion regarding any inalienable 
rights. The people need to be appeased, Machiavelli makes clear, only 
because they have become powerful. At a later point the modern state 
finally listened to Machiavelli, and in fact improved on his advice. For it 
discovered that it does not need to rest with appeasing the people when 
it could actually use them—they could be appeased as taxpayers, but also 
used by being mobilized as loyal patriots through games of representa-
tion. Thus it offered broader democracy at the same pace at which it 
strengthened itself via new techniques of mass mobilization, including 
highly expensive military mobilization.62 The mobilized mass is the prod-
uct of the modern state.

The idea of modern mass democracy is coupled with the overall growth 
of the state in society, and not just militarily. Generally nationalism, as a 
foundational idea of the modern state, also provided the basis for modern 
mass mobilization in ways that would have been unimaginable from the 
point of view of techniques of loyalty in premodern states. In effect, if there 
is a universal theme to be observed at the genesis of every modern state, it 
consists of its identification of the Achilles heel of premodern states in their 
prosaic or ineffective attitude toward mass mobilization. The very idea of 
the nation-state is inconceivable without this kind of orientation toward 
the question of permanent mobilization. Ernest Renan’s famous definition 
of the nation as a “daily plebiscite” on belonging expresses with crystal clar-
ity this new orientation toward a permanent feeling of loyalty, contrasting 
it to transience, contingency, and flux. In due time, this fusion of strong 
principles of sovereignty and permanent mass mobilization leave us with 
the most unchallenged systems of power in history.

A strong principle of sovereignty illustrates less how social solidarity 
works and transforms than the conception of a permanent state with a 
mass mobilized around it. In the process, the modern state enjoyed ample 
opportunities to test new forms of surveillance, and take full advantage of 
increasing conditions of atomism, anonymity, isolation, disintegration of 
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connective tissues in the social fabric, and the saturation of society with 
mass media and mass symbolism.

Yet a disorganized society is also a function of an organized state. Thus 
such a society can only be organized in a form suitable for a state perspec-
tive, namely as mobilized toward the state and for its benefit. After such an 
accomplishment, which was a product of state reason and not of society, it 
seemed a natural “fact” of civilization that there could be no society without 
a state embodying it in a total form, nor a civil society without a state acting 
in its lieu in the world. Since mass society was both the product and also the 
condition of possibility of the modern state, our conclusion must be that in 
anarchy, civil society replaces not only the state but also mass society.

CIVIL SOCIETY, EFFECTIVENESS, AND HUMANITY

The three features of the tax state above are, more generally, features of the 
modern state that result from its occupation of the space of civil society. All 
three, therefore, are reabsorbed into civil society when it becomes the alter-
native to the state. That is, the idea of civil society as the alternative to the 
state means that civil society is the space where the common good becomes 
a negotiated outcome across various ways of seeing the social world. As 
an idea pursued in a theater of negotiations and uncertainty, the common 
good would of course include, but cannot be simply reduced to, material 
developments and projects. The idea of the common good being an object 
of negotiations across various worldviews means that the common good 
also reveals itself to include spiritual development: humanity as a self-ex-
pressing phenomenon, recognized as such through directly engaging with, 
thinking about, and acting in the world.

The pursuit of the common good in civil society must involve vulner-
ability and indeterminacy of outcome. This is a normal feature of a com-
mon life conducted more as negotiations and less as coercion. As such, the 
pursuit of the common good in civil society expresses precisely the opposite 
of what Carl Schmitt posited as the basis of politics, namely the orientation 
toward effectiveness over and above all other considerations.63

Civil society thus resumes older understandings of its role, understand-
ings that it gave up as the idea of the common good became invested more 
and more in the state. Two related examples from two points in nineteenth-
century United States, separated by a little over half a century, illustrate 
the transformation I have in mind. The first was observed by Tocqueville 
during his visit in the 1830s. Tocqueville reported approvingly on the 
Sobriety Society’s effort to curb alcohol consumption by campaigning to 
have one hundred thousand men take a public oath that they would not 
drink. By doing so, they would set a moral example that would reverberate 
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throughout society. Tocqueville made it clear why he thought so highly of 
such an initiative: civil society in France, where state reason was more de-
veloped than in the United States, would act differently. A similar effort in 
France would consist of one hundred thousand men petitioning the state 
to prohibit drinking. Tocqueville’s contrast shows his clear preference for the 
American model of civil society. While the method of the Sobriety Society 
did not guarantee success in controlling drunkenness, it was more in line 
with the autonomous spirit of historical civil society. A voluntary, yet pub-
lic and exemplary, oath would reinforce public ethics and civic life, rather 
than be used as a means to elicit the passing of new laws.

Civil society here is a venue of civic virtues rather than coercive power. 
The point was not to guarantee effective sobriety throughout society. Like 
all voluntary associations that are geared toward life and vitality, civil soci-
ety then operated without assurance of success. The very basis of that vol-
untarism was not surety of result. Rather its basis was the self-conception 
of voluntary associations that they, and not government, were the locus 
of ethical action in the social world. The very vitality of civil society, then, 
was premised on the idea that moral development pervaded society from 
below, not above. Only in this way would ethics acquire a solid grounding 
in social reality.

Yet it was only a matter of time before the alternative route of petition-
ing the state, that is, the very model that Tocqueville had denounced, 
itself became the reigning mode of operation of civil society in the United 
States. The shift is clear when we compare the logic of the Sobriety Society 
to that of the temperance movement, which oscillated in popularity until 
it reached the peak of its strength during the Prohibition (1919–1933). 
Before finally persuading Congress to amend the Constitution in order to 
prohibit the manufacture, sale, and consumption of alcohol, the temper-
ance movement had already succeeded in enforcing local prohibitions in 
many localities, mostly in puritan New England, where it had long been 
accepted that the state should play a moral function in society.

Here we have two models of addressing the same social concern, differ-
ing in their emphasis on voluntarism versus effectiveness. Those prioritizing 
effectiveness seem to have a natural tendency to use the state, while those 
prioritizing voluntarism tend to valorize autonomous action upon the 
world by free-willed and autonomous actors. There are, of course, historical 
reasons for the shift of emphasis from civil society action to prohibitionist 
state action, and these have to do with the emergence of a sense of new 
kinds of social problems and a new kind of society. It is certainly notewor-
thy that the temperance movement gained momentum largely when the 
rising chorus of women struggling to gain suffrage joined its forces.64

The argument is not that there is a causal relation here. While suffrage 
and temperance addressed rights and prohibitions, respectively, and thus 
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were logically distinct concerns, they were united in the principle that rights 
(such as voting) were useful for ensuring the protection of certain social 
institutions (such as the family) from social maladies (such as alcoholism) 
via governmental power. The problem here thus had to do with the disloca-
tions associated with some aspects of modern society. The family appeals to 
an institution outside of the family to protect it from dissolution, especially 
since the old extended networks that had fulfilled a similar protective role 
in the past have come under massive strains of their own. The realization 
that a good proportion of men could not be counted upon to pay proper 
attention to their own families meant that only external powers and active 
prohibitions could compel them to do so. But it is also remarkable that 
men themselves no longer trusted the ability of each other to assume their 
familial role without such external inducements.

Thus in Prohibition we are already far from the Sobriety Society’s volun-
tary model, which assumed that only strong-willed individuality could pro-
vide the basis for social communication as well as guarantee the autonomy 
of its own will. By the time of Prohibition, the dislocations of modern 
society had already instilled serious doubts regarding the sufficiency of 
individual wills even for their own good. From those doubts, it was only a 
short distance to a specific kind of moral discourse for which state reason 
has rarely been unwelcoming—namely the kind of morality that cannot 
seem to survive in the world without the oxygen of state power.

In its ideal form, therefore, civil society presupposes strong individual 
wills, yet specifically those that prioritize autonomy over effectiveness, that 
stand undiminished in the face of the prospect of failure of their initiatives. 
Many will of course reject out of hand the ideal of civil society described 
here, and along with it even the very possibility of autonomous will or 
meaningfulness of voluntary action. And they will have no shortage of 
philosophical ammunition in this rebuttal, including foundational con-
cepts in much of leftist thought. Historical materialism is by no means the 
only framework that teaches that the shape of our reality and circumstances 
provides us with definite bounds to thought and action rather than with 
limitless possibilities; that there can be no such thing as autonomous will 
acting in oblivion to material conditions.

This may be true in a significant though singular respect. Only thought 
and action guided by effectiveness as a prime requisite obeys the above edict. 
Thought and action that highlight freedom, autonomy, and self-discovery 
over effectiveness may give us realities that could neither have been antici-
pated from the point of view of historical materialism, nor even intended by 
the actors. Historical materialism, and indeed most social science, highlight 
objective “necessity” as a route to change (or lack of it), and thus are bound 
to ignore, discount, or misinterpret processes of change and systems of order 
that are more based on willed practices than necessity. The point is not that 
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willed practice must reject effectiveness as a criterion of thought or as a guide 
for action. Rather, willed practice regards effectiveness only as one consid-
eration within a larger spectrum in which other attributes, such as freedom, 
autonomy, and self-discovery are at least as necessary for rational life.

INFORMED PUBLICS

A strong civil society thrives, in part, to the extent that it serves as the space 
for the formation and deliberation of informed publics. In its most ideal 
form, an informed public is a philosophical public, in the sense that its 
deliberations take the form of public philosophy. That is to say, its arts of 
dialogue resemble less the tit-for-tat verbalism so characteristic of much of 
what today passes for debate, and more philosophical arguments taken into 
a public realm and employed to discuss common practical affairs. Since it is 
both practical and philosophical, such public philosophy requires the free 
circulation not just of opinion but also of information.

Public philosophy and public information refer to different but related 
themes. Public philosophy refers to the capacity to integrate knowledge 
into holistic and publicly intelligible patterns, whereas public information 
refers to knowing other selves and conditions outside of one’s immediate 
environment, reducing ignorance, and practical and concrete details. Both 
philosophy and information are lifelong pursuits in anarchy, since they are 
no longer sequestered away from ordinary life in the form of specialized 
knowledge systems of governmental agencies, or ossified as platforms of 
permanent political parties.

However, rational action under any system, and not just in anarchy, 
depends on the constant and free flow of useful information and learned 
opinion about them. This is true just as well of representative democracy, 
for example, where ordinary voting behavior requires that same prerequi-
site, without which voters not only will fail to vote in an informed fashion 
but even fail to vote at all.65 The problem of information manipulation 
in societies characterized by individual isolation and dominated by mass 
media is in fact the subject of a vast critical literature, which converges on 
the conclusion that information monopolies and centralization are detri-
mental to the very possibility of informed freedom.66 The way to anarchy, 
therefore, is the same as the way to any rational public system: it passes 
through the miniaturization of control over and access to media and in-
formation. This means as a first step something that many nonanarchists 
might well agree with: the need to break up information monopolies. Not 
just anarchy, but also democracy in the normal sense can neither foster 
autonomy in society nor lead to a rational outcome if conducted under the 
specter of media monopolies.
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It seems a basic propensity of large systems to generate mass media that 
may be said to distort communication. However some, like Hans Magnus 
Enzensberger, have long argued that it is in the nature of any media to 
distort, since media, like writing or film, mediate reality through a certain 
way of seeing rather than convey a natural and unvarying truth. The ques-
tion then becomes not whether the media is manipulated or not, but who 
manipulates it.67 This insightful critique is, however, partially helpful, since 
the issue in anarchy concerns less a collective discovery of a natural truth 
than the creation of engaged theater accessible to all, where debate and 
dialogue could have some rational basis. In this light, the problem of the 
media becomes obviously a problem of scale first and foremost, rather than 
whether it is telling the truth or not.

Mass media also pose another and a particular problem in terms of their 
propensity to represent large and incoherent social environments in singu-
lar formats, since the fragmentation of mass society, one of whose pillars 
is mass media, can be brought into the appearance of cohesion only as an 
image, also provided by such media. This of course is not without grave 
political consequences, the full scale of which began to felt over the last 
few decades.

In the 1970s, Carey McWilliams could still identify one large political 
landscape dominated by mass communication, namely California, as the 
“great exception” to normal local politics in the rest of the United States. 
While politics elsewhere in the country followed the dictates of loyalties 
engendered by the calculus of rewards and punishments doled out by 
political party machines in the matrix of local politics, Californian politics 
were subordinate from an early point to the calculus of image representa-
tion and symbolism of mass media. According to McWilliams, that was 
because the state had the unique combination of large size and constant 
flow of newcomers. These factors, in turn, contributed to a sense of politi-
cal fragmentation that could be brought into cohesion only by mass media, 
but not by regular political machines.68

The alternative to the California model in the United States, namely 
the political machine of the parties in the large cities, has been repeatedly 
condemned as the pinnacle of corruption, favoritism, and exclusion of op-
ponents. Yet such a decidedly negative assessment failed to register a differ-
ence between two kinds of corruption: one more rational than the other. 
Machine politics in the cities operated at a smaller level than mass politics, 
and hence their corruption was of a different sort. Machine politics were 
premised far less on the symbolism so aggrandized in mass media. They 
were oriented toward the real, namely actual benefits and rewards that the 
winning party supporters could expect—and of course, the disincentive to 
oppose the establishment being the opposite, namely being deprived of 
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governmental rewards and projects if a person, group, or community failed 
to show their support.

In other words, while corrupt in a different sense than mass politics, 
machine politics approximated better a rational form of political relations 
than did mass media-based politics. With the ascendance of the mass me-
dia-centered politics, we witness the growth of symbolic politics at the ex-
pense of material politics. While the machine model had survived by offer-
ing rewards for support and punishments for opposition, the mass media 
model of political life, through cheap posturing and sensationalism, drew 
sustenance from its satisfaction of symbolic issues that in reality affected 
the material well-being of either no one or a small number of people—flag 
burning, the death penalty, moral posturing of all sorts, and so on.

In the United States, the California model became ensconced as the 
model of national politics certainly by the 1980s, although it had been in 
ascendance during earlier decades. It is precisely in the case of Ronald Rea-
gan, whose political career began, in fact, in California and culminated at 
the national level, that we witness how the California model of politics be-
came nationalized, with its corresponding irrationality increasingly becom-
ing a staple of national political life. With Reagan, one indicator of irratio-
nal politics was evidenced in the puzzling disparity between support for the 
person and actual lack of support for his specific programs: surveys show 
that many of those who voted for Reagan, when asked about his actual poli-
cies without naming him, tended to oppose almost all of them.69 This kind 
of disparity between symbolism and materialism has only become more 
pervasive over time. More recently, Thomas Frank, like so many others, was 
still baffled with the phenomenon of “live poor, vote rich”—namely how 
the Bush regime gained power precisely by appearing to satisfy the sym-
bolic needs of supporters, many of whom were either victims of or had no 
hope of being beneficiaries of its economic and social policies.70

Today, California can hardly be called the “great exception.” More ac-
curately, from today’s vantage point it must be regarded as the “great labo-
ratory” of mass society and media-dominated politics. Its features of large 
size, demography of rootlessness and atomization, saturation by mass me-
dia, celebrity culture, and political consulting firms, make it the ideal test 
site for new forms of mass politics that, if successful, end up being exported 
to the rest of the United States, and from there to the rest of the world wher-
ever comparable political conditions obtain or are emerging.

It is these known conditions, then, that form the parameter of concern 
of the kind of public philosophy attendant not only to the informed prac-
tice of anarchy but also in effect to the informed conduct of any civilized 
dialogue. Thus while this volume is not the place where an alternative 
media system could be proposed in detail, it is worth keeping in mind that 
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proposals for media system reform that are conducive to anarchist public 
philosophy and practice exist already in liberal thought and thus may be 
the object of common campaigns.71 The availability of possible common 
grounds on an issue of this significance is in fact a good example of how an 
infant anarchy already lives in existing propensities, in a market economy 
one of whose accepted principles is antimonopolistic regulations, and in a 
liberal democracy one of whose principles is the freedom of information. 
A general, widely dispersed interest in freedom calls forth these principles. 
These principles, in turn, are conducive to the evolution of spaces of anar-
chy. Out of such spaces, anarchy begins to take its more developed forms, 
as the informed publics of civil society begin to replace state reason.

NOTES

1. This is obviously at variance with much of the literature, which only sees civil 
society as a factor in promoting a healthier democracy or in mediating between the 
state and street-level politics. These of course are possible roles of civil society, but 
the maximum civic potential of associational life can be seen in how it substitutes 
itself for the state, rather than in how it helps the state along.

2. Of course, certain directions and projects in philosophy, religion, science, or 
culture may benefit more than others from collusions with state reason.

3. In this respect, Max Stirner observes that morality serves the state as a license 
for policing, and Michel Foucault speaks more eloquently of the state itself “produc-
ing criminality.”

4. This organizational propensity led Robert Michel to his famous “iron law 
of oligarchy,” which was actually based on his classic study of the German Social 
Democratic Party rather than states in general. The observation however can be eas-
ily generalized and applied to the state as a meta-organization.

5. Kan’ichi Asakawa, The Early Institutional Life of Japan: A Study of the Reform of 
645 A.D. (New York: Paragon, 1963 [1903]), 209.

6. Indeed, the propensity of state reason to assert itself against all other sources 
of ethical reason in the world is what Hegel detects in Antigone, whose setting is 
not only far away from China but also already at a distance from the prosaic ethic 
of the classical polis. The struggle in Antigone, Hegel argues, is between a particular 
exigency of sovereign rule and a universal ethical principle. However, Hegel does 
not understand civil society as a source of universal ethics (and civil society for him 
is the object of a different discussion altogether, subordinate to his discussion of 
the state). Hegel, further, is not critical of the state, but of a particular state, and his 
own orientation toward the universal state is of course anathema to anarchy. For us 
here, the point concerns how moral ideas assert themselves as universal even when 
the state opposes them with something particular and accidental, that is—state law 
or state sovereignty. What Hegel cannot say is that Antigone must therefore be an 
anarchist. She discovers the particularity of the state precisely by remaining commit-
ted more to (universal) ethical principles than to (particular) state decree, and in so 
doing she becomes connected to a spirit larger than that of any state.
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 7. In Japan, the subsequent story of exemptions is telling, since apart from class 
positions all other exemptions were for natural disasters. See Asakawa, The Early 
Institutional Life, 310–11.

 8. In her Of Rule and Revenue (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 
Margaret Levi uses the notion of discount rate to describe something analogous to 
what is being described here, but from a rational choice perspective. In her model, 
a determinant of how the state appropriates revenue has to do with whether 
its planning emphasizes a long-term or short-term perspective. The longer the 
planning horizon of the ruler is, the higher discount rate he is able to offer his 
constituents—that is, less extraction. The same point can be made, however, with 
different terms without assuming rational choice: that is, the higher the expected 
discount rate, the higher the symbiosis between common mores and government 
ethics, or, civil society and state being coterminous. In broader terms, that is how 
government becomes more legitimate. But the notion of discount rate, and ratio-
nal choice in general, leave much to be desired. Because the point is not simply 
about the amount of extraction by rulers from societies over which they rule, but 
the existence of broad social agreements on how to justify collecting and dispers-
ing social income—as one finds until recently, for example, in Scandinavia.

 9. Abu Bakr Muhammad Ibn al-Walid al-Tartushi, Siraj al-Muluk (Beirut: Dar 
Sader, 1995), 310.

10. al-Tartushi, Siraj, 289–94.
11. al-Tartushi’s treatise was written for a time when state reason was less di-

rected at the problem of efficiency that that of constancy—namely, the search for 
lasting principles in an age when a long history of dynastic infighting, succession, 
and fragmentation of Andalusian and North African polities began to give rise to 
reflective philosophies that reached their peak in the sobering brilliance of Ibn Khal-
dun. Ibn Khaldun’s analysis finally rejected any principles of constancy, in exchange 
for a vision of inevitable cycles of dynastic and state decline. These cycles had their 
ineluctable roots in the incapacity of successive generations, born into luxury and 
comfort, to reexperience original preconditions of genius and greatness. There is no 
constancy of state, only a cycle that guarantees that success will set off decline.

12. What this culture consists of from the point of view of government is of 
course something to be constructed. The point is that justifying power on the basis 
of (supposed) cultural values shows how power centers always need extraneous 
principles of support, so that coercion may be used less and thereby the cost of 
power remains small.

13. Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-Muradi, Al-Siyasah aw al-Isharah fi Tadbir al-Ima-
rah, ed. Sami An-Nashshar (Casablanca: Dar Ath-Thaqafah, 1981), 143.

14. It is perhaps no coincidence that the royalty for whom al-Muradi wrote his 
treatise chose ultimately to abandon fighting other claimants and withdraw to the 
desert to live the remainder of his life in austerity. See al-Muradi, Al-Siyasah, editor’s 
introduction, p. 23.

15. For a useful survey, see Tarif Khalidi’s discussion of the emergence of the 
distinction in Islamic political thought between siyasa and shari’a, or the separation 
of the arts of politics from the ethos of religion.

16. Sukraniti (New York: AMS, 1974 [1914 Allahabad]), 127, par. 15–19.
17. Kautilya, Arthasastra, trans. Shamasastry (Mysore: Mysore, 1961), 273–75.
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18. As we know, for example, from the modern histories of Afghanistan and 
Iraq, where the “enemies”—terror networks originating in the former and a brutal 
dictatorship in the latter—were both possible really because they had been actively 
supported, then destroyed, by the United States.

19. Sukraniti, 139, par. 25–27, 140, par. 64–65, 71–72.
20. In Latin American and Middle Eastern studies, the notion of a rentier state de-

veloped as a shorthand for this kind of state—namely states that derive their income 
through means other than taxing their citizens (such as through oil revenues or for-
eign aid). The rentier state tends therefore to become autonomous from society and 
authoritarian, even though it may also buy off the loyalty of its population through 
extensive (but unaccountable) social spending. The rentier state is not viewed to 
house sufficient democratizing pressures, as its basic formula may be encapsulated 
in the principle “no taxation, no representation.”

21. The various versions can be found in Luke (20:20–26), Matthew (22:15–22), 
and Mark (12:13–17).

22. In The Ends of Globalization (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2000), I charted out a historical trajectory between three models of governance, 
one of which, the realm (as compared to the empire and enclave) possessed the 
closest organic connection to local culture and was the most inwardly oriented. The 
argument was that the logic of globalization has historically fostered empires and 
enclaves, and worked everywhere to the detriment of the realm.

23. See Hanspeter Kriesi, Political Mobilization and Social Change: The Dutch Case 
in Comparative Perspective (Aldershot, UK: Avebury, 1993).

24. None of this, of course, was inevitable, although the small scale of these poli-
ties certainly contributed much to scaling down imperial ambitions. The peculiar 
case of Dutch colonialism reveals attempts to burst out of such limitations. How-
ever, it must be kept in mind that such colonialism only perpetuated itself thanks to 
the leave of stronger powers (namely, England giving Indonesia back to Holland to 
guarantee its support against Napoleon). Furthermore, and perhaps more interest-
ingly, Dutch control over Indonesia left remarkably little in the way of imposition 
of Dutch culture on the Archipelago. Just like in Holland itself, the Dutch colonial 
administration had no commitment to the “white man’s burden,” as did other 
colonial powers, even when they espoused racism and a sense of superiority as one 
still finds in Dutch society today toward immigrants. Instead they viewed the native 
inhabitants as unincorporable into any universal civilizing mission presided over 
by the colonial power. The Dutch were neither more benign nor less racist than any 
other European power. They simply had less power to act out further consequences 
of racist sentiments, and their conception of the social world as compartments of 
naturally distinct communities meant that the cultural impact of their colonialism 
would remain minimal. Hence the emergence of the Indonesian language, rather 
than Dutch, as the lingua franca of an enormous and diverse colonial archipelago.

25. Indeed, this inflexibility in the face of changing circumstances is perhaps 
the greatest source of vulnerability of consociationalism, the term coined by Arend 
Lijphart to describe such systems.

26. Carl Stephenson, Taxation and Representation in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1929), 306–7.
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27. For Germany, see David F. Lindenfeld, The Practical Imagination: The German 
Science of State in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1997). For France, see Norbert Rouland, L’Etat Français et le pluralisme: Histoire poli-
tique des institutions publiques (de 476 à 1792) (Paris: O. Jacob, 1995). For England, 
see M. T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England, 1066–1307 (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1993). In spite of stronger centralization under Louis XIV, the French 
system remained vastly inferior to the English one in the efficiency of its extraction 
of internal resources for the purpose of state empowerment. Adam Smith did in fact 
take note of that state of affairs and offered proposals for improving the efficiency 
of the French system of taxation. His proposals highlighted national uniformity 
of rates and centralized control of tax farmers. See Adam Smith, The Wealth of Na-
tions, ed. Andrew Skinner (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976), 193–94. Mathias and 
O’Brien calculate that the superior efficiency of the English system of taxation made 
it possible for the government to keep per capita twice the amount that the French 
government could keep, and during the Napoleonic wars, three times as much. See 
Peter Mathias and Patrick O’Brien, “Taxation in Great Britain and France, 1715–
1810: A Comparison of the Social and Economic Incidence of Taxes Collected for 
the Central Government,” Journal of European Economic History 5 (1976), 601–50.

28. Symptomatic of that shift was the proliferation in the nineteenth century of 
organismic theories of the state, which invariably postulated the relationship of the 
state to society after a biological model, usually of the integrated human body. For a 
still unsurpassed review, see F. W. Coker, Organismic Theories of the State: Nineteenth 
Century Interpretations of the State as Organism or as Person (New York: Columbia 
University, 1910). For a discussion of corpus mysticum as state model, see Bamyeh, 
The Ends of Globalization, especially chapter 1.

29. The series of case studies in Joel Migdal’s Strong Societies and Weak States: 
State-Society Relations and the State Capabilities in the Third World (Princeton: Princ-
eton University Press, 1988) confirm that there are virtually no cases where one 
could find both a strong state and a strong society. He finds that one of the key fac-
tors in the emergence of strong states involved dislocating local patterns of control 
and highlighting the “politics of survival,” which favored strong states—but those 
seemed always to come at the expense of a strong society.

30. Dominique Colas, Civil Society and Fanaticism: Conjoined Histories, trans. Amy 
Jacobs (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 337–42.

31. An example of this is guild regulations, although countless other forms of 
associational life could be cited. For an outline of a historical critique that saw such 
forms to be alternatives to, rather than outflows of, the largesse of a single political 
authority, see David Wallace, Chaucerian Polity: Absolutist Lineages and Associational 
Forms in England and Italy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999). For a good 
example of a similar but modern critique, see Arne Tostensen, Inge Tvedten, and 
Mariken Vaa, eds., Associational Life in African Cities: Popular Responses to the Urban 
Crisis (Uppsala, Sweden: Nordic Africa Institute, 2001).

32. Which may be said to house the Lacanian symbolic.
33. Lisa Wedeen’s nuanced analysis of power symbolism in Syria is a good 

example of this dynamism. It shows how state symbolism produces more com-
placency than approval among the populace. She also shows how the excessive 
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presence of symbols reduces their credibility. See Wedeen, Ambiguities of Domina-
tion: Politics, Rhetoric, and Symbols in Contemporary Syria, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1999).

34. Many earlier proponents of nationalism, from Mazzini to Sun Yat-Sen, ad-
dressed precisely that older spirit, and sought to argue that nationalism did not op-
pose cosmopolitanism. To the contrary, nationalism was seen to prepare the citizen 
for cosmopolitan orientations, because it serves as a sort of apprenticeship in the 
art of belonging to large, secular, and abstract solidarities. See Pheng Cheah, “The 
Cosmopolitical—Today,” in Cosmopolitics: Thinking and Feeling Beyond the Nation, 
ed. Pheng Cheah and Bruce Robbins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1998), 20–41. For a useful distinction between modern nationalism and older 
“proto”-nationalism, see Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780 (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), ch. 2.

35. See Carolyn Webber and Aaron Wildavsky, A History of Taxation and Expendi-
ture in the Western World (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1986), 343.

36. First by gradually lowering income or property requirements, then by abol-
ishing certain restrictions such as literacy, and finally by extending the franchise to 
women.

37. Richard J. Smethurst, “Japan’s First Experiment With Democracy, 1868–
1940,” in The Social Construction of Democracy, 1870–1990, ed. George Reid Andrews 
and Herrick Chapman, 74–77 (New York: New York University Press, 1995). The 
right to vote was not extended to women, however, until after World War II.

38. The absence of democracy in much of the Middle East, for example, could 
be easily attributed to the widely expected radical replacement of current ruling 
elites, ideas, and practices if it were to be granted without safeguards to ensure 
that democracy would change things as little as possible. The victory of Hamas in 
the Palestinian legislative elections of 2006 is repeatedly cited by conservative and 
liberal commentators alike as an effective argument against spreading democracy 
in the region before it is “appropriate” (that is to say, before knowing in advance 
who would win).

39. Counterintuitively, he found that the welfare state began in effect in less in-
dustrialized countries rather than in more industrialized or urbanized ones. See Jens 
Alber, Von Armenhaus zum Wohlfahrstaat (Frankfurt am Main: Campus Verlag, 1982).

40. Postindependence literature displays no shortage of the bitterness borne out 
of frustrated hopes. Ngugi’s work, such as Devil on the Cross (London: Heinemann, 
1982), contains some of the most confrontational denouncements. More deliberate 
writers such as Chinua Achebe, for example in Anthills of the Savannah (New York: 
Anchor, 1988), reach a similar if more nuanced assessment of the social failure of 
the postcolonial state in general.
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tions now covered by the term social welfare. But even if some aspects of collective 
welfare, for example universal health insurance, may seem to require large institu-
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42. This discussion obviously does not apply to the so-called rentier state—that 
is, the nontax state—whose revenues are based on other sources of wealth—for 
example, oil revenues. In such cases, exceptional governmental power is not based 
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on the power to tax citizens but to monopolize and disperse other sources of social 
wealth as it sees fit. The larger argument for anarchy applies there as well, however. 
One can imagine, for example, a scheme in which, where there is no need for 
taxes, the revenues of the rentier state are dispersed directly by citizens or voluntary 
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determined by them.
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44. Stephenson, Taxation and Representation, 309. Joseph Schumpeter’s classic es-
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state had to agree to directly pay for it—a stipulation that could be circumvented by 
the state capacity to finance war through debt.
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Since it outlines a philosophy of direct participation, one would expect 
anarchist thought to reject as without foundation the idea that the business 
of governing society must be delegated to someone society could trust. The 
idea of trust provides the basis of representative democracy, and in a more 
general way also the basis of state rule over society. However, trust also 
constitutes an elementary foundation of human solidarity. A pragmatic 
concept of trust needs therefore to be made meaningful from the point 
of view of anarchist practice. Pragmatic trust is not blind faith in abstract 
bonds, such as nations, or in distant authorities, including democratically 
elected authorities.

The ideal of trust as the basis for state rule in general and democratic 
representation in particular sought to overcome two normal features of 
political relations in any society: suspicion and conflict. While they may 
vary in magnitude depending on time and place, suspicion and conflict 
are unavoidable in any common social existence, and as such form a more 
realistic basis for political dialogues and political life than an ideal of trust. 
Both have distinct foundations; while suspicion may be one of the psychic 
norms of alienated social existence, conflict constitutes one of the social 
norms of any differentiated society. The point is certainly not that there 
could be no ground for common existence under conditions of suspicion 
and conflict. Rather, the point is that common existence in anarchy means 
arranging political life so that it reflects the healthy working out of forces 
of suspicion and conflict. By contrast trust, as a primary basis of politics, 
means their repression, so that suspicion and conflict could only appear as 
irrational, destructive, negative, or otherwise illegal aberrations.

119

4
Trust and the Politics of Alliance
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This chapter begins by charting the lineages of the idea of trust through 
Tocqueville and Hegel, and revisits more recent elaborations of it in the 
works of Jürgen Habermas and liberal political theory. The trials and 
tribulations of the principle of trust are illustrated through certain social 
movements, including tax rebellions and referenda. The discussion shows 
that the foundations of the ideal of trust become naturally exhausted in the 
life course of political systems that, ironically, require it most. The larger 
or more inclusive a political system, the less likely is trust (as for example 
in the form of democratic representation) to be able to offer an outcome 
superior in its rationality to direct participation. As opposed to trust, direct 
participation resolves perennial problems of unsatisfactory political hag-
gling, since participation under anarchy requires neither acquiescing to a 
majority opinion, nor giving up dear substance in return for it. The social 
force of any idea, program, or project under anarchy is solely based on how 
many people are persuaded by it.

Trust is an issue in the history of modern democracy because that is re-
ally a history of something more specific than democracy: it is a history 
of a search for proper representation. The American colonists, and their 
forbears in medieval European elite politics, in fact rarely said anything 
about democracy, and the slogan “no taxation without representation” is 
not to be confused with something that was not said: “no taxation without 
democracy.” But this apparently fine distinction is not something we usually 
debate, because in practical politics we are interested not in ideals as such, 
but in how to operationalize such ideals. Thus democracy came to be op-
erationalized as representation.

Yet, every operationalization of a grand ideal reveals a particular orienta-
tion, not a universal translation of the ideal. Grand ideals, after all, are usu-
ally entered through only one of their many doors, which is then claimed 
to be the one and only practical way to enter them. That representation 
offered itself up so readily—as it still does today—as the most immediate 
and obvious indicator of democracy has to do with its historical association 
with our belief, ungrounded as it may be, that trust is the most virtuous at-
tribute of a political system and the basis of legitimate leadership.

Anarchy therefore may be conceived as an alternative not simply to repre-
sentative democracy in a narrow sense, but more deeply to trust-based poli-
tics. This means that anarchy also describes a search for a better adjustment 
to the pluralist reality of society. This reality cannot be expressed by delegat-
ing the business of governing to representatives. After all, representatives 
represent not everyone but, at most, those who voted for them. Furthermore 
they have to haggle out mandates with other representatives and powers that 
have their own agendas. In the process those we have trusted may in the 
name of common social good strike bargains with those we are yet to trust, 
and thus produce an outcome that might look benign: consensus.
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Yet the idea of anarchy is based precisely on the expectation that the 
larger and more complex society is, the more unlikely for it to house 
consensus. And thus consensus in especially large and complex social 
environments conceals, in the final sense, the corruption of political life. 
A healthy political life in a pluralist society must realistically be expected 
to be based on suspicion and conflict, not consensus. Therefore, the ques-
tion becomes not how to arrive at consensus, but how parties to ordinary 
social conflicts could also engage in the politics of alliance in a way that 
does not hide the reality of conflict; and how they peacefully adjudicate 
their autonomous spaces, rather than impose, or be compelled to impose, 
their agendas on each other, as they tend to in tyrannies and majoritarian 
democracies alike.

SUSPICION

In the first half of the nineteenth century, Alexis de Tocqueville was al-
ready cognizant of the novelty of the idea of trust, especially as it related 
to democracy. He attributed the evolution of trust to the desire of free 
individuals in a democracy not to be tied to the cumbersome minutiae of 
governing. Relieved from having to worry about politics, they were free to 
pursue happiness. What Tocqueville saw in America, which seemed then 
as it occasionally does now to hint at the future of humanity at large, was 
a particular idea of freedom that required that the free individual must be 
able to trust the institutions that governed him. Put otherwise, his freedom 
was invested primarily in pursuing happiness. Which, in a roundabout way, 
meant that the system that made it possible for the people it governed to 
trust it, was the one best suited for freedom, precisely because the governed 
could then indulge in various individual pursuits, unburdened by having 
to monitor the system’s actions too closely.

This conception of trust assumes individual psychic alienation from 
others (otherwise the very idea of trust would not be necessary, nor would 
its virtuous nature need to be elaborated). This alienation is in turn subli-
mated by trust, which here means not ending alienation but investing in 
it even further, so that far from being repressed or combated, alienation 
is actually foregrounded, and its meaning is altered into a more positive 
direction. Thus we cease to speak of alienation as a malady and instead we 
begin to speak of modern individualism as a virtue and a healthy logic of 
historical evolution.

What we usually understand by that is an entitlement of an alienated 
individuality to pursue its own happiness. But to think this way we have 
to forget a more elementary point: that happiness itself has become an 
issue, philosophical as well as cultural, precisely because of alienation. 
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Here, life’s goals are conceived to be individual in nature. And further, in 
order to pursue them as such, we must play a paradoxical game: imagine 
that the system that allows us to pursue goals as separated individuals is 
ours, at the same time that it being ours relieves us from having to take 
direct part in it.

A depoliticized individual life, a pursuit of happiness outside of politics, 
is not the only product of this idea of trust. Even if trust has nothing to 
do with freedom or the apolitical pursuit of happiness, we may still be 
compelled to offer trust because, busy and haggard in our daily world, we 
may not have the time or resources to do anything other than trust the 
authorities that be to run the world on our behalf. In this way trust does 
not originate from a conscious decision to trust. Rather, it is offered as 
the path of least resistance, the white flag of a tired individual (or society) 
that simply wants one less thing to worry about.1 In this latter, and quite 
common form, trust comes not out of a rational social impulse, but out of 
simple exhaustion.

The necessity of trust for modern state systems explains in an important 
respect the scandalous nature of scandals. That is, political scandals offend 
to the extent that they reveal that our trust in those who govern us was mis-
placed, or to the extent that they make it no longer possible for us to trust 
public officeholders in a continuous fashion. Scandals, therefore, offend 
because they infringe on our freedom from being able to forget politics, 
as we are busy pursuing happiness and being preoccupied with the daily 
business of life.

The remarks above point to only one possible origin of the idea of trust 
as a basis of modern political life. It is a way of seeing that focuses on the 
individual citizen. Yet political philosophers do not usually like to see fun-
damental ideas, such as trust, as originating out of something less funda-
mental, such as simple manipulation of public opinion or public lethargy. 
Rather, they prefer to see necessary and determining factors, so that a neces-
sary idea is produced by a necessary force—an idea that is fundamental to a 
great system cannot be produced by any dynamic that is not profound.

Thus Hegel tells us that trust is nothing other than the name we use to 
describe the organic union of the interests of the citizen and those of the 
state.2 This, of course, is a different way to resolve alienation, namely by 
fusing individual and state rather than separating them, as Tocqueville 
does. Whereas Tocqueville ties the emergence of modern political systems 
that require being trusted to our attention to our freedom, Hegel ties it 
to our attention to our interests. Whereas for Tocqueville, trust allows 
the citizen to live at a distance from politics and thus become able to use 
his freedom, trust for Hegel works in precisely the opposite fashion: the 
citizen’s own interests are those of the state, and for that reason the citizen 
cannot avoid being fully submerged in the substance of governance. L’état 
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c’est moi is here felt by the citizen from below rather than pronounced by 
an absolutist ruler from above.

In different ways, both attempts address concretely the problem of sus-
picion—the practical attitude that is inseparable from the larger condition 
of alienation. The first approach says “forget suspicion and focus on your 
freedom,” since that is what the system allows, if only you would trust it. 
The second says “forget suspicion and focus on your interests,” whence you 
will realize that these are also what the system stands for.3 At first glance, 
interests may seem to offer more solid foundations for trust. It can be said 
that interests are more necessary for ordinary life than freedom; that if there 
is a conflict between the two, then acting on our interests is usually more 
understandable than pursuing our freedom; that we are usually more likely 
to know what our interests are than what to do with our freedom; and that 
interests are in general less prosaic and fleeting, and more continuous, than 
interruptible freedom.

However, these two conceptions of trust need not be regarded as exclu-
sive of each other. In fact, if we use them to inform ourselves as to the 
nature of modern politics, they may seem complementary. They are com-
plementary not necessarily because the ideas themselves cohere together, 
but more significantly because they describe different attitudes of distinct 
types of individuals, groups, or classes vis-à-vis the political system they 
inhabit. Obviously, there are many who hold both understandings of 
trust in some combination, frequently in an unreflected fashion. That is, 
they trust the system because they need their freedom from it, while at 
the same time they imagine that it is necessarily pursuing their own best 
interests by diligently pursuing its own. At any given moment, trust may 
be the warm feeling of those who appreciate what they see as the system’s 
habitual tendency to merge their interests with its own, or the relaxed atti-
tude of those who appreciate what they believe to be a built-in capacity of 
the system for continuous operational competence. Of course, conditions 
that are most ideal for the impulse to trust arise when both perspectives 
merge in the same mind.

In either form, however, trust describes an ideal and a longing, not the 
realistic working out of political systems. This point becomes more obvious 
the larger, more complex, or pluralist the society we speak of. In general, 
a critique of trust as a basis of political life is not an exclusive property of 
anarchist thought. John Locke cautioned long ago against optimistic expec-
tations of trust, since it was always conceivable that those who represent 
us may develop interests of their own, distinct from those of the citizenry. 
Locke, who must be regarded as a philosopher of suspicion, here posits pre-
cisely the opposite point of Hegel, and bases it on historical realism rather 
than ideal expectations. His own historical context, namely the English up-
heavals of the seventeenth century, occasioned a decline in the monarchy’s 
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claim to transcendence, but also produced an environment characterized by 
pervasive suspicion of alternative claims.

Revolutionary times are to a significant extent defined by the degree to 
which the attitudes of suspicion replace the attitudes of trust. So much so, 
indeed, that the dissipation of a revolutionary moment may be measured 
by the degree to which the attitudes of trust, as they become required to 
ensure state legitimacy, are reasserted at the expense of the politics of sus-
picion. Trust becomes again the tool by which states seek the commanding 
heights of a legitimacy toward which all suspicious propensities are re-
placed by trust.4 Trust here necessarily occupies the same space in the mind 
that otherwise would be occupied by suspicion; whereas trust provides the 
fuel of transcendence toward the commanding heights, suspicion generates 
the gravity force toward earthliness.

Anarchist politics may therefore be described as precisely those politics in 
which suspicion replaces trust not only at isolated revolutionary moments, 
but in ordinary times as well. In one sense, politics of suspicion produce 
uncertainty. But if understood as one of the philosophical bases of anarchist 
politics, then suspicion is not simply due to a passing or occasional hostil-
ity between governor and governed. Rather, suspicion is a continuous and 
normal feature of dynamic and engaged life, as individuals overcome their 
alienation not through trust but through direct decisions on collective mat-
ters. For example, the direct choice by an individual as to which causes may 
benefit from his contribution to the common good (which we today under-
stand only as taxes) cannot, with anarchy, be meant as a transitory scheme 
to be repealed when we have someone in government whom we can trust.

The point is not that suspicion is always good and trust always evil. 
Rather, it is that trust cannot be rational if it is posited only as an abstract 
ideal, philosophical proposition, or systemic requirement. This is not the 
same as pragmatic trust, produced in social environments through the 
dynamics of tangible human interaction. Outside of such tangible environ-
ments it is to be expected that suspicion and not trust forms the rational 
response of an alienated individuality to the social realities of aggregation, 
abstraction, domination, and exclusion.

The problem of trust is thus a problem of scale. States presiding over large 
modern societies require trust, but it is precisely in such societies that there 
is the least basis for trust. It is also in such societies where it has been most 
difficult to conceive of anarchy as the basis of political life. But this is so 
only because anarchy is often, and erroneously, posited as a total replace-
ment of a total system, rather than as the practice of public life and civil 
society outside of the state and in spite of it, one step at a time and one 
space of anarchy with each possibility.

Of course, one does not need to be an anarchist to discover that there is 
no basis for trust in modern politics, but the question then becomes what 
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to do with such a discovery. The discovery that trust in government in 
general is unwarranted may generate a feeling of betrayal, which can then 
lead one to take revenge against a smaller, local level of government simply 
because that is the level one can reach. Indeed, this behavior follows an all-
too-common trope in political history, in which actors, seeking vengeance 
against large forces in the world that are out of their reach, exercise it in-
stead against a hapless victim nearby. Political observers are well familiar 
with how voting behavior, for example, is often guided more by the desire 
to “send a message” to some faraway authorities than to decide on the in-
nate merits of candidates or proposals that happen to be the object of the 
vote. When one feels that one should be able to trust the system yet one 
cannot, the resulting suspicion does not operate as a rationalizing force of 
political life. To the contrary, suspicion in this case, necessary as it is, oper-
ates in the mode of vengeance and missives.

Tax revolts in modern societies are especially good case studies of this 
dynamic, namely of how, given the absence of outlets in spaces of anar-
chy, the politics of suspicion operate in an irrational mode. In the United 
States, for example, most modern tax revolts have been concerned almost 
exclusively with questions of tax rates, rather than with more basic concerns 
with tax destinations. That is because the latter is regarded to be the domain 
of negotiations of elected representatives and governments. The individual 
citizen is therefore allowed only to sublimate his discontent with tax des-
tination as discontent with tax rates. We know that tax rates alone do not 
correlate with tax revolts.5 This means that given sufficient trust in how 
taxes are spent, high tax rates may matter less to individuals than lower tax 
rates when there is no such trust.

In a useful schematization, James Ring Adams identifies three stages of 
tax revolt in American history, each exemplified by a vibrant political life in 
one state. The first is associated with the American Revolution itself, rooted 
in Locke’s philosophy of contract and representation, an idea for which the 
Massachusetts Commonwealth stood primarily. The second took shape in 
the 1830s and 1840s, in the form of a revolt against governmental indebted-
ness, which began to be regarded as a delayed form of taxation. This cycle, 
which was exemplified by a number of state constitutional amendments 
spearheaded by New York state, subjected most state government borrow-
ing to referenda, and was in many ways rooted in the spirit of Jacksonian 
democracy. The third wave is identified by Adams in the California initia-
tives of the 1970s, where the novelty introduced into the system of taxation 
consisted of voters directly setting tax rates they were willing to pay.

Each of these cycles addresses one of the many facets of the problem of 
suspicion in a system that is otherwise based on trust. The first revolt di-
rectly registered suspicion as an outcome of lack of accountability. In that 
case suspicion was addressed through representation—there was no such 
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slogan as “no taxation without participation.” That representation sufficed 
for a while illustrates how it may at some point and under certain condi-
tions, neither of which were eternal, appear to resolve the problem of trust. 
For the idea of representation then, as is well known, was addressed to a 
small population within which the right to be represented was furthermore 
severely restricted on the basis of class, race, and gender.

Those limitations and exclusions nevertheless formed precisely the basis 
for making the very idea of representation appear as a meaningful answer 
to the question of trust. What was represented was not the people at large, 
but a relatively cohesive class whose interests and worldview could be ar-
ticulated far more precisely than would ever be possible in systems claiming 
to represent more antagonistic groups, classes, and causes. In this earlier, 
smaller form, the idea of delegated responsibility for conducting the busi-
ness of governing meant that the represented and those who represented 
them were but a short distance apart—a condition that is to be expected in 
any system where the field of representation is restricted to clearly defined 
and relatively cohesive fields of interest or population categories.

In that earlier sense of representation, the distance between representa-
tion and participation did not appear great, because participation did not 
promise to offer any results that would substantially differ from those de-
livered by representation. In other words, the idea of representation works 
best when it fulfills both outlines of the problem of trust (as advanced by 
Tocqueville and Hegel respectively ). That is, it works best when it relieves 
one from having to participate, because those who represent him share a 
commensurate field of interests, class position, style of upbringing, world 
perspective, and list of priorities.

These conformities themselves furnish the sociological basis for a so-
cial contract—that is, a contract where in reality nothing that is wanted is 
given away: the freedom that is deducted from the individual as a price 
for order is not given over to an antagonist or suspicious authority, but to 
a like-minded group of representatives or rulers sharing the same social 
cosmos. In this fashion, the contract actually gives one added freedom, 
namely freedom from participation. This freedom, in turn, is possible 
only when trust is produced by tangible and knowable human dynam-
ics rather than posited in philosophical abstractions, set as a purely legal 
requirement, produced through sublimated feelings, or forced outright 
into imagination.

Over time and with increasing social complexity or with the expansion 
of the range of the groups represented, representation and participation 
become more distinct from each other as means of resolving the problem 
of trust. While a system of representation can only be based on trust being 
its prerequisite, a system of participation posits trust only as a possible, 
but not necessary, outcome. That is, while representation resolves social 
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antagonism and difference by requiring trust in such representation being 
rational and equitable, participation resolves antagonism by generating 
trust as an eventual, communicative product.6

One way by which the politics of trust persist even as representation 
becomes inadequate for them (that is, with broadening representation and 
incorporating different or even antagonistic groups) consists of expanding 
the role and function of government in society. In this case, the propensity 
of government to expand to fill all the roles assigned to it and then burst 
out of such fetters, cannot simply be understood as a product of hubris, a 
feeling of moral duty toward society, or a sense of grandeur on the part of 
those who represent us. Rather, it is part and parcel of the logic of represen-
tation itself—especially the kind of representation that constantly expands 
to include new groups and thus new and hitherto neglected, and in some 
cases expensive, causes. This propensity is natural to representative govern-
ment, to the extent that it remains representative, and emerges out of the 
deepening web of social agitation, the constant rise of new, repressed, or 
neglected groups. In the ever expanding horizons of representation, we seek 
to remedy historical or contemporary neglects or injustices under the rubric 
of improving the “inclusive” nature of society.

The problem that is being addressed here is not inclusion as such, but 
precisely when inclusion is regarded as a function of government rather 
than civil society. In a representative system, government is posited as the 
vehicle of social inclusion, whereas in a participatory system, civil society 
becomes such a vehicle. As such, participation resolves problems of trust in 
a different way than representation. For example, angry outbursts like tax 
revolts under a representative system can be, under a participatory system, 
channeled into communicative practices. Thus instead of voters simply 
protesting tax rates (directed to some common good they no longer clearly 
see or feel), they would do something far more interesting and engaged: 
specify directly the very destination of the tax they pay. With this reorienta-
tion of perspective, the struggle over taxation moves away from the usual 
recriminations regarding its amount, becoming instead a conversation on 
the merits of various agendas, assessed by actors in civil society in terms of 
the consistency of such agendas with a person’s moral conviction and sense 
of practical priorities.

The very fact that most debates about taxation have centered on tax rates 
illustrates in itself the problem inherent in the logic of representation in 
large societies, in which it is assumed that an individual would naturally 
want to minimize the amount he pays in taxes. Historical and global com-
parisons easily show us that this is the case only under particular condi-
tions. One can always be expected to be reluctant to pay any amount whose 
destination is not (1) determined by him, (2) justified by him, or at least 
(3) known to him.
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While under despotism this triple obstruction is experienced in concrete 
and obvious forms, in representative democracies it makes itself felt so 
gradually and imperceptibility that its source is never readily apparent. That 
is because obstruction to vision here grows one step at a time, with each 
expansion of the range of political representation. With such expansions, 
the system may continue to justify itself by saying to its constituents that 
it is just enhancing and deepening its own democratic nature. But in the 
process, it paradoxically ceases to be felt by individuals as being theirs in an 
exclusive and organic fashion.

Whence arises the feeling of the impositions of the system as burdens, 
which individuals then continually seek to minimize. In the meantime we 
forget that a burden is less a question of magnitude of imposition, and 
more of an alienated relationship to the system one inhabits with strang-
ers and others. The point here is that participation allows this alienation 
to be negotiated by an engaged subject, as it is through engagement that 
one experiences the foundations of pragmatic trust. In this respect anarchist 
participation establishes two new social perspectives: first, it showcases the 
superiority of participatory systems in rationalizing suspicious standpoints 
that, in representative systems, gain added credence from their lack of ob-
vious and direct connection to a common good. Second, in participation 
one ceases to need a revolution in order to change the world, since while it 
may create some uncertainty in terms of its outcome, participation releases 
social energy at a constant pace, but at a level lower than revolutions.

CONFLICT

Conflict is the social norm of a differentiated society. Trust in this case 
consists of the attempt to overcome differentiation and conflict by present-
ing the state as a unifying element, an object of possible social consensus, 
and a carrier of the common good. This way of justifying the state usually 
recognizes the reality of social differentiation, but elevates the state above 
such reality. The argument in defense of the state as an object of collective 
trust in a differentiated society may proceed as follows: while individuals, 
associations, and political parties do not need to trust each other, govern-
ments require being trusted so that they can govern at all. Trust here is first 
premised on the practical need to trust (officeholders) so that society can be 
governed at all, and second on the assumption that such trust is warranted 
by the presumed capacity of the state, because it is supposed to govern on 
behalf of all its citizens, to maintain in principle neutrality vis-à-vis antago-
nistic groups in society.

This argument in defending or explaining trust as the basis of the state 
in a differentiated society is posited, in various ways, even by theorists 



 Trust and the Politics of Alliance 129

who otherwise see trust or its equivalents (e.g., collective consent, le-
gitimacy, cultural hegemony, and so on) as the basis for rule by specific 
groups or interests. Much of the literature, indeed, describes how state 
power is exercised in spite of the fact that there should be no ground for 
general trust.7

Unlike such approaches, an anarchist conception of trust would empha-
size the transitional, situational, partial, or otherwise contingent nature of 
all loyalties, connections, and solidarities. This conception assumes no gen-
eral interest, and indeed would expect any group that has enough power to 
use it for its own benefit and no one else’s. While often not so expressed by 
anarchist thinkers, it is precisely out of this basic expectation of conflict as 
a social norm of a differentiated society that a consistent anarchist critique 
must by definition reject concentrated power as a basis of common social 
order in any society, especially complex society.8

The quest for trust as the basis of state has always lain in a concern re-
garding how to ensure that a differentiated society is governed on behalf of 
common rather than special interests. This is a very old concern in political 
thought. Aristotle noted it in his Politics, where he outlined the tendency 
of different types of government to serve as vehicles for special rather than 
common interests, even in relatively small societies. For Aristotle, democ-
racy was not the solution, but itself part of the problem. Along with oligar-
chies and tyrannies, democracy was a form of government that cultivated 
selfishness and thus fostered the pursuit of special interests.9 For democracy 
did not, in fact, spell out any instructions as to what the common good was, 
or provide an educational venue toward exploring it. Democracy only en-
couraged a certain group—here the majority—to look after its own interests 
and nothing more.

The special interests Aristotle was speaking of were not the usual culprits 
identified today as those that hide behind the scene and thereby corrupt 
democracy so that it serves their own interests. Rather, for Aristotle, even 
when it functioned as it ideally should, democracy gave rise to a govern-
ment that indeed ruled on behalf of the majority. But he was discerning 
enough to note that the interests of the majority did not necessarily coincide 
with the common good (and certainly not with the interests of the minor-
ity). Thus the interests of the majority could also be regarded as special 
interests, albeit the interests of larger numbers.

The idea of the common good for Aristotle had no necessary relationship 
to any particular procedure of governing. This is perhaps why most modern 
theories of power do not seem to have much use for Aristotle—apparently 
due to an acquired modern aversion to contingency and preference to sys-
tematicity, or in other words our acquired belief that we have no choice but 
to imagine systems that could act continuously rather than only occasion-
ally on behalf of the common good.10
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The persistence of this illusion is all the more striking given that the 
opposite is proclaimed directly by the most sophisticated defenders of the 
modern liberal order. Theorists of pluralism, for instance, leave no illusion 
that there is no ground for the system to discover, much less act upon, 
the common good. For them, the political scene could only be constantly 
made and remade by the struggle of all kinds of special interests, which the 
system must house and pay attention to precisely due to its broad repre-
sentative claims.11 The pluralists do not challenge the idea that a common 
system does not serve a common good, and seem in fact to flatly accept the 
idea that special interests are all we have.12

The question, of course, is what to do with such a discovery. Parading as 
a civic virtue an educated orientation (to be distinguished from impulsive 
or symbolic patriotism) toward the common good is a principle that is 
hard to quarrel with under any system. Yet the question is not simply one 
of education or cultivating varied and communicating ways of seeing, but 
the location at which it takes place, in the free spaces of civil society. We 
cannot readily expect an atomized, alienated individual of mass society to 
appreciate the common good, nor can we count on education alone to cul-
tivate such a person if there is no correspondence between ways of seeing 
and ways of acting on the common good.

Such correspondence then is precisely what civil society provides, where 
the common good emerges from the earth precisely as a communicative 
outcome of conflicting worldviews, rather than as a consensus dogma an-
nounced and maintained by a central power apparatus. For consensus with-
out social communication usually conceals corruption: that is, it conceals 
how influential elites agree to divide the spoils among themselves without 
further debate. Barrington Moore outlines along these lines the prevalence 
of consensus politics in the pre–Civil War United States. Consensus politics 
then succeeded in averting the war for a long time, precisely as such politics 
of consensus were explicitly based on agreed upon formulas for division 
of authority and rewards among Northern and Southern elites. The Civil 
War marked the breakdown of that consensus—that is to say, the end of 
corruption. Yet, the point here is not to foster civil war at every turn, nor to 
showcase civil war as the only genuine way to engage in conflict. The point 
rather is to treat conflict as an ordinary political fact, and thus as the ratio-
nal practice of peace, rather than cover it up through a farcical consensus 
that only postpones problems until they require a war.

In the United States, bipartisan initiatives are frequently vaunted as 
benevolent examples of how politics should work, even though the tussle 
of conflictual interests in any society that has a reason to have more than 
one party ought to cause us, at least as a first reaction, to suspect them as 
instances of possible corruption. Of course, this is not the only way to ex-
plain cross-party collaboration, only a call for realism. As a starting point 
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in mapping out how interests arise, become organized, and then transform, 
we can posit a simple pathway. Genuine loyalty to lofty ideals can be ex-
pected at foundational moments of organizations and systems. Loyalty of 
this nature, however, declines as the practical world forces one to negotiate, 
withdraw from positions, or reach settlements with counterforces on an 
ongoing basis and as a matter of course. While these negotiations may be 
seen as betrayals by those partisans whose sight remains focused on origi-
nal principles, liberal commentators see them as the very prerequisites of 
deliberative democratic culture. According to a concise exposition, such a 
culture requires that

participants should not have fully or definitively formed opinions at the 
outset; they are expected to engage in meaningful discussion, which means 
that they should be ready to modify initially held opinions in the light of 
arguments of other participants and also as a result of new information which 
becomes available in the course of the debate.13

Two unexpressed rules underline this position. The first and more obvi-
ous one is that ideologies, understood as programmatic worldviews held 
on to with paradigmatic consistency, are inadvisable guides for action in a 
deliberative democratic society. Democratic society, as everyone knows, has 
no principles other than those of procedure—but otherwise no substantive 
content. Democracy is conceived so as to accommodate diversity of out-
looks, amongst which a social truce is sustainable only to the extent that 
they do not to impose themselves on each other, and are likewise protected 
from being imposed upon by others.

The second and less obvious rule is that we do not know what the com-
mon good is before and outside of the deliberative process. (This point 
becomes clearer if we are permitted to paraphrase Habermas: the common 
good is not an ontological constant; neither does it have anything to do 
with truth. The common good is only a possible intersubjective product of 
deliberations protected from spurious contexts, differences in expectations, 
inequalities in chances of hearing, and outbursts of irrationality.14)

Both rules possess uncontestable merit when posited abstractly, as they 
usually are. If we translate them in terms of the idea of trust, problems 
begin to emerge on all fronts. Then we discover that the second underlying 
rule behind the deliberative impulse outlined above does not take us very 
far. It may express laudable communicative ideals, but seems completely 
unconcerned with interests. More precisely, it offers no guidelines as to how 
we might be able to transcend our special interests so that they no longer 
form a subtext of rational communication. While the first rule militates 
against the weight of preconceived opinions, the second rule of democratic 
deliberation contests the right of specific interests to prejudge its outcome.
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In different ways, neither rule describes realistic patterns of deliberation 
in modern politics. To the contrary, they seem to describe what is missing 
from them. Of course, there is a difference in the staying power of the two 
rules. The second rule against employing interests as a subtext for commu-
nication may be expected to be followed only by those engaged primarily 
with the inert virtue of ideas (such as some intellectuals), but certainly not 
by those engaged in pursuing their material interests. The first rule against 
the dogma of prior opinions requires a little more elaboration.

The rule states that ideology (or its equivalent), because it tends to be a 
total worldview, must be set aside to the extent that deliberation among 
rational participants may produce at least tactical or issue-oriented agree-
ments. Further, the rule instructs that ideological beliefs ought to be held 
in a constant state of suspension, because otherwise discussion with op-
ponents can never rise to the lofty level of a dialogue, which can be mean-
ingful only if premised on the expectation that someone (I or thou) will 
change their mind.

Again, we encounter an ethic of ideal communication, but without 
elaboration of what sociological basis may give rise to it. The ethic may of 
course inform some deliberations in civil society, party dialogues, or intel-
lectual communities whose horizons are not foreclosed by the dogmas of 
schools, styles, and disciplines. But communicative openness arises not out 
of willful or voluntary neglect of one’s ideology. Often openness becomes 
possible precisely when ideology itself has experienced a precipitous de-
cline, so that there is a de facto convergence of attitudes and values.15 At 
other times, the decline of ideology is traced to the rise of tactical thinking, 
as described for example by postmodern thinkers who pronounce the de-
cline of metanarratives, and their replacement with situational, temporary, 
fragmented, and disruptive logics.

In contrast to these approaches, anarchist open-mindedness ought to 
be rooted not in lackadaisical disinterest in ideals, but in attention to the 
commotion of reality. This does not constitute a minor difference, since 
without knowing why we are open-minded we have no reason to remain 
so other than sheer—that is to say unreliable—will. If that will is not an-
chored somewhere in the social cosmos, it cannot be counted upon not to 
drift away and disperse at any moment. A will is stronger if it has a root in 
reality. This means not that a will is always prisoner to a specific time-space 
horizon, but that a will is itself both a tool and a product of direct engage-
ment with the world. A will so exercised provides not simply the means by 
which we place a certain vision into the world. It is also the apprenticeship 
in which we learn how to adjust to the reality of other wills doing the same 
and, in the process, become open-minded.

Thus in contrast to a state-centered political world, devoid of broadly 
and continuously shared conceptions of the common good across interest 
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groups, a world for which the prerequisites of governing include neither 
consensus nor the consent of the minority, nor even the consent of an 
enthused majority, anarchy offers a rationally superior organizing principle 
for the discharge of actual loyalties. If the only pragmatic politics we can 
have reflect the conflictual dynamics of a differentiated society, then it fol-
lows that they cannot be delegated to representatives. The representative 
cannot be trusted here not because she is dishonest as a person, but because 
for the duration of her office she is free from having to acquire consent, 
even from her constituency, and at the same time she is tangled up in other 
interests, party politics, and groups with which she must haggle out issues 
and bargain within given limits. She cannot therefore represent all of the 
interests of all of her constituents all of the time. The representative here 
does in essence the same thing that political parties do when they expand 
so as to gain more power: they become in effect a coalition of interests, 
whence they also tend to lose perspectivist consistency or coherence—even 
though their coherence may continue to be proclaimed, but only as an 
exterior rhetorical shell of something that had once been solid and sure of 
itself, but has over time become massive and hollow.

If political haggling means dealing with the world as one issue at a 
time, if this haggling is all that a representative can do, and if delibera-
tion among representatives means negotiating each issue separately, then 
the final outcome is arrived at by deducting the last vestige of coherence 
from the political process. Any observer of the budgetary process in the 
U.S. Congress in recent history, for example, can document thousands of 
examples of allocations that have far more to do with horse-trading than 
with collective commitment to any single issue, let alone grand principles. 
This is indeed an old problem and it predates contemporary society. But the 
distinctive feature of contemporary mass politics is that it makes this old, 
occasional problem into a permanent and prominent feature of representa-
tive systems.

In its emphasis on negotiations and compromise, liberal democratic 
theory ignores a logical distinction between conditions that make com-
promise a fruitful and desired outcome of deliberation, and alternative 
conditions under which a compromise may be the worst possible outcome. 
That is, under conditions of fragmented initiative and absence of holistic 
outlooks, the logic of compromise means that half of my issue would be 
traded for my opponent’s half of a different issue, when we could through 
direct participation and direct decision on preference both have the whole 
of our respective issues.

While this conception of participation does not guarantee that we will 
discover what the common good is, it rationalizes deliberation around it, 
precisely by untwisting it from the deathly grasp of distant institutions of 
governance. In participatory systems, my deliberative orientation moves 
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away from seeking perpetually to reach an unsatisfying compromise with 
others. Rather, it becomes grounded in the effort to persuade others to 
develop a like-minded appreciation for the causes I patronize, and my 
understanding that they are free to do likewise. In this sense, the logic un-
derpinning the art of deliberation is reoriented away from negotiations and 
into persuasion.

In this way, the orientation toward the common good also remains 
immanent in our individuality. This orientation means not simply that 
separate individualities stick to their conception of the common good to 
the bitter end and against the refusal of all others to follow it. More impor-
tantly, it means that one remains not alienated from one’s commitments in 
the world. And this nonalienation is ultimately measured by the degree to 
which one is able to act upon one’s commitments directly.

This nonalienated condition also means in one sense an overcoming of a 
sense of modern individual isolation from others, and not just from causes. 
After all, nondeliberative or self-centered behavior is encouraged by specific 
contexts, and here they have to do with the modern state’s relation to so-
ciety. For modern states are expected or asked to act upon larger causes on 
behalf of the individual citizen, who is then relieved (or prevented) from 
acting on anything else other than his own immediacy. This means that he 
becomes less connected to the world. Not necessarily because he wishes to, 
but precisely to the extent that institutional obstructions multiply in his 
field of vision and stand between him and the world.

ALLIANCE

Favoring representation at the expense of participation marked, in a single 
but important sense, a historical emergence of an image of the state as the 
locus of general and permanent trust rather than as a transient and change-
able expression of alliances. Such a trust-based state had nothing to do with 
the Social Contract: the very idea of the contract was based on the logic of 
alliance—it is alliances that are, by definition, contractual—that is to say 
time-bound, task-oriented, and revocable. If there has ever been such a 
contract, it was in effect replaced by the modern state in favor of a secular 
version of the ancient corpus mysticum.16 The idea of the contract entails, 
in theory, specifying mutual obligations, so that failure to meet stipulated 
obligations by one party may lead to the revocation of the contract by the 
other. By contrast, the organic, involuntary, and irrevocable solidarity envi-
sioned in the idea of the modern state mandates trust as a mystification of 
collective belonging, presided over by a general state that stood in the last 
analysis for the mystery of an abstract communion.

Those theorists of democracy who remained more beholden to the Social 
Contract idea than to state nationalism continued, however, to regard the 
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citizen’s loyalty to the state to be contingent rather than absolute. In this 
case, loyalty was seen to be contingent on the state’s success in catering to 
increasingly broad as well as deep interests and rights. This line of reason-
ing was famously and elegantly summed up in T. H. Marshall’s charting out 
of the expansion over two centuries of the concept of citizenship to include 
civic, then political, then social meanings. The thesis implied that over 
time, as the modern state continued to solicit citizens’ loyalty, it could only 
do so by ever deepening and enriching the meaning of citizenship.

Marshall’s thesis implicitly rejected mystical or idealistic conceptions of 
trust as a basis for politics, emphasizing instead a more practical proposal: 
the citizen’s attachment to the state was a direct function of benefits and 
rights received by the citizen from the state. Trust in the state here emerges 
out of the state’s consistent fulfillment of practical and expanding needs of 
the citizen, rather than out of the state’s symbolic roles—such as mystical 
embodiment of some collective spirit, fulfillment of some historical mis-
sion, attainment of imperial grandeur, and so on.

Yet this outline overlooks an important contradictory dynamic in this 
same history of practical trust. While trust may be cultivated by deepening 
the meaning of citizenship, this same trust is simultaneously undermined 
by broadening of the range of citizenship. That is, at the same time the 
system continually deepens its commitments to its constituents, from ju-
ridical consistency to political accountability to alleviating their material 
anxieties and vulnerabilities, it must simultaneously deny that it exists for 
the distinct benefit of any particular subgroup or class. In other words, 
the system undermines the capacity for trust precisely by expanding its 
mandate to include groups and classes that are suspicious of each other’s 
cultural milieu, work habits, potential for exploiting the system’s resources, 
and, naturally, lack solidarity with other groups within the same society 
that do not share their outlook, class position, claims to historical injustice, 
or relative power.

This contradiction meant that the transformation from the logic of alli-
ance to that of trust could realistically never be completed, because trust 
itself could never be perfected—so long as society (or what we understand 
by it) remained complex or differentiated, as it usually is. Still, representa-
tive systems had no choice but to base themselves on the ideal of trust, 
unfulfillable in the final analysis as it may be.17

Some of those attached to a practical rather than ideal conception of trust 
sought to find a way around this built-in contradiction, usually stipulating 
trust as a function of the system’s procedural consistency, not as a function 
of its ability to fulfill any social roles. The idea here is that the system exists 
not to satisfy any social cause; the system must rather be understood only as 
an agreement on procedures. In other words, the system defines procedures 
and relations, including rights, but cannot define the common good. Those 
espousing this view reject as totalitarian, despotic, or at best paternalistic 
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any politics that subordinates procedural issues to ideological commitments 
toward any group or cause. For example, in an early attack on welfare state 
politics geared toward improving the lot of the urban lower classes, Alexan-
der Bickel argued that the social fabric is held together only by agreements 
on means and procedures, and is violated by forces of conscience, ideology, 
or generally the ethics of moral elites because these then feel entitled to cir-
cumvent such an agreement.18

Criticisms of this nature are however too focused on specific enemies to 
clearly discern the larger structural problem of the politics of trust: namely 
its propensity to break down with more social complexity, to be replaced by 
the politics of alliance. All forces on the political and economic spectrum 
(and not just moral elites), once they are back to their habitats and niches 
after some symbolic collective euphoria, will always be expected to try to 
circumvent purely procedural rules in order to extract more resources from 
the larger society for their specific causes. No one lives, after all, for the 
sake of a procedure. Thus in reality the more powerful a specific interest is 
(e.g., the military establishment), the greater the share it is able to extract 
for itself from public resources.19 Such resources, after all, will always tend 
to be regarded as spoils to be parceled out in proportion to the power and 
influence of the groups demanding them.

An institutional game of competing interests within a complex society 
cannot proceed otherwise. The procedure upon which there is a formal 
agreement satisfies no particular interest. Thus a common agreement on 
representative procedure can only set the stage, once more, for the more 
powerful, organized, or resourceful centers to claim the bulk of public 
resources without anyone’s direct consent. Elites and small but powerful 
groups could scarcely be expected to resist the temptation to exercise a de-
gree of influence far greater than their size. In a dictatorship they will do so 
openly; in a democracy, sustained as an agreement on fair procedure, they 
will do so from behind the procedural curtain.

The idea of democracy as an agreement on fair procedure came into play 
when, as liberal interpreters of Kant understood, politics moved from the 
paradigm of the good to that of rights—that is, when it was realized that a 
differentiated society could agree not on the nature of an ultimate common 
good (e.g., happiness), but only that it should be possible for individuals 
to pursue their own good (e.g., right to pursue happiness). Thus the com-
mon agreement was about the procedural rules—what rights we had. It was 
never about the common good.

Yet this hypothetical agreement will always be violated one minute after 
it is signed, since the question of the common good is simply inescapable 
so long as one lives in society. One pays taxes, for example, because they 
are intended for some common good. Implicit in the idea of representa-
tion is the notion that the individual decides (through a representative, 
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of course) what common good will be promoted through his taxes. But 
the same representative that represents me also represents other individu-
als and other interests, and is furthermore forced to negotiate with other 
interests that he does not represent, so that when all is said and done, the 
decision regarding what common good will be promoted no longer ema-
nates from the individual, from whence it had presumably started. Fair 
procedure, therefore, gradually loses meaning at the higher institutional 
levels of politics and governance.

Thus we arrive at a conundrum: the question of the common good can-
not be avoided, even though we have no mechanism by which we can 
compel collective agreement on it; and the idea of fair procedure, sound 
and necessary in principle, leads to irrational outcomes as we ascend the 
ladder of political hierarchy.

From an anarchist perspective, this conundrum means that democracy as 
we know it, including the principle of majority rule, structures political life 
and values according to a very limited pattern: namely by channeling all 
energies into forming governing (as well as opposition) alliances. These, in 
turn, are kept together more due to the allure of power over a collective sys-
tem that the alliance promises, than because the alliance itself is rational in 
any other terms. A good example, but by no means the only one, is contem-
porary U.S. politics, which are dominated by two major political parties, 
even though the values underlying grand loyalties suggest that the country 
should really have at least four major political parties.20 But the two main 
parties remain since they are really grand alliances that are constructed less 
on the basis of ideological coherence than electoral expediency. The result 
is that a minority, like the Christian evangelists or (more generally) social 
conservatives, could through the politics of alliance induce a segment that 
cares little for its values, such as the libertarians or so-called economic con-
servatives, to help them enforce their views via legislation on the majority. 
In this case, the politics of alliance in a representative democracy consists 
of bringing together two groups that have little in common with each other 
than the convenience of being able to help each other, both being minori-
ties, into a level of power that would be impossible for each to enjoy on its 
own, and through a deal that requires each part of the alliance to accept the 
right of its partner to impose some element of its views on a real majority.

It is a dogma of modern democracy that such electoral alliances are the 
norm of politics and that they generate arts of compromise and serve to 
inculcate arts of negotiation that are essential for a democracy. But from an 
anarchist perspective, alliances may serve the evolution of rational thought 
only insofar as they are more geared toward cross-learning and transforma-
tion of view and character, rather than if pursued simply as expediencies in 
order to allow various minorities to become a composite majority, whose 
most effective principle of alliance is the will to power.
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It follows, therefore, that alliances are meaningful from an anarchist per-
spective due to their substance rather than expediency. In the final analysis 
this means that anarchist society, in an ideal sense, does not only consist of 
an agreement on procedures (such as democracy). Such a society is rather 
a theater of constant struggle over ideas of common good, but a struggle 
in which no single conception can impose itself by force or by majority. 
An anarchist alliance therefore is an educational venue, which helps the 
development of personality, the broadening of one’s scope and perspec-
tive, and the deepening of one’s knowledge of the world, of others, and of 
oneself. The task of alliances in anarchy is not to simply win battles against 
others—which is the only game current majoritarian democratic systems 
are set up for.

This is so in anarchy because alliances themselves are not a tool for ex-
ercising power over others who are outside the alliance. Anarchy, after all, 
presumes participatory consent at the smallest social level, which means 
that paternalism and demagogic posturing cease to be such a staple of polit-
ical life: a concrete price is placed right in front of the eye on every proposal, 
whether heroic or ordinary. In one sense, anarchy entails the removal of the 
need for common agreements in a society characterized, as is the norm, by 
competing interest groups and moral views.

Here, an individual with regular capacities for pursuing both individual 
and common goods becomes a different sort of political animal than the 
one we have been accustomed to in the age of mass democracy. The politi-
cal animal then cultivates, as he must, a proper balance between techno-
cratic and heroic impulses. Thus he behaves like all governments do, except 
with less destructive potential to humanity, since an individual mistake 
always destroys less of the world than a governmental mistake. In this 
sense anarchy means not simply doing away with states and governments, 
but doing so in such a way that a single individual may be able to think 
and act upon a myriad of issues and concerns larger than himself.21 Such 
an individual can be said to possess both technocratic and heroic qualities 
because on the one hand he has to calculate, plan, and decide on the basis 
of what his cosmos of values decrees to be the common good; on the other 
hand, he creates and sustains causes in the social world, a world of causes 
other than himself.

NOTES

1. While not argued precisely in this fashion, this account of trust is not far from 
what Anthony Giddens suggests when he argues the centrality of trust in modern 
social systems, structured as they are by distant relations to strangers. For Giddens, 
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trust lies less in the specific features or grounds of political systems and more in the 
larger dynamics of modernity.

2. G. W. F. Hegel, Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts, in Gesammelte Werke, vol. 
7 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2000), 345–47.

3. In light of this discussion, John F. Kennedy’s famous statement, “Ask not what 
your country can do for you, rather ask what you can do for your country,” can be 
understood as an attempt to propose a transformation of American political ethics 
from a Tocquevellian to a Hegelian direction. This is of course not to say that such 
a proposal was successful, or that it was the first (or for that matter last) time it was 
offered in American history.

4. Prerevolutionary colonial settlements in North America formed a prototype of 
this environment of suspicion. There, a distant monarchy’s claim of transcendence 
further lacked the ideological context of a feudal aristocracy tied to it by a long-
standing tradition. This produced an environment of constant suspicion between 
colonial administrators and many colonists long before the events of 1776. Among 
other things, this environment was manifest in the colonists’ insistence on control-
ling the minutiae of colonial budgets year after year, thus producing an atmosphere 
of uncertainty and preventing the royal government from planning far ahead. See 
Carolyn Webber and Aaron Wildavsky, A History of Taxation and Expenditure in the 
Western World (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1986), 365. This situation may 
seem to resemble more the politics of conflict than those of suspicion—since sus-
picion is individualist and reactive whereas conflict is collective and an object of 
an active program. However, the two approaches may merge, as in this case. Since 
here we are speaking of a social confrontation, it is conflict, but the mode is one of 
suspicion. The colonists apparently wished not to substitute their own program for 
that of the king, but to make it more difficult for a distant authority to assume the 
commanding heights.

5. For example, highly taxed citizens in Scandanavian countries have shown 
remarkably less resistance to taxation than citizens of other countries taxed at far 
lower levels.

6. This may be understood as an amendment of Habermas’s conception of the 
ideal goal of communication, which for him is to generate consensus. Here, the 
ideal goal of communication is to generate trust, not consensus.

7. For example, Anthony Giddens’s aforementioned elaboration of the centrality 
of trust for the operation of modern society or, more generally and indirectly, Anto-
nio Gramsci’s notion of hegemony as the uncoerced pervasion throughout society 
of the ideology of a ruling class (in other words, misplaced trust). The same is true 
for theorists of power who emphasize the role of elites and ruling classes, who usu-
ally describe how elites cause governmental power to be exercised on their behalf, 
rather than on behalf of some general interest.

8. Including “dictatorship of the proletariat.” This Marxist proposition emerged as 
an explicit rejection of the notion that the state could be neutral. The state for Marx-
ists stands in for a ruling class. Yet the expressed goal of a proletarian dictatorship, 
as Bakunin already recognized in the nineteenth century, will nevertheless produce 
a dictatorship of an elite claiming to stand in for a class, but in the process really 
furthering the state power over society, as well the power of that elite itself, more 
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than advancing the “universal” interests of any class. Experiments with such class 
dictatorship in the twentieth century seem to have fully validated this critique.

 9. Aristotle compared democracy unfavorably to a republic, which for him 
was distinct from democracy in that the majority ruled on behalf of the common 
good rather than on behalf of its own interests. The same rule of comparison ap-
plied to his contrast of tyranny (bad) to kingship (good), and oligarchy (bad) to 
aristocracy (good).

10. The critique of systematicity, as for example presumed in the “rule of the 
law,” is one of the oldest features of anarchist thought. William Godwin, for ex-
ample, rejected the mechanical constancy of the law as inflexible and nonadaptive 
to human variety and flux, preferring instead habit, even though it came with oc-
casional injustice. Most will of course demure at this acceptance of the occasional 
injustice of habit, even though for Godwin the point had to be seen in light of the 
equally occasional, but less contestable, injustice of the law.

11. Some argue that even such a seemingly common good as development in 
developing countries requires the activation of new special interest groups apart 
from existing elites and governmental agencies. That is so, it is said, because govern-
ments’ more urgent task is to govern before they can develop their society, which 
means that governments are prone to ally themselves largely with those interest 
groups than make their governance possible—that is, existing elites that are actually 
more likely to benefit from the perpetuation of the status quo. See Harry W. Blair, 
ed., Can Rural Development be Financed From Below? Local Resource Mobilization in 
Bangladesh (Dhaka: University Press, 1989), 244. Blair bases this conclusion on the 
experience of local governance in Bangladesh. For a similar conclusion drawn from 
development in Lesotho, see James Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine: “Develop-
ment,” Depoliticization, and Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990). For an alternative argument that rejects the traditional goals 
of development and posits freedom itself as the goal and method of development, 
see Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (New York: Anchor, 2000).

12. Milton Friedman once argued that because of their concentrated and highly 
focused nature, special interests always win in any confrontation with more general 
interests, since the latter tend to be more diffuse in nature, and thus unlikely to 
generate the kinds of energy and perseverance that those committed to their own 
special interests tend to possess. According to him there could be rare instances in 
which the two meet, although only in an accidental and ephemeral fashion.

13. Albert Hirschman, The Rhetoric of Reaction: Perversity, Futility, Jeopardy (Cam-
bridge: Belknap Press, 1991), 169, who bases this outline on the more extended 
argument of Bernard Manin. The most sustained philosophical defense of this type 
of liberal deliberation is offered by Jürgen Habermas, who grounds it in communi-
cative competence. It is significant to note that for Habermas, the very expectation 
of consensus is what drives rational deliberation. Of course, one can argue exactly 
the opposite following Georg Simmel, for whom the expectation of consensus is 
what actually drives conflict.

14. Habermas addresses the kinds of communication inspired by the idea of 
truth, rather than common good as such. Yet the deliberative logic is the same. If 
we were to follow Habermas, the truth we agree on does not need to correspond 
to reality, in the same way that the common good does not need to correspond to 
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the best possible ontological outcome. Both describe only conditions of consensus 
generated through a rational, competent, and equitable deliberative process.

15. Already several decades ago, political sociologists such as Daniel Bell and 
Seymour Martin Lipset were predicting the coming of a postpolitical or postideo-
logical age defined by increasing convergence of political parties in society. Before 
them and in a different tradition, Alexandre Kojève and Georges Bataille were busy 
preparing for “the end of history,” a condition indeed typified by what might be 
called open-mindedness, but precisely because there were no longer any great 
causes to fight for. This convergence is sometimes evidenced in the similarity of 
actions of different political parties once they are in government, in the increasing 
attention in electoral politics to style and appearance at the expense of content, in 
the decline in party loyalty and the willingness of voters and even representatives 
to cross party lines, and in the replacement of party-oriented politics with issue-
oriented politics.

16. See n. 30, chapter 3.
17. There is quite a profuse literature by now that denounces or diagnoses vari-

ous symptoms of this malady, mainly by showing how the system seeks, and fails, 
to stand for all so that it may be trusted by all. A good example is Michael Sandel, 
who charts out along these lines how U.S. politics moved away from the paradigm 
of common national purpose and into one of simply fair procedure. See Michael J. 
Sandel, “The Procedural Republic and the Unencumbered Self,” Political Theory, 12, 
no. 1 (February 1984): 81–96.

18. See Alexander Bickel, The Morality of Consent (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1975).

19. Samuel Hays shows how the social rewards structure beginning with the 
New Deal in the United States targeted the middle classes much more than the 
more needy but less influential lower classes. Social programs oriented toward the 
middle class did not decline even under the conservative administrations of Ronald 
Reagan and George Bush, when less costly programs targeting the lower classes were 
drastically cut or even eliminated outright. See Samuel P. Hays, “The Welfare State 
and Democratic Practice in the United States Since the Second World War,” in The 
Social Construction of Democracy, 1870–1990, ed. George Reid Andrews and Herrick 
Chapman, 267–90 (New York: New York University Press, 1995), 274–76.

20. The number of political parties could theoretically be as high as the number 
of organizable sentiments, but in any case the overall argument here does not de-
pend on the exact number of large parties reflecting genuinely coherent collective 
sentiments. Political scientists who study elections are well aware of how voting 
behavior in representative democracies is vastly affected by the number of viable 
choices the voter is presented with, rather than being a reflection of what a voter 
really wishes to see. Much of this literature, however, is content with describing 
this pattern of voting in terms of game theory calculations, rather than pointing 
to alternatives. For a good example of this genre, see Gary W. Cox, Making Votes 
Count: Strategic Coordination in the World’s Electoral Systems (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997).

21. There is no presumption here that this type of political animal is inherently 
good—simply that his rationality is enhanced under anarchy. We will come back to 
the question of the moral qualities of such a creature in subsequent chapters.
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Being free means something only in relationship to others. As an idea, 
freedom signifies nothing to someone who has never lived in society. We 
are interested in freedom only because we live with others and in social sys-
tems, but not, ordinarily, because we wish to live outside of society or abol-
ish all social systems. Rather, we tend to argue the perimeters of freedom 
in connection to the requisites of deliberation, agreement, and collective 
action. In this sense, freedom is compatible with commitments in social 
life, but in contrast to how trust, discussed earlier, may be so compatible.

Freedom is a historical idea: that is to say, it has been used to describe 
very different experiences and longings, and its meaning has tended to alter 
with time and circumstance. Its meaning may at times become deeper and 
at others more confined. As a philosophy of unimposed order, anarchy 
would be expected to be oriented to a broad and rich conception of free-
dom. That is because, in anarchy, freedom fuels two tasks: on the one hand 
freedom acts as a creative force that adds to the meaning and experience 
of humanity. On the other, in anarchy, freedom itself becomes the means 
of attaining the elements of social order that are otherwise thought of as 
possible only through coercion and force. In anarchy, therefore, much is 
expected of freedom. Anarchically thinking implies thus a constant quest 
to enrich and broaden the meaning of freedom.

The discussion below locates the interest in freedom in a will to freedom, 
and that will is argued to follow one of three distinct pathways: autono-
mous, suspicious, and selfish. The first may be regarded to correspond to 
“freedom of”; the second to “freedom from”; and the last to “freedom to.” 
The idea of freedom may thus refer to either the exercise of convictions 
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(e.g., “freedom of conscience”); or it may refer to resistance to coercion; or 
to the right to accomplish a specific goal in one’s own manner.

In any of these cases, the idea of freedom only makes sense in relation 
to systems one inhabits with others, and thus the three possibilities repre-
sent basic human attitudes toward such systems. The autonomous will is 
oriented toward the outward expansion of its own moral principles; sus-
picious will is oriented toward protecting the self from encroachment by 
the outside world; and selfish will embodies a self-seeking attitude whose 
premise is that self and world are strictly separate entities.

The exploration below reveals that modern society, especially in its 
democratic form, effectively prohibits the former two types of will, al-
lowing only selfish will. (Indeed, only this selfish will appears rational in 
the jargon of much of modern social science.) As such, we end up with 
only a partial and distorted meaning of freedom, which also has little to 
say about how a free individual may meaningfully engage with a world 
outside of the self.

In its broadest sense, an anarchist conception of freedom must com-
bine two approaches, one intellectual and the other practical: freedom is 
(1) consciousness of, and (2) capacity to act on, a variety of types of will. 
Together the two levels of freedom deliver it as the rational expression of 
the manifold character of the will.

The discovery and activation of various types of will rationalize free-
dom and connect individual psychology to social causes. In doing so, this 
freedom resolves one of the basic myopias of liberal democracy, which 
addresses only a narrow dimension of freedom oriented to the selfish 
will—and in more generous moments and given lack of coercive resources 
also to the suspicious will. The further emancipation of the autonomous 
will simply concludes what must be concluded out of the realization that 
life in any society is unimaginable without persistent efforts on the part of 
all actors to define a common good in their own way. A rich and varied 
conception of freedom then reveals that freedom does not contradict com-
mitments but rationalizes them, at the same time that it sets the historical 
stage for the three-dimensional man.

Understood in this way, anarchist freedom rationalizes commitment to the 
universe of causes outside the self. The idea of commitment here is connected 
in one way to knowledge—that is, what one knows about the world of oth-
ers; in another way it is tied to values—that is, the types of commitments in-
dividuals and small groups are likely to prioritize if they were to make them 
directly rather than entrust them to states or representative bodies.

Understanding commitment in this fashion means rejecting the ratio-
nal actor model of human personality presumed in much of the social 
sciences—where the rational actor is driven primarily by the requisites of 
maximizing profit and pleasure and minimizing pain to the self. Rather, 
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the rational self is seen to be capable of being multidimensional, and the 
quest of this self for freedom is also and at the same time a quest for de-
alienation from others and from the world at large. Here, alienation is 
seen to be less a function of competition with others over resources than 
of a conception of life’s goal as consisting primarily of accumulating or 
monopolizing resources.

This conception of the self can be seen in a variety of ethics that were 
always foundational to free associational life. Historically, the effort to 
imagine and practice a life as a form of commitment is evident in such 
ideas as the common good, which was always basic to any common social 
existence. The decline of the orientation toward the common good, or the 
decline of its direct relevance in individual lives—that is, so-called indi-
vidualism—is correlated not to any human nature but to the rise of mass 
politics and governments that monopolized custodianship over the idea of 
the common good. It is precisely through this transformation that taxes, for 
example, tended to appear as an imposition (which in one sense they are) 
rather than as a vehicle for a common good (which they cannot be guaran-
teed to lead to, from a free person’s perspective, when one does not directly 
control their destination).

An anarchist discussion of the common good requires therefore elabo-
rating how human commitments emerge in settings of freedom, and also 
outlining the kind of subject that is adequate for anarchy. In what follows 
we explore alternative ways of accounting for individual commitments to 
causes outside of themselves, with the aid of historical examples of com-
mitments to causes, groups in civil society, and other forms of intentional 
communities. Commitments are most rational when they arise out of envi-
ronments in which the various dimensions of freedom reinforce rather than 
contradict the orientation to one common good or another.

TYPES OF WILL

In an ideal sense, rational probity entails exploring the world without being 
bound to an existing heritage—for example, when one adopts unthink-
ingly the religion of the parents without searching out the alternatives. 
The clearest road to an ideal anarchy is paved through the proliferation of 
such rational subjects: responsible yet adventurous, educated, deliberative, 
experimental, broad in their horizons. This subject chooses its worlds of 
belonging in freedom and according to a rational perspective, feeling con-
tentment both in its chosen belonging as well as in its freedom to revoke 
that belonging. For such a subject, nothing is preordained.

One cannot of course assume that such an ideal subject exists abun-
dantly in a world otherwise dominated by social structures, determining 
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circumstances, and given traditions and histories. Yet we can assume that 
one must in some way answer to such existing structures and histories with 
a certain repertoire of possible attitudes. The very proposition that self and 
world, subject and object, one and others, are separate entities means that 
the relationship between the two sides has to be constructed in some way.

And it needs to be constructed, because any existence consisting of more 
than one entity already entails a restriction on maneuver, a deduction 
from an absolute freedom: there is an other in the world. But it is precisely 
through such a restriction that I know that I exist as a distinct self. A self 
or a subject would not be, such words would themselves be meaningless, 
when there is no sense that the world is external to me as a person (or, al-
ternatively, if the world as it stands is seen as an expression of my will, and 
“I,” in turn, an expression of its). This total collapse of self and world would 
constitute absolute freedom, but also the absolute absence of any distinct 
entity. Thus at the point of absolute freedom, freedom signifies nothing.

Otherwise, we must be able to identify logical sources for the itineraries 
of freedom when self and world are regarded, as they customarily are, to be 
separate entities (at least for analytical purposes). These itineraries, in turn, 
must be expressions of a certain will: the will is in the final analysis a con-
cept we use to describe a force that is generated from within and in defiance 
of a restriction, rather than as an expression of a natural order of things. It is 
only in this sense that as a word will refers to something altogether different 
from, say, what we usually call a habit.

Thus understood, three logically distinct sources of will readily suggest 
themselves, which can be identified as the autonomous will, suspicious will, 
and selfish will. In terms of general attitude toward a social world outside 
of them (or alternatively, determining circumstances or structures), au-
tonomous will may be considered positive, suspicious will negative, and 
selfish will neutral. The only feature they have in common is that they 
provide sources of attitudes that deviate in one measure or another from 
simple conformity.

The point is not simply that we can classify all people according to these 
characteristics in a straightforward fashion (e.g., person X is conformist 
while person Y is suspicious). A more sociologically realistic proposition is 
that to the extent that we assume that all humans are endowed with a ra-
tional capacity, exposed to formative and reformative life experiences, and 
capable of assimilating new information and knowledge, each can express 
any of the three wills at different junctures and likewise express conformity 
at others. That a majority may be conformists for most of their lives does 
not negate this model; it only speaks of a certain world where the possibil-
ity or cognition of an alternative world has either not sufficiently dissemi-
nated in the culture, or in which other wills are placed under censorship 
(whether internal or external), or are suspended in hibernation. To assume 
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otherwise makes it difficult to account for receptiveness to new ideas, ide-
ologies, states of mind, or even to explain our acceptance of or contribution 
to change in general.

The idea of an autonomous will is the one most established and famil-
iar in political philosophy. Its basic formulation is offered by Immanuel 
Kant, who saw the ground of moral law to reside in a subject capable of 
autonomous will. For Kant, the autonomous will was defined by its capac-
ity to self-legislate. Furthermore, by positing similarity of rational faculties 
between self and others, the autonomous will also concludes that its moral 
obligations must be universally binding on self and all others alike. For 
Kant, a will capable of operating in this autonomous fashion requires as a 
precondition its freedom from dependence. Compared to other wills, it is 
positive, in the sense that the moral law to which it gives rise is seen from its 
point of view to be natural and universal. In other words, the kind of mo-
rality that emanates from the autonomous will does not remain restricted 
to the subject creating it; rather it becomes the ground of those principles, 
which the autonomous subject then regards as commonly shared by neces-
sity and reason, not because of dictates of authority or regulations imposed 
by governments.

Suspicious will, by contrast, does its work by delinking itself from the law 
altogether, because it sees that its own outward reflection, autonomous as it 
may be, cannot realistically supply a universal, much less binding, alterna-
tive to the law as it exists.1 Whereas the autonomous will is contemplative 
and idealistic, the suspicious will is practical and realistic. It shares with the 
autonomous will its rejection of the claim of rightness being based on pre-
supplied order, and in that both types of will differ from common sensibili-
ties. But suspicious will takes as its goal protecting itself from the specters 
of outside rules to whose creation it has not contributed. Autonomous will, 
on the other hand, because of its inherent propensity for self-legislation, 
aims at reforming the world so that it conforms to the moral law that it 
regards to have become visible to its eyes—perhaps uniquely.

Subjects can be said to be bearers of one will or another not necessarily in 
absolute terms, but to the extent that they are free from the kind of depen-
dence that impedes the expression of these wills. In a large society with all 
kinds of complex or overarching dependencies, it may at first glance seem 
difficult to sustain the conditions of autonomy described by Kant, but less 
so the conditions of suspicion. However, the fact that our consciousness is 
not solely imprisoned by the dictatorship of “objective determining circum-
stances” is evident in the remarkable survival of such types of will under 
what may seem to be the most inhospitable environments, or, more visibly, 
in our incomprehension of the claimed rationality of one existing law or 
another or one moral code or another, even when these possess enough 
coercive force to compel outward obedience to them.2 The very fact that we 
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could come to the thought of critiquing, openly or secretly, a certain exist-
ing law or moral code, itself indicates that an autonomous or suspicious 
will still lurks within us.3

We cannot, therefore, infer conformity only from the appearance of con-
formity, in the same way that we cannot equate someone who raises a flag 
of loyalty (to a group, country, or cause) in front of his house because he 
is compelled to, with another person who does the same without compul-
sion, or with a third who does it in the face of danger or prohibition. More 
precisely, we can say that suspicious will resides in the first house, confor-
mity in the second, and autonomous will in the third. But we cannot know 
why someone behaves in a certain way simply on the basis of the symbols 
they display. Often symbols reveal or reinforce the appearance of confor-
mity, and conformity always appears to be larger than it actually is since it 
appears as the sum of real conformity plus artificial conformity. And arti-
ficial conformity, in turn, is the sum of something other than conformity: 
namely suspicious and selfish wills that may calculate that the appearance 
of conformity allows them to better accomplish their tasks of self-protec-
tion and self-seeking, respectively.

An individual facing a large system may have no recourse to act upon 
the morality of the system either positively or negatively; his autonomous 
will may not appear to be sufficiently endowed with resources to translate 
into a desired universal effect, and his suspicious will seems negated by the 
system’s developed capacity to extract from him the resources, obedience, 
and information it needs regardless of his opposition to it. The only ap-
parent option it leaves him with is selfish will. It is for this reason, namely 
the prevalence of selfish will in modern, mass-based and state-centered 
representative democracy, that a few more words are warranted regarding 
the history of the idea of the selfish will. (More about this as well as about 
the other types will be said in the following two sections.)

The notion of selfish will has a long career in political thought, in which 
it has usually been explained as a universal psychological quality rather 
than as a specific type of will. Max Stirner, while not expressing the idea in 
terms of the will, articulated something along these lines in the nineteenth 
century by using a mix of natural law theory and individualist anarchism. 
As he stated it, Stirner’s goal was not to overthrow what exists, but to rise 
above it. Thus his actions were not political or social, but selfish, in the 
sense that their objective was the self.4

In the context of this discussion we can identify at least two mechanisms 
of the selfish will.5 The first comes out of the feeling that any will originat-
ing from the self cannot be sufficiently powerful to impact in any mean-
ingful way the operation, logic, or morality of a larger social and political 
system that so manifestly dwarfs the self in magnitude and resources. In 
other words, the self separates itself from the larger system because it is the 
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system that has come to acquire an independent will. The only thing the 
self can do under such conditions is to recognize this independence of the 
system from the self’s own will, and reciprocate the greeting by detaching 
the self from the system, so that the self too may have a chance to cultivate 
an independent will of its own.

The second ground of this selfish will immediately amends the first. The 
selfish will wants to cultivate and protect its moral and active indepen-
dence, because only through independence can it negotiate anew better 
terms for coexistence with an exterior system that can obviously continue 
to exist independently of it. In other words, the selfish will is not so naive 
as to fantasize that it can exist solely in its self-created and self-intended 
moral cocoon indefinitely. Thus it searches for a formula that allows it to 
focus on itself while imagining that such a focus is itself good for the world 
outside of the self.

This way of thinking gained, as it still does, enormous moral ammuni-
tion from the idea of the invisible hand (and perhaps it is no coincidence 
that Stirner devoted considerable time to translating Adam Smith). That 
idea is tailor-made for the self-oriented philosophy of capitalism, since 
self-centered action is then seen to result in a common good. But it is also 
tailor-made for modern systems of control that offer no escape and are not 
designed to accommodate spaces of anarchy. Rather than confronting such 
systems with autonomous or suspicious wills, which may not appear to 
have much chance in their struggle with large systemic forces, one can sim-
ply resort to a neutral ethic of oblivion, finding in it both the possibilities 
of independence and the invisible grounds of collective good.

THREE-DIMENSIONAL MAN

If the idea of the selfish will enjoys a certain practical appeal, and also 
provides the entire model of rationality in certain social sciences, it is not 
because it logically includes the full range of human propensities to acting 
and thinking. Self-orientation rather promises to explain individual behav-
ior only in an environment in which autonomous action appears difficult, 
especially insofar as it is oriented to grand social aims. Selfish will, to the 
extent that it includes any social concerns, presumes that the social good 
results not from the direct work or intention of any particular agent. It is 
rather arrived at through the work of some invisible hand of nature.

Selfish will derives comfort, then, from this marriage of convenience it 
proposes between relentless individual self-seeking and the social good. 
It is in this light that we can understand how it is not ancient despotism 
that has really persuaded people to leave the idea of the common good 
to those who knew better; rather, it is the structure of modern society, 
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with its intricate web of dependencies and the amassing of financial and 
informational resources at central nuclei, that appears to both negate the 
meaningfulness of autonomous action and subvert the potential of suspi-
cious defense. Ultimately it leaves nothing for the self to do other than to 
fantasize about itself.

Obviously, any way out of this impasse should involve invigorating 
conditions of possibility of wills other than selfish will. The problem is 
not that selfishness or the pursuit of individual interests should itself be 
morally suspect. Rather, the point is to cultivate freedom by deepening its 
meaning. And this deepening of its meaning is what will finally allow us 
to move beyond what we usually understand by, and fear of, freedom. For 
then freedom is not simply a license to pursue self-centered action only 
and indefinitely. Freedom is rather the possession of the requisites of acting 
through a variety of wills to fit confronted circumstances.

This means that a proper approach to freedom should also involve iden-
tifying the kind of subject adequate for freedom and capable of its exercise. 
If autonomous, suspicious, and selfish wills constitute the cosmos of pos-
sible sources of response to or action upon the social and political worlds 
one inhabits, then the free subject would be one who has the resources and 
discernment to exercise the three types of will in proportion and balance. 
The source of will of this subject is not invariant or inflexible. Rather, he 
mixes wills just as he mixes spices in order to add more flavor and color 
to life; deciding, and learning in the process, when suspicion is warranted, 
self-pursuit is in order, or autonomy is to be acted upon. When subjects of 
this nature emerge either in sufficient numbers or even just as role models, 
we can finally say that we are about to be emancipated from the dim pros-
pects of one-dimensional man.

However, if anarchy presupposes an idea of freedom more elevated 
than what the one-dimensional man is capable of doing or conceiving, it 
confronts us with an immediately related issue. Three-dimensional man 
must by definition constantly manage various wills and discern which is 
appropriate in what measure for which circumstance. This then suggests 
that freedom and intellectual complexity are inseparable. A deeper sense 
of freedom is thus not for everybody, but is for those who see it and who, 
through action informed by it create more spaces of anarchy. And they do 
so without contesting the right of the one-dimensional man to exist. This 
means that from an anarchist perspective (as outlined here) the absence 
of freedom may be detected not when infantile desires are prohibited, but 
rather when intellectual complexity sits to fester at the gate of systemic 
impossibilities.

That the word freedom is often used to refer to a flat, one-dimensional 
understanding—that is, the pursuit of only selfish will—gains sustenance 
from a modern attitude that dissociates freedom from intellectual com-
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plexity. This attitude instructs that the way you think about your freedom 
should not interfere with how you follow a systemic command whose eth-
ics are not in you. It is encapsulated in a statement one hears often from 
those who wish to absolve themselves of responsibility for doing what they 
are actually doing: “I am just doing my job.” But a deeper understanding 
of freedom, fit for anarchy, means that you know that what you must do 
is your duty, not your job. Thus the kind of human personality anarchy 
introduces unto the earth in bits and pieces is one that understands that 
it does what it does because it is what it is persuaded must be done; that 
which does not say “I am just doing my job” when you do that which you 
wish to claim is not your moral choosing.

Likewise, the personality to whom this deep conception of freedom is 
apparent cannot find it in itself to accept the tautological justification of 
the law: namely that the law must be obeyed because it is the law. Rather, 
it obeys the law because and when it is rational. Otherwise, the law justi-
fies itself by itself—that is, it says that it must be followed because it is the 
law. This is the purely legal requirement, but a law obeyed in freedom is 
a law that is justified by something other than itself, other than its pure 
legality—and that is its rationality.

It is rationality, after all, and not legality that is the more primary ground 
of freedom. For someone with a deep and complex sense of freedom, this 
means that the law must be rejected if it is irrational, even if it had been 
enacted by a democratic majority.

In this sense, we can conclude that exercising any will entails (1) a spe-
cific method of measuring freedom itself and (2) an assessment of the con-
nection of freedom to the mandate of doing one’s work. If we further accept 
the proposition that freedom activates and is also based on intellectual 
complexity, it follows that exercising any will sets in motion (3) a particular 
method of approaching truth in general:

•  From the point of view of the autonomous will (1) freedom appears 
as an ideal, which should be affirmed in practice. The notion of au-
tonomy implies that that which the autonomous mind contemplates 
requires being brought by one’s own hands to some concrete realiza-
tion. (2) I do my duty, not my job. (3) Attitude to truth: discoverable, 
by uniting or synthesizing the ideal and the practical.

•  From the point of view of the suspicious will (1) freedom appears 
likewise as an ideal, but suspicion implies that one does not have the 
resources necessary to affirm one’s ideals in practice. Thus freedom acts 
as a propellant of a critical, nervous energy and demanding psyche. 
(2) I dissociate myself from responsibility for doing my job. I may 
maintain a sense of unease about doing my job, but I will do it none-
theless. (3) Attitude to truth: inaccessible, abstract, postponed (and 
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in this sense suspicion appears to drive the critical consciousness of 
many, if not most, modern intellectuals).

•  From the point of view of the selfish will (1) freedom is measured 
in terms of its impact on the self and its capacity to be experienced 
daily, and the experience alone, rather than the measurement of fit 
between ideal and experience, is posited as the proof of freedom. 
(2) I do my job without remorse, because my job has nothing to do 
with freedom. Freedom is measured by the absence of a sense of duty. 
(3) Attitude to truth: derived from my action and meaningful only if 
I am its author.6

This outline serves not to suggest that a conception of freedom or truth 
from the perspective of any will is better than the others, nor even to nec-
essarily prioritize duty above ordinary work. The point is rather to sketch 
out spaces of unavailable freedom when one inhabits and accepts largely 
environments that promote only selfish will. In such a case, autonomous 
will—and even more so suspicious will—appear as the markers of the vast 
spaces of unavailable freedom.

Freedom from the point of view of any will is necessarily selective free-
dom—that is, it is freedom for themselves and not for other types of will 
in the world. Alternative, rebellious, or repressed wills sense that they are 
distinct from what they may regard to be customary or widespread habits. 
They wish therefore to create their own spaces. But in doing so, they be-
come conscious wills, directly or indirectly deepening and diversifying the 
meaning of their own humanity-acting-in-freedom. If these spaces are un-
derstood as spaces of anarchy, then they also become conscious spaces for 
enriching the idea of freedom, so that it gradually becomes the foundation 
of a more rational world. It is in such spaces, after all, that man comes to 
encounter his multidimensional perspective.

This idea of spaces of anarchy (rather than an anarchist society) flows 
naturally out of the realization that there is no basis for the position that all 
individuals want freedom, or want the same kind of freedom. This means 

Table 5.1. Parameters of Freedom According to the Three Wills 

 Conception of Freedom Duty and Work Nature of Truth 

Autonomous Ideal � practical Duty before work  Discoverable, synthesis 
  of ideal and 

experience
Suspicious Ideal Alienated work  Abstract, postponed
   before duty
Selfish Experiential Work � duty  Empirical, based on 

  ego-relevant 
experience
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that any freedom, like any unfreedom, can neither be offered to nor im-
posed upon those who express no wish for either condition. More specifi-
cally, freedom means little if granted without consideration as to whether 
it is being demanded, in the same way that unfreedom is noticed only if 
imposed against a will that desires its own version of freedom.

ANARCHY AND PERSONALITY

The strongest defense of the notion that freedom reinforces commitment 
rather than being its opposite, that psyche and socious are two facets of the 
same soul rather than its alternative pathways, has been proposed in vari-
ous ways in Enlightenment and anarchist thought. The argument, however, 
has rarely been made in a comprehensive enough way. But if we begin 
with the notion of the three wills—autonomous, selfish, suspicious—we 
discover that the freedom of each will gives rise to new commitments.

That is to say, the freedom of the will does not simply provide the world 
with an isolated will that only begins from and returns to itself. Many social 
philosophies do in fact arrive at this conclusion in various ways. Below I 
will refer to three thinkers, each of whom expresses precisely this idea, and 
each does so by articulating the relationship of freedom and commitment 
from the standpoint of one specific will (although none of them sees the 
concept of freedom as they use it to be tied to any specific will, but to be 
itself the total meaning of freedom). In their own way, Wilhelm von Hum-
boldt, Max Stirner, and Murray Bookchin help us appreciate how the au-
tonomous, selfish, and suspicious wills, respectively, arrive at commitment 
through a specific route, and how each does so precisely through acquiring 
its freedom.

The argument that highlights freedom as an expression of the autono-
mous will is exemplified in Humboldt’s 1792 treatise, The Sphere and Duties 
of Government, where he argues that individual freedom itself furthers social 
bonds, albeit in new ways:

Liberty . . . creates a new bond of union among [men], which, though often the 
source of abuse, may yet be attended with the happiest results . . . while they 
would break all social fetters asunder, they discover a thousand new and closer 
ties to reunite the web of human union, with the force of far deeper and more 
lasting sympathies. He who is isolated is no more able to develop himself than 
he who is bound by enthralling fetters.7

The argument here is straightforward and very much in line with Enlight-
enment thought. Yet freedom here is of a specific type: the kind of person fit 
for this kind of freedom is an autonomous subject already oriented to uni-
versal principles and is capable of their discovery through the use of reason. 
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What stands between him and others is not his ego or psyche, but despotic 
powers. The autonomous will therefore is naturally inclined to community, 
but a community of one’s own making. And this means that nothing stands 
between the autonomous will and commitments in the world other than 
the chains of unfreedom.

Here, freedom is less a license to limitless gratification than a means to 
construct new bonds to others. And these new bonds require freedom, be-
cause freedom is itself the means for testing the very rationality of having 
bonds to others. This test of the rationality of bonds cannot be carried out, 
obviously, when one’s bonds to others are sustained simply because they 
are enforced by a power apparatus.

As rationality usually does, here too it means something specific. In this 
case it is tied to an inherent dynamic of the autonomous will: the tendency 
to develop oneself. Another way to put it is to expand unto a worldwide 
plane. There is no way to do that, Humboldt suggests, without both freeing 
oneself from old fetters and constructing new bonds to others in autonomy. 
Resisting unfreedom and seeking new and rational commitments are insep-
arable projects from the point of view of the autonomous will. Both are the 
means by which it develops and opens itself up to the larger theater of the 
world, upon which it then exercises, and in the process learns and amends, 
its always and already universal reason.

Highlighting the same likelihood that bonds evolve out of freedom, but 
from the point of view of selfish will, is Stirner’s defense of what he calls 
egoistic love:

I love men [die Menschen] too—not merely individuals, but every one. But I 
love them with the consciousness of egoism; I love them because love makes 
me happy, I love because loving is natural to me, because it pleases me. I know 
no “commandment of love.” I commiserate with every feeling being, and their 
torment torments, their refreshment refreshes me too . . . [yet] that commisera-
tion proves only that the feeling of those who feel is mine too, my property. . . .
But, because I cannot bear the troubled crease on the beloved forehead, for 
that reason, and therefore for my sake, I kiss it away . . . I am only driving 
away my trouble.

While the discussion here concerns love rather than commitment, the 
underlying logic is the same. The selfish will always begins with the ego, 
which foregrounds all existence, since the ego is what “I” know and own 
with more certainty than anything else. This does not mean absence of 
feeling for others. Rather, it means that such feelings, which obviously exist 
because one is capable of experiencing them, must be seen just as well as 
property of the ego rather than as sacrifices and compromises offered by 
the ego to the world outside of it. That the bond operates in a manner of a 
chain with which the ego captures experiences and objects outside of itself 
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and claims them as its own, suggests that what is being described here is an 
especially strong kind of bond, yet a bond that is capable of being exercised 
only in egoistic freedom. The internal desire of the ego to own or claim that 
which is outside of it provides more secure bonds than external command-
ments to forge such bonds.

The logic of egoistic love can be easily extended to all loyalties in general:

How now, has anybody or anything, whom and which I do not love, a right to 
be loved by me? Is my love first, or is his right first? Parents, kinsfolk, father-
land, nation, native town, etc. . . . assert that they have a right to my love, and 
lay claim to it without further ceremony. They look upon it as their property, 
and upon me, if I do not respect this, as a robber who takes from them what 
pertains to them and is theirs. . . . 

But love is not a commandment. Rather, like each of my feelings, it is my 
property. Acquire, i.e. purchase, my property, and then I will make it over to 
you. A church, a nation, a fatherland, a family, etc., that does not know how 
to acquire my love, I need not love; and I fix the purchase price of my love 
quite at my pleasure.8

Here, the idea that my feelings are my property is taken literally. A price 
must be paid for acquiring it. A country, therefore, cannot simply claim my 
loyalty by saying “ask not what your country can do for you,” because there 
is really no reason for me to do anything for it if it does not do something 
for me. It needs to prove at least that it is worthy of the commitment it is 
asking for. A selfish will knows and obeys no commandment that is exter-
nal. But it takes that which is external and loves it in the sense that it ac-
quires it for its own benefit, just like it offers its own feeling for “purchase” 
by entities outside of itself for a set price.

In this sense, such bonds as love, and commitments in general, become 
irrational (in Stirner’s words, “blind and crazy”) only insofar as they emerge 
in obedience to a commandment [must, should, duty, conscience, oath, 
sacredness] because then “the object [I am asked to love] no longer exists 
for me, but I for it.” Otherwise, commitments are rational if delivered and 
taken in the manner of property transfer negotiations.

While the path from freedom to commitment for the autonomous will 
is latent in its universally oriented and outward character, and while the 
same path for the selfish will is latent in its acquisitive appetite, that of the 
suspicious will is latent in its orientation to self-protection. Self-protection, 
however, refers only to a starting point and not to the totality of suspicious 
orientation—in the same way that “do no harm” furnishes only a first 
rather than all principles of medicine. From the point of view of suspicion, 
larger bonds could be experimented with gradually and after painstaking 
negotiations: commitments only emerge after they have proven that they 
neither pose a danger to freedom nor contain the prospect of alienation.
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This approach is best exemplified in Bookchin’s various works on ur-
banity and spaces of habitation in general, in which he favors a dynamic 
whereby small spheres slowly allow private life to merge with public life: 
“Here, in the most immediate environment of the individual—the commu-
nity, the neighborhood, the town, or the village—where private life slowly 
begins to phase into public life, the authentic locus for functioning on a 
base level exists insofar as urbanization has not totally destroyed it.”9

The fundamental issue from the point of view of the suspicious will is 
protection from encroachment by systems whose legitimacy or alien and 
alienating character are yet to be ascertained. But as in the case of other wills, 
the suspicious quest for freedom, which is “freedom from” in every sense, is 
in the final analysis a quest for one’s own laboratory of sociability—a safe 
space where a suspicious will experiments with larger bonds at its own pace. 
Bonds to a larger world remain its objective, ultimately, just as for all other 
wills, but through a controlled process that allows it to calibrate its outward 
motion at the same pace at which it eliminates such dangers as unfreedom 
and alienation from one social transaction after another.

In freedom, therefore, a human will arrives at its own commitments 
and, by extension, at a certain sense of the common good. In the process 
of apprehending or practicing that common good, free individuals may 
revise it as they learn more about the world—just like all governments do 
or pretend to do, except directly and without a need for quarrels, repres-
sion, or revolution. In anarchy, therefore, the common good is a permanent 
question, and we realize it to be such since it is a question we are trying to 
answer and practice directly.

But what kind of personality, precisely, does this free human agent of 
the common good possess? Explorations based on known histories of 
autonomy will likely reveal limitless possible models. And it has to be so 
precisely because we would be looking for these models in thousands of 
stories of dynamic and engaged life, rather than in the limited character of 
institutions that stand in for such a life.

However, it is still useful to propose basic ways to think about the ques-
tion of personality. A good starting proposition that is consistent with anar-
chist philosophy would be as follows: the kind of personality most suitable 
for the free and committed exploration of humanity is a personality that 
is conscious of itself as its own creation rather than resigned to regarding 
itself as an ineluctable product of given circumstances (birth, victimization, 
traumas, and so on). This means that what we call personality becomes a 
conscious product of reflecting on that which is regarded to reside outside 
of and apart from the strict experience of the self, including the immediate 
limits of time and place.

For example, rather than begin with our own limited self, we could for 
the sake of guidance explore the contours of one historical model that fits 
the needs or aspirations of a particular contemporary moment, while real-
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izing that the contours of the ghost from the past must still be filled with 
modern flesh.

To illustrate, I would like to draw attention to the ancient Homeric 
man, simply as one (and certainly not the only) prototype of the kind of 
personality that occasions conditions of autonomy and negotiated order. 
A. W. H. Adkins once offered a basic psychological portrayal that isolated 
three basic constituents of Homeric personality insofar as it related to 
the world: according to that view, Homeric man was (1) results-oriented; 
(2) saw himself primarily in terms of how others saw him; and (3) pos-
sessed little in the way of subjective unity.

That Homeric man is said to be results-oriented refers primarily to the 
fact that his status and arete depended on his practical success in the task 
of defending his household, and not on his attachment to abstract prin-
ciples.10 In the Iliad, for example, Agamemnon recognizes his fault in his 
treatment of Achilles—namely depriving him of his slave-girl prize—not 
because of an abstract feeling of guilt or injustice, but because Achilles’s 
subsequent withdrawal into his tent in protest weakens Agamemnon’s 
position and exposes him to defeat.11 The pragmatic attention to the im-
perative of success does not make Agamemnon’s feeling of having done 
Achilles some wrong any less genuine than it would be had that feeling 
been drawn out of abstract moral principles. Here, ideas of wrong and right 
are derived directly out of contractual obligations designed to guarantee 
success in common tasks. There was nothing eternal about such contrac-
tual obligations, and neither did they have much to do with anything like 
a Social Contract. Rather, commitments arose directly out of the earth, and 
the morals that bind possessed no abstract or imposed nature. They were 
actively thought out and brought into sight by participants conscious of the 
imperative of their collaboration for the overall success of their common 
but clearly circumscribed task.

The other lesson that can be derived from the altercation between Achil-
les and Agamemnon concerns Achilles. As a prototype of the autonomous 
subordinate, Achilles gains his right not by any claim to natural justice or 
law, nor because he is a member of a historically aggrieved group whose en-
titlement to collective redress is suddenly discovered by a benevolent ruler. 
Rather, he acquires what we may call his right because of his necessity for 
the campaign. It is in this sense that we can say that Homeric man had no 
illusions about the viability of abstract principles contemplated apart from 
action. What came first was identifying the task, from which flowed his 
action, which with every accomplishment accrued him more rights. Rights 
certainly did not come first for Homeric man, and he had no illusions that 
rights are by their nature inalienable. Rights were little more than the end 
products of his action in the world.

This otherwise deadly pragmatism, however, is tempered with a couple 
of qualifications. First, the psychological exposure of Homeric man to the 
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outside world is compounded—or perhaps made possible by—his very 
lack of psychological unity. He is always prodded or called upon to act 
by a multitude of voices within him, voices that seem to have their own 
autonomy and distinct logics. In other words, the openness of Homeric 
man to the outside world seems to result from either his inability to build 
proper psychological defenses against it, or his inattention to the necessity 
of such defenses. (I will come back shortly to how Homeric man dealt with 
this “problem.”)

Second, the Homeric self, in spite of its attention to action, had no self-
referential validation: “One’s self, in the last resort, only has the value that 
others put on it: one cannot fall back, in Homer or for long afterwards, 
either on one’s own opinion, or on the knowledge that one has done one’s 
best.”12 It should be obvious that this regulative view of the self is by no 
means restricted to the Homeric world. It constitutes in fact a widely ob-
served dimension of what is often called traditional culture worldwide: the 
notion that the value of the self lies in how others see it.

More so than any other principle of Homeric psychology, the notion that 
one should regard his own value to reside in how others see it would at 
first seem very much at odds with the expressed ethic of modern individual 
autonomy. Yet something akin to it is still all around us and is not hard to 
find, albeit in ways scarcely resembling the ethical system of Homeric man. 
In modern mass society, this psychological trait makes itself visible largely in 
infectious crowd behavior and mass hysterias, in fads and fashion and con-
sumerist conformity. In such cases, individual behavior flows evidently out 
of an individual desire to not be excluded if he does not adhere to a com-
mon practice or follow one trend or another. This then is a modern variation 
on an ancient principle, but now it has become more abstract. Homeric man 
could negotiate in a more earthly and in a sense also more free fashion, since 
the others to whom he had to prove himself were negotiable and of a regular 
stature and scale, rather than anonymous and undifferentiated as a mass.

In general, Homeric man may not be as distant from us as his psycho-
logical profile suggests. For example, the first principle of Homeric psychol-
ogy, namely pragmatic outlook and subordination of a priori principles 
to results, has no problem living with the practical aspects of the ethos of 
modernity. What rests on his chest is rather the dead weight of large insti-
tutions, which claim to act on his behalf in the world, but in such a way 
that the results of individual action upon the world do not appear to him 
directly, if at all. Homeric man gained stature not from being represented 
in the great feats of life, but rather, he saw himself as a creator of his world. 
His stature depended on his own success in such a grand task, and not on 
the success of someone who did it on his behalf.

Indeed, it seems that it was precisely such a feeling of creating his own 
world that made Homeric man oblivious to his fragmentary psychological 
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makeup, which may be more of a problem for us than for him. But that 
world-creative feeling was inseparable from his attention to others, and 
it was the others who weaved together the missing knots in his view of 
himself. Thus he did not need to be made whole through self-reflection or 
therapy, neither of which could offer him much help. In other words, his 
psyche was inseparable from his commitments, and he had no vision of 
himself that could be contemplated apart from such commitments.

Also unlike modern man, whose web of filiations is simultaneously 
vast and abstract—inhabitant of mass society, captive citizen of large 
states, ineluctable member of nations—Homeric man was committed 
only to tangible others. Those reciprocated the favor by offering him the 
arete that made it possible for him to disregard what we have been trained 
to fear as centrifugal threats to personality: the multitude of voices con-
stantly rising within, pulling one in different directions and tearing apart 
the oneness of the self.

Of course, the commitments of Homeric man meant that he was to be 
prepared for conflict with more distant others, a conflict whose possibility 
was presumed in the logic of commitment to the tangible others. But here 
it must be kept in mind that that logic of commitment to tangible commu-
nity came to Homeric man with an important qualification. Namely, com-
mitments were prosaic and ceased once success had happened, or could 
be revoked even before success had been attained if those others—like 
Agamemnon—monopolized the gains that were garnered through collec-
tive effort. The practical outlook of Homeric man meant that he was free 
from ideological bonds and abstract communities and commitments, and 
thus in theory was free to revoke or even replace them when they failed.

Modern man is prohibited from following this option, because his com-
mitment to larger bodies—such as nation and country—cannot be revoked 
by his own subjective will, and he seems to have no choice but to acquiesce 
to a government acting on his behalf but as it pleases, regardless of how he 
may feel about any particular commitments. What is more, under the po-
litical structures governing mass society, whenever the modern man of mass 
society and mass democracy wishes to commit himself in some organic 
fashion, his only venue is to a mass that induces collective behavior and 
may also manifest mass hysteria. When he wishes to bridge the distance 
separating him from others, he often only has an imagined collective mind-
set to refer to, not a prosaic and changeable web of tangible relations.13

This tangibility of commitments and sense of world-making require the 
visibility of one’s contribution to the common good, rather than the repre-
sentation of commitment and pursuit. The arete of Homeric man was not 
simply and only a reward one received from others, but more significantly a 
symbolic verification of the depth of the bond that he had freely developed 
with them in practice.
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Indeed, everywhere we look we realize that what was clear in antiquity 
remained likewise for long afterwards: to the extent its recognition required 
no force, social status was in one important sense tied to practical commit-
ment. And that commitment was usually evidenced in some visible contri-
bution to a common good. Thus it is significant that public revenue in the 
ancient polis, and the common good in general, depended to an important 
extent on honorific taxes. The ancient liturgy in Athens, munera in Rome, or 
rifadah in Mecca were honorific payments, which were assigned but could 
be exceeded, as they frequently were. When they were, they enhanced one’s 
status in the community. That system decayed when the polis itself decayed 
or gave way to empire.

In those ancient systems, the honorific was such because it did not ap-
pear to be imposed. The honorific tax was furthermore often directed to a 
specific task (e.g., feeding pilgrims), and in that way it established a sense of 
personal connection to a large but still concrete enough cause. But the most 
important feature of the ancient honorific tax was its visibility, and hence 
direct connection to status. Today, this public dimension of the honorific 
resides only in charity giving, not in taxation. Current systems of taxation 
in fact guarantee confidentiality and invisibility, but only because the tax 
(which in theory is destined for the common good) is imposed and there-
fore appears devoid of all honorific potential.

Of course, the connection of the honorific to visibility in the ancient 
polis stemmed from the fact that only the wealthy were expected to pay the 
honorific tax, in which case they added cultural prestige to their economic 
standing. This is not so dissimilar to how the rich gain cultural status today 
by public donations or by establishing charitable or educational founda-
tions. But the anarchist expansion of the same idea here consists of dis-
seminating this model throughout society, rather than keeping it confined 
to a small wealthy class. In this way, the honorific is unchained from its 
confines in charity and integrated as the rationale of the general system of 
social revenue and redistribution.

The honorific thus becomes a widely distributed public possibility. Vis-
ibility may or may not be a part of its exercise; but if it is, it is less likely to 
be the kind of visibility connected to status as it had been in the ancient 
polis, since that kind of visibility presupposed a small number of partici-
pants. By contrast, since it becomes available to everyone who pays a tax, 
the visibility of any contribution to a common good in a modern anarchy 
will tend to become more tied to communicating one aspect of the social 
good or another—that is, the extent to which one’s attachment to causes 
leads one to a public effort designed to inspire or recruit for one’s causes in 
civil society. This civil society, then, infused with these sentiments, becomes 
the primary educational arena on practical morality, pragmatic loyalty, and 
earthly flexibility of belief and doctrine.
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FREEDOM AS A HISTORICAL EXPERIENCE

An imposed order lives always at unease with certain wills, and they likewise 
with it. That is because they either appear as negative reactions to unwanted 
impositions, or as allowed licenses within a system that provides such oc-
casional licenses in order to reduce opposition. Over time, the collective 
and persistent, though not necessarily purposeful or systematic, work of 
these wills takes its toll on various dimensions of the concept of imposed 
order, which then begins to decline in bits and pieces. But since it was not 
necessarily purposefully or systematically pursued, such decline may offer 
up more freedom than had been imagined, or even desired. This freedom 
then appears not as the result of human work, but as fate. Here, fate extends 
an unsuspecting hand to freedom, only to see freedom not only taking the 
hand but moreover claiming itself to be the master of fate. Fate then retali-
ates for the insult; those who speak in its name proceed to devise ingenious 
ways to arrest the sudden flow of freedom in the world.

Experiencing the emergence and demise of freedom in this fashion can 
be historically recognized along two very general and distinct pathways: 
(1) incremental, slow buildup of spaces of freedom and (2) sudden, cataclys-
mic revolts. Even though the first route may often lead to the other, the criti-
cal connective element here is the consciousness by actors of the link and the 
purposefulness of their action across both stages. Without such a link, each 
pathway houses distinct existential experiences, lacking a sense of organic 
connection to each other, or awareness that what we call fate had required 
human activity and still requires human responsibility. Then freedom will 
mean something distinct, and partial, in each case. Below I will briefly discuss 
one example of each and attempt to draw out some of their ramifications.

A good example of the incremental pathway is the emergence of urban 
settlements as a means of escape from serfdom in medieval European his-
tory. Many towns had become well-established by 1100, and their attrac-
tive pull confronted the lords with the problem of finding sufficient and 
reliable labor for their lands. Those lords with sufficient foresight, realizing 
limits to their coercive capacity, began to vie with each other to attract set-
tlers, a competition that involved extending privileges and reducing the 
arbitrariness of seigneurial obligations. That was because the towns, which 
were conscious of themselves as exceptional loci of freedom amidst a sea 
of servitude, furthered the social range of the idea of freedom by offering 
residency right to any migrant—including former serfs—who managed to 
stay in the town for a year and a day.14

That emancipatory trend eventually affected larger and larger areas, 
and within a couple of centuries the towns managed to extract sufficient 
concessions from the old lords, that arbitrariness in exacting concessions—
especially taxes—became subordinate to established rules, agreements, and 
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customs. Many of these recognized the right of subordinates to negotiate 
conditions of their subordination rather than simply submit to them.

The basic dynamic of this dialectic is universal, recurrent, and trans-
historical: confronting a thoroughly dominated and governed world, wills 
oriented toward freedom escape to a marginal corner far away from the 
oversight of authorities. They surround that corner with impenetrable 
walls, then offer it up as a haven for similar wills that could reach it. The 
established authorities may sense that distant corner as a thorn in their side, 
but for the time being decide to leave it alone—either because the cost of 
controlling 100 percent of the world is tenfold the cost of controlling 99 
percent of it or because they do not realize yet how such a marginal outpost 
can pose any threat to their secure might.

In due time, however, tyranny falls again for the same old reason. Strong 
wills that are active in the world—those stubbornly oriented toward au-
tonomy or driven insane with suspicion—can clearly see the hopelessness 
of a direct duel with an entrenched order, and further the futility of alli-
ance against it with any wills other than those similar to them. They see all 
around them a wasteland of conformity, flavored by a sprinkling of self-
oriented wills. As they cannot endure the sickening sight, they gather what 
is left of their energy and resources and depart to create their own little 
world on some forlorn tract, forgotten by the lord on account of its misery 
and uselessness. Eventually, the small haven wreaks havoc upon the es-
tablished order without a fight. Slowly and one step at a time, a sufficient 
number of vigorous souls, combined with others coming in with resources 
that require being protected from the whims of the lord, are attracted to the 
haven so as to make it both the envy of the lord on account of its wealth, 
and the displayed possibility of freedom on account of its resilience.15

This pathway, as is clear, does not systematically or necessarily lead to 
anarchy in the sense of universally unimposed order, but to a less imposed 
local order. In some cases and as unplanned steps toward universality, 
this experience expands the social range of the idea of freedom beyond 
scattered isolated existences, thereby suggesting that freedom ought to be 
contemplated as a realistic entitlement of humanity at large. Thus such ex-
periences remain after their passing as conceptual reservoirs of an idea that 
is larger than their specific career in history. And even as faint memories, 
they suggest that it is possible to deepen the idea of freedom a little more, 
and precisely amidst pervasive servitude.

The other pathway, namely evident in sudden outbursts, constitutes 
part of the heritage of modernity and mass society, and has given rise 
to denunciations spearheaded by prominent European intellectuals like 
Gustave Le Bon and Elias Canetti, who saw crowd phenomena as inher-
ently irrational and gravitating toward the murderous underground of the 
unconscious. These views do express their authors’ contempt for the mass 
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psychology of modern society and its propensity to standardize feelings. 
However, in doing so they lump all crowd phenomena together, thereby 
missing those that do express dialogic negotiations between participating 
souls. The most interesting mass uprisings are in fact precisely those that, 
rather than simply conducted as experiments in unbridled freedom, make 
it possible to envision freedom in connection to solidarity. A good ex-
ample is given in the notes of one of the founders of anarchism, Mikhail 
Bakunin, describing his arrival in Paris in February of 1848 amidst the 
ongoing revolution:

Amid this unbounded rejoicing, this intoxication, they were all gentle, hu-
mane, compassionate, decent, modest, well-mannered, friendly and high 
minded. . . .

I had occasion to see the workers and to study them from morning to eve-
ning. Never and nowhere, have I discovered in any other class of society so 
much high-minded unselfishness, nor so much truly touching integrity, deli-
cacy of manners and light-hearted friendliness married with heroism as among 
the simple uneducated folk. . . .

[It] was a month of intoxication for the soul. Not only was I intoxicated, but 
so was everybody else: some from a crazed fear, others from a crazed ecstasy 
of senseless expectations. I rose at five o’clock or four o’clock in the mornings, 
went to sleep at two o’clock, was on my feet all day long, attending every as-
sembly, meeting, club, parade, march or demonstration: in short, I drank in 
the intoxication of the revolutionary atmosphere through every one of my 
senses and through every pore.

It was a fiesta without beginning and without end: I saw everyone and saw 
no one, for every individual was subsumed into the same, countless, meander-
ing crowd: I spoke to everybody but could remember neither my own words 
nor others’, for my attention was at every step held by new events and objects, 
by unforeseen developments.

It looked as if the whole universe had been turned on its head: the incredible 
was becoming the norm, the impossible possible, and the possible and normal 
losing all meaning ... the democrats were not the only ones to succumb to this 
intoxication. Quite the contrary: they were the first to come to their senses 
again, obliged as they were to set to work to consolidate power that had fallen 
into their lap against all expectations and as if by miracle.16

Bakunin’s observations pertain of course to exceptional events, but it is 
the accompanying emotional and intellectual mix that reveals, even if one 
is not paying too close an attention, the sovereign manner of emergence of 
one’s solidarity with and commitment to others. The foundations of this 
commitment are mentioned in some order in the description above. That 
order, as I hope to show, reveals how anarchist thought had traditionally 
involved an intuitive “science,” though its ideas were typically presented, as 
is the case with Bakunin here, impressionistically and unorganizedly.
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Bakunin seems aware that he is witnessing an exceptional and passing 
moment. An exceptional and passing moment, however, does not exist 
simply to be enjoyed while it lasts. It is also an opportunity for learning 
what cannot be learned at more normal and sober times. The basic quality 
of such a moment consists precisely of allowing what is not possible at nor-
mal times: for one to see more into the soul of others, and to see how what 
seems possible in everyday life is always less than what is humanly pos-
sible. The point is not how such a revolutionary moment will be captured 
in institutions, but rather how we may discover through them something 
more about humanity, something that becomes added ammunition in our 
repertoire of techniques of action, spirit, deliberation, and solidarity.

That is to say, experiencing a revolutionary moment seems to bear close 
similarity, at the social level, to experiencing some repressed part of the 
unconscious, as in hallucinogenic drug experiences, at the individual level. 
What one sees in either case is akin to a vision—that is, how the world may 
indeed be already structured, in less alienating, more proximate, or gener-
ally more pleasant ways than we are accustomed to in the ordinary times 
of sobriety. In either case such revelatory moments do not last, since we are 
not equipped, whether socially or psychically, to assimilate them fully into 
our cognitive machinery. But they serve a crucial role in life, and that is to 
reveal how limited reality is as we are conditioned to experience it. Thus 
even when the experience itself does not inform you precisely about an 
alternative structure of the world, it does nonetheless train you to look be-
yond the limits of your cognitive machinery. And this means that it invites 
you to activate your will. As the means by which you reach beyond that 
which is taken for granted, the will facilitates in sober times what facilitates 
vision at other times.

In the descriptions above, we can see how Bakunin is experiencing some-
thing akin to a vision, in which he is capturing especially new realities that 
are meaningful to him but that cannot be habitually observed at ordinary 
times. First, the participants are portrayed as capable of combining comple-
mentary qualities befitting of the logic of the situation: enthusiasm for their 
cause; humility toward others and solidarity with them; intoxication and 
a feeling for the worthiness of what they are fighting for. Second, Bakunin 
observes that leadership will always be inferior to the people it leads on ac-
counts of integrity, lightheartedness, and willingness for sacrifice. Third, he 
notes the unusual level of energy that he as well as other participants had 
acquired and maintained for the duration of the cataclysmic events. The 
fact that he talked to everybody but could not remember his own words 
is tied not to irrationality, but to an acute alertness to how the future, no 
longer foreseen or predictable, might unfold. The collective energy draws 
on the collapse of the usual patterns that had made the world predictable, 
so that the world once again seems far more open to subjective action, no 
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longer governed by the routine work of institutional structures or even by 
customary habits.

Fourth, this acute alertness to how the future might unfold in response 
to subjective initiative seems to be what tempers and even guides the oth-
erwise “intoxicated” soul, as it assimilates without a prior plan all that it 
comes into contact with “through every one of my senses and through every 
pore.” This is a far cry from the image of the hedonist participant, for whom 
intoxication might be entirely self-referential, and who communicates with 
his environment only to the extent that the hedonistic cause is fulfilled. 
This alertness is what propels the fifth basic principle that could be gleaned 
from Bakunin’s observations: namely the capacity of the “democrats” to 
rise above such collective intoxication when appropriate, so that their cause 
may last beyond the momentary carnival.

The exceptional experience evident in such a pathway must therefore be 
learned from and one’s feelings and intuitions understood, since the mo-
mentary carnival constitutes a deep lesson of freedom, which may thence-
forth be maintained not simply as a memory of a passing experience but, 
properly assimilated, may become imprinted upon the soul. The difference 
between these two attitudes consists of whether the exceptional and pass-
ing energy one acquires from and expends on the exceptional and passing 
moment will be transformative or purely expendable energy.

If we understand transformation rather than expenditure to be the prin-
ciple of life, we also realize that the point is not to recreate upheavals at all 
times and for no reason. The point rather concerns how enthused individu-
ality moves forward on its own to discover and cultivate bonds to the world 
on an ongoing basis, so that its hedonism is directed toward the world and 
its nihilism away from it. Such bonds forged in freedom clarify for the self 
that, in the final analysis, freedom means overcoming alienation. Individu-
ality then may express itself without needing to wait for a revolution or a 
license to destroy order.

ALIENATION AS CHOICE AND ERROR

Abu Bakr al-Tartushi, writing in the Maghrib region during the twelfth 
century on the ethics and arts of governing, provides among countless al-
legories the following tale. An ancient Persian ruler solicits his advisors’ 
thoughts on what they deem to be the worst condition that could befall 
anyone. Their answer is unwavering (reflecting perhaps their keen aware-
ness of the precarious nature of their own privilege): it is poverty, they say 
in unison. The sage king replies to them in the negative: no, it is miserli-
ness, because the poor may expand in his tastes and spending if he finds 
a way, but the miserly never expands.17 The king and his advisors are of 
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course comparing different things: they are talking about fate, while he is 
talking about acquired habits. They, as underlings, pay attention to exterior 
conditions that affect everyone without their choosing, while he, as sover-
eign, pays attention to an autonomous will, here oriented to de-alienation, 
that he assumes to be latent in all and capable of being activated with the 
slightest incentive.

The parable neatly summarizes a basic, longstanding opposition in 
political philosophy between emphasis on the vitality of human agency 
versus emphasis on the limits of given conditions, which are said to dwarf 
any agency in the final analysis. Here, the limit that defines alienation is 
an objective condition—poverty. However, that prisonhouse is subject to 
constant escape attempts. Such attempts are in the nature of all life, but 
one life will certainly not succeed in escaping alienation: the miserly, ac-
cumulative, hoarding, resource-monopolizing life. Otherwise the quest for 
de-alienation resides in an inherent and constant human attention to any 
possibilities, however sparse, of freedom from given dismal conditions.

It is implicit in the argument that those possibilities, sparse as they may 
be, would pass unnoticed by those who, perhaps out of a lifelong experi-
ence of alienation, have become accustomed to thinking that alienation 
from the world is the natural relation to it, and who therefore must fall back 
on the idea of fate and absence of choice.

Thus the most unworthy life is not one of destitution, but one from 
which the will to de-alienate oneself from the world is extinguished. For 
example, if we take it as a defensive posture against poverty, the hoard-
ing behavior creates conditions of life worse than those against which it 
defends. The pursuit of human de-alienation and indeed the cultivation of 
civilization itself, according to this argument, require perpetual expansion. 
And that expansion is in turn propelled by outward action designed to 
overcome what appears to be limiting conditions.

We could extend the implications of the story beyond what is explicitly 
condemned in it: not only does one’s insistence on hoarding make impos-
sible one’s own de-alienation; it also encourages further alienation across 
the world. In the parable above there is no denunciation of privilege, only 
of hoarding and thus keeping resources out of social circulation, which is 
one of the roots of alienation in society at large. The outcome is class hostil-
ity. But class hostility, and hostility to the system that maintains it, are not 
caused by the simple fact of class inequalities alone. What nourishes hos-
tility is rather the sense, experience, or belief that inequality and privilege 
could only be premised on the principle that what makes them possible 
must be cut off from social circulation. In that sense, the problem is neither 
inequality as such, nor privilege as a distinct condition. It is the absence of 
either compensatory bonds or, as in this case, choking off the circulation 
of social wealth.
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If the first step in de-alienation consists in keeping things in circulation, 
even amidst scarcity, the second step consists of moving from the idea of 
circulation to that of mutual obligations.18 The orientation to what we call 
common good is implicit in the first step and explicit in the second. The 
march outside of the self is a march of de-alienation, in the sense that the 
logic of the march concerns how one, along with one’s resources, may be 
connected to others. Commitments may in effect be regarded as nothing 
but the name we give to a conscious interest in de-alienated existence: when 
connections to others are justified by the proposition that it is the nature 
of the self to exceed itself, to inform and influence others. And to do so 
not for the sake of simply dominating them, but for the sake of creating a 
new self whose meaning consists in part of the value that others place on 
it, whose status in the world is negotiated across psyches, whose very self-
hood is intersubjective and dynamic rather than final, static, and perpetu-
ally self-referential.

In commitment thus one posits de-alienation as a conscious project. 
In so doing, one no longer defines one’s selfhood as an isolated psyche 
and as a loose social atom whose fate depends on material accumulation 
and unending introspection. Commitments thus sprout forth along this 
outward march, even if the march has commenced from an autonomous 
starting point. After all, in a willed march outside of a definite self, that self 
becomes something other than what it had been. An autonomous will, for 
instance, can no longer remain entirely concerned, if it is in fact successful 
in its own arts of commitment, with just preserving its autonomy.

Of course, not all attempts at de-alienation are explicitly or even pri-
marily oriented to the common good. For example, the everyday life and 
customs of civilization involved historically regular interruptions, festivals, 
and crowd phenomena that were clearly designed to facilitate the crossing 
of ego boundaries, and sometimes even the exchange of social status—as 
most famously illustrated in the Roman Saturnalia. From earlier epochs of 
classical civilization we see even more investment in grand social events of 
similar kinds. Historians of Athens have long noted, often with bewilder-
ment, that the city spent much more of its treasury on festivals, games, and 
performances than it spent on its frequent and epic wars. It seemed that 
the very vitality of classical civilization required much investment in vari-
ous kinds of joint gatherings, some of which encouraged the dissolution 
of individualities into a collective sea of pleasures, while others involved 
enriching their dialogic predispositions.19

What these episodic and periodic dilutions of ego walls point to is a 
larger and more permanent possibility: namely the psychological basis of 
what we call commitment. Commitment thus is not a simple desire to do 
good, nor a direct obedience to an external moral command. It is rather a 
logical continuation of an existing human propensity to see alienation as a 
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choice, and more so as an error to be corrected—also by choice. If periodic 
collective hedonism and mass euphoria point to the insufficiency of the self 
for its own pleasure, in another dimension of the experience they also re-
veal the pervasive nature of both alienation and the human struggle against 
it. Just as the circulation of things points the way to the idea of mutual ob-
ligation as the norm of de-alienated life, so too does collective hedonism 
when it showcases de-alienation as an experience of organic incorporation 
of the self into all other selves.

COMMON GOOD

Ideas such as the quest for de-alienation and the search for the common 
good are generally not primary concerns for much of social science to-
day—much of which is driven by the premise of the rational actor model of 
individuality. Such an actor is seen as primarily self-seeking, and rationality 
here is seen to consist of how one calculates one’s actions in such a way so 
that benefits to the self are maximized and losses are minimized. If a com-
mon good arises out of such rational action, that too is explained in much 
of modern social science as a product of countless self-oriented calcula-
tions. The theory gains much ammunition not only from a familiar model 
of atomized individual life in a mass society, but also from an imposing in-
tellectual lineage that includes the idea of the invisible hand in the history 
of economic thought; utilitarian philosophy; Thomas Hobbes; and also 
common interpretations of Charles Darwin and the theory of evolution.

What these various approaches have in common is an assumption of 
competition as a natural and original condition—meaning that it is co-
operation that we need to explain. Yet the model of human psyche that 
arises out of these approaches, the so-called rational actor, is not sup-
ported by any history or anthropology—in fact not even by Darwinian 
evolution. Rather, it is usually arrived at by projecting a specific condi-
tion, namely individual alienation in modern society, onto what is then 
presumed to be a universal nature of man—posited as timeless and valid 
independent of context.

There was however no such rational actor in classical antiquity, nor for 
that matter and as far as we can tell, in most of history. Indeed, if we en-
counter elements of that personality in classical literature or folk tales, it 
is usually in a moral tale about an exception to the rule. Even in the most 
naturalist observations, for example as concerns evolution, competition 
may appear to play less of a role than cooperation. This point is effectively 
demonstrated by Peter Kropotkin, one of the greatest anarchist thinkers, 
who devoted immense labors to critiquing the Hobbesian interpretations 
of Darwin, which according to him were not shared by Darwin himself.
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Kropotkin’s central point was that it was mutual aid rather than competi-
tion that was the decisive factor in evolution, and that the role of competi-
tion must be seen within that larger context. Darwin himself said as much: 
“The small strength and speed of man, his want of natural weapons, etc., 
are more than counterbalanced, firstly, by his intellectual powers [which, 
he remarked on another page, have been chiefly or even exclusively gained 
for the benefit of the community]; and secondly, by his social qualities, which 
led him to give and receive aid from his fellow men.”20

There is neither reason, nor evidence, to suggest that the rational actor as 
postulated in much of today’s social science is natural, timeless, or everlast-
ing. The competitive, self-seeking, so-called rational actor emerges, like all 
patterns of social life, out of a certain history and certain conditions. This 
means that the passing away or transformation of that species is likewise 
a matter of passing away or transformation in the history and conditions 
that gave rise to it.

It is difficult to imagine how self-seeking man could emerge without re-
strictions on alternatives, so that he appears then as the only possible social 
expression of human existence. These restrictions, which have the effect of 
asking the self to ponder only itself, limit as one would expect the scope 
of commitments and loyalties.21 Restrictions of this kind operate in two 
steps. First, they are introduced in the form of relatively benign principles 
that only seem to prepare society for modernity: for example, the norm of 
modern civilization is enshrined in the uniformity of government-centered 
law; one government rather than various webs of mutual obligation is the 
guardian that keeps society together; the idea of freedom pertains to the 
self primarily and thus is meaningful in only very specific ways; and so on. 
If one adds to these that life in mass society itself breeds atomization and 
highlights each of these ideas as self-evidently virtuous, the result is the 
decomposition of networks of mutual aid that had sustained communal 
bonds, as well as the very idea of mutual aid. At the end, the modern indi-
vidual is left disconnected and isolated.

Then modern governments allay this isolation by offering the modern in-
dividual a modicum of relief, whereby he feels that if he can no longer care 
for others, he can at least take care of himself. Selfish will, or the so-called 
rational actor, is born at this juncture as a compensation for the historical 
destruction of communal bonds in modernity. It is not born at the begin-
ning of time. (We only project what we feel right now into the beginning 
of time, since we sense a moral insufficiency right now, and thus a need to 
explain ourselves by relying on some ancient foundation. But it is not there 
that one needs to look. It is here and now.)

The first part of this pincer action, namely the decay of communal and 
social connections, is well known and has been extensively commented 
on by theorists of mass society. That it affected not only the basis of civic 
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life but also political participation and voting rates has likewise been 
demonstrated.22 The observed link between the health of civic associations 
and the propensity for political participation (at least as measured by vot-
ing) is interesting in many respects, but chiefly because it underscores the 
failure of mass democracy to generate sufficient enthusiasm for it, when 
the individual’s other communal links had been severed. In other words, 
mass democracy generates sufficient energy and participation only in those 
contexts in which it is but one among many available participatory games. 
Then it does not stand far out in the distance like a lonesome oasis of com-
munion surrounded from all sides by a vast social desert.

Yet in a mass democracy, even that lonesome oasis of communion re-
veals itself to be a mirage. For here one does not participate but simply casts 
a ballot so that someone else participates on his behalf. However, the image 
of an oasis of communion is designed so as to reach its spectator subjects, 
and in that sense mass democracy supplies not a space for participation 
but an image of participation. Here, the image of an oasis of communion 
gives the disconnected individual the idea that it is intended for him per-
sonally, thus alleviating his dread of the sight of desolation, the desert of 
social bonds, and in the process keeping away from his head the thought 
of alternative participatory games.

Taxation, again, offers a good example of how this game works, if only 
because it signifies the moment of most intrusion by authorities into all 
that is left to this rational actor, the private source of material well-being, 
in a social context in which the individual has little social support system 
to fall back on. The government tempers such a threat to autonomy and 
individual well-being by granting all sorts of exemptions, the bulk of which 
are private in nature.23 These exemptions tend to be largely restricted to 
expenditures related to individual life, or are otherwise targeted at specific 
social initiatives that governments themselves decide to encourage. The 
individual is allowed and expected to take care of himself, but he has no 
right to specify what social initiatives, programs, or aspects of the common 
good he would like to see promoted directly by his taxes.

An anarchist conception of taxation would be the opposite of this: the 
individual that is appropriate for anarchy is one whose calculations are not 
determined by the self-seeking behavior encouraged by the workings of the 
current concepts of taxation. Rather he is one whose calculations are moti-
vated by the cause-seeking attitude that accompanies the expectation that 
he should, or at least could, determine the common good directly.

That such a subject lies in wait for some meaningful connection to the 
world is abundantly exemplified in the long history of mutual aid systems, 
but also in disruptive moments, such as revolutionary and spiritual move-
ments that posit a mutual obligation of a new kind as the necessary ethic 
of a new era. There has scarcely been a great spiritual upheaval that had not 
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sought to reintroduce such a subject to the historical scene, and to do so in 
such a way as to enshrine into posterity new orientations to the idea of the 
common good. At those moments, new orientations to the common good 
often assumed a sacred character. As Emile Durkheim showed long ago, 
god as a collective idea represented less any specific metaphysics than the 
sanctity of individual connection to the world of others.

When the early Muslims found themselves forming a new society whose 
ethics of solidarity required transcending tribal and class allegiances and 
interests, an idea of a common good as universal in scope as the com-
munity itself came into their thought naturally. Thus emerged the notion 
of regular and systematic rather than sporadic charity, enshrined in a new 
religious tax, or alms (Zakah). This was originally collected at an institu-
tion called Bayt al-Mal (literally, “the house of money”), from where it was 
dispersed into a variety of destinations, though in principle to the needy. 
Rules governing the distribution of alms, however, quickly became unclear. 
An early report mentions that a rich man came to Bayt al-Mal to ask for 
repayment of debt he had given Muhammad. The prophet told him, so the 
story proceeds, to take as much as he wished. The rich man collected a suf-
ficient amount from the coins strewn about and departed.24 The recorders 
of the story found it significant to note that Muhammad said nothing at 
that point, only keeping his silent gaze fixed upon the man until he disap-
peared into the distance.

The story involves an element of mystery. We do not know what the 
prophet thought. His silence may signify an internal conflict that could not 
be resolved: between the notions of right and good. The prophet stands 
for the good. But the good he stands for cannot attain legitimacy unless it 
acknowledges certain rights to be regular and irrevocable. This includes the 
right of the rich man to collect his dues from an endowment intended for 
the less fortunate. The right takes out from the good. The avaricious may 
be insensitive to the social good, but the social good cannot be sufficiently 
good—in the sense of being transcendent of prosaic fluctuations in judg-
ment and tastes—unless it recognizes his right to be insensitive to it.

The rich man in the story, by all indications, must be the rational actor 
economists (and others) speak so fondly of today. In the story the sugges-
tion is that he cares little for others or is otherwise not socially integrated, 
and his alienation from others is manifested in his single-minded pursuit 
of self-interest. In this instance, religious sentiment seems to disapprove of 
him, but not enough to prohibit his behavior. If all of us are assumed to be 
like him here and now, then there is one solution: the rational actor (pre-
sumed to be each of us) is expected to pursue his own interests, while the 
state pursues collective interests—presumably on his behalf, but in its own, 
sovereign way. Indeed, any citizen is expected to gather whatever he can out 
of the house of money, and disappear into the distance to worry about his 
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own business, while a higher authority (moral or otherwise) may (or may 
not) stare at him in speechless (that is, nonforbidding) reproach.

But what if that man represents just one specific prototype rather than 
the essential and universal rational actor? In the story above, we are led 
to assume that the rich man collected his dues to add to his already dis-
tinguished wealth. But what if another man comes along, takes his due, 
but, instead of leaving the scene, disperses it on some social good that he 
regards to be worthy? Should he too be looked upon in silence as he disap-
pears into the distance to pursue that good in his own way? Should he be 
stared upon with less reproach? With encouragement, even gratitude?

What this other man does can be encapsulated in the principle that he 
married the right to the good, and resolved the tension between the two 
(unlike the earlier man, whose charge was only to get his right and leave 
the business of the good to the guardian of the good). In other words, 
this new man has one foot at the door to sociability identified by Locke: 
namely when people join together in society in order to protect the fruits 
of their individual labors (their right); and the other already inside—that 
is, he maintains the consciousness that such an arrangement of sociability 
(the good) is dependent for its success on the constancy of his willing and 
sovereign contribution to it.

In this duality of right and good, the idea of the good seems inherently 
open to a broader spectrum of interpretive possibilities, if for no other rea-
son than the fact that it emanates from a myriad of dissimilar subjects and 
agendas rather than from codified books of law, as the notion of right tends 
to be. The fact that it is more difficult for us to agree on the common good 
than on what our rights should be is evident in that democratic struggles 
have tended to be concerned largely with questions of rights, and democ-
racy itself tended to be seen more as a fair procedure than as a necessary 
venue for the common good. The rational actor model itself expects indi-
viduals to be more attentive to something more immediate to them—their 
rights—than to something else that is more distant—a common good.

One hardly needs to be an anarchist to detect the unsatisfactory nature of 
such an outline of human personality. The economist Amartya Sen has long 
criticized this model of the rational actor, highlighting in his critique a dis-
tinction between sympathy and commitment. Sympathy describes what one 
feels when concern for the well-being of others flows out of a concern for 
one’s own well-being, whereas commitment describes a feeling of concern 
for the well-being of others that has no connection to one’s well-being.25

Theoretically, sympathy and commitment may be united in the same 
psyche. One’s sympathy for others may derive from one’s awareness that 
one’s own well-being is tied to the well-being of others. Yet there is no rea-
son to rule out that this same person may also have commitments beyond 
his sympathies, when the calculus of benefit to him from helping others 
is not obvious to him. Both sympathy and commitment describe different 
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social sources for the notion of the common good. The common good that 
arises out of sympathy is hardly altruistic, as is obvious, but it is common to 
the extent that I am compelled to do it because of my conscious realization 
of the extent of interdependence between my well-being and that of others.

The common good that arises out of commitment, however, poses more 
complicated issues.26 Like all things distant, commitments are discovered 
in time, by learning and effort. The act of discovery requires openness, and 
openness itself, or rather the likelihood of seeing beyond the self and its 
sympathies, seems to depend to a great extent on the nature of the commu-
nicative environment one inhabits. And evidence suggests that a constantly 
deliberating communicative environment, rather than mass voting on a 
certain day, seems to provide a far better basis for such openness.27

My point here is not to try to predict precisely what common good would 
be promoted in a perfect anarchy.28 It is rather to register how we already 
entertain a modicum of attitudes, propensities, and practices oriented to-
ward the common good, even under guardian governments, amidst politics 
saturated with mass society appeals, and given a very limited space for ef-
fective deliberation. But it would be folly to predict with any certitude a 
specific common good. The road to anarchy is covered by what John Rawls 
calls the “veil of ignorance” (which for him provides a prerequisite of jus-
tice). But we know that as actors living in society we have an ongoing inter-
est in what we call common good. That interest itself may lie in one will 
or another, but in any case it provides the precondition for our sovereign 
effort, unless delegated, to find more ways to express it or think about it the 
more we see ourselves to be capable of enacting it.

It is of course easy to become too fixated on this lack of certitude, this veil 
of ignorance. This ignorance is, however, not absolute; neither does it rein 
supreme in the face of the dynamism of pragmatic and effective learning 
once anarchy becomes more and more the order of the world. The various 
pathways toward discovering and acting on a common good in anarchy 
may at various points be latent in or derive from one’s sympathies to one’s 
group, but in the final analysis all groups in anarchy are transient, as sym-
pathies are transformed into commitments, and as commitments, in turn, 
express a deeper learning of an earlier lesson of sympathy. After all, deliber-
ating on any specific common good guarantees it less than it cultivates and 
sharpens the arts of committing. Then commitment in freedom is finally 
revealed as the pillar of all common good and simultaneously the manner 
of conducting de-alienated life.

THE COMMON GOOD AND GOVERNMENTAL RATIONALITY

What are the bases for claiming that individuals can form and articulate more 
rational commitments than is possible for governing bodies armed with more 
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panoramic vision? An answer requires two steps. One consists of describing 
the rationality of government, the other the rationality of individuals when 
confronted with the prospect of making decisions as weighty as those of gov-
ernment. In this section, I will pursue the first direction and in the following 
section the second. In order to give the comparison a single point of refer-
ence, both rationalities will be explored concretely in terms of the history of 
taxation—that is, taxation as one means of catering to the common good.

If the state is justified as the prime vehicle of the common good, it is usu-
ally because it is seen to be capable of providing such common good more 
effectively (because of its organizational capacity) and more efficiently 
(because of its capacity to redistribute social wealth) than any other pos-
sible source or agent in society. But before it can do this, the state has to 
stabilize itself first and ensure its own survival by laying a claim upon social 
resources. Such a claim has to be secured before the state can demonstrate 
its role in promoting and guarding the common good.

This quest for ensuring state survival first is abundantly evident in the 
history of taxation. Ancient systems generally employed two key principles 
of budgeting: budget to meet fixed or unavoidable expenses, and budget 
to create a surplus to be used in times of emergency. Kautilya’s Arthasastra, 
written in Mauryan India, illustrates well this twin principle. While Kautilya 
tabulates fixed expenses for the royal court’s various pomp needs, and ar-
ranges those needs in precise mathematical relationships to each other, he 
also states as a principle (affirmed centuries later in the possibly modern 
Sukraniti) that the budget must produce a surplus to be used in times of 
emergency. Those emergencies could be of the usual sort—crop failure, 
war, tribute payment, and so on—but the quest for surplus seems to be 
driven by the self-interest of the political order itself: premodern systems in 
particular were aware of the tendency of the tax object to become degraded 
and thus yield less revenue, precisely when the cost of government went up 
in proportion to the length of time it had endured.29 When that happened, 
decline set in and there was little that could be done to reverse it, save for 
favorable accidents.

In this light, the state’s tax demands upon society beyond the exhibition-
ist needs of the court could be justified only when such demands created a 
surplus that was to be used on needs other than those of the court. Those 
needs, as the pharaoh’s dream of the seven fat and seven lean cows informs 
us, concern keeping social life as is, rather than “improving” it. The fat and 
lean cows, after all, are exactly equal in number, meaning that there was no 
expectation, nor apparently a dream, that one day the fat will outnumber 
the lean. The pharaoh himself does not of course understand this numero-
logical significance, and thus needs the interpretive authority of Joseph, 
who until that point had resided in ordinary society and outside of the pal-
ace. Thus it is Joseph and not the pharaoh who first points out the need for 
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creating a surplus, since the pharaoh’s budgetary gaze is fixed on that which 
is most familiar to him, which is the pomp of governance, and certainly not 
the likelihood of starvation. As in the case of Kautilya, who wrote on what 
at first might appear to be a very different state, here as well it is society in 
the final analysis and not government that requires the surplus.

Yet it is only natural that government will enhance its own power over 
society when it becomes the custodian of such a surplus. This is in effect 
the remainder of Joseph’s story, which is prophesied not in the pharaoh’s 
dream but significantly in Joseph’s dream of his own impending power. 
Unlike the pharaoh, Joseph is the “helping” power (or, in Foucault’s terms, 
a representative of the kind of power aligning itself with life. In the process, 
this new power establishes itself much more solidly than the older, tyranni-
cal power that had aligned itself only with death).

Thus while the pharaoh’s dream tells him only about approaching socio-
economic problems but nothing about his own fate, Joseph’s dream does 
just the opposite, informing him of an imminent glory more luminous 
than anything he can conceive of at the moment. Neither the pharaoh nor 
Joseph understand their own dream, because each is a dream about the 
other realm: the ruler dreams about starvation far away from the palace 
gates, while the ruled dreams about ruling a whole universe exceeding the 
current political order in majesty and luminosity.30

Insofar as it relates to our concerns here, this entrenchment of govern-
mental power in the story of Joseph—indeed, its capacity to reverse even 
traditional familial hierarchies, so that the old obey the young—is premised 
on its discovery of the principle of planning for a surplus to expend on so-
cietal needs rather than on itself. Thus Joseph’s empowerment commences 
with his insight into this critical question. One does not need to assume 
that this development was historically inevitable, nor that enhancing gov-
ernmental power was the necessary outcome of the principle of surplus.31 
On its own, planning for surplus does not presuppose the growth of a 
definite form of power in the same way as does the challenge posed to one 
form of power by another.32 But Joseph’s story is not simply about surplus 
planning. It is about how such planning, important as it is for civilization, 
requires a better government of the world.

The dilemma of life-aligned state power—evident as soon as great em-
pires sought to legitimize themselves by dispensing charities and rewards 
rather than rely only on being feared—was that while their charity initially 
enhanced state power and prevented troubles especially in the urban cen-
ters, charity ultimately became a catalyst of decline. In both Rome and Con-
stantinople, for example, the reliance on fixed sources of revenue (such as 
land and property taxes) could not in the long run keep pace with the rise 
of unavoidable and customary expenses that these cities became obligated 
to expend on their occupants.33



176 Chapter 5

This trend illustrates that the life-aligned power, while more pervasive, 
acceptable, and initially less costly than the death-aligned power, is just as 
vulnerable to decay for the same reasons: the increasing cost of doing what 
it must do to maintain its basis of legitimacy, when the resources it draws 
upon are fixed or in decline. Seen historically, therefore, debt crises seem as 
natural corollaries to governments that over time become more established 
precisely by meeting increased obligations.34

Debt crises do not in themselves change the fundamental understanding 
of government regarding its role in social life. That is because indebtedness 
often creeps in in the form of various projects that either seem essential for 
one group, or are supported by powerful interests, and accumulate thus at 
various nodes of the labyrinthine budgeting process, but not necessarily 
through the working of an overall plan. Especially today, as Webber and 
Wildavsky note toward the end of their massive study of the subject, the 
impossibility of comprehensive budgeting has led to a postmodern ac-
counting chaos:

Money borrowed one way ends up entirely in the budget, money borrowed 
another way partially within it, and if borrowed still a third way it may not 
appear in the budget at all. Reallocating nontraditional resources—including 
guaranteed loans, tax preferences, entitlements, and spending by government 
corporations—along with department spending is not possible . . . because 
there is no common conversion factor.35

Less charitable commentators may be inclined to believe such accounting 
confusion to be intentional. The accounting gymnastics experimented with 
first in the Reagan administration were obviously geared toward minimiz-
ing the appearance of deficit, and they further showed how government 
can suddenly become very creative when its expensive ideological commit-
ments require it. Of course, the fact that governmental budgeting has be-
come too unwieldy may not necessarily always hide sinister intentions, yet 
it remains unwieldy all the same just due to the complex nature of modern 
governmentality itself. Liberal commentators can generally agree on five 
devastating critiques of the current manner of governmental budgeting36: 
it is mindless, because budget lines do not match programs; irrational, be-
cause it deals with inputs rather than outputs; shortsighted, because it cov-
ers single years37; fragmented, because only changes are reviewed (increase 
this or decrease that); and conservative, because the logic of compromise 
ensures that changes tend to be small.

The critiques of the governmental budgeting process can however be 
even more far-reaching. In their review of the history of taxation and expen-
diture in the United States, Webber and Wildavsky detect the emergence in 
the late nineteenth century of a pattern of “budgetary feudalism,” as it was 
aptly called by Frederick A. Cleveland. Namely, members of appropriation 
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committees, finding it impossible to master the encyclopedic knowledge 
over the vast and myriad areas of spending over which they were entrusted 
to decide, simply deferred to the judgment of those deemed to have special-
ization in each particular area.38

Not only does this problem persist until today. In fact, now it is further 
compounded by other sources of irrationality—such as when legislatures 
vote for appropriations they have little interest in simply in exchange 
for reciprocal votes for their own projects. Yet, given state-centered logic, 
solutions proposed to this irrationality could not entertain devolving the 
power over allocation to citizens, but sometimes quite the opposite: the 
need for a strong executive who would wrest out of the legislature as much 
of its power as would be needed to make up for legislative irrationality. 
Woodrow Wilson, who began this line of reasoning, based it precisely on 
the previously discussed principle of trust—namely that someone had to 
be trusted to act in government. But insofar as national politics were con-
cerned, Wilson argued, Congress could not be trusted to act on behalf of 
the nation as a whole, because none of its members represented the nation 
as a whole. Only an elected president fulfilled that requirement. Because of 
his broader range of constituents, perspective, and mandate, a strong execu-
tive could decide in a way that had little regard for the irrational outcomes 
inherent in deal-making and exchange of favors among representatives.39

The disadvantages of the strong executive principle were too many to 
allow it to be put into practice as envisioned. In the first place, the prin-
ciple contradicted many of the foundations of deliberative, representative 
democracy. Instead, it highlighted aggregate national representation over 
the representation of smaller interests that negotiated among themselves an 
outcome that in some convoluted way became national. This latter method 
remained the safer bet for most special interests, because no special interest 
could guarantee that an executive who had become strong enough needed 
to remain by their side. In a political landscape allotted along a myriad 
of smaller fields of representation, special interests could always ensure at 
least some presence for themselves on the map.

In the second place, the principle of the strong executive did not neces-
sarily guarantee more rational distribution of rewards and discharge of pri-
orities. In fact, the only mode of action it made possible was one premised 
on a totalistic view of social and economic organization. That perspective 
corresponded to and gained credence from a modernist attitude toward 
political organization, which highlighted thinking of society in terms of 
abstract aggregates.40 In the process, it sacrificed all rationalities that did not 
lend themselves to aggregate national ways of seeing.41

In the third place, the very notion of trust overlooked a crucial shortcom-
ing of the attempt to grapple with the inherent irrationality of deliberative 
mass democracy through the idea of a strong executive. The idea of a single 
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trusted source of action and planning symbolized by a universally elected 
president says little about the possibility of catastrophic accident: namely, 
what if the electorate made the wrong choice—an outcome so possible in 
an age when the presented information about candidates could be irrel-
evant, incomplete, or infinitely manipulable by opportunistic proponents 
or adversaries who are well-financed or possess privileged access to the 
airwaves or journalists? Or, alternatively, what if the elected president is 
elected without much enthusiasm or participation? Should she have exactly 
the same power as one elected with a great deal of genuine support and a 
larger rate of participation? How about someone elected by a plurality ver-
sus someone elected by an absolute majority? Should they all be equally 
trusted to exercise the same amount of power?

Of course, one can imagine the possibility of a different kind of accident: 
the assumption of power, by free election, of a sort of “philosopher king.” 
Yet this does not change the underlying principles of the state outlined in 
the second chapter. The very notion that accidents of a large scale (the elec-
tion of a corrupt mediocrity, a well-intentioned sage, or other combination 
of characters) may take humanity in one direction or another, vastly differ-
ent direction, does not recommend much faith in a system where one must 
wait, often in vain, for the right kind of accident—which can yet in due time 
be overturned by another, unfavorable accident.

Although a certain accident may for a while alter the degree to which par-
ticular policies or outlooks are pursued, no accident alters the principles of 
state philosophy outlined earlier. Think, for example, of the principle that 
the state is prone to exhibit irrationality due to the fact that integrative think-
ing is not a permanently necessary or permanently possible element in its 
planning. While the holistic purview or integrated philosophy are functions 
of knowledge first and foremost, government must be based on power before 
it may be based on knowledge, so that any contradiction between the two 
must be resolved in the interest of power. Thus when the state uses knowl-
edge, there is no guarantee that it will not use it tactically rather than strategi-
cally, or partially rather than holistically. It is hardly a secret that, especially 
in the case of well-established systems of governance, expert advice is usually 
ignored when it contradicts power considerations and invited when it does 
not, or when it remains confined to administrative or minor issues.42 An 
established power asks for expert advice or seeks knowledge when it needs 
it, not when you need it. In anarchy, this equation is reversed.

THE COMMON GOOD AND THE COMMON PERSON

The presumption that ordinary individuals cannot be trusted as custodians 
of strategic vision, integrative philosophy, and even rationality, is ironically 
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connected to the history of modern democracy, which began with vast 
restrictions in defining who could participate. These restrictions were tied 
to the belief that only certain classes and types of individuals were fit for 
democracy, and those were to be clearly distinguished from the mob—the 
same faceless and formless social aggregate that in later revolutionary par-
lance became appropriated as the mass. (Both usages suggest great potential 
power if unchained; the one significant difference is the supposition, in 
conservative and revolutionary thought respectively, that the mob must be 
chained whereas the masses must be unchained.)

The original dictum regarding the inferior reason of the mob seems at first 
glance well-justified by the trials and tribulations of modern mass democ-
racy, and also by the vulnerability of many well-intentioned mass move-
ments to outbursts of irrationality and loss of repose and self-composure. 
Only educated, civilized, and detached individuals are thought to possess 
sufficient rational antibodies to protect against such lapses, as conservative 
theorists of crowd behavior point out constantly. Stated as such, this stand-
point is hard to disagree with. However, there is a larger sociological issue 
here: a good analysis of irrationality must observe not simply what people 
do. It must also observe the context in which they operate. It is then that we 
may learn that apparently irrational impulses that characterize mass move-
ments stem precisely from the fact that those moments are the only oppor-
tunities for participants to act on a wide range of grievances.

A good example of this phenomenon from recent history concerns the 
tax revolt in California in the 1970s. In his study of the most boisterous 
episode of that revolt, namely the highly successful referendum initiative 
named Proposition 13 that was designed by homeowners to set the amount 
of property taxes they were willing to pay, Adams documents a carni-
valesque popular mood when it became apparent that the initiative was 
going to pass. Voters from widely differing socioeconomic backgrounds, 
including many who were not at all affected by the initiative, clamored to 
the cause simply to send the government a general message of disgruntle-
ment with its aloof method of governing the state:

Voters made Proposition 13 the focus of their discontent, not only with 
taxation but also with innumerable government harassments. One non-
homeowner reports that his foremost thought in voting yes was to protest the 
one-way routing of Berkeley street traffic. Paulo Priolo, the Assembly majority 
leader, caught on to the public mood a little late. “Whenever I tell an audience 
that [Proposition 13] will bring local government to a halt,” he said, “all I see 
is smiling faces.”43

Here logic appears to be breaking down. Apparently it tends to do so 
when it has long ceased to have a meaningful outlet through which it may 
be directly and regularly applied and, in the process, improve. In this case, 
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we have a focused campaign against a specific governmental imposition, 
which should ordinarily have remained the campaign of a specific class af-
fected by it, but somehow became the vehement campaign of all to express 
all resentments of government. The apparent illogic in this case seems from 
the available evidence to be produced by a long series of prohibitions and 
impositions, which one at a time may appear small or even benign, but col-
lectively and serially remind us that an individual has nothing to contribute 
to the world other than follow dictates, pay taxes, obey laws whose sense 
elude him, and surrender his autonomous and suspicious wills to perma-
nent sources of power he cannot avoid and are exterior to him.44

One thus retaliates in kind to what one sees as irrational encroachment 
of recognizable centers of power: by using the few precious opportunities 
for self-expression snatched out of the jaws of constant control. At such mo-
ments one expresses not a specific demand—as an individual can in small 
and negotiable systems—but the total energy of resentment that has been 
accumulating in suppressed form between the rare moments of outburst. 
When one does so, one’s action appears largely as aimless retaliation. But 
because of the rarity of the opportunity to answer a wide range of insults, 
one no longer has a specific interest in the issue at hand. The apparent ir-
rationality of popular movements of the kind exemplified above operates 
thus as a response in kind to the apparent irrationality of governments, 
legislatures, and large institutions.

As the improvement of a muscle requires its exercise, so the improve-
ment of individual rationality requires opportunities for constant prac-
tice. Anarchy means that such opportunities exist in which individual 
rationalities constantly re-form, express themselves, and interweave in 
a common social arena made and remade by this energy and flux that 
comes directly from a living, practical, and felt civic tradition that is made 
close to earth and not represented. Living in this way, among kindred 
spirits rather than below a government, no longer isolated or powerless, 
one becomes less prone to the erratic and even hysterical mode one ob-
serves in many modern mass movements.

Of course, this does not mean that in anarchy one must reinvent directly 
and constantly everything that is currently associated with government. 
Most people will certainly see no point in getting together every year in 
order to decide how garbage should be collected or water resources distrib-
uted. The fact that we defer to expert or specialized systems—that could for 
good reasons be more or less permanent—to take care of various common 
tasks in daily life, does not in itself constitute such systems as government. 
The persistent theme in anarchist oppositional thought concerns govern-
ment and imposed order, not abolishing all practical systems.

Since in modern systems the promotion of the common good underlies 
the very principle of taxation, the example of a carnivalesque antitaxation 
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movement above may seem to suggest that there exists a clear disconnect 
between the modern individual and the pursuit of the common good. 
Rejecting taxation does not however need to constitute a rejection of the 
common good, nor prove the impracticality of individual responsibility for 
the common good in anarchy. When it comes to taxation, the problem was 
diagnosed long ago, but only partially, by Montesquieu, who argued that 
when tax assessments were arbitrary, people lost desire to produce, and 
began to pursue happiness not in work but in inaction and indolence.45 
He did not elaborate on, however, the conditions that made taxation, and 
consequently their connection to the common good, appear arbitrary.

Arbitrariness here can however be identified in three areas: in determin-
ing the object of taxation, its amount, and its destination. Today, those who 
benefit to a great extent from the destination of taxation obviously have no 
reason to complain about arbitrariness, while those who regard themselves 
to be paying for undeserving others certainly do. The amount can be a 
matter of complaint as well throughout, especially when it does not seem 
justified by the meager social good resulting from it. The object of taxation 
(income, inheritance, awards, gifts, property, capital gain, consumption, 
“sins,” and so on) is a constant theme of battle among various interest 
groups, as such objects are not uniformly distributed in society, and as they 
are approached with all kinds of cultural values regarding the boundary 
between what is essential, rightful, and luxurious in a lifestyle.

However, if we imagine a concept of taxation closer to anarchy yet within 
current systems, so that one decides directly how one’s taxes may be spent, 
one sheds the appearance of arbitrariness at least with regards to the des-
tination of taxation. This is by no means a minor improvement, since the 
question of destination is the one aspect of taxation that is most unambigu-
ously connected to the common good. In this way, other sources of con-
tention, such as the appearance of arbitrariness in tax amount or its object, 
become less menacing, because even if amount and object continue to be 
regarded as arbitrary, the final say regarding the outcome of such arbitrari-
ness remains with the individual. As an example of anarchist procedure that 
removes the requirement of majority and does away with representation, 
here we remap the entire battlefield of taxation from what it tends to be to-
day, with its primary focus on object and amount rather than destination.

At the outset, this conception of an anarchist procedure seems to read-
ily invite a whole array of questions concerning the common good. In an-
archy the way any particular person sees the common good may certainly 
be myopic, just as is the case under any other circumstance or as it is from 
the point of view of any government. The difference is that in anarchy 
one feels directly responsible for the common good. That a single actor 
will have certain values as a guide in this case is certainly to be expected. 
But it is also just to be expected that such values will have less reason to 
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be as rigid and inflexible as they are required to be when they serve as 
utilitarian tools in struggles and mobilizations geared toward controlling 
a government or a society as a whole. In anarchy our values, myopic and 
partial as they may remain, no longer require for their lifeblood to be em-
ployed as battle cries on acrimonious battlefields where what is primarily 
sought is subduing others.

Another important objection to individual determination of the com-
mon good, seen from the point of view of efficiency, is that this concep-
tion of anarchy makes long-term planning virtually impossible. In terms 
of budgeting, the resulting uncertainty concerning stability of revenues for 
projects, programs, and areas, may be contrasted unfavorably to the current 
mode of conservative budget forecasting, which consists of taking the previ-
ous year’s budget as a base, then slightly adjusting it.

In this light, such a comparison between conservative stability and 
supposed anarchic instability requires some qualifications. First, there is 
the question as to how anarchy would approach catastrophic accidents. 
Second, how to approach single-mindedness, that is to say the likelihood 
that individuals in anarchy will attach themselves exclusively to a single 
cause—or to a narrow cluster of similar causes. These concerns suggest two 
supplementary principles of anarchist efficiency, one concerned with exi-
gency, the other with single-mindedness.

1.  Great events and disasters usually disrupt the time of anarchy, but 
the anarchist perspective survives in the realization that the accident 
is in the final analysis a transient event and not the logic of history 
or nature of social order. That which is transient is the accident, not 
anarchy. Accidents can however be expected to change everyone’s pri-
orities, but an anarchic arrangement of social and political life ensures 
that such a change is temporary. The attacks of September 11, 2001, in 
the United States in fact demonstrate how anarchy is highly useful—
sometimes it is the only mechanism—for preventing a government 
from using catastrophic accidents to try to permanently enhance its 
power over society and even the world at large. There is of course no 
guarantee under any system that catastrophic accidents will not hap-
pen, and these will naturally cause individual actors and civil society 
groups to shift their priorities for a while. But then anarchy ensures 
that such shifts are pragmatic: that is to say, they last only for so long 
as the crisis lasts.46 With anarchy as a guiding social perspective, there 
is no power apparatus over a whole society that could aggrandize itself 
with every accident.

2.  Any condition in which freedom and commitment become wedded 
to each other means that one would as a habit cultivate a balance be-
tween one’s own interests and larger interests—that is, the special in-



 Freedom and Commitment 183

terest and the common good. It is of course always possible that one’s 
own interest may be imagined or argued to be synonymous with the 
common good. The question here is not simply whether a behavior 
of this kind ought to be tolerated or not. Single-mindedness is a prob-
lem only to the extent that it reveals a profound disengagement with 
the complexity of the world, and a propensity to devolve all issues 
around a single core cause. Generally, individuals of this nature may 
be drawn to anarchy because of pure self-interest—that is, because 
it allows them to disregard the rest of the world and fixate on their 
dogmas. But such individuals are obviously more proper candidates 
for libertarianism than anarchy, which asks more of the ego precisely 
as it offers it its autonomy. It is in this sense that a simple principle, 
namely a notion of upper limits in anarchist budgeting and planning 
to one’s contributions to any single cause, may be a natural part of a 
less than perfect anarchist conception of political life.

One may imagine many other qualifications that could be made with 
regards to anarchist planning and budgeting. The fact that anarchist centers 
of planning reside in the individual actor and civil society is not in itself 
a compelling reason to suggest that anarchy cannot habituate long-term 
plans of various kinds. The question rather is how to define our right to 
make or not make commitments to long-term planning. For example, in 
an anarchist procedure of taxation, individuals may or may not determine 
their allocations to projects and causes on an annual or a longer cycle. If 
long-term consistency is an issue, then that point will need to be estab-
lished through the art of persuasion, rather than decreed by authority.

In other words, there is no inherent contradiction between anarchy and 
the requisites of long-term planning. If spaces of anarchy coexist with a 
representative democracy, for example, anarchist budgeting decisions may 
follow the same patterns as electoral cycles, which means that in such a case 
one would not simply vote on symbols and candidates but rather on dear 
substance. Through its material translation of its vote into directly deter-
mined budget decisions, the anarchist portion of the electorate can also be 
said to maintain control even after having voted—finally answering Rous-
seau’s old criticism of representative election as a distortion of democracy.

In this way, spaces of anarchy create multiplicitous arenas of action and 
vitalism throughout the social fabric. The healthy political community is not 
simply a destination to be arrived at through a single route, after which one 
can rest. Rather, it is an engaged theater, where my initiative and that of the 
other will come into temporary conflict or symbiosis on an ongoing basis. 
It is the creation of that theater that matters rather than its final outcome, 
because it is in such a theater that we can take leave of our customary iner-
tia, spasmodic mode of response, outbursts of ressentiment, and persistent 
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irritability at the unresponsiveness that characterizes modern, state-centered 
political life. Because in anarchy we understand ourselves without illusion as 
the theater, we acquire the kind of vitality, engagement, and dynamism that 
are proper to life in general, and not just to community life.

NOTES

1. Only one of these (the autonomous will) has been an explicit object of moral 
philosophy. I would be referring to its discussion in moral philosophy as appropri-
ate, but it would perhaps create less confusion if I clarify that I am using all three 
terms in ways that are specific to the objectives of this discussion.

2. Let me illustrate with a small example. There is much literature on the sup-
posedly uniquely oppressive and uniform character of the so-called oriental despo-
tism. Yet such supposed despotism was forced to live for centuries with widespread 
practices of suspicion among the populace, who developed their own networks of 
mutual help and ignored government to the extent possible. It is an error to infer, 
as one commentator put it, that they fought “for their servitude as if it were their 
salvation” (Dominique Colas, Civil Society and Fanaticism: Conjoined Histories, trans. 
Amy Jacobs [Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997], 202). Historians of the Is-
lamic world, for example, are well aware of the longstanding practice of rulers, who 
had no illusions about their constituents’ propensity for disloyalty and rebellion, 
of enlisting slave soldiers and whole retinues of slave administrators and unrooted 
foreigners from afar, namely due to the phenomenal strength of the suspicious will 
among the populace they had to reckon with.

3. Whether what we are activating at a certain moment of critique is an autono-
mous or suspicious will depends on how the critique is formulated. If the critique 
addresses only the excessive intrusion of the law or moral code, then we are only 
expressing our lack of acceptance of its intentions, hence suspicion. But if we posit 
an alternative law or morality and rationalize those universally, then we are express-
ing autonomy.

4. In that his vision was diametrically opposed to the more socially oriented 
nineteenth-century anarchists, notably Bakunin and Prodhoun.

5. Stirner himself does not present the idea this way. I am suggesting that the idea 
of the selfish will can be made more meaningful, in the context of the discussion 
here, if extended in this fashion.

6. This attitude is best encapsulated in Stirner’s dictum: “As long as you believe in 
truth, you do not believe in yourself” (which is less a rejection of the idea of truth 
than an affirmation of an egoistic source and responsibility for it).

7. Wilhelm von Humboldt, The Sphere and Duties of Government (London: John 
Chapman, 1854 [1792]), 139.

8. Max Stirner, The Ego and His Own, trans. Steven T. Byington (New York: Ben-
jamin R. Tucker, 1907 [1844]), 386–89 (emphasis in original, translation altered 
slightly).

9. Murray Bookchin, “Theses on Libertarian Municipalism,” in The Anarchist Pa-
pers, ed. Dimitrios I. Roussopoulos (Montréal: Black Rose, 1986), 15–16.
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10. The word covers a broad scope of related concepts, including virtue, good-
ness, excellence, and strength, and is generally understood in terms of one’s capacity 
to fulfill their utmost potential.

11. A. W. H. Adkins, “The Homeric World,” in From the Many to the One (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1970), 13–48.

12. Adkins, “The Homeric World.”
13. In Salman Rushdie’s The Moor’s Last Sigh (London: Jonathan Cape, 1995), 

we encounter a story of a family in which the members seem only to be infinitely 
breaking and reworking commitments to each other, and do so in a massive spa-
tiotemporal dimension: a global playground and several centuries of migration and 
economy. Rushdie’s insane family harbors precisely through its truce and war the 
possibilities that abound for people in all ages to free themselves from ideologically 
predetermined belonging, so that they may choose and redesign their commitments 
constantly. Commitments here are conscious products of subjectivity and remain 
open for reworking, amendment, and reinvention, rather than appear as ineluctable 
and eternal.

14. For a summary, see Carl Stephenson, Taxation and Representation in the Middle 
Ages (Cambridge: Houghton Mifflin, 1929), 303–5.

15. Today the need and possibility of refuge remain undiminished across vastly 
scattered hamlets, and virtual communication ensures that havens for ideas and at-
titudes do not even need to be territorial in nature.

16. In Daniel Guérin, ed., No Gods No Masters (San Francisco: AK Press, 1997), 
109–10.

17. Abu Bakr Muhammad Ibn al-Walid al-Tartushi, Siraj al-Muluk (Beirut: Dar 
Sader, 1995), 224.

18. The historical resilience of the gift tradition examined by Marcel Mauss, its 
prevalence around the word, and the centrality of gift exchanges to the austere social 
economies where in fact it is most evident, all illustrate a basic and ancient human 
understanding of the role of keeping commodities and social wealth in motion in 
fostering social solidarity, averting or minimizing the more extreme manifestations 
of conflict, and resolving alienation from both the world of things and the world 
of others.

19. Those latter ones in particular were allegorized in the role of the chorus and 
the performance of tragedy.

20. Cited in Peter Kropotkin, Mutual Aid: A Factor in Evolution (London: William 
Heinemann, 1910), 110–11. Parenthetical remark and emphasis by Kropotkin.

21. The point about the self being the limit of what is pondered is not necessarily 
contradicted by the fact that one could still think about others or world phenom-
ena; if others are seen and assessed, loved or averted, only in terms of how similar 
or dissimilar they are to the self, or if in reacting to news about war or natural catas-
trophes one mourns only those who are like him but feels little for the rest, then one 
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rates of voting in the United States over several decades was related to the decline of 
the community context of individual relations. See Paul Kleppner, Who Voted? The 
Dynamics of Electoral Turnout, 1870–1980 (New York: Praeger, 1982).
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ideology, however, commits three immediate errors: it proposes what must first be 
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28. This would not be possible in any case, since one cannot extrapolate from 
any existing patterns, both because the context of anarchy is completely differ-
ent and also because current patterns offer contradictory insights. If we seek such 
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appeals at work. They tend to respond far less to appeals conducted through mass 
media channels such as advertisements, commercials, or telephone campaigns. 
(See Emmett D. Carson.) Other evidence suggests that personal generosity tends 
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to parallel governmental spending on social services rather than compensate for its 
lack: regions typified by higher governmental outlays for social services also tend to 
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tal outlays tend to generate smaller and more selective charitable giving. (See Julian 
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cent); socialites, who derive satisfaction out of the social circles organized around 
giving to causes (11 percent); repayers, such as generous alumni, who define their 
giving in terms of a benefit they themselves had received in the past from the insti-
tution or cause to which they give (10 percent); altruists, who give because giving 
provides them with a sense of self-fulfillment and personal growth (9 percent); and 
finally dynasts, who justify their giving in terms of family tradition (8 percent). A 
rudimentary conclusion here is that about half of the giving (that provided by com-
munitarians, investors, and repayers) originates in the feeling that Sen describes 
as sympathy. Teresa Odendahl, Charity Begins at Home: Generosity and Self-interest 
among the Philanthropic Elite (New York: Basic, 1990); William L. Pollard, A Study of 
Black Self Help (San Francisco: R&E Research Associates, 1978); Emmett D. Carson, 
The Charitable Appeals Fact Book (Washington, DC: Joint Center for Political Stud-
ies Press, 1989); Julian Wolpert, Patterns of Generosity in America: Who’s Holding the 
Safety Net? (New York: Twentieth Century Fund, 1994).
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surplus “tax-in-kind” that was used to alleviate hardships. By the ninth century, 
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40. For a good outline and critique of that long tradition, see James C. Scott, 
Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed 
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1998).

41. Here the argument is not against all forms of total planning, but only against 
a vision in which only total planning is posited as rational. The result of such a vi-
sion, especially when alternative ways of thinking are not pursued and local knowl-
edge is ignored, is often catastrophic, and in ways that do not lend themselves to 
easy repair. Thousands of examples can be cited here, but one perhaps suffices. The 
building of a national highway system in the United States was indeed a product of 
such totalistic planning—precisely as local communities were persuaded to think 
in terms of their connection to and potential profit from such a grand-scale proj-
ect. But the final outcome for many cities was devastating: entire neighborhoods 
were demolished, downtowns became depopulated, public transportation systems 
collapsed or became difficult to sustain, suburban sprawl ravaged the countryside. 
All these outcomes further exacerbated other unanticipated byproducts, such as 
decline in the quality of urban schools, rising crime rates, decline of architectural 
aesthetics, and overall decline in the quality of urban life from which many cities 
are yet to recover.

42. For some interesting studies that shed more light on this dynamic, see Timo-
thy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2002), and Scott, Seeing Like a State.

43. James Ring Adams, Secrets of the Tax Revolt (New York: Harcourt Brace Jova-
novich, 1984), 165.

44. Many may of course see this not as an example of poor logic or irrationality 
as much as just another example of class hegemony as outlined by Antonio Gramsci. 
Yet in this case there is no compelling need to argue that the episode represents one 
theoretical principle or another. If by hegemony we refer to a condition in which 
one class follows interests that are not its own but are of a hegemonic class, we can 
describe this lack of correspondence between interests and action as the product 
of certain social and political conditions, rather than as simply the artful, purpose-
ful, and direct manipulation of a powerful class. It clarifies things better overall to 
describe transient situations and episodes in which one comes to see the grievances 
of another as one’s own, rather than insist that there are everlasting structures that 
seal hegemony in stone.

45. Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, trans. Thomas Nugent (New York: Haf-
ner, 1949), 208.

46. Further, there is no necessary contradiction between the principle of un-
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Without states and representation, the public sphere in anarchy becomes 
the common stage for deliberation, social reflection, and discovery, the 
space from which agendas, issues, and new ties are promoted and negoti-
ated. The public sphere consists of media, educational institutions, open 
clubs, and generally the sum total of the physical and virtual sites where 
publics meet or form. The public sphere thus houses and mediates the 
activities of civil society and offers the communicative venues in which 
deliberation takes place and ideas are formed, presented, and reformed. 
One may inhabit such a sphere as an engaged intellect. This kind of public 
sphere provides therefore the ideal site for exercising what is often called 
public philosophy: that is, the kind of sophisticated reflection that is not 
merely academic or pedantic in nature but worldly, engaged, and aimed at 
communicating with others in the same measure that it aims at the intel-
lectual improvement of the self.

This raises the obvious question of how such a sphere may indeed be-
come what it is imagined to be. Here we revisit the notion of public life as 
one governed by a philosophical attitude that is also practical. This public 
sphere becomes the theater of history and its further creation, but in a 
different sense than we are accustomed to. History in the anarchist public 
sphere is produced not by states and heroes, but rather by engaged philo-
sophical subjects. In anarchy, history does not end but rather moves from 
the macro- to the micro-level of social organization, where it is produced 
and felt directly.

The discussion is then devoted to describing the public arena in which 
this history goes on, focusing on various issues involved in transition into 
anarchy and the character of spaces of anarchy within existing orders. The 
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idea here is that if anarchy inheres in practical sentiments, it is not depen-
dent for its materialization on crisis or revolution, but rather requires the 
proper appreciation of the virtues of unimposed order, which humanity 
has approximated in various historical experiments, including those, like 
we witness today, that involve global orders.

LIVING PHILOSOPHY AND LIVING HISTORY

As it approaches a more perfect form, anarchy relocates the pivots of history 
and politics from the macro- to micro-levels of social life. It comes to the 
universal scene with the universalization of the human ethos that is already 
experienced and felt in various contexts of free life or free association: an 
orientation toward equality in justice; habits of fellowship; valorization of 
openness; cultivated wariness toward orthodoxies and to encasing feelings 
and solidarities in rigid or unquestionable formats; and prioritizing practi-
cal ethics over symbolic gratification.

The state evaporates, and in its place any necessary collective functions 
are carried out by a constellation of managerial systems whose arts of 
management require only technocratic competence, rather than heroes, 
role models, moral authorities, or exemplary figures of such sorts. There 
will be no need for anyone or any authority to embody or symbolize some 
collective essence. In a perfect anarchy, symbolic thought no longer serves 
a useful political purpose, since its place becomes occupied by practical 
ethics and real activity. This does not mean that all symbolic thought must 
be banished, nor that imagination in general or symbolism as “thought in 
image” is an inherent malady. Rather, in anarchist public philosophy it is 
only those aspects of symbolic thought that are associated with real, large 
institutions and apparatuses of power and control that become obsolete.1 
In a perfect anarchy, symbolic thought is freed from institutionalization in 
a state or statelike apparatus.

In a perfect anarchy, with each person a philosopher living and acting 
on earth and in the everyday, one may imagine oneself to have far more 
significance than one actually enjoys, and thus become prisoner to one’s 
faulty imagination and thus to an abstraction of a different sort. But not 
all imaginary conquests are equally evil (or healthy, for that matter). When 
the microlevel becomes the prime initiating substance of history, history 
comes to be created through a myriad of voluntary processes, all of which 
have an impact and balance sheet that can be felt, detected, and measured 
by each actor. Under such conditions, all imagination is capable of being 
experimentally falsified and thus reconsidered. Imagination then is close 
to earth and therefore lives in the world as a useful additive to life rather 
than as a delusional tendency toward an excessive sort of grandeur, which 
no longer suits the world.
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In anarchy, therefore, history “ends” only at the level of the grand struc-
tures. Life (and therefore history) continue elsewhere, namely at the level 
of micropolitics radiating from thousands of microcenters of production. 
For such microcenters, history becomes synonymous not with the grand 
stories of collective bodies, of heroes and nations, but with life itself as 
it is lived directly. By contrast, history as understood now concerns that 
which we have not experienced and thus must be imagined via abstract as-
sociations. History thus ceases to be evaluated as it is now, when it tends 
to generate fanciful thoughts, but not experiences, about a collective self 
and collective others.

In anarchy, history becomes part of a living endeavor, when one is im-
mediately and practically active in bringing causes into the world and 
sustaining their life. History then is no longer dead scripts concerning im-
mortal heroes propagated for the service of a distant center of collective life. 
History goes on in its eternal movement, not as tales of grand nations but 
as microsocial processes, passing through and out of our own souls, with-
out the usual trappings of bloodshed, violence, and carnage with which we 
tend to periodize and imagine the grand movement of history. Anarchist 
history is the natural, gradual movement of life—voluntary, negotiated, 
thoughtful, considerate, purposeful, and concrete. Managerial structures 
under anarchy simply manage. But it is humans, not structures or heroes, 
that make anarchist history.

The idea of living history in the context of anarchy corresponds to directly 
making it, rather than being a spectator to it. Anarchist history thus does 
not correspond to a teleological process leading to an idealized image of 
death, namely the sterile and immobile embodying institution of the state. 
That, in anarchy, history joins the living rather than the dead also means 
that life itself begins to assume some of the outlooks hitherto mistakenly 
attributed to the orientation toward death, namely philosophy.2 Under an-
archy, it is life and not just death that becomes philosophical.

In anarchy, man becomes a philosophical subject, whereas in the grand 
tales of state and collective bodies he could only be a philosophical object. 
Oriented to becoming rather than simply imprisoned in the walls of being 
or given existence, in anarchy the philosophical issues of public life dwell 
less on how society as a whole could be maintained as a somehow natural 
unit, and more on the virtues of the choices of causes and issues supported 
or initiated by individuals and groups in civil society. The philosophical 
questions become those of the comparative virtue of practical issues ema-
nating from a vast sea of microcenters of production.

Those issues will not to be preoccupied with systemic questions of total 
governance, because a political issue is no longer an issue of state, nor is it 
a question of who should rule all of us. A political question then is rather 
an actual issue of common life that I or thou, acting in civil society, will 
want to directly act upon or explore further in free practice. It is in this sense 
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that, in anarchy, philosophical outlooks finally join the forces of life and 
begin to relocate away from their historic proximity to schemes of totality 
and finality—that is to say, to death.

PERSUASION AND UNCERTAINTY

Absence of coercion means that in anarchy one has to rely on persua-
sion. Unlike coercion, persuasion is premised on accepting uncertainty of 
outcome. The arts of persuasion in anarchy may be said to have a certain 
affinity to a realistic, rather than idealistic, version of the notion of “com-
municative competence” advanced by Jürgen Habermas. A common criti-
cism of Habermas’s proposition is that the kinds of conditions with which 
he associates an “ideal speech situation” (such as equality, lack of spurious 
contexts, rationality, and orientation toward consensus), while laudable 
ethical standpoints, cannot realistically be expected to inhere even in ordi-
nary dialogues, much less in larger societal deliberations with all kinds of 
battling ideologies and interest groups factored in.

A realistic conception of social communication would therefore not 
posit consensus, as does Habermas, as the ultimate expectation in rational 
communication. That is because anarchy is premised on allowing social 
atoms to exercise their convictions without having to reach common agree-
ments with others. Social atoms could of course be involved in persuasion 
in the realm of civil society, but unless their convictions involve violence, 
coercion, or imposition, their ability to act upon their convictions is not 
prohibited by their lack of ability to persuade others, as is the case with 
majoritarian governance under representative democracy. Their inability to 
persuade others only registers as a dearth of practical effect and an inability 
to generate large new social facts.

Similarly less relevant to anarchy is Habermas’s dismissal of exterior 
contexts, because realistically we cannot expect people to arrive onto 
scenes of communication without dragging behind them the weight of 
their background, partial knowledge, specific preferences, and interests. 
But this is not a problem from the point of view of anarchy, because an-
archy expects everyone to keep their ulterior motives and act in accordance 
to them. The anarchist critique of special interests is concerned only with 
those interests being imposed on all, either forcibly or through manipula-
tion via information controls.

Thus it may seem that little remains in Habermas’s communicative 
model that is useful to anarchy once we explore his model in terms of 
sociological conditions rather than exhortative philosophy. However, 
the notion of communicative competence remains of fundamental im-
portance here for other reasons. Precisely because it is geared toward the 
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autonomy of individual atoms and vitalizing the independent energies of 
civil society, anarchy may seem preordained to leave less informed or less 
sophisticated individuals prey to the manipulation of more resourceful 
groups, or lead to a society oscillating erratically with the sway of unre-
strained popular passions. But this is not anarchy; this is what we already 
have under present conditions of mass manipulation, symbolic politics, 
and a poorly informed populace.

That being said, we are left with two traditional and unsurprising rem-
edies for communicative disorder. One is the creation of informed public 
spheres mentioned earlier. The other is education—an ordinary remedy 
the nonanarchist can agree with just as well, and thus also here we dis-
cover how anarchy as the soul of the world lives in such a world already, 
without being felt or recognized as such. If it is true, as has been said time 
and again, that democracy can thrive only with an educated populace, it is 
manifolds truer for anarchy. In anarchy one may even want to go further, 
for precisely in anarchy does aristocratic education reveal itself to be the 
most suitable form of education for a free humanity. Aristocratic, that is, 
not in the sense of cultivating elitism, but in the sense of cultivating philo-
sophical aptitude in everyday life; widening the range of reference points; 
and merging together a progressive comprehension of the dynamism that 
inheres in complex life, with a conservative sensitivity to the question of 
order and long-term vision.3

An informed and educated public sphere does not of course guarantee 
consensus. In any society, the meaning of any public idea tends to reflect 
the preference of the groups that effectively take part, or are allowed to as-
sume a determining role, in a public debate.4 The diffusion of participation 
in anarchy means that public ideas cannot be expected a priori to generate 
a uniform definition, nor be discussed only if their discussion is somehow 
guaranteed to lead in the direction of consensus. The realistic expectation of 
participation in anarchy is rather a mosaic outcome of different ideologies 
and outlooks, not the perspective of one ruling class or group.

While a multiple outcome of this nature cannot guarantee definite out-
comes (for example, economic equality), it does nonetheless rationalize 
political life.5 If the anarchist conception of political life takes the individual 
actor as the fundamental unit of the system, then that unit directly calculates 
the costs and benefits of social causes to which it wishes to subscribe. Here 
it is not left up to deputies to haggle over social causes and, in the process, 
produce a balance sheet no single individual had intended and into whose 
creation most had no input. In other words, anarchist individualism within 
an anarchist world acts much like a constant referendum. The added advan-
tage of this anarchist referendum is that it produces no alienation, unlike 
the referenda we know now: the opinion of the majority cannot compel the 
minority into ineluctably living with what it had just rejected.
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In this way, anarchy replaces both central power and majority opinion 
with dialogues intended to gain voluntary recruits to one’s causes, and thus 
energizes a political life oriented around civil society rather than the build-
ing of governing coalitions. What becomes more important than guarantees 
of certain outcomes is the activation of the arts of persuasion themselves. 
Outcomes in anarchy are not dictated by a single ruling ideology, nor do 
they represent a negotiated policy and thus ideological incoherence, nor do 
they signal the triumph of an occasional viewpoint to which a minority (or 
in some cases even a majority) is opposed. A multiplicitous outcome paral-
lels the ordinary multiplicity of civil society itself, and thus represents an 
adjustment to the natural perspectivist diversity of the social world.

The argument against this uncertainty being unable to guarantee a com-
mon good has been addressed earlier.6 Yet it may still be said that such 
anarchy only undermines any possibility of a common good for a different 
reason: by leaving the fate of all causes to individuals and civil society rather 
than large systems, anarchy undermines the role of experts in defining and 
pursuing the common good. There is no ground, so it will be claimed, for 
the assumption that ordinary individuals are capable of keeping their eyes 
and minds as open as would be necessary for them to holistically or mean-
ingfully assess the comparative virtues of causes.

Leaving aside the earlier discussions on why there is more reason to as-
sume that large systems have precisely this kind of myopia and with more 
devastating consequences, the practical answer can only be that rational-
izing anarchist practices of commitment and enlarging the meanings of 
freedom require training, like everything that is not given by nature. The 
training sites here will be spaces of anarchy, in which one learns in practice 
how to keep one’s eyes open to the various possibilities attendant to one’s 
thought and action. Without the state as instrument, this openness is all 
that remains as a guide for social action.7 The communicative competence 
acquired there, after all, is not something that could be generated merely 
by theoretical exhortation. It requires the enabling of informed consent and 
the cultivation of arts of persuasion involving practical consequences for 
the self and others. If the collective outcome of such persuasive arts cannot 
be foretold, it is precisely because anarchy mimics life better than any other 
political idea. And life, by definition, is an ongoing process of transforma-
tion and growth, not an already arrived-at destination.

ETHICS ON THE WAY TO ANARCHY

Unlike the Marxist theory of history, an anarchist model of historical tran-
sition requires less any specific material condition than the dissemination 
of the idea of anarchy itself. This principle follows from what has been 
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said earlier: anarchy as a philosophy is immanent in the civic orientations 
of humanity, and as a mode of action it relies on the creative necessity of 
human agency, and not simply on objective conditions. For its discovery 
as a practical idea, therefore, anarchy does not require the opportune con-
stellation of highly specific material conditions or onerous teaching manu-
als. For example, anarchy should appeal under both conditions of highly 
centralized power or highly decentralized power. In the former condition 
it may appear as a critique, whereas in the latter condition it appears as an 
adjustment to reality.

Thus though some objective conditions obviously help more than others, 
anarchy is not made by objective conditions alone. Central to the ethical 
transformation presupposed by anarchy is our capacity for ethics that are 
appropriate to unimposed order. An external command, as from a god or a 
state, to obey a moral law becomes justified in unimposed order as an in-
ternal command. This internationalization can only be facilitated by one’s 
awareness that one has chosen one’s ethics, and not simply accepted them 
only because they had been provided by a certain tradition or decreed as 
the law of the land.

That we always internalize external commands is well-known in psychol-
ogy and social sciences, though the process is usually explained as an un-
conscious act. The most eloquent expression of this dynamic is perhaps that 
of Emile Durkheim: “Because society surpasses us, it obliges us to surpass 
ourselves; and to surpass itself, a being must, to some degree, depart from 
its nature.”8 Yet, if one’s nature at any given point is what one has become, 
then it would be more accurate to say, following Nietzsche, that one has 
become more of what one is, rather than that one has surpassed oneself, 
departed from one’s nature, or repressed such nature. In the latter sense, 
one sees oneself to create society precisely by becoming more of what one 
is, while in the former sense, one enters into an already constituted society 
by leaving behind one’s earlier nature. Of course, each pathway provides 
ethics in one way or another, but it is easy to see how the former pathway to 
ethics corresponds to imposed order while the latter to unimposed order.

In earlier discussions we encountered two relevant spheres of the ethics 
of unimposed order, namely those connected to the practice of freedom 
and commitments, respectively. Put otherwise, the unfolding of anarchist 
ethics entails two techniques of the soul: its techniques of will, which is 
how freedom is expressed, and its techniques of solidarity, which is how 
commitment is made manifest.

Anarchist ethics, in other words, consist first of the knowledge of the 
full range of available ethical techniques. If anarchy is to be consistently 
posited as a science of humanity, then the only ethics that are suitable for 
it are those that reveal the complexity of such humanity. This means that 
both techniques of will and techniques of solidarity become interesting less 
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for any specific outcome they result in than in their status as the means of 
being a free and committed agent in a large and complex world. After all, 
anarchist ethics can only emerge out of our knowledge and acceptance of 
them, not because they can be imposed. At the root of this conception is 
the dictum that those ethics that can be sustained only by force are funda-
mentally unsuitable for humanity.

The idea of techniques of the will has been discussed earlier. It will be 
recalled that notions of autonomous, suspicious, and selfish will were 
presented as various mechanisms by which one acts out a particular con-
ception of freedom in the social world. As presented before, the three-
dimensional man of anarchy realizes that only one aspect of his will acts 
in accordance with the selfish technique. Since such a technique does not 
measure up to his totality as an active human, he rejects what he had been 
told (by modern social science, modern economics, and social applications 
of the theory of evolution: namely that the selfish technique governs man 
and is all there is to man).

Three-dimensional man therefore begins his freedom by rebelling against 
those approaches of modern science whose goal is to prove that man is 
nothing other than a machine that moves in response to external stimuli, 
and then only to satisfy or protect itself. This error of science is in fact easy 
to prove, and quite empirically: to the extent that one finds oneself to be 
capable of acting out, or even just entertaining, sentiments that have little 
to do with external compulsion, go against habit, or are self-taught even 
though they may have little apparent connection to the prospects of reward 
or punishment.

That man is more than a natural machine is evident as well in that, with 
no external compulsion, we are willing to burden our intellect with the pur-
suit of what we must know to be infinitely elusive questions of being and 
existence. How did the universe “generate an entity capable of . . . interro-
gating the universe itself, out of which it was born!”?9 There is an ethic, and 
not simply a science, in the asking of such a question. You do not doubt 
your entitlement to interrogate any and all existence, with whatever stock 
of knowledge you may have; yet you could not possibly have come to the 
point of asking such questions if you did not feel yourself to be small or 
ignorant in the face of a grand, complex existence that dwarfs your current 
experience of being, capacity, and knowledge. In simply entertaining basic 
questions of existence, man reveals himself to be both proud and humble, 
confident and vulnerable, arrogant and weak: a will set in motion in the 
world more by its own contradictions than by external laws of nature.

That autonomy and suspicion, in addition to the familiar selfishness, 
are also techniques of willing, and that they already reside in us even as 
we are taught that they do not belong to us, is thus something that we can 
discover as we ponder how we develop acts and thoughts beyond exist-
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ing repertoires, and as we learn likewise about others who have done so, 
whether they be far or near. This realization, both so close at hand yet so 
far it seems, becomes a basis for a more profound way of thinking about 
the question of freedom. In other words, realizing how multiple are our 
options of willing provides the first basis of permanent ethical complexity. 
For here the sense of ethical complexity does not arise only when we face a 
complex situation: it arises as we train ourselves to approach the world in 
general in complex ways.

Parallel to three-dimensional man’s rebellion against being reduced in 
modern science to a one-dimensional, stimulus-responsive machine, is 
his rejection of another one-dimensional fallacy, and that concerns how 
he may express solidarity. Here the idea is that man in relation to others 
may acquire an identity: that is to say, a way of identifying with a specific 
group. But in the final analysis one is more than that: if one’s identities are 
multiple, so are one’s solidarities.

Again, this is not a pure theoretical proposition, but a historical fact. 
Most modern states strove to flatten their people’s conception of identity 
so that they might be identified more or less completely with their state. 
But pragmatic social existence has always meant that one belonged to 
several groups or had several identities that were necessary to express the 
complexity of the web of relations that tied one to others in a complex 
world. That one could be a member of a tribe, for example, and simulta-
neously a member of a Sufi order is a very simple illustration of a larger, 
more dynamic, and transhistorical human reality: in this case one may 
identify with one’s tribe when and as necessary, since the tribe offered an 
insurance against hardships in life. But one could also at the same time 
play other games of belonging: to a universal religious idea that tran-
scended the tribe; to a guild that tied one to a certain class or profession; 
even to a political order that required one to build alliances apart from or 
even sometimes against one’s tribe.

Indeed, it is only severe crises, rather than normal times, that are likely to 
push people into identifying exclusively with one group and highlighting 
a single form of identity or solidarity. Libyan society, for example, became 
far more tribal during the Italian occupation than before, largely due to 
the extreme hardships wrought by the fascist policies, which accentuated 
the tribe’s status as the savior of last resort.10 Something similar can be said 
of Iraq in the 1990s, when the revival of tribalism can be traced in large 
part to an inhuman embargo under which the entire country languished, 
with the effect of destroying the middle class and weakening all alternative 
social bonds.11 One can also cite Iraq again, after the 2003 war, where the 
defining collective identities became expressed along sectarian lines: not 
because these identities were natural, but because the new state was set up 
explicitly along sectarian lines.12 This meant that expressing one’s identity 
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in sectarian terms became more necessary in the calculus of rewards and 
benefits vis-à-vis such a state.

The list of similar examples of modern inducements to the flattening of 
collective identity can appear endless. All examples along these lines illus-
trate that modern state-oriented politics required reducing the identity of 
people everywhere into a one-dimensional conception. That usually meant 
exaggerating a single mode of belonging that had previously not required 
excluding all its alternatives. What would have been an “identity of last 
resort”—that is, a way of thinking useful at best only in crisis situations, 
became a permanently expected norm of solidarity of the modern citizen. 
Before the age of nationalism, for example, seeing oneself as a member of 
a nation rarely meant that one could not at the same time have equal or 
even stronger loyalties to a local community, to cosmopolitan ideas, to 
more universal or more local religious orders, to professional or business 
networks, to workers’ or class-based solidarities, to artistic or literary move-
ments, and so on. By contrast, the modern state-oriented, one-dimensional 
collective identity aggrandized and set up one frame of identity (usually 
nationalism) against all other options. This usually meant mandating that 
one relinquished or subordinated all other loyalties to national loyalty 
(many states still explicitly require a verbal or written pledge to this effect). 
If not invested in a state, if there is no state that is justified by it, national 
identity does not require by its nature being anything more than one ethic 
of solidarity among others.

But just as the flat conception of the human will offered in modern 
science, this flat conception of human solidarity must also be rejected in 
anarchist ethics oriented toward revealing the multiple belonging of free 
humans. In the second chapter, I briefly alluded to a fluid conception of 
solidarity as basic to a proper anarchist understanding of relations to oth-
ers, and now it is time that a little more is said about this idea.13 The basic 
thesis is that what we call solidarity is really an expression not just of iden-
tity, but of something upon which such identity is based, and that is our 
values. If our values are multiple, we should likewise expect our identities 
to be, and likewise solidarities.

Our values, out of which one form of solidarity or another may emerge, 
reside in the various and interrelated ways by which social existence is 
made sense of according to key tendencies:

1.  In a simple sense, everyone has a material interest, and one’s pros-
perity and sometimes survival depends on one’s pursuit of such an 
interest. One here asks “what are my interests and how can I pursue 
them?”

2.  But at the same time one shares a social world with a plenitude of 
strangers, a fact that instills in one a universal outlook of some sort. 
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In this mode one seeks to grasp something beyond material interests, 
and that is the universal dimensions of human existence. One here 
asks “what constitutes a universal human nature, or at least a universal 
human cause?”

3.  This orientation to the universality of humanity, which may be called 
breadth perspective, should in individual psyches be coupled with 
what might be called a depth perspective—that is, when one ponders 
the meaning of one’s own individual Dasein in such a world. One here 
asks “who am I, how did this consciousness of myself emerge, and is 
there a particular purpose to this existence?”

4.  One may then come to feel that one’s life or prospects are unfairly lim-
ited by external conditions—social structures, traditions, boundaries, 
oppressions, and so on. One then becomes oriented to expanding the 
boundaries of possible action. This longing to break out of external 
fetters is often expressed by emancipating a hitherto forbidden desire, 
longing, or affiliation. It frequently appears as a rebellion against one 
moral restriction or another. One here asks “why do I feel separated 
from my desires, how can I know them, or overcome the prohibition 
against their pursuit?”

Elsewhere I have termed these forms of solidarity material, humanist, 
spiritual, and emancipatory. The terms themselves are not the point, but 
they do help us, I think, capture a large perspective on reality, and also 
understand what is it that we want out of one form of solidarity or an-
other. They help us realize, for example, that material interests, significant 
as they may be in forming our perspective, provide nonetheless only one 
of the constituents of social perspective. One does not live by interests 
alone—although one certainly could, but that has hardly been the pre-
ponderant reality of social existence. It requires an incredibly complicated 
and tortured logic to explain the emergence or development of religious 
and philosophical ideas and movements exclusively in terms of material 
interests, especially given that it is usually easier to simply look at what 
such ideas or movements say or do.

Interests are grounded in material life; universalism in shared existence; 
spirituality in the ontology of a single existence; emancipation in the per-
spective on the self in relation to the moral impositions of others. Yet there 
is in fact every reason to combine these perspectives into a single system, 
and that has indeed often been the experience of the most creative social 
movements. For example, even when a social movement speaks clearly to 
the interests of a certain class, the movement often finds it inescapable to 
add other meanings, in which case its slogans are couched in terms broader 
than those of class interest (for example, national struggle, universal human 
rights, or even theology of liberation). Obviously, such framing of interests 
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could be seen by strategists of social movements as a tactical expansion of 
the horizon of possibilities of their movement. Yet the point is that for al-
lies and even many participants, the movement can remain appealing only 
if it seems to address a more comprehensive universe of values than those 
of material interests.

Each of these sources of value tends to be expressed as a specific logic of 
solidarity. I may express my material interests, for example, by defending 
the interests of the class to which I see myself belonging. I may also general-
ize that standpoint, namely by regarding all groups as classes or as guises for 
classes. That is, I think about social bodies as abstract universal categories 
and as theoretical propositions. However, a materialist perspective could 
also give rise to a way of seeing that includes no such class analysis. I can 
for example come to see all ethics, ultimately, to be expressions of certain 
economic conditions, which would mean that the ethical development of 
humanity requires economic transformation before anything else. I may, 
finally, persuade myself that economy is what determines everything in the 
last resort, and that therefore there is no need to worry about any projects 
other than those of economic transformation or development.

How this differs from the universal perspective concerns where one starts. 
In a universal perspective, I am less interested in any specific cause (say 
economic prosperity or equality) than in universality itself as a value. I say 
to myself that I could not possibly know what is universal, before having 
already experienced myself as a universal being. The ancient formula “like 
is known by like” holds here as well, even though one may not express it 
in exactly this manner. Out of that conception, I come back to look for 
adequate candidate causes (say the environment) through which to express 
my contribution to universalism in practical ways. The universal then is 
transformed from an abstraction to a felt cause, and the universal property 
of my cause is an expression of my habitation of the world at large.

In a perspective on solidarity that highlights a spiritual outlook, I experi-
ence the self as an entity calling for a deep meaning of its existence, and 
register its Dasein as a question that could remain so lifelong.14 Here I high-
light not any specific spiritual identity, but the notion that interrogating the 
meaning of one’s existence is integral to life, and that a spiritual expression 
of this question is one way by which I come to terms with the fact that I do 
not (yet) have within me the existential resources required to fully answer 
such a question. This standpoint tells me that anyone else could experience 
spirituality in this way, and not only those familiar to me or who claim to 
be like me. Yet since the question of my own existence is my own question, 
I cannot say with any certainty that others will answer it the same way I do. 
What I want to universalize is an orientation to spiritual exploration, not 
any specific spiritual experience or doctrine.
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In an emancipatory perspective, I highlight the value of experiencing 
freedom over its contemplation, and this can become a guide for solidarity 
in different ways. When I express the emancipatory perspective as a guide 
for solidarity, I may advocate the liberation (say of lifestyles, desires, or 
fetishes) of those who I presume to be like me, or alternatively, posit that 
my experience tells me how to liberate others in general. Conversely, I may 
also learn from my experience the limit of experience as an exclusive guide 
for solidarity. Thus I may advocate the liberation of those who I do not 
presume to be like me. Here I have learned that I am not universal, nor 
is my experience. What is universal is the sum total of my experience plus 
those of others. And this discovery I arrive at because experience (which is 
the term I use to refer to my action against some external limitation) has 
finally revealed to me my own limitations.

Clearly, these various repertoires of values, each myopic in its own way, 
may be unified in systems of ethics other than anarchy. A religion, for ex-
ample, may appeal to a believer because it gives meaning to individual life; 
expresses universality as attributes of god or the universal community of 
believers; provides guidance for the pursuit of material interests; or allows 
the expression of certain desires in controlled ways, without endangering 
other values.15 A source of ethics that appears external to human agency or 
is abstract in character, such as god or law, tends to require being obeyed 
without qualifications, rather than because it itself is a symbolic expression, 
arrived at through human interpretation, of one value or another. It is only 
a short step from accepting the notion that our values are brought to us 
by external authorities, to the conclusion that their enforcement likewise 
requires external authorities.

The issue, therefore, concerns our recognition that the values one may 
invest in religion (or any other systemic ideology) are themselves products 
of human intellect and desire. Ethics on the way to anarchy are therefore 
those that remain undiminished by one’s recognition that they are products 
of human intellect, that they arise out of conscious human experimentation 
with values. In the process, one discovers the multiplicity and complexity 
of oneself, and comes to the realization that ethics that are proper to an-
archy, inasmuch as they are uncomplicated, are also as complex as such a 
self. Then one fully realizes the ethical ramifications of one’s rejection of 
one-dimensional man.

Yet, one does not become perfect after such a realization. Indeed, one 
comes to see that perfection itself is inferior to, if not incompatible with, an 
ethically complex life. After all, each perspective on solidarity, and each will, 
is partial in its own way. Thus a more complex ethical being, rather than a 
perfect ethical being, is what anarchy can propose. And such a complex be-
ing begins to emerge once one becomes attentive to the fact that repertoires 
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of willing and valuing are diverse and human-made. And it is as such that 
one may live as an ongoing experiment, combining solidarities and wills 
not in uniform ways as dictated by a book of law or a coercive system, but 
as befitting the dynamism of a life that is both free and committed.

TRANSITIONS: ADMINISTRATION, MARKETS, 
AND SPACES OF ANARCHY

Historical change follows the principles of necessity and choice. Choice is 
a decision to act in a particular way about change, when its possibility is 
brought about by necessary development. But, first, what brings about this 
necessity?

One of the basic mechanisms of historical change is a recurrent lack of fit 
between how we are linked to each other and how our links are represented 
in institutions. What I referred to earlier as solidarity is one expression of 
human links. But linkage is a more general reality, also including relations 
that are not yet felt as solidarities. We inhabit the world via a system of rela-
tion to certain others. Some of these relations may be close and intimate, 
others distant but important. Some may be close but antagonistic; others, 
though abstract or far-flung, may be sources of new ideas and innovation 
and thus more endearing. Change or growth—whether personal, social, 
economic, political, or cultural—alters this system of relations. However, 
that alteration cannot by itself generate a corresponding institutional de-
velopment, whether immediately or ever. Such development can only be 
produced by a decision to restructure the world so that it is less alien, closer 
to our conception of how it ought to be.

In the ordinary course of time, the networks we inhabit in the world 
transform, as we ourselves transform or as some alteration takes place 
in the techniques by which the world is networked. For example, today 
globalization serves, essentially, as a shorthand to a sense that we are expe-
riencing patterns of global connection that no longer correspond to how 
the political world is formally organized around states. Here, the state, 
while continuing to exist, ceases to represent in meaningful enough ways 
the sum total of the connections through which our social, economic, or 
cultural life is made possible. The point is that the state, like any other 
collective institution, is simply a historical experiment standing in for a 
particular way of networking society. It follows, then, that when human-
ity becomes linked in ways that exceed or can no longer be represented 
by the state, then that institution becomes a relic of the past: it no longer 
stands in for the reality of social interconnectedness in the present, even 
though it may have emerged in order to represent some aspect of a past 
reality of interconnectedness.
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That the world we inhabit now is networked in ways that do not overlap 
with the international state system is evident in the profuse literature on 
globalization, much of which focuses too narrowly, however, on economic 
relations. Yet there is a more interesting and parallel story, which shows 
how our political consciousness has itself become global (again), albeit in 
unexpected ways. That the world is hospitable to global ideas and also to 
global social movements is undeniable. The remarkable globality of the 
movement against the Iraq war in 2002–2003 represents an unprecedented 
historical phenomenon. Never before did the world witness such an aston-
ishingly rapid convergence around a single cause almost everywhere in the 
world, and never before have we seen such a global, grassroots determina-
tion to such a cause among such massive majorities in almost every coun-
try. That the war took place anyway does not invalidate this social reality; 
the movement itself verified not only the new networking of the world but 
also the capacity for such a world to mobilize across very different social 
and political environments, and in a way that directly rejects the imperialist 
vision of the world: the idea of imposed order taken on a world scale.

A more recent example, which I happened to witness on July 24, 2008, 
while living in Berlin, shows another facet of such a reality. On that day, 
two hundred thousand enthused spectators gathered to hear the speech 
of a candidate for the presidency of the same country that had started the 
aforementioned war. That is, to give their voice in their own way in making 
a choice for the presidency of a foreign country. The merit of that particular 
candidate is not the issue here, only the social phenomenon—namely the 
sensation felt everywhere that democracy has ceased to be very meaningful 
in its familiar sense—that is, as the way by which citizens of a particular 
country decide on how that country should be ruled. If the whole world is 
substantially affected by a decision that an electorate makes in a particular 
country, then in theory all those affected, and not just those specified as 
its citizens, should vote in that country’s election.16 This, then, would be at 
least the kind of representative democracy that fits better the reality of an 
interconnected rather than separated world. We are at that stage in history, 
yet, the states that were built for older sensibilities and older habits do not 
know how to adjust to such a reality.

It is never in the nature of institutions to disappear voluntarily when they 
cease to represent experienced reality or even abstract links. And this is what 
sets in motion the contradiction between the way we are actually linked to 
each other and the institution that claims to embody or safeguard our link-
ages to each other. One way by which such an institution may postpone 
its disappearance is by claiming that it stands in for general rules, not for 
any specific people or even any specific social reality. Habermas’s notion 
of “constitutional patriotism” is perhaps the best expression of this concep-
tion, where the state ceases to be about standing in for a nation or a group 
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or any felt solidarity, becoming more about shared values as expressed in a 
constitution. Theoretically, anyone who adheres to the constitution could 
become a citizen of such a state.

It is significant that the idea of constitutional patriotism, the last logical 
defense of the modern state, takes away from the modern state the ideals 
that had made it possible in the first place, such as its claim to embody a 
sense of collective identity or common history. As such we witness here a 
common theme in the history of institutional dissolution, where an institu-
tion could gain an additional license on life by subtracting some of its no 
longer tenable meanings, like a sinking ship emptied of all contents so that 
it may remain afloat for an hour longer. It is of course far better to have a 
state based only on constitutional patriotism than any other ideal, but this 
idea only postpones the inevitable, which is that such a state, regardless of 
its constitution or the attachment to it, does not really stand in for how 
we are networked in the world, and as such the links we inhabit become 
more meaningful to us than a state that increasingly embodies no particular 
links, networks, or solidarities.

Therein lies the search for new forms of institutional life that better cor-
respond to our social networks as we understand them. Here we make a 
choice, which is how we conceive of our connections and evaluate their 
significance. One experiences the fluid nature of solidarities most when 
one makes such a choice, rather than have it made on one’s behalf by a 
large institution, party, organization, or state. It is at such a point, when 
one directly makes choices in a world of fluid solidarities, that an anarchist 
arrangement of social life begins to reveal itself as the most suitable expres-
sion of the dynamic nature of social networks on a world scale.

At the same time, this dynamic arrangement also reveals itself to be 
superior to a familiar kind of democracy that, as Tocqueville famously 
described it, is in effect the perfection of despotism.17 A fluid order rather 
fosters an alternative kind of democracy that places the world on the path 
to freedom from bondage to systems and unquestionable belongings, and 
into spontaneous order and meaningful solidarities. And this we approach 
by, first, rejecting the kind of democracy that is based on mass society 
and fostering the one that is based on civil society. To illustrate the point 
comparatively, one may imagine a variety of combinations and contrasts, 
which are summed up in the matrix below. It suggests what order tends to 
be produced when one or another of two basic forms of democracy (repre-
sentative or participatory) is conducted through mass society (i.e., through 
mass media and flashy campaigns) or civil society (i.e., in deliberative and 
focused associational life). These four combinations become eight when we 
add a distinction as to whether the effective center of political life consists 
of the state or civil society.18

This of course is an abstract illustration of some conceivable associations. 
The least experienced case in today’s world is anarchy, and participatory de-
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mocracy in general.19 This lack of experience naturally invites the question 
of what an anarchist society would look like. Yet this question is misleading 
and logically inconsistent. Misleading, because social life based on anarchy 
does not constitute society in the common sense of the term, and incon-
sistent since anarchy is a product of practice, and thus its ultimate shape 
cannot be foretold apart from its practice. And such practice is not simply 
about replacing a system by another system. Rather, anarchist practice in-
volves replacing the whole allure of macro, collective systematicity in our 
planning and thought, with orientation to negotiated and networked spaces 
of coexistence. Thus what administrative structures may exist in an anarchy, 
or how are they maintained, are all questions of anarchist practice.

As it is true of what we call humanity, the same general approach applies 
here as well: part of the logic of anarchy entails that every idea expresses its 
features and details as it begins to emerge and then so long as it lives on. 
Its features cannot be fully sketched out in advance before it has lived; the 
conduct of life cannot be designed—in the same way a machine could—be-
fore it has come into existence. This is a crucial starting point since anar-
chy has been described as a pragmatic program that is arrived at through 
noncoercive negotiations in civil society, and developed practically as our 
knowledge enhances in conditions of freedom. Yet what could be proposed 
here are some general features of such institutions, the general dynamics of 
their emergence, and how an anarchist may think about them. Needless to 
say, everything that is stated below cannot exceed the current parameters of 
thought and experience.

Anarchy begins from earth, from what one knows. Thus the path beyond 
the state may pass through the state, just as the path beyond the nation 
may first pass through the nation, or the path beyond representation may 
require first passing through representation, or the path beyond organized 
religion may pass through religion as we know it now. There is no reason to 

Table 6.1. Outcomes of Possible Combinations

 Representative  Representative Participatory Participatory 
 Democracy Democracy Democracy Democracy
 �  � � �
 Mass Society  Civil Society  Mass Society Civil Society

State is center  1. Perfect 3. State- 5. Volatile, 7. Less perfect
 of political     despotism    centered    transitional    anarchy
 life      liberal     state

democracy  
Civil society is  2. Less perfect 4. “Elders’ of 6. Volatile,  8. More
 center of     despotism;     the village”     transitional    perfect 
 political life    oligarchy     type rule;     condition    anarchy

intellectual 
aristocracy
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assume that any of these are necessary pathways, but to the extent that state, 
representation, national, or religious ideas exist or are strong, they probably 
fulfill some human need. To the extent they do so, they provide some of the 
working materials with which one may build something superior to them. 
If one accepts the principle of constitutional patriotism, for example, then 
one can use it better for anarchist purposes by taking it away from the state: 
any person, anywhere in the world, who believes in its constitution can 
become a full citizen in a state ruled by such an ethic. After all, such a state 
already proclaims that there is nothing more to its foundation or citizen-
ship than a constitution that may be accepted (or rejected) by any person 
(regardless of background).

On the way to anarchy, the state and state reason disappear one step at a 
time as spaces of anarchy expand in society, sustain peace, rationalize dia-
logues, sharpen intellects, and in bits and pieces a self-expressing humanity 
emerges through them. The state evaporates, and along with it the idea 
of imposed order, abstraction, and totalization as ways of thinking about 
humanity. The state begins to evaporate once it is regarded as one of the 
mechanisms of social control and regulation, rather than as the ultimate of 
such mechanisms.

On the way to anarchy there are several modifications of the nature of 
political and economic life that are already conceivable, since many non-
anarchists could agree with them as well, and since they do not require the 
acceptance of anarchy itself as a philosophy. One could identify at least 
five basic conceptions underlying state or statelike structures on the way to 
anarchy, which could be endorsed by large social sentiments everywhere:

1.  The state’s role in maintaining social peace does not justify it having 
any additional power. There can be no state of emergency, and war-
fare must cease to be an option.20

2.  Social administration should be in the hands of competent techno-
crats who know how to manage, not political appointees or political 
leaders.

3.  Public administration is morally neutral. It does not generate or pur-
sue moral causes. Moral and ethical questions are questions of civil 
society, not the state.

4.  Statelike agencies confine their role to regulating nonmarket areas of 
social life—for example, health care, environmental protection, or 
education.

5.  Mechanisms should exist to prevent market monopolies in general 
and information monopolies in particular.

In a perfect anarchy, any form of public administration obeys a golden 
rule: no institution has so much power as to encourage total struggle to 
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capture it. But on the way to anarchy, the five principles above provide a 
roadmap of interrelated themes that in some way presume each other. For 
instance, the principle that administrators should be defined primarily by 
technocratic competence also spells out what they are not: namely heroic 
or moral agents; they do not embody any collective abstractions like “the 
spirit of the people,” nor do they exercise some bold historical mission on 
behalf of any idea or social collective.21 Theirs is a morally neutral office in 
the sense that the functions it fulfills in public life concern practical mat-
ters of ordinary public services. On the way to anarchy, moral questions 
become primarily questions of civil society, and can indeed remain moral 
only to the extent that they are accepted more due to persuasion than co-
ercion. Morality in anarchy, therefore, ceases to be the object of legislative 
or legal feuds, and is no longer tied to battles over the passing of laws and 
lobbying the state.

The character of public administration on the way to anarchy is only 
that of a competent technocracy whose task is to administer but not lead. 
A world increasingly taking care of itself, after all, requires no more than 
administration. The moral codes of such a world are learned at the micro-
sites of their production and are negotiated across such sites. They are not 
the object of enforcement by a distant authority—which in any case can-
not be counted upon, on account of its distance and particular reason, to 
adequately know the multitude it governs. The basic jurisdiction of such 
an art of administration covers certain roles, all geared toward making the 
world safe, in ways that it is not today, for rational action at the microlevel 
and thus for freedom.

As mentioned before, some if not all of these principles can be accepted 
by those who are not sympathetic to anarchy. Preventing information 
monopolies, for example, is a principle that could be accepted by anar-
chists and nonanarchists alike, even if for different reasons. Indeed, this 
precondition of anarchy is indistinguishable from the precondition of any 
ordinary democracy, whose quality certainly improves when exercised by 
a well-informed and educated populace. Thus at a deeper level and apart 
from the question of the state, a precondition of healthy democracy is the 
same precondition of anarchy, indeed of any rational and deep practice of 
freedom: an educated populace, whose education possesses the dual char-
acter of being both a right and an obligation.

Similarly, a stance against monopolies in general could easily be shared 
by many nonanarchists and has indeed become relatively uncontroversial 
during the twentieth century. A small- or medium-sized business enterprise, 
for example, does not require being run by an anarchist to appreciate the 
value of a monopoly-free market place. This conception has roots in other 
human values, and in fact provides one important way by which anarchy as 
a philosophy is distinct from today’s libertarianism. An important difference 
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between the two lies in anarchy’s starting point, as I see it, from humanity 
rather than the market. An anarchist conception of humanity becoming 
more self-expressing with an expanded and deep idea of freedom transcends 
the current libertarian conception of humanity, which reduces its freedom to 
the calculus of utilitarian individualism and interests.

This means that the market, unlike for modern libertarianism, is not the 
primary arena of freedom, although freedom in a certain sense describes 
part of the way it should operate. An approach that begins with human-
ity to explore the market, rather than the other way around, may identify 
certain goods as transcending in their public value any market price. The 
management of such goods therefore appears to presuppose administra-
tive institutions specifically overseeing them, though not necessarily rulers 
or states. Public goods of this nature may for example include education, 
public health, and the environment.

A public good becomes such when we generally agree that it is such. 
Once that is determined, we are left with the question of how it may be 
managed. Such agreements are not hard to conceive of. An abundant his-
torical and anthropological record, from nearly everywhere, shows that for 
vast stretches of time and space, health and knowledge were considered too 
valuable to be left to impersonal or unpredictable market mechanisms. If 
we think of them this way now, we will not be inventing a way of seeing 
that never existed before. A common “premodern” ethic of exchange of 
such goods parceled them out as part of a “gift” economy rather than “mar-
ket” economy.22 There is abundant lore from around the world regarding 
how providing health care solely within the gift economy was part and par-
cel of a basic understanding that one could truly be a healer only if one did 
not profit (or at least did not appear to) from the malady of others.23 At the 
root of such a belief lay a pragmatic proposition: social solidarity was felt 
to be voluntary, in the sense that we created our bonds every day through 
our exchange. And this meant that in certain indispensable exchanges, such 
as learning and healing, it was the packaging of the transaction in the form 
of a gift that cultivated solidarity.

This of course does not mean that in anarchy certain goods are classified 
as belonging to market exchange and others to gift exchange. The point is 
rather that the market must be understood as part of a larger philosophy 
of life, rather than as a central object of thought. Thus an anarchist ap-
proach may for example foster humanizing the exchange of knowledge 
and healing, and seek to prevent the concentration of economic powers or 
monopolies. But overall, it is hard to escape the conclusion that anarchy, 
as I understand it, lives best with a market economy.24 It becomes easier to 
understand why, once we understand that a relatively free market, which 
is a historically normal and earthly place of exchange, is not capitalism, 
dominated by the great whales of the world economy. Indeed, one of the 
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great intellectual misfortunes of our times has been the confusion of the 
two terms.25

For our purposes here, one way to distinguish the two terms is to observe 
how the market is associated with systems of mutual aid, whereas capital-
ism is associated with their decay. A common orthodoxy in neoliberal 
economics today concerns not only its confusion of capitalism with market 
economy, but also its association of such capitalism with freedom, follow-
ing the famous lesson of Milton Friedman. Yet this stance completely ig-
nores how capitalism, especially since the eighteenth century, has required 
an enormously coercive and imperial state apparatus to function, and 
not simply the old mechanisms of the free market. Further, in neoliberal 
thought, capitalism appears as the most efficient engine of progress, justify-
ing thereby the destruction of older mutual aid systems that are seen to only 
retard the private accumulation of capital that makes large-scale progress 
and invention possible. Yet this point is simply more assumed than proved. 
As Kropotkin puts it:

It remains, indeed, an open question whether the general decay of industries 
which followed the ruin of the free cities, and was especially noticeable in the 
first part of the eighteenth century, did not considerably retard the appearance 
of the steam-engine as well as the consequent revolution in arts. When we 
consider the astounding rapidity of industrial progress from the twelfth to the 
fifteenth centuries—in weaving, working of metals, architecture and naviga-
tion, and ponder over the scientific discoveries which that industrial progress 
led to at the end of the fifteenth century—we must ask ourselves whether 
mankind was not delayed in its taking full advantage of these conquests when 
a general depression of arts and industries took place in Europe after the decay 
of medieval civilization. Surely it was not the disappearance of the artisan, nor 
the ruin of large cities and the extinction of intercourse between them, which 
could favour the industrial revolution; and we know indeed that James Watt 
spent twenty or more years of his life in order to render his invention service-
able, because he could not find in the [nineteenth] century what he would 
have readily found in medieval Florence or Brügge, that is, the artisans capable 
of realizing his devices in metal, and of giving them the artistic finish and pre-
cision which the steam-engine requires.26

Clearly, there is no rejection here of the idea of the market, only of 
particular market practices aimed at monopolization and exclusion, and 
leading to the replacement of all solidarities by an unrestrained pursuit 
of avarice. Needless to say, such an economy has never been “free,” and 
in fact would have been impossible to sustain without a massive coercive 
muscle of the state. It is therefore no coincidence that capitalism has been 
clearly associated with imperialism in its earlier days, although state reason 
and capital reason follow distinct calculations and therefore may part ways 
under certain conditions that I have explored elsewhere.
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Yet just as capitalism may be global, so can a market economy. The main 
challenge then—as for example is being slowly discovered by the World 
Social Forum and analogous attempts at global social movements—is how 
to express the links that already shape our world through values other 
than those of capitalist economics.27 The challenge then is not how to stop 
globalization, since globalization describes not a particular enemy or a 
specific orientation, but the latest manifestations of the reality of human 
interconnectedness on a world scale. The question then is how to humanize 
and bring to this process various negotiated rules apart from those of state 
policies or pure economic interests.

While it may not be always clear from today’s perspective what exactly 
such rules would look like, it is clear from a historical perspective that a 
world economic system may be both free and capable of operating with-
out imperial controls. This becomes quite obvious if we use as our aid 
for conceiving of a possible future world system a contrast between two 
earlier world systems. The handy reference below does that by first sum-
marizing the main properties of the thirteenth- and nineteenth-century 
world systems, with the earlier system representing a structure closer to 
that of a market economy on a global scale, while a latter one embodies 
modern global capitalism.

The main properties of the thirteenth-century world system summarized 
above indicate that a world market economy could do well without either 
political centralization or cultural uniformity. Both expectations, especially 
as we compare the situation to the nineteenth century, seem to be particu-
larly modern. Abu-Lughod argues, contra much of the literature concerned 
with world system analysis, that hegemony is not necessary or even central 
to world systems, and that world systems, if anything, cannot be fully in-
tegrated, controlled, or predicted. Such systems, she argues further, cannot 
be explained by such variables as culture or national character. According to 
this view, world systems are natural and probably continuous, building on 
each other. Technological improvement, which speeds up or intensifies the 
system, is itself made more possible by the very existence of the system.

Markets, even global ones, could therefore be imagined and constructed 
even if they are not ruled by states or dominated by a few economic actors 
at the top. How to do this depends on who structures such a market. The 
broader the range of participants and interests, the more likely that such 
market would include features that resemble an anarchic arrangement of 
social life. Such an arrangement, in turn, would reflect best the character 
of a world that is both highly diverse and highly connected at the same 
time. One may describe this as civic regulation on a global scale. It is what 
one has when an economy takes shape not solely according to dictates of 
large economic interests and their political patrons, but also according to 
the preferences of all kinds of civic associations that may have social and 
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cultural agendas of their own, as well as economic agendas that differ 
from main orthodoxies.

Again, this is not idle speculation. States of course continue to exist 
and sign treaties that make world trade possible, but in the process they 
have created social and economic processes that escape their control, and 
therefore have unwittingly energized nonstate as well as noncapitalist 
sentiments everywhere. The fact that we live in a globally interconnected 
world is undeniable, so much so, indeed, that the only task remaining is 
to structure world political order so that it actually corresponds to how we 
are connected. For example, it should cease to make sense that state borders 
should be respected when it comes to the movement of people, but not 
when it concerns the movement of goods or capital. If it is true, as Saskia 
Sassen has shown, that people simply follow in their own movement path-
ways already opened up by the movement of goods and investments, then 
the free movement of people appears as only a natural corollary to the free 
movement of things in general.

Corollary to that freedom of movement, there emerges a more pragmatic 
understanding of the concept of citizenship. Then there cease to be reasons 
to not extend citizenship rights entirely on the basis of residence: for exam-
ple, if a peaceful stranger stays in a country or a locality for a long enough 
period, say five years, she may be no longer remain excluded as a stranger 
with no rights.28 An integrated world thus becomes a more rational world, 
with movements of people and their cultural and political mixing being un-
derstood as basic extensions of the fact that their economies are expected to 
be likewise connected. While in this case it may appear that we are speaking 
of state-granted “rights,” the point is more general: citizenship ceases to be 
a status that a state confers according to its own logic, and becomes more 
of an expression of more elementary social realities: here the fact that in a 
global world, strangers today will cease to be strangers tomorrow.

It is time to reconsider the fallacy that a market, including a global mar-
ket, must “by its nature” be run by and according to the interests of large 
players. There has never been a good reason to assume that small or me-
dium size is not at least just as conducive, if not more, to innovation, and 
that the best routes to development lie in capitalizing on local knowledge 
and using microcredit rather than in large-scale projects and centralized 
macroplanning. These counterideas are already becoming part of a new 
global credo, just as is the idea that law on a global scale could evolve from 
multiple centers and introduced by multiple actors.29

In general, a global system that possesses anarchist features must include 
three properties that have already been basic to all systems that were not 
based on coercion or imperial domination: partial rather than total control; 
free movement of people and not just of goods and capital; and cultural-
civic, rather than simply legal, regulation of diversity.30 These principles 
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are at the heart of the idea of unimposed order. While they do not, as is 
probably obvious, lead to a full economic equality, unimposed order mod-
erates inequalities, since coercion ceases to be the primary means to police 
inequality in society.31 That means that inequalities must then find their 
basis and justification in something other than sheer coercion. It is at such 
a point that they are counterbalanced by mutual aid and by voluntary ef-
forts to contribute to a de-alienated social life and guarantee peaceful coex-
istence; they are interpreted in terms of solidarities of a new kind; and they 
are maintained through ethics deriving out of apprehension of the virtues 
of practical rather than absolute authority.

The dialectics of transition into anarchy are placed in motion by the ever-
present poor fit between the dynamism of social connectedness and the 
stasis of institutional representation of social connectedness. This dialectic 
movement, however, is not a “crisis,” and generally anarchy is not depen-
dent for its emergence on crisis. In that, it may be clearly distinguished from 
Marxism and other theories of social change, which posit some sort of crisis 
as a necessary condition for historical transformation. The tendency toward 
anarchy is rather a constant feature of a dialectic, but it is not inevitable that 
we realize that such a tendency should be based on an elaborated concep-
tion of anarchist life.

Rather, we tend to express our possible salvation in terms of what we 
happen to know. We may therefore express features of what is here called 
anarchy in terms of the less imposed, more tolerant features of a familiar 
tradition, and do so without having to know anything about anarchy as a 
philosophy. But the virtues of anarchy appear most in a more systematic 
view, a view that incorporates the experiences of those who reside outside 
of that which is familiar. In this view, anarchy is realized as a conscious and 
elaborate adjustment to world realities, here and now. And this realization 
requires no revolution. Anarchy, after all, is not the kind of system that 
can be imposed from the top down. As an expression of a universal and 
transhistorical human experimentation with self-organization and spon-
taneous order, anarchy as a conscious project emerges with the formation 
and expansion of spaces of anarchy within existing order.

Spaces of anarchy can live within existing systems, and may take many 
forms. A space of anarchy may be identified as such when it operates ex-
clusively in civil society, and when it claims for itself roles or tasks of state, 
and in the process contributes to reorganizing social life away from the 
state. A space of anarchy therefore is not the whole of society and certainly 
not a state, but a space within an existing order. Yet in relation to a larger 
state or society they inhabit, spaces of anarchy should at a minimum be 
defined by three properties: first, they substitute themselves for the state 
with regards to some prerogative. (This they could do either positively or 
negatively—that is, either by reserving for themselves prerogative over some 
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public good, or by refusing to abide by an oppressive state prerogative.) 
Second, they take away that prerogative out of the larger requirement of 
majority rule in society as a whole. Third, they promote unimposed order 
as the style of doing their own work. The last two properties of spaces of 
anarchy have already been explored at various points in this volume. A few 
words about the first property are warranted.

That a space of anarchy substitutes itself for the state with respect to some 
prerogative does not mean that it needs to become as complex as the state. 
Indeed, such a space could be entirely individual in nature. An example of 
such an individual space has been introduced earlier, concerning individual 
taxes whose destination one can demand a right to determine directly, and 
with good reason, even when expecting the state to oppose the idea. Or 
a space of anarchy may be communitarian, as for example when a com-
munity comes together for the purpose of promoting a healthy use of pro-
hibited substances; requesting the unlicensed distribution of generic copies 
of necessary but otherwise expensive medications; or coordinating any of 
the tasks so well described in Colin Ward’s Anarchy in Action, which shows 
how a spontaneous social organization effectively handles such large public 
concerns as education, housing, welfare, crime, and so on.

There are two obvious concerns regarding such a conception of spaces of 
anarchy. The first is that it will for a long time be the case that the existence 
of spaces of anarchy may require state toleration of them and even the cre-
ation of a legal space—thus also state-sanctioned—for them. Yet one need 
not foreground this possible institutional reality when one could instead ap-
preciate the healthy rise of spontaneous order. If the law of the land makes 
room for anarchist allowances, then we can finally say that the law has 
adjusted to accommodate our diversity of perspectives and thus has already 
ceased to have the effect of enforcing uniformity. The law that makes anar-
chist action possible may still exist in the books of a state, but now we expe-
rience ourselves as the creators of the law, not just as living at its mercy.

Second, it should be quite apparent that the three minimal definitions 
of spaces of anarchy above do not necessarily require an anarchist ideol-
ogy, since these definitions can also be welcomed by many who have little 
interest in anarchy as described in this volume. But that has also been the 
point of this volume: anarchy is a normal tendency in voluntarily orga-
nized social life, where spontaneous order comes out without an imposi-
tion and without an elaborate ideology being put forth to justify it. But if 
one understands that, then one is already prepared, in principle, for anar-
chy as a philosophy of life. And a philosophy of life, after all, emerges best 
out of practices of life, especially those to which the whole world seems 
open and inviting.

As spaces of anarchy expand and consolidate, in connection to their 
activity, civil society reason begins to replace state reason. A voluntary 
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transition cannot happen any other way, since an alternative to that 
which exists cannot be generally accepted until its virtues become more 
obvious than those of the familiar. Anarchy therefore is a slow and con-
stant project—as acknowledged even by Errico Malatesta, one of its most 
militant advocates.

In a space of anarchy, the virtue of unimposed order can become obvi-
ous to the extent that one learns through it more about practicing rational 
freedom, for which conditions are inhospitable where order is thought of 
as possible only through coercion. Maintaining public peace, for example, 
remains necessary, but in a society saturated with spaces of anarchy, one 
begins to understand how such a necessity ceases to consist solely of co-
ercive forms, or to presuppose a massive coercive capacity in the form of 
a state. The apparent folly of an assertion from today’s perspective that 
coercion is never needed under any circumstances does not invalidate a 
strategy toward peace that is more substantially premised on arbitration, 
persuasion, and respect for the role of civil society and the norms of civic 
life itself in generating peace. For the complexity of the social world can 
be realized as an asset rather than an obstacle to be overcome, a source 
of humanity rather than a ground of perpetual war, only if such a world 
appreciates the virtue of partial rather than total control, freedom of ini-
tiative and movement rather than centrally supervised and circumscribed 
social engineering, and multiple and flexible affiliations rather than sin-
gular, total, and binding filiations.

It is through this dynamic mix of practices translating otherwise abstract 
concepts as freedom or commitment that anarchy also evolves as a science 
of humanity. But it is a science like no other: that is, it does not simply exist 
so as to solve a problem requiring technical or specialized expertise. Rather, 
a science of humanity must be practiced as an art. Because art, including 
science practiced as art, is how we designate a realm of inquiry whose mag-
nitude approximates the infinity and multiplicity of our existence. Anarchy 
as a science, therefore, is in the final analysis life lived beyond the self, as 
though it were the life of the world and its soul.

NOTES

1. This perspective corrects a misunderstanding of the role of symbolism in politi-
cal thought advanced by Michael Walzer, who argues that political thinking is not 
possible without symbolic thought, because it is not possible to have a starting point 
in political discourse that is not based on some general image of the political scene 
(e.g., the “body politic”). See Michael Walzer, “On the Role of Symbolism in Political 
Thought,” Political Science Quarterly, LXXXI, 2 (June 1967): 191–204. Yet this alleged 
association is historically contingent. All large systems of governance make extensive 
use of symbolism, but the problems lie not in symbolic imagination, but rather in 
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how it is used and to what ends. The most malicious state use of symbolism is one 
that purposefully distorts reality for real, instrumental ends: for example, when states 
graft their own symbols upon an erstwhile apolitical symbol in public life (for ex-
ample, nation presented as macrocosm of the family or the village).

2. For a more extended discussion of this connection, see Mohammed Bamyeh, 
Of Death and Dominion: The Existential Foundations of Governance (Evanston, Ill.: 
Northwestern University Press, 2007), ch. 1.

3. This is probably what Woodcock meant when he described the ideal of an-
archism: “In reality the ideal of anarchism, far from being democracy carried to a 
logical end, is much nearer to aristocracy universalized and purified. The spiral of 
history here has turned full circle, and where aristocracy . . . called for the freedom 
of noble men, anarchism has always declared the nobility of free men.” George 
Woodcock, Anarchism: A History of Libertarian Ideas and Movements (Toronto, Ont.: 
Broadview Press, 2004 [1986]), 31.

4. Take for example the idea of welfare. In the United States, the reward structure 
of the welfare state was determined by the cultural values of the middle class, not 
only because of the higher participation rates of the middle class, but also because 
of the prevalence of the ideology of upward mobility among workers as well. This 
point is effectively made by Samuel P. Hays, “The Welfare State and Democratic 
Practice in the United States Since the Second World War,” in The Social Construction 
of Democracy, 1870–1990, ed. George Reid Andrews and Herrick Chapman, 267–90 
(New York: New York University Press, 1995), 278.

5. The redistributive features of anarchy cannot be easily or uniformly extrapo-
lated from experiences with conditions of relative autonomy and consent in differ-
ent countries now. In comparing Switzerland and Sweden, for example, we may 
tend to think that the difference in the redistributive policies of the two systems may 
be traced to the fact that the former highlights local autonomy, while the latter high-
lights equality. This is precisely how Assar Lindbeck explains why Switzerland has 
not developed an elaborate wealth redistribution system like Sweden’s. He identifies 
as culprits three features of the Swiss system: (1) Switzerland tends to be governed 
by broad coalition governments rather than a single party; (2) the frequent resort 
to the referenda system ensures that benefits and cost are considered together; and 
(3) the uniqueness of the Swiss federal system, which causes a localization rather 
than centralization of costs and benefits (Assar Lindbeck, “Redistribution Policy 
and the Expansion of the Public Sector,” Journal of Public Economics 28, Dec. 1985). 
This comparison however misses the point that in Sweden, the more extensive re-
distribution of social wealth was itself a product of a relative national consensus, as 
are political facts that express such a consensus (for example, a long-enduring rule 
by a single party, whose redistributive policies did not seem to require referenda). 
There is no reason to suggest that a similar consensus on the nature of redistribu-
tion cannot arise in anarchy. A consistent anarchist logic, as presented here, while 
it does not prioritize consensus over freedom and voluntarism, cannot logically be 
opposed to consensus if and when it emerges through persuasion.

6. See section on the common good.
7. Such spaces could exist and be expected to function as training sites for an 

anarchist sociability, only if inhabited by those who wish to be in them and no one 
else. For anarchy to be philosophically consistent, after all, one must posit as a basic 
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principle that anarchist practices and thoughts cannot be imposed on those who 
would rather have representative bodies or leaders decide for them.

 8. Emile Durkheim, “The Dualism of Human Nature and Its Social Condi-
tions,” in On Morality and Society: Selected Writings, 149–63 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1973), 163.

 9. Jean-Marie Lehn (p. 251) arrives at this fundamental question through ex-
ploring self-organization in the universe through the lens of supermolecular chem-
istry, but no knowledge of such an approach is required to appreciate the relevance 
of the insight for our purposes here. See his “Supermolecular Chemistry: From 
Molecular Information Towards Self-organization and Complex Matter,” Reports on 
Progress in Physics 67 (2004): 249–65.

10. For a good discussion of this history see Jacques Roumani, “From Republic 
to Jamahiriya: Libya’s Search for Political Community,” Middle East Journal 37, no. 
2 (Spring 1983).

11. For some descriptions of social life during the period, see Qais al-Nouri, 
“The Impact of the Economic Embargo on Iraqi Families Re-structuring of Tribes, 
Socio-economic Classes and Households,” Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 28 
(Summer 1997): 99–112.

12. Again, the fact that these sectarian or communal identities hardly expressed 
primary loyalties is evident in the fact that Iraq had in the twentieth century several 
large political parties with memberships and leaderships recruited across various 
communities and regions, and that intermarriages did not easily correspond to the 
demographic picture so highlighted by the occupation. The fact that there was noth-
ing natural about sectarian identity is evident in the enormous violence that was 
required in order to set the sectarian equation in place.

13. For a fuller elaboration of this discussion, see Mohammed Bamyeh, “Fluid 
Solidarities: Affiliations beyond the Nation,” in Nationalism and Globalism, ed. James 
Goodman and Paul James (New York: Routledge, 2007), out of which the following 
discussion is extracted.

14. This is to be clearly distinguished from political or politicized religion, which 
is less about spiritual experience than it is about political and instrumental domi-
nation. I am using the term spirituality in a broad sense to refer to the sum total of 
reflective ways by which one interrogates the question of one’s existence.

15. Other ideologies, such as nationalism or socialism, may offer certain other 
combinations of values, even though their explanations of Dasein may be peripheral 
and their sense of universality tied closely to their conception of interests.

16. This point is effectively made by a leading historian of democracy, who 
argues that democracy, if it is to survive, must be reimagined in new ways that fit 
better global realities. See John Markoff, “Who Will Construct the Global Order?” in 
Transnational Democracy in Critical and Comparative Perspective, ed. Bruce Morrison, 
19–36 (London: Ashgate, 2004). For important related discussions see also Teivo 
Teivainen, “Towards a Democratic Theory of the World-System: Democracy, Ter-
ritoriality, and Transnationalization,” Journal of World-Systems Research VI, (Winter 
2000): 706–25; and James Anderson, ed., Transnational Democracy: Political Spaces 
and Border Crossings (New York: Routledge, 2002).

17. Tocqueville based this view on his observation that democracy, in one sense 
a tyranny of the majority, tends to generate conformity to public opinion and the 
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feeling that the system, since it appears to have emerged out of the will of the citi-
zen, cannot be challenged in the same way that an explicit despotism might be.

18. These are all of course extreme conditions, since one can easily propose that 
even where mass society is most cantankerous there is still some effective civil soci-
ety, or that even when the state is most powerful it requires for certain projects the 
consent of civil society, and so on. The tables however aim at summarizing large 
tendencies by isolating “ideal types,” and their use therefore is helpful in revealing 
predominant tendencies rather than exact associations.

19. For some studies of participatory democracies within existing orders that do 
not nonetheless endorse the idea of anarchy, see Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright, 
eds., Deepening Democracy: Institutional Innovation in Empowered Participatory Gover-
nance (London: Verso, 2003).

20. For a more extended philosophical defense of this idea, see Giorgio Agam-
ben, State of Exception (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).

21. A good example of this moral neutrality is the first resolution of the Lav-
ender Alliance in Cambridge, Massachusetts, several years ago on the question of 
gay marriage. Rather than demanding a “right” to gay marriage, the Alliance only 
asked the state to adopt a morally neutral approach to marriage. The state thus was 
explicitly not asked to endorse any position or grant any new rights, only to refrain 
from moralizing. One can also note how such a position goes beyond the separa-
tion of church and state, in effect separating morality itself from the state. For an 
analysis of that episode along these lines, see Randall Halle, “Political Organizing 
and the Limits of Civil Rights,” in Queer Families, Queer Politics: Challenging Culture 
and the State, ed. Mary Bernstein and Renate Reman, 379–96 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1999).

22. Gift and market here should be understood as complementary rather than 
alternative forms of exchange. In the same culture, for example, healing and educat-
ing may remain governed by gift rather than market ethics, even after other items are 
exchanged according to market terms. Sometimes a community may resist having 
an essential commodity exchanged in any form other than that of a gift even after 
enormous market pressures—as Christine Gailey shows in the case of the Tongan 
Islands, where it took a whole century longer for food than for other exchange items 
to be traded according to market rather than gift terms. See Christine Ward Gailey, 
Kinship to Kingship: Gender Hierarchy and State Formation in the Tongan Islands (Aus-
tin: University of Texas Press, 1987).

23. For a classic literary formulation of this theme see Abdelrahman Munif’s Cit-
ies of Salt (New York: Vintage, 1987), where one of the pillars of a modern, oppres-
sive state is a modern doctor, working for pay, who replaces the traditional healer, 
working on the basis of gift. The novelty of the modern conception of healing is 
registered by the prestate emir as he hears of the arrival of the new doctor: “If you 
profit from illness, where would health come from?”

24. Most nineteenth-century anarchists were highly focused on economic issues 
and highlighted equality as they militated against capitalism. That stance, under-
standable as it may be, unfortunately led to obscuring anarchy’s more fundamental 
concern, which is opposition to the state or any centralized political order.

25. The historian Fernand Braudel does make this important distinction, which 
unfortunately seems to have been lost on most commentators. See Fernand Braudel, 
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Civilization and Capitalism, 15th–18th Century, 3 vols., trans. Siân Reynolds (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1982).

26. Peter Kropotkin, Mutual Aid: A Factor in Evolution (London: William Heine-
mann, 1910): 297–98.

27. There is by now some quite good literature on this topic. See in particular the 
works of Teivo Teivainen, Muhammad Yunus, Sousa Boaventura Santos, Jai Sen and 
Peter Waterman, Jackie Smith, and Marina Karides et al., among others.

28. There is already some recognition of this principle in many countries and cit-
ies, translating into giving resident noncitizens the right to vote in local elections. 
This does not mean that they have full citizenship rights. Yet it shows how new 
social realities begin to require adjusting legal dogmas, however slowly.

29. A good recent example of such a process being the evolution of the Internet 
as a sort of anarchist experiment on a global scale. (For a good exploration of its 
history in terms of the idea of private or local authority within a global network, 
see Debora Spar.) We are of course well aware that the origins of the Internet lie 
in interests of military planning, but the point is how it evolved into something 
completely different, precisely due to an underlying concept of its design highlight-
ing lack of centrality. That the rules and laws of this medium have evolved in a 
somewhat uncontrolled but also negotiated process mimics some of the features of 
spontaneous order without hierarchy. Thus the history of the Internet may in one 
sense offer a template of a global order apprehending anarchy as its most suitable 
form of organization. See Debora L. Spar, “Lost in (Cyber)space: The Private Rules 
of Online Commerce,” in Private Authority and International Affairs, ed. A. Claire 
Cutler, Virginia Haufler, and Tony Porter, 31–51 (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1999).

30. I have explored these principles at more length in “Global Order and the 
Historical Structures of Dar al-Islam,” in Rethinking Globalism, ed. Manfred Steger, 
217–30 (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003).

31. It is time to clarify again that anarchy, as I understand it, cannot be self-
consistent if it maintains economic equality as a primary principle. It is indeed 
a contradiction in terms to think this way, since guaranteeing this kind of equal-
ity will, paradoxically, require highly intrusive, and by extension authoritarian, 
institutions. This contradiction has indeed been the main logical weakness of 
historical anarchism.
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